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Abstract
Oak savannas are sparsely forested grasslands that support open grown oaks, forbs, and grass species. A distinguishing feature of the oak savanna is the canopy cover, from sparse (5% tree cover) to tightly spaced pockets with intermittent canopy openings (50% tree cover). Fire and grazing were key tools used to help manage these ecosystems, keeping them from tree encroachment. Midwest savannas today only cover 0.06% of their historic range, a result of the land’s conversion to agriculture and urban development. Due to the critical impairment of this ecosystem, a restoration project was established on Minnesota Valley National Wildlife Refuge to rehabilitate a degraded hillside oak savanna. Actions like tree removal, mowing, and prescribed fire were used as management tools in this restoration process. To document the progress, surveys were developed to monitor changes in the vegetation for both the overstory and understory.  Vegetation on 50-meter transects, canopy cover, and tree inventory were recorded over several years, before and after management actions. To determine if the rehabilitation is successful, increases in native species, specifically those that are shade intolerant, savanna indicators, or both, are desired. The preliminary findings point to increasing native species, many of which are either savanna indicating and/or shade intolerant. The increase of the number of these native plants and indicator species shows that the treatment and management of these areas are on the right path to a successful restoration.
