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Before the 1860s, the Great Plains region of North America was dominated by native
tallgrass prairies that today have nearly disappeared. Due to agriculture and other
problems of human origin, temperate grasslands have become the most endangered
biome in the world. The University of Kansas’ West Campus contains a remnant of
this ancient landscape; however, the health of this prairie is dismal due to the
encroachment of invasive forest species. Decades without proper maintenance have
allowed a forest of eastern black walnut (Juglans nigra), roughleaf dogwood (Cornus
drummondii), Japanese honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica), and eastern red cedar
(Juniperus virginiana) to grow over the prairie. If intensive conservation efforts are
not taken immediately, the prairie will become completely overcast by the
surrounding forest, stealing the sunlight the remnant needs to survive. Several
measures are essential to the restoration of the prairie remnant: removal of invasive
trees, the introduction of topsoil to eroded areas, and the distribution of native
prairie seeds and seedlings throughout the remnant. To prevent the future growth of
woody plants, a 3-Year Plan will be developed and implemented employing
conservation methods such as biennial prairie burnings and rotational goat grazing.
The prairie will be analyzed annually to record changes in the diversity, abundance,
and quality of native plant species compared to invasives. This data will be studied
using a Floristic Quality Analysis Index (FQI) to assess the efficacy of restoration
efforts and address any oversight that continues to hinder the recovery of abundance
and/or diversity of native species. The results of this project will provide insight
applicable to other prairie restoration projects, thus adding to the pool of knowledge
responsible for bringing these habitats back from the brink of extinction.
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Understand the impact of human developments on native ecosystems
Research the conservation methods of previous prairie restoration projects
Construct 3-Year Conservation Plan based on research 
Identify native and invasive plants within the prairie remnant 
Remove invasive plants and introduce native seeds and seedlings
Create community accessible documents for future research groups
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Spring 2020 conservation efforts took place at the Lower Prairie Conservation Site

Working with plant experts Dr. Kelly Kindscher and Courtney Masterson, the species
present at the site before conservation efforts took place were identified and recorded
as control data for future research groups. 
Team members removed invasive species, cleared debris, and prepared the site for
mapping with the help of OSHA certified arborist John Quinly. Existing trails in the
West Campus woods are often utilized by University faculty and the public; these trail
routes were mapped using GAIA GPS and served as preliminary entrance routes for
the team members. These routes were then widened using loppers and hand-axes for
ease of transporting supplies to the conservation site. The upper and lower sections of
prairie were then given GPS boundaries again using GAIA. Once the site was cleared of
trees, the number, type, and percent coverage of native species was then able to be
more accurately calculated in contrast to the percent ground cover. These
observations and data were used to give a preliminary assessment of the
diversity/abundance of native prairie flora. Continuous monitoring of the site using
densely placed 1 m² quadrats is the best way to take a representative sample of the
prairie. The threshold for a successful prairie restoration will be met if less than 20
percent of the prairie is covered by invasive species. 
Seeds for the project were obtained at the annual Kaw Valley Seed Fair in Lawrence,
KS. The seeds were stratified in emptied gallon water jugs using a mixture of sand and
dirt. These seeds will be scattered throughout the prairie during the Fall of 2020.
A 3-Year Conservation plan was constructed for future student research groups to
implement. This plan is based heavily on the research and conservation methods of
the Konza Prairie Biological Station in Manhattan, KS; Prairie Acre, on KU's Main
Campus; and The Chew Crew Project, at the University of Georgia, in Athens, GA.

Team members developed a restoration plan for the prairie site on West Campus. The
Lower Prairie was cleared of invasive species, native plants were germinated early, and
arrangements were made for future years to restore the prairie further. The team was
able to accomplish many of the objectives set forth and conducted numerous
workdays. The site, formerly overgrown by eastern red cedar, is now clear, and trails to
the site have been cleared and marked, making accessing the site easier for students
and the public. In contacting KU Facilities Planning and Development, the team was
able to incorporate the prairie site into the Campus Master Plan. Unfortunately, the
global pandemic of COVID-19 provided the ultimate obstacle to the project. The grant
application for funding was delayed and soil was not able to be acquired. The
community workday and further group work ceased to take place as state and local
government-issued 'shelter in place' orders. Work continued remotely and the group
met through Zoom video conference calls to finish the project. With continued
restoration activity, the prairie remnant's condition will improve and go on to benefit
the community, faculty, and student body. With this in mind, the team's efforts shifted
towards a 3-Year Conservation Plan that outlines work to be accomplished by future
capstone groups. Work includes applying for grants, prairie burning, maintenance,
and seed planting. The Environmental Studies program plans to use the site for
educational purposes, utilizing it for outdoor coursework and fieldwork. The
Environmental Studies course, EVRN 460 Field Ecology, has agreed to include the
West Campus Prairie in its future curriculum. The continued maintenance and
restoration of this prairie can prove to be a great asset to the students and the public.
To ensure this comes to pass, the restoration plan will need to incorporate updated
research and techniques as the research becomes available.


