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PRACTICE AND
PERSPECTIVE

An account of

two decades of
restoration work at
the western edge

of tallgrass country.

—

A Platte River

Country Restoration
Part I. Getting Started

by Bill Whitney

became interested in ecological resto-
ration in 1978 while co-directing, along
with my wife Jan, a prairie interpretation
project at the Stuhr Museum of the Prairie
Pioneer in Grand Island, Nebraska. The
purpose of the project was to integrate
ecological information about the Great
Plains into the museum’s theme, the Eu-
ropean settlement of the Plains, late in
the 1800s, and this naturally included an
account of the prairies, and even contact
with the notion of prairie restoration.
Soon after the museum’s creation in
the mid-1960s approximately half of its
78-ha (193-acre) property had been
seeded to a mixture of native warm-season
grasses (Andropogon gerardii, A. scoparius,
Sorghastrum nutans, Panicum virgatum, and
Bouteloua curtipendula), but the museum
made little use of this area before we be-
gan our project. | he grass areas had litrle
species diversity, They were mowed an-
nually for hay, thus eliminating the lare-
season splendor of the tall grasses and en-
couraging invasion by smooth brome
( Bromus inermis), and we found them
bland and uninteresting. Fire was an un-
mentionable word! Somewhat disap-
pointed that the museum made little in-
terpretive connection between the history
of European settlement and the narural
history and ecology of the Plains, we set
out to change the way the prairie was used
in the museum’s interpretive program. Af-
ter surveying the existing museum land-
scape we decided to set aside a few hec-
tares of the planted rallgrass area that
would not be mowed—and might be
burned—and to create a native-plant gar-
den. We also set out to develop a com-
prehensive management plan for the grass
plantings as well as an interpretive plan

the museum could carry out when our
project ended after the summer of 1979,

As the ecological field specialist for
the project (for this project Jan mainly did
writing, exhibit planning, literature re-
search and correspondence), 1 had to in-
crease my own knowledge of prairie flora,
fauna, management and restoration. [t
soon became clear that the best way to do
this was to tap a growing network of peo-
ple pursuing similar aims in the region and
to visit some of the sites described in the
various magazine articles on prairie that
were coming out around that time. These
included most notably the planted prairies
at the Morton Arboretum in Lisle, [lli-
nois, and at the University of Wisconsin
Arborerum in Madison. Late that summer
[ traveled eastward to visit these institu-
tions and was greeted at each by unbeliev-
able assemblages of prairie plants. 1 had
never seen prairies like these. They were
a revelation to me—and in addition | was
intrigued by the stories and individuals be-
hind them.

| can remember as a youngster trying
to imagine what my county (our home is
in Aurora, in Hamilton County in east-
central Nebraska) looked like when it was
prairie. | could not imagine well, because
key elements were missing in my prairie
education. Apart from areas that were
grazed or harvested for hay, there were few
prairies to look at, and there were few peo-
ple who knew enough natural history to
show me whar to look for and to tell me
what things were. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, while growing up I was not in-
formed by the culture ar large thar the
Plains region was unique and beautiful in
its own right. Many of us in the central
Plains states inherit an inferiority com-
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“*Within this agricultural context, there are remnant prairie, riverine, and wetland systems. . .
having considerable potential for . . . restoration and education . . . ** The rolling hills of The
Nature Conservancy’s Cather Prairie in south-central Nebraska typify the Great Plains landscape—
for the restorationist a challenge in scale, ecology, and ideas about history.

Photos by Bill and Jan Whitney

plex about our landscape, particularly
about its flatness (it really isn't thart flac).
Comments acknowledging the attractions
of the region were always footnoted with
comments about better places to live. It
was an area from which one would even-
rually want to escape.

Similarly, school provided few clues
about the prairie. | can remember driving
through the Sandhills, the vast prairie-
covered sand dunes formation in west-
central Nebraska, on hunting and fishing
trips, but | had little appreciation for ei-
ther the grandiose vistas or the close-up
details. My fhrst real lessons in prairie
came at Nebraska Wesleyan University in
the classes of a borany professor named
Marvin Bichel who introduced students
to Nebraskan prairie-ecology pioneers
such as |. E. Weaver, the author of the
classics North American Prairie and Grass-
lands of the Great Plains, and Frederick
Clements, who is widely recognized for his
theories about succession and climax veg-
etation. Later, as a University of Nebraska
student working at Cedar Point Biological
Field Station near Ogallala in western Ne-
braska, my interest in grassland natural
history and ecology grew, but even after
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graduate school | had a poor grasp of prai-
rie plant-communities and the ecological
dynamism of grasslands. 1 was, however,
developing a much stronger sense of the
immense beauty of the Great Plains land-
scape and a deeper interest in it.

My trip east in 1978 turned out to be
a turning point. A more expansive view
of prairie, encompassing land manage-
ment and ideas about nature education,
began to emerge. The big bluestem at the
Morton and Madison Arboreta was tall
that Labor Day weekend—well over two
meters, even three meters in spots—and
the color of the grasses was stunning. The
prairies were full of other plants, too.
Some were exotic-looking, like the rattle-
snake master (Eryngium yuccifolim) and
compass plant (Silphium laciniatum). From
a purely aesthetic point of view | had seen
nothing like this before. These prairies did
not resemble any of the Stuhr Museum
plantings at all.

