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Tallgrass Habitat Feature
Why Tallgrass Prairie Habitat is Important – Steve Rankin

Tallgrass prairies and savannas are some of our most
endangered ecological communities. These prairie
communities once covered a significant part of southern
Ontario's landscape. Because of degradation and destruction
through urban development, agriculture, pollution and
mismanagement, less than 3 percent of the original extent
remains in the region, with most remnants existing in small,
isolated patches.
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ecological services and a reduction in their numbers have
impacts throughout the biome.
An awareness of the rich insect life in tallgrass prairie can be
experienced in the late summer when a multitude of insects
can be heard creating their symphonic cacophony.

What do you think about when you hear the words tallgrass
prairie? When we hear these words we may think of tall
grasses waiving in the wind on a warm summer day, colorful
flowers, foraging cattle or bison. There is actually much
more going on in prairie grasslands than what these
immediate images bring to mind.
Regal Fritillary, Pennsylvania ANG

Some insect species are prairie specialists. They are yearround residents of a particular prairie patch with little
dispersal between patches. These insects depend on
resources in their immediate vicinity for their entire
lifecycle. An example is the Regal Fritillary butterfly (Speyeria
edwardsii) which makes its home exclusively in tallgrass
prairie.

Eastern Meadowlark, Alistar Rae (CC BY-SA 2.0)

Native grassland prairie may contain more than two
hundred plant species. Yet plants are only a small part of
the life within prairie. As these highly diverse communities
themselves are rare and threatened, so too are many of the
wildlife species which depend on these communities for
their survival. Besides plants, prairie habitat contains a
variety of living creatures including birds, mammals, insects
including ants and bumble bees, reptiles, fungi and others,
all of which have evolved together coexisting in balance.

Another prairie specialist, the Karner Blue butterfly
(Lycaeides melissa samuelis) was associated with a prairie
community known as Black Oak Savanna and a particular
host plant, Wild Blue Lupine (Lupinus perennis) which is the
sole food source of the Karna Blue larva. Wild Lupine has
become rare on the Ontario landscape. Both the Regal
Fritillary and the Karner Blue are extirpated from Ontario
because of the loss of suitable habitat and scarcity of host
plants.

A 2 year study of a 1400-hectaire area of tallgrass prairie in
Oklahoma revealed more than 3000 insect species.
There are several North American grassland birds whose life
cycle during nesting season require access to prairie habitat.
Many of these birds, such as the Eastern Meadowlark
(Sturnella magna) have experienced population decline as
native grasslands are converted to agriculture. Even nongrassland bird species such as the Barn Swallow are drawn
to prairie skies because of an abundance of flying insects.
The Meadow Lark has been listed as threatened in Ontario
because of habitat loss. The Barn Swallow has also been
listed because of a suspected decline in insect populations
across the Western Hemisphere. Insects are key providers of

Karner Blue, J&K Hollingsworth, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

There are insects that live in prairie that can also be found in
other habitats such as woodlot edges, meadows and
backyard gardens. These insects are not habitat specialists
because they are not dependent on one in particular. Some
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insects while not requiring a specific habitat are instead host
plant specialists.
The Monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus) is an insect that
can be found in various habitats but is dependent on the
Milkweed plant (Asclepias L.), its only larva food source.
Habitat specialists, whether birds or insects are vulnerable
to habitat loss. An animal that can make use of more than 1
type of habitat or host plant is less prone to population
crashes.
While the Monarch Butterfly is not strictly a prairie insect
like the Regal Fritillary, it is found in many prairie
communities where it has access to Milkweed. Milkweed
and other prairie plants also provide nectar during the adult
stage of the butterfly. The Monarch also relies on the
Milkweed plant as a source of toxin which provides
protection from predators.
We can help the Monarch Butterfly by including Milkweed
plants in our native garden plantings
There are 9 species of Milkweed plant in Ontario that can be
found in various prairie communities. Five of these species
are considered very rare in Ontario. Even though the
Monarch butterfly is not a habitat specialist it is vulnerable
because it relies on a single host plant. The Monarch has
recently undergone a decline across North America primarily
because of the impact of herbicide use on its host plant and
adverse weather.

