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1. Summary 
 
Following provisional adoption of the Conservation and Restoration Strategy for Native Prairie 
and Oak Habitats, the College of Forestry established two task forces for evaluating and ranking 
oak and prairie resources on McDonald-Dunn Forest.  Inventories of oaks and prairies were 
completed in 2007, covering more than 400 acres of oak groves, 138 individual oak trees, and 
nearly 200 acres of meadows.  The task forces developed guidelines and indicators as the basis 
for recommending which groves, trees and meadows should be restored. 
 
Oak groves 

• The Oak Task Force recommends a long-term commitment to active habitat restoration 
in 9 oak groves encompassing approximately 210 acres.  These high priority � Tier 1�  
groves are distributed across the forest and include 3 groves (Carson Prairie, Forest Peak 
and Jackson Place) that are adjacent to meadows with a native prairie component. 

• Restoration goals in Tier 1 groves depend on current conditions and whether the desired 
future condition is oak savanna or oak woodland.  In general, restoration activities 
include releasing individual trees from competing trees, managing tree spacing, treating 
and restoring the understory, recruiting future legacy trees, and long-term maintenance 
and monitoring. It is recommended that restoration of Tier 1 groves begin within 5 years. 

• Tier 2 (moderate priority) status is recommended for another 11 areas comprising 169 
acres where oak and madrone trees contribute compositional and structural diversity to 
the forest.  The Task Force recommends release and retention of select oaks and 
madrones within Tier 2 groves rather than restoration of the entire grove.  Release 
harvests should be timed to coincide with nearby forest operations such as thinning, 
salvage and road maintenance.  Most of the acreage in Tier 2 is in the Oak Creek area. 

• The task force recommends no restoration for 26 acres of oak groves in Tier 3  However, 
when these areas are harvested, oak and madrone trees should be designated as character 
trees as defined in the Forest Plan. 

 
Oak and madrone trees 

• 43 oak trees from the 2007 inventory are recommended for full release within 2 years.  
Most of these high-priority trees are located near but outside the boundaries of Tier 1 
groves.  All have an open-grown form and are at moderate to high risk of loss to 
competitive exclusion. 

• Full release is defined as removal of all competing trees to expose the full crown to 
sunlight.  For mature trees, a release-gap radius of up to 100 feet is recommended.  

• 22 oaks and 2 madrones designated for moderate-priority release are less vulnerable to 
competitive exclusion or were deemed to be lower quality than the high-priority trees.  
Release harvest could be done when forest harvest operations occur in the vicinity. 

• 7 oaks designated for low-priority release are high quality but currently are not 
vulnerable to competitive exclusion.  The recommendation is revisit these trees every 10 
years to determine the need for release. 

• There are an additional 97 oak and 7 madrone trees exceeding 30 inches dbh that have 
been identified through the Forest�s periodic forest inventory and which were not 
evaluated as part of the oak inventory in 2007.  These trees should be assessed using the 
protocol from the oak tree inventory and assigned a priority level for release. 
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Prairies 
• The Prairie Task Force recommends active restoration in seven meadows of ecological 

significance based on the presence of remnant �hots pots� of native prairie plants: Carson 
Prairie (25 acres), Forest Peak (3 acres), Jackson Place (51 acres), Charlie Meadows near 
Chip Ross Park (14 acres), Oak Creek (37 acres), Hidden Meadows (a series of small 
meadows in the upper Soap Creek area), and Butterfly Meadows (1.3 acres). 

• Currently, only Butterfly Meadows is being actively managed to maintain prairie habitat. 
• Prairie habitat in the other six meadows is declining precipitously due to invasion by 

woody and exotic species, therefore it is critical that restoration begin within 2 years. 
• Recommended restoration activities include removal of woody species, control of non-

native species, reintroduction of native species through seeding and outplanting, and 
periodic controlled burning or mowing to remove thatch. 

• Restoration of meadows adjacent to oak groves should be compatible and integrated with 
restoration activities in those groves. 

 
Other recommendations 

• Integrate oak-prairie database and GIS layers into Forest planning efforts. 
• Develop site-specific restoration plans, prescriptions and harvest analyses for Tier 1 oak 

groves, prairies and for individual trees recommended for high-priority release.  
• Develop marking guidelines for designating oaks and madrones as � character trees� and 

use that designation to identify and release oaks and madrones in conifer harvest units. 
• Measure and assess the release potential of legacy trees (oaks or madrones with dbh > 24 

inches and an open-grown structure) not documented in the 2007 inventory or periodic 
inventory, when they are encountered in the forest.  Add them to the oak database. 

• Utilize the Invasive Plant Species Management Plan developed for McDonald-Dunn 
Forest to control the spread of invasive species in and near restoration areas. 

• Collaborate with the College of Agriculture on inventory, conservation, restoration and 
research of oak habitats on lands they manage near McDonald-Dunn to broaden the scale 
and impact of habitat enhancement. 

• Develop a funding plan for monitoring and restoration activities in partnership with other 
organizations.  As outlined in the Conservation and Restoration Strategy of the Forest 
Plan, revenue from release harvests should be used to conduct other restoration activities 
in oak groves and prairies.  Revenues and costs associated with restoration can be used as 
a match when seeking funding from outside sources. 

