
  

Our grasslands are richer than we think. 

The Okanagan Valley has long been known as an area rich in biological diversity.  In part this is due to 

the diverse geography and topography of the area with large lakes, steep cliffs, meandering rivers, 

mountains and flat plateaus all “crammed” together in a relatively small area.  It is also due to the fact 

that the Okanagan Valley is one of the very few north-south corridors that connects the extensive 

grasslands of the Great Basin south of us to the grasslands in our area and the Thompson and Chilcotin 

areas. Thus we get many species at the northern limit of their range and if global warming continues we 

might expect to get many more new species moving into our area. 

Much less than 1% of BC’s land mass is comprised of grasslands and of this small amount, a large portion 

has been either severely degraded or completely eliminated by our activities.  So for many years it has 

been known that the grasslands of the southern Okanagan-Similkameen valley were home to many 

endangered species.  Some estimate that about 1/3 of all of the endangered species in BC inhabit the 

south Okanagan valley and a very large percentage of these occur in our grasslands. 

Many people are surprised to hear about grasslands in the Okanagan Valley – certainly as you drive the 

main highways you see little that would be called grasslands, but you certainly see much in the way of 

orchards and vineyards, most of which occupy former grasslands.  So our remaining grasslands tend to 

be hidden along the back roads. The two largest remaining blocks of grasslands are the White Lake 

Basin, home of the well-known Astrophysical Observatory and the area between Osoyoos and the 

Similkameen valley. Some of this land is owned by ranchers but a significant portion is still Crown land. 

In the past two years, the Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC) purchased about 3100 acres of 

grasslands south of Hwy 3 near Kilpoola Lake that had been for sale. Much of this land had never been 

studied by scientists until now. NCC has made this land available for study by numerous researchers in 

various fields, and oh my, what they've found! They've found 33 species that are on either Federal or 

Provincial endangered lists, found one species never before reported in Canada and another species 

that been reported only once before in all of Canada! And the studies are barely underway 

Prior to this new research, BC was known to have 16 of the 20 bat species that live in Canada.  Now we 

may have one more.  The Canyon Bat, never before reported in Canada, was found last year in the NCC 

lands.  We don’t yet know if this was a lost wanderer from Oregon or whether Canyon bats regularly 

inhabit our southern grasslands.  More research is definitely needed. 

Merriam’s shrew, a small mouse like mammal, was also discovered in the NCC lands; only the second 

time ever found in Canada.  Since shrews, unlike birds and bats, don’t wander widely, it is pretty certain 

that this animal lives here full time. 

A third very rare species, the butterfly, Half-moon Hairstreak was found on the property. Other than the 

south Okanagan, the only other locality in Canada for this species is Waterton Lakes National Park in 

southern Alberta. 

With such a diverse and rare flora and fauna as our grasslands hold, is it any wonder that there has been 

a major effort over the last eight to ten years to have a national park established in the grasslands of the 

south Okanagan? 



The South Okanagan Naturalists’ Club next meets on January 23 at the Penticton United Church hall.  

Club member Ann Kiefer will take us along as she recalls her recent safari to Botswana.  Ann’s photos 

are always spectacular.  The meeting starts at 7PM.  Non-members are welcome. 

Bob Handfield is President of the South Okanagan Naturalists’ Club but the views expressed here are his 

own and not necessarily those of the Club. 

 


