Chapter 14 The Great Plains and Canadian Prairie: Land of Opportunity, or Where the Buffalo Roam?

Chapter Highlights

Identify and label US and Canadian Great Plains and Prairie subregions

Discuss the importance of the Ogallala Aquifer

Explain the relationship between corn, hogs, and cattle on the plains

Describe the settlement process and how it differed from settlement on the West Coast

Give an overview of the major Plains cities

Identify the historic range of the buffalo, and explain the theory of the Buffalo Commons

Distinguish the dividing line between the Great Plains and the Midwest and its connection to climate and agriculture

Explain how cattle ranching and processing has changed from the late nineteenth century to the present on the Plains

Contrast farmers and ranchers and discuss the concept of range war

Describe the place of the Hutterites and the Metis in Canada

Explain the importance of the Palliser Triangle on the Canadian Prairie

Introduction

Boring but ancient landscape

Great Plains climate, topography, and vegetation signify a transition zone between wet and dry

Grassland with millions of buffalo

Ranchers developed more sustainable agricultural methods (Photo 14.1)

Unsustainable production supported by industrialized agriculture

Physical Geography

Agribusiness: unsustainable, industrialized

65 million years ago, the Great Plains was a shallow sea

Two ecoregions: humid in east and dry in west

Human-induced fragmented landscape

Semiarid flat grassland

Canadian Prairie and Northern Great Plains

Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba

95% native grassland converted to wheat

Only 20% original wetland remain

Dissected Missouri Plateau

West of the Missouri River: big-sky west

South Dakota: badland 

Black Hills: Paha Sapa (the hills that are black); forests darken the slopes; boom-bust region of gold, tin, lead mining

Sand Hills, Nebraska

Sand Hills: largest sand dunes in US

River replenish the Ogallala Aquifer below

Grazing

High Plains

Semiarid landscape with few streams

South Dakota-Nebraska border to Texas

Boring transition to the drier West

Pecos River Valley

Between Texas and New Mexico

Transitional landscape: Basin, Range, Rocky Mountains

Raton Mesa and Basin

Southeastern Colorado

Lava flows

Edwards Plateau and Central Texas Uplift

Limestone; shrub, oaks, and junipers

Box 14.1 Geo-Tales: My 49th-Parallel Walk

In 1818, 49th parallel was chosen to divide British North America from the US

Mississippi and Hudson Bay watersheds boundaries

Prof. Mayda (author of this book) walked six hundred miles of the US-Canada border; six weeks walk in 1995

Began his love for the land itself

Water

Missouri River

Drained into the Mississippi River and eventually into the Gulf of Mexico

Controlling dams to improve navigation and protected against flooding

Cannot be returned to its former “natural” state

North Platte River

“mile-wide, inch-deep” river; flat water

Snowmelt water for irrigation

In 2001, courts granted Colorado, Wyoming, and Nebraska limited irrigation use

Arkansas River

Drained into Mississippi River

From 1820 to 1846, boundary between US and Mexico

Ogallala Aquifer

Underground reservoir

Provide 30% of nation’s groundwater; 95% of water is used for irrigation

Overused

Box 14.2 Missouri River Dams and Navigation

In 1936, dam-building era in Missouri River; 75 dams control flood

Interrupt river ecosystem; 51/67 fishes are endangered

Loss of biodiversity

Sediment load on the river to change

Environmental problems

Box 14.3 Did you know…High Plains and Ogallala Aquifer

Largest groundwater system in North America

8 states; Nebraska has the largest share with 65%, Kansas 10%

Technology has improved irrigation efficiency

Climate

Climate:
   western: Pacific air mass; rain shadow

   eastern: Gulf Coast air mass; humid

Precipitation: 100th meridian has less than 20 inches of precipitation

Soil: Calcium Carbonate soil: Caliche

Vegetation: grassland, few trees

Temperatures: seasonal variation

Wind: tornadoes

Historical Geography and Settlement

Lacked surface water, so limited settlement

Native American lived a lifestyle following the buffalo

Buffalo Commons theory: healthy plains

Box 14.4 Sustainable Buffalo?

Frank and Deborah Popper made the Buffalo Commons Theory in 1987

Restore plains grasslands to pre-European condition; sustainability and suitability

Buffalo vs. cattle

Cattle industry is short-lived success at the price of long-term disaster

Native Americans

12,000 years ago, plains indigenous peoples

16th century: Spanish arrived; introduced horse

Dependence on the horse shifted their social structure

Spanish Period

Spanish exploration of the Plains was limited

Box 14.5 John Wesley Powell and his vision for the west

2nd director of USGS

West has a lack of water and insufficient rainfall; unsuitable for eastern land uses

Western state boundaries should follow watersheds instead of politics

Water must be treated in a different manner in the West than in the East

Water is a scarce commodity and requires adjusting the water policy

The Great American Desert

Lewis and Clark traveled along the Missouri River 

Perceptually the “Great American Desert”

From Nomadic to Reservations

Louisiana Purchase: from France in 1803

In 1870s, most Native American groups were assigned to reservations

The cowboy and Cattle

Ranchers own the land, the cowboy works it

Four cultures created the American cattle industry: Spanish, Anglo, Gulf Coast, and subcontinental India

