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very spring, nature lovers from across the country 
' : . I  

come to the Buena Vista Grasslands of 
consin to experience a most unusual 
show. They get to review a song-and-dance 

arts entertainment and 
a state-threatened species, the greatel 

mairie chicken. The anndmating rituals of the male prairie 
an equal heat for the eye 
w e s  and the dis,tirrctive 

dm ihoo. Males will c~c& 
ten tid mate's eye, A foot 



Prairie chickens here in the Upper 
Midwest live in f l ~ k s  of n few to 200 
birds, except during breeding and nest- 
ing se- when they are more solitary. 
7 k e  is safety in numbers, and gathering 
in p u p s  helps keep the flock at& and 
protected from predators like coyotes 
and raptors as the coveys feed orrd mast 
in tall grassy areas, They are non- 
migratory midenis of W m i n ,  and are 
well adapted to the cold. Like their more 
familiar relatives, ruffed muse, prairie 
chickens will roost in snow burrows 
when if becomes extremely cold. Their 
winter diet consists of crop and weed 
seeds exposed by harsh winds in open 
m, as well as aspen buds. Summer hre 
includes insests and r;eeds supplemefitd 
by feerlmg m green leafy v-tim. 

Qver the last century, prairie chicken 
populations declined because they were 
tasty table fare. Also their habitat con- 
tlnued to s- as the tallgrass prairie 
was cultivated into prime farmlands. In 
Wisconsin, prairie chickens were once 
found in every county. As recently as 
1930, their state population was estimak- 
ed at more than 54,OlM birds. Today, bi- 

ologists estimate about 1,500 prairie 
chidcens remain in the state. 

It take a lot of land tosupport even 
this small number of birds, and approxi- 
mateiy1~acmoflandontheBwna 
Vista Grasslands of southwestern 
Portage County are managed by the W 
wmh Deparbmt of Natural -es 
to provide the needed wide horizons and 
habitat for prairie chickens. in addition, 
prairie chickens a n  be found in outlying 
grasslands from the Medford area of 
Taylor County southeast to the Leola 
grasslands in Adams County parti- 
cularly on the state wildlife areas 
known as Mead, Dewey, Paul I. Olson 
and Buena Vsta. 

Due to the dwindling numbers of 
prairie chickens, a count is taken each 
spring to track the population trends 
and evaluate management effective- 
ness. The census consists of hding all 
booming grounds and recording the 
number of males present duxing the 
month-long mating season. Biologists 
infer that if the total number of males 
increases from year to year, the entire 
population has gmwnpmprtionately. 

Tahring a "chicken census" isn't just a 
simple matter of counting birds. Staff 
and volunteers from the University of 
Wisconsin-Stevens Point and the Wis- 
consin Department of Natural Re- 
sources as well as private volunteers 
spend hours in March atid early April 
scouting out booming grounds, or leks, 
where male prairie chickens will put on 
their show during the April breeding 
season. When booming grounds have 
been identified, these surveyors, along 
with the public viewers, spend time in 
blinds each morning gathering the data 
used in population estimates. It takes a 
stalwart bird lover to sit in a wooden 
box in the cold dark, recording the nunt- 
ber of dancing birds on a tally sheet! 

According to Lyle Nauman, UW- 
Stwens Point wildlife professor emeri- 
tus and census coordinator, 444 male 
chickens were observed in April of 
2005, a 26 percent decrease overall from 
the previous year. 

"This was the lowest count sincle our 
census beginning in '1989," Nauman in- 
dicates. "In addition, last year was bad 
for prairie chicken reproduction be- 
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Your ticket to the dance 

cause it was cold and wet. Young chicks 
are susceptible to cold and pneumonia. 
It look pretty grim in some areas." 

He noted lower numbers of birds 
throughout the fringe areas of the 
prairie chicken range though popula- 
tions were more stable and hadn't fluc- 
tuated as much in areas specifically 
managed as grassland habitat like the 
Buena Vita property. 

lMl& prafessio~ls and conservation- 
ists agree that a sound mmgment plan 
is key to sustaining healthy rewurws. In 
October 2004, the W1~~onsin Natuml R e  

Board apprwed the Central Wis- 
cansjn Gassland Conservation PmjW, a 
management plan that grew out of re- 
4 to a d k  habitat concerns and ge- 
netic viability of prairie chickens, accord- 
ing to DNR Wildlife Biologist Jim Keir. 

