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Th e  South e ast Ne brask a 
Flagsh ip Initiative  is a 
partne rsh ip w h ose  purpose  
is to w ork  collaborative ly on 
conse rvation w ith  in th e  
Biologiscally-Uniq ue  
Landscape s in south e aste rn 
Ne brask a. Flagsh ip ste e ring 
com m itte e  m e m be rs include ;
-North e rn Prairie s Land 
Trust
-Spring Cre e k  Prairie  
Audubon Ce nte r
-Th e  Nature  Conse rvancy
-Th e  Ne brask a Gam e  &  
Park s Com m ission
Th e  Flagsh ip Inititative  w as 
form e d th rough  th e  
Ne brask a Natural Le gacy 
Proje ct. 
w w w .ne brask anaturalle gacy.
org

Update  on South e ast Flagsh ip Initiative  – by 
Jarre n Ku ipe rs

  It h as be e n ½ of a ye ar s ince  our last ne w sle tte r and m uch  h as 
occurre d s ince  th at tim e . Th e  H abitat Focus Group h as continue d 
to do h abitat w ork  on private  lands and th e  de m and for th e se  
proje cts h as be e n h igh , e ve n w ith  th e  re pre sse d e conom y. 
Rough ly $250,000 of Ne brask a Environm e ntal Trust and 
Landow ne rs Ince ntive  Program  funds w e re  allocate d to ne w  
h abitat proje cts, w h ich  involve  tre e  cle aring, pre scribe d burning, 
and burn-drive n grazing. Pre scribe d burning in th e  flagsh ip are a 
lik e ly h it at an all tim e  h igh  th is spring. Th e  Annual Tallgrass 
Prairie  Se m inar in January w e nt ve ry w e ll again th is ye ar. 
Rough ly 9 0 pe ople  atte nde d to le arn m ore  about carbon 
se q ue stration in prairie s , grazing m anage m e nt, m ark e ting your 
prairie  and oth e r topics.

  Th e  Re se arch  Focus Group is also active ly supporting th re e  
re se arch  proje cts th is spring and sum m e r.  Th e re  are  tw o 
graduate  stude nts studying th e  pote ntial im pacts of grassland 
fragm e ntation on prairie  inse cts.  Ch ris W ood of UNO is trying to 
unde rstand h ow  be e s re spond to th e  landscape  around th e m , 
e spe cially in are as w h e re  grasslands are  m ainly in sm all 
fragm e nts.  Kody Unstad (UNL) is look ing at th e  w ays inse ct 
com m unitie s diffe r be tw e e n th e  e dge  and ce nte r of prairie s to 
h e lp pre dict h ow  incre asing or de cre asing h abitat fragm e ntation 
m igh t affe ct prairie  inse cts.  Both  stude nts h ave  be e n m e e ting 
and talk ing re gularly w ith  Ch ris H e lze r and Craig Alle n (and 
oth e rs) as th e y de ve lop th e ir ide as and proposals. Th e  th ird 
proje ct is be ing le d by Ste ph e n W inte r of O k lah om a State  
Unive rsity, w h o h as initiate d a patch -burn grazing re se arch  
proje ct in e aste rn Ne brask a. H is re se arch  is funde d large ly 
th ough  th e  Ne brask a Gam e  and Park s Com m iss ion and w ill 
e xam ine  th e  e ffe cts of diffe re nt grazing syste m s on cattle  
condition, cool se ason grass invasion, and plant spe cie s dive rsity.

  Th e  Education Focus Group initiate d th e ir first focus group 
m e e ting th is spring at H om e ste ad National Monum e nt to analyze  
th e  basic ne e ds across th e  flagsh ip are a re late d to tallgrass 
prairie  e ducation and to brainstorm  on th e  de ve lopm e nt of future  
e ducation e ve nts and re source s. Spring Cre e k  Prairie  Audubon 
Ce nte r also com ple te d th e  de ve lopm e nt and printing of a 
tallgrass prairie  poste r th at fe ature s illustrations of com m on and 
uniq ue  prairie  w ildflow e rs of e aste rn Ne brask a and th e ir 
flow e ring tim e s. Th e y are  curre ntly de ve loping a broch ure  for th e  
South e ast Prairie s Biologically Uniq ue  Landscape  (BUL), w h ich  is 
ne arly re ady for printing.