Not only were the restored prairies
fascinating, | was also intrigued by discus-
sions with Patricia Armstrong and Ray
Schulenberg at the Morton Arboretum
and Virginia Kline at the UW Arboretum
that touched upon ideas abourt restoration
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and about native-plant horticulture, eco-
logical management, and nature educa-
rion that were new to me. Schulenberg,
for example, talked about how he had
planted each site, how volunteers had me-
ticulously transplanted and weeded seed-
lings, and how they burmed each area, in-
cluding Schulenberg’'s own back vard,
each spring (see accompanying interview
with Schulenberg). Pat Armstrong let me
tag along on a teacher workshop where
the group discussed the writing of Loren
Eisely and Aldo Leopold, and Virginia
Kline told me abour the Arboretum'’s at-
rempts to control sweet clover by mowing,
and introduced me to the history of the
Arboretum and its development, giving
me for the first time a sense of restoration
as a distinctive activity with a history. In
all this | recognized an environment ot en-
lightened conservation thinking that in-
tegrated the processes of ecological resto-
ration, education and land management.
Why nor attempt to transfer some of these
ideas to the rural agricultural setting of
east-central Nebraska?

An Ending—and a New Idea

Immediately upon returning to Nebraska
[ set out with greater resolve 1o create the
museum's native-plant garden and a small
restoration area, and to complete an eco-
logical-management plan for the museum
grounds. To do this | first had to deter-
mine the appropriate species for the site
and do the necessary field work to acquire
seeds. Then | had to figure out seed pro-
cessing and storing techniques, and where
and how to grow seedlings the following
Spring.

| compiled a list of local prairie plants
by poring over the Atlas of the Flora of the
Grear Plains and wildflower guides, inding
small isolated remnants of familiar plants
like big bluestem or leadplant (Amorpha
canescens) and investigating closely the
less-familiar plants growing near the more-
familiar ones. In this way [ gradually
developed a fairly comprehensive knowl-
edge of the local flora as well as a better
understanding of the geographical con-
text of our area, which lies in the transi-
tion zone berween what Weaver had
called true, or tallgrass, prairie and the
westerly mixed- and shortgrass prairies
typical of the Grear Plains (Jan and 1
claim to be residents of the Great Plains




since the street outside our east windows
is Nebraska State Highway 14, which runs
roughly along the 98th Meridian—
“where the west begins.” Actually, if one
uses the criterion of climate, the plains
start at about the 100th Meridian 100
miles further west, where there is a tran-
sition to a drier climate, and correspond-
mmg differences in culrure and agriculture.
Some people consider eastern Nebraska
and Kansas to be in the Great Plains, but
| consider these areas midwestern). With
considerable boranical sleuth-
ing that autumn | locared and
collected as much seed as 1
could from roadsides, small na-
tive haymeadows, and railroad
rights-of-way. My first harvest
consisted of a whopping coffee
can-full of seeds of about 35
species of grasses and forbs.

The following spring,
working in the greenhouse of
Grand Island Senior High
School, 1 discovered thart
many of these native plants are
quite easy to grow. Most of the
species | had collected germi-
nated readily and grew inro
healthy seedlings. My techni-
cians and | transplanted the
seedlings into a formal garden
exhibit and planted the sur-
rounding area with a mixture
of warm-season tall-grasses and
forb seed. We made a formal
sign for the area, and even set
the display oft from its sur-
roundings with a cedar-rail
fence. I was well on my way to
achieving my goal of making a
formal display of prairie spe-
cies. Upon completion of the
formal garden we developed a
management plan for the
grounds that included the museum's early
grass plantings, and finally prepared a
writteén report of the fifteen-month-long
project,

Unfortunately, in the fall of 1979 our
funding ended and, with no commitment
from the museum to continue the project,
Jan and 1 had to find work elsewhere.
There was also no commitment to con-
tinue the interpretive program we had es-
tablished. In fact, except for three exhibits

in the main exhibit buildings, our work
was either neglected, or, in the case of the
native-plant  garden dismantled and
mowed over soon after we left. Jan and |
left more than a bit disgruntled, but ready
for something new.

A germ of an idea had been gestating
during our last months of museum work.
My search for prairie seeds had led to the
discovery of a few local prairie remnants.
A desire to plant prairie, manage land,
and become more involved with nature

education in our community led us to en-
vision a program to develop a series of di-
verse prairie restorations along small wa-
rersheds such as Aurora’s Lincoln Creek,
a tributary of the Big Blue River—basi-
cally the creation of ecologically diverse
greenways. We could also create prairie
preserves for environmental education
through restoration of abused and margin-
ally-productive land.

