2021 Spring Natural Resource Management Report
Prepared by: Joshua Clark
Spring brings wildflowers, bugs, migrating birds, and the rebirth of the preserves after a
long, cold winter. This year it brings us a bit of hope as well. Hope that we can return to a bit of
normalcy, a return to volunteers working with us, to giving nature hikes, and to sharing the
wonders of our little island’s diversity with the citizens of the county.

An early woodland spring flower, Dutchman’s Britches, at Prairie Oaks.

2021 has already brought us some changes to our NRM staff. This March we welcomed Cole
Hayden to our team and in April we welcomed Austin Coleman. Cole is a recent graduate of
NIU and has been a seasonal and intern over the past couple of years. Austin comes to us from
Kane County Forest Preserve where he was a ranger assistant and before that he was with
EnCap doing restoration contracting work. With just a few weeks under their belts as Natural
Resource Management Technicians 1 they have both shown great work ethics, a dedication to
our preserves, and positive attitudes. Having them join us has been a pleasure and we look
forward to seeing them both grow and learn as restoration professionals.

Austin(left) and Cole spraying Reed Canary Grass at Prairie Oaks

As soon as the fire pumps and gear were put away this spring we were on the ground and
spraying Reed Canary Grass (RCG). This invasive grass favors our wet habitats and tends to be
an issue on the edges of our wetlands. Over the past several years we have been focusing our
efforts on the higher quality wetlands. This focus has been evident this spring. Areas where in
the past we had large infestations we now have smaller patches and, in many places,
individual plants. This can make spraying the RCG a bit more time consuming and delicate
work as we are being careful not to kill the native plants nearby. This is a good issue to have
because it shows that our efforts of the past are paying off and our wetland habitats are
improving. In a few weeks we will switch over to our next season of invasive plants but we will
return to many areas with RCG issues this fall for a late season treatment.

Marsh Marigolds an early bloomer in wetlands. The grass right next to it is Reed Canary Grass.

We are planning our first Stewardship work day in nearly a year on April 29th at the
Kishwaukee River Forest Preserve. This preserve has many interesting and unique habitat
areas and Al Roloff has taken on one of the sedge meadows there as a stewardship unit. The
stewards will be planting 1000 sedge plugs into this area that was sprayed over the past
couple of years for RCG. Some of the old tussock sedge mounds are still visible but over time
the sedges were pushed out by invading grasses and other weeds. Since the RCG has been
removed the idea is to plants sedges back into the old tussock mounds as a first step to
restoring the meadow. Moving forward we will have the stewards meet every other week and
then eventually get back into a weekly work day. The stewards are excited to return. They are
excited about the work and restoring habitats but mostly I think many of them are excited to
return to the social aspect that volunteering with this great group brings. I am excited for the
return of the stewards too. They are all such great individuals and each of them brings
experience, love for the earth, and great stories to share.

Photo from a few years ago. Some of our stewards at County Farm Woods.

This Photo is of the Afton South Wetland Mitigation Bank. This picture was taken on the day
that we met our hydrologic standard for the mitigation. Next step will be for us to meet the
vegetative standards. This will have us scouting the site for weed species that have come up in
the bank and monitoring the wetlands for the emerging plants from the seed we planted last
year. We will also install plugs of native wetland plants and work on improving the quality of
the upland prairies that surround the bank.

Forest Preserve Natural Resouce Management staff and Wildlife Ecologist Patrick McCrea recently
hosted a public wetland ecology education day at Wilkinson Marsh.
More of these events scheduled for this year.

Spring 2021 Prescribed Fire Report
‐Prepared by Joshua Clark
Spring is when we tend to get the most appropriate weather for prescribed fire. Like every spring this one had
weather challenges but we were able to get a fair amount of burning done. With the addition of Cole Hayden
to our staff we had a full crew throughout the fire season. It was a productive spring season, 80 acres total,
and I feel that we have an exceptional fire crew.
Goals for this season were to burn larger units instead of smaller segments and get back on our normal
rotation after last years limited season due to Covid. I feel that we accomplished these goals. A bonus this
season was that Terry and Simon led a second crew that burned two smaller units that were in need of fire.
So, on two great weather days we had two crews out putting fire on the ground. The following list describes
the units burned and lists the crew that burned them.

