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Burning Questions Addressed in Wiregrass Production 
By: Cheryl Mackowiak, UF/IFAS North Florida Research and Education Center 

The North West Florida Water Management District (NWFWMD) has initiated 

a program in the Florida Panhandle to restore several thousand acres of land 

holdings to long leaf pine/ wire grass (Aristida L.) habitat. The high demand for 

wiregrass propagules and seed has resulted in requests from commercial and 

private growers for better cultural information. Healthy, vigorous plants 

should result in good seed production but plant reproductive strategies and 

genetic diversity (ecotypic diversity) may also factor into reproductive success.  

Seed production tends to be greatest following an approximate 3-year fire 

cycle but it is not known if fire can be substituted with other management 

practices.  Researchers at the UF/IFAS North Florida Research and Education 

Center (NFREC), in cooperation with the NWFWMD, are investigating some of 

the issues that limit wiregrass (xeric sandhill ecotypes) seed production.  

Factors include ecotypic variability, seed germination and nutrient management. 

 

The limited wiregrass populations that were evaluated to date appear to be sexual in nature, which suggests 

that the plants cross pollinate to some degree (outcross).  These observations were based only on populations 

collected in the wild at Econfina.  Chromosome counting of somatic cells during mitosis indicated that these 

ecotypes are diploid types.  If this can be verified with wiregrass from more diverse locations, then perhaps 

the ecotype of the source seed is not essential for successful establishment of new wiregrass plantings. 

 

A wiregrass donor site at Econfina was the location for a 2-year study initiated in 2007 to evaluate the 

interaction of management practices and soil fertility on plant productivity and seed yield.  A single event burn 

was compared to a single event mow (June).  Nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) fertilization treatments were 

crossed with the management treatments.  Seed head production was similar between the fertilized (N or N + 

P) mow treatment and the burn treatment without fertilizer.  However, burning with N or N + P fertilization 

resulted in the greatest seed head production.  It is interesting to note that P (50 lb P2O5/ac) had no effect on 

yield or seed head production.  This study is being repeated at a nearby site.  Future work will evaluate 

nutrients (i.e., micronutrients) that were found to be greater in the burn treatments. 

 

For more information on this project, please contact Cheryl Mackowiak, Assistant Professor of Soil Nutrient 

Management/Water Quality, at the NFREC, at echo13@ufl.edu  
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Upcoming Events   
 Society of American Foresters National Convention 

Nov. 5 – 9, 2009 Reno, NV 
http://www.safconvention.org 

 The Wildlife Society 15th Annual Conference 

Nov., 8-12, Miami, FL 

For more info visit http://joomla.wildlife.org/Miami08/ 

 2008 Public Land Acquisition and Management Partnership Conference 
Dec. 3-5, Hyatt Regency, Jacksonville, FL 
For more information visit: http://www.ces.fau.edu/plam2008/ 

 Managing for Diversity Across Florida’s Unique Landscapes  

 December 9-11, 2008, Disney Wilderness Preserve, Kissimmee 

Fee: $380.00 For more information:  http://nata.snre.ufl.edu/ 

 Tall Timbers Research and Land Conservancy 24th Fire Ecology Conference 
Jan.11-15, 2009 Ramada Conference Center, Tallahassee, FL 
Theme: “Future of Prescribed Fire: Public Awareness, Health, & Safety” 
For more information visit: http://www.talltimbers.org/FEconference/ 

 

You can now join or leave the CFEOR Updates listserv!  Go to 
http://lists.ifas.ufl.edu/wa.exe?SUBED1=SFRC-CFEOR-L&A=1 for details. 

 

Recent Research Finding  

 

The importance of hardwood trees in the longleaf pine forest ecosystem for 
Sherman’s fox squirrels  
Perkins, Micah W, Conner, L. Mike) and Howze, A. Brent.  APR 5 2008.   FOREST ECOLOGY AND 
MANAGEMENT, 255 (5-6) 1618-1625.     
 
The longleaf pine (Pinus palustris) forest, one of the most diverse yet endangered ecosystems in North 

America, has received considerable interest from conservation biologists. Longleaf pine ecosystem 

management focuses on maintaining open mature pine savanna with reduced hardwood levels. Sherman's fox 

squirrel (Sciurus niger shermani), a near obligate species of the open mature longleaf pine forest and a species 

of concern relies on embedded hardwood trees for food and shelter but avoids closed-canopy hardwood 

forests. So where is the middle ground of hardwood importance to the squirrel? Ecosystem-scale conservation 

focusing on intensive removal of hardwoods from within the longleaf pine matrix, may negatively impact 

Sherman's fox squirrels. To understand the importance of hardwoods to Sherman's fox squirrels, we 

conducted a radio telemetry study focusing on habitat components within fox squirrel home ranges. Our 

results suggest a range of acceptance to the ratio of mature pine to hardwood within longleaf pine forests 

with an 80% estimated probability of home range use when canopy cover is comprised of 88.2% mature pine 

savanna to 11.8% hardwood cover. Conservation and restoration efforts should maintain individual mature 

hardwood trees and small patches within the longleaf pine forest ecosystem to benefit Sherman's fox squirrel. 

(C) 2007 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved. 
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