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Your question is simple enough but without knowing the type of prairie that you are thinking about creating, it's a difficult one to answer.

   First, by creating a prairie on campus, you'll be avoiding a lot of the problems that I deal with in maintaining a prairie. You won't have many of the invasive species seed sources close by, or the deer browse and other small mammal problems to deal with. You'll still have some weedy plant species coming in and showing up over the years but without tall goldenrod, sweet clover, horsetail, Canada thistle and fescue spp. grass grabbing space from adjacent areas, you're way ahead of the game. You'll also have minimal deer grazing on specific plants and the mice and voles won't show up for while in high densities.

Rabbit's and squirrels will cause some specific problems but not enough to affect your seedings.

   I assume that you will be putting this into areas that are now in Kentucky bluegrass or similar turf areas. These are cool season, alien grasses for the most part. Fortunately you shouldn't have deal with quickly invading fescue spp. Turf grass is surprisingly resilient in a prairie planting so you'll want to herbicide prior to tillage and prairie planting. You'll still have it coming up from the seed bank but if you kill off the existing turf, it shouldn't be too aggressive.

    Are you going to be planting greenhouse grown plant plugs or seeding? Squirrels can be a big problem with plugs, digging them out.

Rabbits and deer can also hit some plug plantings fairly hard.

Assuming that you're going with seeding, they shouldn't be a real problem.

    Are you going with flowering forbs as the majority of plants or warm season grasses? It makes a big difference. Forbs begin showing up in the first and second year, for the most part. Warm season grasses will take at least 3 years to begin showing up in force. Forbs generally don't produce as much biomass as grasses, so they don't create as much of a smothering affect as the grasses over the years.

The mix and biomass totals will determine the type of burning or mowing disturbance that you'll need to plan for. Whatever you start with, it will change over the first five years, some forbs are quick to establish and flower (i.e. grey-headed coneflower, penstamon, etc.) but tend to thin out after a couple years as more competition is established. The denser the growth and more grasses that you have over time, the more aggressive you will need to be with disturbance.

    If your prairie is heavier on forbs, you probably won't need to do anything the first two or three years until the duff (dead plant

layer) begins to build up. You could dormant mow the plantings while the ground is still frozen in February or March, just so it looks neater in the spring, and leave the material laying in the planting.

By the third or fourth year you may need to burn it for the first time, probably a spring burn would be better than a fall burn for aesthetics and so as not to favor bluegrass growth.

   If it's heavy on warm season grasses, you'll probably need to burn it by the end of the third year. Generally, if it's heavy on warm season grasses,you'll want to plan on burning it (not all in any given year if it's two plus acres) on a three year rotation. If it's light on warm season grasses, maybe every fourth or fifth year. Burning does stimulate many prairie plant species growth the following summer and into the following year, so it is something that you will want to do periodically. It also hurts many of the competing weedy plant species, but this probably won't be your prime focus with an on-campus setting with few seed sources close by. However, dormant mowing in late winter/early spring will help the plants as well, both forbs and warm season grasses. If burning will be a problem on campus (liability or smoke difficulties) you can use a dormant mowing combined with removing the mowed material. You could use a "chicken picker implement on a tractor to row it and then pick it up with an alfalfa bailer.

Mowing and removal of the dead plant material will provide a disturbance and duff removal mechanism that can be nearly as beneficial as a burn regime (there is literature out there talking about effects on different plants).

   F&S will be able to maintain the prairie with the dormant mowing/ cycled plant material removal without very much cost. South Farms would have the equipment to do this. If you're going to burn periodically, there are enough prairie people on campus to do that on a volunteer basis without cost to the University. You could also have NRES or Landscape Architecture classes do this as part of a class field trip with volunteer supervision. No big deal.

   The planting will be the expense. Seed is much cheaper than plugs but plugs get things going quickly (watch the VET MED prairie plantings that GPF and Jaimie Ellis led last month). F&S or South Farms have the equipment to herbicide and till the areas so they'd have to figure labor costs.      As far as annual costs of weeding, that's hard to say as I don't know which invasives you will have to deal with. Again, weeding is better done by volunteers or class groups than hourly workers who won't know the species well or have a feel for the end result. The student group on campus, Red Bison, may even want to adopt one or both of the prairies. Or maybe a sorority or fraternity will take that on as a public service project annually.

They would need supervision by a prairie person(s) and the main weeding season would be in the summer when students are gone, but it could be done.

   I hope this helps. I could give you more refined answers if I knew the sites and what your species lists are. Not having managed an urban prairie I don't know the species problems. Ruth Green, Life Sciences greenhouse, has dealt with urban prairies as has Jamie Ellis, INHS, and Bill Handel, INHS, and maybe Tony Endress, NRES. Whoever is the keeper of the prairie at Parkland College now would also be a good person to speak with about annual costs and particular problems.
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We conduct 95% of the management and GPF helps with burns although staff play an increasing role and have conducted a number of recent burns independently.  We also work with volunteer site stewards and conduct volunteer workdays to assist in hands on management.  For new plantings, we also typically contract at least one year of management with the restoration contractor who does the planting so we can tie contract to performance measures that ensure adequate establishment.  2-3 years is preferred as very little is visibly established after year 1.

Between our 4 natural areas we burn 1-3 units every spring and fall.  We burn new plantings in their 2nd or 3rd year and with greater frequency, typically every three years, until they mature and then less frequently--typically every five years.  Site conditions and invasion of trees/brush can also prompt more frequent burns. 
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UIS has a three acre prairie site that was established in 1991.  The site is managed by Dr. Tih-Fen Ting, with assistance from Grounds, Friends of Sangamon Valley, and other volunteers.

