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The Tallgrass Ontario Annual General Meeting (AGM)
and workshop is scheduled for Wednesday
June 27, 2012 (9:00 AM to 4:00 PM)
Location: Ojibway Centre, 5200 Matchette Road, Windsor, Ontario

Morning presentations:





Barb Macdonell and Dan Barcza – “The Tallgrass Prairie in the Parkway: An introduction to the ecological restoration activities
associated with the Windsor Essex Parkway”
Megan Hazell – “Windsor Essex Parkway Overview of Ecological Restoration Achievements in 2011”
Steve Marks – “Promoting prairie and respect for Butler’s Gartnersnake and Eastern Foxsnake”
Russ Jones – “A Day in the life of a botanist working on the Windsor Essex Parkway Project”

Afternoon field trips:



Ojibway Park and Ojibway Prairie
Windsor Essex Parkway Ecological Restoration Sites

Displays: Rural Lambton Stewardship Network, the Windsor Essex Mobility Group, the Ontario Ministry of Transportation and Ontario Badger. If
you are interested in providing a display at the TgO AGM, contact our TgO Program Coordinator at 519 674 -3178.

Please register for the AGM and TgO Workshops on-line at http://www.tallgrassontario.org/
The registration deadline is June 17. Workshop fee is free to members or $25 for non-members.
You can become a member by completing the form below and mailing to Tallgrass Ontario, PO Box 21034 RPO Wonderland S,
London, ON, N6K 0C7. Please make cheques payable to Tallgrass Ontario. You can also become a member by clicking the
membership button on our web-site at:
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/New%20Website/Website%202011%20Pages/Memberships.htm

Tallgrass Ontario’s Goals
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Improve communication, coordination and information-sharing among those involved in tallgrass community
conservation;
Amass complete information regarding all tallgrass community remnants;
Establish and expand a network of protected tallgrass community remnants;
Encourage protection of tallgrass remnants through sound management;
Encourage restoration and habitat creation initiatives where appropriate to enlarge existing remnants, make
linkages and create new habitat;
Raise public awareness and appreciation of tallgrass communities;
Reduce significantly the number of tallgrass community species at risk;
Encourage basic and applied research relevant to tallgrass community conservation.

------------------------------------------------------Mail-In Form
Please Join Tallgrass Ontario and receive a charitable receipt for your Membership Donation - Charitable
registration #88787 7819 RR0001
Name________________________________________________________________________________
Affiliation ____________________________________________________________________________
Address ______________________________________________________________________________
City/Province/Postal Code _______________________________________________________________
Phone___________________________________Email________________________________________
Please circle:
Individual/Family $50 Student $15 Organization $100 Donation $____
Do you wish a charitable receipt? ______
Please make cheque payable to Tallgrass Ontario and send with mail-in form to: Tallgrass Ontario, PO Box 21034 RPO
Wonderland S, London, ON, N6K 0C7. Phone: 519-674-9980. Email: info@tallgrassontario.org
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Tallgrass Habitat Feature
The Tallgrass Prairie in the Parkway – Barb
Macdonell

The Windsor-Essex Parkway is a provincial highway
project which includes a very significant Tallgrass
Prairie restoration effort. The following is a snap shot
of the ecological restoration activities underway.
Background on the Project
The Windsor-Essex Parkway is the freeway portion of
a proposed new end-to-end border transportation
system between Windsor, Ontario and Detroit,
Michigan approved in Canada under the Detroit River
International Crossing (DRIC) Provincial
Environmental Assessment (EA). The Windsor-Essex
Parkway is a once-in-a-generation undertaking. It is
unprecedented in its community enhancement features
for any highway, anywhere in Ontario. It will be 11
kilometres in length, with a below-grade, six-lane
urban freeway and a four-lane surface service road
system. It includes 1.8 kilometres of tunneled sections
through 11 tunnels, more than 300 acres of green
space, 20 kilometres of recreational trails and new
community connections.
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Trucks, bulldozers and earth moving are the dominant
images in the corridor. What is not so visible to the
public is the work that is being done in 32 Tallgrass
Prairie restoration sites (27.5 ha.) to support a range of
endangered, threatened and rare plants and snakes. The
species within these restoration sites include Butler’s
Gartersnake, Eastern Foxsnake (Carolinian
Population), Dense Blazing Star, Colicroot, Willowleaf
Aster, and Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid, all of which
are recognized in Ontario’s Endangered Species Act,
2007 (ESA).

Monarch butterfly on Dense Blazing Star (Liatris spicata)
transplanted in a Tallgrass Prairie Restoration Site.

Landscape Plan Focus on Tallgrass Prairie
Construction of the Windsor-Essex Parkway began in
earnest last fall and anyone driving through this
corridor this spring will see a dramatic change to the
landscape. Many trees and shrubs and over 300
buildings have been removed to make way for the new
highway. Dan Lebedyk, conservation biologist at the
Essex Region Conservation Authority and a Tallgrass
Ontario Board member, has a positive view of the
vegetation removal. “While some vegetation is being
removed to make way for the highway, the new
landscape will restore portions of the Tallgrass Prairie
ecosystem which were historically present in this area
and will add additional biodiversity to the local
landscape.” The Parkway’s landscape will include
thousands of new native trees and new vegetation as
part of an extensive ecological restoration effort.

In total, including the work in restoration areas, which
are a requirement of permits issued under the ESA,
over 100 hectares of remnant Tallgrass Prairie habitat
will be restored, enhanced and actively managed. This
includes areas associated with wetland compensation
as well as the landscaped portions of the WindsorEssex Parkway. The layout of restored ecological
landscapes has been designed to support and enhance
existing vegetation communities adjacent to the
highway right-of-way, and are intended to create larger
patch sizes in existing natural heritage areas and to link
existing habitats. In general, restored Tallgrass Prairie
areas will be located where there were previously
existing fields, meadows, and thickets, just as
woodland restoration landscapes will be matched to
existing forest areas. Much of this work will take place
in the latter phases of the project.
All of the prairie restoration sites are part of a broader
system, which include important wildlife movement
and habitat corridors such as the Grand Marais Drain
and other watercourses, existing natural areas such as
the Oakwood Bush candidate natural heritage site,
Spring Garden Area of Natural and Scientific Interest
(ANSI) and the Ojibway Prairie ANSI Complex and
Provincially Significant Wetland (PSW) Complex.

Transplanting of Species at Risk from the Windsor-Essex
Parkway
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Restoration Efforts Currently Underway
Guided by the measures required under Permits issued
under the ESA, intensive restoration activities are
underway to recreate the ecology of a natural prairie
community. Over the past three years, this work has
involved brush clearing, invasive species control, the
creation of corridors for snake movement, the
transplanting of hundreds of rare plants and the
creation of key habitat features for snakes such as
brush piles, thermoregulation sites and hibernacula.
This spring, prescribed burns were undertaken on
several prairie restoration sites, totaling approximately
7 hectares, and positive results can already be seen.
Russ Jones, a biologist working on the project and a
TGO member, reports seeing Dense Blazing Star and
Colicroot emerging in the burn sites.
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A single Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid was discovered
in a protected prairie restoration site in 2010 during
work to determine placement of a snake hibernaculum.
Detailed plant surveys of the area had not previously
identified Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchids. The orchid
was found in an area where brush clearing had been
undertaken. Dan Barcza, a biologist with LGL inc. who
has worked on the project for many years on behalf of
the Ontario Ministry of Transportation, speculates that
the removal of brush and competing invasives may
have created the opportunity for this rare plant to
emerge. In 2011, more Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchids
were found. The hope is that the recent burns may be a
further trigger for expansion of the habitat of this rare
prairie plant.
Scientific Research Benefiting Tallgrass Species
Other exciting ecological work which is also taking
place behind the scenes includes some groundbreaking
scientific work on Butler’s Gartersnake. Through the
Windsor-Essex Parkway and associated ESA Permit,
MTO has undertaken the most comprehensive study of
the Butler’s Gartnersnake ever undertaken in Ontario.
Land acquisition and protective measures have saved a
previously unknown population of Butler’s
Gartersnake. The monitoring which will continue
throughout construction and for five years postconstruction has broad applications to the survival and
recovery of this endangered species throughout
Ontario.

