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The lesser prairie-chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus) is a species of prairie 
grouse that occupies grassland ecosystems in portions of Texas, New Mexico, 
Oklahoma, Kansas and Colorado. Prairie grouse and the lesser prairie-
chicken in particular are considered indicators of ecosystem health. A rapid 
and severe population decline by as much as 90% in 25 years has concerned 
local biologists and state and national wildlife conservation agencies. Private 
landowners, most importantly ranchers, are critical components for long-term 
conservation of this iconic inhabitant of grasslands on the Southern Great 
Plains. Proper land management is beneficial not only for grazing but also for 
keeping quality habitat for lesser prairie-chickens.

Grazing livestock and conserving lesser prairie-chicken populations are not 
mutually exclusive goals. By understanding the basic biology and population 
dynamics of the lesser prairie-chicken, landowners can better manage their 
land for cattle grazing while simultaneously restoring habitat for lesser prairie-
chickens. The goals of this publication are to educate landowners on (1) the 
basic biology and population dynamics of the lesser prairie-chicken and (2) 
how to manage land for cattle while simultaneously restoring habitat for lesser 
prairie-chickens. This material focuses specifically on lesser prairie-chickens in 
the sand shinnery oak prairie region of New Mexico and Texas (Figure 1).

What Are Lesser Prairie-Chickens?

The lesser prairie-chicken is a medium-sized, grayish brown bird that belongs 
to an ecologically important group of upland game-birds known as grouse. 
Grouse are in the same family as pheasants and turkeys. In addition to being 
sought after as game birds, they also are prey for several mammalian and 
avian predators. The lesser prairie-chicken is slightly smaller and paler than 
its near relative the greater prairie-chicken, which lives in different habitats.

Adult lesser prairie-chickens can reach a weight of about 2 pounds and a height 
of 16 inches. Both sexes share a similar plumage of alternating dark and light 
bands (Figures 2 and 3). During courtship, males display a bright yellow eye-
comb above the eye (Figure 4), red esophageal air sacs on the side of the neck, 
and tufts of elongated feathers (pinnae) that stand erect on each side of the 
neck (Figure 3). The courtship process includes males engaging in a communal 
breeding display, which is what makes the lesser prairie-chicken such a unique 
and appreciated bird. Each spring, males and females congregate at breeding 
grounds called “leks” (Figure 5) where the males strut, vocalize (boom), and 
defend territories to gain courting rights for females (Figure 6).

Although once widely distributed throughout the Southern High Plains, 
significant amounts of native grassland habitat for the lesser prairie-chicken 
have been lost or fragmented. Rapid and severe range-wide population 
declines by as much as 90% in 25 years coupled with current potential threats 
to the population (see U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service decision and information 
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sheets at http://www.fws.gov/southwest/es/LPC.html) prompted 
the listing of the species as threatened under the Endangered 
Species Act in 2014. The primary reason for the lesser prairie-
chicken decline was habitat loss and fragmentation. However, 
legislation in September 2015 vacated the federal protected 
status of the species. In a new development, federal wildlife 
officials agreed recently to reconsider the status of the lesser 
prairie chicken and will release a 12-month finding of a new 
study in September 2017. 

Threats to Lesser Prairie-Chickens

Prairies once dominated the landscape in the sand shinnery 
oak prairie region, but suitable habitat has diminished over 
the past 100 years. While significant emphasis has been 
placed on habitat quantity, habitat quality may be more 
important for maintaining lesser prairie-chickens. Maintaining 
a sustainable population of lesser prairie-chickens requires 
approximately 25,000 acres of contiguous high-quality native 
grassland. Habitat loss and degradation from unmanaged 
livestock grazing, agricultural expansion, oil and gas extraction, 
wind energy production, herbicides, unpredictable wildfires, 
prescribed-fire suppression, and urban development are 
primary threats to the species. These activities can alter the 
vegetation structure and composition of the area or otherwise 
make the area undesirable to lesser prairie-chickens. In 
addition, lesser prairie-chickens avoid structures that originate 

with human activity, although the reasons why are unknown. 
Structures such as wind turbines, transmission towers, and 
drilling rigs decrease the amount of available habitat and cause 
habitat fragmentation. Remaining prairie habitat is commonly 
used for petroleum exploration and extraction, power line 
easements, and wind farms. 