Jan and | wondered whether it would
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The Whitneys’ early work focused on learning the plants and how to prop-
agate them. Here Jan and Bill (center) work with Mike Fritz, a Lincoln,
Nebraska member of PPRI, on a propagation project in the Whitneys'
greenhouse in the early years of the Institute.

be possible ro create a new organization
to restore prairies and preserve locally sig-
nificant remnant prairies, to restore small
watersheds, and in the process to involve
people in an educational interaction with
the prairie landscape. In other words,
could we integrate this type of conserva-
tion work more deeply into the existing
local culture? There was certainly much
that could be done collecting seeds and
planting prairies for wildlife, beautifica-
tion, historical appreciation and outdoor
education in our area alone.

We could envision a con-
cept best by looking at our
own county. Perhaps we could
acquire a prairie preserve in
each comer of Hamilton
County, near a few of the
smaller towns. Adjacent to
Aurora at the center of the
county we envisioned a prairie
restoration project along Lin-
coln Creek, an intermittent
tributary of the Big Blue River.
Eventually, we might even be
able to create a modest study
center along the creek. The
county prairie¢ preserves, in-
cluding the restored creek
land, would be accessible to
schools, and we could work
with the schools to develop ed-
ucational programs. Also, the
management of these preserves
would perhaps get some land-
owners interested in the use of
fire and other ecologically-
oriented management tech-
niques. Through a new orga-
nization we could promote a
social vision that capitalized
on the beauty of the prairie,
fostered the preservation of
natural diversity, and illus-
rrated the value of ecologically restored
stream-corridor areas and a diverse and
economically healthy agriculture—each
working in concert with the other instead
of at odds. If this approach worked here
perhaps it could be applied to other coun-
ries.

We were strongly influenced ar the
time by the novel ideas represented by in-
stitutions such as the New Alchemy In-
stitute in Massachusetts, The Land Insti-
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rute in Kansas, and The Nature Con-
servancy, which at the time was emerging
from relative obscurity. These and other
organizations were attempting to bring
about changes in the way people viewed
the relationships between nature, food
production, architecture, and culture. The
spirit of those days gave us the idea that
anyone could start an organization. It
seemed an exciting adventure, though
perhaps one not well-grounded in eco-
nomic reality. Nevertheless, with youthful
idealism and naivete we set out to form
an organization.

An Institute

In April of 1980 we legally incorporated
the Prairie Plains Resource Institure, the
“Prairie” and “Plains” in the rather long
name referring to our location near the
western border of the rallgrass prairie and
just east of the mixed-grass prairie and
high plains. We included “Resource” in
the name in an attempt to expand the
meaning of the word bevond its tradi-
tional usage. Ordinarily it refers to eco-
nomically exploitable natural resources;
we wanted to show thar it could also refer
to native biodiversity and cultural re-
sources pertaining to land stewardship. Fi-
nally we selected “Institute” to imply an
educational process—in this case a pro-
gram that would eventually integrate spe-
cies preservation, ecological restoration,
land management, field biology, history,
art, and writing in one big educarional en-
terprise.

Prairie Plains Resource Institure
(PPRI) thus began as a conservation or-
ganization with nothing more than some
grandiose ideas about prairie preservation,
in a rural town of under 4,000 residents,
in a region dominated by intensive row-
crop, center-pivot-irrigation agriculture,
run by a couple without steady employ-
ment. We clung (desperately at times) to
the idea that the Institute might eventu-
ally provide at least one of us with a job,
since as a non-profit corporation it would
be eligible for grants. We also thought we
might attract some large donations, aug-
menting this with membership donarions,
income from the land we hoped to ac-
quire, and program fees. In the meantime
we would support both ourselves and the
[nstitute as best we could through outside
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Youth with planting bar typifies commitment
to restoration-based education, an important
aspect of the program from its beginning in
the late 1970s.

work. For me that included over the years
construction, hm:sr—:]‘minring, custodial
work, lerterpress printing and graphic de-
sign, and occasional stints as a biological
field technician with the Platte River
Whooping Crane Trust. For Jan it in-
cluded employment as city librarian and
media center assistant at Aurora High
School.

The Institute was initially funded by
a family loan of $1,000, which we used to
print our first issue of the “Prairie Plains
Journal." [ still remember friend and
founding board member, Curt Twedt, say-
ing “We publish, therefore we are!"” as we
picked up the boxes of “Journal #1” from
the printer. We mailed the first issue to
people on a mailing list that we had com-
piled during our year ar the Stuhr Mu-
seum. Following this initial mailing a loyal
group of more than 100 members contrib-
uted over $2,000 per year for a few years
ro keep things going. This income paid for
mailings and for printing of the early is-
sues of the “Prairie Plains Journal,” and
also helped cover management costs. Mi-
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raculously we were even able to put a
small amount of money into a savings ac-
count. In 1982 T. R. Hughes, president of
Hughes Brothers Manufacturing (a man-
ufacturer of electrical-transmission tow-
ers) in nearby Seward, donated in-house
printing for the “Journal,” freeing up a
considerable portion of the budget over
the next four years for other uses such as
the purchase of mowing equipment and
brush cutters. At first we published two
issues a year. After 1984, when Jan and |
started a family, the job of publication as
well as other Institute work became more
difficult. In 1985 we suspended publica-
tion entirely (we revived in 1989), and
PPRI more or less went on minimum
maintenance.