 
Research, Teaching and Demonstration 
 
The growing interest in oak-prairie habitat restoration and management in Oregon has created a 
need for new knowledge in support of applied restoration methods and restoration ecology for 
these habitats.  At the same time, there is increasing demand among college students for classes, 
field experience and degree programs in restoration ecology.  With adoption of the Conservation 
and Restoration Strategy, and a commitment to oak-prairie restoration, the College of Forestry is 
positioned well to respond to these needs through research, teaching and outreach. The 
restoration activities recommended here will provide OSU faculty and students with 
opportunities to design, develop and implement restoration management practices, research, 
monitoring and education in a broad and interdisciplinary context.  The Task Forces have 
identified several potential research and education projects toward this end. 
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2. Introduction 
 
2.1 Background 
 
In 2006 the College of Forestry provisionally adopted the Conservation and Restoration Strategy 
for Native Prairie and Oak Habitats in McDonald-Dunn Forest (Appendix 3 of the 2005 Forest 
Plan).  The goals of the Strategy are to (1) conserve and restore the ecological functions and 
cultural values of some of the remnant prairie, savanna and oak habitats in McDonald-Dunn 
Forest; (2) incorporate research, teaching, and demonstration opportunities with the restoration 
activities; and (3) establish collaborative partnerships with governmental and non-governmental 
entities to most effectively accomplish goals 1 and 2. 
 
In 2007 the College established the Legacy Oaks Task Force (LOTF) and the Prairie Task Force 
(Table 1) which were charged with recommending to the College where on the Forest the 
Conservation and Restoration Strategy should be implemented.  This report summarizes the Task 
Forces� recommendations and the process that was used to arrive at those recommendations. 
 
Table 1. Members of the Legacy Oaks and Prairie Task Forces. 
 

Legacy Oaks Task Force 
Name Area of expertise Affiliation 
Dave Hibbs forest ecology / hardwood silviculture OSU, Dept of Forest Science 
Al Kitzman park planning / oak habitat restoration Benton County Parks 
Susan Morre restoration ecology OSU, Dept of Forest Resources 
Rob Pabst, Chair forest ecology OSU, Dept of Forest Science 
Dan Rosenberg landscape ecology/wildlife biology OSU, Dept of Fish & Wildlife 
Dave Vesely wildlife biology Oregon Wildlife Institute 
David Zahler media/outreach, forest management OSU, Forestry Media Center 

Prairie Task Force 

Name Area of expertise Affiliation 
Matt Blakeley-Smith, 
Chair 

conservation biology Institute for Applied Ecology 

Deborah Clark prairie and wetland ecology OSU, Biology Program 
Paul Doescher restoration ecology OSU, Dept of Forest Resources 
 
2.2 Historical and current day context 
 
At the time of Euro-American settlement, it is estimated that oak savanna and upland prairie 
habitats occupied more than 1,000,000 acres of the Willamette Basin (Hulse 1998) and about 
72% of what is now McDonald-Dunn Forest (OSU College of Forestry 2005).  At present, it is 
likely that less than 5% of those habitats remain, and most are on private land.  These habitats 
evolved under a warmer climatic regime and were maintained by Native Americans through 
prescribed burning and other practices.  Land conversion, population growth, vegetation 
succession, fire suppression, and the spread of non-native invasive plants have all taken a toll on 
the oak-prairie habitats, compromising their ecological function.  It should be no surprise that 
several plant and animal species associated with or dependent on these habitats are in decline or 
listed by state and federal governments as sensitive, threatened or endangered.  Furthermore, 
there is evidence that the Willamette Valley was an Ice Age refugium for Oregon white oak 
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(Mathewson et al. 2003), lending further urgency to conserving oaks from a perspective of 
genetic diversity. 
 
Interest in conserving and restoring oak and prairie habitats is growing rapidly among citizens, 
government agencies and non-governmental organizations.  Indeed, more and more public and 
private landowners are dedicating acreage and resources to oak and prairie habitat restoration in 
the Willamette Valley, Puget Trough and on Vancouver Island.  Some landowners are able to 
take advantage of conservation incentive programs.  In other areas, groups of landowners and 
organizations such as watershed councils are pooling their resources and knowledge to have a 
larger impact on habitat restoration.  Restoration efforts are also underway on many public lands 
in the Valley, including Finley and Baskett Slough National Wildlife Refuges, numerous State, 
County and City parks, and federal lands managed by the Forest Service and Bureau of Land 
Management.  On many fronts there are opportunities for collaboration and partnership that may 
enhance the ability to leverage funding for restoration.  For instance, the recent Declaration of 
Cooperation between Benton County and Oregon State University for the Benton County Prairie 
Species Habitat Conservation Plan illustrates one such opportunity, and underscores the 
importance of an integrated approach to restoration. 
  
The growing commitment to oak-prairie restoration and management in Oregon has created a 
need for rigorous research, monitoring and outreach in support of applied restoration methods 
and restoration ecology.  Moreover, there is greater demand among college students across the 
country for classes and degree programs in restoration ecology.  With adoption of the 
Conservation and Restoration Strategy, and a long-term commitment to oak-prairie habitat 
restoration in McDonald-Dunn Forest, the College of Forestry will be well positioned to meet the 
needs of this diverse clientele through new research, teaching and outreach. 

Legacy oaks form the core of a small grove in a savanna restoration at Bald Hill. 