The three main ecological drivers on the prairies are drought, 
fire, and grazing. They all influence lesser prairie-chicken 
ecology and populations. Drought may be the greatest weather 
threat to lesser prairie-chickens and is the only ecological 
driver that cannot be controlled by humans. Instead, drought 
is strongly influenced by a weather event known as La Niña, 
which is a cooling of Pacific Ocean waters that occurs every five 
to 10 years. La Niña causes dry conditions in the lesser prairie-
chicken range and often leads to reductions in vegetation 
used by the species for food, cover, thermoregulation, and 
camouflage. Because timing and amount of precipitation after 
a severe drought determine habitat recovery time and also 
influence vegetation structure for the future, drought can affect 
lesser prairie-chickens even after it has passed, particularly in 
regard to the number of chickens produced.

Fire is an essential disturbance that promotes long-term 
ecosystem health in prairie ecosystems. Reintroducing fire into 
historical fire-adapted ecosystems can stimulate diverse grass 
growth (Figure 7). However, depending on timing and intensity, 
fire can influence lesser prairie-chickens positively or negatively. 

▲ Figure 1: The range of the lesser prairie-
chicken encompasses five states and four 
ecoregions. Temperature occurs in relation to a 
latitudinal gradient with warmer environments 
in the south. The major precipitation gradient is 
longitudinal with drier environments in the west. 

▲ Figure 2: Female lesser prairie-chickens have plumage with alternating dark and light bands, 
but are more drab than the colorful males. 
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Though prescribed fire is a main habitat management tool 
that can benefit lesser prairie-chickens by increasing quality 
foraging and chick-rearing habitat, fire also can reduce the 
abundance of important grasses used for nesting. Entire areas 
can be burned every three to five years to mimic historical 
natural prairie fires, but only 20 to 30% of the area should 
be burned each year so that plenty of habitat remains. Often 
a two- to three-year recovery period is needed after a fire 
for development of nesting habitat, but the recovery period 
depends on precipitation patterns. 

Fire may be less important in sand shinnery oak communities 
than in prairie communities dominated by grasses. Sand 
shinnery oak communities have a lower fuel load than grass 
dominated communities and likely did not burn as often. While 
some landowners may find that fire helps control mid-levels 
of sand shinnery oak from becoming a monoculture, few data 
exists on historical fire rotation; the effects of prescribed fire on 
nesting and chick rearing; and the effects of prescribed fire on 
long-term vegetative structure, composition, and availability in 
shinnery oak prairies. In contrast, large datasets and reliable 
information exist on the effects of grazing on lesser prairie-
chicken populations.

Grazing alters grass availability and vegetative structure on 
prairies. Historically, prairies were grazed by pronghorn, bison, 
mule deer, and elk; however, much of the current grazing 

pressure is by cattle, which affects the prairies differently than 
native species. As long as cattle stocking rates and utilization 
are favorable for maintaining a variety of grasses and shrubs, 
habitat for lesser prairie-chickens can exist. Finding a balance 
between grazing intensity and cattle production is especially 
important in drought years when vegetation is stressed. 

Where Do Lesser Prairie-Chickens Live?

The lesser prairie-chicken is non-migratory and native to 
prairies including those on the Southern High Plains. Their 
range includes five states and four distinct ecoregions, all 
characterized by dry environments with regional droughts 
and severe storms that occur mainly during the summer. In 
these ecoregions, winter months are the driest, and January 
is the coldest month. Spring and summer are the growing 
seasons accompanied by the greatest amount of precipitation, 
and July is the hottest month. Three key ecological drivers in 
these ecosystems—fire, drought, and grazing—produce a patchy 
vegetation mosaic beneficial to lesser prairie-chickens. Many 
of the vegetation species within the range of the species have 
an extensive underground stem and root system to withstand 
periodic disturbances. Temperature occurs in relation to a 
latitudinal gradient with warmer environments in the south, 
and the major precipitation gradient is longitudinal with drier 
environments in the west (Figure 1).

