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by Alan Herndon

Heat radiation acts to dry out and
heat up exposed, flammable portions
of the house, such as the roof. This
primes it for burning, especially

when hit by the small torches known

as firebrands. Firebrands can travel
large distances before hitting the
ground and threatening houses
which otherwise seem to be safe from
the fire.

Ground fires can easily be kept
away from buildings by a small lawn.

Having natural undergrowth instead

of a lawn may be more appealing but,
even with the best of intentions, you
will never be able to maintain such
growth in a safe condition. Dead
wood and accumulations of leaves on
the ground would have to be
rigorously cleared out at frequent
intervals to avoid a buildup of highly
flammable fuel. A lawn, by its nature,
has very little fuel available to carry a
fire, and any fire which does get

started in the lawn will be weak.

An even more effective barrier to

fire can be formed by planting thin-
leaved shade trees along the edges of

the lawn. The trees create a cool,

relatively humid line which ground

fires cannot easily cross. The ground
beneath the trees can be kept
watered when fire is near, providing
even more protection. Trees suitable

for this use will vary, depending on
the part of the state you live in. It is
preferable to have evergreen trees
since they would provide protection
year-round, but this may require the
use of a thick-leaved species such as
live oak, Quercus virginiana, in the
northern half of the state. There is

actually no reason to prefer thin-
leaved species to the live oak for this
use except that oak leaves decay

slowly and tend to accumulate

beneath the trees. This layer of leaves
should be removed periodically, at
least once a year, if the line of trees is
to remain effective as a barrier to fire.
Considering the ornamental value of

live oaks, however, it may be worth

the extra maintenance to have these
trees around. Species suitable in
southern Florida would include
lancewood, Nectandra coriacea;

PeOPle who love natural
surroundings often wish to build
their homes in plant communities

that are subject to occasional or
frequent uncontrolled burning. This
would include pinelands, drained
prairies, and scrubby woods. These
plant communities are all likely to
burn at one time or another, with
disastrous results for the home-
owner.

Although the Florida Division of
Forestry has tried to protect personal
property from wildfires under all
circumstances in the past, itwould be
unwise to depend upon them
entirely. More people are building in
the "woods," and the Division of
Forestry has no guarantee that funds
or manpower will be available in the
future to protect them all.

What can you do as an individual
homeowner to protect yourself and
your house? An understanding of fire

and the way it interacts with a struc-

ture can help you develop a
defensive strategy.

First, it should be recognized that
there are plant communities in which
houses should simply not be built. In
Florida, the prime example of such a

community is Sand Pine Scrub. I have

seen houses in Highlands and Marion
counties built in the middle of thick
groves of sand pine, Pinus c/ausa. This

may be a nice place to live, but such

houses cannot be protected from

fire. Fire is infrequent in Sand Pine
Scrub, but when it occurs it is
effectively uncontrollable. It is a
canopy fire, with a great deal of
available fuel and rapid rate of
spread. It is much too hot to attack
directly and can jump great distances.
If a house is to be built in a grove of
sand pines, a very large yard, which
negates the esthetic value of the
habitat, is necessary to provide any
degree of protection.

In other fire-prone communities,
the fires are much smaller in size, and
correspondingly easier to control or
to protect yourself against.

But, before looking at specific
protective measures, we must

consider the ways in which fire

threatens homes. Direct contact with
flame is the most obvious threat. This
can occur when either a ground fire
reaches the base of the building, or a
burning tree falls against it.

Even without such direct contact,
though, heat radiation from the fire
poses a great threat to any building.
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Sand Pine Scrub such as this is an example of a fire-dangerous habitat.
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your roof and any wood walls. This

topic does not lie within the scope of
the present article, so I will say only
that a dependable water supply (with
an independent power supply, of

course) is a necessity for anyone
building in a fire-prone community.

In summary, plantings can be used
to protect your house without totally
destroying the esthetic experience of
living in a natural community. The
important features of safe plantings

are the removal of any highly flam-

mable plants from the immediate

vicinity of the house, maintenance of
a fuel-poor lawn area around the
house, and the use of fire-resistant

trees and shrubs to form a barrier

against ground fires and heat
radiation.

your house (and properly
maintained) to a distance of thirty

feet, you will be well protected

against ground fires. Unfortunately,
plantings cannot directly protect
your home from firebrands, but, by

blocking heat radiation, they
indirectly decrease the flammability
of burnable portions of the house.
This, in conjunction with the use of
fire-resistant materials in the
construction of your home, can
greatly lower the probability of a fire
started by this source.

