
 

How a hurricane fueled wildfires in the
Florida Panhandle

March 11 2022, by David Godwin

  
 

  

Satellites captured the tree loss from Hurricane Michael in 2018. This is where
fires were burning in 2022. Credit: Forwarn/USDA Forest Service

The wildfires that broke out in the Florida Panhandle in early March
2022 were the nightmare fire managers had feared since the day
Hurricane Michael flattened millions of trees there in 2018. It might
sound odd—hurricanes helping to fuel wildfires. But Michael's 160 mph
winds left tangles of dead trees that were ready to burn.
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https://forwarn.forestthreats.org/highlights/1052#
https://www.fdacs.gov/News-Events/Press-Releases/2022-Press-Releases/Florida-Forest-Service-Fighting-1000-acre-Wildfire-in-Bay-County


 

We asked University of Florida fire ecologist David Godwin, who co-
leads the Southern Fire Exchange, to explain the role the hurricane
played in wildfires that forced over 1,000 people to evacuate their
homes.

What's fueling Florida wildfires so early in the year?

March is early for large fires in this part of Florida. We're not in extreme
drought, but the weather has been warm and dry, and this area has a lot
of fuel on the ground that can burn.

When Hurricane Michael rolled through, it had a catastrophic impact on
timber in the region. The hurricane dropped most of the standing trees
into a jumbled mess that piled up on the ground.

Typically, a forest's fuel load—the total mass of burnable stuff on a
site—is less than 10 tons per acre. After Hurricane Michael, surveys
found over 100 tons per acre in parts of the Panhandle. That's off the
charts. Everyone involved saw this storm had tremendous potential to
affect wildfire activity for years to come.

In most fires within the region, only the ground cover and understory
vegetation burn. Here, almost the entire forest is now on the ground
—branches and trunks that normally wouldn't be available to the fire are
dead, dry and ready to burn.

In the years since the hurricane, with the forest canopy gone and more
sunlight reaching the forest floor, additional vegetation has also grown
in, contributing additional fuels. All of those fuels are driving increased
fire behavior, meaning more intense fires with longer flame lengths and
additional spotting caused by blowing embers igniting new areas.
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https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=Wx4oSuoAAAAJ&hl=en
https://phys.org/tags/large+fires/
https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/
https://www.fdacs.gov/content/download/91535/file/HurricaneMichaelExecutiveSummary%26amp;TimberDamageMap.pdf
https://www.fdacs.gov/content/download/91535/file/HurricaneMichaelExecutiveSummary%26amp;TimberDamageMap.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/wildfire/
https://www.fdacs.gov/var/ezdemo_site/storage/images/6/2/2/2/2592226-1-eng-US/Inline%20Attachment%202%20from%20e-mail.jpeg
https://phys.org/tags/forest+canopy/
https://phys.org/tags/forest+floor/


 

 

  

Using satellites, the Florida Forest Service mapped the damage to timber in the
Panhandle. Credit: Florida Forest Service

How does all that debris affect firefighting?

The tangle of trunks and branches make these areas hard to access and
dangerous for fighting a wildfire.
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https://www.fdacs.gov/var/ezdemo_site/storage/images/6/2/2/2/2592226-1-eng-US/Inline%20Attachment%202%20from%20e-mail.jpeg


 

It means you're climbing over, under and around trunks. Vehicles can't
get in. Firefighters often can't use their typical bulldozers to establish 
fire lines.

The heavy fuels can burn for a long time, harboring persistent fires that
reignite later. The heavy fuels are harder to extinguish and can produce
smoke that can endanger roadways and impact communities.

Why haven't the trees been removed?

People might ask why the government didn't clean up the damaged trees,
but about 80% of the areas severely impacted by Hurricane Michael
were on private lands. That limits what officials can do.

A lot of this land is timber investment land, and there's no crop
insurance for trees, so people may not have the money to get a contractor
in to clear out the dead trees. It's a very rural region and low-income in
many places. The Florida Forest Service has been very vocal in trying to
get support for private landowners to manage fallen trees, for the reason
we're seeing now.
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https://phys.org/tags/fire/
https://phys.org/tags/private+lands/
https://www.stateforesters.org/2019/04/05/hurricane-michaels-big-affect-on-timber-resources-wildfire-risk-in-florida-and-georgia/
https://www.fdacs.gov/Forest-Wildfire/Our-Forests/Forest-Health/Forest-Recovery-After-a-Hurricane
https://www.fdacs.gov/Forest-Wildfire/Our-Forests/Forest-Health/Forest-Recovery-After-a-Hurricane


 

  

Two images of a section of Calhoun County, Florida, about 40 miles from the
coast, show the damage after Hurricane Michael. Credit: Forwarn/USDA Forest
Service

I was at Tyndall Air Force Base near Panama City, Florida, recently, and
the difference funding can make was obvious. The base had almost a
direct hit from the hurricane, and the surrounding trees were decimated.
But because the Air Force had access to funds, within a year it was 
clearing out dead trees and chipping the material for bio energy.

The base is now rapidly on its way to replanting longleaf pines. Longleaf
pines were the once the dominant pine trees of the South, but they were
cut down when timber barons came through. While industrial forestry
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https://forwarn.forestthreats.org/highlights/1052#expanded
https://forwarn.forestthreats.org/highlights/1052#expanded
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/hurricane-michael-tyndall-air-force-base-was-in-the-eye-of-the-storm-and-almost-every-structure-was-damaged/2018/10/23/26eca0b0-d6cb-11e8-aeb7-ddcad4a0a54e_story.html
https://www.usafe.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/2059018/deforestation-on-tyndall-afb-leads-to-ecosystem-restoration/
https://www.nwf.org/Educational-Resources/Wildlife-Guide/Plants-and-Fungi/Longleaf-Pine
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44371072
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44371072


 

had better success with slash pines and loblolly pines, the longleaf pines
hold up better to hurricanes, wildfire and disease.

Research after Hurricane Katrina showed that longleaf pines were more
resilient in the face of hurricane-force winds, with significantly less
damage. They're also more pest-resistant and a keystone species for the
ecosystem.

Rain that started March 9 began to help firefighters, but the forecast
after that was expected to bring dry, windy conditions that could whip up
fires again.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/pubs/47650
https://www.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/pubs/47650
https://www.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/pubs/34098
https://phys.org/tags/hurricane/
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