
 

 

FIRE IN THE SAVANNA 

Fire, a natural, recurring element, is a necessary part of savanna’s life cycle.  

Historically fires, often ignited by lightning, occurred on a 1 to 3 year frequency. 

Fire-rejuvenated grasslands supported large populations of wildlife and native food plants which sustained early native Americans. 

Species native to savanna ecosystem need regular occurrence of fire to reproduce, grow & survive. 

Many only flower & produce seed after fire. 

Longleaf Pine dominated fire-maintained savannas & was essentially the only tree present in these open grasslands. 

Slash Pine, a common savanna tree, & most hardwoods are found in wetter zones, stream bottoms & bayhead swamps   

that do not burn as frequently or as hot as the broader savannas. 

A few upland fire-resistant hardwoods, such as Post Oak & Blackjack Oak, are found on gentle rises in the flatwoods. 

 

Use of Prescribed Burns is beneficial to 

the savanna ecosystem.  It should only be 

done by trained personnel, under certain 

conditions & with proper notifications 

 Sources:  Text -  Louisiana Department of Wildlife & Fisheries, The Nature Conservancy of Louisiana, Pastorek Habitats  Photos: KCB, prairiemoon.com, 

    wildfower.org, en.wikipedia.org, pinelands preservation alliance 

 

 

Blazing Star, Liatris spicata, & 

Dwarf Sundew, Drosera brevifolia 

respond to fire by flowering. 

 

Little Bluestem,  

Schizachyrium scoparium,  

responds to fire with more  

prolific  flowers & seeds. 



PRESCRIBED FIRE 

SAVANNA RESTORATION MANAGEMENT TOOL 

 

BENEFITS OF PRESCRIBED BURNING 

Maintains health of savanna ecosystem 

Restricts dense tree and shrub growth 

Removes vegetation duff & exposes soil & seeds to sunlight 

Triggers hard-shelled seeds to germinate 

Allows diverse ground cover of grasses & wildflowers to flourish 

Helps suppress growth of invasive plants such as  

Chinese Privet, Chinese Tallow, Camphor Tree & Loblolly Pine 

Helps avoid costly damaging wildfires by reducing fuel in the landscape 

 Sources:  Text -  Louisiana Department of Wildlife & Fisheries, The Nature Conservancy of Louisiana   Photo - KCB 



LONGLEAF PINE SAVANNA ECOSYSTEM  

Longleaf pine savanna is an open landscape with scattered trees whose canopies do not close overhead. 

Diverse communities of native grasses, perennials and wildflowers provide seasonal beauty, fragrance & color. 

Grassland plants with deep root systems filter water for aquifers.   

Longleaf pine savannas provide food and habitat for butterflies & other pollinating insects, songbirds & many wildlife species. 

 

Longleaf pine woodlands and savannas once dominated over 60% of the landscape from the Virginia to Eastern Texas. 

Longleaf Pine was the dominant tree on about 90 million acres of the Southeast when the Spanish arrived in the early 1500’s. 

CHANGES TO THE ECOSYSTEM 

Longleaf pine savanna that once covered most of St. Tammany Parish but has been drastically reduced  
over the past 150 years by farming, replacement by artificial forest types & rural & urban development.  
  Years of no-burn policies allowed the proliferation of native & non-native fire-intolerant shrubs & trees  

to change/shade out the savanna ecosystem. 

Native species of plants and wildlife have been displaced and in some cases threatened with extinction due to habitat loss. 

Dangerous wildfires have occurred due to long-term fire suppression. 

  

PINE SAVANNA 

RESTORATION PROJECT 

PROJECT PURPOSE 

Restore pine savanna & native meadow areas 

Preserve & protect Blue Swamp Creek 

 

Re-introduce fire through use of controlled burns 

  SOURCES:   Text  - The Nature Conservancy of Louisiana; Louisiana Department of Wildlife  & Fisheries 

      Photos -  Keep Covington Beautiful, Inc. 