W e e d W ipe r Available  
for Use  
Th e  Tallgrass Prairie  
Partne rsh ip Office  h as 
obtaine d a w e e d w ipe r to 
use  for h e rbicide  
application on aggre ss ive  
s h rubs and invasive  
w e e ds.  Th e  w e e d w ipe r 
use s a rolle r to apply 
h e rbicide  dire ctly to th e  
plants w ith out affe cting 
plants sh orte r th an th e  
targe te d invade rs.  It 
w ork s s im ilar to a soybe an 
w ick  or oth e r w ick  
applicators e xce pt th at th e  
rolle r is de s igne d to apply 
m ore  h e rbicide  to e ach  
plant th an a rope  w ick . 
 Th e  m ach ine  can be  
pulle d by ATV, tractor, or 
pick up and can be  
borrow e d from  th e  
Partne rsh ip Office  by 
calling Ke nt Pfe iffe r at 402-
228-0276.
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Se rice a Le spe de za – by K e nt Pfe iffe r

  For th e  past se ve ral ye ars, th e re  h as be e n grow ing aw are ne ss am ong 
county w e e d officials, re source  profe ss ionals, and landow ne rs of th e  
incre asing pre se nce  of an invasive  w e e d, se rice a le spe de za (Le spe de za 
cune ata), in south e ast Ne brask a grasslands.  Se ve ral countie s in th e  are a 
h ave  be gun th e  proce ss of controlling th is spe cie s , m ost notably w ith  th e  
form ation of th e  Five  Rive rs W e e d Manage m e nt Are a.  Early e fforts h ave  
focuse d on training landow ne rs and officials to ide ntify th e  plant and 
se tting up fie ld de m onstration plots.  

A Plant Th at Sh ould Scare  You and Oth e rs Th at Sh ouldn’t

  H ow e ve r, at som e  e ve nts h e ld at de m onstration plots th e re  h ave  be e n som e  m ixe d m e ssage s 
pre se nte d. A pre se nte r at a re ce nt e ve nt re pe ate dly com pare d se rice a to alfalfa.  Anoth e r said 
“If you se t out to de s ign th e  pe rfe ct forage  plant, se rice a w ould be  it, e xce pt for th e  h igh  tannin 
le ve ls it de ve lops.”  So w h ich  is it?  Is se rice a le spe de za a nasty w e e d or a m isunde rstood forage  
plant?  

  Unfortunate ly, th e  answ e r is th at it’s a nasty w e e d.  It is a state -liste d noxious w e e d in Kansas 
and is m oving th at dire ction h e re  in Ne brask a.  Th e  h igh  tannin le ve ls of se rice a m ak e  it ne arly 
w orth le ss as a forage  plant for m ost of th e  ye ar.  Be cause  it’s not palatable  to cattle  afte r th e  
e arly spring, se rice a incre ase s in abundance  unde r grazing.  Se rice a can outcom pe te  w arm -
se ason grasse s for both  ligh t and w ate r, so it slow ly conve rts native  pasture s to low e r-q uality 
spe cie s lik e  Ke ntuck y blue grass and, of course , se rice a le spe de za.  

  Th e re  are  a num be r of succe ssful control strate gie s th at can be  e ffe ctive  on se rice a le spe de za, 
but re pe ate d tre atm e nts are  th e  k e y be cause  a s ingle  tre atm e nt w ill not re m ove  it from  a 
pasture .  Th e  e ffort is w orth  it, e spe cially in Ne brask a be cause  th e  plant is not ye t w ide ly 
e stablish e d.  O k lah om a and Kansas h ave  h undre ds of th ousands of infe ste d acre s, but Ne brask a 
h as a le gitim ate  opportunity to e radicate  se rice a be cause  it is lim ite d to re lative ly fe w  locations. 
Eradication w ill re q uire  conce ntrate d e fforts at control and a conscious e ffort to avoid spre ading 
th e  plant from  site  to site  – e .g. cle aning e q uipm e nt afte r le aving a site  w ith  se rice a and avoiding 
m oving infe ste d h ay from  site  to site .  It w on’t be  e asy, but a truly coope rative  e ffort from  
landow ne rs, gove rnm e nt age ncie s , and conse rvation groups h as an e xce lle nt ch ance  of succe ss.

