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Forward

The lesser prairie chicken (Trwpancls pallidlcincis ), unlike the
covole, bobwhite quail, or white-tailed deer has not been able to keep pace
with man's cvilization. Population levels hive decressed markedly since
early-day settlement. The prairie chicken has rather rigid habitat require
ments and does not adjust readily to changing conditions. During the past
G0-70 vears, much of the native prairie chicken habitat has been destroyel
by the plow, chemical control of vegetation, and severe overgrazing

The busic information contained in this brochure was derived from
Pittman-Robertson Projects W-45-R, Panhandle Game Management Survey,
and W-126-R, Satewide Small Came Program.

Past and Present History
and Distribution

The range of the lesser prairie chicken in the United States is restricted o
Teas, New Mexico, Colorado, Kansas, and Oklahomea In Texas, the bird
ocours primarily in the Panhandle and South Plains areas. A remnant
population of the related Attwater's prairie chicken ¢ Tmpanschas cufiido
afficafers), u State and federally listed endangeread species, is found ahong
the Gulf Coast of Texas.

The historic range of the lesser prairie dhicken in Texas extended over most
of the grasslands of the High and Rolling Plains. Today there remain two
sepurate populations: one in the eastem and northeast Panhandle along the
Texas0klahoma line, and the other in the South Plains along the Texas
New Mexioo line from Andrews county to Bailey County. The populations
are confingl almest exclusively to sandy ridges containing shinnery oak
and/or sand sagebrush, along with wild phom and skunkbuosh sumac in
association with tall grasses such as sand bluestem, litle bluestem, wd
switchgrass, Farming land is found adjacent to and interspersed within such
ranges, including lands seeded back into permanent grass oover through
the Conservation Reserve Program. Records indicate there may have been
ds Many as two million lesser prairie chickens in Texas prior w 15900,
Around 1930, installation of large farms, intensive grazing of grasslands,
and @ severe dronpht depressed their population to an all-time low. The
Tewas Legislature halied legal hunting in 1937, Surveys conduocted in 1967
indicated the prairie chicken population was of sufficient size o allow a
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limited harvest. A two-lay season was held in the northeast section of the
Panhandle, The South Plains section was induded in the hunt area begin-
ming in 1970, Currently, two-day seasons ane provided for in both areas.

The eastern section is comprised of ap progimately 800,000 weres scattened
through Donley, Gray, Hemphill, Collingsworth, Lipscomb, and Wheeler
Counties, The western counties of Bailey, Cochran, Andraws, Caines,
Youkum, Terry, and Hockley have an estimated 350,000 weres of praivie
chicken rnpe.

Factors Limiting Distribution
Habitat

Habitat is the key (o management of the lesser praivie chicken. Presently,
prime habitat in Texas for this very specialized species is limited and the
ottlook for restaring historic habitat is questionable, Histwrically, large
Dlocks of native ranpeland were inhabited by the praivie chicken. The High
Plains portion, with limited rainfall and relatively fla wopography, sup-
ported a pood prowth of short grasses on hardland sites with clay loam
soils, Interspersed sandy soils supported shinoak, sand sagebrosh, and a
mixture of warm season perennial bunch prasses. The Eolling Plains climi
association contained bunch grasses on the sandy loam soils, with shincak
ussociations on the sands.

Much of the High Plains portion of this habitat has given way to the plow,
and only sand-shinnery associations remain (o maintain the prairie chicken
o1 year-round basis. Minimom acreape necessary to maintain prairie
chicken populations is unknown, but there are many examples of sand
shinnery ouk tracts of 50 w 250 acres, interspersed within areas of cultiva-
tion, where prairie chickens no longer exist, For this reason, it may be
concluded that larpe, solid blocks of native rangeland habitat in excess of
2500 uores are a premequisite (o maintaining viable chicken populations,
This conclusion is further supported by wlemetry studies of prairie chick-
ens conducted by Texas Tech University, Similar, but less ex tensive habita
alteration has occurred in the Bolling Plains.

