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MIAMI WOODS 2008 ACTIVITIES & PROGRESS

During 2008 the focus of our restoration efforts remained on control of invasive species while
continuing to gather seeds for the North Branch seed mixes and distributing mixed seed within
restored areas. The essential management practice of controlled burning was reintroduced after
an absence of more than 10 years. Unfortunately the unmanaged deer herd continued at more
than ten times pre-settlement density and doing increasing damage to plant populations.

Volunteer activities during 2008 involved 850 volunteer visits during 33 work days which
involved a total of 2,554 hours cutting brush; 325 hours pulling garlic mustard and hedge
parsley; 160 hours of seed gathering; and 471 hours of educational activities.

This year’s activity brought the total volunteer efforts since 2001 to:-176 work events; 5,184
volunteer work visits; 10,849 hours of brush cutting; and 2,348 hours of weed pulling. Seed
gathering accounted for about an additional 1,000 hours. Educational activities accounted for
more than 3,000 hours. All in all, this adds up to a bit more than 40,000 hours of activity during
the past 7 years since the end of the management moratorium.

Excellent progress has been made in initial removal and control of invasive species. At the
current rate of activity this first phase of restoration will be virtually completed within the next
two or three years. The continuing challenge will be to sustain control and restore the rich
diversity of native species that form the natural ecological communities of our region.

Workday Summary
Work- | Visits “Cut Brush | Pull Gather Education | Total
days Weeds Seeds Hours
2008 33 850 2,254 325 160 471 3,210
2001-08 | 176 5,194 10,756 2,132 924 3,372 17,181




ECOLOGICAL RESTORATION of MIAMI WOODS 2001-2008

Location
Miami Woods extends for one mile along the west side of the North Branch of the Chicago River

in the Village of Morton Grove between Dempster and Oakton streets. On the west it is bounded
by Caldwell Avenue except for an area of development at the intersection of Dempster and
Waukegan Roads. It contains approximately 110 acres and is mirrored on the east side of the
river by St Paul Woods which provides a substantial ecological benefit although much of it is
developed as turf grass picnic groves. :

Connections
Miami Woods is part of a green corridor of Forest Preserves along the North Branch of the

Chicago River extending from its origin in Lake County into the City of Chicago. Itis connected
by the river and by a paved bike path which attracts many users. Ecologically it is connected
with adjacent preserves by the river and physical proximity, but is divided from preserves to the
north and south by busy four lane streets.

The North Branch Bike Path is a major feature within Miami Woods. It is a portion of the
approximately 20 mile paved path along the river from Devon Street in Chicago to the Chicago
Botanic Garden in Glencoe. Within Miami Woods, it is heavily used, especially on weekends.

History & Early Management .

For nearly all of the time since the last glacier retreated from our area 100 centuries ago, Miami
Woods existed as part of a prairie that extended across much of northeastern Illinois. Other
remnants of this prairie within the North Branch watershed include the Glenview Air Station
Prairie, Somme Nature Preserve, Somme Prairie Grove, the Morton Grove Nature Preserve, and
others. During the first hundred centuries prairie plants created the deep black soil found
throughout Miami Woods. For about one century the land was farmed and then for a bit less

than one century it has been a Forest Preserve.

The Forest Preserve District has as its mandate to “acquire and hold lands containing natural
forests, or lands connecting such forests for the purpose of protecting and preserving the flora,
fauna, and scenic beauties, and restore, restock, and protect and preserve the natural forests and
said lands, together with their flora and fauna, as nearly as may be, in their natural state and
condition”. For many years it was assumed that the best way to manage the land was to leave it
alone and that nature would “take its course” and restore natural conditions. In recent decades it
has become obvious that this policy of benign neglect does not work in situations such as ours
where the natural forces of nature are blocked by agriculture or urban development and where
invasive species are out of control. Where forces such as fire and seed dispersal can’t function or
be reintroduced, natural ecological communities will not develop or be sustained.

Agricultural History
Miami Woods was a part of working farms until acquired by the Forest Preserve District as can
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be seen on an aerial photograph from 1925. The main prairie was cultivated as was much of the
remainder of the area. Portions not being cultivated appear to be wooded pasture. The wooded
areas had widely spaced trees, many of which are still present and can be seen as large old trees
with large lower branches or scars from where such branches have been shade killed by later
smaller trees. Most of the trees in Miami Woods have appeared since the 1920s. In the old
photo the current bike path appears to be a narrow unpaved road.

Goals, Strategy and Objectives
The preserve contains important remnants of the original prairie and woodlands that formed the

natural heritage of the greater Chicago area. (See the Chicago Wilderness Atlas and Recovery
Plan at www.chicagowilderness.org) The ultimate goal within Miami Woods and Prairie (except
the turf grass picnic areas) is to achieve restoration to the highest ecological condition possible
using a minimum amount of management intervention. Our intent is to restore natural processes

so that the area will become as self sustaining as possible.