Spring 2021 Prescribed Fire Burns Accomplished List
1. Pottawatomi Woods‐ Small prairie north of the playground. (2 Acres)
Crew: Terry, Bob, Simon, and Rob.
2. Merritt Prairie‐ We had 2 burn days at Merritt. (25 acres)
On the first day the prairie just north of the pine trees in the middle of the
preserve was burned. Brisk north winds made this one a bit tricky with the
pines to the south of unit but we took our time on the south black line
letting it back burn about half of the unit then lighting our head fire.
Crew: Josh, Patrick, Damon, Cole, Dale and Volunteers John and Chris.
On the second burn day we burned the larger prairie to the north of the
prairie burned on the first day. With south winds and the unit to the south
burned the day before this unit was completed fairly quickly and allowed
us to move on to burning the units to the east of the parking lot. Those
units were fairly east to burn but with a south wind we had to again spend
extra time monitoring the pine trees and the duff under them for fire. We
did have one spot fire across the line that crew spotted and responded to
quickly.
Crew: Josh, Terry, Simon, Dale, and volunteers John and Chris.

3. Hoppe Heritage/South Branch Prairie‐ Gary’s Prairie (In memory of Gary
Haines, former staff member who planted many trees at Afton) (.5 acres)
This small prairie just west of the Hoppe shop was burned. This prairie had
plugs installed 3 years ago and had never been burned. Currently it has a
lot of weeds in it but this fire combined with herbicide treatment this
spring and seed this fall will improve the quality of this area.
Crew: Terry, Bob, Simon, and Rob

4. Swanson Grove‐ Middle Meadow and the Cacalia Meadow. (10 acres)
These units were burned on same day. We also burned the strip of prairie
that connects Prairie Oaks to Swanson grove. The wind was gusty but we
took our time setting up the black lines and had no issues.
Crew: Josh, Patrick, Damon, and Cole
5. Prairie Oaks‐ The north prairies and wetlands were burned. (14 acres)
The northwest prairie and wetland and the prairie and wetland east of
Haines Creek were burned as one unit. The north section by the parking
lot on the west side of creek and the west side of Haines’s Creek were
planted 3 years ago. They both burned well. The planted unit on the west
side has had weed issues but we are hoping this fire in combination with
herbicide this spring will start to improve the quality. We moved on to the
wet prairie on the west side of creek, south of trail, which is a fairly easy
unit with a wide trail to the west and the ponded water to the east. We
did have one spot fire across the west line which crewmembers Damon
and Cole responded to quickly. They stayed calm and used their training to
deal with the spot fire. Excellent job. We also burned the prairie up the hill
on the east of the pond. This prairie has some weedy grass issues which
we plan to spray this spring.
Crew: Josh, Patrick, Damon, and Cole.

6. Afton‐ Wetlands and wet prairies west side of phase 1,2, and 3 of the
wetland bank, middle prairie, the north shortgrass prairie and brome
areas north of parking lot 2 were burned at Afton. (30 Acres)
These units were burned over several days. The shortgrass prairie and
brome areas were burn on the same days. The grass prairie was planted 3
years ago with just short prairie grasses and sedges in an attempt to
create habitat that is preferred by many grassland birds. It has matured
nicely. We are hoping to see Bob O’ Links or Henslow’s Sparrows here. The
brome units are low‐quality prairies which we burned as a first step in the
restoration of these areas.
The wetlands and wet prairies west of the wetland bank burned well. The
main purpose of these burns was to clear away the old plant material so
that we can get in early in the spring and treat the invasive reed canary
grass before many other native plants emerge.
The middle prairie is surrounded by the Afton loop road. This prairie has
been burned annually for many years because of it’s early display of
shooting stars and wild hyacinth. It is a great prairie and I’ve been told
that some people drive down to Afton in the spring just to see them.
Crew: Josh, Patrick, Damon, Cole, and Dale.

Goals for the fall 2021 Fire Season:
1. Burn as many wooded acres as we can. Our woodlands have not seen much fire in recent years and
while they do not need to burn as frequently as prairie many have not seen fire in a decade or
more.
2. Rotate some of the prairies that have only ever been burned in the spring to a fall fire.
3. Conduct fall burns that will benefit our spring burn season. Burning certain units this fall that
border the units we plan to burn in the spring will help us move faster on spring fires by removing
possible jump and spot fire hazards on those units.
4. Line up further training opportunities for fire crew. It is critical that our crew have more in‐depth
training to gain a further understanding of fire and its behavior.
5. Research and gain a better understanding of how all aspects of weather influence fire behavior and
smoke management.

Head fire pushing into Afton prairie.

