
The Freese Scale
for Grassland Biodiversity

American Prairie Reserve’s Philosophy and Approach to 
Biodiversity Centered Land Management

American Prairie Reserve’s (APR) approach to biodiversity restoration is built around the Freese Scale for Grass-
land Restoration. Developed by conservation biologist Dr. Curt Freese, the Freese Scale (pronounced Fray’-zee) 
identifies the ten major ecological drivers for restoring and conserving biodiversity on temperate grasslands. This 
scale can be used by land managers trying to achieve a balance between agricultural production and biodiversity 
as well as those, like APR, which are solely focused on maximizing native prairie biodiversity.

Each year, our biologists rate all APR 
properties on the Freese Scale and develop 
management plans aimed at achieving 
incremental improvement on each prop-
erty’s score. 

On our web site, we post an account of our 
restoration and science efforts (e.g., bison 
management, reintroduction of fire, and 
stream restoration) and the progress we’re 
making in moving our landscape along the 
Freese Scale. 

We welcome your questions and comments. 

1

1 All Rights Reserved. Curtis Freese / American Prairie Reserve.



APR’s Philosophy

The overarching goal of American Prairie Reserve (APR) is to restore and conserve the biodiversity—species, 
habitats and ecological processes—that was native to this region for the past several thousand years.  In doing 
so, we recognize that the prairie ecosystem is a highly dynamic place and that species, habitats and ecological 
processes vary and shift across the land over time. Thus, our goal is not to restore biodiversity to some pre-
determined, unchanging condition. Rather, our goal is to restore the natural ecological conditions that are 
most important for maintaining a fully functioning, self-sustaining ecosystem endowed with the diversity of 
life the region once harbored. As has been the case for millennia, humans will be part of this ecosystem but 
not in the command-and-control manner that prevails over most of our lands. 

To help guide our actions over time, we have developed a scale that evaluates land management based on ten 
ecological conditions that have been most affected by human activities, particularly commodity production 
(livestock and grain), on lands in the APR region.  Each condition is measured on a 7-point scale arranged 
along a continuum. At one end is commodity management, which describes activities like grain or cattle pro-
duction that are common in the APR region and that have substantially altered ecological conditions. At the 
other end of the continuum is biodiversity management, which represents ecological conditions that should 
be in place when biodiversity conservation is the primary goal for the land.  

The result is a scale that tracks the effects of different management decisions on ecological conditions, provid-
ing APR with a tool to assess our progress as we transition lands from a primary focus on livestock and grain 
production to a focus on biodiversity.

We want to emphasize that not all commodity producers operate at the far end of the continuum away from 
conservation. In fact, most in the APR region are well aware of many biodiversity values of their land and take 
measures to conserve native prairie and much of its wildlife. Moreover, human infrastructure such as power 
lines and roads are not solely due to commodity production needs, but they do impact important ecological 
conditions. We therefore also incorporate these concerns where appropriate in the scale. 

Prairie wildlife is resilient, an evolutionary adaptation to the boom-and-bust conditions of life on the Great 
Plains. This is why we’ve adopted a “build it and they will come” philosophy to managing American Prairie 
Reserve (APR) lands. Prairie plants and animals will bounce back to their former abundance if we restore the 
ecological conditions—the large and dynamic playing field—to which they are so well adapted. There is much to 
learn as we move ahead. As APR managers, we need to be as adaptive and resilient as prairie wildlife.



How the Freese Scale Works

The Freese Scale allows biodiversity-focused land managers to periodically evaluate their properties and track 
progress towards creating a fully functioning, native prairie ecosystem. The left hand side of the ten-point 
scale shows the characteristics associated with commodity-focused management and the right hand side 
shows characteristics of biodiversity-centered management. The scale does not imply that one is better than 
the other. Rather, it is a guide for land managers interested in converting landscapes previously used for 
commodity production into prairie ecosystems with a full complement of native biodiversity.    



APR’s Approach to Rating Reserve Landscapes

Each year, our land managers, in conjunction with a variety of partners, rate the Reserve’s properties using the 
Freese Scale. Biologists tour the reserve by foot, horseback and vehicles working as a team to agree upon a score 
for each management unit. The chart below is an example of this process. The total score for a particular area 
is recorded and retained, allowing for annual comparisons. Armed with this information, our managers decide 
what approaches in management could lead to an improved score for a particular area of the Reserve.



Importance of Collaborations

In our efforts to create one of the richest and most biologically diverse large-scale grassland ecosystems 
on earth, APR benefits from assistance and collaboration from the following organizations and agencies. 
Each brings unique value to our efforts to evaluate current biodiversity conditions, and in planning and 
implementing future restoration activities. We welcome additional partners interested in moving this 
extraordinary project forward. Please contact us if you’d like to join this growing team of contributors.

National Geographic World Wildlife Fund

Wildlife Conservation Society U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Bureau of Land Management Montana Audubon

Montana State University Ft. Belknap Indian Reservation



Summary

By using the Freese Scale, our management team seeks to create and maintain an easy to use system for 
improving and preserving biodiversity on the Reserve. Our goal is to create a common language so that all 
contributors are aligned and working effectively together towards this common goal. 

Please contact us if you would like to learn more about our approach to biodiversity management or if you 
would like to volunteer to help with annual evaluations and management efforts on American Prairie Reserve.
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