▲ Figure 3: Male lesser prairie-chicken with a bright yellow eye-comb above each eye, red 
esophageal air sacs on the side of the neck, and tufts of elongated feathers (pinnae) that 
stand erect on each side of the neck.

▲ Figure 4: Male lesser prairie chickens can be 
distinguished from females by their bright yellow 
eye-comb. 
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The lesser prairie-chicken occupies four ecoregions:

• Mixed-grass prairie: A transition zone of tall grasses 
from the east and short grasses from the west, with the 
dominate species being mid-sized grasses such as little 
bluestem and western wheatgrass. Sand sagebrush and 
sand shinnery oak are evenly distributed among a high 
diversity of shrubs and forbs. This ecoregion receives 
approximately 18 inches (30-year average) of precipitation 
per year, and daily average low and high temperatures 
are 41º F and 71º F, respectively. The mixed-grass prairie 
covers more of the current lesser prairie-chicken range than 
the other ecoregions and encompasses about 2,576,000 
acres in western Oklahoma, south-central Kansas, and the 
northeastern portion of the Texas Panhandle.

• Sand shinnery oak prairie: Dominated by sand shinnery 
oak, usually around 3-feet tall, surrounded by many 
grasses and forbs, including sand bluestem, little 
bluestem, Indiangrass, switchgrass, sand dropseed, and 
sand sagebrush. The average annual precipitation is 
14.4 inches and the ecoregion has daily average low and 
high temperatures of 41º F and 74º F, respectively. This 
ecoregion covers about 1,046,400 acres of the current 
lesser prairie-chicken range in eastern New Mexico and 
the southwestern portion of the Texas Panhandle.

• Sand sagebrush prairie: Dominated by sand sagebrush 
surrounded by sand bluestem, grama grasses, sand 
reedgrass, little bluestem, sand dropseed, and many 
forbs. Approximately 20 inches of precipitation falls 
annually in this ecoregion, and daily average low and high 
temperatures are 39° F and 75° F, respectively. This area 
encompasses about 1,583,360 acres of the current lesser 
prairie-chicken range in eastern Colorado, southwestern 
Kansas, and northwest Oklahoma.

• Shortgrass/Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) prairie: 
Dominated by low stature grasses and forbs because of 
water stress, but includes large parcels of land enrolled 
in the Conservation Reserve Program. Grasses in CRP-
dominated landscapes in this ecoregion are native and 
include several species of bluestem and grama. The 
shortgrass prairie receives approximately 20 inches of 
precipitation a year and has daily average low and high 
temperatures of 40° F and 75° F, respectively. Located 
exclusively in western and west-central Kansas, this 
ecoregion covers about 1,872,640 acres of the current 
lesser prairie-chicken range. Non-native grasses, such as 
weeping lovegrass, are not as beneficial as native grasses.

▲ Figure 5: Males congregate on areas called leks for breeding. ▲ Figure 6: Males on leks defend 
territories to compete for the right  
to breed with females. 
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Managing Land for Lesser Prairie-Chickens  
and Cattle in Sand Shinnery Oak Prairies

Restoration goals in sand shinnery oak monocultures that 
reduce, but not eradicate, sand shinnery oak and promote 
native grasses can be beneficial to both lesser prairie-
chickens and cattle ranchers. These goals can be met using a 
combination of herbicides and grazing. Ranchers often want to 
eradicate sand shinnery oak using herbicides because the shrub 
is sometimes toxic to cattle and can form dense monocultures. 
Lesser prairie-chickens also do not benefit from monocultures 
of sand shinnery oak, but complete elimination can be 
detrimental to them because this shrub is a critical habitat 
component in the Southern High Plains. 