As described in the Chicago Wilderness Biodiversity Recovery Plan, the natural heritage of the
greater Chicago region consists of ecosystems which are formed from physical and biological
components that provide habitats for communities of plants (flora) and assemblages of animals
(fauna). Our goal is to restore the natural habitats within Miami Woods to support healthy
communities and assemblages in as self sustaining a condition as possible.

Our strategy is to control invasive species including native species that are out of balance,
provide sunlight and moisture (habitat) conditions that are favorable to native plant communities,
reintroduce the natural process of controlled fire, and reintroduce seed of native plants from local

sources.
Our objectives are to carry out the steps of our strategy.

Woodland Communities versus “Unassociated Woody Growth”
Because of the agricultural period in Miami Woods and its history as prairie, its woodland
community is quite weak, with relatively few woodland herbaceous species and almost no native

shrubs.

Healthy wooded communities such as mesic forests, open woodlands, and floodplain forests are
complex interacting ecosystems consisting of many tree, shrub and herbaceous species such as
grasses, sedges and broad leafed “wildflowers”. Old agricultural fields left to grow on their own
typically grow into a mix of weedy plants usually dominated by invasive species. They are not
recognizable as any naturally occurring ecological community and are often known as
“unassociated woody growth”. A major reason for this pattern is the absence of seed from native
plants, the presence of invasive species, and the absence of the natural force of fire.

Because of the desire to manage most of the preserve as woodlands and savanna, seed is
gathered from high quality woodlands and savannas in areas such as Harms Woods and Bunker
Hill and distributed to create diverse woodland communities within the currently wooded
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portions of Miami Woods.

The Openings and Savannas

Three open areas remain within the preserve and contain remnant populations of native prairie
fauna and flora. The main prairie contains about 20 acres of open area in contrast to Cathedral
Oaks and Indigo Opening with about 2 and 4 acres respectively. Savanna areas are less well
delineated and consist of areas adjacent to the openings where trees have become established and
shade 10 to 50% of the surface. Invasive species are being removed from those areas and fire
sensitive trees are being thinned to encourage savanna shrubs and herbaceous plants.

Hydrology
The river and its flood plain is the main hydrological feature in Miami Woods and forms its

eastern edge. The river’s flood plain varies in width from about 10 to 1,000 feet with the upland
portions of the preserve rising on well defined and often steep banks of 10 to 15 feet in height.

There are a series of 7 ephemeral streams which enter the river from within the preserve. Four
are fed entirely from within Miami Woods and three receive storm water from areas outside of
the preserve. All of them pass through culverts under the bike path. Storm water from outside
the preserve comes from impervious pavement and buildings which produce “flashy” surges that
are severely eroding the bottom and sides of the streams, especially downstream of the bike path
culverts. The little watersheds that are entirely within the preserve provide good opportunities

for restoration of wet prairie and sedge meadows.

The main prairie is drained by agricultural tiles, three of which emerge in the river bank areas in
the form of 10 inch diameter vitrified clay pipes. Their location within the prairie is mostly
unknown. They apparently drain only the prairie since they do not respond rapidly to rainfall

events and produce only clear water.

Portions of the main river channel were straightened and probably deepened in the past, but have
naturalized to a large extent. In the past two years several large trees have fallen into the river to
some extent creating a natural dam. These trees do slow the flow of water during normal flow
conditions, but not during floods because of the availability of the large flood plain which readily
conveys storm flows. The trees provide important aquatic habitat and should not be removed

based on freeing river flow which is a false issue.

14,000 Hours of Volunteer Work and Stages of Restoration and Recovery

The North Branch Restoration Project has been organizing volunteer restoration work in Miami
Woods for more than 30 years. Early work focused on the prairie and nearby woods. Work
stopped from 1996 through most of 2001 due to a moratorium on management activities after
which brush cutting resumed in December of 2001. From that time through 2008 more than
14,000 hours of volunteer stewardship work have been contributed during 176 work events,
primarily to control invasive species and gathering and distributing seed. During 2008 there
were 33 work days with 850 volunteer appearances which produced 2,700 hours of work.
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Additionally there have been approximately 3,000 hours of educational activity, 470 during
2008. (See tables 3 & 4)

The general stages of restoration in Miami Woods are: 1. Initial control of invasive species; 2.
Attainment of needed sunlight conditions by thinning of fire sensitive species while continuing
aggressive control of invasives and; 3. long term management using controlled burning. (For a
further description of restoration stages see appendix 2.)

During this 7" year of renewed effort good progress was made toward completing stage one
removal of invasive species, primarily buckthorn and related brush, from all management units.
Also this year, controlled buming returned as a management practice after a 13 year hiatus,
greatly improving chances for recovery of stage 2 and 3 areas. Unfortunately these
improvements are overshadowed by an unmanaged and excessive deer herd. The population 1s
ten to twenty times as dense as pre-settlement times with the result that many species of native

plants including shrubs are disappearing from the preserve.

