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Restoration
In many cases, shrubsteppe will recover 
on its own after a wildfire, and a wait and 
watch approach might be more appropriate. 
In areas of high quality shrubsteppe 
habitat, allowing natural regeneration to 
occur is often the best course of action. 

Whereas, places where habitat has 
already started to decline may call for 
more intervention. When more hands-
on restoration is required, it is important 
to mimic its natural cycles and disrupt 
any growth of invasive grasses, which 
can exacerbate damaging fire cycles. 
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Shrubsteppe and Wildfire

In 2020, a historic fire event resulted in over 500,000 acres of shrubsteppe habitat being burned. The 
extensive damage resulted in changes across the landscape, impacting vulnerable wildlife populations and 
local ranchers. Restoring such fragile habitat is no easy task, especially with non-native grasses ready to 
establish themselves immediately after a fire. But, the good news is shrubsteppe is adapted to fire, even 
dependent on it for successional reset. Therefore, restoration relies heavily on these successional pathways.
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Once spanning over 10 
million acres of Eastern 
Washington, somewhere 
between 60 to 80% of 
shrubsteppe habitat has 
been lost or degraded. 
See historic landcover 
(left) compared to 
current landcover 
(right). 
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https://wdfw.wa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/02489/wdfw02489.pdf
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Tips and Tricks for Shrubsteppe Restoration
•	 If the site has been disturbed by fire control lines (e.g. dozer lines), there might still be native seed 

in the disturbed dirt. Pull berms back into place in addition to adding more native seed and con-
trolling weeds to discourage the growth of non-native plants.

•	 Herbicide may be necessary to control non-native species. 
•	 To mimic shrubsteppe’s successional cycle, start by reseeding with native grasses and maybe a 

few forbs. Let those species establish themselves before adding any larger shrubs.
•	 Habitat will not re-establish overnight, this is a multi-year project. Your land might look different 

than you’re used to for a while, but that’s normal. Trying to skip ahead of the natural successional 
cycle will likely result in high mortality rates for your seedings and plantings.

•	 WSU Native Plant Specialty Nurseries and Seed Sources Directory provides a list of vendors for 
native seed and plants.
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In Washington, most remaining shrubsteppe is often found on privately owned lands, making private 
landowners key in the protection and restoration of this vulnerable and important ecosystem. If you are a 
private landowner and want assistance restoring shrubsteppe on your property, consider reaching out to:
 
1. Your local Conservation District
2. Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife Regional Offices
3. The Washington Shrubsteppe Restoration and Recovery Initiative
4. Natural Resources Conservation Service Offices
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https://hedgerows.extension.wsu.edu/regional-wholesale-native-plant-specialty-nurseries-seed-sources/
https://www.scc.wa.gov/conservation-district-map
https://wdfw.wa.gov/about/regional-offices
https://wdfw.wa.gov/species-habitats/habitat-recovery/shrubsteppe#contact
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.nrcs.usda.gov_state-2Doffices_washington&d=DwMGaQ&c=euGZstcaTDllvimEN8b7jXrwqOf-v5A_CdpgnVfiiMM&r=EOrWp3EtwsmyabkVytuIWuLtt0PrTWDffYuSGUP6R88&m=DwKHepVIGcdEFO0wMBdz8mrYr1327DnGCKzxog_zc2CfTcv0NkGw9CGe7HEDYn45&s=KGT6lFHGE5Lhx5Z8QEHNwyY6ha_Rn0hRrybonvITKXg&e=

