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The Brice Prairie Conservation Association is located on Brice Prairie just west of Onalaska, Wisconsin. Brice Prairie is a glacial terrace outwash feature adjacent to Lake Onalaska and the Black river delta. The wetlands and backwaters of the Mississippi and Black Rivers that nearly surround Brice Prairie lie within the Upper Mississippi River Fish and Wildlife Refuge.

The Association was incorporated in 1954 and currently has 61 members. The Mission of the BPCA is the Preservation of Lake Onalaska and the Black River Bottoms.

 The Brice Prairie Conservation Association (BPCA) has an extensive range of conservation activities that keeps much of the membership involved throughout the year. BPCA and individual members have been acknowledged for conservation projects and leadership by the La Crosse County Conservation Alliance, North American Bluebird Society,  Bluebird Restoration Association of Wisconsin, Wisconsin Conservation Congress as well as state and federal conservation agencies. 

The Brice Prairie Conservation Association remains active in a 37-year wood duck nesting box project; a 16-year bluebird nesting and research project; a 18 year project raising and planting of swamp white oaks on river islands since and this year began raising Dutch elm disease tolerant American seedlings for transplant; raising and releasing galarucella beetles to help control purple loosestrife; organizing and directing the Lake Onalaska portion of the annual La Crosse area Mississippi River clean-up; financial assistance for multiple fish and wildlife habitat projects, handicapped fishing access and docks on Lake Onalaska; provide meeting facilities and sponsorship for Boy Scouts; offer an annual scholarship of $500 to a local student majoring in natural resources. BPCA conducts an annual Ice Fishing Derby on the first Saturday in February to raise funds to carry out conservation projects.

The Brice Prairie Conservation Association first sponsored a wood duck house-building, placement and monitoring project in 1971 in cooperation with Boy Scout Troop 21, WDNR and USFWS. BPCA members built and placed 36 houses made out of used road sign material but found that many were mutilated or destroyed by woodpeckers. In 1978 BPCA purchased and placed 24 Tommy Tubs plastic houses but found that they were not readily occupied by wood ducks. In 1988 BPCA members began constructing metal houses from discarded Freon canisters based on a design developed at Union Slough Wildlife Refuge in Iowa. The house is placed on a pipe bracket where it can be easily removed and is hinged for easy checking and cleaning. Since the first 60 houses were placed in 1988  over 700 boxes have been placed and monitored. Each year a production report has been compiled and shared with agency partners and the public. Records show that over 2,000 ducklings of both wood duck and hooded merganser are produced in most years. Reports can be found on the BPCA website www.Briceprairieconservation.org  BPCA members constructed and sold 200 of these houses to the US Fish and Wildlife Service for research. Over 500 additional houses have been sold to organizations and individuals.

BPCA has an educational message that it developed and presents which promotes monitoring, record keeping and maintenance as a necessary conservation ethic for bird house projects.

BPCA began a bluebird nest box project in 1992 with 29 boxes that fledged 62 bluebirds. These boxes are monitored weekly during the nesting season to enumerate the number of eggs laid as well as the number of hatched and fledged young bluebirds. Presently BPCA members and cooperators monitor over 900 boxes, which produced over 5,000 bluebirds in 2009, and 4,000 in 2008. Reports of progress and technology advancements appear on our website and the publications of the Bluebird Restoration Association of Wisconsin. BPCA has conducted three years of box temperature research in conjunction with the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources suggest that shade, insulation, and reflective materials are ineffective for preventing heat mortality of eggs or nestlings, but venting is effective and recommended especially in mid- and southern states. In 2005 the Brice Prairie Conservation Association received the Bluebird Conservation Award from the North American Bluebird Society.

 A diverse flood plain forest is a critical ecological component to a healthy river. River management agencies have identified a loss of forest diversity in the Mississippi River flood plain forest.  In collaboration with the US Army Corps of Engineers forester BPCA members developed a swamp-white oak planting project in 1992 to collect swamp-white acorns in the fall and plant them in a sheltered nursery on BPCA property. Two-year-old trees are removed in the spring and planted in cooperation with the forestry personnel of the Corps of Engineers (USCOE ) within the Mississippi River/Black River bottoms on preferred sites. Observations made by BPCA members have identified a population of flood tolerant black oak. Acorns have been collected, raised in the nursery and seedlings have been planted on designated river islands. This past spring BPCA began raising Dutch elm disease tolerant seedlings for transplant. The seed was obtained from the US Forest Service through the USCOE forester.  

The Brice Prairie Conservation Association remains an active organization that is working through volunteer efforts to improve the environment and natural resources in the Lake Onalaska and La Crosse area for today’s citizens as well as future generations.

Attachments: “Wood Duck and Hooded Merganser Report: 2008”; “Production of Eastern Bluebirds in Monitored Houses: Annual Report – 2009”; and “The Effects of Shade and Ventilation Combinations to Alleviate Temperature Problems in Bluebird Houses” in Wisconsin Bluebird – Spring 2008.
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