PROTECTING MINNESOTA'S NATURAL TREASURES

One of a series of case studies showing how Minnesota communities
have used ecological information to protect their natural heritage
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Prairie Heritage as trustee of the estate, Olaf’s daughter
Hllnlnbdiad Leona Loken approved the purchase of the

There was a time not so long ago that
With the help of solid ecological lfred and Olaf Lunds remnant blacksoil ~ 12nd by The Nature Conservancy of
information, the Lund family prairie was not a remnant. Less than two Minnesota and Pheasants Forever, which
recognized the conservation subsequently transferred the land to the
value of the tallgrass prairie on State for inclusion in the DNR’s Grace
their Chippewa County farm. A Wildlife Management Area. Loken and her
collaborative effort between the five siblings believed her dad and Uncle
DNR, The Nature Conservancy, Alfred would have been happy to see it. “I
Pheasants Forever, and the can't say as I remember Dad talking about
landowners resulted in the it much: about appreciating the prairie, that
land’s dedication as a state is” She chuckles at the idea that his tacitur-
Wildlife Management Area, nity may have had something to do with his

hundred years ago it was part of a sea of
native tallgrass prairie that encompassed
18 million acres in Minnesota, and reached
from North America’s mid-continent to the
Rockies. By the time the two brothers
acquired the land in 1947, prairie was a
rarity in Chippewa County, replaced by
regularly alternating crops of soybeans

: P d corn.
uaranteeing the prairie will be an e
gman aged a,i, profe cted for Under the brothers’ ownership, these 55 Norwegian heritage. “But we all knew that
future generations. acres of prairie sod would be destined for he ha()l enrollled the prairie in the Conser-
a different fate. Alfred and Olaf worked the vancy’s Registry of Natural Areas many

years ago. He had the plaque they gave him

L. . X . surrounding lands of their two farms, but )
Division of Ecological Services left the prairie intact. Aside from periodic on the shelf at the nursing home. He was

The Ecological Services Division of the haying it was left to its seasonal parade of pr(;ug (:1f11)t 1 df he Lund
Minnesota DNR houses over 20 programs blooming native wildflowers, progressing t ac been a fong roac from t ¢Lun
that collect and deliver ecological data on from spring’s prairie smoke and white brother’s acquisition of the land to its even-

Minnesota’s native plant and animal pop-
ulations and their habitats. Four of these

lady’s slippers, to summer’s blazing stars tual protection. Visits in the 1970s from Ben

programs survey, map, interpret, and pro- and Maximilian's s)un- S |

tect locations of significant native plant flowers, to autumn’s

communities, rare plants, and rare ani- purple bottle gentians

mals. Local governments, landowners, and nestled at the base of

resource managers are among the many bluestem grass.

Minnesotans who have used this informa- .

. . . . Neither Alfred nor

tion to guide planning and land use policy . .

and to protect some of the state’s best Olaf lived to witness

natural areas. The four programs are: the September day in
+ Minnesota County Biological Survey the year 2000 when a
« Natural Heritage and Nongame signpost was pounded

Research Program
+ Nongame Wildlife Program
« Scientific and Natural Areas Program
These case studies pro-
vide detailed examples
of how these programs
work with partners to

accomplish important - ) J S dab AN e !
conservation projects DEPARTMENT OF family’s role in pro- MCBS Plant Ecologist Steve Merchant examines prairie in
throughout the state. NATURAL RESOURCES tecting the area. Acting  Chippewa County.

into the ground on the
land that had once
been theirs: a sign that
reads “The Olaf and
Alfred Lund Prairie”
and recognizes the
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Rare Features Data in Chippewa County

This map of the Grace Wildlife
Management Area in Chippewa
County shows the draft bound-
aries of native plant communities
and locations of rare species

derived from field survey results.
The background colors show land
cover as mapped by the U.S.
Geologic Survey’s Gap Analysis
Program. When completed, the

map of the county will help
resource managers and govern-
ment officials gain a better under-
standing of important locations
for conservation projects.

Thoma, a biology instructor at Willmar
Community College, and from Conservancy
representatives had made Olaf and Alfred
increasingly aware of the uniqueness of
their tract of native prairie. It was in 1983
that Olaf enrolled the property in the
Conservancy’s Registry Program, making a
voluntary commitment to good steward-
ship of the land. At his request, the
Conservancy conducted prescribed burns
on the prairie to stimulate the native vege-
tation. Olaf and his brother also sought and
received the aid of the Conservancy and the
DNR in successfully resisting a 1988
county-proposed drainage ditch that would
have negatively impacted the prairie.

The Land is Protected

With Alfred’s death in 1997 and Olaf’s
two years later, decisions regarding the land
fell to Leona and her siblings. Remembering
the long-standing positive relationship with
the Nature Conservancy, they called to
inquire whether the organization would be
interested in purchasing the land. The
Conservancy worked in concert with
another private conservation organization,
Pheasants Forever, to make an offer accept-
able to the Lund family.