Finally, the effectiveness of these
plantings as a barrier to fire is greatly
enhanced if you can water the plants
and soak the foliage a few minutes
before the fire front arrives. It is also
helpful to run water at this time over

LETTER

Editor:
I am encouraged that the Florida

Native Plant Society is endeavoring to
educate The Palmetto subscribers to

the importance and value of fire.

Alan Herndon's article, "Fire in

Natural Communities," is basically

accurate; however, it may mislead

some readers.
Natural fire intervals are known

and have been fairly well researched.

The Florida Natural Areas Inventory
(FNAI) includes the following inter-

fire intervals:

YEARS

Dry Prairie 1-4

Mesic Flatwoods

Longleaf Pine or S. Florida Slash. . . .. 1-7
Slash Pine 3-8

Sandhill 2-5
ScrubbyFlatwoods 8-25

Basin Marsh

Strictly Herbaceous 1-3

With Willows and Buttonbush 3-10

Depression Marsh

Edge 1-4

Center.. . . . . .. .. .. . ... ... ... .. 5-10

Wet Prairie . . . .. . .. . .. . . ... ... .. .. 2-4

Mr. Herndon's reference to prairie

is, I assume, confined to wet prairie or
marsh and not dry prairie (also called
palmetto prairie). Many individuals
residing in central and southwest
Florida where dry prairies are

common may misconstrue the

author's remarks about prairies not
really depending on fire. Dry prairies

burn frequently in these lightning-

Krug's holly, "ex krugiana;
mahogany, Swietenia mahagoni;
wild tamarind, Lysiloma latisiliqua;

and, again, live oak.
These trees all have broadly

spreading canopies. They can be
planted close enough together to
provide protection against ground
fires and still give an open feeling to
the yard. It is important to select
species that do not have any highly
flammable leaves. Such trees often
tend to become torches and, if they
are too close to the house and fall the
wrong way, can completely negate
the protection provided by a lawn.
Sand pine, casuarina, and melaleuca
are definitely to be avoided on this

score (although I am sure you would

never, in any case, have considered
the last two). If you have such trees in
your lawn now, they should be

removed.

People who do not like lawns can

extend the strip of trees to

encompass the whole area around

the house. In effect, you will be

growing a hammock (a naturally fire-
resistant community) around your

house. It is hard to do better in
protecting your home. Of course,

there will be some maintenance

required: dead wood and accu-

mulations of leaf litter will have to be

kept away from the house. This main-
tenance will take no more time or

labor, anyway, than lawn care.

In addition to hindering ground
fires, these trees around the house
will also absorb a good deal of the

heat radiated by a fire. A significant

amount of heat will still be able to
reach the house, however, traveling
beneath the canopies of your shade
trees. To deflect this radiation, a

series of bushes with dense foliage

can be used, grown in hedges or

scattered as individuals throughout

the lawn and against the house. Of

course, these shrubs should be

species which themselves do not

easily burn.

In particular, wax myrtle, Myrica

cerifera, should NOT be planted in an
area you wish to protect because it is
highly flammable. If you like wax
myrtle and wish to have it in your
yard, plant it outside of the shade tree
barrier.

Shrubs suitable in southern Florida
as heat blockers include myrsine,
Myrsine Florida; marlberry, Ardisia
escallonioides; dahoon holly, "ex
cassine; and all stoppers, Eugenia
spp.

If such plantings are made around

prone areas of the state. For that
matter, and speaking from personal

experience, lightning-initiated fires
are not uncommon in wet prairie

(marsh).
It is important that Florida residents

and visitors comprehend fire's
function and necessity. Equally
important is the recognition of the
natural fire season. Natural fires
occur primarily during the lightning
season, May-September, and are

most common during the months of

peak convectional shower activity,

June and July. Biological com-

munities have evolved with this
seasonal fire regime and not a winter
burning regimen as practiced by
silvacultural and other agricultural
interests. While it must be
recognized that indigenous peoples
also used fire for a variety of reasons,
it is doubtful that they practiced

winter burning because the slow

response of vegetation during the
nongrowing season would have

meant longer distances to travel for

game.
r hope you will continue to address

the importance of fire with future
articles and I encourage any of your
members to visit Myakka River State
Park to witness the benefits of proper
fire management.

. Robert Dye, Park Mgr.
Myakka River State Park