Butterfly Milkweed at Kenesserie Prairie- Steve Rankin

Some of the most important animals to humans are
pollinating insects yet we know little about them or what
they need in order to survive. Pollinating insects are
important because many of the foods that we consume are
the result of a chance encounter between a pollinator and a
flower.
Pollinating insects include flies, bees, wasps, butterflies,
moths and beetles. All of these insect families are found in
prairie grasslands. One common problem occurs when
pollinating insects provide their service at no cost and the
“market place” does not recognize the value of their
contribution. In economic theory this is known as market
failure.
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Some pollinating insects such as the European honey bee
and some species of native Bumble Bee have undergone
declines in the past few years. Population trends for many
other pollinating insect species are either unknown or are
not studied. There does not seem to be any single specific
cause for the decline of pollinating insects but instead there
appears to be a whole host of problems. Common themes
however include large-scale use of insecticides and habitat
loss.
Habitat for a pollinating insect consists of a place where it
can find shelter and sufficient food resources to survive and
raise enough offspring to guarantee its replacement. Habitat
loss stacks the deck in favour of population decline. Climate
change can disrupt ecosystems when the degree of change
measured against time exceeds a species ability to adapt.
Habitat loss confines ever shrinking populations to ever
smaller isolated patches in the landscape with no connecting
habitat in between. This has been called “death by a
thousand cuts”. The result, in-breeding and genetic
weakness which furthers the decline of already vulnerable
populations.

Is there anything individually that we can do to
help?
We can help pollinating insects and butterflies by planting
native flowering plants in our gardens. We can help the
Monarch butterfly by including Milkweed in our native
plantings. As landowners we can plant pollinator strips
consisting of a mix of native prairie grasses and flowering
plants (forbs) alongside our fields or alongside drainage
ditches as riparian buffers. An added benefit from riparian
strips is they have been shown to control runoff, soil erosion
and the leaching of phosphorus into drainage leading to the
Great Lakes.
Ontario Municipalities and Provincial Road Authorities can
help our pollinators and our environment by planting
species diverse pollinator strips along roadsides and on
municipally owned property. In places where road side
pollinator strips have been planted it has provided highly
productive habitat for ground nesting birds and pollinating
insects. Roadside buffers reduce drifting from blowing snow.
If you are a landowner or a municipality and would like more
information about pollinator strips please contact Tallgrass
Ontario at info@tallgrassontario.org
If you are a gardener please visit our website at
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/index.html where you can
order our pollinator packs.
Page 1 photo- Monarch Butterfly feeding on Common Milkweed
(Asclepias syriaca) flower. Photo credit - Steve Rankin
Steve Rankin is a Board Member of Tallgrass Ontario. He is retired
from the Ontario Public Service and is a landowner in Chatham-Kent.
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Highway 40 Prairie Passage - Steve Rankin
The Highway 40 Prairie Passage is a road-side tallgrass
prairie habitat that has been established in Lambton County
adjacent to provincial Highway 40 which runs from Sarnia to
Wallaceburg. The Highway 40 Prairie Passage project is
modeled after the highly successful Roadsides for Wildlife
program in the United States which demonstrated that
roadsides can play a major role in providing successful
nesting sites for several species of ground nesting birds.

page 4

The Highway 40 Prairie Passage strategically links core
habitat areas by planting the right-of-ways and adjacent
Ministry of Transportation (MTO) lands. Roadsides can
support native vegetation, providing refuge for wildlife and
connecting fragmented habitat.
According to the Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) there
are significant conservation properties which lie along this
39 Km route. An example is Bickford Oak Woods, the largest
protected Carolinian clay plain forest in Canada. There are
approximately 500 acres at Bickford Oak Woods that are
considered interior forest, a type of habitat that is now rare
in southern Ontario.
The Highway 40 Prairie Passage provides a connection
between Bickford Oak Woods and other natural features
along this route.

Roadsides for Wildlife is a habitat program which exists in
several US States and Canadian Provinces. With millions of
acres of land devoted to transportation rights-of-way in
Ontario, roadsides are a significant yet often overlooked
resource for pollinator conservation.
The Highway 40 Prairie Passage strategically links core
habitat areas
Our landscapes, especially in South Western Ontario have
been denuded of natural areas by large scale agriculture and
urbanization. In some places highway roadsides are really
the only place left where species can carry out their lifecycle
functions and reproduce. Roadsides have the potential to
become an important component of regional habitat
networks for both birds and pollinators.

