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You Live in Tacoma's I i

Puget Prairies >

Just like Tacoma has distinct neighborhoods with their own history
and character, the land beneath our feet isn't just one thing—it's a
patchwork of distinct ecosystems shaped by elevation, water; and

geology.

Your neighborhood sits in the Puget Prairies: a once-vast ecosystem
of rolling grasslands, wildflowers, and Oregon white oaks that used to
cover much of western Washington.

These prairies were shaped by well-drained soils left behind as
glaciers retreated roughly 15,000 years ago. Though nutrient-poor,
these soils support a remarkable diversity of specialized plants and
animals uniquely adapted to prairie life.

Today, less than 3% of Washington’s original
prairies remain. But even small actions at home,
like planting native species, supporting oak trees,
or creating sunny open habitat, can help
reconnect fragments of this disappearing
ecosystem across Tacoma. Oregon white oaks are
especially important, providing shelter, habitat,
and acorns that sustain wildlife year-round.

The open spaces near your home—~Fern Hill,
Wapato Hills, Trafton Slope, and Wapato
Lake—are a vital part of Tacoma’s wild
network. Your yard is too.
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Meet the e
Neighbors

American Kestrel
North America’s smallest falcon,
often hovering over fields like it’s
pinned to the sky, then dropping
suddenly to snatch insects and
mice with pinpoint accuracy

Julia's Orangetip
Butterfly

a brief, wind-tossed flutter of
white and citrus-orange that
appears in early spring,
emerging as the first wildflowers
push through thawing ground

Western Toad

slow, squat, covered in
warts, and capable of
turning an entire pond
into a chorus of soft
chirps and little trills
after dark

Shrewmole

a secretive tunnel-builder,
part shrew and part mole,
moving through soil and
ledf litter, rarely seen but
always at work beneath
your feet




Species Spotlight
Western Meadowlark

(Sturnella neglecta)

The Western Meadowlark, often described as the “voice of the prairie,’ fieeons

is one of Washington's most recognizable birds in open country.

With its bright yellow chest, bold black V-shaped bib, and fluted,
bubbling song, the meadowlark is more often heard than seen, its song
carrying across grasslands, fields, and roadside pastures on the wind.

You probably won’t see one in your backyard. But you might still

hear its song in remaining open spaces around the South Sound in

old agricultural fields, restored prairie fragments, and stretches of
undeveloped grassland between forests and neighborhoods. These birds
rely on wide, open ground with short grasses for nesting and foraging on
insects and seeds. As Washington has filled in with trees, development,
and dense vegetation, meadowlarks have retreated from much of the
lowlands. Where they remain, they hint at what this landscape once
sounded like and what thoughtful stewardship can still sustain.

What you can do

Plant native prairie wildflowers when possible—they feed pollinators
and bring bursts of seasonal color. Protect mature Oregon white
oaks, or consider planting one if you have the space. Support prairie
restoration and prescribed burning where they occur. Every addition
is part of the same web of life.

A Note on Camas

Each spring, camas turns Northwest prairies blue for a few brief
weeks, rising from wet ground that dries by summer. Its bulbs fed
(and continue to feed) Indigenous communities for thousands of
years, long before cities replaced most of our region’s meadows.
It's a reminder that Tacoma remains both wilder and more fragile
than it first appears.
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