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INSTRUCTIONS FOR NATIVE PRAIRIES ASSOCIATION OF TEXAS 

 PRAIRIE SEEKERS ASSESSMENT FORM 

Revised 5-30-17  

 

A team of 3 to 4 people should conduct the survey filling the following positions: data recorder, plant ID, 

additional flora/fauna spotter, iNaturalist/photographer. 

  

SECTION I. GENERAL INFORMATION 

 

Questions 1 – 2, Roadside Survey or Property Survey, (check box) Check if the survey was conducted 

from a roadside right-of-way or if permission was granted to conduct the survey on private/public 

property. 

 

Question 3, Date, (numeric) Enter the date of site visit. 

 

Question 4, 30m Circle Plot or 100-Step Line Survey Photo, (check box) Check box if you took photos of 

the survey plot or line.  

 

Question 5, 100-Step Line Survey, (check box, text) *This is a separate form.  

Use this survey technique if you are at a site where you do not have access to the prairie and/or if you 

do not have room to conduct a 30m Circle Plot survey. The 100-Step Line survey is used along road 

right-of-ways, railroad tracks or other linear properties. This survey provides a quick assessment species 

composition and percent cover to determine the amount of grass, forb and woody cover; as well as bare 

ground.  

 

To conduct this portion, you will need the datasheet, a pen, two pin flags, a GPS, and a camera. Use the 

pin flags to mark the beginning and end of the survey. At the start point of your survey: insert a pin flag 

in the ground, take a picture looking forward along your line, and record the GPS coordinates. Using the 

100-Step Line Survey datasheet, take 100 steps. At each RIGHT foot step along the line, record the 

species at the tip of your right shoe and check the box for the life form: grass, forb, woody, or bare 

ground. (If you do not know the species, you can take a guess, write a description or generalization, or 

leave blank.) After recording 100 steps (every right foot), add together each respective column. To make 

it easier, every quarter has a column total. The grand total on page two is obtained by adding the four 

quarters together. These totals estimate the percent cover for each category. For example, if you 

recorded 45 total “hits” for grass, then grass cover would equal 45 percent. 

 

Question 6, 30m Circle Plot Survey, (text, numeric) Check this box if you use the 30m Circle Plot Survey. 

Instructions for filling out this survey (included in the datasheet) are at Section IV. 

 

Questions 7 - 13, Surveyor Name -Zip Code, (text) Enter the date of site visit, name of the primary 

surveyor, and their contact information. We encourage a team approach to site evaluation so more than 

one person may be participating in a site visit, but information on only one contact is needed. 

 

Question 14, iNaturalist, (check box) Check Yes or No if you joined the ‘Prairie Seekers – NPAT’ 

iNaturalist project. Please upload any flora and fauna that you photographed at the site (even if you are 
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unable to ID). The iNaturalist community of experts should be able to help with identification. When 

uploading, provide relevant information such as soil, light requirements, behavior, or anything that will 

help the iNaturalist experts confirm your ID. 

 

While photographing, please set your cell phone GPS on so that each photo will collect coordinates of 

the subject. You can also manually enter the coordinates on the edit mode of the iNaturalist 

observation.  

 

Question 15, iNaturalist User Name, (text) Please provide your user name. 

 

Question 16, Site Name, (text) Enter the site name based on the surveyor’s choice. If on public property 

or right-of-way, include that in the site name; if on private property and the owner has area names, use 

that. If a site has considerable variation in soils, topography, vegetation, or distinctly separated 

geographically; please split the site into separate surveys. If a site is divided into multiple surveys please 

list them in the name as: ‘BearCreekRanch001…002…003’  

 

Question 17, Site City/County, (text) Enter the city or county in which the site is located. The 14 counties 

within the Fort Worth Chapter include Clay, Montague, Cooke, Jack, Wise, Denton, Palo Pinto, Parker, 

Tarrant, Erath, Hood, Somervell, Johnson, and Hill. 

 

Question 18, Site Acreage, (numeric) Enter the number of acres contained in the site. See “Appendix 1 

NRCS Web Soil Survey” for directions on obtaining site acreage. You may also use Google Pro (free) to 

determine acreage. 

