Problems Facing Prairies

A couple of the key problems facing prairies, from an NRCS perspective, have been related to program rules for CRP. Concern over remnants being plowed to become eligible for CRP or rules requiring the planting of woody species through riparian sedge meadow remnants have been voiced. I am told that these concerns should be addressed with new rules coming out for the new Farm Bill. 

As an Urban Conservationist, I face a different set of problems with prairies. In some cases, remnants can be wiped out as land is developed. A recent proposal for a development on the south side of Iowa City threatened a sandhill prairie remnant. Through local efforts to preserve the prairie, the developer has adopted a conservation subdivision design that will create an 18-acre open space in the center of the development that will save some of the remnant. Some of it will be lost, but the fact that the developer has taken steps to work with the existing landscape and utilize a new design concept is encouraging. Further efforts are taking place to fine tune the design to save some of the better areas of prairie and the developer has indicated a willingness to help with a plant rescue, where of the species will be transplanted from areas that will be developed over to the open space.

But most often I run into resistance to the idea of using native landscaping in urban settings. Using native landscaping to construct systems that mimic native ecosystem in function and appearance is obviously not the same as saving and restoring true remnants. But native landscaping is an important urban conservation practice. It can help restore hydrologic functionality to urban landscapes, making native landscaping a key aspect of green stormwater management. Unfortunately, many people resist anything that’s not a monoculture of mowed turf grass in an urban setting. And, in some cases it is illegal to utilize native landscaping due to “weed ordinances” that prevent vegetation over a certain height limit.

Getting people to understand how the prairie built soil quality, helped the landscape absorb and slowly release water, and created a stable and pristine hydrology is a challenge. Getting people to construct native ecosystems as part of green stormwater management system is hard to accomplish. Educating people and creating social acceptance of wild, scary prairie in an urban setting is a big job. But everyone involved in natural resource related work faces the never ending challenge of education and achieving change for the better. 
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