Maintaining a heterogeneous landscape (a patchwork of 
habitats that vary in the percentage and composition of bare 
ground, grass, forbs, and shrubs) is important to meet food 
and cover requirements for lesser prairie-chickens throughout 
the year (Figure 8). Therefore, lesser prairie-chicken population 
response to grazing and herbicides largely depends on the 
timing, frequency, and intensity of these restoration regimes. 
Landowners can assist with conservation of lesser prairie-
chickens by considering their natural history and life cycle. Food 
and cover are the main limiting factors for lesser prairie-chickens 
and the breeding season can be divided into three main periods, 
each with specific habitat requirements for the species.

Lekking

Males congregate to form leks in areas interspersed with 
native vegetation and bare ground in February. Leks are the 
cornerstone of lesser prairie-chicken management because 
evidence suggests habitat around leks is comprised of the 
highest quality nesting and chick-rearing habitats available 
(i.e., more native grasses and forbs and less bare ground, tall 
shrubs, and trees). Abandoned oil pads, dirt roads, and recently 
burned areas are common lekking grounds, and males typically 
select areas with native grasses to display for females. From 
late February to late April, males can be heard before sunrise 
making a loud booming call to attract females. These sounds 
are amplified by large orange airsacs on the sides of their 
necks. They also perform a type of dance, showing off their 
brightly colored heads. Although four to 10 males will attend 
each lek, only the dominant few males typically will be chosen 
by the females for mating. After copulation occurs, females 
leave the lek to build a nest and lay eggs. 

Landowners can assist 
with conservation of 
lesser prairie-chickens 
by considering their 
natural history and 
life cycle.

▲ Figure 7: Fire is an essential disturbance that promotes healthy prairies. 
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▲ Figure 8: Maintaining a heterogeneous landscape with bare ground, 
grass, forbs, and shrubs is important to meet food and cover requirements. 
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Nesting and Incubation

After mating, females are solely responsible 
for tending to the nest and chicks. Females 
begin building nests and laying eight to 14 eggs 
approximately 14 days after mating (Figure 9). 
Females are incubating eggs by mid-May, and 
incubation lasts 28 days. 

Current management and research efforts often 
focus on hen survival and habitat selection for 
nesting and chick-rearing. While plant composition 
obviously is essential for food availability, the most 
important role of plants during the nesting period 
is providing the hen and eggs shading from direct 
sunlight and concealment from predators. Hence, 
the composition of nest vegetation seems to be 
less important than the structure of the vegetation, 
which includes average plant height and the amount 
of ground cover plants provide. 

Hens select similar vegetative structure (height, 
width, and concealment ability of plants) and avoid 
areas with more than 25% bare ground when 
selecting nest sites and deciding where to raise 
young. Females select nest sites that offer good cover 
for protection from harsh weather conditions and 
predators. Tall native grasses (more than or equal 
to 15 inches), particularly little bluestem, provide 
the best nesting cover, but females are flexible and 
also will nest in shrubs, including sand shinnery 
oak. Maintaining areas with approximately 40% 
shrub cover and about 20% grass cover may provide 
adequate nesting habitat.

Because hot temperatures can kill eggs or cause 
the hen to abandon her nest, hens select nest sites 
that are cooler than the surrounding air and ground 
temperatures (Figure 10). At the same time, hens 
are particularly vulnerable to predators when sitting 
on their nests and need vegetation to provide cover 
from ground and avian predators. Therefore, hens 
select nest sites with mid-levels of overhead and 
lateral cover to hide from both avian and mammalian 
predators while being able to escape if necessary. 
Thick monocultures of shrubs, including sand 
shinnery oak, protect the nesting hen from sunlight 
but do not leave room for the hen to fly to safety.

