To Burn or Not to Burn: A Case Study of Fire Ecology in Okaloosa
Background
The greater Okaloosa region (Santa Rosa, Okaloosa, and Walton Counties) is a diverse and dynamic environment – in terms of both human and non-human components. There is a variety of wildlife and unique habitats as well as bustling urban centers, beaches, and military bases. These components interact in a number of complex and interesting ways, which are particularly evident in the practice of prescribed burns.
Prescribed burns are fires that are set intentionally and managed by professional fire fighters and habitat managers for a number of ecological as well as human safety reasons. One of the things we’ve learned about wildfires that occur naturally is that if there is too much fuel, or available organic matter that can burn, fires can get out of control quickly, causing damage to the ecosystem as well as posing risks to human life and property. So, professionals conduct prescribed burns to burn off organic matter and reduce the amount of fuel in a habitat. That way, if a wildfire does start, it is less likely to get out of control - and wildfires are a real threat in this region because of the frequent occurrence of lightning strikes!
[bookmark: _GoBack]The other main reason prescribed burns are conducted in the area is because certain species of plants and animals depend on fire as part of their natural life cycle or habitat. For instance, the long leaf pine tree, a key species in pine/sandhill habitats, requires fires to allow their seeds to germinate in the soil. If fires are completely suppressed, they can die out and be replaced by hardwood species, which produce more organic matter and thus more fuel for potential wildfires. Further, the red-cockaded woodpecker, a native, federally endangered species, nests in long leaf pines and needs open areas for nesting. So again, if fires are suppressed, there aren’t as many long leaf pine trees nor open areas in the forest for nesting. Ultimately, fire plays an important ecological role for much of this area. 
You can learn more about the role of prescribed fires in Florida here: http://www.freshfromflorida.com/Divisions-Offices/Florida-Forest-Service/Wildland-Fire/Prescribed-Fire/The-Natural-Role-of-Fire
The Case
The human population of the Okaloosa region is growing, and more housing is needed to accommodate the increase in population. A housing developer approaches Okaloosa County with a plan to build a housing development just south of the Yellow River and east of Highway 85. The developer argues that the prescribed burns in the area present a risk to the property and he proposes that they be completely stopped to ensure the safety of the new housing development. The developer pitches their plan to a town hall meeting, thinking they will immediately get the support they need to meet the demands of the growing population. However, a number of interested stakeholders voice their concerns. 
An environmental scientist that works as a habitat manager takes issue with the developer’s claim that the prescribed burns are a risk to property and argues that the prescribed burns must continue because they are beneficial for species diversity, wildfire prevention, and they present little to no harm to the development. The environmental scientist’s solution is to continue the prescribed burns and continue with the development.
Another stakeholder, an environmental preservationist, argues that both prescribed burns and housing developments are detrimental to the ecosystem and that we should be focusing on preserving this area as wilderness area with as little human influence as possible. Their solution is to stop the prescribed burns and the housing development in order to protect this ecosystem.
All three stakeholders are thus at a standstill, with each one arguing for a different solution. So what should be done? It is up to you to gather evidence for each of the stakeholders’ claims, weigh this evidence, and evaluate a solution based on scientific reasoning and critical thinking.
Instructions
As a group, use the Case Study Evaluation Worksheet to investigate your assigned solution from this case study by finding evidence for the claims involved in each of these solutions. For some claims, you should focus on using the skills you’ve learned so far to analyze eMammal and Google Earth data. For other claims, you can branch out to search for additional data and evidence on the Internet. Just remember the importance of looking for scientific data and not just opinions.
