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North American prairies developed under

the influence of flre -- both of natural and

human origin — and grazing. This history
of flre and grazing provided disturbances
that enabled grasses and herbaceous forbs to
dominate the landscape. Native wildlife have

adapted to these forces of nature, with some
species preferring recently burned areas
while others relying on relatively undisturbed
habitat with dense vegetation and litter.
Others have adapted to require both types of

habitat to complete different activities within

their lifecycles.

Fire and grazing continues today as a key

element of natural resource management

throughout much of the Flint Hills region.

Fire and grazing are also used at the Tallgrass

Prairie National Preserve. A key management

goal at the preserve is to create more natural
patterns of burning and grazing, reflected in
a shifting mosaic of burned and unburned,
grazed and ungrazed areas. The result is a
landscape that is more diverse in terms of
plant composition and structure.

Heterogeneity in
Grasslands

"Heterogeneity" is defined in the context of
grasslands as variability in vegetation structure,
composition, density, and biomass. It directly
influences wildlife species diversity and
ecosystem functions.

Heterogeneity has been referred to as the root
of biological diversity and should serve.as-the-
foundation for conservation and ecosystem
management.

Interaction of Fire and

Grazing

One grassland management practice that is
gaining favor among biologists, ecologists, and
range managers is patch-burn grazing (PBG).
This fire-induced regime approximates the
natural interaction between fire and native

grazers. Typically, one-third of each PBG
pasture is burned every year on a three-year
rotational basis.

Fire affects grazing patterns, and grazing patterns
affect the extent and intensity of fire. Grazing
animals preferentially feed in recently burned
areas for foraging because the post-fire new plant
growth is more palatable.

When only a portion of a large pasture is burned,
grazers prefer foraging in burned patches and

avoid grazing in the unburned patches. This
results in accumulation of vegetation in unburned
areas, creating fuels for fires in subsequent years.
The interaction of these disturbances produces
a shifting mosaic of plant communities within
grazed grasslands. Experts believe that similar
fire-grazing interactions helped shape the pre-
settlemeni ecology of the Great Plains and other
grasslands that had large grazers and a long
history of fire.

This burn regime also provides larger fuel loads,
resulting in more intense burns that may help to
control trees and shrubs from encroaching on the
prairie. This technique may also prove effective
in invasive plant control.

The National Park Service and The Nature Conservancy
(primary landowner) cooperatively manage the natural
resources at the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve.
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