Throughout the late 1980s members
continued to support PPRI without seeing
many results. About $3,500 per year in do-
nations kepr some fledgling projects going
and a few minor publications coming out
on an occasional basis. Ultimately, PPRI
was built on two projects in the Aurora
area that must have interested our mem-
bers more than timely publications. One
was a prairie restoration project on about
6 hecrares (15 acres) of land along Lin-
coln Creek, located conveniently ar the
edge of Aurora, only six blocks from our
home. In 1980 we gained permission to
work on this property (we realized later
that only part of it belonged to the indi-
vidual who gave us permission; the other
part belonged to the City of Aurcra), Be-
cause it was used only occasionally as a
pasture, we thought it might be possible
to acquire the land and to restore prairie
and carry out educational programs on it.

This Lincoln Creek land became the
site of PPRI's first prairie restoration effort
in 1980 and its first prescribed burn in
1981. In 1983 it also became the Insti-
rute’s first land acquisition—the privarely-
held parcel by donation, and the remain-
der by a lease with the city. The project
led to creation of a bigger plan called the
Lincoln Creek Parkway, envisioned as a
5-kilomerer (3-mile) restored greenway of
restored prairie complete with a bike trail,
serving nature-preservation as well as ed-
ucational and recreational purposes. The
greenway concept was important because
it became a way to envision this work as
a form of community economic develop-
ment.




The other project began in 1981.
Gerald and Robert Gerloff, two boyhood
Hamilton County residents (both are now
biologists; Robert lives in Hamilton,
Montana and Gerald is a retired professor
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison
where he served for a time as chair of the
Arboretum Committee) were directing
their late aunt’s bequest to the local Ham-
titon Community Foundation in support
of a variety of community projects. At the
time there was no interpretive nature ed-
ucation anywhere along the central Platte
River, and there were few ourtdoor areas
with prairies or self-guided trails. With
their aunt’s bequest the Gerloffs wanted
to establish a natural area ar Bader Me-
morial Park on the Platte River 24 kilo-
meters (15 miles) northwest of Aurora,
and to start an interpretive education pro-
gram there. At the request of the Gerloffs
and the Hamilton Community Founda-
rion the Bader Park Board agreed to des-
ignate about 30-35 hectares (80-90 acres)
of park land as a natural area.

The next step in the process was for
the Gerloffs to find someone to begin an
interpretive program. Jan and I mer with
Gerald Gerloff and his wife Mary Ellen
during one of their annual trips to Aurora
to attend to their family farm north of

town. We filled them in on our plans for
the fledgling Institute, and told them we
knew of no other teachers or naturalists
in the area who could carry out the rask.
They liked what they heard and decided
that PPRI would be the vehicle for this
project. About $8,000 was available for
developing a trail, starting an interpretive
tour program and publishing a guide book.
The first year we received approximately
$5,000 for the work, and spent the rest on
publishing costs. Annual cost of the tour
program is 3300, which covers some of the
time and mileage for a rour guide. This
tour program is still in place after 14 years.
The guide booklet idea expanded consid-
erably to become a book, Microcosm of the
Platte—A Guide to Bader Memorial Park
Natural Area, which was finally completed
in 1988, and is now out of print.

Large supporting grants never came
to PPRI, but gifts of land did. In addition
to the Lincoln Creek parcel in 1983 we
received title to 130 hectares (320 acres)
near Kearney, dedicated by the donor as
the Pearl Harbor Survivors Prairie. Since
then we have received 12 hectares (30
acres) of virgin prairie, the Marie Rartzlaff
Prairie Preserve, southeast of Aurora in
1989; a 2,000-hectare (5,000-acre) ranch
on the upper Niobrara River in north-

Early prairie burns were carried out informally, with little attention to special clothing and safety

measures now regarded as routine.
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western Nebraska in 1993%; and, in 1995,
a 31-hecrare (77-acre) tract, rhe Qlson
Nature Preserve, on the eastern tip of the
Sandhills in Boone County, 70 miles
north of Aurora. In 1989 PPRI began re-
ceiving small amounts of income from
some cropland on the land near Kearney.
Since 1991 we have enjoyed a modest
growth phase—rthat is, substantial land, a
little money to work with, and a slowly-
growing membership, now nearing 200.

In addition to the challenge of cre-
ating a reliable source of revenue to sup-
port PPRI, our present challenge is to de-
velop educational programs on the land
we have. This is happening in our home
county at the Bader Natural Area, Lin-
coln Creek, and Ratzlaff Prairie sites, and
also at the Olson Nature Preserve in
Boone County. These projects all have
strong bonds with communities. In the
case of Lincoln Creek the restored prairie
is situated between residential, agricul-
tural, and recreational lands, and is part
of a greenway corridor that includes a
space for a recreational trail. The Olson
Nature Preserve in Boone County is both
naturally and historically significant
(Omaha Indian leader Logan Fontenelle
was killed there by a band of Lakota in
1855), and was recognized by the people
of the area as having potential as an out-
door classroom.

