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Abstract 

In 1999, a landowner on the Chester River, a tributary of the Chesapeake Bay, partnered with university-
based ecologists in an experiment to re-establish Eastern Coastal Prairies, planting native warm-season 
grasses over 92 hectares (228 acres), in experimental blocks with different planting regimens. Along with 
savannah, this was a common and wide-spread habitat at the onset of colonization in the 17th century, 
but has largely vanished.   

  

The ongoing experiment continues to be a resounding success. Not only were grasses re-established, but 
a variety of bird species came back in large numbers. Important lessons were learned about viability, 
management techniques, and benefits. This success has prompted a much larger scale re-introduction of 
warm season grasses via Washington College’s ambitious Natural Lands Project. This project is building a 
coalition of private and public landowners, with target restoration properties selected to ensure 
contiguity, critical mass, and maximum ecosystem benefit. The focus is on shoreline installations that 
are a minimum of 30 m (100 ft) in depth, to combine habitat restoration with positive impacts on water 
quality and nutrient reduction. To date, 421 hectares (1,040 acres) of grasses and 40 hectares (100 
acres) of wetlands have been installed, with more to come.   

  

This paper will address the Natural Lands Project model, sources of funding, the human factors and 
motivators that are keys to gaining funding and enrolling land for restoration, and planting and 
management techniques. An important success is a psychological shift in landowner values, with a 
movement away from government subsidies to non-financial rewards. Impacts in terms of reduction of 
sediment, nitrogen, and phosphorous will be discussed, along with data on species benefit and a more 
general assessment of ecosystem benefits. The design, implementation, and insights from this project 
offers a model for similar projects in other regions.  
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