For m ore  inform ation go to w w w .m dc.m o.gov/landow n/grass/se rice a

Scary-Look ing but H arm le ss Plants – by Ch ris H elze r

  A com m on de finition of a w e e d is “a plant out of place ”, but th at doe sn’t re ally go far e nough .  If 
a plant is not ne ce ssarily w h e re  you w ant it, or look s “ugly”, doe s th at m e an it re q uire s your tim e  
and atte ntion?  Not ne ce ssarily.  W h ile  som e  plants can outcom pe te  and e ve n e lim inate  “good” 
plants, oth e r plants just com e  and go ove r tim e  base d on te m porary conditions.  Th e  plants in th at 
se cond cate gory could be  calle d “opportunistic” plants be cause  th e y’re  just tak ing advantage  of a 
situation w h e re  th e y can ge t a sh ort-te rm  com pe titive  e dge .  Typically, w ith  a ch ange  in w e ath e r 
(a w e tte r or drie r se ason) or a tw e ak  in m anage m e nt, th ose  opportunistic plants lose  out to 
stronge r com pe tition from  pe re nnial grasse s and oth e r stronge r plants.

  A fe w  e xam ple s of opportunistic plants th at can look  scary but rare ly ne e d se rious atte ntion are :
           -ironw e e d
           -ragw e e d (w e ste rn, com m on, and giant)
           -ve rbe na (h oary or w oolly ve rvain)
           -annual grasse s (foxtails, foxtail barle y, and annual brom e  spe cie s ak a w ild oats)
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  All of th e se  plants can e rupt in population size  unde r ce rtain conditions, but patie nce  and som e  
m inor ch ange s in m anage m e nt are  ge ne rally all th at is re q uire d to control th e m .  On m any of th e  
s ite s th at I h e lp m anage  for Th e  Nature  Conse rvancy w e ’re  using patch -burn grazing and oth e r 
s im ilar syste m s th at include  ve ry inte nse  grazing follow e d by long re st pe riods.  Th ose  grazing 
syste m s give  us first-h and e xpe rie nce  w atch ing opportunistic plants com e  and go.  W h e n th e  
dom inant grasse s in a pasture  are  graze d inte nse ly, th e y lose  root m ass, m ak ing space  for ne w  
plants to m ove  in.  Th e  plants th at m ove  in first are  typically th e  opportunistic plants on th e  above  
list – and oth e rs.  Th e ir se e ds are  ofte n in th e  soil w aiting for a ch ance  to ge rm inate , and th e  
re m oval th e  le ave s from  surrounding plants give s th e m  both  th e  ligh t and be low -ground m oisture  
th e y ne e d.

  H ow e ve r, once  th e  grazing pe riod is ove r and th e  grasse s ge t a re st pe riod to re cove r, th e y start 
re -building th at root m ass.  Th e  le ngth  of re cove ry tim e  de pe nds upon soil m oisture  and th e  e xte nt 
to w h ich  th e  plants w e re  stre sse d.  Long pe riods of inte nse  grazing and dry w e ath e r during th e  
subse q ue nt re st pe riod m ak e  for a slow e r re cove ry.  Th e y do re cove r, th ough , and as th e y do, th e  
opportunistic plants slow ly fade  aw ay.  W h at ofte n h appe ns is th at th e  opportunistic plants h old on 
for th e ir life span, but fail in th e ir e fforts to re produce  be cause  of th e  incre asing com pe tition from  
surrounding plants.  In th e se  case s, annual plants, (foxtails, foxtail barle y, w ild oats, com m on and 
giant ragw e e d, and m any oth e rs) disappe ar first be cause  th e y only live  for a single  se ason anyw ay. 
 Th e y ge t a single  se ason to grow  and flow e r, but once  th e y die , th e  se e ds of th e  ne xt ge ne ration 
e ith e r fail to ge rm inate , or ge rm inate  but q uick ly w ith e r unde r th e  com pe tition from  pe re nnial 
plants.  Plants w ith  longe r life spans lik e  ironw e e d, ve rbe na, w e ste rn ragw e e d, and oth e rs, m ay h old 
on for a couple  ye ars or e ve n a little  longe r be fore  th e y disappe ar, but e ve ntually th e y too lose  out 
and h ave  to w ait for th e  ne xt e ve nt th at provide s th e m  a ch ance  to flouris h .  Again, w e tte r w e ath e r 
spe e ds th e  re cove ry of pe re nnial grasse s and th e  rate  of disappe arance  for opportunistic plants.

