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Native Groundcover Habitat Restoration - Some Points to Ponder Before You 
Take the Plunge! 
Author: Bill Cleckley, Director, Division of Land Management and Acquisition, Northwest Florida Water Management 
District  

T he restoration and enhancement of grass 

dominated native groundcover habitats is an 

inexact science, fraught with difficulties and unknowns 

and; even under the best of circumstances, it is an 

expensive and a risky undertaking.  Nonetheless, public 

agencies, NGOs and private land managers have been 

tasked with this worthy undertaking.  Since the early 

1990s, staff at the Northwest Florida Water 

Management District have focused their native 

groundcover restoration efforts on upland (xeric 

sandhill) wiregrass habitat and, more recently, wet 

prairie/wet pine flatwoods habitat with wiregrass, 

toothache grass and seed mixes, especially on our  

mitigation wetlands.  Over the past 15 years, we have 

learned a lot from our successes and especially our 

failures, but we are unwavering in our commitment.  In 

an effort to assist a new generation of land managers 

and habitat restorationists in this challenging endeavor, 

we thought we would offer “some points to ponder 

before you take the plunge:” 

 

The most important limiting factor in conducting 

large-scale native groundcover habitat restoration 

is a consistent supply of large quantities of viable 

seed.  Most of your initial restoration activities will 

be directed toward producing seed. 

 Select “Keystone” species and know your plant’s 

basic physiology, especially the flowering/seed 

production/disturbance factors.  

Identify, select and manage “remnant” natural 

habitat donor sites for seed collection purposes. 

Remember, more acreage means more options for 

site rotation which can  enhance seed quality and 

quantity.   

Develop and manage your donor sites.  Conduct 

hardwood eradication and fuel reduction/debris 

burning to clean the site for seed collection 

activities.  This may take 1 – 3 years. 

Conduct growing season burns, primarily from May 

to early August to optimize flowering response in 

an attempt to maximum seed production.  Be 

cognizant that weather factors (drought, hurricane 

winds, etc.) as they appear to play an important 

role in seed development and viability.   

Based on your needs and resources, evaluate and 

select the most appropriate seed collection 

equipment possible.  The gamut runs from 

relatively inexpensive, but labor intensive hand 

collection methods using buckets (typical collection 

method for toothache grass seeds) to small 

handheld collection (cont. on page  2…) 

www.sfrc.ufl.edu/CFEOR 

Kammer Tract Donor Site – a 40-acre remnant native xeric sandhill 
vegetation community used for wiregrass seed collection. 

mailto:Bill.Cleckley@nwfwmd.state.fl.us
http://www.sfrc.ufl.edu/CFEOR/index.html
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devices such as modified gas trimmers (used to 

collect wiregrass seeds) www.prairiehabitats.com. 

Also used are large pull behind or front-mounted 

brush-type collectors on farm tractors ( for 

wiregrass and seed mixes) www.ag-renewal.com. 

Next, determine the “optimum” seed collection 

window for your species and schedule your 

collection activities/operations accordingly.  Seed 

collection windows can vary significantly by 

species, burn date, etc.  Conduct weekly site visits, 

check the research literature and ask experienced 

practitioners and native seed producers 

www.ernstseed.com for advice.  Also, be aware of 

strong cold fronts producing high winds that may 

effectively end your collection activities 

Last, store your seed properly until you are ready 

to process.  Periodically, inspect for signs of 

molding.  Have your seed tested, e.g. U.S. Forest 

Service National Seed Laboratory www.nsl.fs.fed.us 

and cleaned for growing plants or direct seeding.  

Grass seed, especially wiregrass seed is difficult and 

expensive to clean, but a few companies 

www.roundstoneseed.com have experience.  Seed 

cleaning is species dependent, so do your 

homework.  This is especially important if you are 

using the private sector to contract grow it will help 

reduce their risk and produce a quality product.     

 

Finally, be sure to check out CFEOR’s recent 

publication, Groundcover Restoration in Forests of the 

Southern United States before you start.  Further 

research is critically needed to address many of the 

outstanding issues concerning native groundcover 

habitat restoration efforts, so keep good notes and 

good luck with your restoration!  

Structure and composition changes following restoration treatments of 
longleaf pine forests on the Gulf Coastal Plain of Alabama 

Outcalt, Kenneth W. and Dale G. Brockway. 2010. Forest Ecology and Management 259 1615-1623. 

Longleaf pine (Pinus palustris Mill.) forests of the Gulf Coastal Plain historically burned every 2–4 years with low intensity fires, 

which maintained open stands with herbaceous dominated understories. During the early and mid 20th century however, 

reduced fire frequency allowed fuel to accumulate and hardwoods to increase in the midstory and overstory layers, while 

woody shrubs gained understory dominance. In 2001, a research study was installed in southern Alabama to develop 

management options that could be used to reduce fuel loads and restore the ecosystem. As part of a nationwide fire and fire 

surrogates study, treatments included a control (no fire or other disturbance), prescribed burning only, thinning of selected 

trees, thinning plus prescribed burning, and herbicide plus prescribed burning. After two cycles of prescribed burning, applied 

biennially during the growing season, there were positive changes in ecosystem composition. Although thinning treatments 

produced revenue, while reducing midstory hardwoods and encouraging growth of a grassy understory, burning was needed to 

discourage regrowth of the hardwood midstory and woody understory. Herbicide application followed by burning gave the 

quickest changes in understory composition, but repeated applications of fire eventually produced the same results at the end 

of this 8-year study. Burning was found to be a critical component of any restoration treatment for longleaf communities of this 

region with positive changes in overstory, midstory and understory layers after just three or four burns applied every 2 or 3 

years.    © 2010 Elsevier. To read the full article members click here.  