A potential for prairie chicken range rehabilitation occurred with the
introduction of the Conservation Reserve Program (CRF), o part of the
Foixd Security Ac, in 1985, This is a ten-year, voluntary United States
Department of Agriculture program designed to conserve and improve soil
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and water resources by removing highly-erodible lands from crop produoc
ticn. Most of the prairie chicken range is located in aress qualifying for this
program. Some of the mone than 3 million acres of Texas farm land con-
verted to CRP prasses may provide the prairvie chidien with increased
feeding, nesting, and brood habitat with the potential for expanding or
increasing populations; however, the optimum CRP mix twre would consist
of warm season perennial banch grasses, native legumes, forbs, and
woody shrab plantings, and many ames of CRP have been planted in less
desirabke, non-native plnt species,

Grazing Pressure

Extensive overgrazing has displaced desirable tall and mid-grass cover, sad
shinnery oak, and forb food species on extensive aoeages in the High and
Rolling Plains. Sape/shinmery communities were undoubtedly the strong-
hold of the prairie chicken in the past; however, other areas offened
seasonal feeding and nesting habitat for the birds.

Tewday, where overgrazing ocenrs on ranpeland consideral prairie chicken
habitat, the birds have either disappearal or population levels are very low,
Results of overgrazing on chicken habitat include the madied decreass of
desirabke food plants and destroction and modification of escape cover.

Chemical Brush Control

Application of herbicdes to control brosh and weeds has adversely alfected
praivie chicken habitat When extensive habitat areas are treated and food
species destroved, o decling in populations may be expected. Where large
seale annual or bi-annual herbicide programs are maintained, native food
plants may be partially or totally eliminated As native ranpgeland becomes
predominately a grassland, feeding areas are reduoed or eliminated and
only nesting cover remains,

I yeurs of rest between application of herbicides (such as ebuthiuron) or
mosaie patterns ave not provided, o drastic reduction in shinoak motts
muy oceur. These motts ane not only important as prodoucers of aoorns, but
also provide necessary brood-rearing areas, resting and loafing cover, and
protection from extreme heat in summer or cold inwinter.

Skunkbush sumae and sand sapebrush provide important food wd oover (o
prairie chickens. These are extremely susceptibke to herbicide treatments and
can be almest totally eliminated from raongeland through continued herbicide
applications. Sumac is often eliminated during the first application.
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‘Improved” Pastures

Throughout prairie chicken range, the commeon practice of plowing native
grasslands and reseeding them with a monoculiure of non-native grass
such us loveprass, presents vet another threat to prairie chicken habitat.
Although these arcas may be used as nesting cover, they offer litte or no
food and the grass stand is often oo thick @ be desirable for uses other
than nesting or escape cover,

Lands o be reestablished in grass under the Conservation Reserve Program, or
other similar programs in praide chicken range, should ot be planted o o
monceuliure of grasses. A selected mixture of native grasses, legumes and grain
sorghum food plots is much more beneficial to all types of wildlife, especially
rairie chickens. For example, an excellent mixture o seed on sndy loam sites
where mest chicken range ooonrs) would be a combination of switchgras,
little bluestem, indiangross, sideoats grama, plains bristlegras, Ninos
bundkeflower, md Muaximilian sunflower, Note that grass spedes are warm-
season bunch varleties, deeprooted, droughtresistant, and very
responsive to management with grazing and preseribed fire.

Fooad Supply

The food habits of the lesser praivie chicken are very spedalized, certainly
more so than most other game birds, Food species found in quail n:n::Fx
collected annually are almost oo numerons to mention, while those Toods
fisund in chicken crops are relatively low in numbers.

Stodies indicate a large portion of the bird's diet consists of shinoak acorns
(Jackson and DeArment 1963, Camen and Knopf 19810, Other plant species
of primary importance in the full are sivweek fescue leaves, broom
siakeweed kaves, and Catsedge seed. Leaves and ower buds of skunkbush
stimad, leaves of sand sagebrush, amd caltivated grain sorghum (when
available) are used during the winter,

Important plants in the spring are sixweek fesoe, new annual forbs, and
skunkbush sumac, In summer, insects (especialy grasshoppers) dominate
the diet; but again fruits of skunkbush sumac are taken aong with leaves of
dayflower, western rapweed, and evening primrose. Other forh species of
importance are queen’s delight, hairy puccoon, wild sweetpea, prairie
ragworl, beard-tongue, and wild four o'clock.