"Wisconsin has an isolated popula- 
tion of prairie chickens," Keir explains. 
"Historically, they were scattered over 
much of the central part of North Amer- 

m e  you m a t i o n  now to observe . p r a i r i e + & i ~  m the Bwna Vista 
~ h A p r i l . P l a r n . c p l m e ~ ~ o ~ v i s i ~ ~ L L Y e a r ~ V ~ d  to 
arrive two hours kefure sun&@. Once h the bhd, you'll lw given clipbods 
Brpd data sheets to note the nrimber of b'irds present, note their behavior and 
mxd any other observations of -ti+ ~ ~ t o d f l i & ; m y t a g e r s .  Your 
v~luntecr&servatio~ls are es- 

you'll be mailed information 
dnnstwhmmdfimfimt, 
a d  what to wear and !ring. 
You'll , a h  m d v e  backg& 
~ o n p * c h i d c e n s ~ , l  ..A 

o i w e w ~ * m ~ &  a i 
a mall fee ($15 for adults, $10 ' - BPI%mRI -m e ~ M .  ebm 

stdents and d - 1  .- md Wngthesping wing 
fray the cost of guiding o b  -. 
~ a e r w e l I a s m a i n t ; g i n i n g , p ~ m d ~ e v i n g b l i n d s . V e ~ ~  
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ : " B e p ~ t o w & * ~ e a l y , v t r e a r  
layered &&mgh- it a n  be cold in A@ Briag'a g d  fkdkght Mame you'll 
b e w r d k I n g o u t B o a - b h d h & & k b l l ~ a ~ d ~ . I f p u w d  
to be comf&&bk, you may want to bmg a l q  a seat cushion!" To d e  
a rewmaticm, call Kati? Brashear, 7'15-346-3E9, Visit the UW-Stevens Point 
Pd@ chkkmwebsite at,uwsp,edu/wildlife/@cken $or more information 

ica, but the landscape has changed and 
continues to change today. If we want to 
maintain this species we have to man- 
age the habitat or these birds would 
soon be gone from the state." 

Professor Christine Thomas, Dean of 
the College of Natural Resources at 
UW-Stevens Point, and a Wisconsin 
Natural Resources Board member, says 
the current management plan uses a 
landscape-level approach. "We're look- 
ing at the entire biological region, not 
just the Buena Vista marsh. What we 
don't want to see are islands of isolation 
in the chicken population." 

When small numbers of a given 
species become isolated from other 
populations of the same species, in- 
breeding can occur, leading to a loss of 
genetic diversity and declining pop- 
ulation health. Wildlife pr~fwsionals 
were seeing some evidence of Wiscon- 
sin's prairie chickens going down that 
path. In January of 2005, the Depart- 
ment of Natural Resources asked a 
committee of seven geneticists from 
around the country to look at research 
that suggested "inbreeding depression" 

might soon occur. After reviewing his- 
torical and contemporary genetic data, 
the group found evidence that sub- 
popuIations of prairie chickens in Wis- 
consin have lost significant levels af 
genetic diversity, according to commit- 
tee member Brian Sloss of the Wiscon- 
sin Cooperative Fisheries Research Unit 
at UW-Stevens Point. 

"We all agreed that the genetic com- 
ponent is a problem," Sloss says, "but 
withaut adequate habitat, the chickens 
won't survive either, and habitat is  a 

concern too." 
To begin to address genetic weak- 

nesses, the commit tee formally recom- 
mended relocating 30-40 hen prairie 
chickens from Minnesota ta the Bnena 
Vista Marsh in Wisconsin. That process 
may begin as early as this summer. 

In addition, the long-term success of 
prairie chickens depends on sustaining 
adequate amounts of permanent grass- 
land habitat. Managing grasslands in 
the prairie chicken range is the single 
most important component of the Cen- 
ha1 Wisconsin Grassland Conservation 
Project, Keir says. The Department of 
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ers to maintain grass- 
land on agricultural 
landscapes. This effort 
includes providing in- 
centives for farmers to 

I 
use rotational grazing 

- - and to apply for Farm 

$7 Bill programs like the 
Conservation Reserve 
Enhancement Program ~ (CREP) that will share 
c ~ s t s  with landowners 
to maintain grasslmds. 

