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Preamble  
 
The Benton County Prairie Conservation Strategy has been developed to educate 
citizens and land managers about at-risk habitat and species in Benton County, and to 
provide voluntary long-term strategies for conservation on both public and private lands.  
The Strategy is the result of input from local citizens and land managers who 
participated in meetings, workshops, and a web based survey.  The Benton County 
Habitat Conservation Plan Stakeholder Advisory and Technical Advisory Committees 
guided the goals and objectives of the Strategy, as well as provided technical 
information on species and habitats (Benton County 2010).  The information in thi s 
Strategy provides a reference for landowners and land managers to recognize at-risk 
habitat and species, and understand where these species occur in Benton County.  This 
information is useful for planning efforts to protect listed species and reintroduce  
species no longer locally present.  
 
Habitat loss due to land use change and invasive species has led to the decline of many 
species locally and worldwide.  Conservation actions on privately owned land are 
essential for protection of unique habitats and r are species that occur across multiple 
ownerships.  Several chapters in this Strategy provide additional information specifically 
for voluntary private landowner conservation actions.  This information is appropriate 
both for those who wish to collaborate on projects with public agencies or who are 
interested in working ind ependently.  For those working independently, relevant 
chapters in this guide include Chapter 3: Species habitat needs, Chapter 5: Habitat 
conservation guide for private lands, and Chapter 6: Landowner incentives and 
opportunities.  It is hoped that local citizens will utilize the information in this Strategy 
to learn about local conservation efforts and to participate where possible.  
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1 Background and purpose  

Benton County encompasses some of the highest quality prairie and oak habitat in the 
Willamette Valley of Oregon.  These habitats support unique plant and animal species 
and contribute to the scenic landscape enjoyed by Benton Countyôs residents and 
visitors.  Though significant remnants of prairie habitats remain in Benton County, much 
of the historic prairie, oak savanna, and oak woodlands have been lost to land use 
conversion, habitat fragmentation, fire and flood suppression, and invasive species 
introductions (ODFW 2006).  Populations of several plant and animal species dependent 
on prairie and oak habitat have declined and several are listed as threatened or 
endangered by Federal and State agencies.  Strategic conservation planning can help 
focus conservation actions around the best remaining habitat for the benefit of both 
listed species and species that may be at risk for future extinction.   
 
This strategy was developed as one of the 
Conservation Measures of a multi-species 
Habitat Conservation Plan funded by a U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service grant to Benton 
County and also serves as a stand-alone 
reference document.  The continued 
existence of prairie habitats and species 
depends on the willingness of land 
managers and private landowners to 
voluntarily undertake conservation actions.  
This document provides an overview of 
voluntary actions that can be enacted in 
Benton County to increase prairie habitats 
and recover high priority species. 

Prairie cons ervation strategy vision  

The vision for the Prairie Conservation Strategy is that:  
Benton County will contain abundant and high value prairie and oak habitat for 
secure populations of native species.  Prairie and oak habitat are valued 
community assets for native species protection, scenic landscapes, and 
recreation opportunities. 
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Benton County conservation issues  

In the Willamette Valley, prairie and oak habitats have declined from their 
historic extent and, unless protected and restored, will likely c ontinue to decline 
due to a variety of factors, including land use change to accommodate future 
population growth and invasive species spread.  In Benton County, much of the 
historic open prairie and oak habitat has been developed into farmland and 
urban areas or has become Douglas-fir forest through natural succession.  The 

few remaining habitat patches have been 
maintained by low intensity management.  Habitat 
patches that were once interconnected are now 
isolated from one another by roads, forests, 
agricultural fields, and other habitat types.  This 
habitat fragmentation makes it difficult for some 
plant and animal species to disperse between 
patches, reducing their ability to survive over the 
long term.  
 
Fire suppression and altered floodplain 
connections over the last two centuries have 

allowed native shrubs and trees to displace prairie species and slowly prairies 
have been replaced by ash and coniferous forests in a process called 
succession.  In addition, non-native species introduced to our region pose a 
new threat to prairie ecosystems by changing the habitat ecology and 
composition. 
 
