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Red-cockaded Woodpecker Population

In Blackwater River State Forest

he Red-cockaded Woodpecker (RCW) has
declined in Northwest Florida due mainly
to loss of longleaf pine forests, but

with replanting and an ongoing nesting
program, recovery of the population is
predicted for 2075.

Monitoring of Red-cockaded Woodpeckers (Picoides horealis) in
Blackwater River State Forest (BRSF) began in 1992 and the banding
program was initiated in 1998. The numbers of RCWs and active
clusters have increased over the years, but the staff and budget have
not. We work with partners such as the Florida Wildlife Commission,
Gulf Coastal Plain Ecosystem Partnership, Conecuh and Apalachicola
National Forests, and Eglin Air Force Base and currently employ
volunteer help.

The goals of the BRSFs RCW Program are to grow and merge our
three subpopulations into one functioning population, then merge
with those at Conecuh National Forest and Eglin Air Force Base.

This will promote the RCW s recovery and ability to live and thrive
without our help in the future. By 2008 two of our subpopulations had
successfully merged, and | expect that within two years all three will
have merged into one. We also plan to promote RCW movement to the
east and south to join the Coldwater subpopulation. Since we began
monitoring, no natural movement of RCWs between Eglin and BRSF has
been documented.

Habitat management (by prescribed re and mechanical means) is
one of the most important things we must do to grow and maintain
our population. Open grassy pinelands required by the RCWs are
overtaken by undesirable plant species unless the area is frequently
maintained by burning or mowing. Prescribed burns, however, are
dif cult to coordinate with inholding property owners and military
training at Whiting Field. Additionally, much caution is used to avoid

res that adversely affect harvesting the salable timber. Protection and
development of large, mature pines throughout the landscape is also
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very important. Currently, BRSF is harvesting slash and sand pine
plantations planted decades ago, and encouraging the continued
healthy growth of existing longleaf. Harvested areas are replanted
only with longleaf seedlings.

Maintenance of existing cavities and installation of arti cial
cavities, including those in new recruitment clusters, are also very
important to the survival and growth of the population. In 2009
alone, we installed 83 new and replaced 15 old cavities. Seven
new clusters were established and one old, inactive cluster was
rehabilitated for use as a recruitment cluster. Maintenance also
includes removing old bird nests, wasp, dirt dauber and bee nests,
as well as ying squirrels from RCW cavities. In 2009, we pulled
478 ying squirrels from RCW cavities! Flying squirrels present a
real problem for RCWs since they take over the nests and chew up
the cavities making them unsuitable for RCW habitation.

Hurricanes, and other disasters can cause cavity trees to fall
or die from immediate or extended stress. On occasion some
entire clusters have been destroyed. Cavity trees that die must be
replaced with arti cial cavities as soon as possible to accommodate
the existing RCW population and protect them from nocturnal
predators. After Hurricane lvan, 68 arti cial cavities were installed

by a strike team in fewer than 10 days. Continues on page 3.






