Restoration Focus Areas at Pathways Retreat
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Restoration at Pathways Retreat

Restoration efforts have been ongoing on the property now managed by Pathways Retreat for decades, with the past decade see-

ing renewed, more focused work. The three areas described below are the sites of our most intensive restoration work, but there

is evidence of work throughout the property. Because this is a relatively small property, we are able to manage the woods and

prairies with a higher intensity than is possible with larger areas, such as state or county parks. Our overarching restoration goals

include removing invasive plant species, increasing biodiversity, and promoting native forest cover types. We work with profes-

sionals from the Indiana Department of Natural Resources, the U. S. Fish & Wildlife Service, and local professionals from Merry Lea

Environmental Learning Center to develop and carry out our land management plan.

Area 1: Woods North of Cottage

The focus in this area is on moving the forest cover type to
one dominated by oak and hickory species. The sandy, well
-drained soils in this area are well suited to oaks and hicko-
ries, and both of
| these species
| groups  provide

mammals.  Evi-
s dence shows that
& the oak/hickory
B forest cover type

B was the primary
forest cover type in this region prior to European settle-
ment, but it has been in decline throughout the region for
the past century. In recent years, white oak species in par-
ticular have seen steep decline due to high demand from
grade lumber markets and whiskey barrel production.

Oaks and hickories are generally shade-intolerant, which
means that they require large openings in the canopy to
grow successfully. Several large American elms just north
of the cottage succumbed to Dutch elm disease in the past
few years. The unfortunate loss of these trees resulted in
large openings in the canopy, which prompted us to enlarge
these openings to make space for oaks and hickories. Many
of the trees that have been cut were cherry and mulberry,
which are less desirable species due to their shorter
lifespan and tendency to suffer severe damage in high wind
events.

While we recognize that this area looks rather messy for
now, we feel that doing this work for the future health of
the forest is worthwhile. At Pathways we are always striv-
ing to be good stewards of the land and its resources.
Some of the larger logs are being removed to be sold for
lumber production and the profits from these sales will be
used to help cover other land management costs. Many
smaller logs and tops of trees are left in place to provide
habitat cover for small animals and to promote nutrient
cycling within our forest.

Area 2: Meadowlands Shortgrass Prairie

The plan for this area, known as Meadowlands, is to install a
shortgrass prairie filled with a diverse mixture of native grasses
and forbs (flowering plants). This part of the property contains
well-drained, sandy soils, which are ideal for native prairie
grasses. For a prairie installation to be successful, site prepara-
tion is crucial. In this case site prep includes killing the mono-
culture of invasive fescue grass that was covering this site. Site
prep looks ugly and can take several years, but the end result
will be a beautiful, open prairie full of wildflowers. There will
also be an oak savanna between the prairie and woods to serve
as an ecotone (boundary between ecosystems).

This site was dominated with the invasive grass tall fescue
(Festuca arundinacea). Fescue is commonly found in lawns,
where it is prized for its drought resistance, long growing sea-
son, and for its ability to quickly form a dense mat of grass. Fes-
cue has allelopathic qualities, which means that its roots release
compounds into the soil that are toxic to other plants. A prairie
cannot be established where fescue predominates. In addition
to reducing plant biodiversity, fescue also reduces animal diver-
sity because it is not good habitat for ground-nesting and
ground-feeding wildlife, including birds. By converting this area
to native prairie, we will increase biodiversity, improve animal
habitat, and enhance ecosystem services such as carbon se-
questration and water filtration.




Area 3: Prairie Patches

Small patches of prairie were common in this region of Northern Indiana before European settle- E
ment and the large-scale conversion of the land to agricultural use. Areas of dry, sandy soil left be-
hind by glacial retreat at the end of the last ice age provided ideal conditions for these patches of §

prairie grasses and forbs.

These two patches of prairie were established out of a desire to provide ecosystem diversity on the §
property before the Meadowlands property was purchased and the decision was made to establish §

a prairie there. This area of the property contains more fertile loamy soils so it is not an ideal area &

for prairie grasses, which are better suited for well-drained sandy soils. Because of the higher fertil-
ity of the soil, the major issue facing our small patches of prairie is invasive plant species. These

invasive species include non-native exotics as well as the native Canada goldenrod, which has a ten-

dency to take over and form a monoculture. This battle against invasives has resulted in these areas being mowed, sprayed with

herbicide, and replanted twice. Though prairie grasses are unlikely to thrive here, we hope to establish areas of wildflower mead-

ows and oak savanna in these patches.

The problem with non-native,
invasive plants

Invasive alien plants threaten native species and habitats by
competing for critical and often limited resources like sun-
light, water, nutrients, soil, and space. They succeed
through vigorous growth, prolific reproductive capabilities
and by causing changes that favor their growth and spread.
Invasive plant species displace native plant communities,
impede forest regeneration natural succession, change soil
chemistry, alter hydrologic conditions, alter fire regimes,
cause genetic changes in native plant relatives through hy-
bridization, and some serve as agents for the transmission
of harmful plant pathogens.

In addition to the great loss of biodiversity, habitat degra-
dation, and other ecological consequences, invasive species
cause huge economic damages valued in billions of dollars
annually and some pose a human health threat.

Source: Invasive Plant Atlas of the United States (n.d.)

Why Use Herbicide?

Herbicides are routinely used by ecologists and land managers
who are engaged in ecosystem restoration. When used accord-
ing to package directions, herbicides containing glyphosate have
not been shown to be a risk to human or environmental health,
according to many agencies including the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, World Health Organization, Health Canada, Euro-
pean Food Safety Authority, and others.

The major benefit of using herbicide is that is an inexpensive,
effective way of controlling invasive plants. While manual and
mechanical removal is sometimes an option for woody plants,
these are very labor intensive ways of controlling herbaceous
plants and are often not a practical solution.

Glyphosate forms tight chemical bonds to soil particles, so there
is a low risk of it entering the groundwater. Bacteria within the
soil breakdown glyphosate and other herbicides fairly quickly,
so these chemicals do not persist in the environment over long
periods of time. Especially in restoration settings, where food
crops are not being grown for human consumption as in agricul-
tural settings, herbicides are an important tool for managing
invasive exotic plants that potentially pose a health risk to hu-
mans, animals, and other plants.

If you are interested in learning more about land restoration or would like to take part in restoration work, please
email volunteeratpathways@gmail.com

Steve Thomas, Land Steward
Janell Stoltzfus, Land Manager & Volunteer Coordinator
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