Introducing the new CFEOR 

Steering Committee Chair! 

William O. Cleckley is Director of the 

Division of Land Management and 

Acquisition at the Northwest Florida 

Water Management District. In 

addition to his land management and acquisition 

accomplishments, Cleckley has been actively involved in 

conducting habitat restoration activities for the past 18 

years, especially longleaf pine and wiregrass groundcover 

restoration. He is also a NRLI Fellow and now the new 

Chair of  the Steering Committee of CFEOR.  

http://www.prairiehabitats.com
http://www.ag-renewal.com/
http://www.ernstseed.com
http://www.nsl.fs.fed.us
http://www.roundstoneseed.com
http://www.sfrc.ufl.edu/CFEOR/Short%20Term%202008.htm
http://www.sfrc.ufl.edu/CFEOR/Short%20Term%202008.htm
http://www.sfrc.ufl.edu/CFEOR/LogIn/log%20in%20docs/recent%20research/Structure%20and%20composition%20changes%20following%20restoration%20treatments%20of%20longleaf%20pine%20forests%20in%20the%20gulf%20coastal%20plain%20of%20Alabama.pdf
http://nrli.ifas.ufl.edu/
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CFEOR Mission:  

To develop and disseminate knowledge needed to conserve and 

manage Florida’s forest as a healthy, working ecosystem that 

provides social, ecological and economic benefits on a 

sustainable basis. 

CFEOR Administration 

Bill Cleckley, Northwest Florida Water Management 
District, Steering Committee Chair 

Tim Breault, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission, Steering Committee Vice-Chair 

 
Newsletter Contacts 

Nancy Peterson, School of Forest Resources and 
Conservation, CFEOR Executive Director, 

njp@ufl.edu 
Melissa Kreye, School of Forest Resources and 

Conservation, CFEOR Coordinator,  
mkreye@ufl.edu 

Phone 352.846.0848 ∙Fax 352.846.1277∙ PO Box 
110410∙ Gainesville, FL  

 

Florida Society of American Foresters-North Woods 

Work Day April 3, 2010 9:00 am-3:00 pm, ET, at Santa Fe 

College, Gainesville, Fl. Review data from last year's North 

Woods inventory, then participate in a prescribed burn 

(weather permitting). Contact Charlie Houder at 

chouder@treeware.com for more information . 

 

Invasive Exotic Plant Workshop April 12, 2010, 6:00 pm-

8:00 pm CT at UF-IFAS Gulf County Extension, Central 

Honeyville Community Center, 240 Honeyville Park Rd, 

Wewahitchka, FL 32465. Free to Public. Call (850) 639-

3200 to register. 

 

International Wild Pig Conference April 11-13, 2010 at 

the Crowne Plaza Grand Hotel, Pensacola, Florida. The 

International Wild Pig Conference is the only forum in the 

world that provides federal, state, and private 

stakeholders a venue to discuss biological, financial, and 

social implications specific to wild pig subsistence in our 

ecosystems. For more information go to http://

www.wildpigconference.com/index.asp  

 

 

 

 

Florida Chapter of The Wildlife Society Annual Spring 

Conference–Longleaf Ecosystem Restoration and 

Management. April 21-23, 2010. Tallahassee, FL. To learn 

more and to register go to http://www.fltws.org/.  

 

Rare Plant Task Force Meeting April 29-30, 2010 at Bok 

Tower Gardens, Lake Wales, Florida. The Rare Plant Task 

Force serves  Florida’s professional plant conservation 

community.  This year’s meeting will showcase current 

rare plant conservation efforts in Florida and focus on 

rare plant introductions. In addition, on Friday, April 30, 

there will be a field workshop on rare plant monitoring. 

For more information, go to:http://boktowergardens.org/

conservation/rare-plant-task-force-meeting/ 

 

UF-IFAS Aquatic Weed Control Short Course May 3-6, 

2010 at Coral Spring Marriott Hotel, Coral Springs, FL. The 

Aquatic Weed Control Short Course is designed to benefit 

those new to the industry and experienced professionals 

seeking a comprehensive update on all things related to 

aquatic weed control. For more information go to http://

www.conference.ifas.ufl.edu/aw/. 

 

 

http://sfrc.ufl.edu/CFEOR/administration.html
mailto:njp@ufl.edu
mailto:mkreye@ufl.edu
mailto:chouder@treeware.com
http://www.wildpigconference.com/index.asp
http://www.wildpigconference.com/index.asp
http://www.fltws.org/
http://boktowergardens.org/conservation/rare-plant-task-force-meeting/
http://boktowergardens.org/conservation/rare-plant-task-force-meeting/
http://www.conference.ifas.ufl.edu/aw/
http://www.conference.ifas.ufl.edu/aw/