  In case s w h e re  opportunistic plants appe ar e ve ry ye ar and don’t se e m  to fade  aw ay, you can 
usually de te rm ine  th e  cause .  Are as around w indm ills, m ine ral fe e de rs, s h ade  tre e s , e tc. are  
obvious place s w h e re  cattle  conce ntrate  and w h e re  pe re nnial grasse s rare ly ge t a ch ance  to 
m aintain th e ir dom inance .  In th ose  are as opportunistic plants rule  be cause  th e re  is alw ays ope n 
root space  and abundant ligh t for se e d ge rm ination and e stablish m e nt.  In oth e r case s, low  are as 
th at flood pe riodically, or sandy/grave lly are as th at are  prone  to drough t conditions can be  difficult 
place s for pe re nnial grasse s – and good site s for opportunistic plants.  Eve n h igh  nutrie nt inputs 
from  run-off from  ne arby fie lds can ch ange  th e  com pe titive  balance  tow ard som e  “w e e dy” spe cie s .  

  If you can de te rm ine  th e  re ason opportunistic plants sh ow  up on your land, you can usually find 
w ays to lim it th e m , or at le ast stop w orrying about w h e th e r you sh ould control th e m  or not.  Apart 
from  tw e ak ing m anage m e nt aw ay from  conditions th at favor th e m , control e fforts aim e d at 
opportunistic plants are  rare ly succe ssful.  Pe re nnial grasse s can e asily re -gain th e  ground if th e y 
h ave  ade q uate  soil m oisture  and a ch ance  to grow  le ave s and roots.  Killing sh ort-live d plants th at 
are  just filling ope n space  doe sn’t bring back  th e  pe re nnial grasse s any faste r – it just re -ope ns th e  
sam e  space s for m ore  opportunistic plants to fill again.  
 
  If it m ak e s you fe e l be tte r, just th ink  about all th e  be ne fits of th ose  opportunistic plants w h ile  
you’re  w aiting for th e m  to go aw ay.  Ironw e e d and ve rbe na are  tw o of th e  m ost im portant plants to 
pollinating inse cts, and ragw e e ds are  pre m ie r food and h abitat plants for q uail.  I’m  not sure  
th e re ’s anyth ing good about w ild oats, but I could be  w rong…   Anyw ay, don’t w orry about th e m  – 
th e re  are  too m any oth e r th ings to w orry about to w aste  your tim e  on plants th at don’t re ally h urt 
anyth ing.

Th istle s – by Ch ris H elze r

  I be t you didn’t k now  th at th e re  are  10 diffe re nt th istle  spe cie s in Ne brask a.  I’ll also be t you 
didn’t k now  th at h alf of th ose  spe cie s are  native  to th e  state  and are  be ne ficial plants for a num be r 
of w ildlife  and inse ct spe cie s .  In e aste rn Ne brask a th e re  are  th re e  spe cie s of th istle s th at are  
native .  Th e y include  tw o pe re nnial plant spe cie s , Flodm an’s th istle  and w avy-le af th istle , and th e  
bie nnial tall th istle .  All th re e  native  spe cie s can be  e asily se parate d from  th e ir non-native  re lative s 
by s im ply look ing at th e  bottom  side  of th e ir le ave s.  If th e  bottom  of th e  le af is brigh t w h ite  
(be cause  of tiny little  h airs), th e  th istle  is a native  spe cie s .  



