Pheasant News and Notes
November 2024

NATIONAL WILD

PHEASANT PLAN

Trivia Question
I’'m fresh out of pheasant trivia this month, so here’s one from out of left field: can a Burmese python
swallow an adult white-tailed deer?

USDA and Legislative News

Our long national nightmare — the election —is now over. As of this writing, Polymarket puts the
chances of a Republican-led House of Representatives and Senate next year at 99%, so I'll go out on a
limb and assume that is going to happen. We might further assume, then, that Republicans would
rather wait until next year to take up a new Farm Bill, but some media reports suggest that waiting
might result in a less fiscally generous bill than what is currently being negotiated. That might spur
some action by ag state Republicans who see getting more money into the pockets of farmers as a good
thing, as well as from Democrats whose bargaining position is evaporating. Seems like a long shot,
though — Congress still needs to pass a suite of budget bills by Christmas or else the government shuts
down, so that might suck up enough energy to put everything else on ice. Stay tuned.

In CRP news, the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) released a report last month entitled,
“Conservation Reserve Program: Improving How USDA Selects Land Could Increase Environmental
Benefits.” The report makes four recommendations:

e The Administrator of USDA's FSA should build on existing efforts by incorporating, in a timely
manner and as appropriate, reliable science-based information from models or other sources
into the agency's methods for assigning points that are used to select offers for CRP.

e The Administrator of USDA's FSA should develop a process to periodically review its methods for
selecting offers for CRP. Such a process should specify the frequency of the reviews and include
soliciting and publicly reporting on suggestions from experts, including non-USDA scientists and
economists.

e The Administrator of USDA's FSA should address any findings resulting from its periodic reviews
to enhance its methods for selecting offers for CRP, as appropriate.

e The Administrator of USDA's FSA should annually analyze information on environmental
benefits by type of enrollment and for the entire program, and publicly report the information,
such as on its website.

With the CRP-related pheasant, prairie grouse, and bobwhite literature we have available and the new
modeling projects getting underway, | think these recommendations could work in our favor.

Notes from Around the Pheasant Range

Pheasant seasons are now off and running in the northern half of the pheasant range, with openers in
the Southern Plains happening over the next few weeks. Here’s hoping that everyone has a safe and
bountiful season.


https://www.farmprogress.com/farm-policy/will-election-results-deliver-a-farm-bill-this-year-
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106311#summary_recommend
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106311#summary_recommend

As we noted last month, John Silovsky, long-time Management Board representative from Texas,
recently retired. There’s a nice interview with him talking about his distinguished career here.

The dates for the upcoming National Wild Pheasant Technical Committee meeting in Enid, Oklahoma are
December 11™-13", with the 10" as a travel day. If you are a Tech Committee member and there is
something you’d like to add to the agenda, please let me know. Thanks to Tell Judkins for handling the
logistical details in Enid for us.

Also, thanks and congratulations to PF&QF staff who took the lead on three successful Regional
Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) grant applications in Arizona, Montana, and South Dakota
totaling $74 million. That’s a lot of cash for native habitat work!

Not much pheasant-specific news has come across my desk in the last few weeks, but the U.S.
Geological Survey released the raw data from the 2023 North American Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) in
late September. They generally take quite a while to get the data compiled, so it could be another year
before we see the 2024 data.

USGS republishes the historic data back to 1966 with each new annual release, so | went ahead and ran
the new data set to generate large-scale population estimates using the general methods and
assumptions of Stanton et al. (2019). | haven’t yet critically examined the assumed parameter values for
pheasants that they use in their estimation procedures, so please take the estimates below with a grain
of salt at this point.

Using data from only those BBS routes that start within the pheasant range counties of our 24 National
Plan states, below are the five-year running average spring population estimates for that geography.
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State-specific estimates and associated statistics for the most recent five-year period (2019-2023) are
below. Pennsylvania apparently did not have enough observations to generate estimates with this
method.