We call these places community pre-
serves, and believe they will become in-
creasingly important as focal points for
community education. The foundation of
rural economic development may have
less to do with the processes of planning,
zoning, and business growth than it has to
do with what local people know about the
area—the land use, the water cycle, cul-
tural geography, farming or ranching, bi-
ology, and history—and the experiences

that young people have as they grow up.
If local knowledge includes an under-
standing of the ecology, economy and his-
tory of an area and an appreciation of its
beauty, and is not mired in nostalgic mem-
ories and myth, then it provides a cultural
basis for a progressive economy. Obvi-
ously it takes more than a few natural ar-
eas to do this, but we believe thar such
areas, and the educational and orther ac-
tivities associated with them, are impor-
tant parts of the puzzle.
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Getting feet wet, literally, kids in PPRI’s summer daycamp program wade a backwater area along
the Platte River in the Bader Natural Area.

Carving a Niche

In contrast to what we saw happening in
Hlinois and Wisconsin, it seemed that lit-
tle ecological restoration was occurring in
Nebraska back in the early 1980s. From
the beginning we saw an opportunity for
PPRI to carve a niche in prairie restora-
tion, specializing in prairies that con-
tained an abundance of forb species—not
simply low-diversity grass plantings. Prai-
rie restoration was being done by wildlite
agencies interested in creating habitat for
upland game and waterfowl, and also by
people with range management interests.
But few people in the central Plains states
were taking prairie restoration diversity
beyond five or six species of grasses, and
tewer still beyond 30 species or more. The
only projects in the area that we knew of
that we considered real restoration proj-
ects, aimed at establishment of a more or
less complete historic complement of
forbs, were projects carried out by Tom
Brage and David Sutherland (Bragg and
Sutherland, 1988) at the University of
Nebraska at Omaha, and by a group at
Neale Woods Nature Center in Omaha.
The Nebraska Department of Roads was
planting a variety of forb species along
highways, but these plantings were not in-
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tended to result in historically accurate
prairies.

Our own first real restoration work
had begun in 1980 with a reasonably suc-
cessful attempt to establish about a fifth
of a hecrare (0.5-acre) of prairie on the
Lincoln Creek land. Throughout the
1980s we collected seeds, using them to
expand the planting ar Lincoln Creek and
to start a new project on land north of
town that was owned by a friend. On the
Lincoln Creek site | planted several plots
ranging from 0.1 to 0.5 ha (0.25 o 1.2
acres) each, and have also burned parts of
the prairies each year with the help of
friends and local PPRI members. These
restorations, most containing more than
70 species, were planted for a variety of
purposes: to create a convenient source of
seed, to enhance the beauty of the land,
to enhance the diversity of a sire for ed-
ucational purposes, and to create an ex-
ample of what could be done with an
abused or neglected parcel of land.

All of this work was done without pay
in off-hours from other employment. I
thought that these restorations would be
good land projects for PPRI, but perhaps
the greatest value was thar they gave me
a chance to learn restoration techniques
in the field ar the same time [ was learning
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seedling-propagation techniques in the
three-by-nine-meter solar-heated green-
house that | built onto our house in 1979,
Since | was constantly experimenting
with different planting methods and pre-
scribed-burning schedules | also learned a
lot about prairie ecology. For example, |
observed how a specimen of stiff sunflower
(Helianthus rigidus) expands over a decade
to form a clone 5-8 meters (16-25 feer) in
diameter, how the grasses within these
clones thin out, and how the parent plant
also spreads by seed into the surrounding
area. The éxperience gained on this small
piece of land eventually proved to be cru-
cial in landing the opportunity to work on
large-scale grassland restoration projects
in the Platte Valley in 1991. The Lincoln
Creek plantings were also destined to be-
come important seed-collecting areas for
some species included in the Platte River
work.

Broad Appeal

From the beginning the process of prairie
restoration satished my horticultural in-
terests and sensitized my ecological eye ro
gradual narural processes. It also appealed
to me that ecological restoration could be
related to a wide variety of human con-
cerns ranging from beautification and di-
versification of the urban environment to
agricultural and right-of-way manage-
ment. It could include re-creation of large
and diverse ecosystems, or the beautifica-
tion of small waysides, and it clearly had
much to contribute ro ecologically sensi-
tive approaches to rural-community de-
velopment.

At the same time, establishing a new
institution—developing goals and a work-
ing agenda from scratch, so to speak—
gave us a great deal of freedom to develop
ideas about restoration. For example,
along Lincoln Creek we could meld tra-
ditional conservation ideas such as the
planting of trees and shrubs (Nebraska
was the home of ]. Sterling Morton, the
founder of Arbor Day) with newer ideas
such as biodiversity protection through
the preservation and restoration of prai-
ries. In this way high-diversity prairie res-
toration could be integrated into a delib-
erately planned “natural” landscape
design. Similarly, it seemed to us that if
we could ger local rangeland owners to
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burn their rangeland to control red cedar
(Juniperus virginiana), the result might be
an incredible increase in both the biodi-
versity and producrivity of the range (we
have been involved with this since 1991
on a number of local sites, and have seen
such improvements). Also, outdoor edu-
cation, particularly about prairie, was al-
most non-existent in our immediate area.
Within the educational context restora-
tion would give us opportunities to carry
on dialogues about land use, cultural per-
ceptions, and basic natural science.
Central Nebraska, in the heart of the
plains states, offers an interesting and
challenging set of circumstances for a land
trust such as Prairie Plains Resource Insti-
tute. As in most farming regions in the
central states, people’s atritudes about
conservation tend to be focused
on soil and water conservation as
it applies to cropping systems, ir-
rigation management, ranching,
and game-oriented wildlife con-
servation. Practices include min-
imum-tillage
shrub, and warm-season grass
plantings, and the construction
of small dams to hold runoff and