 

Question 19a – b, Latitude and Longitude, (numeric) Enter the latitude and longitude at the initial 

location point from which the site survey starts. Use the decimal format rather than the minute and 

second format if at all possible. (ex: 32.848909, -97.491319) If you conduct the 30m survey, enter the 

coordinates from that centerpoint.  

 

Question 20, 4 Landscape Photos (N,E,S,W), (numeric) Enter the number of broad landscape site photos 

taken and e-mailed to fwnpat@gmail.com. Please label the photos the same as the site datasheet and 

include the cardinal direction for each photo. Example: BearCreekRanch001 - North 

 

Question 21, Directions to the Site, (text) Describe how to locate the site. For example, ‘The site is on 

the south side of CR123, 3.2 miles west on CR 123 from the intersection of CR 123 and St. Hwy. 

 

Question 22, Current Owner, (check box) Indicate ownership, if known. Public ownership includes 

highway right-of-ways or parks, etc. 

 

SECTION II. LANDSCAPE-SCALE SITE DESCRIPTION 

 

Question 23a – c, Soil Features, (check box) Identify certain unique soil structures such as mima 

mounds, gilgai, or barrens. Mima mounds arise in sandy soil and are low, flattened, circular structures 

whose origins are not well understood. Gilgai are shallow depressions that form as a result of 

shrink/swell in clay soils. Barrens are areas of shallow soil that create a harsher environment and is 
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populated with drought-resistant species. Mima mounds, gilgai and barrens host a unique suite of 

prairie plants. 

 

Question 24, NRCS Soil Map, (text) Reminder to pull the NRCS Soil Map for the site. Write the dominant 

soil profile at the 30 meter survey or start of the 100 step line survey. Example: Aledo/Maloterre 

 

Question 25a – b, Soil Fauna, (check box) Identify whether or not species are present that burrow into 

the soil. Examples of species include prairie pocket gophers, ants, rodents, crayfish, earthworms, prairie 

dogs, armadillos, and skunks. Soil burrowers are beneficial in that they provide a natural level of 

disturbance that allows space for early successional (see Appendix II) plant species to grow. Many of 

these species provide pollinator and seed resources to the prairie. Their burrowing activities also provide 

habitat sites for other species, benefit the soil by increasing water infiltration, and provide nutrient 

exchange through lateral soil displacement. 

 

Question 26, Soil Burrower List, (text) List any soil burrowers identified from question 22 based on 

evidence such as borrows, fresh mounds of soil, or both, but the type burrower is not known, indicate 

type as “Undetermined”. 

 

Question 27a – d, Hydrology, (check box) Check box if any of these hydrologic features are present: 

glade, seep, creek. Glades are shallow soil areas where bedrock is exposed. The shallow soil and extreme 

conditions discourage tree growth and favor prairie species. A seep is a point at which ground water hits 

an impermeable surface and surfaces. Specialized flora, adapted to extreme variations of wet and dry 

soils grow in seeps. Creek, pond & lake are additional hydrologic features. 

 

Question 28a – c, Ecotype, (check box) Check which ecotype is representative of your site: Blackland 

Prairie, Grand Prairie (Fort Worth Prairie) or Cross Timbers savanna. A map of the land ecotypes is 

available at http://www.lib.utexas.edu/geo/pics/ecoregionsoftexas.jpg.  

 

Question 29a – d, Vegetation Type, (check box) Check only one of boxes a-c, and then check box d, for 

designating edge effect, if the site’s prairie vegetation is fragmented by fences, extensive bare ground, 

roads, or woody species. Savanna types have mature trees spaced roughly twice as far apart as the 

trees’ height; with grass and forbs in the interspaces. Open prairies have only a minimal percent cover of 

trees and woody shrubs, and is typically less that 5 percent of the cover. Also, bare ground on open 

prairies is typically less than 2 percent of total cover, and is created from species of soil burrowers or 

barren-forming soils. As trees and woody species increase in a prairie above 5 percent but below 25 

percent it would be classed as a savanna. As woody species occupy more than 25 percent of the cover it 

would be designated as an invaded prairie. 