▲ Figure 9: Female lesser prairie-chickens begin building nests and laying eight to 14 
eggs approximately 14 days after mating.
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Brooding

Brood sites tend to be a mixture of dense shrubs or grasses interspersed 
with forbs and abundant bare ground (Figure 11) so the chicks (Figure 12) 
can freely move around to capture insects. During the spring, the diet of 
adult female lesser prairie-chickens consists of insects, sand sage leaves 
and buds, and various forbs. Once the eggs hatch, the chicks need to eat 
protein obtained from insects, mostly grasshoppers and beetles. Shrub 
monocultures, however, often lack forbs, which can limit brood survival 
through lack of grasshopper and beetle availability. Because newly hatched 
chicks are unable to regulate body temperature adequately and are a tasty 
treat for predators, cover—principally from shrubs—is particularly important 
at this time. Therefore, maintaining a heterogeneous landscape with a 
mixture of shrubs (about 25%), forbs (about 5%), grasses (about 15%), litter 
(about 30%), and bare ground (about 25%) is best for brood habitat.

Fall and Winter

Fruits, flowers, and seeds, including those from native grasses (e.g., sand 
paspalum and sand dropseed), are consumed during fall and winter. They 
are crucial sources of cover (e.g., bluestems). Sand shinnery oak acorns are a 
main food source for chickens throughout the fall and winter when available 
(i.e., sand shinnery oaks produce acorns an average of three out of every 
10 years). Another primary food source is galls and wasp larvae that are 
attached to sand shinnery oak. However, sand shinnery oak does not provide 
adequate cover during winter months because it sheds leaves annually, 
which is another important reason why thick, monotonous stands of 
shinnery oak are not recommended for lesser prairie-chicken management. 
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▲ Figure 10: Drought affects lesser prairie-chickens by killing vegetation used for 
nesting, cover, and food. 

▲ Figure 11: Quality lesser prairie-chicken brood habitat has interspersion of forbs 
that promote insects for chick food and bare ground for travel lanes. Note that the 
dunes in the background were not treated with herbicide and remain covered in 
shinnery oak. 
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Using Herbicides to Promote Grass 
Growth for Lesser Prairie-Chickens 
and Grazing

Tebuthiuron, a dry pelleted herbicide, can be used 
to improve livestock forage and lesser prairie-
chicken habitat simultaneously in sand shinnery 
oak prairies (Figures 13A and B). Reducing 
monotypic stands of sand shinnery oak is beneficial 
to both lesser prairie-chickens and cattle, but 
complete eradication of sand shinnery oak could 
be detrimental for the ecosystem. Tebuthiuron 
has two distinct advantages over other herbicides: 
it requires only one application and is relatively 
nontoxic to non-target species. 

To accomplish sand shinnery oak reductions without 
completely removing the shrub, tebuthiuron can be 
applied with rates less than or equal to 0.5 lb/ac. As 
sand shinnery oak dies, it can take between three 
to five years before grass becomes well established, 
depending on precipitation and post-application cattle 
stocking rates and intensity. Within three years of 
tebuthiuron application, grasses and forbs increase in 
the landscape, supporting a greater biomass of insects, 
specifically grasshoppers. Therefore, juxtaposing 
treated with untreated areas and/or varying timing 
of treatment of adjacent pastures may help ensure 
that habitat needed for cover is available immediately 
following herbicide treatment.

Reducing monotypic stands of sand shinnery oak is 
beneficial to both lesser prairie-chickens and cattle.
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 Figures 13a & 13b: Lesser prairie-chickens rely on a matrix of shrubs, 
forbs, grasses, and bare ground to meet their life history requirements. 
Unmanaged grazing can lead to a monoculture of shinnery oak (Figure 
13A), which is not beneficial to cattle or lesser prairie-chickens. However, 
lesser prairie-chickens use shinnery oak for food and cover so maintaining 
some shrubs on the landscape (20 to 40%) is beneficial for the species. 
Applying tebuthiuron at a rate less than or equal to 0.5 lb/ac does not fully 
eradicate shinnery oak but promotes a balance of vegetation (Figure 13B). 
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Table 1: Suggested Approach for Grazing and Tebuthiuron 
Application in Context of Beneficial Lesser Prairie-Chicken 
Management

