Dear Prairie Conservationists:

11 November 1985

The Johnson County Conservation Board will be considering the attached
‘proposal at about 7:30 p.m. on November 2I. The meeting will be held at the
Kent Park maintenance building office (east of the entrance). . The Board members
have been sent a bound copy of this proposal, complete with color photos inside
front and back covers. The Board appears to be influenced by public opinion.

Your presence and potential commentary, as both a citizen of the county and
representative of a conservation-minded organization, could aid the passage of

this proposal. We are scheduled on the Board meeting agenda just before their
main event (consideration of the annual budget) and we are hoping that our portion
of this meeting will be brief and satisfactory.
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THE _PRAIRIE SITES

Two native prairie remnants have béan found within Kent
Park. The larger one, labeled site "A" on Figure 1 (page.E), is
approximaﬁely & acres in extent. The smaller, laheled site "B",
comprises about 1 1/2 acrés. We héve observed these =zites
regularly.since autumn 1984 and now have sufficient information
tp aoffer a specific proposal.

More #han 30 prairie species have been found, to date, at
Site A, of which 3 are endangered in Iowa. Site "B" contains
over 14 native prairie species, including a populatinn of the
exceadingly rare slender ladies tresses orchid {(photo inside
front cover). Preliminary species lists for both sites are
available on Tables 1| and 2 (pages 3 and 4).

Like nearly all native prairie‘remnants in Iowa, neither of
the sites is perfectly pristine. Site "A" has been sevarely
pvergrazed in the past, producing some shallow gullies alahg the
lower edge. However, the prairie vegetation has recovered after
cessétion of grazing and has restabilized these areas..without
prairie fires to control woody plants, site "A" i3 now being
rapidly overgrown with shrubs and young trees and needs
immediate managément if it is to remain a pfairie. Site "B is
underlain by gravelly sand, and some shallow excavations were
made within it many decades ago to mine the sand. Adapted
prairie vegetation has recolonized the site, which is the reason

fewer species are present. Seedling trees and shrubs are also



FIGURE 1

PRAIRIE SITES WITHIN KENT PARK
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slowly becoming established at the site, but the soils are so
dry and well-drained that these have not yet been very

successful.

RATIONALE FOR PRESERVATION

Four significant reasons are offered for the preservation
and management of these two prairie sites:
1) The presence of the endangered species should mandate a
public conservation agency to respond affirmatively; The
slender ladies tresses Drchids are so rare that when the Iowa

threatened and endangered list was revised in e=arly 1984, this

- species was not listed because no surviving populations were

knaown within the state. Since tﬁen, one population has been
observed in Cedar County plus the two locations at Kent Park,
State ecologist, Dean Roosa, has indicated that this species
will be added to the endangered list when it is revised in 198é.
2} The prairie vegetation aoffers habitat, food and
breeding opportunities for different species of animais thanldn
the woodlands and shrubs in the rest of Kent Park. In general,
the prairie sites will help support a greater diversity of
animals within the park. The two prairie sites are the prime
habitat and probably the only Ereeding arga within the park for
the endangered western box turtle. I+ they convert to shrubs
and trees, this species of turtle will probabhly vanish from the

park within a few years. The prairie-woodland border also



increases the edge—-effect, whi;h is favorable to a variety
eastern Iowa animals because the original native landscape
mosaic of prairies and forests.

3) The prairies are compatible with Kent Park's
educational mission. Many county residents will see their
prairie and awaken their first interests in their prairie

heritage at Kent Park. At the scientific level, little is

about the habitat requirements, life history, physiology or

of

was a

first

krnown

other .aspects of the prairie orchids and other uncommon species.

Significant opportunities for scientific and environmental

research will be present at these prairies.

