Pressing Prairie Issues


I worry about what the rapidly changing landownership pattern in Iowa will mean for prairies.  Many opportunities and threats arise as new landowners expect different things from their land than past owners.  Some believe they will treat the land with “respect” as they understand it – perhaps including as many myths as facts – and they will seek support and recognition for this.  Some will use their new land to achieve far different dreams by transforming the land into prairie-unfriendly uses.


New landowners are often not plugged into traditional conservation communication channels, which might be a good thing.  They need to be drenched with the most up-to-date scientific information available and we will have to reach them in nontraditional communication channels.  Given the agency and program-driven practices which have dominated conservation messages, landowners are trained to expect: 

1) someone can tell them “the” way to do prairie 

2) someone will give them free seed if they hold out long enough  

3) there is free government money to pay them for their piece of nirvana/playground  

4) the abundant examples of program-driven prairies reflect the highest and best practices.  

Those four expectations satisfy these powerful motivators and social values: 

1) desire for instant gratification

2) appeal of a free lunch

3) successful people are smart and work the system to get something for nothing 

4) peer pressure to imitate what you see others have, and ignorance of other options.

Considering how strongly the public is seduced by the appeal of those values, its no wonder remnants of native plant communities are nearly invisible on the landscape.  Instead of elevating preservation of these treasures as the mark of excellence in conservation, the public is distracted by the notion that the best conservationists are people following prescriptions and planting an inadequate imitation (though to be fair these are improving) of the functional native plant communities.  Skilled preservationists who do make the news are portrayed as exceptional [they’re not like me], or fringe [too odd, or easily dismissed as inconsequential].  

Prairie and native plant communities (and their inhabitants) clinging to survival, due to benign neglect or loving care, depend our ability to communicate effectively with the humans who “own” them.  Preserving the existing pieces while daring to dream of expanding the use of native plants in Iowa will require new levels of cooperation in the Iowa prairie community to reach all landowners.  With our help public agencies can and must share a balanced message and reach landowners living away from their land as well as those residing on their property.  
To address these needs, and many others related to the Iowa landscape, the Iowa Native Lands nonprofit organization has been formed in cooperation with Prairie Rivers RC&D.  This organization will work to champion the benefits of native plant communities by acting as an umbrella to unite and focus the efforts of other conservation organizations working in Iowa.  Prairie and native plant issues will be addressed by a consensus created from an advisory group consisting of representatives from existing conservation organizations and agencies.  We have great hope that working to coordinate cross-organizational efforts will move Iowa lands toward a healthier and better appreciated condition.  We have begun working with prairie leaders and organizations to affect positive change for all Iowa landscapes.
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