• Reduce sand shinnery oak without completely eliminating 
the shrub by applying tebuthiuron at a rate of less than 
or equal to 0.5 lbs/ac. For example, if sand shinnery oak 
cover is greater than 70% of the ground area, reduce 
coverage to approximately 40% with tebuthiuron at 
reduced rate. Vary timing of treating pastures with 
tebuthiuron until grass becomes well established and 
incorporate a mixture of untreated areas to provide 
refugia from thermal stress in the summer and plentiful 
food. Also, landowners can apply tebuthiuron to strips 
interspersed with nontreated strips within a pasture. Avoid 
treating dunes with tebuthiuron because shinnery oak 
roots hold the dunes in place. Sand dunes are important 
components to sand shinnery oak prairies and are escape 
cover for numerous wildlife species, including mule deer.

• Apply short-duration cattle grazing. Graze once during 
dormant season (i.e., winter) and once during growing 
(i.e., summer) season. Limiting grazing during nesting is 
the most beneficial for the species to avoid unintentional 
nest destruction via nest and vegetation trampling. 
Incorporate periods of rest to maintain vegetation 
heterogeneity and residual nesting cover. Specifically, 
grasslands would benefit if approximately 20 to 30% of 
pastures are rested annually on a three- to five-year 
rotation. This system would facilitate a grazing “savings 
account” in that residual grasses remain during drought 
years for emergency grazing.

• Continuous heavy grazing pressure can increase bare 
ground compared to continuously lightly grazed pastures. 
Therefore, stock at a rate of 10 to 50% (% of available 
annual forage production), depending on range and 
weather conditions. Remove approximately 25% of 
available herbaceous material each season.

• Maintain heterogeneous landscape with approximately 20 
to 40% shrub cover, 8 to 15% forb cover, and 20 to 40% 
grass cover. However, lesser prairie-chickens are flexible 
and often will switch their nest sites between grasses 
and shrubs. Bare ground cover of approximately 25% may 
assist movement of broods through prairies, but bare 
ground of more than 50% may be detrimental to nesting 
lesser prairie-chickens. Grass heights of at least 15 inches 
provide better cover, particularly in areas with less shrubs.
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▼ Table 2: Characteristics of Habitat Composition for Cattle Forage and Lesser Prairie-Chicken Ecology

Ensuring the remains of adequate lesser prairie-chicken habitat in sand shinnery oak prairies does not require high-tech vegetation sampling techniques. 
Landowners can estimate the quality of lesser prairie-chicken habitat in sand shinnery oak prairies by estimating the amount of ground that is covered 
by each type of vegetation (i.e., composition). One pasture is likely not large enough to sustain a breeding population of lesser prairie-chickens, so it is 
important to think about the composition of shrubs, grasses, forbs, and bare ground at larger scales (i.e., entire ranch).

Lack of cattle forage

Lack of brood-rearing habitat

Lack of winter habitat

Moderate cattle forage

Nesting and thermal habitat  
for lesser prairie-chickens

Not high quality  
brood-rearing habitat

High cattle forage

Within scientific guidelines  
for quality lesser  

prairie-chicken habitat

> 70%  
Shrub Composition

50 - 70%  
Shrub Composition

30 - 50%  
Shrub Composition

Grazing for Lesser Prairie-Chickens

Lesser prairie-chickens evolved with large grazers such as 
bison and can benefit from cattle grazing, particularly when 
grazing mimics historical conditions. Bison were more nomadic 
than cattle and, therefore, impacted grasslands differently. 
Specifically, high stocking densities and continuous cattle 
grazing can decrease grass height and availability; promote 
non-native annual grasses and shrubs, particularly when 
coupled with the loss of frequent natural fires; and increase 
bare ground, all of which negatively impact lesser prairie-
chickens. Long-term, high intensity grazing can be particularly 
degrading during drought. Studies suggest applying a short-
duration grazing system with pastures grazed once during 
the dormant season (i.e., winter) and once during the growing 
season (i.e., summer) with stocking rates of 10 to 50% (% of 
available annual forage production), depending on grassland 
and weather conditions, will ensure that grazing remains 
beneficial to lesser prairie-chickens. 

