Wet-mesic Prairie (Global Rank G2; State Rank S2)
Overview: Distribution, Abundance,
Environmental Setting, Ecological Processes

In the Upper Midwest, the term tallgrass prairie encompasses
Wisconsin’s wet, wet-mesic, mesic, and dry-mesic prairie
communities, all of which are dominated by grasses that can
reach heights of one to two meters or more. Wet-mesic Prairie
occurs mostly south of the Tension Zone on sites that are at
least seasonally saturated. Historically it was most prevalent
on poorly drained till plains and sometimes, in the southeastern part of the state, in glacial outwash channels where it
occurred in vegetation mosaics composed of other tallgrass
prairie communities, emergent marsh, sedge meadow, fen,
shrub-carr, and oak savanna.
Wet-mesic and Wet Prairies occur on mineral soils; Calcareous Fen and some sedge meadows develop on peaty,
organic soils. In Michigan, the transition from prairie to fen
can be quite abrupt, due at least in part to this basic soil difference (Ryan O’Connor, Wisconsin DNR, personal communication, 2012).
All of the tallgrass types have been reduced by well over
99% of their historical abundance in Wisconsin and elsewhere in the Upper Midwest, primarily because of outright
destruction and conversion of these fertile native grasslands
to croplands and pasture. Many of the wet and wet-mesic sites
have been drained by ditching and tiling, altering hydrology
and severely impacting prairie composition and long-term
stand viability. Wet-mesic Prairie is now globally rare and
provides critical habitat for some of Wisconsin’s rarest and
most sensitive native plants and animals.

Community Description: Composition and
Structure

The dominant tall grasses in Wet-mesic Prairie include big
blue-stem (Andropogon gerardii), blue-joint grass (Calamagrostis canadensis), prairie cordgrass (Spartina pectinata),
Canada wild-rye (Elymus canadensis), switch grass (Panicum
virgatum), fringed brome (Bromus ciliatus), marsh muhly
(Muhlenbergia glomerata), and sometimes, yellow Indian
grass (Sorghastrum nutans). Sedges are well represented
though seldom dominant in this community. Sedge species
found in Wet-mesic Prairie include Bebb’s sedge (Carex bebbii), Buxbaum’s sedge (C. buxbaumii), common lake sedge
(C. lacustris), tussock sedge (C. stricta), and rigid sedge (C.
tetanica). For other possibilities, see Hipp (2008).
Forb composition is diverse and can be exceptionally
showy, featuring species such as sky blue aster (Symphyotrichum oolentangiensis), eastern shooting-star (Dodecatheon
meadia), saw-tooth sunflower (Helianthus grosseserratus),
yellow star-grass (Hypoxis hirsuta), thick-spike blazing-star
(Liatris pycnostachya), brook lobelia (Lobelia kalmii), prairie
phlox (Phlox pilosa), Virginia mountain mint (Pycnanthemum virginianum), yellow coneflower (Ratibida pinnata),
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Locations of Wet-mesic Prairie in Wisconsin. The deeper hues shading the ecological landscape polygons indicate geographic areas of
greatest abundance. An absence of color indicates that the community has not (yet) been documented in that ecological landscape. The
dots indicate locations where a significant occurrence of this community is present, has been documented, and the data incorporated
into the Natural Heritage Inventory database.

prairie dock (Silphium terebinthinaceum), stiff goldenrod
(Solidago rigida), culver’s-root (Veronicastrum virginicum),
and golden alexanders (Zizea aurea). Among the pteridophytes likely to occur in Wet-mesic Prairie are sensitive fern
(Onoclea sensibilis) and marsh fern (Thelypteris palustris).
Tree cover in Wet-mesic Prairie is very low, typically less
than 10%. Shrub cover is also low and often deliberately
reduced by management techniques involving the use of prescribed fire, mechanical brushing, or herbicides. Characteristic shrubs of this natural community are several dogwoods,
willows, swamp rose (Rosa palustris), and sometimes shrubby
cinquefoil (Pentaphylloides floribunda).
Some of Wisconsin’s rarest plants are strongly associated
with Wet-mesic Prairie. A few examples are the U.S. Threatened and Wisconsin Endangered prairie white-fringed orchid
(Platanthera leucophaea), earleaf foxglove (Agalinis auriculata), wild hyacinth (Camassia scilloides), and hairy fimbristylis (Fimbristylis puberula). Other notable rare plants
occurring in this community are prairie milkweed (Asclepias
sullivantii), prairie Indian-plantain (Arnoglossum plantagineum), small white lady’s-slipper (Cypripedium candidum),
marsh blazing star (Liatris spicata), and white camas (Zigadenus elegans var. glaucus). For the current status of these and

other species mentioned here, see the Wisconsin Natural
Heritage Working List (WDNR 2016c).
The Oklahoma grass pink (Calopogon oklahomensis) is
known to have occurred in Wisconsin only from historical
records. It may have occurred in tallgrass prairie and savanna
complexes, which included Wet-mesic Prairie. More precise
information on the habitat affinities of this taxon is ambiguous and not readily available.
Rare animals strongly or moderately associated with Wetmesic Prairie are Franklin’s ground squirrel (Spermophilus
franklinii), Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus), Northern
Harrier (Circus cyaneus), Bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus),
LeConte’s Sparrow (Ammodramus leconteii), eastern massasauga (Sistrurus catenatus catenatus), Butler’s gartersnake
(Thamnophis butleri), boreal chorus frog (Pseudacris maculata), and Blanding’s turtle (Emydoidea blandingii). Among the

numerous rare invertebrates occurring in good quality Wetmesic Prairies are the Liatris borer moth (Papaipema beeriana),
Silphium borer moth (P. silphii), and Poweshiek skipperling
(Oarisma poweshiek).