Get rich quick; shipped cattle to Chicago

Cattle-grazing industry; displace native buffalo

In 1880s, collapsed from drought, blizzards, and overinvestment

Alberta: Calgary cattle industry

Farming and Ranching

Dryland farming: without irrigation

Fencing the Plains became a range war

Range War

Between ranchers and farmers: range war

Open-range ranching: unfenced range

Northern Plains

Dakota: Sweden and Finland settlement

Long and cold winters

The Canadian Prairie

Metis: descendants of Native women and French trappers; French Canadian

In 1982, the Metis were granted legal status as Native people (30% of all)

In 1870, Canada purchased Rupert’s Land and European settlers began to arrive in

Push and pull migration: move to prairie

Canada’s greatest wheat-growing area

Box 14.6 Paha Sapa

Paha Sapa means “the hills that are black”

Gold rush: miners vs. Native American

Sioux tribe lost land

In 1980, the Supreme Court awarded the Sioux over $100 million in compensation for the illegal taking of Paha Sapa

Sioux have not accepted the money and continue to fight to have their sacred land returned to them

Cultural Perspectives

Settlers build their initial homes with local materials – sod and hay

Environmental green-oriented building

49th parallel: Convention of 1818; Mississippi-Missouri rivers flow to Gulf of Mexico; Hudson Bay for Britain

BSE beef: mad cow disease in Canada and US

Regional Life

Population

Nomadic: Native American followed buffalo, cowboy followed the cattle

Population density has declined now

Highest percentage over 65; aging in place

Older population require additional health-care facilities

Farmers; center pivot irrigation (CPI)

Alberta and Saskatchewan population fastest-growing

Urban life

Settled in dispersed pattern

Small towns: economic, social, and political

Grain elevator: centerpiece of towns

New Homestead Act: offer incentives to move into small Plains towns

Traditional and Sustainable Cities

Calgary-Edmonton corridor in Alberta

Calgary: 2.2 million, 5th largest and 2nd fastest growing city in Canada

Denver and Front Range complex

Dallas-Fort Worth

Dallas: city for cotton; Cotton Bowl football classic; regional center for transportation and finance and a gateway for wholesale trade

Economy

Distributed crops and livestock to east

Asian economies invested in Great Plains

Agricultural Landscape

Family farm agricultural economy

Government agricultural subsidies and corporate contracts

Irrigation

Dams built on upper Missouri River 

Irrigation changed western settlement patterns and local climates

Ogallala irrigation became viable in 1960s

Water efficient CPI circles

Sustainability of the Ogallala: water table lowing due to over pumping

Climate change: atmospheric warming

Box 14.7 The Dust Bowl and Soil Conservation

19th century windmills provided water

National drought in 1931, “dirty thirties” the Dust Bowl decade

Overgrazing; dust storms

Soil Conservation Service introduced tillage methods

Rains returned in 1939

Box 14.8 Subsidies

To stabilize food prices: agricultural subsidies are common

EU: $17,000 per farmer; US: $48,000

WTO challenges these subsidies; disable both competition and free-trade network

Politically controversial

Subsidies take many forms

Crops

Wheat: US grows 1/8 world’s wheat; 2/3 is on the Great Plains

Genetically modified (GM) wheat

Corn: Ogallala water irrigation

Canola: seed oil for cooking

Sorghum: feed grain similar to corn

Cotton: agricultural subsidies

Sunflowers: Dakota, Kansas, Minnesota, CO

Other crops: barley for beer production

Box 14.9 Energy and Food

Fossil fuels instead of solar power for agricultural production

1st agricultural revolution: 10,000 years ago; planting of seed

2nd agricultural revolution: in 1800s; technology to increased crop production

3rd agricultural revolution: in 1960s; green revolution depended on fossil fuel energy, irrigation, fertilizers…

4th agricultural revolution: genetic engineering

Livestock and the Meat-processing Industry

Supply 60% of cattle and 50% of beef-processing plants

Cattle: refrigeration and transportation

Dairy: New Mexico dairy industry

Hogs: pork industry, Oklahoma and Texas

Box 14.10 Sustainable Meat

Americans eat 200 pounds of meat/ year

Increase greenhouse gas emissions and places stresses on the land, water

Box 14.11 Contract Farming

Agribusiness favors contract farming

Family farmers are small to survive with difficulty

More stable income of contract farming

Advantages: risk reduction, steady paycheck

US agricultural exports

Export to Asia; China and Japan

GM products

Carbon sinks and sequestration in Canada

Grasslands are carbon sinks

C sequestration: remove CO2 from air

Converting grasslands to agriculture has increased the CO2 level

Need good land management practices

Mineral Resources

Coal and Coalbed Methane (CBM)

Oil and gas: North Dakota-Saskatchewan

Gold: Black Hills gold rush

Wind: windmills

A Sustainable Future

Great Plains uses unsustainable amounts of water

Primary producer of agricultural and livestock goods; 55% of nation’s wheat and 30% of animal product value

New Homestead ideas demonstrate that many Americans want rural community values
