





Hagen’s team wanted to understand the factors driving
lesser prairie-chicken site occupation at both large and
smaller scales to identify effective conservation actions.

In designing their study, they quantified the presence of
prairie-chickens at two scales: the larger scale of the aerial
survey sampling grid cell (9.3 mi2) and the smaller scale of 4
quadrants of each cell (4.7 mi2). That allowed them to assess
occupancy from a “sum-of-all-the-parts” perspective to better
understand why prairie-chickens occur in some parts of the
large grid cells and not others.

At the smaller scale, as the
percentage of CRP enrolled
in a 22 mi? area exceeds
20%, the likelihood that
LEPC will occupy that

landscape increases.

The results indicate that when

lands are enrolled in LPCI prescribed
grazing or the Conservation Reserve
Program, the likelihood of lesser
prairie-chickens occupying that
habitat increases considerably.

Just the Beginning: Launching a
Multi-Year Monitoring Model

he results from the occupancy modeling described

in the study are just the beginning of a multi-year

monitoring model. Because this was an exploratory
analysis to evaluate the effectiveness of this modeling
approach, the research team assessed just four factors (patch
size of native vegetation, percent of land cover enrolled in
prescribed grazing; percent of land cover in CRP; and density
of primary roads (as a surrogate for human footprint) to
explain LEPC occupancy.

“We believe occupancy is a more complicated story than that,”
says Pavlacky. “We will be examining a wider array of land

use variables and how they interact with weather patterns

over time to examine why lesser prairie-chickens occupy some
regions of the Southern Great Plains and not others.

Management Implications, In brief:

Crucial practices for benefiting lesser prairie-chickens
while adding value to agricultural operations include:

™Enrolling acreage within the LEPC active range in
prescribed grazing or CRP.

T™Maintaining large blocks of native prairie across the
range through sustainable ranching.

™dentifying potential landscapes with willing
landowners to develop conservation easements,
particularly if combined with prescribed grazing
and other proven habitat conservation practices.

™mplementing prescribed grazing on dispersed
patches throughout large blocks of rangeland.

TCultivating diverse stands of CRP-enrolled
grasslands that serve as connective tissue to
larger patches of native prairie.

T™Retaining CRP acreage as grasslands after
contract expiration.

CRP fields provide nesting cover for lesser prairie-chickens. Nests
on CRP lands are often located close to neighboring stands of
native vegetation that offer higher-quality brood habitat (Fields

et al. 2006). Variation in vegetation structure is a key factor in
maintaining or improving lesser prairie-chicken population growth
rates (Hagen et al. 2009, 2013, Hovick et al. 2014).
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Lesser prairiechickens benefit from LPCI prescribed grazing. The
study showed strong positive relationship between percent prescribed
grazing and probability of occupancy. Photo: Nick Richter.
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Helping landowners convert expired CRP acreage to grazing can
perpetuate the benefits of CRP grasslands for lesser prairiechickens.
Photo by: Jeremy Roberts, Conservation Media.
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