Conservation and Management Considerations

The major factors leading to the present rarity of Wet-mesic
Prairie have been outright destruction, hydrological disruption via drainage (or more rarely, inundation), lack of periodic wildfire, prolonged grazing by confined livestock, and
the colonization by and spread of invasive species. Wetland
drainage has been extensive in many parts of southeastern

Several of the wet-mesic prairie remnants in the Scuppernong Basin
of southeastern Wisconsin are composed of exceptionally rich
assemblages of native grassland plants and animals. Kettle Moraine
State Forest - South Unit, Waukesha County, Southeast Glacial Plains
Ecological Landscape. Photo by Drew Feldkirchner, Wisconsin DNR.

Avoca is among the largest remaining prairies east of the Mississippi River. It is within the floodplain of the lower Wisconsin River
and crossed by seasonally flooded braided streams channels.
Topographic relief within this native grassland is estimated at only
around 4 feet, yet this is enough to support a continuum of natural
communities from inundated marshes in the lowest swales to drymesic prairie on the crests of the highest sandy ridges. A detailed
vegetation map would be most useful here, and this dynamic site
should be monitored carefully over the coming decades. Avoca Prairie State Natural Area, Iowa County, Western Coulees and Ridges
Ecological Landscape. Photo by Thomas Meyer, Wisconsin DNR.

Chiwaukee Prairie occurs on ridge-and-swale topography near
Lake Michigan in the southeastern corner of Wisconsin. In addition
to excellent examples of tallgrass prairie and fen communities, this
site supports an exceptionally high diversity of native grassland
plants, many of them now very rare. The dominant flowering forb
in this photo, taken in spring, is eastern shooting-star. Chiwaukee
Prairie State Natural Area, Kenosha County, Southern Lake Michigan Coastal Ecological Landscape. Photo by Thomas Meyer, Wisconsin DNR.

The owners/stewards of this privately-owned grassland south of Fort
Atkinson have invested thousands of hours in management efforts
to rehabilitate this formerly badly overgrown prairie. The work has
paid off, and the site is now recognized as one of the best examples
of this globally rare natural community in south central Wisconsin.
Allen Creek Prairie, Jefferson County, Southeast Glacial Plains Ecological Landscape. Photo by Eric Epstein, Wisconsin DNR.

Wisconsin and has led to type conversion (either to agricultural fields, or to shrub swamps or lowland hardwood forests)
and dominance by invasive plants such as reed canary grass
(Phalaris arundinacea).
Sediment and nutrient-laden runoff from agricultural fields,
construction sites, residential areas, and roads affects prairie
composition by favoring the growth of weedy plants such as
nettles, thistles, ragweeds (Ambrosia spp.), and common burdock (Arctium minus) as well as highly invasive species such
as reed canary grass. Several animal-dispersed shrubs, such
as glossy buckthorn (Rhamnus frangula), common buckthorn
(R. cathartica), and multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora), are also
having negative impacts in Wet-mesic Prairies.
The Wet-mesic Prairies are greatly reduced from their historical abundance, but from a conservation perspective, the
situation is less dire than for related upland tallgrass prairie
communities such as Mesic and Dry-mesic Prairies, and more
mesic oak savanna remnants. Good restoration opportunities
for this globally rare, species-rich natural community are few
(especially at the larger scales) but have been identified at
locations such as the South Unit of the Kettle Moraine State

Forest, within the extensive wetlands bordering the White
and Puchyan rivers, and around Rush Lake in east central
Wisconsin. More coordination and cooperation with land
managing public agencies and NGOs in Illinois would have
ecological and economic benefits for the extremely diverse
and ecologically significant Chiwaukee Prairie-Illinois Beach
complex. Along Lake Michigan, the core of the diverse natural community mosaic at Chiwaukee Prairie is a variant of
Wet-mesic Prairie known and described in Michigan as Lakeplain Wet-mesic Prairie. In the Driftless Area, Wet-mesic
Prairie is very rare, but good examples are known from the
valley of the lower Wisconsin River, with Avoca Prairie (Iowa
County) being especially important because of its size, overall condition, and functionally intact complex of associated
natural communities.
Additional vegetation sampling and monitoring is needed
for the community, focusing on those stands of especially
good quality, undergoing restoration, and/or located in the
Driftless Area.
Managers and others engaged in ecological restoration
should consult Packard and Mutel (1997) and Henderson
(1995), among others, when designing conservation plans for
tallgrass prairies, including Wet-mesic Prairie. Maintenance
of existing remnants will require active management, and
expansion of small, isolated stands—where that’s feasible—
will involve restoration. There are a few stands of diverse Wetmesic Prairie occurring within powerline or transportation
rights-of way, but conserving these without some type of buffering from the impacts of local land uses will be very difficult.

Additional Information

For more information on similar vegetation, see the natural community descriptions for Wet Prairie, Mesic Prairie,
Southern Sedge Meadow, Calcareous Fen, and Northern
Sedge Meadow. The U.S. National Vegetation Classification type most closely corresponding to Wet-mesic Prairie
is CEGL002024 Central Wet-mesic Tallgrass Prairie (FaberLangendoen 2001). However, the Wisconsin type encompasses the extremely rare and diverse CEGL005095 Lakeplain
Wet-mesic Prairie, which is not currently recognized as a
separate entity in our state but appears to be a good fit for
some of the native grasslands at Chiwaukee Prairie along
Lake Michigan in southeastern Kenosha County.
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