Year-round availability of this narrow range of [ood iems is essential 1o
maintaining chicken populations. Many agricultural practices such as clean
furming, burning of crop stubble, intensive livestock grazing, and applica-
ticn of herbicides tend to eliminate these food sources, resulting in the
reduction or elimination of chicken populations.
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Drought

Drought cycles that occur periodically throughout prairie chicken range
Place extreme stress on populations, Census data indicate that population
leviels drop during these drought pericds. Normally, some waste grain in
cultivated felds may be available as winter (ood thronghout oocupied
chicken rnpe; however, this is not the case in extremely dry vears when
crops are poor and the limited forape is used by cattle, or when inter-
spersed farm lands in prairie chicken range have been seeded o
grass moenocultures with litde or no diversity. A shortage of nesting
cover at these times on rangelands is often compounded when Livestods
mumbers are not reduced and extreme overgrazing ooors,

Habitat Management
Considerations

Habitat Preservalion

Mo great amount of vacant prairie chicken habitat remains. Even where
apparently suitable range is located adjaoent to occopied range, praivie
chickens have been slow o repapulate,

Restocking attempts with wild-trapped prairie chickens, in Texas and in
other states, have at best met with limited sucoess. AL present, proper
munapement and preservation of occupied native rangeland is the best
hope for maintaining or perhaps increasing populations.

Proper Grazing Praclices

Light to moderate cattlk grazing in deferred rotation programs have proven
beneficial to cattlemen and prairie chickens. By providing pasture rest
periods for vegetational response, prairie chicken food species (forbs or
weeds) and nesting cover (mid-tall prasses) are enhanced. Aress considered
marginal habitat becavse ol livestock overgrazing can be restored or greatly
enhanced as prazing pressures decrease.

Researchers (Canon and Knopf, 1981 noted a positive cornelation between
density of displaying males and percent grass cover in shinnery ouk

rangelunds in western Oklahoma Recent research in Cochran and Youkum
Conmties { Haukos and Smith, 1985) showed that in herbicide-treated aneas,
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nesting hens selected sites in residual grasses within Hghely grazed sand
shinnery cak habitat that had greater than 75% vertical screening cover
in the first foot above ground level and 30% overhead cover present. For
lesser prairie chickens, a grazing schedole and stocking rate should allow
for at least these amounts of cover o remain on both treated and
untreated sand shinnery ouk ranpelands o provide nest sites.

Food Plots

Much of the prairie chicken range in Texas is surrounded or interspersed by
areas of intensive cultivation. In these areas, grain sorghum felds provide
large quantities of supplemental feed during fall and winter. Cultivated
areas of alfalfy, wheat and cats provide important green plant material.

When native food soumnes have not been destroyed, this supplemental feed
i= not necessarily required; however, when available, birds often become
very dependent on these foods, Small winter food plots of less than five
acres may be beneficial to praivie chickens in certain situations.

Cultivation Practices

Minimum tillage farming practices have provided additional supplemental
food supplies for prairie chickens. Afer the prain is harvested, the stubble
and waste grain remains in the feld and is not plowed ander il planting
time the following spring, Birds have been observed feeding in such Gelds
throughout the winter. Plowing or burning these stubble fields during the
fall and winter should be discouragead.

Brush Control/Management Practices

When applying herbicides in order to thin dense stands of shinouk or other
brush species, care should be taken o leave inireated areas to support
prairie chickens. Consideration must be given to brush areape size, areas
of mid-tall grasses, weailability of native loods, and arrangement (or
interspersion) of these habitat components. Adjacent land use must be
included in evalnation and planing if careful patterns of brosh control ane
incorporated in land management o benefit prairie chickens. Landowners
are encouraged to consult with De pariment biologists for technical
assistance prior to conducting brush control work.

Under certain conditions, extremely dense stands of low-growing shineak
may retand prass and forb growth. Production of desired plants often can be
increased by opening this dense canopy. Mechanical treatment is advan-
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tapeons in that it stimulates forb growth; however, use of this technique
should be carefully considered on an individual site basis, depending on
topography and soil type.

Recent research in West Texas (Olaow sky and Smith, 1991) shows that
herbicide treatment of sand shinnery oak rangeland with tebuthinron may
enhance nesting cover by increasing mid-tall prass production and retarding
brush grow th, but most of the existing food supply for praivie chickens
{wcorns, forbs, and skunkbush fruit) is destroved for at least 2 years.
Adjacent untreated pastunes or aultivated food souroes then become neces-
=ury Lo furnish required foods, with forbs finally increasing in treated areas
within 36 years

Lesser prairie chickens may benefit from o mesaie pattern of both
incrensed tall grass prodocion from herbicide treatment and stands of
untrested shinoak Thenefore several alternatives should be considered in o
brush management program. They are:

Mever wreat the same areas with herbicide in yearly repetition. A
maintainad program, treating periodicaly, will allow forb wnd
brush regrowth to provide necessary food and cover for birds and
also retard brosh inorease to a desired level.

