Natural variability of lotic Mediterranean ecosystems or wildfire perturbations: who will win?
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Abstract

This study evaluates the impacts of wildfires in lotic Mediterranean ecosystems. It was carried
out at Monchique ridge after big wildfires occurred during 2002 and 2003. Deferential impacts
were evaluated comparing historical results obtained before the wildfires (1999 and 2001),
with the post fire ones (2006 and 2007). Physical and chemical parameters of the water,
habitat morphology, diatoms, macrophytes, macroinvertebrates and fishes were evaluated at
10 collecting places, before and after wildfires. High recovering rates were observed to the
vegetation, but it is still possible to found fire impacts over macrophytes and river morphology.
Wildfires, contributed to canopy decrease and, consequently to the growth of plants that
usually are controlled by shadow. As a result, vegetation biodiversity tend to increase. River
banks tend also to be invaded by terrestrial plants. Higher post fires recover rates were
observed to the more aquatic communities (diatoms, macroinvertebrates and fishes). For
those communities, comparing spring situations before and after the fires no substantial
differences were observed. Sometimes differences between consecutive years are even
higher. So it can be concluded that magnitude of wildfire impacts is less than the natural inter-
annual variability of Mediterranean rivers. Long-term effects of forest fires, resulting from
large woody debries, were also detected by morphological alterations, like debries dams.
Habitat diversity increase and impacts on aquatic communities are expected.
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