Power Point Presentation: Prairie Chicken History, Behavior, Management & Viewing   NOTES

1. Note to Presenters:  Please modify and/or present this power point to anyone.  Our purpose is to make people aware of this unique species and the rare opportunity to view the spring mating display. Some script is included in notes on each slide to help you present the program.  If you have suggestions for changes, please email me. Prepared by Vicki Martin, vickimartin2003@aol.com, (630) 890-6613. 

“ Today, I would like to tell you about the behavior, population status and viewing opportunities of amazing Greater Prairie Chicken, sometimes also called pinnated grouse, prairie grouse or prairie hen.”

2. First, I will very briefly mention other Prairie Chickens   The Lesser Prairie Chicken is smaller & lighter in color.  The current population is about 20,000 total birds – this species is really not that far from the possibility of extinction. Their range is the southern Great Plains:  southern Colorado, western Kansas, Oklahoma, New Mexico and Texas. The rose color on the neck sacs differentiates them from other PCs.

3. The Attwater’s Prairie Chicken – is now considered to be closer to complete extinction than any other bird in the US (unless some ivory billed woodpeckers still exist).

This Prairie Chicken was named for Henry P. Attwater, a pioneer conservationist, and is only found in TX.  Although very similar in appearance to the greater Prairie Chicken, it is slightly smaller and darker.

4. 100 years ago there were 1 million Attwater’s PC; In 1971 there were believed to be a total of 2,200; In 1993 - 60 birds  
April 2007 there were a total of 44 birds remaining in the wild;  With such low numbers you can see that a natural disaster could make this population extinct almost overnight.  In fact wildlife managers believed that Hurricane Rita did just that but were elated to find that all of these birds had weathered the storm. 

-There are also about 150 birds in captivity, but after several generations in captivity – they are unable to reproduce in the wild. 

5. The Heath Hen is (or should I say was) another sub species of the greater prairie chicken.  Some Believe this bird was our first Thanksgiving Dinner.

Legislation to eliminate spring and summer market hunting of this species was among the very first conservation legislation in the US.  Who can tell me what year that was passed?  

6. This legislation was passed in 1791.  Is anyone else as surprised as I at this early date? The winner should see me after the presentation. 

But, in spite of these very early efforts, the heath hen became extinct in 1932. 

7. Before I begin to describe the behavior of the Greater Prairie Chicken, I should tell you where I obtained much of the information – if I don’t explain this you are going to wonder how we know so much about these birds.  The answer is a $1.5 million dollar research study.

The Society of Tympanuchus Cupido Pinnatus (the latin name for the Greater Prairie Chicken) was founded in 1960 with a mission to save the species from extinction.

-They initiated a major research study beginning in 1996, which cost 1.5 million dollars, and took 8 years to complete.  4,601 birds were captured and many were followed with radio telemetry. 

-The primary focus of the study was to determine the status of the Greater Prairie Chicken and also to learn exactly what the limiting factor or factors are to stable and increasing numbers.

8. Let’s start with a brief description of The Greater Prairie Chicken  

They are 17-18 inches long, the males average about 2 pounds, and females just over 1 ½ pounds.  

They have a 28 inch wing span, and can fly up to 42 miles per hour.  These chicken like birds are boldly barred with brown and buff colors.  

The Brownish head has a slight crest, the bill is a horn brown color and they have hazel eyes. The male has fleshy orange colored eye brows and bare yellowish orange ‘sacs’ on each side of the throat which are inflated in courtship.  These sacs are the source of the booming sound. The feet are feathered to the yellow toes and they have a brown fan shaped tail. Female neck sacs are very small and lack the orange color. 

A 2008 survey estimated about 900 total Greater Prairie Chickens in Wisconsin. 

9. Both sexes have blackish pinnate feathers on each side of the throat. In fact, Linneaus gave the greater prairie chicken the species name Cupido [Qu pie do] because these feathers reminded him of Cupids wings.  