methods, tree,

provide for groundwater re-
charge. In native rangeland areas
new ways of improving grass for
beef production by pasture rota-
tion and prescribed buming are
gaining currency. [he idea of
prairie preservation and natural-
area management has yet to take
hold, however, and even the no-
tion of environmental education
is commonly regarded as either a
mere frill or as a threatening
manifestation of alien environ-
mentalist ideals. For Americans,
ndividualism and landowner
rights are strongly held values
that seem to get stronger as one
goes west. Moreover, the popu-
lation is sparse. Across much of
Nebraska most towns are small,
with populations of less than
500. Farming requires 250 hec-
tares (640 acres) or more, and
ranching in excess of 1,000 hec-
tares (2,500 acres), so farms and
ranches are large. This presents
challenges for anyone atrempt-

ing to raise funds or to find volunteers.
Within this agricultural context, how-
ever, there are remnant prairie, riverine,
and wetland systems. Some of these are
both large and diverse, including hun-
dreds or even thousands of hectares of
land and having considerable potential
for ecological preservation and manage-
ment, restoration and education. Further-
more, we believe that this potential can
be realized through integration with the
prevailing agronomic system.

An important issue regarding rural
living and the rebuilding of communities
here is population decline, especially in
villages with less than a thousand people.
Young people see no future or opportunity
in such communities. There is not much
opportunity to begin farming and ranch-

““If children learn to love and understand the place where they grow
up there may be a better chance that as adults they will remain in
the area, striving to create a future there.’" Transplanting seedlings
into prairie at Bader Natural Area in 1987.
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ing, there are not a lot of jobs in town,
and of course the kinds of jobs that are
available are limited.

There is a certain irony here. While
for a number of reasons having to do with
economics, culture, demographics, and
the sheer size of the region, restoration has
come slowly to the Plains, few places in
North America could benefit more from
some type of restoration ethic helping to
establish a renewed hope and sense of pur-
pose. Yet, approaches to restoration that
have worked well in other, more densely
populated areas, are less effective here.
Also, some approaches that have been
tried here have produced mixed or only
temporary results. There is a need for a
variety of restoration approaches that are
uniquely adapted to the culture, married
to concepts surrounding small-
town economic development,
and dedicated ro long-term im-
provements.

A recent large-scale land res-
toration in the region illustrates
this point. During the past de-
cade the USDA's Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP) paid
landowners in the Great Plains
to restore erodable land to native
grass cover. [ housands of hec-
rares were planted, conserving
soil and crearing large new ex-
panses of wildlife habitat. Many
benefited
from the income farmers re-

small communities

ceived from the program, the in-
Crease in economic activity rang-
ing from increased upland game
hunting ro new construction
projects.

The CRP program was polit-
ically popular, bur despite obvi-
ous benefits it had serious short-
comings. [he
expensive, involving many mil-
lions of dollars per year in pay-
ments to landowners. Some of
the money was a windfall to ab-

Program Wil

sentee owners and produced lit-
tle benefit to local rural com-
munities. It was a highly
bureaucratic program with all
the inefficiencies and planning
problems that entails. It failed to
address areas of special concern
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such as stream corridors. Plant diversity of
CRP seed mixtures was low, and in many
cases the species used were not appropri-
ate for the site (for example, tallgrass spe-
cies like big bluestem were inappropriate
for dry eroded sites). CRP lands were idle
for the whole period of the contract (usu-
ally 10 years). They could not be grazed
or hayed; only with permission could they
be burned if the landowner knew how to
do that. The program did not have an ed-
ucational component commensurate with
its peographic scope. If it had, it could
have done a great deal to integrate the
ideas of wildlife and state-of-the-art range
management through the contract period
and perhaps beyond. And finally, the pro-
gram was short-term, and offered only a
temporary hedge against the periodic
downturns in the economy characreristic
of the Plains. Now many of the CRP con-
tracts have ended, and land is being re-
turned to row-crop production or haphaz-
ardly-managed pasture.

