
PRINCIPLE #2
FOR THE MANAGEMENT OF TALLGRASS PRAIRIE AND SAVANNAH FRAGMENTS IN 
SOUTHERN ONTARIO

Tallgrass Ontario (TGO) has created 
a series of six principles to offer 
support to the landowner in southern 
Ontario who wishes to maintain and 
enhance their tallgrass habitat, and 
are derived from the experiences 
of tallgrass habitat managers from 
across the eastern portion of North 
America.   These principles apply to 
all the various tallgrass habitats in 
southern Ontario including prairies, 
savannahs, woodlands, and most 
types of alvars. More information 
on what, exactly constitutes tallgrass 
habitats is provided on the TGO 
website.  In addition, please refer 
to the  Further Readings section 
appended to these principles.   
 Landowners are excellent 
caretakers and stewards of our 
natural environments. The day-to-
day observations of landowners are 
one of the most important ways 
that our knowledge of how to 
successfully manage habitats will 
increase.  

The single most important thing that you 
need to actively provide for your tallgrass 
is sunlight. Tallgrass plants are adapted 
to high levels of sunlight and they won’t 
grow unless they get it. In natural stands 
of prairie, fi re, drought, heavy grazing, 
fl ooding, windstorms, and other distur-
bances keep the numbers of shrubs and 
trees down to a minimum. In addition, 
these types of disturbances periodically 
destroyed the natural build-up of dead 
plant matter that any grassland produces. 
All these disturbances tend not to hap-
pen in domesticated landscapes and we 
need to make up for this static situation, 
particularly with regard to the eradica-
tion of shrubs. So, if your patch starts to 
look brushy, and the grasses and forbs are 
getting lots of shade, get out and grub 

LET THE SUN SHINE IN.
out the bushes! You can do this by hand, 
with a chainsaw, or with a Brush Hog, 
but let the sun shine in. (But, see Prin-
ciple #4 before you start!)
 Finally, avoid planting trees in and 
around your tallgrass. In our recent sur-
vey of tallgrass habitats around Ontario, 
we discovered that the single greatest 
threat to extant tallgrass is planted trees, 
particularly red pines. You need to make 
a decision to have tallgrass habitat or a 
forest; it really isn’t possible to have both 
in the same exact area. If you decide that 
you want a savanna or woodland, then 
you must keep the number and size of 
your trees down to where the total cano-
py cover of all the trees combined is less 
than 60% (preferably less than 30%) of 
the total area. In addition, you want to 
only use tree species that occur natural-
ly in, and are adapted to, savannas and 
woodlands, e.g., oaks, white pines, jack 
pines, and hickories, for the most part. 
Finally, remember that you want trees 
and not saplings. In a natural savanna 
or woodland, the vast majority of sap-
lings are destroyed by fi re or drought 
each year. Saplings shade out grasses and 
forbs, so, unless you consciously choose 
to keep one that you want to grow as a 
tree, remove the younger trees! 
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