Joan Buckles: Hi Tom, Dr. Tih-Fen Ting has taken over responsibilities for the prairie.  She coordinates the burns which are accomplished with volunteer labor.  We periodically mow a path throughout the area so people have access during the growing season and we will mow the prairie if Dr. Ting wants us to.  After the establishment, that's about all the maintenance there is.  Dr. Ting would be an excellent resource.

Tom Abram: Does Facilities have any issues relying on entities outside of the group for maintenance of the prairie?

Joan Buckles: There hasn't been, but good question.  The prairie was originally done as a master's project and then taken over by SAGE, which is Students Allied for a Greener Earth...an environmental club here on campus.  The burns are usually done on a Saturday because we are near a Day Care Center and that is best for them.  They try and get students involved.  The burn equipment is brought in by some volunteers also.  I usually try and make it in but it's not mandatory that I'm here.  I guess we don't have issues with the Facilities staff because it has been student/volunteer oriented from the beginning.

Ti-Fen Ting: We have a 3-acre reconstructed prairie that started 18 years ago and we are planning to expand it for another 7 acres.  A couple of things have positioned us well for our prairie project:

1. Student volunteers: I teach courses on ecology and ecosystem management as well as advise a student club.  Therefore, it's relatively easy to have students participate in the prairie work as part of the course or activities.

2. I've also worked very closely with a local conservation group named Friends of the Sangamon Valley (FOSV).  They are incredible!!  FOSV has restored and maintained a number of prairie habitats in central Illinois.  They have been assisting us with burns since we don't have any burn equipments or gears of our own.  On average, we have a burn about every other year.

3. FOSV is also helping us with the prairie expansion project.  Currently, we plan to broadcast and drill prairie seeds after this year's harvest of corn.  We estimate at $1000 per acre for the seeds.  Currently, we are looking into to enroll in the State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement with the Sangamon County -- i.e., SAFE acres program -- to help us with the expansion.  By enrolling in the program, we will receive annual rental payments for 10 to 15 years, maintenance incentive payments of up to $2 per acre, and cost-share assistance of up to 50% for management activities to maintain wildlife values of the habitat.  My hope of enrolling in the SAFE acres program is to use the rental payment to help us acquire our own burn equipment and gears in the future.  We will need to raise money beforehand for buying seeds.  In addition, I am going to have students collect prairie seeds from existing sites around Springfield area this fall.

In short, we've been very lucky with our volunteers.  Joan and our grounds crew have been wonderful to work with as well.  So far, the most expenses for the prairie have been seeds.  After the establishment, we haven't spent much of anything at all for the maintenance to this point.

I would suggest you check out the SAFE acres program with your own county or IDNR -- maybe it will work for your prairie sites as well.  Hope this helps.

Tih-Fen

http://www.uis.edu/newsbureau/people/2008/10/by-courtney-westlake-state-of-illinois.html
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Grinnell has a 3-acre prairie site.  

The prairie is managed by Facilities Management.    After the

establishment year or year and a half, it hasn't been costly at all to maintain.  The first year the area needs to be mowed to keep the aggressive annual weeds from taking over.  We mow a time or two the second year, then let it go.  Once the area is "established" and the mowing stops, we have to do a little invasive species weed pulling or spraying each year.  We do try to burn the areas each year.  Burning is important to keep the woody invasive species in check.  Sorry I don't have any cost figures. 

We do the burns with F.M. staff.  However we don't use the hourly staff much.  I do this with the help of our Environmental and Safety Coordinator.  Our areas are pretty small so the two of us can manage.  We do have to get approval from our local fire department and the Union Pacific Railroad.  Most of our prairie borders the RR tracks at the north end of our campus  Our prairie areas are located away from buildings, parking, etc.  We really aren't very near any residences either.  This has made it much simpler to burn.  We used to have a strip right along the RR tracks through campus, but we have eliminated it because the RR really fussed about plant heights near our sidewalk and road crossings.  Those area were a hassle to burn because they were near building and parking.  We had problems with smoke getting into building air handling systems.  Not a good thing on campus.  Let me know if you need any more info.
http://www.grinnell.edu/etal/green/landscape/prairie/
http://www.grinnell.edu/academic/cps/
WIU

Western Illinois University

Western has converted 1 1/2 acres on its main campus to an authentic short-grass prairie utilizing campus volunteers as part of a twice a year campus-wide program called We-Care. The University is currently evaluating another two acre site for a campus prairie restoration.

http://www.aashe.org/resources/profiles/w_illinois2007.php
Tara Beal

Director of Grounds

TS-Beal@wiu.edu
(309) 298-1834 ext. 255
Gordon Rands
Associate Professor of Management, Member WIU Sustainability Committee
1 University Circle, 
Macomb, IL
309-298-1342
GP-Rands@wiu.edu
Grand Prairie Friends
Contact:
Jamie Ellis
james.ellis72@gmail.com
 217-244-5695
Jamie Ellis led the Vet Med prairie installation last month and is involved with the Grand Prairie Friends.  Jamie also works for the State Natural History Survey.  He will be an invaluable resources as we move forward.
Parkland College
Information forthcoming!
UW Oshkosh 

http://www.uwosh.edu/sustainability/operations/grounds-maintenance
Macalester – periodic burns

http://www.macalester.edu/sustainability/initiatives/landscapingprairie.html
Grass Roots Restoration - grassrootsresto@gmail.com
