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The 24th North American Prairie Conference 
By Pat Deacon 

 
I had the opportunity to attend the 24th 
North American Prairie Conference which 
was held July 17-20 at Illinois State University 
in Normal, Illinois.  The slogan for this year’s 
conference was “From Cemetery Prairies to 
National Tallgrass Prairies”.  Having attended 
the 2012 conference in Winnipeg, it was fun 
to see some familiar faces and tap into the 
immense bank of knowledge that gathers at 
these events. 

The conference program included oral 
presentations, discussion groups, poster 
presentations, field trips and plenary 
speakers.  Attendees vary from various state 
natural resource departments, non-profits, 
landowners, students and prairie-related 
businesses such as Prairie Moon Nursery and 
Truax seed drills, and people who simply 
admire the native prairie landscape and 
support conservation efforts.  I am happy to 
report that only a few people did a double 
take when I spoke of tallgrass prairie in 
Ontario; in fact, a number spoke highly of the 
1992 conference which was held at Ojibway 
Prairie in Windsor. 

Informally known as the Prairie State, 
Illinois contains a diverse mix of prairie types; 
half acre cemetery prairie remnants, 
kilometers of linear roadside prairie, 
floodplain prairie, goat prairie, recreation 
projects and a few sizable preserves such as 
Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie and 
Nachusa Grasslands.  The conference 
program noted that in the early 1800’s the 
state was approximately 60% prairie (22 
million acres).  Today a total of 2200 acres of 
high quality prairie remains with most sites 
being a few acres or less in size. 
 

 

General habitat:  Woodland edge and dry prairie at 
the Sand Prairie-Scrub Oak Nature Preserve near 
Bath, Illinois. 

Of the dozen or so field trips which were 
offered, I choose to visit the 1460 acre Sand 
Prairie-Scrub Oak Nature Preserve just east of 
the Illinois River and situated on the sandy 
soils of Mason County.  The area reminded 
me a lot of a drive through the Norfolk Sand 
Plain, a sandy and rolling landscape albeit 
with Blackjack Oak (Quercus marilandica), 
Black Oak (Q. velutina) and Mockernut 
Hickory (Carya tomentosa) making for a 
slightly different looking woodland 
component on the landscape.  The preserve 
had been farmed historically, however the 
unforgiving soils and a persistent seed bank 
saw the site return to a diverse, natural state 
once agricultural endeavours had ceased in 
the late 1960s and management including 
prescribed burns and brush cutting 
commenced.  

Wildlife at the site includes American 
Badger (Taxidea taxus) Barn Owl (Tyto alba) 
Regal Fritillary butterfly (Speyeria idalia) and 
Six-lined Racerunner lizards (Aspidoscelis 
sexlineata).  It seemed fitting to be 
introduced to Illinois Tick-trefoil (Desmodium 
illinoense) in the state of Illinois.  This legume 
was known in Ontario only from the Komoka 
Feed Mill prairie; the species is now 
considered extirpated from Ontario as it has 
not been seen in many years and is 
presumably gone.  The dominant 
groundcover in much of the site was 
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comprised of a spectacular display of Little 
Bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium), Virginia 
Goat’s Rue (Tephrosia virginiana), Eastern 
Prickly Pear Cactus (Opuntia humifusa) and 
Whorled Milkweed (Asclepias verticillata).   
Common Milkweed (A. syriaca), Butterfly 
Milkweed (A. tuberosa) and Sand Milkweed 
(A. amplexicaulis) were also present in small 
numbers which maintained a few Monarch 
butterflies among the group for much of the 
day.   

Illinois tick trefoil is similar to the more common 
Showy Tick Trefoil (Desmodium canadense). In Ontario 
Illinois tick trefoil was historically known from the 
Komoka Feed Mill Prairie but is now thought to be 
extirpated.  

Tallgrass Ontario is currently 
implementing a Ministry of Natural 
Resources Habitat Stewardship Program 
grant to increase milkweed populations for 
the benefit of Monarchs, in particular within 
Norfolk County and the Municipality of 
Chatham-Kent. Tallgrass Ontario is seeking 
landowner partners who are interested in 
introducing milkweed and other beneficial 
plants to their low diversity prairie (see page 
5 for details). Driving for hours through 
nothing but corn fields, the value of prairies 
and meadows as pollinator habitat became 
quite apparent and undoubtedly these 
habitats will play a major role in preserving 
pollinator numbers in the years to come. 

While the Nature Preserve property 
appears rather intact, it is not without 
management issues shared by many who 

deal in prairie management.  Several in the 
group greeted a large patch of invasive Black 
Locust (Robinia pseudoacacia) with solemn 
head shakes, curse words uttered under their 
breath and detailed game plans for girdling, 
cutting, applying herbicides, burning.  
Through sticking with regular prescribed 
burns the battle is being won in the prairie, 
but lost in the woodland where lighter fuel 
loads and higher moisture are limiting the 
effectiveness of burns in controlling the 
locust.  As well-funded as some of the natural 
resource programs are in the U.S., crews 
dedicated to the mechanical removal of 
invasive species are spread thin among a 
patchwork of natural areas. 