. 4) The prairies also compliment Kent Park's recreational

goals. Prairie flowers bloom from early spring to late autumn

and will attract the public. For example, both sites offer a

spectacular display of pale purple coneflowers (back. cover)

early summer. Once this became known in 1985 .a number of

in

residents have visited to photograph the scene. There are only

2 public parks in Iowa where the western box turtle can be

agbserved. The outer loop trail proposed around site "A"

(following pages) is a useful 1/4 mile footpath/skipath.



MANAGEMENT OPTIONS

1

The historic and prehistoric record shows that fire played a
major role in maintaining the native prairies. Today, fire is
accepted as the "tried and tr'l.u=_-‘.I management tool for helping
both to maintain prairies in their natura; state and to return
degraded ones to fheir native condition. However, Mr. Dunlap is
quite concerned about burning prairies in a park extensively
planted to conifers. Therefore we offer two manageament plans -

one using fire and the other without.

Management with Fire

One of the safest methods for managing & prairie with fire
is to maintain a permanently mown firebreak around the perimeter
of the prairie. After a year or two of regular mowing, the
tfirebreak will become a footpath dominated by lawn grasses like
Kentucky bluegrass. When the prairie is burned'in early spring
{(late March—early April) the close—mown fpotpath will already be
green and growing and not flammable, while the prairie will
still be dry and combustible. The prairie sites should be
divided into about three separate parcels, éeparated by
footpath-firebreaks, and only one parcel burned each.year or
alternate year. On other sites, a green mown firebreak the
width of a tractor swath has proven adequate and a double Qidth
(1G°'-14"} firebreak offers a huge safety factor. A more
detailed map illustrating the proposed firebreak—footpaths is on

Figure 2, page B.



FIGURE 2

PROPOSED MANAGEMENT LAYOUT
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Management Without Fire

Mechanical clearing and selective use of herbicides can
substitute for fire in keeping prairie areas free of woody
vegetation. In heavily overgrown sites, like much of "a', it is
sometimes the preferred way to bégin managemént because it
produces conspicuous results the first year, whereas the effect
of fire is one of gradual attrition of woody plants aver a
number of burns. One approach, proven effective, is to cut the

trees and erubs‘off close to the ground in autumn or spring,

‘wait for them to resprout and then selectively hand spray only

the new growth with an herbicide which has no carryover
potential {(Roundup brand}. -Hr. Dunlép suggests that a method
with which he haé had some experience, is to mow the brush guite
high with a "bush hog" and then apply Roundup to the new sprouts
with a tractar-mounted wick applicator set higher than the
desirable species. Both methods could be used at site "A", with
the tractor methna wofking rapidly on the most level ground and
hand methods used around gullies and the more erodeable slopes.,
The shrubbery in the firebreak footpaths should be cut nearly
flush with the land surface, to permit routine mowing to get
underway. This clearing could be done piecemeal aver the next
several years, as personnel and equipment come available.
Valunteers could he readily recruited for the clearing portion
of this project, although the herbicide applications should be
in the hands of trained personnel. Some potential disadvantages

of the above include the fact that the orchids are both
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inconspicuous and exceedingly sensitive to herbicides and might
be inadvertently destroyed.  -Tractors are also fatal to turtles
and could readily create an erosion problem on these sandy

slopes,

SUMMARY
We request that these 2 native prairie sites be officially
designated as prairie habitat in the Kent Park development plan.
We request they be managed by removal or reduction of woody
plants in a manner which safeguards the survival and growth of

the endangered prairie species and their habitat.
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Patricia Meade
Beverly Full
‘Michael Rocca
Charles Duffy
Robert Womer
Rod Dunlap

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Rod Dunlap has scheduled us to meet with you at the next gathering
of the County Conservation Board (7:30 p.m., November 2I). We realize that
you need to devote most of that meeting to the annual budget,so we have prepared
our request in written form (enclosed), for your consideration prior to the meeting.

Sincerely, .
_—/ .
Lon Drake
R. R. 1
Oxford, 1A

0 Kl )

Peter Kollasch
1815 Morningside Dr.
lIowa City, TA



