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Grassland ecosystems are adapted to and maintained by periodic fire and grazing. However, management efforts in working lands often focus on cattle grazing despite the potential benefits of occasional prescribed burning for restoration of native plant species. In late April 2022, the Road 702 Wildfire burned an estimated 18,000 hectares of privately owned semi-arid grasslands in northwestern Kansas and southwestern Nebraska. Although characteristics of wildfire can differ from those of prescribed fire, this study was initiated in fall 2022 to monitor impacts of the Road 702 wildfire on plant recovery over time in a system subject to long-term fire suppression. Specifically, this study compares three sites: an overgrazed burned pasture, an ungrazed burned pasture, and a control pasture that was not burned and has not been grazed in at least 20 years. A grazed unburned pasture was not available for this study. Twenty permanent 1-m2 sampling plots were randomly located on each site and plant species cover monitored annually through 2024. The site that was both burned and grazed tended to have higher species richness than ungrazed sites (both burned and unburned) by 2024. In addition, the proportion of native species in the burned-grazed site also tended to be higher than in the ungrazed sites. This study demonstrates the possible benefit of fire and grazing for increasing native plant diversity in a semi-arid rangeland where fire is not widely used as a management or restoration tool.