 

Question 30a – e, Grass Quality Descriptor, (check box) Check box that describes the quality of the 

grass: High, Medium, Low, Poor, None. Using the Increaser versus Decreaser grass species abundance in 

response to grazing pressure, select one of the following descriptors: High, medium, low, poor, none. 

Decreaser grasses are productive, high quality prairie grasses of the original climax vegetation stand that 

are highly palatable to livestock and tend to decrease across the site as a response to grazing pressure. 

Increaser grasses are species in the original stand that increase under grazing pressure. They are less 

palatable than the decreaser grasses and therefore are able to persist and increase at a site.  
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High = Decreaser grasses dominate – 60% or higher 

Medium = Decreaser grasses are the majority but impacted 

Low = Increaser grasses are in the minority and there are some exotic grass species present 

None = There are no native grasses on the site 

 

Table 1. Common Decreaser and Increaser Grass Species 
 

Common Name Scientific Name Common Name Scientific Name 

Decreaser Grasses 

Little bluestem Schizachyrium scoparium Switchgrass Panicum virgatum 

Big bluestem Andropogon gerardii Sideoats grama Bouteloua curtipendula 

Indiangrass Sorghastrum nutans Eastern gamagrass Tripsacum dactyloides 

Texas cupgrass Eriochloa sericea Tall dropseed Sporobolis compositus 

Sand lovegrass Eragrostis trichodes Canada wildrye Elymus canadensis 

Purple threeawn Aristida purpurea Plains lovegrass Eragrostis intermedia 

Purpletop Tridens flavus   

Increaser Grasses 

Silver bluestem Bothriochloa laguroides  Blue grama Bouteloua gracilis 

White tridens Tridens albescens Hairy grama Bouteloua hirsuta 

Slim tridens Tridens muticus Tall grama Bouteloua pectinata 

Oldfield threeawn Aristida oligantha Texas wintergrass Nasella leuchotricha 

Shribner’s 

rosettegrass 

Dichanthelilum 

oligosanthes 

Buffalograss Buchloe dactyloides 

 

Questions 31a – e, Pollinator Habitat, (check box) Check the number of flowering species at the time of 

survey. A higher number of flowering species is indicative of a higher pollinator diversity. 

 

Questions 32a – d, Pollinators Observed, (text) List pollinators observed. Generic descriptions, such as 

“hummingbird” “butterfly” “bee” or “wasps”, are okay. If none are observed enter “none” in blank 32a 

and leave the remaining blanks empty. 

 

Questions 33, Number Observed, (numeric) Provide a general count of number of pollinators observed.  

 

Questions 34a – b, Reptiles Observed, (text) List any reptiles observed. Generic descriptions, such as 

“snake” are okay. If none are observed enter “none” in blank 34a and leave the remaining blank empty. 

 

Questions 35a – b, Amphibians Observed, (text) List any amphibians observed. Generic descriptions, 

such as “toad” are okay. If none are observed enter “none” in blank 35a and leave the remaining blank 

empty. 

 

Questions 36a – b, Mammals Observed, (text) List any mammals – or sign of mammals – observed. 

Generic descriptions, such as “small rodent” are okay. If none are observed enter “none” in blank 36a 

and leave the remaining blank empty. 

 

Questions 37a – d, Prairie Bird Habitat, (check box) Indicate whether bird habitat is excellent, good, fair, 

or poor. Check only one box. In general, good prairie bird habitat correlates with adequate roosting and 
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nesting cover interspersed with a grass and forb vegetation that contains seed producing plants. These 

type species are more common in late-to-mid and early-to-mid successional prairies indicated by late-to-

mid and early-to-mid successional states as measured in Appendix II. 

 

Question 38, Specific Prairie Birds Targeted, (circle) Circle all birds observed. Additional information on 

birds targeted for habitat restoration work may be found at the Oaks and Prairie Joint Venture website 

http://www.opjv.org/. Designation of birds seen but not identified is discussed below, as is the situation 

if no birds are observed. Additional bird species observed can be added to the ‘Additional Species 

Observed’ sheet. 