Prescribed burn in a Tall Grass Prairie restoration area
conducted on March 28, 2012.

The Windsor-Essex Parkway website
(www.weparkway.ca) will post regular updates on the
progress of the burn areas. Photos and videos are
posted on Flickr (www.flickr.com/weparkway) and
YouTube(www.youtube.com/weparkway). Planning
for next year’s burns is already underway.

Temporary snake fence installed along 13km of the Parkway
corridor as a requirement of a Permit issued by MNR under the
ESA.

Eastern Prairie Fringed Orchid (Platanthera leucophaea)

Approximately ten kilometres of temporary snake
barrier fence has been installed along portions of the
construction area. The barrier works as a construction
fence to exclude the public from the work zone and its
geotextile material also prevents snakes from entering
the work zone and redirects snake movements to safer
areas. A permanent barrier will also be installed to
keep snakes from the new highway corridor. The
research associated with the fence design and
installation is now being provided to practitioners
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across the Province according to Elizabeth Reimer,
biologist with the Ontario Ministry of Resources,
Aylmer District.
The scientific research being conducted for the project
is not limited to snakes. The results of recent genetic
testing conducted as a requirement of one of the
Permits under the ESA, shows that transplanting
Willowleaf Aster to protected restoration sites will
maintain the genetic diversity of the affected
population (Newmaster, unpublished data). Colicroot
has been the subject of intensive study over the past
three years to determine appropriate means to
transplant and reproduce this rare plant which will be
impacted by the project. To date the Colicroot trials
being conducted show positive results for a couple of
transplanting methods and evidence of vegetative
reproduction.
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Town of LaSalle in support of Tallgrass Prairie and
related species. Stewardship activities include:
 vegetation best management practices as they
relate to Butler’s Gartersnake ecology
 development and distribution of Tallgrass Prairie
educational materials
 communication of findings on Butler’s
Gartersnake to the wider scientific community,
including a presentation at the 2012 Grasslands
Symposium hosted at the Royal Ontario Museum.

Butlers Gartersnake (Thamnophis butleri) rescued during a
prescribed burn.

Walpole Island First Nation and the Parkway Project

Colicroot (Aletris farinosa) in a Tallgrass Prairie
Restoration Site.

Planned Ecopassage will Reconnect Prairie
Communities
Because the new freeway will run below existing
ground level, a series of short tunnels are being
constructed to provide new cross-corridor
connections. A particularly unique element of the
project is the construction of a major “ecopassage"
across one of the tunnels to re-connect two large prairie
areas that have been bisected since the construction of
original highway in the 1950s. The location of this
tunnel coincides with an area of high mortality for
species at risk snakes (Eastern Foxsnake) and
consequently is being designed to facilitate safe
passage for this species.
Stewardship Initiatives
MTO will undertake stewardship activities on a
continuing basis with the City of Windsor and the

From the early stages of the environmental assessment,
Walpole Island First Nation has been actively engaged
in the project, with a special interest in species at risk
and Tallgrass Prairie. This is not surprising as Walpole
Island is home to some of the most pristine Tallgrass
Prairie habitats in Canada and also has the highest
diversity of species of risk. Danshab, a local First
Nations business, has worked directly on the project
undertaking some of the ecological restoration work.

Willowleaf Aster (Symphyotrichum praealtum) transplanted in a
Tallgrass Prairie Restoration Site.
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Aerial photo of E.C. Row and Malden Road – Before and During Construction

Temporary snake fence in the Chappus Restoration area
Interested in Learning More About the Ecological Work Associated
with the Windsor-Essex Parkway?

Tallgrass Ontario is hosting its annual meeting in Windsor on June 27, 2012. Many of the featured
presentations will focus on the restoration activities associated with the Windsor-Essex Parkway.
Barb Macdonell is an Environmental Planner with the Ontario Ministry of Transportation and a TGO Board Member.
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Endangered Species and Land Developers Make
Strange Bedfellows – Kyle Breault
The enactment of the Endangered Species Act in 2007
changed the game for land developers in Ontario. This
surprisingly broad legislation began to give the
provinces species at risk a leg up in their fight for
survival by beginning to protect habitats that these
species rely upon. As the provincial government works
through the myriad of species that require protection
and adds species to the “at risk” list they have also had
to develop a process for land development to proceed.
The workload has been daunting and the Ontario
Ministry of Natural Resources has placed a large
emphasis on their output towards developing
regulations, guidelines and the overall process for
issuing permits under the Endangered Species Act.
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provide advice to them that will ensure that any
grassland habitats they are creating or managing are
indeed going to have an overall benefit.
Since TGO has been working hard to gain the capacity
to take on physical grassland restoration projects over
the past three years, the organization is in a prime
position to partner with developers across the province
to create much needed habitat of very high quality.

For a land developer, this drawn out process has to say
the least, been a frustrating exercise. Multi-million
dollar investments have been placed on hold while the
OMNR has worked through the process of how to
allow much needed financial investment in the
province to continue, while still upholding the
fundamental elements of the Endangered Species Act
and protecting those species that are struggling to
survive in Ontario’s populous environment.
Enter the “Overall Benefit Permit” which is an
instrument under the Endangered Species Act. Overall
benefit isn’t defined, but is up to the proponent and
MNR to agree on a mutually acceptable measures,
which is likely to include restoration and enhancement
of habitat as well as other measures. Overall benefit
may take many forms. There is no formula for
demonstrating overall benefit. New changes to the Act
are in the works (Bill 55) but the proposed changes are
unlikely to substantially alter the overall benefit
permitting process.
So what does this mean for Tallgrass Ontario and the
provinces native grassland? Surprisingly these Overall
Benefit Permits just might have an overall benefit to
our grassland habitats. Tallgrass Ontario has been
engaging a number of land and industrial developers
over the past year in conversations regarding their
needs under these permits. For the most part TGO has
found the developers to be more than willing partners
in the process to replace these habitats. The message
has certainly gotten out that Ontario’s residents want
these species looked after and the developers are
actively doing their part. Many of the developers have
their own biologists or ecologists on staff and actively
manage the species on the lands they are developing.
Tallgrass Ontario is positioning itself as a conservation
partner in this process. Getting to know the staff and
owners of these development projects allows TGO to

