
 

 
Public Pastures - Public Interest, public4pastures@gmail.com , http://pfrapastureposts.wordpress.com 

2517 Coronation St., Regina, SK, S4S 0L1, (306) 585-1674 / (306) 695-2047 
Page 1 of 4 

 

 

Facts on the importance of Community Pastures and grasslands 
 
 

Why are the Community Pastures and other grasslands important? 
 

● Canada has its own endangered Amazonian forest--our native prairie. These temperate grasslands are the 
most threatened biome on the planet.1 Less than 10% of Saskatchewan’s native prairie remains. 2 3 The 
rest has been turned into agricultural fields, cities and roads.  

 

● In Southern Saskatchewan, many native birds and animals require native prairie to survive. It is their 
only home. More than 30 federally listed Species-at-Risk are found in Saskatchewan’s native grasslands.  

 

● A quarter section of native prairie supports over a hundred species of grasses, wildflowers, and animals, 
including birds, amphibians, reptiles, insects and myriad bacteria and fungi.  
 

● Grasslands help mitigate climate change through carbon sequestration. 4 Most of the carbon held in the 
ecosphere is found in soils. Unbroken native prairie sequesters a vast deposit of soil carbon. When prairie 
is broken the soil bacteria quickly convert stores of soil carbon into CO2. Acre for acre, prairie soils hold 
more carbon than boreal forest soils. 

 

● Grazing by herbivores, whether bison or cattle, provides the disturbance that grassland needs to stay 
healthy and diverse.  

 

● Grasslands are important to cattle ranchers and their communities. There are ranchers across 
Saskatchewan working hard to manage their grassland well, for the benefit of the prairie and the species-
at-risk on their land. 

 

● Publicly owned lands, utilized under lease programs, support smaller producers and demonstrate how 
economic, cultural and environmental objectives can integrate. 

 

● Publicly owned lands are more than a commodity. While they have financial value for agriculture, they 
also provide important environmental, cultural, and recreational values for all Saskatchewan people: 
Indigenous, settler and other newcomers. Many archaeological sites are still preserved on the relatively 
undisturbed prairie grasslands. Saskatchewan people visit public lands for recreational and cultural 
purposes. They are important places to nearby rural communities. Publicly owned lands are locations 
where Indigenous people can exercise their treaty rights to hunt and gather on their traditional lands. 

 

● Our children’s prairie heritage is under threat: the beauty of a fresh prairie morning; birds singing; 
wildflowers dancing in the breeze. We must ensure that our children inherit a province rich in the 
possibilities offered by our native grasslands.  
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What’s been happening? 
 

● In 2012, the Conservative Government in Ottawa decided, without any consultation, to abandon the 
Community Pasture Program managed by the Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA). This 
included 1.8 million acres of grassland in 62 community pastures in Saskatchewan, the largest and best 
managed prairie grasslands remaining in Canada. 
 

● All of the pastures have now been transferred to the province. The Saskatchewan government did not 
want to take over the management of the pastures and said it would sell the pastures with two caveats:  
 

1. Only the patrons could purchase the pastures.  
2. A Conservation Easement would be placed on a pasture prior to it being sold. 

 

Selling the land would take this precious resource out of public oversight and most likely eliminate access 
entitled to Indigenous people on Crown lands. The Manitoba government, however, kept their Community 
Pastures and set up an organization to manage them much like the PFRA did.  
  

● So far, no Saskatchewan pastures have been sold. They are leased to pasture-patron corporations on 15-
year lease agreements, some of which were signed five years ago. The resources for managing the 
grassland ecosystems are not adequate. Unlike private land owners, patrons leasing the land are required 
to allow public access, including hunting after the livestock are removed in the fall, as well as access by the 
oil and gas industry and other members of the public. They have no extra resources for this oversight. 
 

● The provincial government also decided to divest from its own provincial pastures, but after public 
consultation decided not to sell them. Those lands are also leased to pasture-patron corporations. 

 

● The government regularly sells Crown lands. While the Ministry of Agriculture states that none of these 
lands are ecologically sensitive, investigation shows that at least some of the lands for sale or sold contain 
significant native grassland remnants.  

