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We tend to burn more in the spring than fall by default not by design



Why do we burn (or not burn)?



•More floral resources for pollinators
• More Echinacea & Liatris

•More seed for collection efforts

•Makes invasive species control easier

•Cost share contract obligated

•Have plans for overseeding

•Removal of duff-layer build up

•Enhance forage for grazing

• “Unit hasn’t burned in years and is due”
• What’s the desired fire return interval?

• “Push back on woodies”
• Top killing honeysuckle vs. setting back sumac? Monitoring?

Why do we burn (or not burn)?



•Too late in the season, herps are up
• How much mortality is acceptable?

•Too late in the season, vegetation is up
• When is late too late?
• A couple spring beauties? Wood betony leaves up?

•Already burned threshold percentage of given habitat type
• 50% of remnant communities? How much refugia?

•Conditions are too intense (drought/Rh) or too modest
• How much black/fuel consumption does your plan call for?
• Higher quality areas usually carry fire when lower quality areas 

won’t so we burn on more aggressive days

Why do we burn (or not burn)?



Ornate Box Turtles in Northern Illinois

Edmonds, D. A., E. M. Bach, A. L. Colton, I. S. Jaquet, E. J. Kessler, and M. J. Dreslik.2024. Avoiding 
mortality: timing prescribed burns in ornate box turtle habitat. Journal of Wildlife Management

Author recommended thresholds in bolded bottom row.



Let’s talk about (shudder) monitoring
Chris Helzer – Prairie Ecologist Blog

•Don’t beat yourself up for not counting every flower, 
bird, or bee in your prairie each year, but don’t throw 
up your hands and give up either. Your top priority 
should be to have clear management objectives. 

•Once you have those, make a list of ways you could 
measure success and see what seems feasible. It’s 
important to track your results in some way, but it 
doesn’t have to be overly time consuming to be helpful. 

•Do what you can, learn from what others are doing, and 
keep looking for ways to improve your management.



Why don’t we monitor more?

•Time consuming
• Many folks are challenged to just get the work done let 

alone the monitoring

•Expensive…do not have institutional/agency support

•No local researcher/university interest

•Do not have subject matter expertise
• I would love to know how every taxonomic group is doing

•Not sure what to monitor for…highest priority
• Do not know where to start



Monitoring Options

• FQA – C-values and plot level sampling
• The rapid FQA incorporates a simplified sampling approach that relies on a 

limited plant species checklist and meander-type sampling that can be done 
rapidly, coupled with assessment criteria to translate data into meaningful 
results.

• Community health index models
• MDC - conduct a timed meander across a representative swath of the unit. 

• Aim to spend under 1 minute and 30 seconds per half hectare (1.2 acres).

• Qualitative Rapid Assessment
• Cook County IL – meant to be fast, repeatable and done annually

• Rare plants with small populations
• Simply doing stems counts once a year

• Presence/absence…keep records, take notes!



Many of us strive to create a shifting mosaic of 
habitat types across our prairies to accommodate 
as much diversity as possible.



• Volunteer collected data

• Stephen Packard‘s Strategies for Stewards blog

• https://woodsandprairie.blogspot.com/





https://research.mdc.mo.gov/data
set/community-health-index-
models





Restoring grassland birds and 
healthy prairie at 
Galloping Hill

Poplar Creek Prairie 
Stewards – Forest 
Preserves of Cook County 

https://grasslandrestorationnetwork.org/2022/07/22/restoring-grassland-birds-and-healthy-prairie-at-galloping-hill/
https://grasslandrestorationnetwork.org/2022/07/22/restoring-grassland-birds-and-healthy-prairie-at-galloping-hill/
https://grasslandrestorationnetwork.org/2022/07/22/restoring-grassland-birds-and-healthy-prairie-at-galloping-hill/




Thank you!

msaxton@mobot.org – Mike Saxton
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