If it weren’t for the fact that Iowa is in the heart of the tallgrass prairie ecosystem and arguably had the most diverse prairie landscape of any state, I would be hard pressed to find a compelling reason to stay in my home state (I’d be in Montana).  I spend a lot of time thinking about how portions of the Iowa landscape once looked and how they might once again reclaim their rightful heritage.  In my paper published in the 17th NAPC Proceedings on Iowa’s prairie heritage, I tried to convey my sense of the current status of prairie in Iowa and outlined ten concerns for its future.  These concerns included quality of restorations, remnant protection, savanna identification, management of private remnants, including railroad and cemetery sites; research and management of exotic species, appropriate use of fire, land planning and threats from suburban development, increased understanding and awareness of prairie insects, federal farm policies that threaten prairie conservation, and global warming effects.

While all of these are important concerns and equally difficult to solve, my own preference for priority lies with restorations and the concomitant need for increased protection of remnants.  Restoration ecology is a young science; unfortunately there is an inherent amount of “learning as we go.”  While it is good that we are learning, it is also true therefore, that mistakes are happening.  Ten years ago I thought that restoration was the key towards recovering the landscape-scale prairies of my grandparent’s youth.  It still is, but now I can see that there is a serious downside – homogenization of Iowa’s native ecosystems.  What I mean by this is the gradual deterioration of distinctive native community types through the mixing of species.  Homogenization has been happening as long as humans have practiced agriculture, but was not necessarily ecological damaging because only a few certain crop species were being moved around.  Now, restoration has moved agriculture into the realm of native vegetation.  Now there are not just a few, mostly exotic, species involved, but whole communities of native species.  We are purposefully moving and planting many more species – but is it being done right, and if not, are the mistakes being corrected?  Early in the prairie restoration movement, plantings were species poor and consequently pitiful examples of prairie (let’s be blunt, they were not and are still not prairie).  Prairie restorations may be getting more diverse, but that doesn’t automatically make them higher quality.  If they contribute to homogenization, I would argue that they have had a negative impact on the goal of recreating landscape-size prairie.

This is why I’m absolutely convinced that our number one priority should be to find and protect every significant native remnant.  Each remnant protected accomplishes two important goals – they add acres to the amount of intact, functioning prairie and they provide crucial information to help us avoid making restoration mistakes.  Plus they are much more interesting to visit.  On a remnant, you never know what you might find.  There is always a chance for a grand discovery.  On a restoration, you’ll only find what was in the seed mix.
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