Bobolink Dolichonyx oryzivorus

One of TGO’s first forays into an Overall Benefit
Permit partnership may be on Wolfe Island near
Kingston Ontario. The island is known for its cultural
grassland habitats (old field meadows and pastures) as
well as grassland species that rely on them. Wolfe
Island has one of the highest breeding population
densities of Bobolink in the province and it is also
know for the Short Eared Owl.
Wolfe Island is undergoing its own landscape changes,
not so much from industrial development, but from a
shift in agricultural practices. The island was once
farmed predominantly for pasture, forage crops or was
left fallow in old field meadows. With the dramatic
increase in the price for cash crops like corn and
soybeans, many of the islands 100 year old pastures
and fields have been plowed under and planted into
rowcrops. These rowcrops provide little habitat for
grassland species and some of the island residents are
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becoming concerned with the disappearance of the
traditional grassland crops.
TGO has been working with Dr. George Merry, a
longtime island resident and local conservation steward
with a long history of conserving the islands natural
habitats. Dr. Merry took the initiative to arrange for
TGO to speak at a special meeting held on the island
on April 14, 2012. About 35 island residents attended
the meeting and TGO presentation about conserving
grasslands and the new Ontario Grassland Initiative.
After the presentation a number of landowners and
residents of the island approached TGO and offered up
land for the establishment of native grassland.
It’s very likely that TGO can leverage projects out of
these Overall Benefit Permits to establish native
grasslands for willing landowners that have committed
to maintaining these habitats for generations to come.
One of those landowners is Trans Alta who has a
project on the island and a Permit application for an
Overall Benefit Permit under the Endangered Species
Act.
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mitigation project please let us know or direct the
proponents to us, we just might have the best solution
for all involved.
Kyle Breault is Program Coordinator at Tallgrass Ontario. For
more information about the Ontario Grassland Initiative, Kyle can
be reached at: 519-678-3178 or by e-mail at
info@tallgrassontario.org.

If you are planning to conduct a
Prescribed Burn in the 2013 burn
season, we can help.
Contact Tallgrass Ontario this fall at
519-674-9980.

Eastern Meadowlark Sturnella magna

It may seem strange for an “Environmental”
organization to partner with a developer when that
developer is going to destroy habitat, but let’s not paint
the picture based entirely on passion and interject some
common sense into the conversation. Ontario needs
economic development. At over 13 million people
mostly concentrated into a relatively small land base of
southern Ontario, the need for jobs, economic output
and infrastructure will always take precedence for the
vast majority of people.
TGO believes that as an organization we can play a
role in improving grassland habitats by working with
those who are impacting grassland species and linking
them with high quality grass land areas in need of
rehabilitation.
TGO is open to discussing habitat mitigation projects
with developers across the province. If you know of a
project in the works that will required a grassland

Prescribed Burn Training
Opportunities

Tallgrass Ontario is providing an email network
to communicate with interested qualified Low
Complexity Prescribed Burn Workers (RX100).
Information and articles will be shared as they
are submitted by burn proponents.
If you are an L.C.P.B Worker, or know of
someone who is, email Tom Purdy at
tom.purdy@rogers.com

Tallgrass Ontario now has a presence on Facebook.
The page is called Tallgrass Ontario Supporters and is open for
all those interested in tallgrass prairies to join. We will post
upcoming events, links to interesting articles and provide a forum
for asking questions and sharing ideas about all things "prairie".

Join up today!
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Tallgrass Habitat Feature
2011-13 Badger Project Underway – Les Misch
Funding has been received through the MNR’s Species
At Risk Stewardship Fund to undertake a three-year
project on American Badgers (Taxidea taxus),
generally referred to as the Ontario Badger Project. The
study commenced in 2011 and will build off the initial
badger research conducted in 2009-10 by Trent
University researchers that focused their field work
around Norfolk County.
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ground). Habitats utilized by badgers in Ontario
include forest and field edges; vegetated ravines,
gullies and hillsides; meadows and clover fields; and
savannah and tallgrass prairies. Badgers are
endangered in Ontario, with an estimated population of
fewer than 200 individuals. Habitat loss and road
mortality are suspected as being the main threats to
badger populations in Ontario.

Badger Burrow

American Badger Taxidea taxus

The badger is a member of the weasel (mustelid)
family and is a fossorial (adapted to digging and life
underground) carnivore feeding mainly at night on
small animals such as mice, voles, chipmunks and
other ground-dwelling creatures. Badgers are solitary
and nomadic, and rarely spend very long in one place
before moving on. Over time a badger can cover a lot
of area, up to 40 square kilometers (or 10,000 acres)
for just one badger.

The Ontario Badger Project includes field studies and
public outreach to obtain greater certainty about badger
biology, ecology, population, distribution and interrelationships within southern Ontario’s rural and
cultural landscape. Field crews will be conducting
everything from badger burrow searches, to radiotelemetry surveys, to hair sampling for DNA analysis.
A burrow video-camera probe will also be used to
investigate unoccupied badger burrows to learn more
about badger burrow geometry, ecology and predatorprey relationships. The results of the study will be used
to formulate conservation strategies to help assure
long-term viable populations of badgers in Ontario.

Due to the reclusive nature of badgers, their ability to
travel long distances, and the large study area for the
Ontario Badger Project, field staff are asking the public
to provide any badger sightings including possible
burrows, live sightings or roadkill of badgers. Sighting
reports can be provided either by email
info@ontariobadgers.org or by calling the Ontario
Badger Project’s toll free hotline at 1-877-715-9299.

A badger’s burrows are usually the best indication that
one has moved through. These tend to be slightly oval,
about 25 cm (10 inches) wide and 20cm (8 inches) tall,
with a large amount of excavated soil kicked out in
front, and almost always along the edge of a field or
forest (particularly where there are banks or raised

We are also recruiting volunteers that can help our field
crews actively search for badger burrows in the project
study area. If you are interested in volunteering, please
contact the Ontario Badger Project and leave a message
with your contact information. Please visit
www.ontariobadgers.org to learn more about badgers
and the Ontario Badger Project.
Les Misch is the Project Coordinator at the Ontario Badger
Project.
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The Rural Lambton Stewardship Network:
Prescribed Burn Program 2012 – Cass Stabler
Fire is a naturally-occurring ecological disturbance that
has played an important role in shaping the landscape
of Southwestern Ontario. There are many beneficial
reasons to use prescribed burns as management tools in
tallgrass prairie ecosystems. Since 1997, the Rural
Lambton Stewardship Network (RLSN) has operated a
prescribed burn program for tallgrass prairie
management. The Ministry of Natural Resources
(MNR) regulates all prescribed burns that RLSN
carries out each year. During the 2012 prescribed burn
season RLSN completed ten prescribed burns on
private, industrial, and government-managed lands.
It is well known that tallgrass prairie ecosystems in
North America have adapted to fire disturbance (Briggs
& Knapp 1995). This type of disturbance is not
destructive to the ecosystem function of tallgrass
prairies. In fact, there are many ecological benefits
associated with the effects of these prairie fires
(Rodger 1998). As a fire moves through a tallgrass
prairie the accumulated organic material is burned
away. This blackens and warms the soil; adds carbon in
the form of ash to the soil; and allows sunlight to reach
through the vegetation layer to the ground surface
where new seeds will germinate. Also, since tallgrass
prairie species grow extensive root systems and have
below-ground growing points, called meristems, they
are able to send up new growth following fires (Briggs
& Knapp 1995; TO 2004). This allows fire-adapted
tallgrass prairie species to outcompete fire-intolerant,
non-native weeds and woody vegetation.
Without fire, plant litter accumulates and may even
choke out the prairie species; invasive non-native
species may move in; and woody vegetation starts to
grow and changes the plant community composition
(Briggs & Knapp 1995). For these reasons, many
people believe that the fire regime is one of the main
reasons why tallgrass prairies have persisted and
flourished throughout North America (Rodger 1998).
Due to intensified agricultural and urban land-use in
Southwestern Ontario over the past 200 years, fire has
been suppressed in areas that historically had been
exposed to fire disturbance. This fire suppression is
required to protect valuable buildings, crops, and
infrastructure. However, it has also threatened the
persistence of the rare remaining native tallgrass prairie
ecosystems. Simulating historic, naturally occurring
fires with prescribed burns in tallgrass prairie remnants
and areas that have been restored with tallgrass prairies
will help maintain these important ecosystems on the
landscape.

