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Presentation Notes
Oak woodlands are characterized by open understories and rich ground flora comprised of forbs, grasses and sedges. They once were common in the Midwest prairie-forest transition zone where low intensity fires occurred frequently. In the absence of fire, many of the woodland ecosystems throughout much of the Midwest have succeeded to compositions and structures resembling those of mesophytic forests. There is interest in restoring the structure and composition of oak woodlands by application of prescribed fires and various mechanical management techniques. 
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What is this tree telling us?
Open grown.
Likely soil not cultivated in area.
All sapling reproduction is sugar maple.
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FCTC contemporary aerial photo.
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FCTC 1938 aerial photo.
48 farmsteads extensive cultivation, pasture, cropping in fens.
Some woodlots remained relatively intact.  Vegetation inventories in these “undisturbed” areas give important clues to presettlement vegetation condtion of similar landscape, slope and soil area as target for restoration activities.
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Mixed oak savanna and oak hickory forest identified in mapping of 1800 veg.  Adjacent mixed oak savanna contained inclusions of grassland (prairie).  Small areas of remnant prairie grasses are noted at FCTC.
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In my experience timing of burns is only important after third burn.  The biggest challenge is to get fire on the ground.
 
Suboptimal burns provide important heterogenity

Origin of presettlement fire.  Some are very hesitate to acknowledge the origin of presettlement fire. Why did the Midwest have a rich diversity of landscape character and plant species, fire, most of it anthroprogenic fire. Before European settlement other people were here, many people everywhere.  They burned the landscape indiscriminately and frequently to facilitate their lifestyle, their culture.  Their burning practices since the last ice age became the “natural” baseline.  The landscape for thousands of years had organized itself in response to active “landscape management’ by indigenous peoples and the result was tremendous diversity in landscape character, plant and animal life. 
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Example of fire intensity noted at FCTC.



Photo, Josh Cohen, MNFI 
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Example of fire effects.  Reduced sapling cover and sunlight accessing the wodland floor.
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View of savanna tree density transitioning into a mixed mesophytic glade with a eastern aspect.
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Sometimes fire alone cannot reverse condition of “fire starved” landscapes.  Mechanical management methods can accelerate restoration.
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A shrub collar around a fen margin may need mechanical to provide fuel continuity between landscape components.
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Initial flora 1995

Prescription Burn Management 2003

“In addition, small but highly unique habitats were likely
overlooked previously, such as the small intermittent
wetland southwest of the intersection of Territorial Road
and Longman Road where the following three new species
were found: puccinellia grass (Puccinellia pallida),
lance-leaved violet (Viola lanceolata), and smooth white
violet (Viola macloskeyi).”   MNFI 2009
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Landscape Scale burns promote vegetation and habitat heterogenity.
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Mounds State Park, Anderson, Indiana
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10 unique earthworks built by prehistoric Indians known as the Adena-Hopewell people. The largest earthwork, the Great Mound, is believed to have been constructed around 160 B.C. Archaeological surveys indicate the mounds were used as gathering places for religious ceremonies, from where astronomical alignments could be viewed. 

Exciting interpretive potential for ecological restoration.
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Leaf on aerial view of fen and oak woodland.
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Management accident suggests more robust tree management may provide restoration gains. Teft Savanna, prescribed fire with escape resulting in canopy mortality.
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Management accident suggests more robust tree management may provide restoration gains. Indiana dune, prescribed fire with inversion resulting in canopy mortality.
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Representative Indiana Dunes fall pic showing open canopy.



The Beginning? 
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The practice of ecological restoration in oak woodlands is really just beginning.  The effort needs enthusiasm, engagement of various stakeholder, long term commitment and continuous recruitment of practitioners.
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