10. The air sacs are called tympani which is the latin word for kettledrums. So the genus name Tympanuchus meanings drummer and because the specie name Cupido refers to Cupid, the greater prairie chicken is often referred to as the “drummer of love”  

11. Now let’s talk about the juicy stuff – the Courtship behavior.
Although many birds have fascinating courtship displays, prairie chickens are unique for 2 reasons, First is that the males display in groups and secondly, they annually return to the same area for their display. The display area is called a booming grounds or lek  This is typically an area of short grass and is sometimes on a small rise so that the cocks can see and are more visible to the hens.  The same booming ground has been confirmed to be used annually for up to 40 years. 

12. Although the booming ground cover can vary, it must be treeless open space.  It has been  documented that PCs will abandoned a booming ground due to the growth of a tree.  You might ask, why are PCs, who are known to roost in trees in winter, are so sensitive to the growth of a few trees near their booming ground? 

13.  The study found that over 80% of PC mortality is probably due to predation from raptors and the conclusion of an earlier study found that raptors can not effectively hunt unless they have a perch.  The PCs must have concluded on their own that when they are preoccupied with courtship they are safer to be far from the perch of, for example, a  northern harrier.

14. The courtship display takes place in April, but as early as Feb the males start getting ready. One bitterly cold day with sub zero wind chills this past January, a Central Wisconsin farmer reported seeing 6 males visiting the lek just after sunrise.

As spring approaches, the larger flocks break into smaller groups and the males and females separate. 

Males begin to gather on booming grounds at sunrise and also at sunset but with less activity later in the day.  The males congregate on the booming grounds in numbers ranging from 5 – 28.  Each day the same males come back to the same booming grounds. At this time the females are dispursed and hard to locate.

As the males walk or fly to the booming grounds, they are communicating in low clucking sounds and loud pitched cackles.     

15. Males establish and defend their territory. As a new male approaches, they may jump up and down.  A fight begins when one male trespasses on another’s territory. The two rush together as if to tear each other apart, but stop suddenly and come beak to beak with loud cackling.  They may fly up and strike each other with their wings, feet or bills, -Males also stamp their feet up and down rapidly for several seconds which sounds like the put-put of a distant engine. 

16. Then they distend their primary feathers, raise and spread the tail fan-like while the pinnae feathers becomes erect over their lowered head.

The well feathered neck distends, exposing the orange sacs which swell on each side of the throat.  As air resonates in these sacs the deep booming sound is produced which can be heard for up to a mile on the prairie.  When a female enters, the males all rush up to surround her, booming at the same time. She zigzags through the area paying little attention to them.  At that time the males forget their fighting, and showing off by enlarging their orange eyebrows, which are usually not very conspicuous, and booming with distended brilliant orange air sacs.  The female may leave within just a few minutes to visit a different booming ground or an elaborate mating may occur.  If the hen selects a male, the accepted male bows very low with horizontally spread wings before the female.  Hens duplicate this bowing or just allow the male to mate. -The majority of attempted matings are interrupted by other males. 

17. Research has shown that 71-89% of the mating is done by only 1-2 males, even though almost half of the leks have more than 12 males.

Imagine that, the female is known to visit different leks and it is the female who selects which male she will mate with.  So that means that about 80% of the females select the same 1 or 2 males out of as many as 5, 10 or 20 males.  Even with a 1.5 million dollar study we don’t know why one male is selected time and time again by various females over the others.      

18. Note to presenters:  I have embedded a video link in this slide and the next slide.  Not sure if it will work with the forwarded copy on your computer.  You may have to reinsert (there are several you tube videos).  You may also have to down load the video some place else were ever you have the power point saved.  If it doesn’t work, just show the power point without the video.    If the video works, during the presentation you have to click on this slide to activate.

19. This slide is also a video link.

20. This slide is also a video link.

21. Indians of the Great Plains patterned some of their dances after the prairie chicken courtship ritual.   According to Indian legend the Prairie Chicken was so thankful for its life that it spent much of its time dancing to show its joy to the Creator. Over passage of time, the Creator became comfortable with this special praise and smiled upon the Prairie Chicken often. 