'The flagship species 

I 
of this project is obt-i- 
ously the prairie chick- 
en, but many other 
species will benefit from 
maintaining mom grass- 
! landl'' Keir notes. "For 

example, songbirds like d3 the Henslow's sparrow 

Na turd Remurc&' a p p d  to achieve (a state-threatened species), the regal 
that goal includes a blend of science fritillary butterfly (a stateendangered 
and public education. species), as well as short-eared owls 

"Our work over the past few ~ouldbehelped~" Keirsays. 
decades on Buena Vista serves as the 

stroms were inducted as honorary a s w  
dates in the college and the Iate protes- 
sor Ray Anderson had a close personal 
friendship and professional relation- 
ship with the couple. Several CNR 
wildlife students had the fortunate op- 
portunity to work with them. 
In the late 1990s, university funds 

dried up for faculty to coordinate the 
annual spring prairie chicken viewing. 
'We thought it would be a shame to see 
this great public service eliminated," 
says CNR Dean Thomas, so he k o m -  
ing an Outdoors-Woman (BOW) pro- 
gram stepped in to schedule public op- 
portunities to view chickens during 
their mating season. BUW staff mem- 
bers and graduate students take view- 
ing reservations, handle correspon- 
dence and guide the early morning 
visitors to the blinds. 

With so many people and organiza- 
tions rooting f ~ r  the prairie chicken, the 
fate of the threatened bird looks a little 
brighter in the future. Agencies and 
landowners can work together to man- 
age habitat that benefits all grassIand 

template for what we'd like to accom- 
plish," says Keir. "But the state owns 
the lands we are managing now and 
it's not the state's intent to own all the 
prairie chicken habitat out there." He 
goes on to explain that suitable grass- 
land w u r s  in clusters. Grasslands are 
scnt tered over a landscape d more than 
one million acres from Leola in Adams 
County sweeping northward towards 
Medlord in Taylor County, a distance 
of 75 mil- that contains distinct core 
areas where chicken activity is can- 
centrated. Between core areas there 
is currently little chicken activity. 
"We'd like to connect these core areas 
with a landscape through which the 
birds would be comfortable traveling," 
Keir says. "You might visualize them as 
connecting stepping sfones that en- 
courage more intermixing in the breed- 
ing population." 

To create this "scatter pattern" that 
integrates productive farm practices 
with suitable grassland habitat, the I%- 
partment of Natural Resources is wark- 
ing with the Natural h u m  C o w -  
vation Service, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, county land consewa- 
tion departments and private landawn- 

Central Wlsconsln Gradand 
Consemi on Area 

l-w *m d-ww species, which in turn will benefit the 

&Wha workhaw people who rely on the land far a living 
and call it home. 

Concern $of Wisconsin's prairie chick- Jim Keir is optimistic that the plan 
ens i s  not new. The first wildlife re- will work "A Iot of the right people are 
search project in the state focused on putting a priority on this effort. We're 
this colorful bird with the fast feet when gaining knowledge, using it, and I'm 
A.O. Grass, a g r o w  expert from Maine, confident we can maintain a heaIthy 
was contracted to do research from 
1928-1930. Pioneering work by biolo- - - 
gists Frederick and Frances Hamer- 
sirom bqpn in the 1930s. The Jast legal 
prairie chicken hunting Season in Wis- 
consin took place in 1955, The Hamer- 
slroms published a guide to prairie 
chicken management in 1957. By then, 
their urgent mil for habitat protection 
prompted private p u p s  like the Dane 
County Conservation League and the 
Society of Tympuchus Cupida Pinna- 
tus to purchase over 12,000 acres of land 
that was subsequently leased to the 
Wisconsin Conservation Department Io $ 
establish a passland management pro- $ 

?! 
gram. Today, the state manages 15,000 w 

acre of grassland. d 
s The University of W~ansin-Stwens w, 

Paint College of Nekural Resources 
(CNR) became another key partner in 3 
prairie chicken research, The Hamer- 
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population of prairie chickens. W h t  in central Wisconsin. sBBl To learn more about Ihe Cmfml Wisco~rsin 
happens here can provide a positive na- Grassland Cutrserontio~r Arefi, contact 
tional examnle at how to work with Peggy A. Fnrrell is the nssistnrrt director for Sharon SdRuab, grassland mrdirmtor at the 
landownersAto and the' i ;~trruationnl Becoming on 0uldo&- Golden Sands Resource Co~lsrrvalion 6 

