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THE RIVER OF FIRE 

Fire Management in the Modern Everglades 





“Cattlemen’s grass fires roared uncontrolled…fires spread crackling and hissing 

in vast waves and pillars and billowing mountains of cream colored smoke…and  

the fires exploded in the hearts of the drying hammocks and raced on before every 

wind leaving only blackness”.  

Marjorie Stoneman Douglas “The Eleventh Hour” The Everglades  River of Grass 



“Restoring pre-drainage hydro-periods is expected to prevent peat fires,  

reverse the impacts of compartmentalization, and create more slough habitat.” 

Sklar, et. al in Front Ecol. Environ. 2005;3(3); 161-169 



There was  

a time  

when fire  

upon the 

landscape was 

ordinary  

and  

accepted. 



“In the fall of 1827 I went with a party of Indians to the head of the North 
prong of the New River-we travelled on horse back-the season was very dry-
the Indians had set fire to the everglades-I cannot tell how far the fire 
extended but we rode in a northwest direction 30 miles across the burnt 
tract without seeing the end of it-along our trail I observed large quantities 
of decaying vegetation but did not observe any signs or any place where the 
fire had taken hold of the soil.” William Cooley Everglades pioneer in a letter 
to Florida Governor Thomas Brown 1851 



Everglades Fire Management History 

• Perhaps the first “scientific 

based” fire program- based on 

research started in 1953  

• First Prescribed Burn on NPS 

Lands-1958 

• “In House Rule” as early as 

1956 that many lightning caused 

fires would not be suppressed 

• “Fire Management Plan” vs. 

“Fire Control Plan” implemented 

in 1973 
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1981 
South Chekika  
Human Caused 

4/12/81 
18,000 acres 

_________________________________________________ 

South Hayes Barn 
Lightning Caused 

7/5/81 
19,039 Acres 

1986 
Eleocharis 

Lightning Caused 
5/9/86 

36,415 Acres 

1989 
DOF #305 

Human Caused 
4/8/89 
19,840 

___________________________________________________ 

Ingraham 
Lightning Caused 

5/17/89 
98,800 

___________________________________________________ 

DOF 457 
Human Caused 

6/13/89 
43,700 

2008 
Mustang Corner 
Human Caused 

5/14/08 
39,465 
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Year 

1980 - 2011 Prescribed and Wildland Fire Acres by Year 

Wildfire Acres

Prescribed Fire Acres

Linear (Wildfire Acres)

Linear (Prescribed Fire Acres)
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Changes in Everglades Fireshed 

Pre-Drainage System (1850’s) Current System 











Distribution of Invasive Exotics Plant Species 

Melaleuca 

Casuarina 

Brazilian pepper 

Old World Climbing Fern 



The free flow of water has been constrained in the Everglades and restoration 

efforts seek to expand its flow. 

The free flow of fire in this landscape has also been constrained-no expansion 

foreseen. 



We are required to describe in site specific details the impacts of our actions 

upon the affected environment. 



Florida Leafwing Bartram’s Hairstreak 

That goes for candidate species too… 
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January 1975-May 2012 



January 
45,429 

February 
58,653 March 
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Acreage Burned by Month 

January 1975-May 2012 



Prescribed burns – T&E restrictions 

Grey – possible 

negative effects on 

Indigo Snakes 

and/or Florida 

Panther  

Orange – possible 

months available to 

burn 

Red- months more 

than likely cannot 

burn due to 

unfavorable 

conditions  
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T & E Seasonal Restrictions 
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FMU 2 River of Grass 

Project Units 

Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) Units and   

Hazardous Fuel Reduction Units 

 

WUI Units 

3 year Planning Fire Return Interval (FRI) 

 

Units Selected Based On 

•  Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) priority 

•  Fire return interval departure (FRID) 

 

Hazardous Fuel Reduction Units 

8 year Planning Fire Return Interval (FRI) 

 

Units Selected Based On 

CSSS priority – units containing largest  

subpopulations receiving highest treatment  

priority 
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CSSS Buffer Burning 
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Getting the Fire 

Right…and wrong 

 

 
Census Site 

mahog-011 (B-11-03) 

in Pop-B (thank you, Jay Sah) 

2 weeks after fire 

15 months after fire Pop-D  

18 months after fire 



When soil moistures are above 82%, tree islands and hammocks rarely ignite. This 

creates opportunities to initiate burning which can protect these areas from severe fires. 
 



“Rehydration might hold the biotic pieces of the everglades mosaic together, 

like a watery grout. But it would be fire that kindled them to life.” 

Stephen Pyne “Everburns” 2011 