22.  A 1913 photo of the Chicken Dance Society.

23. The majority of the pc life cycle occurs within a mile of the booming ground.  This fact tells us where good nesting habitat and winter food plots are needed.  

Nesting takes place in April and May, although a later nesting may occur if the first was unsuccessful as the hen typically has only one brood each year. Nesting usually takes place in upland grasslands, such native prairie, pastures or hayfields. Nesting success seems to be connected to good residual grass on the ground and taller grass being needed for cover compared to the shorter grass of the booming areas. The presences of native grasses has not been shown to be important. The number of eggs range from 7 to 17, but most commonly a nest will have 10-12.  They are whitish buff to olive in color with dark brown spots.

24. The incubation period is from 23-26 days; contrary to some birds in which the male assists in incubating and rearing young, this is done completely by the female PC.

-The chicks leave the nest a few hours after hatching because the female takes them to the food rather than bring the food to them as is common in tree nesting birds. 

-The chicks first flight is 7 -14 days after hatching, and they stay with the hen for 6-8 weeks.  At this time hen and chicks remain well hidden.

When fall approaches PC begin to flock, the males quite surprisingly may return to the booming grounds where they revive aspects of the spring courtship with more fighting and less booming.  The air sacs are now a light peach color rather than the brilliant orange and the eye brows are not as prominent. 

25.  Insects (esp. grasshoppers) are a primary food sources from  May through Oct.  

Other sources include fruits, leaves, flowers, shoots, seeds, grain, weed seeds and they are especially fond of rose hips.  

Winter food sources include – Corn, soybeans, acorns, oats, wheat, rye, and sorghum

During the winter you can see large flocks feeding in fields or roosting in trees where they may be eating buds.  At night a flock may settle down in grass or actually make small burrows in snow.

26.  Once common from East Coast to Rockies; and from Canada to the Gulf; the numbers dropped drastically with the arrival of the plow and the replacement of grasslands with grain.  At the same time excessive hunting, especially market hunting, added to reducing the PC population. As the numbers were decreasing on the historic range, the northern range actually expanded when forests were cut in favor of small agricultural fields of pasture land or grain.  Decades later, many of those areas reverted back to forests. 

Kansas, South Dakota, Nebraska and Oklahoma are the states where the numbers are actually large enough to be hunted today. The current range is depicted in dark blue.   

But they survive only in scattered pockets of very low numbers in Wisconsin and Illinois. 

27.  In Illinois prairie chickens are limited to Prairie Ridge State Natural Area.

In 1992 Illinois had 20 cocks declined from which was a decline from 250.  April of 2007 the total number of prairie chickens was 220.  
28.  This map shows the approximate locations of prairie chickens.

Due to survey data from 2008, it is believed that there are about 900 prairie chickens in    Wisconsin. 

29.  It might seem that maintaining or increasing the numbers simply has to do with preserving more land in grasses.  Unfortunately, it is really quite a complex problem.  Let me describe some of those complexities.      

Low populations, especially concentrated in small areas, can be devastated in the winter. Winter survival rates vary greatly depending upon snow cover, for example, during a year of exceptionally high snow cover, the survival rate was only 33%.  The following year – there was very little snow cover and the survival rate was 85%.   Standing corn has been a staple cold weather food for PC, a direct correlation was found between the amount of standing corn and winter survival.    

But it is more complex than just planting corn in winter food plots.   Today’s varieties of corn are taller and frequently, there is not enough snow for the PC to reach the corn ears.  

And the complexity grows as we learn that PCs prefer soybeans to corn. Now you might think that this is good news because 1/3 of cropland that might have been corn 20 years ago is now soybeans and soybean harvesting leaves waste grain behind.   

However, the answer is not that simple.  Research has shown that birds assimilate only ½ of the energy from soybeans that they would from corn.  It is thought that hens feeding on soybeans may not have the necessary fat reserves to go through healthy incubation and brooding.  More research is being conducted to better understand the impact of increasing soybean fields. 