 

SECTION III. LANDSCAPE-SCALE VEGETATION ASSESSMENT 

 

This section provides an overview assessment of the site. Looking beyond your 30m Circle Plot Survey or 

your 100-Step Line Survey center or beginning coordinates; assess the acreage surrounding. Look to the 

horizon – or at least a property boundary and estimate the following top 3 – 5 vegetation categories: 

grasses, forbs, woody species and invasives.  

 

Question 39a – e, Dominant Grasses; (numeric) List top 3 – 5 dominant grasses.  

 

Question 40, Indicator Grasses (circle any present on site). There are certain species that help indicate 

the health of the prairie, as well as soil type. These species may not be dominant at the site. 

 

Question 41a – e, Dominant Forbs; (numeric) List top 3 – 5 dominant forbs.  

 

Question 42, Indicator Forbs (circle any present on site). There are certain species that help indicate the 

health of the prairie, as well as soil type. These species may not be dominant at the site. 

 

Question 43a – c, Dominant Woody species; (numeric) List top 3 dominant woody species. 

 

Question 44a – c, Dominant Invasives; (numeric) List top 3 dominant invasives.  
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Table 2. Non-Native Invasive Plants by Grass, Forb, and Woody Species 
 

Common Name Scientific Name Common Name Scientific Name 

Grasses 

Rescue grass Bromus catharticus Japanese brome Bromus japonicas 

Cheatgrass Bromus tectorum Bermudagrass Cynodon dactylon 

Wilmann lovegrass Eragrostis superba Weeping lovegrass Eragrostis curvula 

Johnsongrass Sorghum halepense Giant reed Arundo donax 

Dallisgrass Paspalum dilatatum King Ranch bluestem Bothriochloa ischaemum 

Bamboo Phyllostachys spp.   

Forbs 

Bastard cabbage Rapistrum rugosum Malta Star-Thistle Centaurea melitensis 

Scotch Thistle Onopordum acanthium Blessed Milk Thistle Silybum marianum 

Kochia Brassia scoparia Horehound Marrubium vulgare 

Sow thistle Lactuca serriola Musk thistle Carduus nutans 

Chinese lespedeza Lespedeza cuneata   

Woody species 

Tree of heaven Ailanthus altissima Ligustrum spp. Ligustrum spp. 

Japanese honeysuckle Lonicera japonica Chinaberry tree Melia azedarach 

Heavenly Bamboo Nandina domestica Salt cedar Tamarix ramosissima 

Note: More information on invasive species may be found at: http://www.texasinvasives.org/. 

 

SECTION IV. SITE RELATION TO HUMAN ACTIVITY 

 

Questions 45a – f, Threats, (check box) Check all imminent threats that apply. If none are known, leave 

all blank.  

 

Questions 46a – i, Disturbance, (check box) Check all disturbances that apply. If none are known, leave 

all blank. Disturbances are tricky in that grasslands evolved under disturbances such as fire, periodic 

drought, and grazing. What we are seeking is information about possible disturbances that are 

disrupting ecological process, such as carbon sequestration in the soil, photosynthesis potential, or 

hydrologic and nutrient cycles to such a level that the ecosystem is degraded through loss of soil, 

nutrients, plant, or animal species. 

 

Questions 47a – l, Public Benefit, (check box) Check all public benefits that apply. If none are known, 

leave all blank.  

 

SECTION V. 30M CIRCLE PLOT SURVEY 

 

Use this survey technique if you are at a site where there is enough room to conduct a 30m survey. 

Texas Parks & Wildlife Department (TPWD) collects this specific data when their botanists assess sites. 

This survey is designed to dovetail with TPWD’s technique in order to identify species composition, 

dominance and cover class and link that data geospatially with coordinates. 