Management Units
For management purposes the Preserve consists of 5 management areas which are subdivided

into ecological units that are at various stages of restoration. The 6™ area consists of turf grass
picnic groves and parking which is not managed for ecological purposes. The management areas
are:

1. Cathedral Oaks opening, savanna, and woodland

2. Indigo opening, savanna and woodland

3. Main Prairie and Savanna

4. River Woods and Savanna North

5. River Woods and Savanna South

(See map and appendix #1 for further description of management areas and

ecological units)

Activity and Conditions by Area
1. Cathedral Oaks Opening, Savanna and woodlands
Most of this unit is in stage 2 or 3 and awaiting the return of controlled burning. The status quo

is being maintained by pulling garlic mustard and using herbicides to control buckthorn
seedlings and weeds. Three workdays were held during 2008, one to pull garlic mustard and two
to cut brush. One workday completed the removal of invasive brush between the bike path and
the opening and the other narrowed the buckthorn buffer adjacent to the shopping center parking
lot. Plum seeds have been planted to supplement the buffer, but tree planting is also needed.

2008 stewardship: 3 workdays, 113 volunteer appearances, 265 hours
Total stewardship: 23 workdays, 1,210 volunteer appearances 1,853 hours

Priority needs for 2009:
Burn entire unit
Pull garlic mustard



Plant buffer trees

Longer term needs:
Buckthorn removal near Dempster Street

Plant buffer trees

2. Indigo Opening, Savanna and Woodlands

The major accomplishment during 2008 was the cutting and burning of massive amounts of
buckthorn from the savanna and woodland to the north and west of the opening. A second major
accomplishment was the return of fire to the opening which was burned in the spring. The
opening is in stage 3 and the savanna edges are in stage 2. Buckthorn remains to be cleared from
the area closer to the west boundary of the preserve. Much stage 2 thinning remains to be done.

2008 Stewardship 12 workdays 206 volunteer appearances 797 hours
Total Stewardship 41 workdays 823 volunteer appearances 2,227 hours

Priority needs for 2009:
Complete buckthorn removal from the area close to the western edge of the preserve.

Begin to establish a native tree buffer along western edge of the preserve.
Begin stage 2 thinning

Longer term needs:
Burn opening and woods in 2010
Complete stage 2 thinning.

3. Main Prairie and Savanna
The major accomplishment in the prairie unit during 2008 was completing removal of buckthorn

and invasive brush from the northwest corner eastward to the bike path by students from Wright
College. This was complemented by the planting of native shrubs by Ken Schaeffer and small
bur oaks by FPD staff in the NW corner. A second major accomplishment was the return of

controlled fire.

Viewed generally from north to south, the northwest corner of the prairie and a narrow strip
along its northern edge (UW02) includes about 1.5 acres that were cleared of buckthorn in 2007
& 08 which are in early stage 2. Most of the northerly third of the prairie is in stage 3; the
central third is in late stage 2 with substantial gray dogwood problems; and the southern third is
in early stage 2, having been cleared of brush and trees in 2007. Much of the remaining savanna
area south of the tunnel access road is in stage 1. A substantial buffer will be left adjacent to
Caldwell Avenue and the parking lots, but invasive brush will be cleared from the remainder. In
November of 2008 fire returned to the prairie as the stage 3 portions of the prairie were burned

for the first time in 13 years.
2008 stewardship 10 workdays 284 volunteer appearances 997 hours
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Total stewardship 41 1160 volunteer appearances 3741 hours

Priority needs for 2009:
Burn the stage 2 portion (central one third) of the prairie
Plant more native shrubs
Plant more bur oaks in northeast corner and along Caldwell
Clear invasive brush from the savanna area south of the tunnel access road
Herbicide gray dogwood in selected portions of the prairie
Herbicide seedlings and weeds in the southern 1/3 of the prairie
Herbicide weeds and seedlings in the northwest corner of the prairie

Long term needs:
Continue stage two herbicide application
Clear brush and some pole trees from the eastern tip of the prairie to connect it to the

river.
Plant native trees and shrubs along Caldwell Avenue and the new condo development.

4. River Woods and Savanna North
Most of this unit is in stage 2. Management areas WO03 and WOO04 also are in need of oak

rescue by thinning trees that have crowded in during the absence of fire. A portion of FOO1 still
contains stage 1 buckthorn brush. During 2008 progress was made by thinning of fire sensitive
trees in the west half of WOO04 by Carl Shurz high school and oak rescue in the east half of
WO04 by two days of work by the Audubon/FPD interns.

2008 stewardship 4 days 163 volunteer appearances 445 hours
Total stewardship 44 1,594 volunteer appearances 3,501 hours

Priority needs for 2009:
Burn entire unit
Stage 2 thinning in the remainder of WO04 and in WOO05
Qak rescue in WOO03
Buckthorn removal in FOO1

Long term needs
Burn
Complete stage 2 thinning

5. River Woods and Savanna South
Most of this unit is in stage 2 except portions adjacent to Caldwell avenue and the FPD parking

areas where brush including buckthorn has been left to provide a visual buffer from the bike
path. The river banks in sub units WO012, 13, & 14 contain the best spring ephemeral
populations in the preserve. Removal of garlic mustard and Japanese hedge parsley was the only

restoration activity in this unit during 2008.