A late-blooming Virginia Goat’s Rue.  This legume is 
found in Norfolk County and is listed as endangered 
provincially and federally. 

Back at the conference, I enjoyed talking 
with researcher Connie Carroll-Cunningham 
about her involvement in an Illinois Roadside 
Prairie Inventory which mapped, evaluated 
and graded 326 remnants throughout the 
state.  The study evaluated the response of 
these remnants to management which, as 
you may guess, found that roadside 
remnants which are left to fend for 
themselves deteriorate with each passing 
year bringing with it further woody species 
encroachment and new invasive species.   

Tallgrass Ontario recently completed a 
prairie mapping project to determine the 
spatial extent of prairie in the province; 
however details pertaining to current 
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condition and management needs have not 
yet been worked into that exercise. 
Some of the talks were a bit of a stretch from 
our situation in Ontario but I listened in out 
of sheer interest.  Striking a balance with 
bison herbivory on prairie legumes or dealing 
with unexploded ordinance for site 
preparation were just a couple of the strange 
considerations land managers are dealing 
with.  Hearing about the patch-burning and 
grazing regimens for a continuous 3500 acre 
prairie that needs to take into consideration 
a prairie chicken population can really make a 
guy from Ontario a bit envious if not feeling a 
little bit out of place!   

For anyone with an interest in these 
unique ecosystems, the learning opportunity 
offered by the North American Prairie 
Conference is second to none.  I left Illinois 
with a few new ideas and an even greater 
appreciation for the community of individuals 
who work and volunteer their time for the 
stewardship of tallgrass prairie. 
 

The Regal Fritillary utilizes violets such as Bird’s-foot 
Violet (Viola pedata) as a larval host plant.  This 
species, which has scattered records throughout 
Southern Ontario, is often associated with prairies and 
is experiencing drastic population declines throughout 
its range.  
 
Pat Deacon is a Terrestrial and Wetland Biologist  
at Natural Resource Solutions Inc., Waterloo, 

Ontario. Pat is on the board of Directors of Tallgrass 

Ontario. Photo Credits – Pat Deacon. All rights 

reserved.   

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 1 photo credit of Monarch butterfly feeding on 

Common milkweed – Steve Rankin. All rights 

reserved. 

 

The next issue of the Blue Stem Banner will be 
published in December 2016. The current and all 
previous issues can be found on our website  

http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_ban
ner.html 
 
 
 

http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_banner.html
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_banner.html
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Tallgrass Ontario is seeking landowner prairie sites to diversify the prairie plant 
species for the benefit of insects, such as Monarch Butterfly.  
 

 
The Monarch butterfly population has been under severe 
stress due to loss of suitable habitat over the past 15 
years.  
 
Milkweed is the host plant for the Monarch butterfly. 
Without milkweed the Monarch is unable to reproduce.  
 
Tallgrass Ontario will financially assist landowners that 
have low diversity prairies by preparing their sites to 
introduced milkweed and other native wildflower species. 
This fall, sites will be identified that are most in need of 
diversification.   
 
(Photo left- Monarch butterfly on Swamp milkweed 
Asclepias incarnata)  

 
 
A prescribed burn plan will be 
developed as required by Municipal Fire 
By-Law requirements. Fire will be used 
as a tool for preparation in planting of 
the seeds.  
Areas targeted for the spring of 2017 is 
the Norfolk Sand Plain but other places 
within the Carolinian Zone will be 
considered as well. The success of the 
project will be evaluated and hopefully 
expanded in future years to other sites 
in Ontario. 
 
If you feel your prairie is an ideal 
candidate, contact Tallgrass Ontario at:  
info@tallgrassontario.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:info@tallgrassontario.org
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Tallgrass Ontario’s Goals 
1. Ensure organizational capacity 

2. Facilitate the creation and restoration of tall grass  communities; 

3. Increase public awareness and stewardship of tall grass communities; 

4. Identify and secure existing potential tall grass communities across the province; 

5. Promote research and knowledge transfer of tall grass communities 

Membership 
 
Tallgrass Ontario is always actively seeking individuals who would like to learn the roles of a TgO Board 
member and work to achieve a position on the TgO board. 
 
The first step in the TgO volunteer path is to become a member. A General Membership is $20 per calendar 
year, a Student Membership is $10.00 annually and a Lifetime Membership is $100.00. All memberships 
entitle the member to voting rights in the organization. 
  
Tallgrass Ontario is a Registered Canadian Charity. You can donate to Tallgrass Ontario by visiting 
https://www.canadahelps.org/dn/13376 
 
You can become a member by visiting our website at: http://www.tallgrassontario.org/memberships.html 
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