STEP 4: INVENTORY GAME SPECIES

Several methods have been developed to estimate the number of animals in an area. They include visual sightings, sound data (crowing counts), nest counts, brood counts and hunter's kill reports. A well-designed census can usually provide an estimate that is within 20 percent (plus or minus) of the actual number of animals.

Through past experience, you may be familiar with the species of wildlife and their general abundance in your project area. For purposes of establishing an area habitat management plan you will only need to know a very rough estimate. Whether the desired wildlife species is abundant, scarce, or nonexistent.
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Before attempting a census of your own, contact the local state or federal game managers in your area. Have them point out the type and abundance of wildlife on or near your area. Perhaps they plan a detailed census and you may be able to help them.

Otherwise, prepare transect routes plotted on the habitat inventory map. Depending on time, labor and amount of heavy cover, the distance between the transect routes will vary for your census area. For a visual count of the maximum number of anyone wildlife species, a pre-hunting season date could be picked sometime in late August. A hunting dog will help flush gamebirds to be counted. At this time of the year, upland gamebirds are more dispersed. You will have to find preferred cover and feeding areas at different times of the day. For example, pheasants may concentrate for gravel grit near roadsides early in the morning, return to cornfields and brushy cover for feeding and loafing during midday, and fly to roosting trees just before nightfall. Your transect routes and the timing of your census will have to be planned to take the birds' habits into account.

How does the abundance of pheasants on your project area compare with these estimates of pre-hunting season density on Utah lands which are managed specifically for wildlife:

Wildlife species

Low to high numbers per square mile on


good habitat

Pheasant

50-300

Another census could be run in the spring of the year, using crowing or drumming counts. For cock pheasants, peak crowing occurs in mid-April. The best time for listening and counting the number of cocks crowing is shortly after sunrise. Most of the cocks will have quit after one and one-half hours.

Station yourself at a listening post in a central location on good upland courting and nesting area. Locate the different crowing cock pheasants on your habitat map and record the number. You may notice that one cock crows more loudly and more frequently than others. This is the dominant cock. He may suppress other males from crowing. The average time between two crows is about 2 minutes in good weather.

If more than one courting and nesting area occurs within a half-mile radius of your farm, you will have to survey these areas on different mornings.

To estimate the total spring breeding population, multiply the number of crowing males by 4 (the normal spring sex ratio is one cock pheasant to three hens).

Obviously, all spring population estimates will be less than the pre-hunting season upland gamebird numbers. !
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Questions to Ponder

A well-designed census can usually provide an estimate that is within (plus or minus) what percent, and give 3 methods of doing this estimate?

What is the purpose of using a hunting dog when doing your transect counts?

Why is the transect route and timing so crucial?

What is the best time of day and year for doing a crowing count?
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

PHEASANT SURVEY FORM

How many cocks were counted on spring crowing counts (estimate the number of hens)?

How many acres of alfalfa hay cut?

Date of cutting?

How many nests destroyed?

How many eggs per nest?

Total eggs?

How many eggs cracked or damaged?

What stage of incubation (use simple candling technique and embryo development chart)?

Time and date placed in incubator?

Number and percent hatched?

Number of chicks lost to:

disease escape starvation other

12.

Number released?

Number males?

13.

Percent of those incubated that are released?

14.

Percent of the total eggs in nest that end up released?

15.

July age ratios (chicks per adult hen) on your property?

16.

Observations of marked birds after release: dates, sex, number?
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STEP 5: DETERMINE HABITAT NEEDS

Survey your study area and look for existing secure nesting cover, winter food and winter cover, taking note of specific food and cover plants.

Make a coded overlay of these areas on tracing paper and tabulate this information as a percentage of the whole area.

Ideally, the inventory maps and percentage tabulation should be taken in early May and again in late June for nesting cover so that changes can be noted. If only an autumn survey is possible, make the best estimate of spring nesting cover, but be sure to check your results the next spring.

A winter food and cover survey should be taken in late fall or early winter.

Combine all the information you have collected and compare it with the sample habitat maps and data sheet From this and your previous study of habitat requirements of individual species, you should be able to determine what is lacking or in need of improvement

The ideal habitat management unit cannot be repeated on every acre, but ask yourself the following questions:

1.

Is it possible to devote an acre or more of marginal farmland to permanent NESTING COVER?

2.

Can mowing of roadsides be delayed?

3.

Are gullies barren and unprotected? Is it possible to plant them to create WINTER COVER for pheasants or fence these areas off to eliminate grazing and permit them to grow back to native brushland?

4.

Would high (6" to 8") mowing height, haying in mid-July, or minimum tillage provide better habitat for pheasants?

5.

Could diverted acres be seeded to establish and maintain a grass-legume cover crop?

6.

Could trees, shrubs or winter food crops be planted on the farm to improve the habitat?

7.

Is it possible to enter a portion of the farm in the Agricultural Conservation Program (ACP), the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) or apply for habitat improvement cost-sharing incentives through the ASCS?

17

At this point you will need to draw upon the advice and perhaps financial assistance of the SCS, ASCS, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources, Utah Division of State Lands and Forestry, or the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. For more information about the program available contact your local USU County Extension Office for a copy of the Utah Wildlife Conservation Directory.

After the final management scheme has been made, divide the plan into phases. Using tracing paper overlays for each phase. For example:

Phase I-Plant shelterbelt around farm, do spring plowing, practice late


mowing of roadsides.

Phase II-Fence out cattle around existing wetlands, improve upland nesting


cover under ACP or CRP.

Phase III-Plant a food plot in the corner of the odd-shaped field.

Plan for long-term restoration. Habitat development is a long-term investment and full benefits may not be seen for several years.

It must be recognized that the farm is a means of livelihood for its owners. Review your habitat plan and consider the following questions:

1.

What is the income on marginal land designated for management changes? Are there sportsmen interested in contributing to these changes? Is there other recreational potential on these areas?

2.

What is the cost of changing practices such as fall plowing, early hay mowing, etc.?

3.

What is the total cost of the habitat development? Is it still feasible?

In general, habitat conservation practices can be carried out on most farms with little or no cost to the landowner.

Questions to Ponder

What is meant by habitat?

What type of food is eaten by young pheasants?

What human activities can be detrimental to nesting pheasants?

Why is winter the critical time of the year for pheasants?
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