 

To conduct this portion, you will need the datasheet, a pen, four pin flags, a 30 meter tape, a compass, a 

GPS, and a camera. Select a centerpoint. Record the coordinates for this point. Pull the tape 15m from 

the centerpoint to north and insert a pin flag. Go back to the center and determine east; pull the tape 
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15m out and put a pin flag. Continue on until you have inserted pin flags in all four cardinal directions. 

This should outline a circle that is 30m diameter. Go back to the centerpoint and take a picture from the 

center looking out at each cardinal direction. Methodically walk the circle and determine the dominant 

grasses, forbs, woody and invasive species and determine percent cover class. Cover class does not have 

to equal 100%. But try to rank the dominants of each category according to the percent ranges listed at 

the top of the sheet. 

 

*If there are other species present that you’d like to add to the list, please enter them on the 

supplemental form ‘Additional Species Observed” sheet. Adding to that list will help paint an even 

clearer picture of the site (listing anything from plants, bird, invertebrates, mammals, fungi, etc.).  

 

Question 48a – e, Dominant Grasses; (numeric) List top 3 – 5 dominant grasses.  

 

Question 49a – e, Percent Cover Class of Dominant Grasses; (numeric) estimate percent cover for the 

listed dominant grasses (use the Cover Class category to represent percent range. Example: 3 = 5 – 10%). 

 

Question 50a – e, Dominant Forbs; (numeric) List top 3 – 5 dominant forbs.  

 

Question 51a – e, Percent Cover Class of Dominant Forbs; (numeric) estimate percent cover for the 

listed dominant forbs (use the Cover Class category to represent percent range. Example: 3 = 5 – 10%). 

 

Question 52a – c, Dominant Woody species; (numeric) List top 3 dominant woody species. 

 

Question 53a – c, Percent Cover Class of Dominant Woody species; (numeric) estimate percent cover 

for the listed dominant woody species (use the Cover Class category to represent percent range. 

Example: 3 = 5 – 10%). 

 

Question 54a – c, Dominant Invasives; (numeric) List top 3 dominant invasives. Table 2 contains a list of 

some of the most common non-native invasive plants. 

 

Question 55a – c, Percent Cover Class of Dominant Invasives; (numeric) estimate percent cover for the 

listed dominant invasives (use the Cover Class category to represent percent range. Example: 3 = 5 – 

10%). Invasives can include natives also. 

 

Question 56a – d, Percent Coverage; (numeric) estimate percent cover for the listed categories: Grass, 

Forbs, Woody, Bare Ground (use the Cover Class category to represent percent range. Example: 3 = 5 – 

10%).  

 

The data is based on a visual estimate of the percent cover of each type vegetation or bare ground when 

viewed from above. If the vegetation has several canopy layers base the estimate on the top canopy. For 

example, if there is some grass and forbs underneath a woody canopy count only the woody canopy 

cover. Or another example, if there is bare ground under the leaves of a clumping grass count only the 

cover of the grass. One method to obtain the percent cover is to imagine, or if access is possible, walk 

100 steps recording the type cover hit at each step. 
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Question 57, Comments; (text) Provide any additional information, comments here. Ideally, a paragraph 

summarizing the site overall; including your thoughts on its value for a conservation easement or 

purchase. Provide comments on anything that you feel isn’t adequately addressed in the survey up to 

this point. 

 

Checklist for Submission:  

   Prairie Assessment Form 

   

  Additional Species Observed Form (optional; if you do 30m survey – include this form) 

   

  Web Soil Survey 

   

  Photos (site photos; additional photos of interest) 

   

  

iNaturalist (upload pictures to www.inaturalist.org) – Project: Prairie Seekers - Native 

Prairies Association of Texas 
 

 

Upload pictures to iNaturalist; e-mail documents to fwnpat@gmail.com or mail to Fort Worth Chapter of 

Native Prairies Association of Texas, c/o Fort Worth Nature Center & Refuge, 9601 Fossil Ridge Road, 

Fort Worth, Texas, 76135 
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Appendix I 

 

NRCS Web Soil Survey 

A great tool to help expert or beginner alike in prairie evaluation is the USDA Natural Resource and 

Conservation Service’s (NRCS) Web Soil Survey. Some of its more in depth features can be tricky but to 

get a site’s acreage, the soils within the site, and their acreage is relatively easy. 

