
Sand Barrens (Global Rank GNR; State Rank SU)
As conceived and described by Curtis in The Vegetation of Wis-
consin (1959), Sand Barrens were treated as an upland assem-
blage of herbs and shrubs on sandy soils that had been highly 
disturbed and degraded by past anthropogenic disturbances. 

The term is used here to describe sand prairie or bar-
rens communities that had been severely disturbed by past 
anthropogenic uses such as cropping or heavy grazing. The 
habitats resulting from such land uses have remained open 
but are typically weedy (“weeds” may be among the dominant 
plant species), often contain patches of unvegetated ground, 
were sometimes used as dumps or playgrounds for off-road 
vehicles, and, where the terrain slopes, may show signs of 
significant erosion. 

Sand Barrens is an herb-dominated upland assemblage 
that occurs mostly on unstable or semi-stabilized alluvial 
sands along major rivers such as the Mississippi, Wisconsin, 
Chippewa, and Black. They are also present within sandy 
glacial lakebeds and on outwash plains, especially in central 
Wisconsin in the Central Sand Plains and Central Sand Hills 
ecological landscapes. Sand Barrens is partly, in some cases 
perhaps wholly, anthropogenic in origin, often occurring on 
sites that had formerly been disturbed by past attempts to 
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Locations of  Sand Barrens 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.

raise crops (i.e., they had been plowed), or heavy and pro-
longed grazing.

Composition is highly variable but typically includes a 
prominent, sometimes dominant, weed component. Unveg-
etated “blowouts” are characteristic microsites within Sand 
Barrens vegetation (they may also occur rarely in Sand Prairie 
communities and in Great Lakes Dune). The native compo-
nent of the flora is made up of plants most often associated 
with sandy prairies and barrens communities and may include 
little blue-stem (Schizachyrium scoparium), June grass (Koele-
ria macrantha), Great Plains flat sedge (Cyperus lupulinus), 

Severely disturbed by past land uses, some parts of this sandy ter-
race along the lower Wisconsin River are recovering well. Natural 
communities that would have formerly occurred here include sand 
prairie and oak barrens. Blue River Sand Barrens, Grant County, West-
ern Coulees and Ridges Ecological Landscape. Photo by Eric Epstein, 
Wisconsin DNR.

This heavily disturbed sand barrens is slowly recovering as plants 
adapted to the extremely xeric conditions recolonize the site. This is one 
of the southernmost populations of jack pine in Wisconsin. Gotham 
Barrens State Natural Area, Richland County, Western Coulees and 
Ridges Ecological Landscape. Photo by Andy Clark, Wisconsin DNR.



As seen in this aerial view, Blue River Sand Barrens State Natural Area 
occurs on a broad sand terrace flanking the Wisconsin River. Although 
formerly disturbed by attempts at agriculture and now hemmed in by 
pine plantations and cropland, this recovering remnant has retained 
many of the native plants and animals that inhabit rare natural com-
munities such as sand prairies and barrens. The direct connection 
to the Wisconsin River floodplain greatly increases this site’s value 
to declining or otherwise vulnerable species. Grant County, Western 
Coulees and Ridges Ecological Landscape. Photo by Cathy Bleser, 
Wisconsin DNR.

Formerly grazed and at least partially plowed, this 20-acre remnant 
of the 14,000-acre Sauk Prairie is one of the few persisting patches 
of native prairie on this heavily cropped sandy terrace adjoining the 
Wisconsin River. Though still showing evidence of past disturbance, 
implementation of a management plan that includes prescribed 
burning, brush removal, and invasives control has allowed the cover 
of native plant species to increase significantly. Among the native 
species present are at least several of high state and federal conser-
vation concern. Schluckebier Sand Prairie State Natural Area, Sauk 
County, Western Coulees and Ridges Ecological Landscape. Photo by 
Thomas Meyer, Wisconsin DNR.

Schweinitz’s flat sedge (C. schweinitzii), false heather (Hudso-
nia tomentosa), bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi), sand cress 
(Arabis lyrata), three-awn grasses (Aristida spp.), rock spike-
moss (Selaginella rupestris), and the earthstar fungi (Geastrum 
spp.). Exotic plants are frequently present, including pernicious 
invasives such as spotted knapweed (Centaurea biebersteinii), 
leafy spurge (Eupohorbia esula), and cypress spurge (E. cyparis-
sias). Other weeds are a mix of exotic and native or naturalized 
species, such as sheep sorrel (Rumex acetosella), sandbur (Cen-
chrus longispinus), and moth mullein (Verbascum blattaria). 

Rare plants such as prairie fame-flower (Phemeranthus 
rugospermus) and brittle prickly-pear (Opuntia fragilis) can 
occur in sandy habitats almost devoid of other vegetation, 
where competition is minimal. Though certain kinds of dis-
turbance can temporarily create habitat that is suitable for 
these species, colonization by highly aggressive exotic plants 
(especially spotted knapweed and the nonnative spurges) is 
likely and often occurs. In the absence of active management, 
these undesirable plants may take over such habitats and 
diminish or eliminate their ability to support the sensitive 
and sometimes rare native species. 

Many of the sensitive vertebrates associated with Sand 
Prairie may also occur in Sand Barrens, though this is in 
part dependent on stand size, connectivity, compatible stand 
context, and land use history. Though highly disturbed, 
sand barrens habitats may provide important habitat for a 
diverse group of rare or unusual, sometimes highly special-
ized organisms, including mammals, birds, herptiles, and 
invertebrates. Among the noteworthy native vertebrates that 
use Sand Barrens habitats are American badger (Taxidea 
taxus), Franklin’s ground squirrel (Spermophilus franklinii), 
Lark Sparrow (Chondestes grammacus), Grasshopper Spar-
row (Ammodramus savannarum), Vesper Sparrow (Pooecetes 
gramineus). Common Nighthawk, gophersnake (Pituophis 
catenifer), and slender glass lizard (Ophisaurus attenuatus). 

Sand Barrens can complement open or semi-open natural 
communities such as Sand Prairie, Dry Prairie, Oak Barrens, 
Pine Barrens, and Bedrock Glade by increasing their effective 
size for at least some species. However, management plans 
must be designed and implemented to address problems 
such as the spread of invasives, erosion and the expansion of 
unvegetated blowouts, and a continuation of destructive land 
uses that will ultimately diminish or eliminate the habitat’s 
conservation values. 

For related information, see the descriptions for Sand 
Prairie, Dry Prairie, Oak Barrens, Pine Barrens, and Bedrock 
Glade in the Natural Communities section.

Also see: 
WDNR (2011b)
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