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Prescribed Burns in Spring Improve Wild Turkey Habitat
HOT SPRINGS, AR— Annually, thousands of acres of forestlands on the Ouachita and Ozark-St. Francis National Forests are treated with prescribed fire to restore and protect fire-adapted ecosystems.   
The primary reasons for prescribed burning are to restore forest ecosystems, enhance wildlife habitat, including some threatened and endangered species and to reduce hazardous fuels in and near the wildland urban interface (where the forest meets communities).  

While prescribed burning occurs at various times throughout the year, forest managers routinely use growing season fire (burns which generally occur between April and October when the vegetation is not dormant) as part of a comprehensive plan to manage fuels and improve habitat at the landscape level for many species of wildlife, including wild turkey. 

“Beginning in 2006, both the Ouachita and Ozark-St. Francis National Forests began conducting growing season burns,” said Glen Fortenberry, Fire Team Leader for the Ouachita and Ozark-St. Francis National Forests.  “These burns help remove some invasive species and promote herbaceous understories leading to“woodland” or park-like condition, similar to what research indicates the pre-settlement forest is thought to have resembled.  This helps to maintain forest habitats that support unique bird and mammal populations such as the red-cockaded woodpecker and Indiana Bat.  A growing season burn that can be added to the rotation cycle of burning better meets the ecological need of some fire-dependent plant communities,” continued Fortenberry.  
(more)
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 A common misconception is that prescribed burns during March and April are detrimental to wild turkey populations.  However, according to Dennis Daniel, National Wild Turkey Federation Regional Biologist for Arkansas and Louisiana, “Research concludes that fire and wild turkeys have co-existed for thousands of years in the southeastern Untied States.  Prescribed burning can negatively impact turkeys in the short term, but most wild turkeys generally start a new clutch in a different location and the nesting effort continues.  We believe the long term benefits far outweigh any short term negative impacts”
Due to the warmer temperatures and usually drier weather, growing season burning requires extra precautions. Personnel safety is a primary concern due to fatigue, dehydration and heat exhaustion.   Smoke management is a bigger challenge also in summer burning due to a higher potential for weather conditions that can cause air to stagnate, and conditions change during the day.  
For additional information on prescribed fire, contact the Ouachita or Ozark-St. Francis National Forest at 501-321-5202 or 479-964-7200 or visit the forest web page at www.aokforests.com.
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