Pe rsonnel Ch ange s at Tallgrass Prairie  Partne rsh ip Office  in Be atrice

  Th e  Tallgrass Prairie  Partne rsh ip in Be atrice  h ire d Nate  W alk e r in June  to assist w ith  private  lands 
h abitat proje cts and oth e r prairie  conse rvation w ork .  Nate  is from  W isconsin w h e re  h e  w ork e d on 
60,000 acre s of w ildlife  are as.  H e  spe nt a lot of tim e  w ork ing on landscape -scale  w ildlife  h abitat w ork  
th at h ave  give n h im  m any e xpe rie nce s th at m ak e  h im  w e ll suite d for th e  job.  Nate  is look ing forw ard 
to le arning m ore  about south e ast Ne brask a and m e e ting all of th e  gre at land ste w ards in th e  are a. 
 Th is adds a ne w  position to th e  office , bringing th e  total to th re e .  

  W h ile  w e  are  glad to w e lcom e  Nate  to th e  w orld of prairie  conse rvation in South e ast Ne brask a, w e  
are  sad to say goodbye  to Jarre n Kuipe rs, w h o is m oving to W yom ing.  Jarre n’s w ife  got an e xce lle nt 
position w ith  th e  Unive rsity of W yom ing in Cody.  North e rn Prairie s Land Trust plans to fill h is 
position th is fall.  Jarre n w rote  th e  follow ing note  for th is ne w sle tte r:

H e llo all,
It is  w ith  both  re gre t and e xcite m e nt th at I w ill be  le aving south e ast Ne bras k a th is  July for north w e st 
W yom ing. Most of m y re gre t is  for le aving th e  m any s ince re  and pass ionate  pe ople  th at I h ave  gotte n 
to w ork  w ith  ove r th e  last five  ye ars , m ost particularly th e  landow ne rs  of Je ffe rson, Gage , Paw ne e , and 
Joh nson countie s  and th e  staff of NPLT, NGPC, TNC, SCPAC, and oth e rs . My e xcite m e nt on th e  oth e r 
h and is  not just in s e e ing a ne w  place  or tack ling ne w  ch alle nge s . I am  e xcite d for th os e  th ings th at are  
ye t to be  accom plis h e d h e re  in South e ast Ne bras k a th ough  th is  collaborative  e ffort calle d th e  
South e ast Flags h ip Initiative . Th e re  is  m uch  to be  accom plis h e d th rough  collaboration and finding 
com m on ground. Th at com m on ground m ost ce rtainly include s  a de s ire  to prote ct and e nh ance  th e  
re m aining dive rs e  native  plant and anim al com m unitie s  for th e  be ne fit of future  ge ne rations and train 
th e  ne xt ge ne ration of land ste w ards . I be lie ve  th e s e  th ings can and w ill be  accom plis h e d, and th at is  
e xciting.

Th ank  you for your e ncourage m e nt and support ove r th e  ye ars . God ble ss .

Jarre n Kuipe rs  - jtk uipe rs@ h otm ail.com

  Am ong th e  non-native  th istle s pre se nt in e aste rn Ne brask a, m usk , Canada, and plum e le ss th istle s 
are  noxious w e e ds th at w e ’re  all re q uire d to control, and bull th istle  is a non-native  spe cie s th at can 
be  proble m atic in som e  place s.  Controlling th e se  spe cie s can be  tim e  consum ing and e xpe nsive  
e nough  w ith out also trying to attack  m ore  spe cie s of th istle s th at are  native  and don’t ge ne rally 
cause  proble m s.  Native  th istle s m ay be  spiny and arguably unattractive , but th e y are  also im portant 
parts of grassland e cosyste m s.  Th e y are  e xtre m e ly im portant polle n and ne ctar source s for 
pollinators and provide  large  nutritious se e ds for a varie ty of w ildlife  spe cie s .  Am e rican goldfinch e s 
e ve n ne st m uch  late r in th e  grow ing se ason th an m ost oth e r birds for th e  prim ary purpose  of tim ing 
th e  birth  of th e ir young w ith  th e  availability of tall th istle  se e ds.  So – along w ith  all of th e  
opportunistic plants liste d in th e  above  article , you can add native  th istle s to your list of plants to 
ignore  (or e ve n appre ciate !) as you go afte r th e  re al w e e d proble m s on your land. 

Flodm an's th istle W oolly ve rvain Foxtail barle y--ph otos by Ch ris H e lze r
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