 

● While in 2015 the Saskatchewan government began the Prairie Landscape Inventory, the government still 
has no accurate inventory of the native prairie remaining in the province. The government needs to step 
up its efforts to assess this rare resource and find ways to work with the agriculture industry, leaseholders 
and landowners, Indigenous people and conservationists to protect the prairie.  

 

● On September 8, 2020 the federal and Saskatchewan governments announced a land transfer that will 
result in three former PFRA pastures in the southwest (Govenlock, Nashlyn and Battle Creek) being 
managed by the federal government, with livestock grazing used to enhance natural landscapes for the 
conservation of a variety of native flora and fauna, including 10 Species at Risk. In return Saskatchewan will 
acquire lands and improvements (fencing, barns and corrals) in 55 former federal community pastures. 
The process of developing the agreement included consultations with ranchers and conservationists. 

 

● A large number of Saskatchewan people responded to requests for input to environmental assessments on 
projects that would affect native prairie. There is increasing interest by land-owners in having land 
conserved by putting it into land trusts or conservation easements.  The film “Grasslands: A Hidden 
Wilderness” was shown on national television. Nature Canada is highlighting grasslands as an important 
eco-region. National and Saskatchewan recognition of the value of our grasslands is growing, and we have 
the opportunity to show leadership in working with others to sustain the great resource of our prairie. 
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Sources 
 

1 International Union for the Conservation of Nature  
 

“The Temperate Grasslands Specialist Group has placed priority on improving the level of conservation and 
protection for temperate grasslands. Covering ~8% (~9 mill. km2) of total global land cover, grasslands were 
once home to some of the largest assemblages of wildlife the earth has ever known. Today these grasslands 
are considered the most altered terrestrial ecosystem on the planet and are recognized as the most 
endangered ecosystem on most continents. Only a small percentage (4.5%) of this vast area is protected, 
not enough to guarantee the survival of the herds of wild ungulates that depend on them, or provide 
essential ecosystem services such as carbon sequestration, and soil erosion control.”  

 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature  
https://www.iucn.org/commissions/world-commission-protected-areas/our-work/temperate-grasslands  

 

2 Over the past several years the figure of 17 to 21% was used to estimate the portion of native grasslands 

remaining in the province, from a report by the Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan based on analysis of 
Southern Digital Land Cover (SDLC) 1994 Digital Data Files. Journalist Katie Sawatzky worked with U of R 
geography Professor Joe Piwowar who analyzed Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada land-use and cropland-
inventory maps from 1990 through to 2015, finding a decline of 3.3 million acres in predominantly native 
grasses and other herbaceous vegetation. As of 2015, 8.2 million acres of grassland remained, so out of the 
historical 60 million acres, by this estimate, only 13.7% remains.  
 

“The Prairie Commons Project 
 

Endangered and not monitored 
Temperate grasslands, which cover eight per cent of the Earth, are the most endangered ecosystem on the 
planet, with less than five per cent protected globally (Federal, Provincial, and Territorial Governments of 
Canada, 2010; Jenkins, 2009). In Saskatchewan, the figure, quoted by both the government and the 
conservation community, of how much native grassland is left is approximately 20 per cent. That estimate 
comes from a report by the Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan and is based on analysis of satellite 
imagery taken 24 years ago, which says the amount left is most likely a range of between 17 and 21 per 
cent (Hammermeister, Gauthier, & McGovern, 2001). Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Environment does not 
know how much native prairie is left and finding out is no easy task. There is no active provincial reporting 
or monitoring of the landscape by the province. In 2015, the ministry began the Prairie Landscape 
Inventory, which aims to find out how much native prairie is left. The ministry is currently testing modelling 
techniques in different areas of the province that will be able to differentiate native grass from tame grass 
in satellite imagery, something that is not done in other data products like the land-cover maps created by 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. However, Ben Sawa, a habitat ecologist with the ministry, estimates the 
process will take anywhere from five to 10 years. In the meantime, more parcels of grassland are lost each 
year. 

