IGNORING PLEAS OF ENVIRONMENTALISTS, KANSAS MAN DIGS UP VIRGIN PRAIRIE

Special to the New York Times. November 23, 1990.

LAWRENCE, Kan., Nov. 22 – The largest remaining stretch of virgin prairie in northeast Kansas disappeared under the plow this week after futile attempts by the Nature Conservancy and local environmentalists to buy it.

The plowing of the 80-acre Elkins Prairie was first noticed soon after sunrise on Sunday, and the news quickly spread to the community group that had worked for two years to preserve the land, one of the few remaining unspoiled pieces of the 200 million acres of tall grass prairie that once covered North America.

Environmentalists hurried to the site and pleaded with the landowner to stop his tractor. The Douglas County Commission called an emergency meeting and after negotiating half the night offered to pay the landowner $6,000 an acre within six months, the equivalent of what developers had recently paid for nearby land.

But the owner, Jack Graham, rejected the offer and resumed plowing. By late Monday, only a small strip of virgin prairie remained.

Home to 150 Plant Species

“It’s heart-wrenching,” said Joyce Wolf, leader of a group that had hoped to buy the land for an environmental education area. “He has stolen a resource from a community.”

Mr. Graham, a 39-year-old businessman who bought the land five years ago, declined to comment on his action. His lawyer, Thomas Murray, said Mr. Graham and his family “simply wanted to make their property more productive,” but he would not elaborate.

Only about 2 percent of the original tall-grass prairie in North America remains, and Craig Freeman, coordinator of the state’s Natural Heritage Program, said the Elkins stretch, about a mile outside this booming college town, was a particularly fine example of the complex prairie ecosystem. It was home to 150 species of plants, including two threatened species, Mead’s milkweed and the western prairie fringed orchid.

Federal plant protection laws do not apply to private property that receives no Federal money. 

Last year the Nature Conservancy, a national land preservation organization, offered to buy the Elkins Prairie for $3,500 an acre within a year, but Ms. Wolf said, a bid that had unintended consequences. The organization’s failure to offer a higher price, Mr. Murray said, convinced the Grahams that the land was not as environmentally important as many Lawrence residents believed.

The Kansas director of the conservancy, Alan Pollom, defended the offer, saying, it was based on an appraisal. “We can’t unjustifiably enrich someone using the funds of a nonprofit organization,” he said.

In the past few years Lawrence residents have tried to balance urban growth and preservation of the environment. Home to the University of Kansas, Lawrence has grown 23 percent to nearly 65,000 people since 1980, but development has been tempered by strong community support for preservation

Philosophy of the Highway

Throughout the day on Monday, people gathered on a corner across the busy two-land highway from the Elkins Prairie, talking as they watched the tractor work its way back and forth across the land.

“I question the wisdom of plowing up a good prairie, but I would defend his right to do it,” said Larry Warren, a farmer and neighbor. “It’s his land, it’s his prerogative.”

But Buzz Hoagland, a biology professor at the University of Kansas, argued that individuals have a responsibility to preserve the environment, even at the expense of their own profits.

“It took a couple million years for this land to evolve to the state it is in today, and it took 48 hours to destroy it,” Dr. Hoagland said.

Ignoring Pleas of Environmentalists Questions:

1. Why did Environmentalists want to prevent the farmer from plowing his land?

2. How did environmentally concerned people and organizations attempt to preserve the land from being plowed?

3. How do judgments of Larry Warren and Buzz Hoagland differ on the issue?

4. Do Warren and Hoagland agree that preserving that portion of the prairie is a good idea?

5. In this example, are private property rights a friend or foe to the prairie?

6. Did ‘self interest’ influence the behavior of Jack Graham and the Director of the Nature Conservancy?

