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PRACTICE AND
PERSPECTIVE

An account of two
decades of restoration
work at the western
edge of tallgrass

country.
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Platte River Country

Restoration

Part I1. At Work on the Plains

by Bill Whitney

hile our first prairie restorations
were done in the vicinity of Au-
rora, which is situared in an extensive loess
plain that lies to the south of the Plarre in
central Nebraska and is drained by the Big
Blue River, the central Platte River Valley
(ranging from 40 to 120 kilomerters west of
Aurora) is where we have done most of our
recent prairie restorations. The central
Platre River is famous for its bird life, most
notably sandhill and whooping cranes,
least terns, piping plovers, bald eagles,
huge populations of waterfowl, and more
than 300 other species. One reason for this
remarkable bird life (as well as some other
notable wildlife species such as the regal
fritillary, a common butterfly in nartive
prairies here but rare elsewhere) is the veg-
etation, which reflects a complex pattern
of soils and hydrology. Overall, even in its
present condition, with a high percenrage
of land being used for farming, in the
course of 20 years of work here we have
learned that the area offers a surprising
range of opportunities for restoration.
The Platte’s alluvial landscape is char-
acterized by a broad, level valley contain-
ing remnants of ancestral braided channels
and sloughs alongside sandy ridges that
have been further sculpted by aeolian
forces. Shallow soils range from sands to
loams to heavy clays overlying coarse sands
and gravel. Surface-water levels in the
deeper sloughs ofren indicate groundwater
levels, which may range from 0.6 to 2.0
meters (2 to 6 feer) below the surface in
most valleys. Groundwater levels flucruate
through the season due to evapotranspir-
ation, the pumping of wells to provide wa-
ter for irrigation, and river stage, which is
related to water levels in the Mec-
Conaughey Reservoir and precipitation
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events upstream. Where cultivation and
years of overgrazing and herbicide use have
not had a major influence, remnants of na-
tive prairie still exist. These include xeric
species (Cyperus Schweinitzit, Chrysopsis
villosa, Sporvobolus cryptandrus, and Stipa
comata) on sand ridges, mesic sub-irrigated
tallgrass prairie species (Andropogon gerar-
dii, Sorghastrum nutans, Panicum virgatum,
Dalea purpurea and D. candida, Desmanthus
illinoensis) on level sites, and the wet
Carex-Spartina communities that include
many obligate aquatic species (Sparting
pectinata, Panicum virgatum, Carex lanugi-

nosa, C. aguatilis, Lysimachia thyrsifloraand

L. ciliata, Juncus torreyi, Scirpus spp., Gly-
ceria striata).

Changes in the Platte River Valley
have been great in this century. First, the
demand for irrigation water following Eu-
ropean settlement of the warershed (in-
cluding the North and South Platte in
eastern Colorado and Wyoming) led to
construction of a series of dams, resulting
in major hydrologic changes not only in
the river but in the extensive riparian zone
along it. Since the creation of Nebraska's
McConaughey Reservoir on the North
Platte in 1940 the downstream flows along
the central Plarte have decreased approx-
imately 75 percent. This has led to en-
croachment of riparian cottonwood (Po-
pulies deltoides) forest into the channel. The
sediment dynamics of the Plarte have also
changed as a result of water projects up-
stream. The river now carries less fine sed-
iment, much of which is trapped behind
dams upstream, and a heavier load of
coarser sediment, resulting in bed-degra-
dation and a lowering of the water table in
the valley. Adjacent lands have become
drier as the water table has lowered. This
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