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PRINCIPLE #4

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

Tallgrass Ontario (TGO) has created
a series of six principles to offer
supporttothelandownerinsouthern
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.
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DISTURB THE EQUILIBRIUM

Prairie habitats depend upon periodic
disturbances for their continued exis-
tence. Some types of disturbance are
built into a site — poor soils, flooding,
drought. In other cases, the disturbanc-
es are (or were) more dynamic — wild-
fires, trampling by large herds of elk or
other grazers .

One of the biggest issues with prairie
conservation today is that such dynam-
ic disturbances rarely occur naturally.
Woody and brushy plants are allowed to
crowd out tallgrass species. One of the
biggest jobs of a prairie manager, then,
is to periodically disturb the equilibrium
of their prairie site. There are three key
issues: First, the type and the intensity of
the disturbances MUST be varied. Fire
is not the only type of disturbance that
gave rise to, or sustained prairies in On-
tario. Prairies were also created and sus-
tained by droughts, floods, windstorms,
shallow soils, intensive trampling, and
low soil nutrients, to name just the more
common types of disturbances. Using
only one type of disturbance skews the
natural order by selecting for only those
species that can best survive that particu-
lar disturbance. Be creative and try us-
ing a matrix of disturbances to keep you
patch dynamic.

Secondly, do not assume a set tim-
ing for your disturbances. In nature, dis-
turbances happen on a much more ran-
dom schedule, creating a situation where
some years a site can experience extreme
disequilibrium when many, or almost all,
disturbances happen over the same 12
month period, and several disturbances
actually happen almost simultaneously.
Some of the most ecologically unhealthy

prairies we have seen, on the other hand,
are those that are only burned, and fur-
ther, burned at the same time each year or
set series of years. This scheduled, generic
disturbance favours particular floral and
faunal elements within the prairie patch
that then begin to dominate, giving the
patch a “cultivated” appearance. The
only timing of disturbances that must
be met for prairies is what is necessary
to keep shrubs and trees to a minimum;
apart from that, keep the timing of your
disturbances as random as possible.

The third and final point to keep
in mind when planning a disturbance
regime for your prairie patch is to avoid
affecting the whole patch at any one
time. Again, because of scheduling and
other pressures it has become somewhat
common to try and burn entire prairies
whenever a crew is available and the
circumstances are right. However, this
practice ignores the patchy nature of
natural prairie fires operating over large
landscapes. The unburned patches are
vital as refuge for animals fleeing the
fire and as seed reservoirs for burned
patches, providing habitat diversity over
the larger landscape. Further, the loca-
tion of the undamaged portions should
be rotated. Sequential disturbances in-
sure overall habitat heterogeneity, allow-
ing for a higher biodiversity. Unburned
portions of prairie can be assured by such
techniques as firebreaks, low-intensity
fires, and a varied fire schedule. Other
types of disturbances will require other
techniques to create undisturbed habitat
patches. Remember, keep your prairie
complex!
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