 

An eroding landscape 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada land-use and cropland-inventory maps, while not able to distinguish 
native from tame grassland without error, show a steady decline of grassland from 1990 through to 2015. 
Defining grassland as “Predominantly native grasses and other herbaceous vegetation, may include some 
shrubland cover,” an analysis of the maps by University of Regina geography professor Joe Piwowar, shows 
a decline of 3.3 million acres over twenty-five years* (Doke Sawatzky & Piwowar, 2019). As of 2015, 8.2 

https://www.iucn.org/commissions/world-commission-protected-areas/our-work/temperate-grasslands
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million acres of grassland remained in the province, which means that, out of the historical 60 million acres 
the Prairie ecozone once encompassed in Saskatchewan, only 13.7 per cent remains. This is 6.3 per cent 
less than what is currently quoted by the Ministry of Environment and Nature Conservancy of Canada – 
Saskatchewan Region.” 

 

Website: The State of Native Prairie in Saskatchewan https://www.prairiecommons.ca/?page_id=300 
Article: “Changes in prairie grassland extent in Saskatchewan from 1990 to 2015”.  
Katie Doke Sawatzky, School of Journalism, University of Regina and Joseph M. Piwowar, Department 
of Geography and Environmental Studies, University of Regina. Prairie Perspectives: Geographical 
Essays, Volume 21 (2019) https://pcag.uwinnipeg.ca/Prairie-Perspectives/PP-Vol21/Sawatzky-
Piwowar.pdf  

 

3 Saskatchewan Native Prairie Habitat Inventory  
 

In 2020 Marchand, Teal and Donald reported on their project conducting vegetation surveys to ground truth 
the visual classification of FlySask aerial photography and other datasets. Their analysis using ArcGIS Pro 
software found that only 8.75% of areas with at least 50% native grass remain. 
 

“In collaboration with Environment Canada, Saskatchewan Polytechnic researchers worked to classify and 
map the Prairie Ecozone of Saskatchewan. A visual (manual) classification of 366,659 quarter sections into 
native grassland, tame grassland and cultivated was completed using the Province’s recently acquired aerial 
photography (FlySask) and auxiliary datasets (e.g. Stats Can Agriculture Census, AAFC Circa 2010 Land cover 
for Ag Regions, VegIS).” Page 3 

 

“In summary, based on the visual classification of the provincial FlySask imagery it is estimated that 8.75% 
of the Prairie Ecozone remains as native grassland (> 50% native species), and 12.25% as tame grassland 
(<50% native species, but still classified as a grassland).” Page 19 

 

Saskatchewan Native Prairie Habitat Inventory: A Collaborative Study between Saskatchewan Polytechnic  
and Environment Canada. Teal Fisher, Natural Resource Technology Programs, Saskatchewan Polytechnic;  

Joanne Marchand, Natural Resource Technology Programs, Saskatchewan Polytechnic; Ericka Donald. 2020. 
 

4 Review of Evidence on Drylands pastoral systems and climate change, Rome 2009 
 

“Grasslands, by their extensive nature, hold enormous potential to serve as one of the greatest terrestrial 
sinks for carbon. The restoration of grasslands and good grazing land management globally can store 
between 100 and 800 Mt CO2-eq per year for inputs ranging from USD 20 to 100, respectively (IPCC 2007). 
Smith, et al. (2008) have estimated that improved rangeland management has the biophysical potential to 
sequester 1.3- 2.0 Gt CO2e worldwide to 2030. Well-managed grasslands can store up to 260 tonnes of 
carbon per ha while providing important benefits for climate change adaptation (FAO 2007). Global 
grasslands store a total of between 1 752– 2 385 Gt of carbon, 71 percent of which is below the soil surface 
(White, et al., 2000). Appropriate management of grasslands to prevent further degradation – especially in 
currently non-degraded grassland areas – will make a significant contribution to mitigating future climate 
change.”  

 

Review of evidence on drylands pastoral systems and climate change Implications and opportunities for 
mitigation and adaptation. Edited by C. Neely, S. Bunning and A. Wilkes; Land Tenure and Management 
Unit (NRLA), Land and Water Division, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Rome, 
2009. http://www.fao.org/3/a-i1135e.pdf  Page 29 

https://www.prairiecommons.ca/?page_id=300
https://pcag.uwinnipeg.ca/Prairie-Perspectives/PP-Vol21/Sawatzky-Piwowar.pdf
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