“We provided some funds and helped
negotiate the deal,” says Lisa Mueller,
Associate Director of Land Protection for
The Nature Conservancy of Minnesota, “but
Pheasants Forever brought the resources
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The small white lady’s slipper (Cypri-
pedium candidum) is a rare plant of
prairies and wet meadows
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that have been documented to occur
in Chippewa County.

together to make the acquisition possible.
They pooled the Conservancy’s funds with
contributions from Pheasants Forever
chapters and from their Minnesota Habitat
Fund. Then they used that money as a
match to leverage funds from the Legisla-
ture’s Prairie Heritage Program and from
the North American Wetland Conservation
Act’s Prairie Heritage Conservation
Initiative program” The cooperative effort
enabled the purchase of 110 acres that
included the Lund prairie tract and a com-
parably sized area of adjacent cropland, to
be restored to native vegetation using the
prairie as a seed source.

Steve Merchant was the principal plant ecologist for the MCBS survey
conducted in Chippewa County in 1999. He is pleased to see the out-
come for the Lund Prairie site. “Look at how this was accomplished and
you can see possibilities for MCBS sites in other areas. You have the
initial commitment by the private landowners making the decision to
maintain the land in a natural state. You have conservation organizations
and public agencies providing information to the landowners about the
value of the site, helping to maintain the native prairie, and helping to
defend it against threats such as the proposed drainage. You have the
family creating the opportunity for long-term conservation. Acquisition is
made possible with a combination of private funds and good use of avail-
able federal and state grant programs. Then, you enhance the value of
the site by doing restoration work on adjacent land. Taken all together,
it’s really very impressive.”

pheasant, ducks, bobolinks. Last year, after

acreage involved in the Lund acquisition

we burned the prairie, there were upland with the importance of the project. “It’s true

“We use MCBS data sandpipers out there — that was good that the Conservancy, in its eco-regional
to hone i to see” planning process, tries to focus on projects
0 fione n or According to Mueller, it would be a that can allow for natural systems to func-
the gold nuggets.” mistake to equate the relatively small tion on a large scale;” says Mueller, “but

— Lisa Mueller, Associate Director
of Land Protection,
The Nature Conservancy of Minnesota

Leroy Dahlke is DNR Area Wildlife
Manager for the Grace Wildlife Manage-
ment Area. “We've collected enough seed to
plant 21 acres of the former cropland this
year; Dahlke notes. “T'd say we've got about
40 or 50 native species represented in the
mix. Next year we'll plant more” The Lund
Prairie displays the rich diversity character-
istic of a mesic prairie, with an estimated
200 native species. “It’s quite a place;’
says Dahlke. “With the prairie and the
intermittent wetland that’s associated with
it, you see a fair amount of wildlife: deer,
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The DNR has found that less than one percent of the mesic tallgrass prairie that
once covered much of western Minnesota remains with us today.
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intact mesic prairie is extremely rare. Most
of the land that historically supported
mesic prairie has been converted to crop-
land. All you need to do to recognize the
significance of this site is to look at the
maps and data produced by the Minnesota
County Biological Survey (MCBS) for
Chippewa County. It makes a very com-
pelling case for conservation — there’s just
so little left”

While The Nature Conservancy is always
interested to hear about potential land pro-
tection projects, in reality it must carefully
evaluate sites to ensure the best use of the
organization’s resources. To frame its prior-
ities, the Conservancy relies heavily on
information generated from the County
Biological Survey and other data available
through the Natural Heritage and
Nongame Research Program. “I don't
know if people realize how fortunate

Bottle gentians give color to the
tallgrass prairie.
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Dry sand-gravel prairie covering hillsides in

Minnesota is to have natural features data
of this quality; says Mueller. “Prior to the
establishment of the DNR’s Heritage
Program, which the Conservancy initially
helped to design and fund, there was no
comprehensive inventory of non-game
species or native plant communities in the
state. That’s critical information needed
for planning?”

Marbled godwits, Arogos skipper butter-
flies, loggerhead shrikes: exotic sounding
as these might be, all are species native to
Minnesota that MCBS ecologists docu-
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western Minnesota.

mented in Chippewa County on sites that
presently receive no formal protection.
Each of these creatures is born with a
genetic heritage rooted in this western
Minnesota landscape. In general, they
understand what they need to survive and
how to get it — with one notable excep-
tion. Over time, maybe they’ll learn to keep
an eye out for a couple of Norwegian
farmers like Olaf and Alfred Lund.

CONTACT INFORMATION

Department of Natural Resources
Ecological Services Division
Regional Plant Ecologists
Northwestern Minnesota

Janet Boe — 218-755-4421
Central Minnesota

Hannah Dunevitz - 651-772-7570
Southeastern Minnesota

Ann Pierce - 507-280-5076

Web site: www.dnr.state.mn.us/
ecological_services/programs.html

Local Lund Prairie contacts

LeRoy Dahlke, DNR Wildlife Manager
320-231-6163