Remaining adaptive and adjusting stocking rates and grazing 
systems within the context of drought conditions and herbicide 
application is vital. An adaptive management approach to 
grazing is also important to maintaining lesser prairie-chicken 
habitat as more research is conducted, especially since the 

economic feasibility of herbicide application, stocking rates, 
and grazing intensity varies among landowners. In general, 
the long-term economic viability of herbicide application for 
grazing and lesser prairie-chickens is positive, but in the short-
term (one to three years), the impact is negative, especially in 
instances where grazing is deferred post-herbicide application. 

Since conservation and ranching are not mutually exclusive 
activities, positive changes (e.g. increasing grass availability 
and creating heterogeneous patches) to the landscape and any 
scale (acres) or dollar-amount (cost for herbicide and lack of 
post application grazing) are better than no action for lesser 
prairie-chickens and long-term grazing viability. Therefore, the 
suggested approach for grazing and tebuthiuron application 
for lesser prairie-chicken management (Table 1) is best 
incorporated on an individual-by-individual basis, depending on 
ranch-size, economic feasibility, and landowner goals.

Thankfully, this concept lends itself to flexibility for each 
landowner. Herbicide application, grazing, or a combination 
of these management techniques can be spread across fine 
(i.e., individual strips of herbicide application) or large scales 
(i.e., herbicide application on a single pasture) depending on 
landowner goals and costs (Table 2).
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Summary and Conclusions

Grazing and lesser prairie-chicken conservation are not mutually exclusive 
goals. The lesser prairie-chicken originally evolved on a landscape that 
experienced widespread drought, unpredictable wildfires, and seasonal 
grazing pressure from bison and other hoofed mammals. In recent times, 
however, continuous, long-term grazing pressure in combination with 
intense droughts have reduced not only the quantity but also the quality 
of lesser prairie-chicken habitat in the sand shinnery oak prairies of New 
Mexico and Texas. While efforts to achieve recovery of the population 
have focused on the quantity of existing habitat, the quality of this habitat 
should not be overlooked. Private landowners, most importantly ranchers, 
are a critical component for long-term conservation of lesser prairie-
chickens because proper land management directed toward grass and 
forb availability as well as biomass is beneficial for both grazing and lesser 
prairie-chicken habitat. Grazing likely will continue in sand shinnery oak 
prairies and can benefit lesser prairie-chickens when managed correctly. 
Although lesser prairie-chickens are flexible and adaptable when selecting 
vegetation for cover, grazing is a main driver of changes to the vegetation. 
Therefore, it is critical that grazing is managed to balance landowner 
profits and conservation of lesser prairie-chickens. Available scientific data 
is lacking to merge profitable grazing and conservation of the species, 
but an overwhelming amount of data exists regarding what constitutes 
quality habitat for the lesser prairie-chicken during the breeding season. 
The recommendations provided in this publication should be considered by 
each landowner on a case-by-case basis, depending on long-term ranch 
goals, ranch size, and drought conditions. 

 

For More Information: 

The authors encourage landowners to contact 
local biologists with state wildlife agencies, the 
Natural Resource Conservation Service, the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Center for Hazard 
Material Management for assistance with program 
enrollment and questions pertaining to lesser 
prairie-chicken conservation.

•  Natural Resource Conservation Service

- Environmental Quality Incentives Program — 
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/
national/programs/financial/eqip/#

- Lesser Prairie-Chicken Initiative —  
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/
null/?cid=nrcsdev11_023912

•  US Fish and Wildlife Service Partners for Wildlife 
— http://www.fws.gov/partners/

•  Texas Parks and Wildlife Landowner Incentive 
Program — http://tpwd.texas.gov/landwater/land/
private/lip/

•  Center for Excellence for Hazardous 
Material Management — http://www.
privatelandownernetwork.org/local-resources/
Center-of-Excellence-for-Hazardous-Materials-
Management/35000/
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▼ Figure 12: After chicks hatch, they will each need protein obtained from insects, 
mostly grasshoppers and beetles. The chicks in this photo are less than 10 days old. 
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