Mean Population Estimate

State BBS Routes 2019-2023 SD 95% ClI
California 77 99,000 56,000 23,000- 240,000
Colorado 25 221,000 94,000 83,000- 453,000
Idaho 30 241,000 136,000 59,000- 570,000
Illinois 59 148,000 40,000 88,000- 240,000
Indiana 25 10,000 6,000 2,000- 22,000
lowa 28 1,184,000 331,000 706,000-1,945,000
Kansas 49 1,308,000 379,000 738,000-2,145,000
Michigan 28 26,000 10,000 10,000- 50,000
Minnesota 33 940,000 257,000 577,000-1,504,000
Missouri 18 19,000 8,000 7,000- 37,000
Montana 86 1,511,000 486,000 769,000-2,613,000
Nebraska 61 1,012,000 282,000 578,000-1,650,000
New Mexico 20 13,000 13,000 0- 45,000
New York 22 2,000 1,000 0- 5,000
North Dakota 34 3,152,000 1,045,000 1,641,000-5,522,000
Ohio 17 1,000 1,000 0- 2,000
Oklahoma 12 157,000 81,000 35,000- 334,000
Oregon 86 215,000 104,000 67,000- 467,000
Pennsylvania N/A N/A N/A N/A
South Dakota 35 2,255,000 688,000 1,208,000-3,824,000
Texas 20 229,000 103,000 85,000-520,000
Utah 68 64,000 29,000 21,000-131,000
Washington 31 319,000 113,000 150,000-590,000
Wisconsin 30 47,000 19,000 19,000- 89,000

Most of these estimates are in the same general ballpark as Partners in Flight’s state-specific estimates
for 2006-2015, although some are substantially lower. For example, PIF’s estimate for Ohio was around
32,000 birds during 2006-2015 and mine appears to be less than 5% of that now. We'll need to dig into
some of these numbers a little more to see if they are plausible; in this case, Ohio has an independent
population survey that could be used for comparison of recent trends.

| also calculated five-year running averages for the National Plan’s nesting habitat index (“CRP Acre
Equivalents” or CAEs) over the same 1990-2023 period. This index accounts for the acres of general and
continuous CRP, small grains, pasture, grass hay and alfalfa available to pheasants, as well as the relative
ability of those habitats to produce successful pheasant nests. That time series is below.


https://pif.birdconservancy.org/population-estimate-database-scores/
https://pif.birdconservancy.org/population-estimate-database-scores/

Pheasant Nesting Habitat Index Estimates, 1990-2023
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The linear relationship between population size and CAE abundance at the national scale appears strong
(R?=0.667, P <0.001). After accounting for the proportion of pheasants that are produced outside of
the five habitat types we track, the ratio of CAEs to pheasants over time is below.
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The horizontal line shows the long-term mean of about 4.5 + 1.1 CAEs per spring pheasant. Thisis a
preliminary number, but it implies that we might gain or lose a pheasant for about every 4.5 CAEs we
gain or lose nationally, representing a crude but perhaps useful way of starting to estimate numeric
population changes associated with large-scale current or future nesting habitat gains and losses.

More sophisticated models would be really helpful here and are on the way (PF&QF is partnering with
USDA and Ohio State University to produce them), but these won’t be available for a few years. The
construction and proper use of this interim approach will be a topic of discussion at our upcoming Tech
Committee meeting in Enid.

Pheasant-relevant Media

Walz tramps through tall grass but bags no birds as pheasant hunting season opens
| covered Gov. Walz’s pheasant hunt and got an unexpected lesson in misinformation
Lt. Gov. Peggy Flanagan hosts second annual women’s pheasant hunt in Minnesota
Excitement high for Nebraska’s pheasant opener

Inside the numbers for North Dakota pheasants

lowa pheasant population in the midst of resurgence

Pheasant reports predict a good season in South Dakota

What Utah hunters should know about the 2024 pheasant and quail hunts

Ag lobbyist says election results have farm bill impact

Breaking down CRP acreage, rental rates

Federal drought relief policies leave some farmers out to dry

Monarch ESA listing decision expected in December

USDA invests $1.5 billion in 92 RCPP projects

How hurricanes impact guail

Birders argue over plan to change dozens of bird names
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Trivia Answer
Based on this photo that appeared in The Wildlife Society’s weekly update courtesy of lan Bartoszek of
the Conservancy of Southwest Florida, | guess the answer is “yes.” Holy smokes!
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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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