
Overview: Distribution, Abundance,  
Environmental Setting, Ecological Processes
Dry-mesic Prairie is a native grassland community that 
occurs south of the ecoclimatic Tension Zone. Along with 
the other tallgrass prairie communities, Dry-mesic Prairie 
has been almost eliminated from the Upper Midwest, and 
the remaining occurrences are mostly small and isolated, pre-
senting difficult challenges for conservationists, planners, and 
site managers. Historical abundance is difficult to estimate for 
this natural community. Curtis (1959) estimated that ca 30% 
(or 630,000 acres) of Wisconsin’s prairie cover was Dry-mesic 
Prairie before Euro-American settlement. Estimates of pres-
ent abundance are less uncertain as only a few hundred acres 
of this rare natural community are known to persist across 
its statewide range. 

In glaciated southeastern Wisconsin, the landforms sup-
porting this community include outwash, extinct glacial 
lakebeds, and till plains. Several occurrences are known 
from drumlins and the lower slopes and bases of end and 
recessional moraines. Soils are generally somewhat sandy and 
include sandy loams, loamy sands, and fine sands. Nutrient 
levels are moderate to low. Dry-mesic Prairie is found on less 
droughty sites than Dry Prairie or Sand Prairie but supports 
some of the same species as those communities. 

In the unglaciated Driftless Area of southwestern Wis-
consin, Dry-mesic Prairie occurs on the lower slopes and at 
the bases of sandstone or dolomite bluffs and on sandy ter-
races flanking the large river floodplains. At a few locations, 
Dry-mesic Prairie has been found on large sandy or gravelly 
islands within river floodplains. In glaciated southeastern 
Wisconsin, Dry-mesic Prairie was most strongly associated 
with either coarse-textured end or recessional moraine or 
with sandy outwash. 

Historically, Dry-mesic Prairie occurred with other native 
grasslands such as Dry and Mesic prairies and with other fire-
dependent natural communities such as oak savanna and oak 
forest. On river terraces, the community mosaic within which 
Dry-mesic Prairie was embedded often included Sand Prairie 
and Oak Barrens or, more rarely, Pine Barrens. 

Community Description: Composition and 
Structure
The dominant grasses are generally of tall or medium stature, 
with some representation by the shorter species. The most 
characteristic graminoids are big blue-stem (Andropogon 
gerardii), yellow Indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans), needle 
grass (Stipa spartea), prairie dropseed (Sporobolus heterol-
epis), and few-flowered panic grass (Dichanthelium oligosan-
thes). Grasses that are strongly to moderately associated with 
Dry-mesic Prairie include switch grass (Panicum virgatum), 
Canada wild-rye (Elymus canadensis), and several additional 
panic grasses (Dicanthelium spp.). 

The forb component is more diverse in the dry-mesic 
than in the dry or mesic prairies and may include species 
that are associated with these other prairie communities. 
Prevalent forbs include sky-blue aster (Symphyotrichum ool-
entangiense), hoary puccoon (Lithospermum canescens), false 
boneset (Kuhnia eupatorioides), rough blazing-star (Liatris 
aspera), thimbleweed (Anemone cylindrica), whorled milk-
weed (Asclepias verticillata), purple prairie-clover (Dalea 
purpurea), stiff sunflower (Helianthus pauciflorus), grooved 
yellow flax (Linum sulcatum), prairie cinquefoil (Potentilla 
arguta), and gray goldenrod (Solidago nemoralis). 

Among the numerous rare plants associated with Dry-
mesic Prairie are the U.S. Threatened prairie bush-clover 
(Lespedeza leptostachya), clustered poppy mallow (Callirhoe 
triangulata), Hill’s thistle (Cirsium hillii), field dodder (Cus-
cuta pentagona), pale purple coneflower (Echinacea pallida), 
cream gentian (Gentiana alba), American feverfew (Parthe-
nium integrifolium), prairie-turnip (Pediomelum esculentum), 
pink milkwort (Polygala incarnata), rough rattlesnake-root 
(Prenanthes aspera), hairy wild petunia (Ruellia humilis), and 
white camas (Zigadenus elegans ssp. glaucus). Several of these 
species are globally rare (e.g., clustered poppy mallow, Hill’s 
thistle, and prairie bush-clover), and some of the Wisconsin 

Dry-mesic Prairie (Global Rank G2G3; State Rank S2) 

Locations of Dry-mesic Prairie in Wisconsin. The deeper hues shad-
ing the ecological landscape polygons indicate geographic areas of 
greatest abundance. An absence of color indicates that the commu-
nity has not (yet) been documented in that ecological landscape. The 
dots indicate locations where a significant occurrence of this com-
munity is present, has been documented, and the data incorporated 
into the Natural Heritage Inventory database.
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populations are of especially high conservation significance 
because of large population size and high site viability. 

Animals of conservation importance because of their rar-
ity or strong association with this natural community include 
mammals, birds, reptiles, and invertebrates. Examples are 
American badger (Taxidea taxus), Franklin’s ground squir-
rel (Spermophilus franklinii), plains pocket gopher (Geomys 
bursarius), Bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus), Dickcissel 
(Spiza americana), Eastern Meadowlark (Sturnella magna), 
Henslow’s Sparrow (Ammodramus henslowii), Northern 
Bobwhite (Colinus virginianus), Northern Harrier (Circus 
cyaneus), and Western Meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta), 
gophersnake (Pituophis catenifer), Blanding’s turtle (Emy-
doidea blandingii), and the regal fritillary (Speyeria idalia).