The primary threats to prairie and oak habitat are:  

¶ Habitat loss and fragmentation through development  
¶ Invasion by non-native plant species 
¶ Vegetative succession to shrub and tree species 

Benton County conservation opportunities  

There are many opportunities for habitat conservation in Benton County due to the 
remaining intact prairie sites and the conservation interest of Benton Countyôs citizens.  
Many dedicated individuals and groups are working to restore and protect prairie and 
oak habitat on private and public lands.  State and federal agencies, as well as several 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), manage more than 16,000 acres of land for 
conservation in Benton County.  Many private landowners also manage much of the 
best remaining native habitat on their own or in partnership with public agencies and 
NGOs and their work is crucial for maintaining habitat for rare native species.  Engaging 
private landowners in prairie conservation is key to this strategy for native prairie and 
oak habitat retention in Benton County and throughout the Willamette Valley.  
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How this strategy was prepared  

This strategy is the result of input from land managers, scientists, and lo cal 
citizens who participated in meetings, workshops, and a survey between 2006 
and 2009.  Groups associated with Benton Countyôs Prairie Species Habitat 
Conservation Plan were convened to share ideas and information on the 
species and habitats discussed here.  The Stakeholder Advisory Committee to 
the HCP held a series of meetings to define the vision, goals and objectives of 
this strategy, as well as obstacles to conservation and solutions to these 
challenges.  In addition, this group set the scope of the  strategy, including the 
habitats and species to be included.  Riparian habitats are an integral 
component of ecosystem processes but were excluded to focus the strategy on 
prairie and oak habitats.   
 
Technical information on the habitats and species 
was provided by the Technical Advisory Committee 
to the HCP and its taxonomic subgroups.  An online 
survey conducted in 2009 provided background 
information on community willingness to participate 
in habitat conservation on public and private lands, 
and identified obstacles, priorities and techniques for 
community engagement.  With technical and 
community information in hand, the Stakeholders 
reconvened in a summer workshop to discuss on-
the-ground priorities for prairie habitats in Benton 
County, focusing on site-specific needs of the local landscape and opportunities 
for establishing connectivity between habitat patches and populations.  Benton 
County Natural Areas and Parks Department staff and consultants assembled 
the outcomes of this process into a single document.  The result is summarized 
in this strategy.    

Strategy goals  

Prairie Conservation Strategy goals were developed to guide long-term conservation of 
prairie and oak habitat for native species in Benton County.  Actions recommended by 
this strategy are voluntary and emphasize opportunities for public and private 
landowners to work together towards habitat conservation.  Funding for conservation is 
often limited, so efficient methods for species c onservation using diverse sources of 
funding are crucial.   

  

Short-eared Owl ©  Rod Gilbert 
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Goal 1 Actions 

¶ Identify areas within Benton County that hav e prairie or oak habitat with a 
predominantly native plant component.  

¶ Identify actions for strategic habitat conservation. 

¶ Identify at -risk species that would benefit from prairie or oak habitat 
management and the habitat requirements for these species. 

¶ Identify current habitats in Benton County that support at -risk native 
species. 

¶ Identify connectivity needs and obstacles for these species and their habitat 
on unprotected lands. 

¶ Identify actions for strategic species conservation. 

 
 

Goal 2 Actions 

¶ Identify voluntary tools for conservation.  
¶ Identify opportunities to engage private landowners in habitat conservation.  
 

 
Goal 3 Actions 
¶ Identify existing funding sources for conservation.  

¶ Identify gaps in funding for conservation.  
 

  

Hitchcockôs blue-eyed-grass 

Goal 1: Identify prairie and oak habitats and habitat attributes important 
to Benton Countyôs at-risk species  

 

Goal 2:  Encourage voluntary cooperative partnerships among public and 
priva te landowners and the general community to enhance conservation  

 

Goal 3:  Facilitate access to diverse sources of funding to maximize the 
likelihood of stable support  
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How  to use this strategy  

This strategy outlines an approach for interested parties, both public and 
private, to conserve and restore habitats and recover prairie -dependent species 
in Benton County in a non-binding, non-regulatory framework.  Chapters in this  
document are structured around the key steps needed for habitat conservation 
at any location:  
¶ Identify key habitats (Chapter 2)  

¶ Identify key species (Chapter 3) 
¶ Understand habitat geography and locate partners (Chapter 4) 
¶ Identify actions (Chapter 5)  
¶ Get help (Chapter 6) 
 
Identification of the key habitats already, or potentially, present at a site, 
including wetland prairie, upland prairie and savanna, and oak woodland, is 
covered in Chapter 2.  Chapter 3 discusses key species, from the uncommon to 
the endangered, that could be supported and describes their habitat, 
population, and connectivity needs.  With this information a landowner or 
manager can decide which habitats and species their property has the potential 
to support.  Chapter 4 describes the existing network of p ublic and 
conservation lands in Benton County, putting into geographic context 
restoration projects on public or private lands.  Actions needed to support 
these habitats and species locally are identified in Chapter 5, with high and low 
priorities assigned to such activities as enhancing existing sites and populations, 
creating new populations or restoring habitats to provide connectivity across 
the landscape, and conducting outreach to the local community.  Landowners 
and managers can find their sites on the maps in this section and learn how 
their actions can contribute directly to conservation.  Finally, chapter 6 
describes several conservation tools available to private individuals and public 
agencies, from technical to financial assistance and existing support programs 
to new ideas.  This strategy puts necessary information into the hands of our 
local community, enabling conservation through informed action.  

