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Trivia Question 
True or false:  Preferential harvest of rooster pheasants over hens began in the 1600s after English 
naturalists described the species’ polygynous breeding system and touted the virtues of hen protection. 
 
 

USDA and Legislative News 
The months-long logjam around a new Farm Bill finally seems to be breaking loose.  Agriculture 
committee leadership in both the House and Senate released information on May 1st regarding their 
competing versions of the bill.  House Chair GT Thompson released a high-level outline of their proposal, 
and Senate Chair Debbie Stabenow did the same; neither released the proposed legislative language 
supporting the outlines.  Chair Thompson further announced that his committee plans to consider their 
bill on May 23rd, whereas Chair Stabenow did not announce a mark-up date. 
 
The two parties continue to disagree about how the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
should be administered, which is a long-standing tradition in Farm Bill negotiations.  On the brighter 
side, both outlines suggest that increases in conservation funding included in the Inflation Reduction Act 
should be permanently included in the new bill but remain divided about how those funds should be 
targeted and distributed among programs. 
 
Andrew Schmidt (Government Affairs Director for Pheasants Forever and Quail Forever) reported that as 
of late April, it appeared that the House intended to distribute any unspent IRA funds among most or all 
the major conservation programs, including the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and the Voluntary 
Public Access and Habitat Improvement Program (VPA-HIP), which would receive permanent funding.  
The current amount of unspent IRA funds would translate into a 25% increase in baseline funding for 
programs in the conservation title, which, if CRP shared in that bump, would be largest potential 
increase in that program’s funding in the past several farm bills.  However, the unspent IRA funds shrink 
by the day, so the longer it takes to negotiate and pass a new bill, the smaller the bump is likely to be.  
The high-level outline of the Senate bill and its supporting materials do not specifically mention either 
the CRP or VPA-HIP beyond saying their bill “strengthens access to hunting, fishing, and outdoor 
recreation.”  They also make clear that most or all of any increase to conservation programs should be 
targeted at climate smart practices. 
 
The PF&QF Government Affairs staff (for now down to just Ariel and Andrew) are going to have an 
especially busy month, and we wish them all the best as they help both sides work towards an upland 
game-friendly agreement. 
 
 

Notes from Around the Pheasant Range 
Pheasants Forever and Quail Forever recently announced they set a new record this year with 158,000 
members, achieving membership growth in 42 states.  In an era of declining small game hunter 
participation, that’s quite a feat.  Congratulations and well done! 

https://agriculture.house.gov/uploadedfiles/high_level_title_by_title_doc.pdf
https://www.agriculture.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/rural_prosperity_and_food_security_act_summary.pdf
https://www.agriculturedive.com/news/senate-farm-bill-plan-stabenow-climate-snap/715009/


 
Sharp-eyed reader Marty Moses (PF&QF Wisconsin State Coordinator) brought a book to my attention 
entitled “Man Killed By Pheasant and Other Kinships.”  Neither I nor Marty have read it so this isn’t 
exactly a recommendation, but if you are a fan of Midwestern memoirs it looks to have potential.  
Anyone who can work pheasants into their title, murderous or not, is alright by me.  Thanks, Marty! 
 
Thanks also to John McLaughlin (Technical Committee, Texas) for passing along this paper describing the 
killing of two scaled quail by loggerhead shrikes in northern Mexico.  Those are some bad-ass birds; if 
they were the size of eagles, none of us would have a chance. 
 
Finally, it has been about three years since we finalized the second edition of the National Wild Pheasant 
Conservation Plan.  The model we used in the Plan to track the quantity and quality of nesting habitat 
since 1990 depended on county-specific crop and CRP acreage data, including our ability to distinguish 
“traditional” CRP acres (i.e., those enrolled through General and Continuous signups) from Grasslands 
signup acres.  It appeared that the cover provided by Grasslands contracts was more akin to that 
provided by rangeland or pasture, so the model gave those acres less “credit” for providing good nesting 
habitat than it did to traditional CRP. 
 
The Plan uses a metric we called the “CRP acre equivalent,” or CAE, to represent both the quantity and 
quality of nesting habitat provided by all the major cover types pheasants use (CRP, small grains, grass 
hay, alfalfa, and pasture) combined into one common number.  It represents both the acreages of each 
habitat type and their per-acre ability to produce successful pheasant nests based on the available 
literature.  By our calculations, we had about 43.6 million CAEs available to pheasants across their range 
when the Plan was finished, and our goal was to add about 18.7 million more (a 43% increase) to meet 
the collective management needs of the states. 
 