There may be better ways to ap-
proach restoration. For one, the idea of
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creating and managing commmunity pre-
serves that PPRI is pioneering has the po-
tential to promote a strong grassroots
awareness of our grassland ecosystem, its
groundwater, rivers, wetlands, and local
and regional history. This type of educa-
tion is fundamental not only to restoring
and protecting the natural heritage we
have, burt also to restoring and developing
progressive agricultural thinking, and cre-
ating viable self-actualized rural commu-
nities. If children learn to love and un-
derstand the place where they grow up
there may be a better chance that as adults
they will remain in the area, striving to
create a future there. If there is a local
resource thar requires ecological restora-
tion, it is the people there who will be able
to identify the need, and who will also
have strong reasons for supporting efforts
to meet it, Rather than following a herd
of Buffalo Commons enthusiasts (see side-
bar), most of whom live ourside the Great
Plains, Plains people need to determine
how to integrate conservation ideas into
their own lives and communities. Ideas

15:1 Summer 1997

may come from outside the region—in
fact it is critical that the people of the
region reach out for ideas—bur if these
ideas are to work people have to find ways
of using them in the context of their own
tarming and ranching communities.

This is the first part of a two-part article. Part
11, “At Work on the Plains," will appear in
the Winter, 1997 issue of REMN.

REFERENCE

Bragg, Thomas H., and David M. Sutherland.
1988. Establishing warm-season grasses and
forbs using herbicide and mowing. In Pro-
ceedings of the Eleventh North American
Prairie Conference. Thomas B. Brapge and
James Stubbendieck ed. University of Ne-
braska Press, Lincoln, NE.

Bill Whitney is the co-director of Prairie Plains Re-
source Insteute, 1307 L Srreet, Awrora, NE
68818-2126, Phone: (402) 69Y4-5535, Fax:
(402) 694-2231.

15




A Mixing of Metaphors

A Plains Restorationist Reflects on the Buffalo Commons

n 1987, Frank Popper at Rutgers

University in New Jersey, and Deb-
orah Popper at City College in New
York City, proposed in the journal
Planning a visionary scheme for the fu-
ture of the Great Plains. Their plan
called for restoration of large areas of
the Plains to their pre-European con-
dition, complete with bison—what the
Poppers provocatively called the Buf-
falo Commons. The idea was grounded
in-a statistical analysis of data, gathered
from counties throughout the Plains,
pertaining to demographic structure,
per-capita investments in physical in-
frastructure, and various other eco-
nomic and social criteria. It was based
ultimarely on the historical argument
that the Greatr Plains has time and
again defied our sociery’s repeated at-
tempts to transform the region to an
agrarian paradise in the European
tradition, and that an alternative,
environmentally sustainable vision is
needed to connect goals for the region
with historic and ecological realities.

The 1980s were tough in many
parts of the Grear Plains. Rural areas
suffered as young people left small
towns or moved off the land and into
larger population centers. An historic
trend of land consolidation into the
hands of a dwindling number of farm-
ers and ranchers continued as the farm
crisis swept many producers out of busi-
NEess.

Feelings of hopelessness and de-
spair are debilitating regardless of
place, but in the Great Plains life can
be difficult enough, even ar its best. It
is a hard existence involving horrific
weather, geographic isolation, long dis-
tances, low population, and a relatively
simple economy that provides few
safety nets to fall into during agricul-

tural and economic downturns, Ironi-

cally, rthese are many of the very things

that Plains dwellers love about the
place, and that lends the area a certain
mystical appeal for some outsiders.

Though certainly hard-headed so-
cial scientists, the Poppers were re-
sponding in part to the mythical qual-
ities of the region when they suggested
an option for its future in 1987. Land-
scape beauty and history could be cap-
italized upon, in their view, by restor-
ing certain regions to some semblance
of pre-sertlement condirions. Since
portions of the Plains were withering
culturally and economically, the Fed-
eral government could buy back large
areas, take down the fences, bring back
the buftalo, and make a nationally-rec-
ognized area—a kind of huge national
park. One result would be an influx of
tourists into surrounding, still-vital ar-
eas, bringing in dollars and supporting
a more diverse economy.

Seldom does an article in an aca-
demic journal stimulate such levels of
excitement as did the Poppers’ first
publication on the Buffalo Commons.
Many outside the region, especially
people with restorationist or environ-
mentalist leanings, were enchanted.
Many within the region shrugged ir off
as preposterous, bur many genuinely
felt beseiged and powerless before what
they perceived as an outside threat to
their way of life.

After the idea became widely
known the Poppers traveled to the
Plains, suddenly hostile territory (see
REMN 10(2):207 for my review of
Where the Buffalo Roam, an account of
the Buffalo Commons story by Anne
Matthews), where they were inter-
viewed by dozens of newspapers and ra-
dio stations, and were guests at numer-

ous town meetings and conferences
from Texas to North Dakota. Much of
the hard statistical data they had mar-
shalled to document the economic de-
cline of the Plains was irrefutable, bur
most audiences did not believe that the
Buffalo Commons represented a viable
future. Many, no doubt, had not even
read the article, only hearing from oth-
ers that some kooky professors wanted
to take their land and livelihood for
the sake of buffalo. The ones who were
trying harder to make sense of it grad-
ually became less hostile as they real-
ized that the discussions precipitated
by the Poppers were not all bad. People
were at least acknowledging some facts
and talking abour the furure.