Rural Lambton Stewardship Network prescribed burn ignition crew
lights a restored tallgrass prairie with a handheld drip torch.

RLSN has been restoring tallgrass prairie throughout
Southwestern Ontario since its establishment as a
.
stewardship network in 1994. As this work increased
and had a significant impact on the landscape, it
became apparent that managing these restored areas
with fire would be necessary to ensure that ecological
function was maintained. In order to accomplish this,
RLSN worked with many partners such as Tallgrass
Ontario and the MNR, to begin developing a prescribed
burn program in 1997.
Over the years, the program has come to be largely
overseen by a prescribed burn boss and the RLSN
stewardship coordinator. All RLSN staff are trained to
work on prescribed burns and a local volunteer
network of trained prescribed burn workers has been
established. Prescribed burn workers must complete an
MNR sanctioned prescribed burn course. During this
course, participants learn how to operate drip torches,
fire extinguishers, and water pumps in order to be able
to set prescribed burns and to make sure they are
completely extinguished once the prescribed burn is
completed. RLSN staff has also completed first aid
training and utility vehicle training so that they can
work safely on the prescribed burn sites.
Representatives from the Ministry of Labour and the
MNR regularly attend prescribed burns to ensure that
all safety requirements are being met.
Since 1997, all prescribed burns completed by RLSN
have been conducted in accordance with the MNR
Prescribed Burn Manual (OMNR 2008). This manual
provides direction for planning prescribed burns in
Southwestern Ontario. It must be followed for any
prescribed burns that are carried out on land managed
by the MNR or any prescribed burns in which MNR
staff are involved. It outlines the planning process,
which takes six months to complete, and ensures that
prescribed burns in Ontario are completed safely and
efficiently; it describes important prescribed burn
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concepts and considerations that must be addressed
while planning a prescribed burn; and it also provides
access to many important resources for prescribed burn
planners (OMNR 2008). In addition to closely
following this manual, RLSN ensures that all relevant
municipal permits and protocols are obtained and
followed prior to prescribed burn ignition.
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Each year, depending on the weather, RLSN begins
conducting burns in early March and ends in mid April.
This spring, the warm, wet weather encouraged nonnative grasses and vegetation to produce buds, shoots,
and new growth very early. This process is called
green-up and if it happens too early in the season it can
prevent successful prescribed burns from taking place.
This year, the warm spring weather also triggered an
early emergence of hibernating species and an early
return of migrating species. In Ontario, some of these
species are protected by the Endangered Species Act.
RLSN is attempting to improve habitat for these
species and is very careful to not harm any individuals.
Due to these weather conditions some of the burns
RLSN had planned were not completed this year.

Rural Lambton Stewardship Network staff monitors a prescribed
burn in progress.

The public is notified about every MNR approved.
prescribed burn that takes place. Well over fifty
prescribed burns were scheduled across Southern
Ontario for the spring of 2012. Twenty of these burns
were planned by RLSN. Information about all of these
MNR approved prescribed burns can be found on the
provincial
Environmental
Registry
(www.ebr.gov.on.ca). This posting provides general
notice to the public about prescribed burns scheduled
to be conducted each year. In addition to this posting,
RLSN delivers flyers to all properties near to a
prescribed burn location one month prior to, and again
the day of, a prescribed burn.
During the 2012 prescribed burn season, RLSN
completed ten of twenty planned burns. Prescribed
burns must be planned six months in advance. Burn
bosses and planners must describe the appropriate
conditions for a burn that will protect valuable
resources near the burn and prevent traffic, agriculture,
industry, and other surrounding neighbours from being
disrupted by the smoke (Tegler & Bruin 2003). If
moisture levels, wind speeds and directions, and other
environmental variables do not meet these predetermined conditions, the prescribed burn cannot be
completed. This happens occasionally, and burns will
have to be rescheduled. Since the natural fire cycle
ranges from three to twenty years, depending on the
location and ecosystem, prescribed burns can be
rescheduled easily (Rodger 1998).

The Rural Lambton Stewardship Network ignition crew lights an
area where eastern prairie fringed-orchid is known to exist. This
endangered wildflower is adapted to fire and the prescribed burn
is designed to protect the surrounding habitat.

Since fire is an important component of rare, native
.
prairie prescribed burning is used to protect habitat for
endangered species associated with tallgrass prairie
ecosystems. One site that the RLSN prescribed burn
program has been helping to manage for several years
provides habitat to the provincially and nationally
endangered eastern prairie fringed-orchid, or
Platanthera leucophaea (MNR 2008).
This impressive, rare orchid species has many white
fringed flowers that act as a landing platform for
pollinators. It does not begin to reproduce until it is
three to seven years old and then it may not flower
every year (MNR 2008). At one time, the eastern
prairie fringed-orchid would have been more common
in wetlands and tallgrass prairies throughout
Southwestern Ontario. However, due to habitat
destruction and fire suppression, there are now only 20
populations remaining throughout Simcoe, Essex,
Chatham-Kent, and Lambton Counties (MNR 2008).
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industrial sites. The majority of these prescribed burns
are used to manage restored tallgrass prairie, ensuring
that weedy and woody vegetation is removed or not
permitted to grow into the prairie. Overall, RLSN had a
successful and safe 2012 prescribed burn season and in
only a few short months, planning will start for 2013.
Cass Stabler is an Assistant Stewardship Coordinator with the
Rural Lambton Stewardship Network. If you have any comments
or questions about the RLSN Prescribed Burn Program, or would
like to find out how you can become involved with land stewardship
in Lambton County please contact her at cstabler.rlsn@gmail.com
or 519-809-5763.

Eastern Prairie Fringed-Orchid Platanthera leucophaea

Fire disturbance creates openings and suitable
conditions for this orchid species to flower and
reproduce. RLSN staff work with landowners to
develop a plan to use fire to manage this area for
eastern prairie fringed-orchid habitat. Small areas of
land surrounding the wetland are burned each year.
This creates openings and allows the orchids space to
flower.