 

The application is located at: http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/HomePage.htm.  

 

The easiest way to learn to use the application is to try an example, so let’s take a site located at the 

Chisholm Trail Park at 4680 McPherson Blvd., Fort Worth, TX 76123.  

 

I use Google Maps to get the latitude and longitude of the site I want to see in the Web Soil Survey 

(WSS). Entering latitude and longitude is the easiest way to navigate to your site in WSS. If you do that 

you will find the latitude and longitude for our example is 32.606091, -97.401258. 

 

Now go to the WSS page and enter the app by clicking on the green button that reads “Start WSS.” 

When it starts you will see a new window that has 5 tabs across the top with the far left tab in dark red 

that reads “Area of Interest (AOI)”. On the left side will be several menu options, click on the “Latitude 

Longitude” option. A text box will appear. Enter the latitude and longitude numbers above and click on 

“View” to navigate to the site. The US aerial photo will be zoomed in to an aerial view of the Chisholm 

Trail Park location.  

 

Now we want to use the Area of Interest (AOI) button to define the boundaries of our site. There are 

two AOI option buttons. The first, a button with a small red rectangle over the AOI letters, is for 

rectangular areas. The second, a small red triangle with the right corner lopped off, is for irregular area 

shapes that you can approximate as a polygon. Let’s use the polygon option.  

 

The area we are going to define is shown below.  

 

 
Now that you’ve seen it, let’s look at how we do it. First click on the polygon AOI button. Now when you 

move the cursor over the map you should see a cross hair. Position the cross hair over the lower right 
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corner of your area of interest. In our case that is where the fence line intersects McPherson Blvd. Click 

on that corner point. Now when you move your cursor to the next point a dark red boundary line will be 

traced out. For your next point move your cursor to the left along McPherson to its bend and click the 

mouse key at the bend in McPherson. 

 

To get the left bottom corner of our area, continue moving your cursor to the left along McPherson to 

the next fence line and click the mouse again. If you double click at the same point, it will close the area 

off. If you do this by accident click the “Clear AOI” button and start over. You may have to use the zoom 

in and out buttons to get your area in view again. For my upper left corner I used the bottom of the 

pond and the upper right corner was on the fence line above our starting point. Once you click the 5 

points, double click at the fifth point and it will close your polygon and give you the blue cross hatched 

area. 

 

Note in the figure above on the left side under “AOI Information” you can barely make out that the site 

is 34.2 acres; you should be able to see this on your computer. I repeated the process and came up with 

33.6 acres so depending on where you actually locate the corners your acreage will vary. You can get 

more accurate by zooming in closer and having actual ground points to aim at. For the example let’s 

work with the 34.2 acres. 

 

What we want next are the soil types in our site and their respective acreage. To get that data click on 

the tab across the top that reads “Soil Map” Once you do that you will get a map of the area you defined 

that shows on the left side the four soils in your area. These are: Aledo gravelly clay loam, 11.4 acres, 

33.8 % of the area; Bolar clay loam, 4.3 acres, 12.9 %; Purves clay 4.1, 12.3 %; Sanger clay, 13.5 acres, 

40.2 %; and last water at 0.3 acres and 0.8 % of the total area. 

 

Clicking on any of the soil type names will give you a window with additional soil details. Use the scroll 

bar on the right to see the full window data and close it by clicking on the upper right corner. Of 

particular interest in these windows is the depth of the soils. 

