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The impact of climate and predation on nesting success and brood survival needs to be
better understood as well as ways these effects could be modified by habitat management. In
Wisconsin, a scattering of smaller sanctuaries throughout private land was generally felt to be
more desirable and feasible than fewer, larger grassland units (Hamerstrom et al. 1957), but
Minnesota has relatively large tracts. Fox predation could be reduced on these areas however,
if they were large enough to hold coyotes (Canis latrans) (Larry Hanson, USFWS, pers.
commun.). Sargeant et al. (1987) in North Dakota demonstrated that resident red foxes were
excluded from the large central portions of coyote family territories which were centered in
relatively large roadless areas where cropland was least abundant. More recently, Sovada et
al. (1995) found nesting success nearly double (32%) in coyote-dominated landscapes
compared to fox-dominated areas (17%). Also, from an overall ecosystem integrity
standpoint, larger prairie tracts are superior to small sites*(Brian Winter, TNC, pers.
commun.).

The winter ecology of prairie chickens is poorly understood at the northern edge of the
species' range, and unknowns include movement in response to winter food and cover,
consequences of these movements, characteristics of night roosting cover, and effects of
minimum tillage practices on winter food and brooding areas.

Most of the research in Minnesota has been conducted in the northwest prairie chicken
range. We know very little of habitat use and limiting factors in the north central range which
was primarily forest in presettlement times and is now a mosaic of forest, brush, cropland, and
grasslands.

There is recurring interest in reintroducing prairie chickens elsewhere in Minnesota;
however, reintroduction sites require large acreages of open grassland. While this is a worthy
undertaking, we place a higher priority on research and management efforts directed towards
making existing prairie chicken populations more secure and expanding their distribution
before moving birds into other areas.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Habitat is the major factor limiting the greater prairie chicken in Minnesota, with
nesting and brood habitat being the most critical. Additional habitat areas must be acquired
when available within the prairie chicken range, but the importance of managing existing
public grasslands cannot be overemphasized (Maertens 1973, Kirsch 1974).

In 1990, a long-range plan was developed by the Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources and included the following section on "Habitat Needs" which serves as a guide to
field managers:

"An ideal prairie chicken management unit should be one-third to one-half in native
(preferred) or tame grasslands. Sedge meadows and lowland brush should comprise



16

about 25%. The remainder can be made up of a combination of cropland, pasture and
hayland, with no more than 10% of the unit containing tree groves that exceed 20 ft
(6.1 m) in height.

Although unburned grasslands provide nesting and brooding habitats, periodic burning
is a practical management tool needed to maintain the vigor of the prairie community.
Alfalfa fields cut for hay, lightly-grazed pasture, and first-year legumes following small
grains also provide quality brood cover. If left undisturbed, grass-legume seeded areas
can also provide desirable nesting habitat. Brood habitat should be adjacent to nesting
habitat whenever possible.

Preferred roosting areas are somewhat wet and consist of lowland brush and sedge
meadows with less than 10% in willow or other shrubs. These areas are also used to
some extent for nesting, and brood rearing during years immediately following
burning. Prescribed burning of lowland brush and sedge meadows is necessary to
maintain the shrubs in early stages of development.

Natural foods for the prairie chicken consist of wild rose hips and buds of birch, aspen,
willow, dogwood, hazel, cottonwood and oak. If surrounding crop fields are not fall
plowed, waste grains usually provide an additional source of winter food. Where fall
plowing is extensive, strategically located food plots may be beneficial. No-till,
ridge-till or other types of farming that reduce fall plowing should be encouraged
whenever possible." (MN DNR 1990).

The maintenance of high quality habitat is not as dramatic and newsworthy as when a
new area is acquired but they are equally important. Maintaining a tradition of chicken use on
an existing area is of higher priority than reestablishing birds on a new area. Prescribed
burning is being carried out on an approximate 6-year rotation in the northwest range, but this
may stimulate rather than control those woody species adapted to periodic fire (Svedarsky et
al. 1986). An aggressive program of prescribed burning, brush control through summer
clear-cutting, girdling, and possibly herbicides is needed to maintain high quality grassland
habitat for prairie chickens and their associates. Predation should be reduced by: removing
raptor ambush trees and mammalian den sites whenever possible, maintaining good nesting
cover, and promoting mammalian predator trapping. General information on prairie chickens
and their management should be provided to private landowners throughout the prairie chicken
range. Incentive programs, such as state wetland and prairie tax credits, Prairie Bank,
Reinvest-in-Minnesota, and the Conservation Reserve Program should be promoted to
maintain grassland cover on private land.

Management-oriented research should be carried out to better understand brood
mortality factors, winter movements, the ecology of predation effects on "habitat islands," and
brush control strategies which are cost effective and consistent with long-term management of
diverse prairie tracts.
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The interpretive potential of prairie chickens is presently underutilized. Increased
public support for public and private programs could be gained by additional tours of booming
grounds and prairies using prairie chickens as the focal point.
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