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UTAH PHEASANT PROJECT

Why a Pheasant project?

PHEASANTS ARE IN TROUBLE

During the past several years, Utah's pheasant population has drastically declined. Many sportsmen point to hunting or predation as the main causes of the pheasant's plight. The primary problem, however, may be found in the small, subtle changes that have slowly taken place on the farming landscape-the ringneck's home.

"Old timers" reminisce of the good 01' days, the Golden Years of high pheasant populations, but only after thinking a moment do they also recall the vanished brush patch or the tall grass or weed patch that was a by-product of early farming methods and the Soil Bank years. In those days, the pheasant's home resembled a mansion.

Abundant brush and weed patches provided top-quality winter protection while slower hay harvesting equipment and large grassy or weedy fields allowed safe nesting (protection from both man and predators). Inefficient crop harvests left plenty of food interspersed through wintering areas. Grown-over fencelines, ditches and windbreaks tied all of the cover needs together with a network of safe travel lanes that also provided valuable nesting cover.

The modem farm landscape vaguely resembles the pheasant mansions of the past. Large fields, intensive cultivation, clean fencelines and concrete ditches now characterize most of the ringneck's original Utah habitat. The final touch is added to these bleak circumstances by more efficient and faster-moving harvest machinery. With the loss of the Soil Bank and other set-aside programs, more land has gone under the plow as agriculture has geared for full production. Meanwhile, pheasant habitat continues to dwindle! !

Questions to Ponder

What is the main causes of the pheasant's plight?

What now characterizes most of the ring-necked pheasant original habitat?

,.

EVIDENCE OF LOST HABITAT

A review of aerial ph9tographs of prime Utah farmland illustrates the impact of modem mechanized farming on pheasant habitat. The following photos are of a typical square mile of Utah farmland. The first photo was taken in 1953 and the second in 1987. Both
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photos are of the same area. Note, that less than half of the miles of valuable fenceline nesting, escape and travel lane cover from 1953 remains in 1987.
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The type of crops produced has also changed in some areas of the state, much to the detriment of pheasants. Small grain acreage, that previously provided safe nesting cover and a potential food source, has decreased while pasture and other forage crop acreage has increased. Unmanaged intensive grazing of such areas can further lower pheasant nesting potentials. In addition, the fall plowing of fields removes waste grain and crop stubble that pheasants need during critical winter months.

Question to Ponder

What were the two major farming alteration that lead to the decline of pheasant habitat?

I

OBJECTIVES OF THE UTAH 4-H PHEASANT PROGRAM

Through the experience of raising pheasants and releasing them in the wild, 4-Hers and other youth will learn about the characteristics and habitat requirements of pheasants. This knowledge could then be directed toward improving habitat conditions on local farms and ranches.

.

Utah's farmers and ranchers are perhaps more aware of their role in the future of America than most other groups. They are responsible for producing food for ever-increasing human populations, and more often than not, without a great economic return for their efforts.

More importantly, however, farmers and ranchers are entrusted with the care of the land upon which they have only a temporary residence. The future productiveness of American

. agriculture depends on how farmers and ranchers manage and retain the soil and water


on their property.
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Industry has sometimes polluted the air and water in its effort to produce the things we need at the cheapest possible cost. Similarly even in rural America, the same economic facts have sometimes led to the abuse of agricultural land. Thus, in order to make a living, some farmers and ranchers have knowingly or unknowingly been forced to violate the basic concepts of soil and water conservation.

'{,

Fields have been plowed to the very edge of streams, fences and roadsides. Brushy spots and "odd" corners have been burned, disked or buried beneath the plow. Marshes and wetlands, nature's sponges, have been tiled, ditched and drained. All of these practices have helped to hasten water runoff and have caused an alarming disappearance of the topsoil itself.

Utah's youth are as concerned about the decline of wildlife as they are to making life better for those around them. Through their deep attachment to the land and a commitment to perpethate its productivity, they have begun to realize that the abundance of wildlife on farms and ranches are one of the indicators of how well the land, soil and
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water resources have been managed. As such, Utah's 4H-ers are dedicated to the premise that profitable agriculture and abundant wildlife can coexist.

Although this booklet outlines a project that has been designed to increase pheasants and other wildlife populations of Utah, it will also help Utah's youth, tomorrow's land managers, to better understand wildlife habitat requirements. Most of the project is nothing more than good natural resource management which will benefit both farms, ranches and wildlife on a long-term basis.

Questions to Ponder

What is expected to be learned by youth from raising and releasing pheasants?

Why is this important?

PROCEDURE-SIX BASIC STEPS

Project participants, or anybody interested in wildlife projects, should proceed according to six basic steps:

1.

Determine the types of wildlife best suited to produce and the extent of the existing land uses, i.e. the selected project area.

2.

Study the life requirements of pheasants, or the species selected for management.

3.

Prepare a habitat map of the area within a half-mile radius of the project area (farm or ranch).

4.

Make a general inventory of the wildlife and possible wildlife species found in the area.

5.

Determine which basic life requirement(s) of pheasants. or the species selected, is lacking or in need of improvement.

6.

Design one or more projects that will improve the wildlife habitat and increase the number of pheasants, or wildlife species of interest.

Several individuals working together on a variety of projects in an area can have an overall greater effect on improving conditions for pheasants and wildlife. Such efforts can be coordinated by local volunteers and assisted by professional personnel from the extension service, resource agencies or private conservation organizations.

Suggestions on how td proceed with the six basic steps are outlined for pheasants in the succeeding pages.
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