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Florida Groundcover

Groundcover Blindness - Two Types: 

•Not recognizing the true value of groundcover

•Not being able to recognize and understand what is good 

groundcover (variant of plant blindness)

What’s to love?

The value of groundcover

Part I 

Groundcover

It’s ancient! 



It’s Diverse!

Other life depends on 

the good quality 

groundcover

Bobwhite Quail, Red-cockaded woodpeckers, Flatwoods salamanders, Florida 

Grasshopper Sparrows, Meadowlarks, Indigo snakes, Bonneted Bats, Gopher Tortoises, 

Butterflies………

11,883 Taxa of 

Fungi in one 

North Florida 

Pine Savanna 
(OTUs)

Complexity!

Ancient, complex systems evolved with and 

are totally dependent upon fire 



Part II

Knowing groundcover 

What degrades it, what destroys it…..  

Recognizing groundcover plants and what they 

mean….

What our groundcover didn’t evolve with….. 

*long periods without fire

*soil disturbance, especially 

large areas of soil disturbances 

These things degrade or destroy old growth 

groundcover. 

1940 Aerial of area cleared for cattle pens before 1920 

2008 Aerial of same area  

100 years and no real 

colonization of cleared area 

by major old-growth 

flatwoods plants 

Many plants do not recolonize disturbed areas  

including wiregrass and palmetto and many others

OLD GROWTH GROUNDCOVER INDICATORS

• Destroy it and it’s gone – easy to destroy, not to 

recover

Increase of 

woody 

species, 

palmetto, 

shrubs and 

trees

Groundcover degraded 

but not gone…

Residual, bud and 

seedbank…..



Don’t 

underestimate 

what remains 

underground  

after fire 

exclusion

The Secret - Solutions to woody increase/invasion…

Very frequent burning (less than 3 year interval best)  or….

Very frequent mowing and burning (or just mowing) --- will 

eliminate shrubs if frequency is very high  

• Roller chopping has potential for great benefit or 

catastrophic harm to groundcover…..  

• Depends upon how it is used, with high intensity 

and lots of soil disturbance old growth 

groundcover species are lost

• What are examples?

Gallberry, far as the 

eye can see……
Broomsedge  

Flat topped goldenrod (Euthamia)

Witchgrass (Dicanthelium)

Scleria (sedge) 

Other disturbed area species

Gallberry monocultures

Wiregrass  

Saw Palmetto 

Indian Grass

Little Bluestem

Blueberries & Huckleberries

100s of other species found in 

undisturbed groundcover 

Old Growth Groundcover Weed Field Groundcover



We must manage to preserve, protect and 

restore old growth groundcover 

NOT ratios of shrubs and grasses  

We don’t want to go from degraded, fire-excluded 

groundcover to weedy, lost groundcover. 

All managers and people who work with restoration and 

management need to know important groundcover plants 

and what they mean.
It’s fun and easy – you 

don’t need to be an 

expert

End Groundcover 

Blindness!

Groundcover blindness – it’s completely,

(and enjoyably) curable!

Thanks to:

The many land managers who keep 

burning and   learning ….. 

protecting and restoring our old growth groundcover!  

Intro Robert/Paula

Robert Dye and Paula Benshoff  enjoying  the results of their 

decades of work and dedication - walking through restored, 

great condition dry prairie  at Myakka River State Park 2014

Unsung heroes of natural 

areas management and 

restoration.  



It can be done….
Myakka River State Park

Unsung heroes of natural 

areas management and 

restoration.  

30,000 acre preserve with management zones that have had 

a 2.2 year fire interval over past 27 years, all lightning season.  

They have burned in dry “transition” season with 

extraordinary restoration results (after 40-year fire exclusion 

period).


