
JACK PINE LANDSCAPE MANAGEMENT 

An interesting relationship exists between humans, animals – 

including one endangered bird – and the scrubby jack pine 

landscape around Mio in inland Northern Michigan. 

Sculpted by a glacier millennia ago, the region was later 

dominated by frequent wildfires that regularly cleared away 

old and dead vegetation and opened the way for new growth. 

Native plants and animals adapted to life in this so-called 

fire-dependent landscape. 

In modern times, mankind has mostly succeeded in preventing 

man-made wildfires and suppressing those naturally ignited by 

lightning. While this strategy spared the subdivisions and 

private property from fire, it hasn’t done much good for the 

plants and animals that depend on periodic fires to survive. 

The poster child of this unintended effect is Kirtland’s warbler, a yellow-blue songbird that winters in the Bahamas but nests 
almost primarily in Northeast Michigan and particularly around the Mio area. Fifty years ago, the bird almost disappeared. 
“It’s really the jack pine-dominated forest they use for breeding,” Kim Piccolo, wildlife biologist for the U.S. Forest Service, 
said about the bird’s particular nesting habits. “They’re very specific on the size and age of trees they use – typically 5 to 20 
feet tall – but it’s also site specific and dependent on how large the forest is.” 

Trees in the warbler’s preferred size range 
are about 6 to 16 years old, she said. After 
that, the warbler no longer nests that forest 
when its trees get too tall 

The jack pine is special among trees in that 
its resin-laden cones are heat activated, 
releasing their seeds only when exposed to 
extreme temperatures like those found in a 
wildfire. However, when fires are prevented, 
so too is the natural process which produces 
new generations of jack pines and 
subsequent generations of Kirtland’s 
warbler. 

In order to regenerate new stands of young jack pine for Kirtland’s warbler and the other animals that use similar open 
habitat, the U.S. Forest Service uses prescribed burning to mimic natural ecological processes. 

Piccolo said the successful Maple Ridge prescribed burn in 2014 engulfed 40 acres adjacent to a 900-acre wildlife area. 
She said it is the only burn that’s been carried out primarily to improve Kirtland’s warbler habitat. Another burn is planned in 
2017 near Mack Lake, south of Mio. Intentional fires, which are just one tool the Forest Service uses to manage jack pine 
landscape, is used sparingly and taken seriously, for good reason. 

Contact Huron Pines for more information on Land Stewardship,: 
4241 Old US 27 South, Suite 2, Gaylord, MI 49735 

(989) 448-2293 
info@huronpines.org

R E S T O R I N G  H A B I T A T  W I T H  C H A I N S A W S  A N D  F I R E  



“MANY PLANTS IN MICHIGAN HAVE EVOLVED WITH FIRE
AND RESPOND POSITIVELY POST FIRE,”  

In 1980, the Forest Service started a fire near 
Mack Lake to clear away brush for machinery to 
plant pines. The fire got out of control, burning 
24,000 acres and numerous homes. A young 
wildlife technician who had been operating a dozer 
was caught in the fire and died. “It was tragic,” 
Piccolo said, noting how prescribed burns 
nowadays are considered only within a narrow 
range of acceptable conditions including 
temperature, humidity, wind speed and direction, 
needle moisture, fuel loads and extent of site 
preparation, including fire breaks bulldozed 
between forests.“We’re using the science and 
understanding we’ve gained in the last 40 years 
and trying to do the most on the landscape while 
taking the least amount of risk,” she said. 

“The vast majority of Kirtland’s warbler habitat management is done through harvest and replanting and a large percentage of 
habitat is naturally regenerated jack pine from wildfires. But we do feel like there are benefits to burning and there might be 
advantages we don’t know about.” 

Persephone Whelan is an 
assistant fire management officer 
for the Forest Service. She said 
fire, whether natural or 
manmade, performs “critical 
functions” like recycling nutrients 
back into the soil. 

“Many plants in Michigan have 
evolved with fire and respond 
positively post fire,” Whelan said.
“Many of these plants have 
adaptive measures to fire like 
thick bark and resprouting; others 
take advantage of the increase in 
sunlight conditions, a flush of soil 
nutrients, and low vegetative 
competition to sprout seedlings.

“Some animals like turkeys like the more open condition created by fire,” she continued, “and deer are often found shortly 
after a fire eating the sprouting vegetation.” With this understanding, the Forest Service maintains a lukewarm attitude to 
wildfire. “In the last 20 years we’ve had 20,000 acres burn in the Mio district within the Huron-Manistee National Forest,” 
Piccolo said. “We’re not encouraging fires but we’re not always suppressing them.” 

The Forest Service offers a “Firewise” program in which it works with neighboring landowners to educate them and, in some 
cases, do on-the-ground work. Ahead of next year’s prescribed burn, crews have worked with private landowners to remove 
jack pines to reduce the possible spread of fire. The program encourages landowners to keep their yard and home, including 
gutters, free of fuel debris like dead branches, grass, shrubs and leaves. Online resources are available at firewise.org. 
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Even so, the majority of Kirtland Warbler habitat is maintained through cutting and replanting of jack pine forests – done not 
just for the bird but for all animals that dwell in the same setting. 

As for the warbler, its numbers have rebounded dramatically. In June 2015, a total of 2,366 singing males were recorded, 
reflecting an overall population of almost 5,000 birds. The Kirtland's Warbler population had plummeted to as low as 167 
singing males in 1987, before habitat management actions to improve, protect and maintain their habitat were prioritized. 

“We have a responsibility to maintain habitat for endangered species and this is a species we’re going to have to continue 
managing for in order for them to have a sustainable population,” Piccolo said. “But Kirtland’s Warbler is an indicator species 
for a healthy jack pine ecosystem and there are many other species that benefit from this ecosystem.” 


