Prairie Problems & Opportunities

Problems:

1) Scarcity – 1% of 1%?  No wonder we’re having this discussion!

2) Fragmentation – Increases susceptibility to exotics, herbicide drift, hydrology changes, etc. 

3) Management – Greatest threat:  lack of appropriate fire.  Non-native species (leafy spurge and smooth brome) and invasives are serious problems.  More haying, grazing, and seed production could provide varied management. 

Ownership is important.  But if more people provided proper management, ownership would be less important.  ALSO, there are many nice prairies that conservation groups will never be able to own because there is probably not enough money to buy them all, and not all prairies are for sale!

Opportunities:

1) Financially support conservation groups who conserve prairies (you knew, of course, I would say this!)

2) Develop a Statewide Prairie Conservation Plan – if Ada Hayden’s inventory in the 1940’s had been followed by a conservation plan, we might not be having this discussion.  The three organizations sponsoring this gathering – The Nature Conservancy, the Iowa Prairie Network, and the Iowa Native Plant Society – could start a Steering Committee (with other organization partners) to design such a plan, and the Nature Conservancy’s ecoregional plans could provide a foundation on which to start.  The ecoregional plans include large landscape areas as well as small conservation targets, and the plans will be regularly updated.

3) Create or join a prairie work group.  The Iowa Prairie Network, the Iowa Native Plant Society and The Nature Conservancy frequently sponsor field trips and work parties.  Other prairie owners could also use help.  Perhaps we could organize three categories for groups: 

a) Finders – the explorers who look for prairie remnants and new species.  Many of you practice this passion.  Maybe we could arm you with signs that identified prairie patches – provided, of course, that the landowner says it’s O.K. to erect a sign on their property.  This group should also share their knowledge and teach the young.
b) Keepers -- the stewards that all prairies need to stay alive.  The Nature Conservancy, and other prairie owners, could use volunteer stewards to take leadership in caring for preserves.  Our stewardship staff does a lot of training in prescription fire – if you want to learn more, you could talk to Scott or Neal or Susanne.  It would be GREAT to have some varied management regimes, for example butterfly experts managing some small prairies.

c) Partnership seekers – the inspirers who look for opportunities to engage others!  The Conservancy has had tremendous success working with county conservation boards.  The Plymouth County Conservation Board, for example, actively and very professionally manages Five Ridge Prairie – a former TNC holding.  The 2002 Farm Bill provides FANTASTIC opportunities for prairie restoration and management that have not existed in the past.  Partnership seekers could work with their local NRCS office to learn more about the new programs and how they might be applied in their counties.  Cooperative Extension or Master Gardeners around the state can provide serious education if they are knowledgeable about prairies.  Others … scouts, ecology clubs, cemetery associations, elected officials…
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