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Natural Areas
I.  Definition:  Natural areas are the remaining scattered remnants of the natural plant and animal communities that formed following the melting of the last glaciers about 12,000 years ago and have escaped most, if not all, of the effects of civilization throughout the years.  Wisconsin’s landscape experienced dramatic changes in the 150 years since intensive settlement began.  Natural Areas often are the last refuges for rare and endangered plants and animals.  Unique and significant geological and archaeological features also are frequently included within Natural Areas boundaries.

II.  Mission:  The mission of the Council and the Bureau of Endangered Resources is to locate and preserve a system of State Natural Areas to protect examples of all types of biotic communities and other significant natural features native to Wisconsin for education and research, as well as to secure long-term protection of the state's genetic diversity for the benefit of future generations.  The task is accomplished through substantial assistance from a number of private organizations, individuals and public agencies, such as Fort McCoy.  The Range Division of the Directorate of Training and Mobilization manages the program at Fort McCoy.

III.  History: A State Board for the Preservation of Scientific Areas was established by the Wisconsin legislature in 1951.  The group, now called the Natural Areas Preservation Council, is an advisory group to the Department of Natural Resources.  

IV.  Site Establishment/Protection/Management:  Natural Areas located on federal property are designated as such through signed “memorandums of understanding.”  These documents are long-term commitments to maintain the sites in their natural condition.  Management of these areas is based upon specific plans mutually agreed upon by the state and the property managers.  In most instances, the best management for Natural Areas is to do nothing other than protect them from human disturbance.

V.  Fort McCoy Natural Areas:  Three Natural Areas have been designated on the installation.  The Clear Creek and Silver Creek Natural Areas were designated in April 1990.  The Oak Barrens/Savanna was bestowed Natural Area status in June 1991.

Clear Creek/Silver Creek Areas

The 1.25-mile stretch of Clear Creek designated as a  Natural Area is located in the northeast corner of the post.  The average width of the creek is about five feet; the Natural Area covers about 55 acres.  Silver Creek Natural Area is located in the southeast corner of Fort McCoy.  It is approximately two miles long, with an average width ranging from three to nine feet, and covering approximately 80 acres. 


The sections of each creek given Natural Area status have remained in almost pristine condition for the past 100 years and are relatively rare in Southwestern Wisconsin.  Both creeks qualify as Class I trout waters that support native populations of brook trout and are riparian communities with rare plant species. 


Activities still permitted in both areas are recreational aspects, such as hiking, nature appreciation, educational studies, hunting, fishing, trapping, berry picking and nut gathering, as well as troop movement (on foot only).  Activities prohibited include: vehicular traffic; construction or other modifications to the site; removal of plants, plant parts, rocks, minerals or artifacts; removal of living or dead trees is limited to that essential to meet safety requirements.

Oak Barrens/Savanna Area

This rare 300-acre plant community is located on South Post and is referred to as the Fort McCoy Barrens.  Oak Savanna is the term used to describe a naturally occurring area that consists of no more than a 50 percent canopy of trees, with none of the area having trees forming a closed canopy.  Barrens is the term used to describe a droughty area that is dry because of its soil composition.  Fort McCoy soil is very sandy.


Much of the Fort McCoy Barrens/Savanna is open prairie, with some scattered oak trees.  The area at Fort McCoy is exceptional in its size, floristic diversity and overall quality.  It is the least disturbed portion of the most extensive complex yet identified in the state.  Prior to 1850, as many as 6 million acres of Oak Barrens/Savanna existed in Wisconsin; today, fewer than 1,000 acres remain.


Trees common to the area are Black Oak and Hill’s Oak.  The area is rich in native grasses and forbs, including Little and Big Bluestem, June Grass, Poverty Oat Grass, Goat’s Rue, Birdsfoot Violet, Lance-leaved Loosestrife and Wild Lupine.  Four rare plants occurring in the area are Fameflower, Tall Nut-grass, Large-flowered Penstemon and Larkspur.  Resident birds include several uncommon or declining species, such as the Upland Sandpiper, Grasshopper Sparrow and Vesper Sparrow.


Management of the Oak Barrens is more intensive than that conducted on both Clear and Silver Creeks.  Management activities include prescribed burning, reclaiming disturbed areas and exotic plant control.  Major emphasis currently is on controlling exotic plant species.


Vehicular traffic and bivouacking are prohibited at all times in the Oak Barrens/Savanna area.  The area is used extensively for purposes of research and education.  Research projects have focused on grassland bird species, changes in the plant community and the impact of exotic plants on the area.
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