Briggs, J.M and A.K. Knapp. 1995. Interannual
Variability in Primary Production in Tallgrass Prairie:
Climate, Soil Moisture, Topographic Position, and Fire
as Determinants of Aboveground Biomass. American
Journal of Botany 82:8 pp. 1024-1030.
Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR). 2008. Eastern
Prairie Fringed-orchid (Platanthera leucophaea).
Online:
http://www.mnr.gov.on.ca/stdprodconsume/groups/lr/
@mnr/@species/documents/document/270956.pdf
Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources (OMNR). 2008.
Prescribed Burn Manual. Online:
http://www.mnr.gov.on.ca/stdprodconsume/groups/lr/
@mnr/@affm/documents/document/197301.pdf
Rodger, L. 1998. Tallgrass Communities of Southern
Ontario: A Recovery Plan. World Wildlife Fund
Canada and the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources
pp. 66.
Tallgrass Ontario (TO). 2004. Fire and the Prairie.
Online:
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/Publications/Factsheet
2.pdf

Following the prescribed burn the Rural Lambton Stewardship
Network burn crew will monitor the area to ensure that the burn is
completely extinguished.
.

The RLSN prescribed burn program is well-established
and has become an important part of the stewardship
network organization. Each year multiple MNR.
approved burns are completed. These burns range in
size from one hectare on a rural privately-owned
property to a several hectare prescribed burn on

Tegler, B. and F.V. Bruin. 2003. Tallgrass Prairie and
Savanna Prescribed Fire Decision Support System.
Online:
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/Publications/BTeglerT
allgrassPaper2003.pdf
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Research
Insect Biodiversity in Grasses Grown as Biomass Crops – Dr. Rob Nicol
Perennial grasses such as Miscanthus, switchgrass, prairie cordgrass and big bluestem are currently being evaluated as
biomass crops in southwestern Ontario and throughout the American Midwest. Harvested above ground biomass could
be used as a feedstock for lignocellulosic ethanol production or could be pelletized and used as a combustible energy
source.
Researchers at the University of Guelph –
Ridgetown Campus are evaluating the
agronomic characteristics of these grasses
at different locations in Ontario and
Ridgetown students are studying these
potentially new crops in courses such as
Introduction to Renewable Energy.
Other research groups found that
Miscanthus and switchgrass crops
influenced insect biodiversity as compared
to conventional crops and weeds. A study
was initiated in 2010 to determine if this
trend also applies to biomass crops grown
in southwestern Ontario and the
implications of this on insect ecological
interactions such as predator-prey
Summer student in a Miscanthus plot, early summer 2010. Many students have
relationships and pollination. Invertebrate
helped with the insect biodiversity survey over the last three years.
populations were surveyed in plots of
Miscanthus, big bluestem and soybean
throughout the summers of 2010 and 2011 in a research plot near Morpeth Ontario. Plots were sampled monthly using
pitfall traps, sweep nets, quadrat sampling and stalk-splitting.
Of the three evaluated plants, big bluestem had the highest richness of insect families. That is, 40 different insect
families were found in big bluestem, whereas 27 families and 19 families were found in soybean and Miscanthus
respectively. In addition, big bluestem generally had a higher abundance of individuals within these families.
Using the Shannon biodiversity index,
it was determined that the highest
insect biodiversity occurred in plots of
big bluestem followed by soybean and
finally Miscanthus, with index values
of 3.4, 3.1 and 2.7 respectively.
The larger goal of this research is to
develop long-term studies within
biomass plots throughout Ontario and
to learn more of the impact of these
plants on insect biodiversity and
related ecological processes.
Dr. Rob Nicol is a researcher and instructor at
the University of Guelph – Ridgetown
Campus
Introduction to Renewable Energy class visit to the perennial grass research plot, fall
2011. This course is a second year elective offered at the University of Guelph – Ridgetown
Campus. Students learned the field characteristics and uses of the perennial grasses and
applied this knowledge to a similar study that they completed in the greenhouse at
Ridgetown Campus.
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Branchton Prairie Remnants - Graham Buck
Located only one kilometer south of Cambridge is one
of the largest prairies in private ownership in all of
Ontario. The Highway 24 slope prairie, as it is referred
to in Wasyl Bakowsky's southern Ontario prairie and
savanna census, consists of a 15 hectare strip of prairie
on a west facing slope adjacent to highway 24.
Although disturb by the construction and maintenance
of a railway line, which bisects it and the highway,
which borders it, the prairie remnant is as close to a
virgin prairie as can be found today. Like an old
growth forest, prairie plants have grown in these soils
for thousands of years.

page 14

In 2006, Waynco Aggregates, the largest landowner of
the remnant, agreed to an initiative to manage the
remnant and in 2007 Lands and Forests Consulting did
the first ever prescribed burn. The 12 hectare burn took
in a portion of the original prairie and a large amount
of fallow field that was in meadow, after the
agriculture operation ended. The first burn was
followed by a second burn of 15 hectares in 2008 and
2010. The last two burns took in the entire remnant on
the Waynco property.

Prescribed burn by Lands and Forests Consulting in April 2009.
Igniting the bottom of the slope off the old railway bed.
Left to right - Graham Buck, Pat Deacon and Wayne Buck.
The grass in the background is Big Bluestem. Also present is
Queen Anne’s lace, which is alien. This photo was taken in an
area where the prairie and meadow plant communities come
together. The goal of the restoration is to replace the meadow
community with tallgrass prairie

Recently the prairie remnant has expanded onto lands
that were originally prairie, but cleared for agriculture.
For close to 200 years the fields adjacent to the prairie
remnant were farmed; but around 1985 the agriculture
land use came to an end when the property was
purchased by Waynco aggregates. The fields were
excluded from the aggregate license and the prairie
vegetation spread up the slope. Wayne Buck, a retired
science teacher from Kitchener and current president of
Waterloo Stewardship Network, remembers hearing of
the Branchton prairies, a complex of many remnants in
the area between highway 24 and Branchton, which the
highway 24 slope prairie is part of, around 1985. “I
remember hearing about the Branchton Prairie more
than 40 years ago when the Waterloo Region school
board was setting up an outdoor education facility
which was something new at that time. I thought, yeah,
right. It’s probably just a big field that they call a
prairie. But as I found out years later, it is actually a
prairie, one of the largest in Ontario.”

.

As a result of the management the prairie remnant
along the old railway line improved. Subsequent
monitoring showed an increase in the number of plants
of some of the rare prairie wildflowers, such as
Woodland Sunflower (Helianthus divaricatus), Roundheaded Bush-clover (Lespedeza capitata) and Virginia
Mountain Mint (Pycnanthemum virginianum). Both the
vigour and coverage of the prairie grasses improved as
well, with new areas of the meadow converting back to
prairie. The monitoring was also important part of the
decision making process which lead to two sections of
the meadow being chosen for more active restoration.
Meaning they were targeted to be planted with a
combination of locally collected seeds and plugs grown
from these seeds. Other areas of the meadow are being
left to become prairie again through only natural
recolonization, both from the remnant and potentially
the two planted sections.
The end result will be a 15 hectare prairie which is
representative of the one that grew on the site for
thousands of years. Unlike many other parts of Ontario
where prairies occur today, the hills of Cambridge and
Branchton were prairies before they were cleared by
the first Ontario settlers. Surveyor's records tell us that
this area contained as many as 6,000 hectares of prairie
and savanna. This is due to the physiography of the
area. The moraines are composed of sand and gravel,
left behind more than ten thousand years ago by the
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grinding action of the last glacier. Precipitation is
quickly absorbed deep into the soil which favours the
deep-rooted prairie species such as Big Bluestem and
Indian Grass. Fires from lightening strikes or other
natural causes made it difficult for woody trees and
shrubs to gain much of a foothold until settlers moved
into the area and suppressed these naturally occurring
cleansing agents. “For people who think prairies are
flat and boring, a visit to Waynco with its moraines
between 50 and 100m in height would soon dispel that
myth as they climbed breathlessly to the top to see the
beautiful panorama of the winding river spread out
before them” says Wayne Buck.

page 15

which was farmed, but recently abandoned, is being
restored to tallgrass prairie. The other two remnants,
which make up the Branchton Prairie Remnants, are
the Railway Bluff and Cheese Factory Road Bluff.
Neither remnant is being managed. It is hoped that the
creation of new prairie in the area, will offset the loss
of these two remnants, if they are not managed and
allowed to undergo succession.

