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H
Implications for Management 
    
              eterogeneity-based grazing management, when 
              done carefully, can balance livestock production 
              and lesser prairie-chicken conservation. 

Stocking density is a crucial indicator for maintaining or 
improving lesser prairie-chicken habitat. Many ranchers have 
adopted intensive grazing management practices in which 
pastures are subdivided into smaller paddocks. This increases 
stocking density and reduces the quality of the resulting 
habitat for lesser prairie-chickens. Range managers can 
reduce stocking density by selectively removing cross fencing 
to make pasture areas bigger, shifting toward a continuous 
grazing system. While there is much debate on the merits of 
rotational and continuous grazing systems, the superiority of 
one system over another in terms of livestock production and 
ecosystem health is not widely accepted among professionals. 

In rangelands that already have the diverse vegetative 
structure that lesser prairie-chickens require, range 
managers can maintain large-scale (i.e., across pastures) 
heterogeneity through a mix of low-to-moderate forage 
utilization goals between pastures. Small-scale heterogeneity 
(i.e., within pasture) can be maintained by implementing 
low stocking densities, greater pasture areas, and shorter 
deferment periods. In rangelands where vegetative structure 
suitable for nesting is limited, or where the most important 
grass species for nesting are also among the most palatable, 
longer deferment and rest-rotation may be needed to 
restore or create advantageous vegetative structure. 
Further, periodic, year-long deferment is likely essential to 
maintain the integrity of grazed lands regardless of plant 
community composition. 

Management Recommendations
Note: These recommendations are drawn from the body of 
existing research on lesser prairie-chicken ecology and response 
to grazing management, including but not limited to the Kraft 
et al. research. The average forage availability within the Kraft et 
al. study’s field site was approximately 2,600 lbs/acre. Please use 
this context when considering the recommended forage utilization 
values below.

Lesser prairie-chicken habitat varies widely across the 
four eco-regions of the southern Great Plains. Grazing 
management strategies must be developed and implemented 
site specifically with locally relevant information on forage 
availability, precipitation, plant species composition, etc.

Overall, the research team’s results suggest that lesser 
prairie-chickens select a gradient of grazing disturbance 
ranging from light (0-25% forage utilization) to moderate 
(25-50% forage utilization). Ecological needs, such as nesting 
structure or brood foraging, dictate which level of grazing 
disturbance is superior at a given time. Due to these variable 
habitat needs, grazing management that maintains structural 
diversity is important.  

Results also indicate that lesser prairie-chicken nest success 
declines when grazing pressure increases beyond moderate 
forage utilization across the range. Researchers believe this 
pattern can be alleviated by maintaining structural diversity 
and lightly grazed habitat through heterogeneity-based 
grazing strategies and a mix of light-to-moderate grazing 
pressure objectives across pastures. 
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Figure 2. In the Kraft et al. study, female lesser prairie-chickens 
were most likely to nest in sites with 15-25% forage utilization. 

Female prairie-chickens nest in habitat with tall, dense vegetation, 
then move their broods to habitat with more insect-rich forbs 
and more bare ground, which allows for greater mobility for 
chicks. When range management does not create adequate 
grassland structural variety to meet changing seasonal needs, lesser 
prairie-chicken populations decline (Hagen and Elmore 2016). 
Photos: David Haukos.
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Learn More   
             
The Lesser Prairie-Chicken Initiative, led by the 
USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
is a partnership-based, science-driven effort 
that uses voluntary incentives to proactively 
conserve America’s western rangelands, 
wildlife, and rural way of life. To learn more, 

     visit www.lpcinitiative.org.
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Goal: Create/Maintain grassland structural 
variation (heterogeneity) in rangelands
•  Forage utilization should vary across ranch pastures to 
    encourage vegetation heterogeneity that will meet lesser 
    prairie-chicken seasonal habitat needs.
•  Stocking densities should be kept as low as infrastructure 
    and resources allow. 
•  Pasture size should be as large as resources and grazing 
    management objectives allow. 
•  Forage utilization should not exceed 50% in any pasture, 
    regardless of stocking density or pasture area.
•  Potential negative impacts of long grazing periods 
    associated with low stocking densities and large pastures 
    should be mitigated via adaptive management (e.g., 
    periodic year-long deferment, uniform distribution of 
    water/mineral).

Objective: Improve Nesting Cover for Lesser 
Prairie-Chickens
•  Nesting females seek habitat with tall, dense vegetation 
    that offers good hiding cover. Aim for 10-25% forage 
    utilization in areas capable of producing nesting structure. 
•  If the potential for nesting structure is limited or  
    inconsistent due to the plant community or precipitation,
    preserve available nesting habitat through targeted 
    deferment or forage utilization <15%.
• While preserving available nesting habitat, heavier 
    grazing elsewhere on a property may be a necessity to 
    grazing operations. Relatively intense forage utilization
    objectives (>40%) should be periodic (no more 
    than every other year). Heavily grazed pastures should be 
    monitored carefully and negative impacts to the plant 
    and soil community should be avoided.
• In regions similar to the Kraft et al. study area, grazing 
    pressure of 0.31 AUM/acre should favor above-average 
    nest success and will encourage a stable or growing 
    population. To reduce grazing pressure, reduce stocking 
    density by increasing pasture size and adjusting 
    deferment duration.

Objective: Improve Brood-rearing Habitat for 
Lesser Prairie-Chickens
•  Females with chicks utilize grassland habitat with greater 
    disturbance, more open understory, and more forbs than 
    on nesting sites. Aim for 30-45% forage utilization.
•  Utilize heterogeneity-based grazing strategies to 
    create structural diversity and a matrix of brood habitat 
    interspersed with nesting cover. 
•  Avoid aerial herbicide applications that limit the presence 
    of “weeds” in pastures. Instead, use spot-spray techniques 
    for invasive plant species management. 