The idea for a prairie passage beside Highway 40 got its start
in 1998 when the Sydenham Field Naturalists (SFN) created
a 1 acre prairie along the highway. Several thousand grass
and forb plugs were planted on a low berm on the west side
of Hwy. 40 just north of Whitebread Line. Approximately 20
species were introduced into this ‘created prairie’ and great
effort and resources were invested by the SFN.
Shortly after the establishment of this creation project, the
Rural Lambton Stewardship Network (RLSN) partnered with
MTO. The original vision for this prairie planting involved
170 acres of tallgrass prairie, trees and wetlands, stretching
39 kilometers.
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RLSN hosted a tour with officials from MTO and MNR. Both
of these government ministries were very supportive of
creating pollinator and wildlife habitat and reducing soil
erosion on crown land. The following year 26,000 trees and
shrubs were planted. More than 100 acres of land was
seeded in highly diverse prairie. In subsequent years the
project was expanded to the current 170 seeded acres with
more trees and shrubs planted.
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In some places highway roadsides are really the only place
left where species can carry out their lifecycle

There may be benefits for road managers because the
prairie buffer acts like a living snow fence in the winter.
Roadside maintenance dollars could be saved because of
reduced need for ploughing, mowing, herbicide application
for weed control and salting.

The newly planted corridor has resulted in a highly
productive habitat for ground nesting birds and pollinating
insects.

“With the extremely wet spring we recently had,
species like Big Bluestem and Sylphiums are having a
great year. We’re also noticing a lot of native grasses
and flowers moving into other sections of Hwy.40 that
had never been planted. Hopefully in about 15 or 20
years the entire Hwy.40 corridor will be established
knocking back so many noxious weeds. If you ever
want to see an amazing comparison between native
vegetation and non-native vegetation I suggest you
take a ride along Hwy.40 right now. Weeds on the east
side of the road, no weeds on the west side of the
road.” -Jake Lozon - September 2013 describing his
drive along Highway 40.

The following 2 photos were taken on a windy wintry day in
early February 2014. Both photos were taken 1 minute
apart. The first photo with the blowing snow across the
highway was taken in Chatham/Kent along Highway 40 just
south of Whitebread Line. Driving and weather conditions
were not very good. There is also no prairie buffer along this
stretch of highway.
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Jake Lozon is the Land Stewardship Manager at Ontario
NativeScape which is a division of Rural Lambton
Stewardship Network (RSLN), a non-profit based in
Wallaceburg, Ontario. RLSN works with various partners
province-wide on restoration and creation projects.

The next photo was taken entering Lambton County where
there is 170 acres of native prairie vegetation and over
50,000 trees & shrubs that have been planted on 39 KMs of
road allowance.
“I travel this stretch of highway every day and there is an
extremely noticeable difference from where there’s a buffer
and where there isn’t”. -Jake Lozon.

In the upcoming March issue of the Blue Stem Banner watch for
articles about the benefits of pollinator strip plantings on Ontario
farms and how tallgrass prairie can be part of the solution for the
problem of climate change.

Roadside maintenance dollars may be saved because of
reduced need for ploughing, mowing, herbicide application.
There are many opportunities for similar road-side projects
across Ontario on both provincial and municipally
maintained road allowances. These projects are also suitable
for greening strategies on municipally- owned land
If you are a Highway Maintenance Manager and would like
to explore the possibilities on how to reduce maintenance
costs and make your roads safer please contact Tallgrass
Ontario at info@tallgrassontario.org for further
information.
All photos in this article are provided by Jake Lozon/Ontario
NativeScape. All rights reserved.

We now publish the Blue Stem Banner monthly
except for July and August. The current and all
previous issues can be found on our website
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_banner.h
tml
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Notice to Our Members
Would you like to submit an article to Tallgrass Ontario for inclusion in our monthly newsletter the Bluestem Banner?
This offer is open to paid-up members of Tallgrass Ontario.
The Bluestem Banner is the monthly newsletter of Tallgrass Ontario. TgO’s Bluestem Banner provides information to the
public at large about prairie ecosystems, the multitude of species that depend on prairies and the important
contribution made by prairie ecosystems to Ontario biodiversity and a healthy environment. The Bluestem Banner also
serves as a recruiting tool for TgO’s membership drive.
Your article should be original content and relate to establishing and/or maintaining prairie ecosystems, the plants and
animals that inhabit prairie ecosystems or efforts to document or preserve existing prairie remnants. Articles on recent
research are also welcome.
Your article should be 1200 words max -roughly 2 pages single space, although longer articles can also be considered.
High quality digital photos are strongly encouraged if the photo illustrates the content of the article and if the photo is
not copyrighted by someone else.
TgO reserves the right to edit all submitted material and all material submitted becomes the property of Tallgrass
Ontario once we receive it.