Wotr~a~r progrfla. She lives irrfnrnr c a u ~ ~ t r y  Dmlopmait  Council, lnc. 715-343-6221 or 
jsolated popu[ntionsh" Given ivith wids-oiirn rlrnesr ia Portage Casrrly e-mil of ~ & ~ ~ . p o r l n g . . ~ i u s . . .  
habitat and proper management we ~ W W  she mism jlrniriu phis ~ ~ t d f o t t ~ y - b d  g d  dflajls on fird Pmirk Ch jckpj, 
can create a greater sense of security for rianrcstic chickens. Fest iml otl S S R ~  urdau. April 22rld ili cent ml 
our prairie chicken populations and ifiriurrrib Wi ico ,~~ i , , - 5~ r i , ~~~  poiljt grad Wisconsin, visit tG &den Sands RCDC 
their "dance at dawn" will be viewed l,nte sttident Katie Brfisllear co~jtr jb~[cd uwbire, go1densa1idsmi.org, arrd click orr the 
by generations to come right here to this article. mildliJe pmjecfs icoll, 

-m&iIdfi Wen Ute h & k  roads of Portage CouW at 3 a.m. would deice at hand. We knew It was Important to m l n  ra l ly  qu@ muW 
I- b m  no fun. W saw taIlligMs from four cars pulled onto the cur cameras and turn off the flash, W- also hew that once we were In 

mad Wider ahead of us the Mtndswe had to stay there for two to thrert hours to a d d  dlmturblng 
and 10in.d the queue. Tho 0 the biw or ehangng their behavior. 
ground was hWy, but the As night enpt w a r d  d m ,  we hard  then saw h e  males emerge 
greeting was warm from a frwn the dim 1l@1t -the soft, rhythmic patter of thelr feet dmmmed the 
UW-Stevens Polnt student , hard ground accompanfed by an amazlng array of clucks, hoots and 
who welcomed us and 

3 
a h  m i d  in with booms. In tha dlm light, their physlcal dlsplap form 

Landed out assignments. a ritual dance - head d m  and parallel to the ground, neck feat he^ 
We dm& off as a caravan thrmml owth head llke horn, whg feathers stralm baek, tall h t h -  
rtnd a r  by ear- d w  ers fanned slcyward and orange neck sacs Inflating and Mating In tlme 
offatfllwmdglwwdlnc- 1 wtth the low boomlng aound. Tha male3 mpamlly skmp the md In 
tlons to tha small obwwa- slow circles defining the d@s of tha m a l l  tmltory that esoh dehnds 
tlon bllnds that would be chlwn renmu before dawn at a The birds are realty cba. In fact one jumw on top of our Mlnd and 
our front-row seats to "the roadside L k R  tattooed hIs sung and d a m  mutine just twp inches above my head! 
big show." We made mugh sketches of the territories and kept track of the 

"just follow the path by the Reid edge and you can't mlss it: the guide n u m b  of males and females we saw m r y  half hour on the census 
sald. But at 4 a.m, In the pltch dark wlth a small flashlight, it would have form pmvlded. Tnrth be known, we saw lob of males but only two fe- 
been easy to stumble amnd the vast grasslands without finding the simple mates In a nearly mnd-a-half-hour stint. and they strolled through 
Mngular wooden bllnds before sunup. Fortunately my wife and ldds had a the bls picklng at gfas wWIout a a r e  in the wwld as the males furC 
better msa of direction and we soon crawled in side-by-side box Minds that ously b a t  fmt trylngto attred their Inter& 
looked llke hometes H e r s  for wayward blrders, We paired off, latched the At one point all the chick€ms flushed and dlsapwfed for about 10 
simple d w s  M l n d  us, doused the llghts and walted for tlw first low notes minutes and we assumed some mlsing mpWr or predatortemporarily 
ofthe m h g  wnCen busted the born. Stovny ttre males returned and resumed until stronger 

The mndatbns am spamn - unheated, low plywwd bllnds wlth dayllmt convinced them to wander @lf and glve it up for the morning 
wood bdm - kntb l c d a  Is prinme. Sin Minds placed In four locations We cmkl out of the M W  about 700 a.m., m&ed the kinks in our 

1 on 15,000 wrs d @ d a n d  plrt 24 pcwple a day In the heart of the boom- backs, shwk the Wood flow ba& Into our I@ In our own symwthetlc 
I _  , . , bg grounds just e k?w h& as male chickens dlsptay, posture, dance jig, flld our Reld fmis and haled badcto die motelhra snaoae be- 