As so many of the better quality Dry-mesic Prairie rem-
nants are small or linear, many of the vertebrates mentioned 
are likely to persist only in prairies that occur within or 
adjacent to more extensive areas of compatibly managed 

herbaceous cover. The same may hold true for some of the 
specialized invertebrates, such as those that are highly depen-
dent on one or a few plant species for their continued exis-
tence. Populations of such plants would have to be multiple, 
large, secure, or exist in close proximity to ensure that the loss 
of any single plant population would not lead to the subse-
quent loss of some animals as well. 

Some native grassland species do make use of shrubs and 
thickets as nest sites, feeding areas, hunting perches, and 
song perches. These include rare species such as Loggerhead 
Shrike (Lanius ludovicianus), Bell’s Vireo (Vireo bellii), and 
Northern Bobwhite. 

Conservation and Management Considerations
Historically, Dry-mesic Prairie occurred with other native 
grasslands and oak savannas south of the Tension Zone. In 
common with all of the fertile and productive tallgrass prai-
rie communities, Dry-mesic Prairie has been greatly reduced 

This small but diverse prairie occurs on a west-facing slope between 
two sandy terraces bordering the Mississippi River. Important grasses 
are big blue-stem, little blue-stem, yellow Indian grass, and needle 
grass. A number of showy native forbs also occur here. Midway Prai-
rie State Natural Area, La Crosse County, Western Coulees and Ridges 
Ecological Landscape. Photo by Thomas Meyer, Wisconsin DNR.

Dry-mesic prairie. Dane County, Western Coulees and Ridges Ecologi-
cal Landscape. Photo by Thomas Meyer, Wisconsin DNR.

DNR biologist Cathy Bleser conducting surveys at extensive grassland 
composed of patches of dry-mesic prairie embedded within non-
native, formerly pastured “surrogate grasslands” near Barneveld. 
Iowa County, Southwest Savanna Ecological Landscape. Photo by 
Eric Epstein, Wisconsin DNR.



in extent due to conversion of former prairie to agricultural 
cropland, residential areas, or tree plantations. Prolonged 
exposure to heavy grazing generally favors nonnative plants. 

Currently, many of the sites supporting Dry-mesic Prairie 
remnants occur within travel or utility corridors. Isolation of 
these remnants limits their ability to support area-sensitive 
species. Over time the loss of species with poor dispersal 
abilities is increasingly likely. Once a species is lost from a 
remnant, many of the grassland natives will have difficulty 
recolonizing isolated sites without active intervention. 

Active management is required to maintain this commu-
nity, including the use of prescribed fire, mechanical brush 
removal, and the judicious use of herbicides. Management is 
likely to be more successful where the remnants can be buff-
ered and embedded within other managed grasslands and 
savannas. The proximity of extensive surrogate grasslands 
and open wetlands can help maintain populations of some 
area-sensitive prairie animals. At larger scales, especially, it 
may be more feasible to include important microsites such as 
rock outcrops, sandblows, springs, and seepage ponds. 

Invasive herbs adversely affecting this community include 
Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis), Canada bluegrass (P. 
compressa), smooth brome (Bromus inermis), Canada this-
tle (Cirsium arvense), white sweet-clover (Melilotus albus), 
and yellow sweet-clover (M. officinalis). Nonnative invasive 
shrubs include autumn olive (Elaeagnus umbellata), several 
Eurasian honeysuckles (especially Lonicera tatarica, L. mor-
rowii, and the hybrid Lonicera x bella), common buckthorn 
(Rhamnus cathartica), and multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora). 
Woody natives can be problematic, especially sumacs (Rhus 
spp.), cherries (Prunus spp.), eastern red-cedar (Juniperus 
virginiana), and box elder (Acer negundo). Note that the 
total elimination of the shrub component is not necessarily 
desirable, especially for those large sites containing multiple 
grassland communities, complex topography, and natural 
firebreaks. Such decisions need to be made on a site-specific 

basis, especially when the shrubs are native, generally nonin-
vasive, and provide food and cover for native wildlife. Exam-
ples are gray dogwood (Cornus racemosa), American plum 
(Prunus americana) and Canadian plum (P. nigra), native 
roses (Rosa spp.), and hawthorns (Crataegus spp.). At those 
sites where rare species such as Loggerhead Shrike, Bell’s 
Vireo, and Northern Bobwhite still occur, management 
plans need to carefully weigh the pros and cons of retaining 
shrubs; they certainly should not be eliminated from native 
grassland situations everywhere. 

Most Dry-mesic Prairie remnants occur in areas where 
agriculture is now the dominant land use. Remnants on some 
of the large river terraces, for example, along the Mississippi 
River, continue to be reduced in size, fragmented and isolated 
by center pivot irrigation-based agriculture and residential 
development, and encroached upon by invasive plants. 

As the vast majority of the land within the range of this 
community is privately owned, partnerships with NGOs and 
individuals are essential to achieve effective conservation. The 
Prairie Enthusiasts, the Wisconsin Chapter of The Nature 
Conservancy, and the Mississippi Valley Conservancy are 
among the effective nongovernmental organizations work-
ing on the conservation of prairies in southern Wisconsin. 

Additional Information 
For additional Information, see the natural community 
descriptions for Dry Prairie, Mesic Prairie, Sand Prairie, 
Oak Openings, and Oak Barrens. In the “Selected Habitats” 
section of this chapter, refer to Surrogate Grasslands and 
Sand Barrens. The U.S. National Vegetation Classification 
community most closely resembling Wisconsin’s Dry-mesic 
Prairie is CEGL002214 Midwest Dry-mesic Prairie (Faber-
Langendoen 2001). 

Also see:
Packard and Mutel (1997)

FROM: Epstein, E.E. Natural communities, aquatic features, and selected habitats of Wisconsin. Chapter 7 in The ecological land-
scapes of Wisconsin: An assessment of ecological resources and a guide to planning sustainable management. Wisconsin Department 
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