WILDCARD: The Forest Game - Episode 6
When nature surprises us - The steppe that refused to become forest

GAME MASTER: Welcome back to WILDCARD: The Forest Game - where we explore rewilding
across Europe's ecological landscape, one move at a time.

I'm your host and game master, and today we're rolling the dice for a journey that spans not
just space, but time itself - fifty years of watching nature make its own move.

Let me explain today's move: the dice shows a 5! Our token moves six spaces... and lands
on... the Bohemian Karst, Czech Republic!

Here, limestone hills rise near Prague, creating a landscape of caves, gorges, and scattered
grasslands. Our challenge today? Understanding what happens when humans step back from
agricultural land. What moves does nature make on these abandoned fields? Does the forest
always return? This process is called secondary succession.

Today's story begins in 1975, when a young university student arrived at an abandoned field,
expecting to document a simple ecological rule: abandoned farmland becomes forest. But
our player has been studying this same field for fifty years - fifty years of returning,
measuring, watching - only to discover that nature had a completely different strategy than
he expected.

Ready to play? Let's meet our storyteller...

KAREL PRACH: My name is Karel Prach and for more than 50 years, | have been studying
what happens when we left nature to work by itself in various human disturbed sites

including abandoned fields.



There's one place near Prague which | like a lot, and that's because | started to work there
when | was a university student and, | must say that | have never imagined that after more
decades or nearly half a century my son would live nearby with his family. So now | have an
opportunity to visit frequently my favourite area, the landscape and also some sites which |

studied half a century ago.

GAME MASTER: When he first arrived in 1975 to work on his master's thesis, the field had

already been abandoned for 40 years.

KAREL PRACH: The site which | like is located in a karstic area which is called Bohemian Karst.
It's located near Prague the capital of the Czech Republic and | visited for the first time, this

field, when | started to work on my master thesis in 1975.

In that time when | saw for the first time the site that was already 40 years old since the
abandonment of arable land and in that time there was a grassland dominated by common

grasses with scattered shrubs and what was good and which | appreciated, there were no

weedy species and no aliens and | must say that | appreciated that was in that stage.

GAME MASTER: Karel arrived at this field with a clear expectation - a prediction based on
standard ecological theory. In our game metaphor, he thought he knew exactly which square
the token would land on next.

KAREL PRACH: When | visited the site for the first time, | expected that gradually the site
would be overgrown by woody species because it's usual successional direction that

abandoned fields in this country in Central Europe, and temperate Europe are gradually



overgrown by woody species and slowly convert to woodland. And so that was my

expectation when | started my study there.

GAME MASTER: But here comes our first plot twist! Karel returned to the field year after

year, decade after decade. And nature refused to follow the script.

KAREL PRACH: | have been visiting regularly the site making vegetation records and
surprisingly the woody species didn't expand for that half a century. They only increase in
size, the scattered individuals increase in size, of course, but no new woody species
established. And that means that probably the stage is more or less constant and the

woodland doesn't expand and even in the future, | guess that it wouldn't.

GAME MASTER: Fifty years. Half a century of expecting trees to take over, and they never
did. This is our wildcard moment - when nature follows a completely different path than
expected. So, what was happening? Why did this field refuse to become forest?

KAREL PRACH: It appears during our study that the site is too dry. That's one reason and
probably the other reason is that competitive grasses which established before the woodland

species. They outcompete and protect the site against the encroachment of woodland.

GAME MASTER: Too dry for trees. But not too dry for something else - something Karel

hadn't predicted.



KAREL PRACH: The site is located close to the original stepping patches, and it was possible
to observe during the half century that gradually, not very fast, new and new species typical

for steppic patches established in the side and gradually increased in their populations.

In the area, woodland prevails and there are only limited patches of steppe grasslands which
harbour endangered and rare species and not only plants also some insects and other

animals. So, from the point of view of nature conservancy, we appreciate much more the

occurrence of steppic species is that ordinary woodland species.

GAME MASTER: Let me pause here to highlight what just happened in our game. Karel
expected his field to become woodland - common, unremarkable forest. Instead, it became
something rare and precious: steppe grassland habitat. The field didn't become less valuable
by staying open - it became more valuable. Nature made a move that surprised the expert
player.

But Karel has another story from this field - one that reminds us that scientific observation

isn't always as serious as we might think.

KAREL PRACH: As | mentioned, animals also not only plants. | have one funny story, during
one of my first visits of the side, | went there and because that was a hot day. | took several
beers in a restaurant below the hill where the side occurs. And we have in Czech language a
proverb that drunken people can see white mouse. And when | came to the side, | really saw
three white mice running each behind. And | was surprised and thought myself probably

that's true. | didn't before that | hadn't believed that something is possible but that | enjoyed



this moment but later | recognized that there was a side where some rubbish deposit was

put from a nearby biological laboratory so obviously that the proverb is not true.

GAME MASTER: White mice from a laboratory - not from too many beers! Karel has been
returning for fifty years with curiosity, humour, and patience.

And now, half a century later, what does this field look like?

KAREL PRACH: And now | can say the site looks on the first view the same as it did 50 years
ago, which | didn't imagine in the time when | started to study the site.

As | mentioned, the reason that succession is blocked or arrested is probably in the fact that
soil moisture is rather low by the way, we measured for several years regularly the soil
moisture, so that was proved. And now it can be even enforced by coming global warming
and | don't expect in the future compared to my earlier expectations that no would land

establish in that side even in the future.

