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Module 2a
Iowa’s Prairie Ecosystems

Source: Source: Iowa’s Nature
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1800s GLO 
Landcover

Grass

Trees
Water
Houses/ crops

Source: Iowa’s Nature; Iowa DNR

Modern 
Landcover

Grass

Trees
Water
Houses/ crops

Source: Iowa’s Nature; National Land Cover Dataset (2011)
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Outline

• What is a prairie? 

• Biology and Ecology of Prairies 

• Conservation and Restoration of Prairie 
Ecosystems 

Prairie: grassland with few to no trees 

Source: Anderson and Anderson 1975



4

Source: Iowa Department of Transportation

Soil line

5 feet

10 feet

Prairie: grassland with few or no trees 

Plant functional groups: 
• Grasses 
• Forbs
• Sedges and Rushes
• Shrubs

Plants of the Tallgrass Prairie

Grasses, 
sedges, 

and 
rushes, 

60%

Forbs, 
35%

Shrubs, 
5%

Typical plant composition



5

The Big Three Grasses 

Big Bluestem Switchgrass Indiangrass
Photos from 
Iowa Prairie 

Plants

Forbs

• Think wildflowers! 

• Herbaceous flowering plants 

• Lack woody structure 

Black-eyed Susan

Partridge Pea Pasque Flower
Compass Plant

Photos from 
Iowa Prairie 
Plants
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Source: Iowa Department of Transportation

Sedges and Rushes

• Grass-like, herbaceous plants

• Sedges have triangular stems

• Rushes have round stems

• Generally associated with wetter prairies 

Prairie scouring-rush Shortbeak Sedge
Photos from 
Iowa Prairie 
Plants
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Shrubs

• Perennial

• Woody structure

Photos from 
Iowa Prairie 
Plants

Ground Plum

Prairie Rose

Lead Plant

Prairie: grassland with few or no trees 

Plant functional groups: 
• Grasses 
• Forbs
• Sedges and Rushes
• Shrubs

Plants of the Tallgrass Prairie

Grasses, 
sedges, 

and 
rushes, 

60%

Forbs, 
35%

Shrubs, 
5%

Typical plant composition
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Source: Ross Voxphoto

Disturbance frequency Low

Intensively 
grazed grass, 

no forbs.

Grazed grass with 
few tall patches,  few 

tolerant forbs.

Forb-dominated with 
interspersed grasses 

and bare ground.

Split grass and forb 
dominance, reduced 

bare ground.

Grass-dominated, forbs 
and bare ground 

functionally absent.

Grass-dominated with 
interspersed forbs, little 

bare ground.

Tallgrass prairie mosaic

High



9

Illustration by Irah Dhaseleer; Source: https://naturalresources.extension.iastate.edu/Iowas-Nature/educational-graphics

Dry Mesic Wet
Goat/Hill 
Prairie

Wetland

Source: Iowa Department of Transportation

Dry Mesic Wet
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Reconstructed Prairie 

Prairie Conservation in Iowa 

Remnant Prairie 

Source: Photo from Iowa Outdoors, 2009 Source: Photo by Richard C. Hager/USFWS

Elements of Prairie Reconstruction

• Site preparation 

• Seed mix

• Planting

• Establishment
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Elements of Prairie Reconstruction

• Site preparation 

• Seed mix

• Planting

• Establishment

Source: NDSU Extension Service

Elements of Prairie Reconstruction

• Site preparation 

• Seed mix

• Planting

• Establishment

Source: NRCS/SWCS photos by Lynn Betts.

Year 3
Year 2

Year 1
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Prairie Conservation in Iowa: 
Maintenance and Management
Maintenance 

• Can apply to the protection and management of establish 
prairies as well as management of reconstructed prairies 

Management Challenges:  

• Lack of disturbance 

• Invasive Species 

• Land Use 

Prairie Conservation in Iowa: 
Maintenance and Management
Management Challenges:  

• Lack of disturbance 

• Invasive Species 

• Land Use 

Prescribed Fire – Photo by Bill Schulte

Photo by Iowa Roadside Management
Canada Thistle – Photo from Iowa 
State University Integrated Crop 
Management
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Reconstructed Prairie 

Prairie Conservation in Iowa 

Remnant Prairie 

Source: Photo from Iowa 
Outdoors, 2009

Source: Photo by Richard C. 
Hager/USFWS

Prairie Strips - Photo by Conservation Media Library 

Photo by Iowa Roadside Management

Source: Photo from The 
Nature Conservancy

Source: WildOnes.org

Special thanks to Dr. Lisa Schulte-Moore for help developing this lecture and material. 

Learn more! 