 

As a bonus tip for our Prairie Seekers, while you are in Web Soil Survey, you may want to generate a 

customized soil report of your prairie in pdf format. To do this once you’ve viewed the soil map, click on 

the “Shopping cart” tab. In the shopping cart window click on “Check Out”, after Web Soil Survey has 

completed generating the report a dialogue box will appear asking you when you want to get the soil 

report. If you click “Now” the report will appear in your window. Right click on the report to save as a 

name and location of your choice. The report will have the information you need to answer the soil 

questions in the Prairie Seeker Form. 
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Appendix II  

 

Successional Status 

Over time (years and maybe even decades) and with limited human and natural disturbance, late 

successional plants (grass, forb, or woody) will become the dominant members of the plant community 

(see Tables 3 and 4 for lists of grasses and forbs by their successional status). Late successional species 

dominance is established over early successional species by having longer growth periods that allow 

them to capture and conserve more of the resources plants require for growth. Early successional 

species, in contrast, have rapid growth over a short time period that allows them to colonize disturbed 

areas. A lot, but not all, early successional species are annuals, whereas most late successional species 

are perennials.  A healthy prairie will tend to have a mix of late and early successional plant species to 

support a diverse community. 

 

Table 3. Late, Mid, and Early Successional Grass Species 
 

Common Name Scientific Name Common Name Scientific Name 

    

Late Successional Grasses 

Little bluestem Schizachyrium scoparium Switchgrass Panicum virgatum 

Big bluestem Andropogon gerardii Sideoats grama Bouteloua curtipendula 

Indiangrass Sorghastrum nutans   

    

Mid Successional Grasses 

Marsh bristlegrass Setaria parviflora  Cane bluestem Bothriochloa barbinodis 

Splitbeard bluestem Andropogon ternarius Plains lovegrass Eragrostis intermedia 

Silver bluestem Bothriochloa laguroides  Purple threeawn Aristida purpurea 

Texas cupgrass Eriochloa sericea Hairy grama Bouteloua hirsuta 

Sand lovegrass Eragrostis trichodes Purpletop Tridens flavus 

Reverchon bristlegrass Setaria reverchonii Texas wintergrass Nasella leuchotricha 

Vine mesquite Panicum obtusum Hall’s panicum Panicum hallii 

Buffalograss Buchloe dactyloides Sand paspalum Paspalum setaceum 

Canada Wildrye Elymus canadensis Scribner’s 

dichanthelium 

Dichanthelium 

oligosanthes 

    

Early Successional Grasses 

Oldfield threeawn Aristida oligantha Meadow dropseed Sporobolus compositus 

Tumblegrass Schedonnardus 

paniculatum 

Sandbur Cenchrus spinifex 

Poverty dropseed Sporobolus vaginiflorus Tumble lovegrass Eragrostis sessilispica 

Hairy Tridens Erioneuron pilosum Sand dropseed Sporobolus cryptandrus 

Rough Tridens Tridens muticus Tumble windmill Chloris verticillata 

Red lovegrass Eragrostis secundiflora Texas grama Bouteloua rigidiseta 
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Table 4. Late and Early Successional Forb Species 
 

Common Name Scientific Name Common Name Scientific Name 

    

Late Successional Species 

Gayfeather Liatris punctata Engelmann sage Salvia engelmannii 

Pitcher sage Salvia azurea Missouri primrose Oenothera macrocarpa 

Compass plant Silphium albiflorum Nuttall's baptista Baptista nuttalliana 

Pale leaf yucca Yucca pallida Palm-leaf scurf-pea Pediomelum digitatum 

Arkansas yucca Yucca arkansana Slender scurf-pea Psoralidium 

tenuiflorum 

Glen Rose yucca Yucca necopina Butterfly weed Asclepias tuberosa 

Purple coneflower Echinacea angustifolia Rough stem rosinweed Silphium radula 

Purple prairie clover Dalea compacta Sensitive briar Mimosa roemeriana 

Drummond pennyroyal Hedeoma drummondii Prairie larkspur Delphinium 

carolinianum 

Maximilian sunflower Helianthus maximiliani Englemann’s daisy Englemannia peristenia 

    

Early Successional Species 

Buffalobur Solanum rostratum Common ragweed Ambrosia artemisiifolia  

Silverleaf nightshade Solanum 

elaeagnifolium 

Western ragweed Ambrosia psilostachya 

Chalk hill wooly-white Hymenopappus 

tenuifolius 

Indian-blanket Gaillardia pulchella 

Saw-leaf daisy Grindella papposa Curlycup gumweed Grindellia squarrosa 

Broom snakeweed Gutierrezia sarothrae Plaintain species Plantago spp. 