Northern red-legged frog  

© James Bettaso USFWS 
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2 Key habitats  

Habitat selection criteria  

This Prairie Conservation Strategy focuses on three key habitats with 
opportunities for conservation in Benton County.  Upland prairie/oak savanna, 
wet prairie, and oak woodland habitat types have been identified in the 
Oregon Conservation Strategy as being particularly reduced by development 
in the Willamette Valley (ODFW 2006).  Additionally, the loss of prairie habitat 
in Benton County has contributed to the listing 
of several prairie-dependent species which 
makes protection of prairie habitat particular ly 
important.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS) has finalized a Recovery Plan for 
listed prairie-dependent species and for 
additional prairie species that may be 
candidates for listing in western Oregon 
(USFWS 2010).  This Prairie Conservation 
Strategy applies the USFWSôs recovery criteria 
from that plan to identify networks of habitat 
that could assist in the recovery of listed 
species.   
 
All of the selected habitat types have been mapped in the Willamette Valley 
by several groups and are defined in the International Terrestrial Ecological 
Systems Classification system (NatureServe 2009).   
 
The key habitat types addressed in this strategy are:  
 

¶ Willamette Valley Upland Prairie and Oak Savanna  

¶ Willamette Valley W et Prairie  

¶ North Pacific Oak Woodland  

 
Conservation of these broadly defined habitat types across our landscape will serve to 
improve conditions for rare species as well as the diverse suite of species that reside in 
those habitats.  Landscape level conservation actions will also allow for increased 
connectivity between fragmented sites. 
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Habitat descriptions  

Upland prairie and savanna  

Upland prairies are among the most threatened ecosystems in Oregon.  These 
open grasslands historically occurred across the Willamette Valley and 
supported diverse animal and herbaceous plant species.  Upland prairies are 
typically dominated by perennial grasses and annual or perennial forbs.  
Savanna areas may also contain widely spaced (a few trees per acre) open 
grown Oregon white oaks (Quercus garryana), Douglas-fir ( Pseudotsuga 
menziesii), or ponderosa pines (Pinus ponderosa) with wide ca nopies.  In the 
Willamette Valley, upland prairies and savanna typically occur on low elevation, 

well draining slopes along the valley 
bottom and surrounding foothills.  This 
habitat was historically maintained by 
seasonal fire.   
 
Common native grasses in upland 
prairie include Roemerôs fescue (Festuca 
roemeri), California oatgrass (Danthonia 
californica), prairie junegrass (Koeleria 

macrantha), blue wildrye ( Elymus glaucus), and Lemmonôs needlegrass 
(Achnatherum lemmonii).  Native forbs that are commonly intermixed with the 
grasses include Oregon sunshine (Eriophyllum lanatum), slender cinquefoil 
(Potentilla gracilis), dwarf checkermallow ( Sidalcea virgata), lance selfheal 
(Prunella vulgaris ssp. lanceolata) and Tolmie startulip ( Calochortus tolmiei). 
 
Plant species that invade the prairie when there is a lack of management 
include native woody species such as Douglas-fir and non-natives such as 
oneseed hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), Scotôs broom (Cytisus scoparius), 
Himalayan blackberry (Rubus armeniacus), false brome ( Brachypodium 
sylvaticum) and a wide diversity of other invasive plants.  
 
Key at-risk species associated with upland prairie and savanna include: 
Fenderôs blue butterfly (Icaricia icarioides fenderi), Taylorôs checkerspot 
butterfly ( Euphydryas editha taylori), field crescent butterfly ( Phyciodes 
pulchella), tailed copper ( Lycaena arota), Western 
Meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta), Streaked Horned 
Lark (Eremophila alpestris strigata), camas pocket 
gopher (Thomomys bulbivorus), golden paintbrush 
(Castilleja levisecta), Kincaidôs lupine (Lupinus 
sulphureus ssp. kincaidii), shaggy horkelia (Horkelia 
congesta ssp. congesta), and Willamette daisy 
(Erigeron decumbens var. decumbens). Field crescent © Rod 

Gilbert 






























































































