Big Bluestem in the Grand River Valley at the Branchton
Prairie

The restoration of the Highway 24 Bluff Prairie and
Railway Knoll show the success of an active group,
dedicated to the preservation and expansion of these
remnants. Both projects started by contacting all the
landowners in the area and working with the ones
interested in managing the tallgrass habitats they
owned. Waynco Aggregates have been an excellent
partner and deserving on the 2011 Carolinian Canada
Award and the 2012 Kitchener Waterloo Field
Naturalists (KWFN) Award.
The Branchton prairie with asters in the foreground

On a second property owned by Waynco Aggregates
there is another remnant referred to as the railway
knoll. The small remnant, between 1 and 2 hectares is
part of a much larger area, known as the Branchton
Swamp, which is mainly wetland. The remnants consist
of the same abandoned railway line, with prairie
vegetation and as well as a dry red oak-white pine
woodland, growing on a knoll. On the knoll the
provincially rare Smooth Yellow False Foxglove
(Aureolaria flava) and regionally rare Wand-like Bushclover (Lespedeza violacea, formerly Lespdeza
intermedia) grow. The former has been seen recently,
but the bush-clover has not been seen recently and
maybe extirpated. A combination of brush cutting and
prescribed burning is being used to revitalize this
remnant. As well a field south of the railway line,

The KWFN was also a financial supporter of the first
two burns. As well funding for the prescribed burns,
brush cutting and seeding was provided by the Ministry
of Natural Resources, through the Species at Risk
Stewardship Fund and Environment Canada, through
the Habitat Stewardship Fund. Thanks should also go
to the Waterloo Stewardship Network, for taking an
active role in the Branchton Prairie Remnants
restoration project. Lastly, thanks to the numerous
volunteers and local landowners who have also
provided their time.
Graham Buck is the President of Tallgrass Ontario. As a
botanist and low complexity prescribed burn boss he helps
landowner groups restore prairie and savanna remnants in the
Waterloo, Brant and Hamilton area.
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Manitoba’s Tallgrass Prairie Preserve: Familiar,
Yet Different – Elizabeth Reimer
For anyone who has spent time wandering through
Ojibway Prairie or other prairie remnants in Ontario,
Manitoba’s Tallgrass Prairie Preserve near the small
town of Vita would seem reassuringly familiar. Many
of the same elements are here. Big bluestem
(Andropogon gerardii), little bluestem (Schizachyrium
scoparium), and Indiangrass (Sorghastrum nutans)
share the landscape with an assortment of wildflowers.
Visitors might recognize wild bergamot (Monarda
fistulosa), Culver’s root (Veronicastrum virginicum),
tall sunflower (Helianthus giganteus), or great plains
ladies-tresses (Spiranthes magnicamporum).
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species to persist. It was here among the rangeland that
the Manitoba Naturalists Society purchased the first
32-hectare parcel in 1989. Since then, through the
cooperation of many agencies, the Preserve has grown
to protect approximately 2,000 hectares of tallgrass
prairie. Though this number might seem enviable
compared to the situation in Ontario, this is a miniscule
fraction of the 6,000 km2 that once covered Manitoba.
As is the case in Ontario, the limited extent of tallgrass
remnants in Manitoba makes these areas hotspots for
species at risk such as the Bobolink, small white
lady’s-slipper (Cypripedium candidum), and Riddell’s
goldenrod (Solidago riddellii syn. Oligoneuron
riddellii). At first glance, another rare and showy
species may seem familiar with its unmistakable spike
of creamy white fringed flowers. A closer inspection
reveals the long nectar spur that distinguishes the
western prairie fringed-orchid (Platanthera praeclara)
from its eastern cousin.

Great plains ladies-tresses, Spiranthes magnicamporum is
easy to find in tall grass by its scent.

Familiar also is the limited distribution of tallgrass
remnants. As elsewhere, the tallgrass prairie of
Manitoba was largely converted to agricultural use, and
is now limited to isolated pockets. Although very little
tallgrass remains in Manitoba, the Tallgrass Prairie
Preserve represents some of the largest remaining
parcels of available habitat for grassland specialists.
In 1987 the Manitoba Naturalists Society (now Nature
Manitoba) set out to map Manitoba’s tallgrass
remnants. During that time, a relatively large area in
southeastern Manitoba was discovered to have escaped
cultivation, mostly because the large erratic boulders
left behind by the retreating glaciers made ploughing
nearly impossible. Given the land’s unsuitability for
row crops, settlers used the land for cattle grazing,
which curbed woody encroachment and allowed prairie

Riddell's goldenrod, Solidago riddellii is a species of
Special Concern, can be distinguished by its folded
leaves.

Like the orchids, a close look reveals other differences
between vistas familiar to visitors to Ontario prairie
sites compared to tallgrass parcels in Manitoba. Here,
too, woody species invade over time, but species like
staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina) are nowhere to be
found. Instead, woody encroachment is almost
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exclusively due to trembling aspen (Populus
tremuloides), with a minor component of willow
species in wetter depressions. On drier ridges you may
find oaks, but it’s not black oak (Quercus velutina).
The only oak species native to Manitoba is bur oak (Q.
macrocarpa). Aside from black oak, other species, too,
are conspicuously absent – Missouri ironweed
(Vernonia missurica), large purple false foxglove
(Agalinis purpurea), Sullivant’s milkweed (Asclepias
sullivantii), round-headed bush clover (Lespedeza
capitata), and Virginia mountainmint (Pycnanthemum
virginianum) won’t be found here.
Instead, other species less familiar to Ontario tallgrass
enthusiasts are relatively abundant at the Preserve.
Examples include two species of needle grass
(Hesperostipa comata and H. curtiseta), purple prairieclover (Dalea purpurea), and silverleaf psoralea
(Pediomelum argophyllum).

page 17

film portions of Canada: A People’s History where
power lines would not intrude into the viewfinder, they
chose the north block of the preserve.
Lack of infrastructure is not without challenges,
however. Last fall, when wildfires burned across much
of southeastern Manitoba, including parts of the
Preserve, efforts to control the fire were hampered by
the lack of cell phone reception in this corner of the
province. Early this spring, more fires burned through
the area. Although fire is important for the maintenance
of prairie vegetation, it can have some unintended
consequences for the prairie. In particular, the Tallgrass
Prairie Preserve staff struggle to contain infestations of
leafy spurge (Euphorbia esculenta). A volunteer
workforce from Nature Manitoba participates in an
annual Spurge Purge, but the enthusiasm of the
workforce could be tested in the coming year if the
wildfire results in expansion of the spurge patches.
Even worse, local residents lost homes, barns,
livestock, and fences in the wildfire.
Despite the economic loss for the community, the
situation represents a unique opportunity to collect data
on the effects of fire. The Nature Conservancy of
Canada (NCC) is gearing up to conduct a study to
investigate how the prairie landscape will respond to a
large scale fire.

