
 

 

 

Ground Cover Restoration a Success for Wildlife 
Jacqueline Bilello, FWC Fisheries and Wildlife Biologist III  
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 A n animal track is spotted in the mud at a 
Ground Cover Restoration (GCR) site located 

at Okaloacoochee Slough Wildlife Management Area 
(OSWMA).  With its large size and absence of claw im-
prints, it is identified as a track from an elusive Florida 
panther. “Panther sign is a great indication that wildlife 
are using the area” says Marc Criffield, panther biologist 
with the Florida Wildlife Research Institute (FWRI) of 
the Florida Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC).  
He adds “the larger body size of panthers found at 
OSWMA is likely related to the abundance of large prey 
this restoration project supports.”  

In 2003, ground cover restoration efforts began at 
OSWMA. In subsequent years additional sites have been 
added at OSWMA and currently there are over 318 

acres of pasture that 
are being restored to 
their historical natural 
communities.  Jean 
McCollom, lead biolo-
gist for FWC at OSWMA 
(now retired), was in-
strumental in the 
astounding success of 
these restoration pro-
jects.    Her efforts at 

eradicating the non-
native pasture grasses 

early on and hand collecting plantings of native ground-
cover species has really paid off.  According to Kent Wil-
liges, lead botanist for GCR monitoring activities (FWRI), 
the sites at OSWMA have the highest plant species di-
versity of any GCR sites he monitors, with over 90 spe-
cies of native groundcover, including populations of the 
listed species cutthroat grass (Panicum abscissum).  
Jean adds, “Even our least successful GCR sites are a 
tremendous improvement over the original pasture 
when it comes to plant and wildlife diversity.” 

Historically, agriculture in Florida transformed na-
tive plant communities for utilitarian uses such as pas-
tures, pine plantations, and agricultural fields.  Over 
100,000 acres of altered natural communities are cur-
rently located on land managed by FWC.  These altered 
communities cannot support wildlife that depend on 
native plants for food and shelter.  FWC biologists rec-
ognized the need to find a reliable, reproducible meth-
od for restoring 
these altered com-
munities to their 
natural conditions. 
They adapted strate-
gies from earlier 
work done by resto-
ration practitioners, 
which showed that 
by controlling exotic 
species early, and 
restoring groundcover 
vegetation first, a more 
rapid restoration to a functioning natural community 
would be possible. 

Today, Ground Cover Restoration activities contin-
ue, covering more than 3,500 acres at 40 sites on FWC 
lead areas throughout Florida.  Always seeking to im-
prove the process, variations on treatment strategies 
are continually tested for effectiveness.   Over the years, 
FWC staff have dealt with many challenges and many 
lessons have been learned.  Nine sites, including 2 sites 
at OSWMA, have graduated from the program with 
enough native species representation to be considered 
successful and ready for the next phase of restoration.  
From this trial and error, a methodology has been de-
veloped that will enhance future restoration efforts for 
the continued benefit of wildlife and the people of Flori-
da.  

Panther track found at OSWMA 

Photo by Samantha Baraoidan 

Panther den found at OSWMA 
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Importance of forestry practices relative to microhabitat and microclimate 
changes for juvenile pond-breeding amphibians 
J.E. Earl and R.D. Semlitsch. Forest Ecology and Management. 2015. 357:151-160. 
 

