WAUKESHA COUNTY LAND CONSERVANCY

RARE OAK ECOSYSTEM
CONSERVATION
PROJECT
WAUKESHA
WAUKESHA COUNTY
COUNTY LAND
LAND CONSERVANCY
CONSERVANCY

THE MEYER PRESERVE
A GLOBALLY IMPERILLED ECOSYSTEM

The Meyer Preserve is an 80-acre remnant oak ecosystem of
exceptional quality. A remnant ecosystem is an original, native
ecological community—that is, land that has been left relatively
undisturbed by human development for thousands of years. Oak
ecosystems are globally imperiled, and as such, protecting them is
our top priority.
Because of the high quality of this preserve, it will be one of the
most valuable and significant lands that WCLC has ever protected.
This property is home to a rare sedge fen and the state-threatened
kittentail plant, which add to the biodiversity of Waukesha County.
Kevin Doyle of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
found that this area of Waukesha County offers the best
opportunity for protecting kittentails in the state, and possibly the
world.
The Meyer Preserve is also part of the Mukwonago River project area.
It contains a stream that connects to the Mukwonago River, which
provides a large block habitat area for wildlife. The Mukwonago River
is home to 59 species of fish, seven of which are listed as endangered,
threatened, or species of special concern. It is one of the richest, most
biodiverse rivers in the state of Wisconsin.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF OAK ECOSYSTEMS
Intact oak ecosystems are now one of the rarest plant
communities on Earth. They create ideal habitats by providing
food and shelter for a variety of wildlife. Nearly every part of an
oak tree—from its roots to its bark and branches—provides
resources to wildlife.
As such, oaks are a keystone species; they can and must be restored
because they ensure the survival of so many other species. Even
though they are on the decline, oak ecosystems remain intact—but
there is so much we can do to help. We are faced with an opportunity
to protect them before it’s too late.

WHY ARE THESE IMPORTANT ECOSYSTEMS
IMPERILED?
Development, urban expansion, roadways, and natural disturbances
contribute to the decline and fragmentation of these oak ecosystems.
In addition, invasive species are beginning to shade out young oaks,
stifling future generations. Because oaks first evolved in places where
natural fire disturbances were more common than they are today, oaks
are not able to thrive like they once were.

WHAT IS A KEYSTONE SPECIES?
A keystone species is a plant that plays a unique and
crucial role in its ecosystem. Without keystone
species, an ecosystem would be dramatically
different or even cease to exist. The loss of one
species from this type of natural community—oak
trees, for example—can have a disproportionately
large effect on the entire community, including
plants, insects, and wildlife. Oak trees support more
wildlife than maple or basswood trees do. Over 500
species of insects live and feed on oaks, and many of
these insects provide food for both nesting birds
and the 350 different species of birds that migrate
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through Waukesha County twice each year. A
number of these bird species rely on oaks for food because so many insects live in oak trees. These bird species include the red-headed
woodpecker, which has suffered a 68 percent population decline because of the loss of oaks, as well as the eastern whip-poor-will, and the
cerulean warbler, which are also on the decline.

THE RESTORATIVE POWER OF PRESCRIBED BURNS
Without prescribed burns, the oak ecosystems cannot survive. Oak ecosystems require periodic stabilizing disturbances in the form of fire
to maintain ecological integrity. In other words, prescribed burns ensure that oak ecosystems can support abundant biodiversity, that they
can self-sustain and self-renew in the way that nature intended, and that their structures and functions—the living and nonliving elements
and processes that compose every ecosystem—are healthy and unimpaired.
Historically, fires were common in Wisconsin due to lightning storms and forestry practices used by Native American tribes including the
Menominee and the Ho-Chunk. Today, we use a similar technique, which we now call “prescribed burns.” WCLC land stewards pair fires
with careful planning and safety measures to manage and restore oak ecosystems. During a prescribed burn, fire is applied to a
predetermined area under specific environmental conditions to help restore the health of an ecosystem by removing invasive species,
creating space for native seeds to germinate and grow, and recycling nutrients back into the soil.

In fact, many of Wisconsin’s native plant and animal species are dependent on fire because it played such a significant role in their
evolutionary development. Although woody invasive species such as honeysuckle and buckthorn are unable to survive the blazes,
Wisconsin’s native oaks have evolved with thick bark and fast regrowth rates that allow them to survive and even thrive in the
aftermath of fire. Fire results in higher rates of oak regeneration because it opens the woodland’s understory to allow sun to reach
acorns and young oak saplings.
In addition to being an effective form of invasive-species removal, prescribed burns are cost-effective. This oak ecosystem is extremely
high quality thanks to Pam Meyer’s past investments and dedication to invasive-species removal and prescribed burning. Our priority is to
maintain this extremely high level of quality. WCLC must continue to invest in this restoration initiative. Much like maintaining the
infrastructure of a house to maintain its value, it is more cost-effective to perform this critical restoration now than to restore the preserve
once it has degraded. Once the area is cleared of invasive species and a long-term stewardship plan is in place, it will demand a great deal
less routine land management, which will further reduce cost.
With your support, we will be able to preserve what’s left of Wisconsin’s treasured oak ecosystems, maintain our state’s legacy of worldclass conservation and stewardship, and create a lasting impact on the environment for future generations.
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