30.  Let’s talk about another difficulty in maintaining PC populations:

-Having isolated pockets of small numbers results in breeding which reducing genetic variability so the population becomes weaker.  Prior to the heath hen becoming extinct, the population had been isolated to Martha’s Vineyard for the prior 62 years and a loss of genetic variability was discovered.    

You will recall that I mentioned only 1-2 males on a lek of 5-28 are responsible for the 80% of the breeding. This further exacerbates the lack of genetic variety.  

As the range decreases, the number of booming grounds also decrease and the number of males on a booming ground increases.   So there are fewer booming grounds with more birds per booming grounds.   And this further reduces the percentage of males responsible for breeding.

31.  The introduction of many exotic species is destructive for native species.  Nest Parasitism (pronounced as ‘para si tis im’)  describes the pheasant hen laying eggs in a prairie chicken nest.  Because pheasant eggs hatch earlier than prairie chicken eggs and because the prairie chicken hen takes the young away from the nest for food, prairie chicken eggs often die.

Pheasants also out compete prairie chickens for food and disturb booming grounds.      

32.  Unfortunately, today the much of the mid west rural area is no longer true grassland. Instead, it consists of agricultural fields interspersed with woodlots, scattered trees, and windrows which reduce soil erosion.  

Recall that we learned booming grounds must be free of trees.  In the Buena Vista Wildlife Area prescribed burns kept the grasslands free of trees – but to complicate this problem, the study found that hens do not nest on land burned within the past 2 years.  The conclusion was that residual grass or grass from prior year’s growth was important for the nest. 

Pesticides are also considered a problem as they reduced insects which are especially important food source to young.

33.  We can not talk about Prairie Chickens without mentioning the Hamerstroms.  Beginning as students of Aldo Leopold, they dedicated their lives to research and preservation of the prairie chickens.  Fran grew up in an aristocratic family in Massacusets but felt more at home in her house on the central Wisconsin prairie which usually had an owl or hawk flying around loose in the house and still lacked indoor plumbing when she lived there at the age of 90 in 1997. Most agree that without the Hamerstoms and the Dane County Conservation League there would not be prairie chickens in Wisconsin today.  

34.  As mentioned earlier, prairie chickens are very predictable and return daily to the booming grounds annually, if it is not disturbed.  The males begin checking out the booming grounds in late winter even though it may still be covered with a few feet of snow. The blinds are being set shortly so that the birds become familiar with them. Last year the males frequently came with in fifty feet of these blinds. 

35.  The blinds are located on Carl and Carol Flaig’s farm, the Milk Crystal Dairy, located in central Wisconsin.   Even during these times of reduced milk prices and increasing numbers of corporate farms, the Flaigs are managing their family farm to benefit prairie chickens, with a commitment to farming "green" in harmony with nature. The cows are grazed on sun-kissed pastures from April until November.  Grazing is a valuable grassland management tool and has been an important part of their prairie chicken management program.  Careful grazing can control unwanted woody vegetation and stimulate desirable grassland plants.  The outcome has been creation of a unique grassland habitat where these precious few prairie chickens can continue to thrive and return to their traditional booming grounds each spring.  The Flaigs are the only Wisconsin farmers with prairie chicken blinds.  By viewing the remarkable display from their blinds, you are supporting the Flaig’s commitment to farming in harmony with nature so that they can be an example for other farmers.  

36.  While visiting the Flaig farm, you can take in other remarkable birding experiences.  Nearby natural areas include over 50,000 acres of public wetlands and grasslands provideing excellent birding opportunities. The George Mead Wildlife Area has over 33,000 acres of wetlands, forests and grasslands.  Over 267 species of birds are known to inhabit or migrate through Mead each year.  Other areas include Paul Olson Wildlife Area, directly adjacent to the Flaig farm and the Necedah National Wildlife Refuge where you might see whooping cranes.  

37.  You may want to visit the area during the Prairie Chicken Festival. In addition to seeing Prairie Chickens do their mating dance, you can observe kestrels on their nests with a video camera, watch Master Bird banders band birds for research, and learn what you can do in your own backyard to benefit wildlife. These are just a few of the activities at the Festival.