ABSTRACT:  Balancing the goals of forest management and species conservation is a major challenge. Forestry 
practices could be refined with greater understanding of the importance of large-scale forestry practices versus 
smaller-scale microhabitat and microclimate variables in driving demographic vital rates for species of 
conservation concern. We examined the relative importance of forestry practices, microhabitat, and 
microclimate on juvenile anuran survival and growth. To do so, we examined three different species: wood frogs 
(Lithobates sylvaticus), American toads (Anaxyrus americanus), and southern leopard frogs (Lithobates 
sphenocephalus), in three different years using terrestrial enclosures. Terrestrial enclosures were placed in 
forestry treatment plots with unharvested forest, partial cut forest, early successional forest (ESF; i.e. 4–6 year 
old clearcut) with downed wood removed, and ESF with downed wood retained in central Missouri, USA. We 
ranked models using an information-theoretic approach to determine whether forestry treatment, microhabitat 
(logs, canopy cover, leaf litter depth), or microclimate (temperature and soil moisture) best predicted juvenile 
survival and growth. We found that microhabitat and microclimate, but not forestry practices, were important 
for survival and growth. However, small sample sizes may have limited our ability to detect forestry treatment 
effects. Most associations with growth and survival involved microclimate variables. Effects of microhabitat 
showed positive associations of survival with canopy cover and downed wood and of growth with leaf litter 
depth. All effects varied by species/year and season, as is common for studies on the effects of forestry practices 
on amphibians, indicating that it would be useful to maintain a variety of different microhabitats and 
microclimates to support a diverse anuran community. Because juvenile survival is a population-regulating 
parameter for many amphibians, it may be prudent to focus on creating favorable microhabitats and 
microclimates within areas under active forest management. However, it would be useful to repeat this type of 
study in different eco-regions with different species to determine the generalizability of these results. 
 
Elsevier ©2015.  To read the full article, CFEOR members click here. 

An evidence-based review of timber harvesting behavior among private 
woodland owners 
E.J. Silver, J.E. Leahy, A.R. Weiskittel, C.L. Noblet, and D.B. Kittredge. Journal of Forestry. 
2015. 113(5):490-499. 
 

Abstract: Understanding private woodland owner (PWO) timber harvesting behavior is essential for predicting potential 
timber supply, as PWOs could be an increasingly important source. This evidence-based review synthesizes more than 100 
peer-reviewed articles, government reports, and dissertations from 1970 to 2014 from North America and Europe. Our 
broad research question was “To what extent is actual PWO timber harvesting behavior understood?” Our objectives were 
to (1) identify how past research analyzed actual harvesting behavior, (2) describe the evolution of these methods, (3) 
determine the extent to which previous research linked landowners' stated intentions to actual harvesting behavior, and 
(4) evaluate the significant predictors of PWO timber harvesting. This evidence-based review found that parcel size, harvest 
price, and distance from residence were the most common significant predictors of harvesting intention. Many studies 
purportedly studied behavior, but most measure stated attitudes without measuring observable harvesting behaviors. A 
better understanding of PWO behavior will inform timber supply prediction and support forest management outreach. 

 

Society of American Foresters ©2015.  To read the full article, CFEOR members click here. 



 

 

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. 
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 Wildlands Fire & Education Conference, Backyards 

and Beyond. October  22-24, 2015. Myrtle Beach, SC.  

National Fire Protection Association’s bi-annual 

Backyards & Beyond Wildland Fire Education 

Conference is a great place for community leaders, 

researchers, insurance professionals, emergency 

responders, homeowners and others involved in wildfire 

safety and preparedness to share their knowledge and 

best practices on key wildfire issues that they can then 

take back to their communities and workplace.  For 

more information visit the conference website: http://

www.nfpa.org/training/backyards-and-beyond 

 Certified Pile Burner Course, 8:30 am to 4:30 pm, 

West Central Florida Agriculture Center (Sumter 

County Fairgrounds) Bushnell, FL. $50 fee includes 

lunch and materials. Contact DarLinda Duteau at  (352) 

569-6865 or dduteau@ufl.edu for more information. 

 

 Collaborating to Manage Ecosystems. Presented in a 

hybrid format, this workshop builds an appreciation of 

how to manage natural areas as part of a larger ecosystem, 

in coordination with neighboring land owners. Online: 22 

September - 24 October, 2014. In-person: 29 - 30 October, 

2014 Wekiwa Springs State Park, Apopka FL. For more 

information go to: http://wec.ufl.edu/nata 
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