Comtour or strip treatment of large areas is desitabk. Untreated
strips shonld be left wide enough to provide areas of desirable fiood
privduction and cover nesxt o reated areas,

« 0 Large ranch units, 1 motation method of brosh management can
be used. Portions of different pastures may be treated each vear,
maintaining an interval of &8 years for various untreated pastures,

It is most desirable o leave mature, tall-growth forms of shinoak
motts, Although this may require some extra care and skill on the
part of the applicator, these motts are of wtmost importance to
prairie chickens and many other wildlife s pecies. Also, destruction
af motts on deep sand sites encourages severe wind erosion or
“hlewouts”™. Generally, such sites will not support amy vegetation for
ststained periods.

Prescribed Burning

Prescribed burning is o management tool which may be used o enhanoe
native prass nesting cover and forb (weald) loods. A certain degree of risk is
imvolved, becanse this technique must be follewed by rainfall @ encourage
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Plant growth. Care should be taken not to burn areas of deep sands, since
severe wind emsion could occur.

Prescribed burning should be implemented in the spring around the time of

last frost (late March - early April), just as prasses begin to green, with

ad euate =oil moisture present, Optimum forb production for desired
foods may be realized by eadier burning (February - March) u=ing “beack-
firing” for cooler temperatures; howeyver, this should only be usexd with
ideal conditions and a high probability of meistuee (rainfal) prediced wo
follow. Landowners are recommended te have a prescribed fire plan
prepared in advance, and always consult with the Texas Natoral
Resource Conservatlon Commission, formally the Texas Air Control
Board, prier to conducting contrelled burns.

On ranches grazing cattle, usually small blocks are burned because of
forape considerations and pasture mtations, but this can be planned for in
advance, A 34 year burn rotation through all pastures in small blocks is
aptimum for enhancement of prairie chicken hahitat and increasing
palatability and % crode protein of livestock forage. Contact the Texas
Parks and Wildlife Department, USDA Soil Conservation Service, or Texas
Agricultural Extension Service for technical assistance in petting started
with a prescribed burning program.

Strifr Discing

A practical method of stimulating growth of native foods for the lesser
prairvie chicken is the “fallow discing” of strips throngh native rangeland.
The types of plants produced will vary with soil types, rainfall patiems,
and past history of Tand use. As a rule, upland sandy kam soils, when
disturbed, produce sucoessions of western ragweed, trailing wild bean,
pigwieed (corelessweed), partridge pea, groundcherry, lambsguarter, and
crotons (dovewead ). Clay loam upland soils will prodoce the same species,
but in different percentages. Al of these native seals are eaten by prairie
chickens when they are available,

Discing for native food management may be done at any time during the
dormant season (frst to last rost). However, ke March is penerally best
because soil disturbance at this time of year destroys a minimum of
existing food and cover. If soil moistare is available, vepetative growth
will soon cover the disced area, reducing any danger of erosion.

Special cautions include discing on the contour (en flat ground to no
greater than 5% slope) with narnow strips not to exceed 157, ot depth
af 3" o 6" (just enough to create soil disturbance, not a clean seed bed
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fer planting). This is best accomplished with an offset dise. Four 1o five
strips across o section of land will furnish considerable amounis of native
fonds Good judgement must be exercised when using this technigque =o as
not ey create @ wind or water erosion problem.

Flash Grazing

Production of native foods cnalso be achieved by employing the “fTash
prazing” technigque. 1t basically mimics the soil disturbance effect of fllow
discing but is done with cattle hoof action. Often in the spring, « noticeable
Iush growth of native forbs oocurs where livestock have been repeatedly fied
during winter months, These feed grounds have been stimulated sufficiently
by the cattle, and native forb species respond during the prowing season.

A landowner may simply “hot wire” areas of 1-2 acres in size on upland cly
Ioam sites (tight ground) during the Febroary-March period and concentrate
cattle heavily in thes: areas for a short daration, depending on the site,
moisture conditions, and how long before noticeable soil disturbance
ocors, Again this technique calls for careful management on a sitespecific
basis. Upland clay Ioam sites will generally require higher numbers of cattle
fior =lightly longer periods as compared o sandy loam sites. Nutive foods
produced in these areas will be as previously describec,

Sources for Prairie Chicken
Habitat Advice

Department wildlife biologists are available to provide habitat and popula-
tion management advice for praivie chickens and other species through the
Private Lands Enhancement Program. This service is provided free of

churge to interested laindowners, and landowner compliznee with verbal or
written recommendations is strictly voluntary, Contact the Wildlife Branch
Region | (fTice in San Angelo at 9156514748,
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