USDA has not made county- and practice-specific CRP data publicly available since 2020, so we have 
been unable to continue tracking the nesting habitat trends relative to our goal beyond then.  However, 
I requested and received those data from USDA-FSA earlier this year, and recently had the chance to 
calculate the CAE figures for each pheasant state through 2023.  I presented these to the Management 
Board in March and can now share them with the rest of you.  We can start by looking at CRP trends. 
 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Man-Killed-Pheasant-Other-Kinships/dp/B001G7RDYW
https://doi.org/10.1676/23-00053
https://nationalpheasantplan.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/National-Pheasant-Plan-Second-Edition-2021.pdf
https://nationalpheasantplan.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/National-Pheasant-Plan-Second-Edition-2021.pdf


The good news is that counties within the wild pheasant range continue to host most of the total CRP 
acres.  However, the overall acre trend has been downward since 2007.  As we’ve talked about in this 
space before, the recent upturn in acres is due to Grasslands enrollments; traditional CRP acres have 
steadily declined. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Most of the Grassland acres are in pheasant range counties but not generally in regions known for high 
pheasant densities.  Traditional CRP enrollments are shared more widely across the cropland landscapes 
of the country, whereas Grassland enrollments are highly concentrated in shortgrass prairie-dominated 
landscapes east of the Rockies. 
 



Percent of county land area enrolled in General and Continuous CRP, 2023. 

 
 
Percent of county land area enrolled in Grasslands CRP, 2023. 

 
 



In the Plan, lacking data, we assumed that half of the Grasslands acres enrolled were coming from newly 
expiring traditional CRP contracts.  We have since learned that this is true for less than 5% Grasslands 
acres, so virtually all enrolled land was existing grassland that did not have a recent cropping history.  
The degree to which management and vegetation structure changed on these grasslands after CRP 
enrollment remains unknown, but it reinforces the idea that traditional and Grasslands acres should be 
considered separately. 
 
After seeing the CRP trends, it is no surprise that we have experienced a net loss of pheasant nesting 
habitat quantity and quality across the 24 Plan states. 
 

 
 
We lost about 3.8 million CAEs between 2017 (the dotted line above) and 2023, representing a 9% 
decline.  That 2017 benchmark was chosen because it was the last year the U.S. Census of Agriculture 
was run prior to the Plan’s writing, and its data weighed heavily in determining the Plan’s most recent 
CAE values upon which our goals were based.  A new Census of Agriculture was run in 2022, and those 
data were used to calculate the post-Plan figures. 
 
The loss of CAEs contributed by “Net CRP” (total CRP minus Grasslands CRP) caused most of the change 
in the range-wide total.  Net Pasture (pasture plus the small amount of Grasslands CRP enrolled as 
expiring traditional CRP) and grass hay actually gained a bit, but small grains continued to slide. 
 

Habitat Type 2017 CAEs 2023 CAEs CAE Change % Change 

Net CRP         15,592,733          11,839,194  -3,753,539 -24.1 

Net Pasture         13,531,756          13,675,385  143,629 1.1 

Small Grains           9,011,304            8,789,640  -221,664 -2.5 

Alfalfa           1,340,838            1,270,306  -70,532 -5.3 

Grass Hay           2,286,619            2,400,972  114,353 5.0 

State-defined              519,120               521,120  2,000 0.4 

Total         42,282,370          38,496,618  -3,785,752 -9.0 

 



Not surprisingly, CAE changes varied by state, with a few being stable or even positive. 
 

 
I will try to explore and share what’s going on with states on either end of the change spectrum in the 
coming months.  In the meantime, we hope the new Farm Bill will contain some habitat-friendly 
improvements – we need them! 
 
 

Pheasant-relevant Media 
Pheasants Forever ‘cautiously optimistic’ about this year’s pheasant numbers 
Thompson releases 2024 Farm Bill overview 
Chairwoman Stabenow unveils the Rural Prosperity and Food Security Act 
Dueling Senate farm bill plan reveals divisions on climate, SNAP 
Traps, pesticides threatened ring-necked pheasant in southern Taiwan 
The rise of the carbon farmer 
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Trivia Answer   
False.  Preferential harvest of roosters apparently occurred as early as ~10,000 years ago in northern 
China.  According to the authors of a new study, Early Holocene hunters there killed a 2:1 ratio of 
roosters to hens, and skeletal ossification suggested all birds were killed as adults during the fall and 
winter.  They concluded, “By hunting outside the breeding season and having a preference for hunting 
males, the Xiaogao community keeps the pheasant population viable and, hence, guarantees a 
sustainable food resource and energy for people...”  (Sound familiar?)  Amazingly, of the 1,438 
identifiable bird bones found at the site, 1,428 (99.3%) were pheasants.   
 
Pheasants: they’ve been what’s for dinner for 10,000 years. 
 
 
 
 
This update is brought to you by the National Wild Pheasant Conservation Plan and Partnerships.  Our mission is to 
foster science-based, socially-supported policies and programs that enhance wild pheasant populations, provide 
recreational opportunities to pheasant hunters, and support the economics and social values of communities.  You 
can find us on the web at https://nationalpheasantplan.org. 
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