Culver's root, Veronicastrum virginicum is a familiar
resident of both Ontario and Manitoba

Surrounding land use also differs, especially when
compared to Ojibway Prairie. Competing land uses in
the Windsor-La Salle area include residential and
commercial developments, as well as expansions to
highway infrastructure. The Tallgrass Prairie Preserve
is noted for its lack of surrounding infrastructure – so
much so, that when CBC was looking for a place to

NCC is also planning to convert a house on a newlyacquired 65 hectare parcel into the Weston Family Tall
Grass Prairie Interpretive Centre. The visitor centre
will include interactive displays, a wildflower garden,
hiking trails, classroom and meeting space, and will
offer tours. If you plan to visit before the interpretive
centre is finished, there is still plenty to see. If you
happen to visit on the second Saturday in August, head
down to the Prairie Shore Trail and enjoy the festivities
at the annual Prairie Day, where just last year the
Preserve celebrated its 20th anniversary. If you time
your stay to coincide with the timing of the flowering
of the western prairie fringed-orchid, visit the Agassiz
Interpretive Trail. As a bonus, mid-July also brings the
Gardenton Ukrainian Festival where you can fill up on
the best perogy and holubtsi you’ve ever tasted (unless
you’re lucky enough to have a Ukrainian baba).
Elizabeth Reimer is currently a Species at Risk Biologist with the
Ministry of Natural Resources. In the past, she has worn many hats,
including a summer as a field assistant at the Manitoba Tallgrass
Prairie Preserve, Project Biologist at the Manitoba Conservation
Data Centre, Mycology Technician at the ROM, and Species at Risk
Data Technician with Parks Canada.
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Green Headed Coneflower (Rudbeckia laciniata)
- Catherine Stewart-Mott
Can you name a plant which can be observed by chance in its natural habitat setting, or by design in a formal or
informal garden landscape? If you are a native plant advocate, you can likely identify many that fit this description.
After all, native plants add beauty and benefit to both natural and residential landscapes. For this article however, I will
describe a plant which might leave other plants ‘green’ with envy. A member of the Sunflower (Aster) family, the green
headed coneflower is not only native to Ontario prairie landscapes, it can also be found within a good portion of the
United States.
For those with a bent for botany, this plant’s scientific name is Rudbeckia laciniata. The term Rudbeckia honours two
Swedish Botanists, a father and son team by the name of Rudbeck. Laciniata is a Latin derivative which means deeply
cut, lacerated, slashed or torn. This is a particularly apt description as to the plant’s leaf structure as it grows to maturity
in late summer and fall. In fact, some additional names given to this plant also reflect its leaf structure, including cut,
lanced and slashed leaf coneflower.
Here in Ontario, a green headed coneflower is likely to reach a height of 3 to 6 feet. Its vigour and growth pattern is
dependent upon the soil and lighting conditions in which it finds itself. This yellow petalled beauty is ideally drawn to
moderately moist loam based
soil conditions such as those
within floodplain areas. As
such, this flower can be
observed as a natural adornment
along streams and wetland
settings, often reaching its
greatest height.
Although the plant enjoys sun,
green headed coneflower can
grow in partial shade. It has
made a stage appearance in
forested habitats, particularly
those graced with native
deciduous species.
On average, the flower shies
away from the sandy soil
conditions which currently
Green Headed Coneflower (Rudbeckia laciniata) Photo credit: Kyle Breault
dominate many tall grass
remnants. The ‘perennially
persistent’ green headed coneflower has in some locales shown adaptability to less than ideal soil and nutrient
conditions and when encountering drought situations. Under such circumstances, it is likely the plant will be shorter in
stature as compared to those found in ideal growth settings.
Green headed coneflower can be a bit of a party plant, as it is often found intermixing merrily with an assortment of
flower and shrub friends. Cup plant, goldenrod, black-eyed susan, showy tick trefoil and St. John’s wort are just a few
of the plants which keep company with the green eyed coneflower. Non-plant guests are also welcome, particularly
during times of late summer and fall feasting.
The green centres of the flower undergo a metamorphosis of sorts over its growth period, with the seed head changing
colour and elongating as it matures. Eventually, the green centre becomes a bountiful brown bump chock full of tasty
seeds that native birds such as the goldfinch devour with enthusiasm.
Now let’s move away from the plant’s seemingly social characteristics onto how it has graced many a medicinal or
pantry shelf, while also serving as a ready and reliable resource in other ways. This flower has been nicknamed by
some as a permaculture poster child, due to the ease associated with growing it, as well as its natural beauty, medicinal
qualities, and edible benefits.
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Native North American Indians incorporated the
flower into their daily lifestyles in diverse ways.
One example is its application as a tea. When
mixed with other herbs and sipped upon, a greenheaded coneflower concoction took the bite out of
indigestion and was also served as a soothing
poultice for burns.

Photo Credit: Nith River Native Plants

Yet another medicinal use was as a diuretic to help
flush the system of urinary tract infections.
Although there are other medical examples, my last
shall highlight the root system’s use as an immune
system stimulant. To be certain, well known
rabble-rouser, author and producer Michael Moore
has espoused the plant’s many restorative qualities
as an herbal remedy of the past, of which many
uses could and do apply equally well today!

Now on to its edible benefits. As a child, I recall
my mother picking fresh young dandelion and plantain greens to create a salad. If she had known, I suspect the tender
young leaves of a green-headed coneflower rosette as it emerged in springtime would have also landed in the salad
bowl. With an adequate supply of plants, picking the young leaves selectively allows them to quickly regenerate;
assuring their growth is not impeded.
Cherokee Indians had dubbed this plant by the name
Sochan; this native Indian tribe typically steamed,
sautéed, or added the aromatic leaves to soups. They
would also assure a ready off-season supply by drying
the leaves for winter-time use.
Given the relative ease of growing them, their beauty
as clearly depicted in the photos which accompany
this article and their multi-dimension benefits, why
not become a green headed coneflower advocate?
Just be sure that the plants you purchase or the seeds
you plant are truly a native variety rather than a nonnative cultivar. Together, one step, one plant and one
habitat at a time, we can help maintain and generate
Tall Grass Ontario landscapes.
Catherine Stewart-Mott is a member of Stewardship Oxford and
the Woodstock Environmental Advisory Committee.

Photo Credit – Paul Laporte
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Project iRestore – Tallgrass Ontario Partners with Earth Rangers to Bring a Little Biodiversity to the Hills of
Vaughan – Kyle Breault
Located at the Kortright Centre for Conservation in Woodbridge Ontario is the home of the Earth Rangers, a non-profit
organization dedicated to educating and inspiring children to Bring Back the Wild™. Their focus is to communicate to
children a positive science – based message on the importance of protecting biodiversity and adopting more sustainable
behaviours.
Each year, the Earth Rangers reach hundreds of thousands of children through their interactive live animal shows
performed in schools, at the Royal Ontario Museum and at community events. They also engage children through a
national outreach campaign on YTV and via their online community of over 100,000 Earth Rangers. Through these
programs, Earth Rangers are creating a generation of environmental stewards to help protect endangered species and
their habitats.
Earth Rangers uses its science education and outreach programs to enable youth to become the next generation of
environmental stewards by encouraging them to adopt sustainable practices, and by providing them the with the
knowledge they need to pursue a career in science, technology, mathematics, or engineering. This science-based
message is present in their school and community shows, on the web, in their LEED Gold certified showcase building,
and embedded in the Earth Rangers research initiatives.
The Earth Rangers in-school program brings students inquiry-based biodiversity education curriculum integrated into a
science-rich, multi-media Bring Back the Wild presentation involving live animal ambassadors. Content emphasizes
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) in a fun-filled manner, and encourages students to pursue
science careers.