38.  Carl and Carol have been able to experience the prairie chicken's mating dance and would like to share it with you.  They invite you to come see why the scientific name "Tympanchus cupido pinnatus" translates as "Drummer of Love.“  Just call Carl at (715) 570-0782 or visit their web site at www.prairiechickenviewing.com 

You will not only have one of the most memorable birding experiences of your lifetime, but you will be supporting a family farming in harmony with nature.  

See Flier below 
[image: image1.png]Viewing Guidelines

To avoid stressing the birds, we ask that
everyone arrive at our farm no later than
415 am. We will be entering the blinds
in the dark so our approach will be as in-
visible as possible.

« Be quict or keep voices low.

« Don’treach out of the blind with
hands, camera lenses, or spotting
scopes.

« Take photos without a flash.

+ You must stay inside the blind until
all of the hens have left the booming
ground.

« Please wear unscented products.

« Remember to dress warmly. You will
be in the blind for 2 to 3 hours.

+ You may want to bring a flashlight
and a seat cushion.

Reservations

Call (715) 570-0782 to reserve your
place in one of our blinds. A donation
of $25.00 is requested and a $10.00
deposit will hold your place.

Amrangements can be made for trans-
portation to our farm and back through
Nature Treks. Contact Dean at (715)
254-0247 or visit his web site at
www.naturetrekrentals.net

Local Bed & Breakfasts

Dreams of Yesteryear
(715) 341-4525
www.dreamsofyesteryear.com

Victorian Swan
(715) 345-0595
www.bbintemnet. com/victorian-swan

The Inn on Main Street
(715) 343-0373
wwiw.innonmainstreet.com

PRAIRIE
CHICKEN
VIEWING

April 1 to April 30, 2008

Milk Crystal Daity, LLC

Carl & Carol Flaig
5417 County Road M
Junction City, WI 54443
(715) 570-0782
Email: stargazing@tznet.com




[image: image2.png]The Farm

Our farm has three-hundred-fifty acres of
managed grassland and is home to our
dairy herd, a few beef and pouliry, along
with an abundance of wildlife. The cows
are grazed on sun-kissed pastures from
April until November, Grazing is a valu-
able grassland management tool and has
been an important part of the prairie
chicken management program. Careful
grazing can control unwanted woody
vegetation and stimulate desirable grass-
land plants. The outcome has been crea-
tion of a unique grassland habitat where
these precious few can continue to thrive
and retumn to their traditional booming
grounds cach spring. Ninety-three of the
350 acres of our land are in a wetland re-
serve program, a perpetual easement.

HAVE PATIENCE. \‘

THE GRASS WILL
BE MILK SOON ENOUGH.

The Birds

It begins in the dark, pre-dawn silence
of an early Wisconsin spring. A small
gathering of Greater Prairie Chicken
males begin their dance. Their boom-
ing resonates so loudly you might think
these colorful birds are abundant, Yet,
what you see are among the precious
few that have survived. This is a
“comeback story” of a bird with a past
and, thanks to the continuing efforts of
many people, a bird with a future.
Their original prairie habitat may be
gone, but these remarkable birds now
thrive in the “surrogate” grasslands of
central Wisconsin where the age-old
sounds of territorial aggression, conflict
and comptition are heard cach spring.

The Family

We own and operate our family farm
with the help of our two children, Holden
and Emily. The farm has been in our
family for over 50 years. Our family has
a commitment to farming “green” and in
harmony with nature. A wide varicty of
wildlife inhabits these grasslands, includ-
ing hawks and owls. This is a landscape
alive with grassland songbirds, sandhill
cranes, upland sandpipers as well as red
fox, coyotes and other mammals.

We have been able to experience the
prairie chicken’s early moming mating
dance and would like to share it with
you. Come see why the scientific name
“Tympanuchus cupido pinnatus” frans-
lates as “Drummer
of Love™,