GAME MASTER: But this story isn't just about science anymore. Remember, we mentioned

at the beginning that Karel's professional life and family life merged.

KAREL PRACH: | have been talking about science or my impression as resulting from my
study, but now | have even personal approach to that side and to the whole area as | already

mentioned because my son lives with his family some half a kilometre away from this side.

So | often go with my grandkids not only to this side but walking through the area and from

this side it's a nice our view on the village where part of my family lives and also our the



canyon big valley of the river which is the axis of the area and it's rather nice landscape and
nature around so | like the site a lot.
And occasionally | tell to my grandkids about the research, now they are not so small, so they

understand. Even | told them the story with white mice, and they were laughing and

occasionally they ask me what | did, not only me, but also my colleagues because there was a
rather large scale research and many colleagues were involved in that.

GAME MASTER: A field studied for fifty years that became steppe grassland instead of forest.
Now Karel walks there with his grandchildren, telling them stories about this place. This is

the power of patient observation. So, what is Karel's most important lesson?

KAREL PRACH: After half a century of studying vegetation dynamics in various human
disturbed sites or including abandoned fields like in this case | have just described.

| can say: let nature to work itself, if possible, and | must say that in temperate Europe nature
helps by itself rather frequently not in all cases but in most cases, we can allow spontaneous

succession spontaneous recovery in such sites as there are abandoned fields.

GAME MASTER: "Let nature work itself, if possible. “A lesson from fifty years of patient
observation. Now our scientific advisor, Professor Giorgio Alberti from the University of
Udine, coordinator of the WILDCARD project, helps us understand the rules behind what

Karel witnhessed.

GIORGIO ALBERTI: Secondary succession is the process by which natural recovers after

disturbance that doesn't completely wipe the slate clean. Usually after disturbance plant and



animals returns in the stages. A fast growing species usually comes first then shrubs and
eventually trees and more complex ecosystem.

Secondary succession matter for re-wilding as most re-wilding projects don't start from
untouched wilderness but they start from landscape that have been used damaged or

managed by humans. Succession shows us that if we reduce pressure like intensive farming
of development nature often knows how to heal itself.

And rewilding works with secondary succession not against it. Instead of rebuilding
ecosystem from scratch, we can remove barriers, reintroduce key species, and obviously let
natural processes do much of the work. This makes rewilding more realistic, more affordable,

and often more successful in the long-term.

GAME MASTER: No two abandoned fields tell the same story. Climate, soil, what grows
nearby — all these factors shape the outcome. Just like in the Bohemian Karst, where dry

soil and a handful of steppe seeds rewrote the script.

GIORGIO ALBERTI: For an abandonment field, what it becomes next depend on a key factor
some key factors. Climate is a big one. Temperature and rainfall set the limits of what can
grow. Soil is also important because nutrients, moisture, and also how soil is compacted can
influence grasses, shrubs, and trees.

Then there is what is nearby: seeds from the surrounding landscape like scattered trees or

forest or grassland help decide what species arrive first. Disturbances and animals also play



a role grazing, fires, or browsing by herbivores can keep land open as grassland, where their
absence may allow tree to take over.
In the end, it's an interaction between environment, species, time, but also a previous land

history that shapes the outcome and not a single factor.

GAME MASTER: And here is one of the most surprising moves in this game: more succession

does not always mean more biodiversity. The relationship is far more nuanced than that.

GIORGIO ALBERTI: As succession progresses, biodiversity usually increases but not in a
straight line. In fact, at the beginning fast growing species dominate and so diversity is really
low but as time passes more plants, insects, birds and mammals move in creating a wider
range of habitats but also food sources.

This often leads to a peak in biodiversity as different species coexist. But, in very late stages,
some species may decline again as the ecosystem becomes more stable and shaded. From a
conservation point of view, this means that there is no a single perfect stage to protect, but
different stages of succession support different species.

And as effective conservation often means allowing a natural change to happen, while also
favouring a mosaic of habitats from open areas to mature ecosystems in order to support

the widest possible biodiversity.
GAME MASTER: A mosaic of habitats. Not one winning square on the board, but many —
each hosting different players. That steppe grassland Karel tended for fifty years was not a

failure of succession. It was its own precious square.



But knowing this is not enough. The real challenge for land managers is deciding what to do
— or what not to do — when they find themselves standing at the edge of an abandoned

field.

GIORGIO ALBERTI: Abandoned agricultural land is more than an empty space. It's a dynamic
landscape full of potential. So, land managers need to understand that these areas often
have soil, seed bags, and micro habitats that can either recover naturally or degrade if left
unmanaged. So, the first step is assessing the land's condition: describe the soil quality,
qguantify invasive species presence, describe the surrounding ecosystem, and also the
historical land use. Karel emphasized that sometimes the best approach is to let the nature
take the lead. So passive restoration simply allowing natural succession can work well when
the land is relatively healthy and resilient.

Nature knows how to rebuild the ecosystem often more efficiently than humans can.
However, intervention could become necessary when there are barriers to recovery such as
invasive species, soil erosion, sometimes pollution.

The key, also in this case, is balance, understanding when to step back and let nature work
and when some targeted action can help natural along. So basically, in short, first observe,

then understand and finally act thoughtfully.

GAME MASTER: Observe. Understand. Act thoughtfully. In this game, the most powerful

move is sometimes the one you don't make.



In our next episode, we go underground — beneath the roots, beneath the leaf litter — to
discover the secrets of the soil. Because the game we see on the surface is only half the

story. Stay tuned for the next episode.
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