Project iRestore: Improving Biodiversity One Habitat at a Time

In the summer of 2011, the newly hired Science Advisor for the Earth Rangers, Dr. Scott Tarof, approached Tallgrass
Ontario for advice on establishing a tallgrass prairie as part of project iRestore. Their goal was to turn 15 acres of
abandoned farmland that had reverted to a monoculture stand of goldenrod into a fully functioning tallgrass prairie. The
Kortright Centre and the Earth Rangers facility has over 130 000 annual visitors and this prairie was to become an
integral part of the Earth Rangers outdoor living classroom and ecological research reserve. Along with the prairie, the
plan was to rebuild a wetland, rejuvenate the forest and maintain some of the old field meadows.
Tallgrass Ontario immediately saw the potential of this very high traffic education centre and willingly agreed to partner
with the Earth Rangers in their project. Site visits of the Woodbridge area facility with Dr. Tarof took place shortly
after initial discussions and plans began to unfold very quickly. It became clear that the Earth Rangers were completely
committed to the project and that the final product would be a habitat showcase for the Metro Toronto area.
The site of the proposed prairie is comprised of 4 small fields with a total size of about 15 acres.
The area was heavily dominated by a dense stand of almost monoculture Canada Goldenrod with pockets of non-native
cool season grasses, Autumn Olive and some buckthorn. While the areas Goldenrod meadow was providing some
marginal habitat, the density of the goldenrod and low species diversity of the area was far from the ecological gem the
Earth Rangers were seeking. The biggest problem in front of the project proponents was undertaking site preparation
for the creation of a tallgrass prairie.
Tallgrass Ontario and the Earth Rangers enlisted the help of Wildfire Specialists to perform a prescribed burn on the
goldenrod in the spring of 2012. Undertaking a 15 acre prescribed burn in an urban setting is no small feat and the
Earth Rangers had their hands full developing and implementing a communication plan and negotiating with the local
fire department. Thanks to the hard work of Dr. Tarof and his staff along with guidance with TGO’s volunteer board
member Jack Chapman and the willing cooperation of the Vaughan Fire Department, permits were obtained and a
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prescribed burn was performed by Wildfire Specialists and TGO on March 23, 2012. Patience was required to outwait
the cloud cover and by 3 pm all systems were go for ignition to take place. The Earth Rangers staff were fully involved
and assisted the burn team with traffic control, media coverage and site security. A very successful prescribed burn was
accomplished in just over 3 hours.
The burn was just the beginning of the site preparation. Earth Rangers staff and volunteers spent hundreds of hours
preparing burn breaks, removing brush and cutting autumn olive. Site preparation continues in anticipation of seeding
the site in mid May of 2012. The seed mix has been selected by Tallgrass Ontario in consultation with the Earth
Rangers. Since the site is predominantly meant to be a demonstration prairie, the seed mix will be comprised of a very
high number of grasses and flowers found in Ontario.
To ensure instant success the site will also have 15,000 prairie plugs planted by both TGO and Earth Rangers staff and
volunteers of the Earth Rangers. The plants are being grown by Tallgrass Ontario and should be ready for planting by
the end of May 2012. These prairie plugs will ensure the prairie gets a foothold against the ever present goldenrod and
cool season grasses.
Adjacent to the soon to be created prairie a small wetland is being created with the help of the Toronto Region
Conservation Authority. A small valley exists along the west side of the site where seasonal water runoff flows. At the
lowest end of the valley a small low-level berm and spillway will be constructed to hold back these seasonal flows and
create a semi-permanent wetland. This new wetland along with the new prairie will create a much more biodiverse area
not only for wildlife but also for visitors and staff to use and enjoy, whether for research or simply for an afternoon
stroll.
This 15 acre prairie and wetland is the type of habitat that Tallgrass Ontario is targeting with its new Ontario Grassland
Initiative. The grasslands created as part of the OGI are designed to replace habitats that no longer exist in the province.
Complementing it with a newly created wetland is an excellent way to demonstrate how created prairies can be a
tremendous benefit to Ontario species at risk and to other more generalist species of wildlife. Any habitat is good
habitat compared to the barren plains of southern Ontario where corn and soybeans grow where grasslands, wetlands
and forests once dominated and flourished.

Project iRestore has three main objectives:
Life on Earth is in a state of unprecedented mass extinction and anthropogenic change due to habitat degradation,
climate change, and invasive plants. In Canada, 579 wildlife species are at risk of extinction and another 23 species
have been extirpated from Canada (COSEWIC October 2010 Report), largely due to habitat degradation. An estimated
3% of tallgrass prairies and savannas remain. Approximately 30% of Canada’s at-risk animals are dependent on
wetland habitat, yet 70% of Canadian wetlands have been denuded or lost forever.
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The purpose of Project iRestore is to improve animal and plant biodiversity in southern Ontario using scientific
methodologies, and to educate students, businesses, and local community members about conservation and the
environment. Based at the Earth Rangers Centre, this long-term project focuses on habitat surrounding the Earth
Rangers Centre for Sustainable Technology. This area is primarily a landscape-level matrix of old agricultural fields
and fragmented mixed deciduous forest. Project iRestore is a multi-partner project that complements local conservation
priorities, and offers year-round citizen science opportunities for students, corporate volunteers, and local residents.
Project iRestore can be summarized as follows:


Restore three native threatened habitat types (tallgrass prairie, deciduous forest, wetlands) and steward plant
and animal biodiversity;



Use habitat restoration as a long-term education program anchored around at-risk animals, the impact of
invasive organisms on biodiversity, and the relationships between abiotic (non-living) and biotic (living)
environmental factors;



Establish a habitat restoration model that can be replicated by corporations and homeowners wishing to be
more environmentally sustainable.
For more information on the Earth Rangers and Project iRestore go to
http://www.earthrangers.org/our-programs/project-irestore/

Kyle Breault is Program Coordinator at Tallgrass Ontario. For more information about the Ontario Grassland Initiative, Kyle can be reached
at: 519 674 -3178 or by e-mail at bluestem@execulink.com

Mail-In Form- Become a Member of Tallgrass Ontario
Please Join Tallgrass Ontario and receive a charitable receipt for your Membership Donation - Charitable
registration #88787 7819 RR0001
Name________________________________________________________________________________
Affiliation ____________________________________________________________________________
Address ______________________________________________________________________________
City/Province/Postal Code _______________________________________________________________
Phone___________________________________Email________________________________________
Please circle:
Individual/Family $50 Student $15 Organization $100 Donation $____
Do you wish a charitable receipt? ______
Please make cheque payable to Tallgrass Ontario and send with mail-in form to: Tallgrass Ontario, PO Box 21034
RPO Wonderland S, London, ON, N6K 0C7. Phone: 519-674-9980. Email: info@tallgrassontario.org

