Chukars

Habitat Management

in Nevada

The chukar (Alectoria graeca), a native bird of southern Asia, was introduced into Nevada in 1935 and is now so abundant and widely distributed that Nevada is considered the number one chukar state in the nation.  Barren, rocky, cheatgrass ridges between elevations of 4,000 and 10,000 feet are favored by the chukar.  This type of country where seeps or springs are present provides top habitat for this bird.  Chukars range down into the valleys, particularly in fall and winter, but seldom extend into areas of heavy shrub cover or into pinyon-juniper habitat.  Major chukar populations occur in western and central Nevada; however, during good chukar years huntable populations exist in almost all counties of the state.

Chukar studies conducted in Nevada show that populations of these birds fluctuate with range conditions.  When yearly moisture and other factors provide for a good feed year chukars are abundant.  During drought years they correspondingly diminish in numbers.  Lush and drought years occur more or less in cycles and the increase or decrease of birds generally follows these cycles.  Peak chukar harvests in Nevada were experienced in 1965 and the record year of 1964, when chukar hunters bagged 175,500 birds in a single season.

LIFE HISTORY

Chukars are handsome birds, between quail and grouse in size, and are easily recognized by their striking face pattern and barred flanks.  They fly strongly but, unless approached from above, prefer to escape by running uphill.  During summer, when water is especially important, they are seldom found far from it.  The rest of the year they are more widespread.  Flocks of 10 to 40 birds are usual.  Chukars roost on the ground, in the open or among rocks.  In the latter part of March the birds pair off, the eggs are laid in a shallow depression near a rock or bush, and the males go off to form their own groups.  The hens incubate the creamy, brown speckled eggs for 21 to 22 days and the chicks hatch in late May or early June.  Brood sizes vary with yearly moisture conditions.  In extremely dry years, few broods are brought off and those that are, contain few chicks.  Under favorable conditions, the number of chicks in a brood may average as high as 12.

MANAGEMENT SUGGESTIONS

Food – Chukers eat seeds, bulbs, tender green leaves of grasses and forbs, and insects.  The abundance of cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum) over much of the chukar range is probably one of the major factors in their successful establishment in Nevada.  Cheat thrives in cool weather and its ability to germinate in the fall and early spring provides a long green forage period even in winter.  Seasonally, insects (especially grasshoppers) are important in the chukars’ diet.  The following foods are also used importantly by chukars in Nevada.  In improving habitat for chukars, select and propagate adapted plants from this list.

Green blades and leaves of alfalfa, cheatgrass, clovers, sandberg bluegrass, and wild mustard.

Seeds of annual non-crop plants – cheatgrass, filaree, fiddleneck, pigweed, sunflowers, pinyon, and Russian thistle.

Seeds of field crops – barley, corn, grain sorghum, wheata and possibly millets.

Fruits of currants, backberry, serviceberry, rose, and chokecherry.

Bulbs of wild onion, and bulblets of slender fringe-cup.

Animal foods – chiefly ants, beetles, caterpillars, crickets, grasshoppers, and wasps.  This represents about 10 percent of the foods of the chukar, especially in spring and summer.

Plant food patches; preferably wheat, barley, alfalfa or clover, in deep soil areas in chukar range and protect form livestock.  Such patches are of particular value during times of deep snow cover when cheatgrass is unavailable.

Limited grazing ordinarily has little benefit to chukars, since they thrie on overgrazed land, but deferring grazing until after the nesting season protects nesting cover.

Cover – Chukars have filled a niche that is nearly void of other upland game birds.  They inhabit areas having rocky slopes, rims, and steep escarpments.  Chukars are less dependent on brush cover than other upland game birds.  Scattered brush is necessary to provide shade and escape cover from predators, while crevices and caves in rocks and talus slopes afford protection from severe winter weather.

Water – Chukars often congregate in large flocks near water in late summer.  Providing water for birds in areas where it often is scarce can be one of the most important management practices in attracting chukars.  Water can be provided by developing springs and installing watering facilities, either in connection with livestock watering throughs or the “guzzler” type.

HUNTING

Chukar hunting is a strenuous sport, as birds are usually found in areas of rim-rock and extremely steep slopes.  The most successful method for hunting chukars is to contour around the slopes and rims near the top of a ridge or to follow deer and livestock trails.  Once a flock has been flushed and scattered, the birds can often be put up again in small groups at closer range.  A good dog is helpful in finding and retrieving birds.  Generally, the chukar is under-harvested in its most favorable habitat.
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The chukar is becoming a popular bird for use on shooting preserves.
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