  

 

Control invasive native & non-native species that have taken over 

since Hurricane Katrina & construction of Recreation Complex  

This allows sunlight to reach the ground 

so desirable species can be re-established  



NATIVE LARVAL HOST PLANTS FOR LEPIDOPTERA 

BUTTERFLIES, SKIPPERS & MOTHS 

Native plants can host huge numbers of Lepidoptera 

Oak trees, as many as 517 species, Willows, 456;  Cherry, 448; Maples, 285 

Here are a very few of the Lepidoptera you may see as caterpillars on these plants or  

as adult butterflies, skippers or moths nectaring on flowers along the trails: 

  Oaks -  Gray Hairstreak   

  Willow –   Eastern Tiger Swallowtail  

   Black Cherry – Red Spotted Purple  

   Maple --  Promethea Moth  

 Magnolia  - Tulip-Tree Beauty Moth   

 Hackberry – American Snout  

 Red Bay – Spicebush Swallowtail  

 Blackgum – Hebrew Moth 

 Pine -  Pine Sphinx Moth 

 Aster – American Lady  

           Purple False Foxglove – Common Buckeye  

 Maypops – Gulf Fritillary  

Sources: Allen, Charles. “Preferred Hosts for Larvae of Butterflies”; Tallamy, Douglas. Bringing Nature Home: How Native Plants Sustain Wildlife in Our Gardens;  

        Wagner, David L. Caterpillars of Eastern North America 

Photos: left to right - jeffpippen.com; gardenswithwings; Ken Childs butterfliesandmoths.com; butterflybushes.com; Donald Hall Univ. of FL;  

  Gary Jue butterfliesandmoths.com; naba.org; rogueembryo.com  

GRAY HAIRSTREAK 

TIGER SWALLOW-

     RED SPOTTED PURPLE 

   AMERICAN SNOUT  

SPICEBUSH 

SWALLOWTAIL 

             AMERICAN LADY 

    COMMON BUCKEYE  

             GULF FRITILLARY 



 

IMPORTANCE OF NATIVE PLANTS 

wildlife depends on plants for  

shelter & food  

Many species of wildlife are attracted to acorns, berries, nuts & seeds  

produced by native plants  
  

Birds collect insects & caterpillars found on native plants to feed their young 
 

Many primarily insectivorous songbirds alter their diets to include fleshy fruits  

during migratory and winter periods when fewer insects and invertebrates are available  
  

 Fruiting plants have evolved strategies to capitalize on birds as seed dispersers 

SOME FRUIT-BEARING PLANTS ALONG TRAILS, FRUITING SEASON & BIRDS ATTRACTED TO THEM INCLUDE: 

Arrowwood Viburnum (Viburnum dentatum) (September-November) - Eastern Bluebird, White-throated Sparrow  
 

Eastern Poison Ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) (August-January)  
 Downy Woodpecker, Pileated Woodpecker, Red-bellied Woodpecker, Brown Thrasher, Carolina Chickadee,  

Eastern Bluebird, Northern Cardinal, Tufted Titmouse, White-throated Sparrow   
 

Sassafras (Sassafras albidum) (July-October) - Northern Cardinal, Red-bellied Woodpecker   
 

Southern Magnolia (Magnolia grandiflora) (August-December) - Northern Cardinal, Pileated Woodpecker  
 

Virginia Creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia) (August-November) 
    Brown Thrasher, Eastern Bluebird, Northern Cardinal, Downy Woodpecker, Red-bellied Woodpecker   

 For a more extensive  list  refer to Journal of Louisiana Ornithology, Louisiana Ornithological Society, “Avian Frugivory in Louisiana”, Volume 10, 2017, pp. 11-40, William R. Fontenot  

VIBURNUM FRUIT 

EASTERN BLUEBIRD 

VIRGINIA CREEPER BERRIES 

BROWN THRASHER 

POISON IVY FLOWERS 

MAGNOLIA SEEDS 

    PILEATED WOODPECKER 

SASSAFRAS FRUIT 

NORTHERN CARDINAL 



WHAT IS BIODIVERSITY? 

The diversity of ecosystems, natural communities, habitats & the species that comprise them 
The ways species interact with each other and their environments 

 

WHY IS BIODIVERSITY IMPORTANT? 
Diversity of plants, soils & pollinators, provides array of food that sustains life. 

Plants make life livable on earth by providing oxygen to breathe, cleansing the air & water.  
The complex interactions of the many living species of plants & animals  

on earth produce a healthy ecosystem. 
It allows ecosystems to adjust to disturbances like extreme fire or floods. 

 

THREATS TO BIODIVERSITY & HABITAT LOSS 

in longleaf pine savannas include 

Non-natural environmental changes caused by human activities 
Over exploitation of natural resources 

Spread of non-native species 
Pollution of natural resources 

Source:  http://www.nwf.org/wildlife/wildlife-conservation/biodiversity.aspx   

Watch for a variety of  

Wildlife Along the Trails 
 

REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS:  Frogs, Snakes & Turtles  
BIRDS * POLLINATORS: Bees, Wasps, Flies, Butterflies  

 MAMMALS: Deer, Mice Opossum, Rabbits, Raccoons, Squirrels, Skunks   

http://www.nwf.org/wildlife/wildlife-conservation/biodiversity.aspx
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