
GRASSLAND VALUES  

Grasslands	have	supported	a	broad	array	of	life	over	the	
millennia.	Not	only	have	they	supported	rich	biodiversity,	
but	also	they	shaped	the	region’s	stream	ϐlow	and	
groundwater	hydrology,	contributed	to	carbon	
sequestration,	and	offered	many	environmental	beneϐits.	
Additionally,	grasslands	have	provided	the	basis	for	
agricultural	and	livestock	production.			

Grassland	degradation	has	resulted	from	a	history	of	
suppression	of	natural	ϐire,	elimination	of	human‐caused	
ϐire,	and	overgrazing	by	livestock.	Two	species	of	native	
juniper	(Juniperous	ashei	and	J.	virginiana)	readily	encroach	
on	grasslands	when	ϐire	has	been	excluded,	creating	a	
juniper	woodland	system.	Fire	is	often	ineffective	as	a	
restoration	tool	in	grasslands	that	have	transitioned	to	
juniper	woodlands.	This	is	because	juniper	cover	and	
overgrazing	have	removed	the	herbaceous	layer	needed	to	
support	the	ϐire	intensity	required	to	kill	junipers.	

A VARIABLE HISTORY OF FIRE REGIMES  

Grasslands	replaced	woodlands	in	the	Great	Plains	
following	the	last	glaciation	and	subsequent	warming	of	the	
climate.	Evidence	from	carbon	isotope	data	and	fossil	
assemblages	indicates	that	grasslands	became	the	
dominant	vegetation	between	5,000	and	8,000	years	ago.	
Native	peoples	recognized	the	importance	of	the	grassland	
ecosystem	to	their	way	of	life,	and	helped	to	maintain	the	
system	by	setting	ϐires	to	support	diverse	nutritional	and	
cultural	needs.		Modern	settlement	(1800s	and	beyond)	
resulted	in	fragmentation	of	grasslands	for	agriculture,	
resource	extraction,	and	residential	development.		

Concurrent	with	development	of	native	grasslands	for	
economic	uses,	wildland	ϐire	became	a	threat	to	personal	
property	and	safety.	The	construction	of	highly	ϐlammable	
juniper	windbreaks	around	residences	reinforced	the	need	
to	protect	people	and	property	from	wildland	ϐire.	This	set	
the	stage	for	juniper	encroachment	in	the	remaining	
grasslands.		

Transformation	of	grassland	into	juniper	woodland	sharply	
cuts	biodiversity	within	the	plant	and	bird	communities.	Of	
particular	economic	importance,	grassland	conversion	to	
juniper	woodland	signiϐicantly	decreases	available	forage	
for	livestock	production.	

THE WORK OF BURN COOPERATIVES  

Private	citizens	have	undertaken	efforts	to	reverse	the	
degradation	of	grasslands	through	the	use	of	ϐire.	The	
movement	started	with	individual	landowners	learning	
what	they	could	about	the	application	of	ϐire	as	a	
management	technique,	acquiring	the	equipment	
necessary,	and	attaining	training	and	assistance	to	apply	
ϐire	to	small	areas	of	their	own	land.	Although	helpful	on	a	
local	level,	this	effort	did	not	address	landscape	level	issues	
and	was	not	easily	sustained.	
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High‐intensity	ϔires	
carry	well	in	high‐
quality	grassland	
with	adequate	fuel‐
loads.		

	

When	juniper	woodland	
predominates,	herba‐
ceous	fuels	become	
sparse,	limiting	the	
spread	and	intensity	of		
prescribed	ϔire.	On	the	
other	hand,	wildland	ϔire	
in	juniper	woodlands	can	
result	in	hard	to	control	
blazes	that	result	in	
property	losses.	 Photos courtesy of Dirac Twidwell. 