Croton species Croton spp. Prairie coneflower Ratibida columnifera 

Stinging cerallia Cevallia sinuata Queens delight Stillingia sylvatica 

White prickly poppy Argemone albiflora Frogfruit Phyla nodiflora 

Camphorweed Heterotheca 

subaxilliaris 

Texas filaree Erodium texanum 

Bitter sneezeweed Helenium amarum Partridge pea Chamaecrista 

fasiculata 

Leavenworth’s eryngo Eryngium leavenworthii Annual broomweed Amphiachyris 

dracunculoides 

Mexican sagewort Artemisia ludoviciana   

 

Late Successional Status sites have at least 75 percent of its total cover from species that are from the 

late and mid grass successional lists plus the late forb successional species list. (Tables 3 and 4). 1) at 

least 60 percent of the cover is from the late and mid grass list with 2) at most 5 percent from the mid 

grass list, and 3) at most 15 percent cover from the late successional forb list. 

 

Late to Mid Successional Status sites have a percent cover of 50-75 percent from the combined late and 

mid grass lists plus the late successional forb list. 1) at least 45 percent of the total is from the late and 

mid successional grass lists with 2) at most 10 percent plant cover from the mid grass successional list 

and 3) at most 10 percent from the late successional forb list. 
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Mid to Early Successional Status sites have a percent cover of 25-50 percent from the combined late 

and mid grass successional list plus the late successional forb list with at least 15 percent from the late 

successional grass list, and with no more than 10 percent counted from the late successional forb list.  

The percent cover from non-native invasives and bare ground is likely to be high on these sites. The 

disturbance and the bare ground are likely causing site degradation by compacted soils, less rain 

infiltration, more runoff, and some sheet soil erosion. This becomes more likely as the score levels 

decline. 

 

Early Successional Status sites have a percent cover of 0-25 percent from the combined late and mid 

grass list plus the late successional forb list with no more than 5 percent cover counted from the late 

successional forb list. Early successional sites are likely to have high percentages of bare ground, non-

native invasives, or both. Site degradation and nutrient loss are evidenced by unthrifty plants growing on 

pedestals with roots exposed as soil erodes and rainfall runs off rather them being stored in the soil. 

Vegetation on these sites struggles to support itself much less higher trophic levels, such as burrowing 

animals and wildlife. Sites in this successional status may also show signs of sheet soil erosion such as 

soil pedestals. If plant residue has accumulated into small rows from washing together with the rain, or 

absent altogether, and plants are perched up on the soil, these are signs a site is in either an early or 

early-mid successional state. Also look at fence posts if they are old and weathered and the soil has 

eroded from them, that is a sign of a lower successional state site. A last rule of thumb is to look at the 

vigor of the plants, mid-late and late successional sites will have healthy robust perennial plants that set 

seed late in their growing season almost independent of rainfall amounts. In contrast, early and early-

mid successional sites will have abundant annuals that have gone to seed and are desiccated even when 

rainfall is abundant. 

 

Looking back we’ve seen a site’s successional status is important because that information along with 

the site’s soil type allows a person to predict important prairie features. First, it gives us insights into the 

type disturbances and of the frequency of the disturbance a site has experienced. This often is a sign as 

to whether past management history has been conservation-minded or not. Second, it also tells us if 

past management promoted, or maybe not, the preservation of soil organic matter and high soil 

structure with corresponding low bulk densities that allow high rainfall infiltration. This is going to be 

important if we are interested in restoring the prairie because it often times means not only are we 

restoring plants, but the soil’s ecology too. Third, knowing a prairie’s successional status allows us to 

predict the type of vegetation we are likely to see when we visit, along with the type pollinators and 

other wildlife the plant community will support. 

 

We would be remiss to not add that describing prairie sites is a rich and complex endeavor, the 

interested may find additional information about the state of the science and its art at: 

http://directives.sc.egov.usda.gov/OpenNonWebContent.aspx?content=33151.wba  

 

 

 

 

 

 