In 1994 the Poppers restated their
case with an updared article in Forum
for Applied Research and Public Policy
(University of Tennessee, Vol. 9, No.
4, 1994; the issue also includes a re-
sponse by Dave Egan and me). Taking
a much different stance, they no longer
advocated government control of large
tracts of land, but propoesed a privarely-
motivated grassroots approach. In fact,
events in the private sector since 1987
led them to argue that the Commons
is already becoming a reality. People
are rethinking old ways of resource
management and community devel-
opment. Many are acrually raising buf-
talo.

| will not speculate on the real cur-
rent or future impact of the Buffalo
Commons scenario as proposed by the
Poppers (or by people such as Emest
Callenbach in a recent book titled
Bring Back the Buffalo!; see review in
REMN 14(2):199-200). Some of the
changes underway may be due in part
to the Poppers’ stimulus, or we may he
looking at a “chicken—and—epgg” situa-
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tion. Many changes now underway on
the Plains have been building for a
long time and reflect a variety of
changes in society overall. My ten-
dency 15 to think of the Buffalo Com-
mons as a passing phenomenon of in-
terest, mostly to people outside the
region. Call me an apostate of the
cause, but as a restoration ecologist [
cannot see any real benefit to society
or nature by serting aside big chunks of
land in the high plains, restoring grass-
land, and adding buffalo, without look-
ing more critically at specific details of
how the restoration process is carried
out in a local and cultural context. It
could be argued, for example, that con-
servation needs could better be met by
working with private landowners on
new management techniques.
Granted, the Commons idea may be an
intriguing fantasy to prairie enthusi-
asts, yet its realization might not really
do much either for the protection of
biodiversity or for the people who live
in or care about the region.

There is another aspect of the is-
sue, however, thar the Poppers do ad-
dress, at least when they do not ger too
caught up in the literalism of raising
buffalo. This is the idea that the Buf-
falo Commons concept may work best
as a metaphor. The problem, perhaps,
15 that people, including the Poppers,
have taken their brilliancly-named vi-
sion too literally. Meraphor taken lit-
erally is absurd—just as most rural
plains people take the Buffalo Com-
mons to be. For a metaphor such as this
to have real value it has to resonate in
the minds and hearts of individuals,
groups and communirties, eliciting
meanings and values that are already
there. What meanings, then, might the
Buffalo Commons elicit?

An example from my own experi-
ence may be helpful here. Almost 20
years ago, | discovered the writing of
Aldo Leopold. 1 recall in his writing
something ro the effect that wilderness
exists even in small, isolated pieces of
nature, and also that wilderness can be
viewed in a cultural sense as a symbol,
its meaning elusive, dependent on the
wisdom and perspective of the human
observer. This concept collided with a
more commonly-held view that wilder-
ness is a big, undeveloped, pristine wild
area where human influences are not
present. At the time | was just out of
graduate school and rired of the hard
rationality of science. | was looking for
a way to use my knowledge about na-
ture in a meaningful way, and I wanted
to stay in central Nebraska, a place not
famous for its wilderness qualities. Ripe
for Leopold’s idea of wilderness as met-
aphor, | took it to mean that I could
save or re-creare wilderness, even in
Aurora, Nebraska, and could learn how
to plumb its depths of meaning within
the cultural context in which [ lived.
It was in this way that my own idea
about the restored prairie greenway
took root.

Today there are growing numbers
of Plains people willing to appreciate
where they live, to restore prairie, to
improve their native rangeland and
soil, to educate their kids about
groundwater and rivers, to start busi-
nesses, and to commit themselves to
their communities in new ways. Some
of the things Prairie Plains Resource
Institute and other groups are doing fit
into this scheme. Plains revitalization
will require the diligent work of many
individuals dreaming about where they
live. There needs to be an inspiring so-
cial vision to unite and consolidate

such efforts. Perhaps the Buffalo Com-
mons is that vision for many individ-
uals. As such it is performing an im-
portant function, suggesting to people
that they can be both dreamers and do-
ers. But, it is not the only, nor in my
opinion is it probably the most pow-
erful stimulant. Rather than argue the
merits of one particular view, my essen-
tial point is that the strength of a res-
toration vision for the area lies in how
well it mortivates people to carry out all
kinds of restoration work. The assump-
tion here is that vision has more to do
with process than with eventual out-
come, and that we are always striving
to progress to a higher level—to de-
velop higher levels of appreciation for
the land, for example, or better pro-
grams of science education, larger prai-
rie restorations, greenways, better farm-
ers and ranchers, stronger business
communities, and so on.

These days the Buffalo Commons
is not all that prevalent as a topic of
conversation, nor does it provoke as
much strong feeling as it did a few vears
ago. Overall, in its ten years the idea
has had few, it any, serious negative ef-
fects and has had a few positive ones,
such as contributing to the ongoing
discussion of issues such as the envi-
ronment and rural economic develop-
ment. | have to congratulate the Pop-
pers for being courageous enough to
bring their idea out into the province.
Their heart seems to be with the peo-
ple out here, but, like others in the re-
gion | am skeprical of their perspective.
If they could actually live in a rural
area and contribute to the day-ro-day
work of ecological and communiry res-
toration—putting their own theories
tor the test—I would be less so.

Bill Whitmey
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