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Trivia Question

“Ring-necked pheasant” and “common pheasant” are both accepted English common names of
Phasianus colchicus. What is the four-letter code for this species used by the U.S. Bird Banding
Laboratory?

USDA and Legislative News

The Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies’ (AFWA's) Agricultural Conservation Committee held
another virtual meeting last week. Thanks to AFWA’s Shane Behler for providing the meeting notes
below, which I've lightly edited.

Farm Bill & budget reconciliation update

The House reconciliation bill proposes to affect many programs traditionally legislated within
the Farm Bill. Changes to conservation title programs include investing the remaining Inflation
Reduction Act (IRA) funds into the baseline for ACEP, EQIP, RCPP, and CSP, an overall increase of
$14 billion.

Several so-called “orphan” Farm Bill programs are proposed to receive funding in the House bill,
including the Voluntary Public Access-Habitat Improvement Program (VPA-HIP) being allotted a
full $50 million grant application, but with annual $10 million increments awarded over five
years. States expressed concerns about the proposed appropriating language and the
difficulties it would cause with maintaining continuity of access program funding. There is a
good chance VPA will be dropped from the Senate version of the reconciliation bill. If the
language is included in what the Senate sends back to the House, AFWA will make a push to
have it altered. Furthermore, AFWA will advocate to increase funding for the program through a
new Farm Bill whenever it is considered.

What has been left out of reconciliation: no mention of CRP, and no effort by the House Ag
Committee majority to expand the program. Also, no language tweaks have been proposed for
any program, highlighting the necessity of a new Farm Bill regardless of reconciliation outcome.
The Senate returned from recess on June 2nd to work on its version of the bill throughout the
rest of the month, with a self-imposed July 4th deadline of completion. Sections of the
reconciliation bill will be referred to respective committees for negotiations. Conservative and
moderate factions in the Republican conference have differing views and will likely each have
enough votes to hold up passage.

Farm Bill-related marker bills introduced within the past month

The Agriculture Innovation Act was introduced by Sens. Army Klobuchar (D-MN) and John Thune
(R-SD) earlier this month. The Act will improve the use of agriculture data collection procedures
for assessing conservation and production practices, increasing crop yield, and improving soil
health.

The Forest Conservation Easement Program Act was introduced into the House by Reps. Trent
Kelly (R-MS) and Maggie Goodlander (D-NH).



Administration-related updates

e Signups for general and continuous CRP were opened on May 12th and closed June 6th. Several
states shared that enrollment interest declined following the reduction in rental rates imposed
in this signup period and asked for increased advocacy for a more attractive set of incentives in
a new Farm Bill.

e The President’s detailed budget request was published May 30th which included elimination of
all funding for NRCS Conservation Technical Assistance. The budget also requests that VPA-HIP
and the Federal Swine Eradication and Control Pilot Program be zeroed out, though IRA funds
are proposed to be maintained for previously designated conservation programs. These
proposals do not carry the authority of law; ultimately, Congress will decide program/agency
appropriations, though the President’s signature will also be required.

e On May 22nd, a judge ruled that the Trump administration does not have the authority to issue
mass layoffs without authority from Congress. The Administration has appealed the decision to
the Supreme Court, which is expected to agree to hear the appeal.

e On May 30th, a judge in lowa upheld the constitutionality of the Farm Bill's Swampbuster
provision that disqualifies converted wetland acres from certain USDA programs. The plaintiff is
expected to appeal the decision.

Elsewhere, Mark Norton (South Dakota Game, Fish and Parks) passed along a USGS article examining the
long-term gains and losses in cropland acres and the role that CRP plays in those dynamics. During
1985-2023, 70% of U.S. cropland acres remained in continuous crop production and 30% were used in
other ways at least once during the period. The authors argue that CRP is likely to provide soil health
benefits that aid in crop production once enrolled acres expire and are cultivated again.

Notes from Around the Pheasant Range
The peak of hatch for first-attempt pheasant nests usually occurs right around now in the middle part of
the Midwest range. We'll keep our fingers crossed for relatively mild weather for the next week or two.

Several more states have released their pheasant harvest estimates from last year, and they were all up
from 2023. North Dakota hunters took 357,000 roosters (up 12% from 2023), Kansas hunters took
270,000 (up 19%), and South Dakota hunters took 1.3 million (up 5%). Kansas did more with less; hunter
numbers there declined by 1%, whereas those in North Dakota and South Dakota increased by 3% and
4%, respectively.

The National Wild Pheasant Technical Committee continues its planning for the collection of spring crow
counts next year to validate the abundance prediction models being developed by Ohio State University
researchers. The models are based on historic crow count data sets compiled by Kansas, North Dakota,
Ohio, and Wisconsin, so the validation data need to be collected in a way that can be matched to the
models’ predictions in terms of a crow count value reflecting either relative abundance (at worst) or
actual rooster density (at best). We hope to use both in-person and automated recording unit- (ARU-)
derived counts across the pheasant range to see how well the models perform in a variety of
landscapes.

| collected some pilot data last month and became a little more familiar with the free sound processing
software options currently available. At 20 points in Kansas during four calm mornings, | counted the
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number of crows | heard during a six-minute sampling period while collecting a concurrent sound
recording with an automated recording unit (ARU). Later, | listened to the recordings and viewed their
associated spectrograms, counted the number of crows | could detect, and then compared the counts to
those tallied in the field in real time — the relationship is shown below.
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The results suggest that the ARU captured the ambient sound | could hear in the field very well, and the
discernable rooster crows caught on the recordings provided an accurate 1:1 representation of the field
count, at least to my ears.

Part of the value in ARU recordings is that cues from target species can be (in theory) identified by
computer algorithms (“classifiers”) rather than having to pay someone to listen to them at normal
speed. | used the free classifier within Cornell University’s BirdNET software to search for pheasant
sounds on the 20 pilot recordings. The software assigns a unitless confidence score between 0 and 1 to
each 3-second segment of the recordings (i.e., 120 non-overlapping segments per 6-minute recording),
with higher scores indicating a closer match between the sounds in the segment and the model’s
concept of what a pheasant sounds like. By trial-and-error | found a confidence score of about 0.0028
produced the highest association between the number of segments above that score per recording and
the recording’s total field count; see below. (Note that this confidence score threshold is only applicable
to my set of recordings; those from elsewhere might have a different “optimal” threshold with this
software.)
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| haven’t yet calculated the false positive and false negative rates for BirdNET’s classifier when applied to
the pilot recordings, but given the relationship above, it seems to be “missing” more than half of the
crows that are present at this confidence score threshold. We can hopefully come up with a custom
classifier that will do a better job at detecting pheasant crows, but even this subpar classifier appears to
be able to generate an index that is well correlated with the field counts, which suggests that ARU data
hold promise in producing a useful measure of relative abundance. Several Tech Committee members
have experience with ARU data, so we’ll be drawing from that experience as we create our protocols.

Finally, as usual, below is the upland game-related scientific literature | was able to find that was
published in the last month. As a side note, part of my search involved using “quail” as a keyword in
ResearchGate’s search engine. This hasn’t been part of my usual monthly search protocol, so perusing
the results revealed a surprise. There is apparently a whole subculture of scientists across the world
that feed weird and imaginative things to Japanese quail (a common lab and meat animal) and describe
what happens (or doesn’t happen) as a result. Among these substances were hydrolyzed cottonseed
protein, fermented wheat bran, marigold flower extract, monosodium glutamate, threonine, glycerin,
blueberry powder, moringa leaf flour, creeping savory leaf powder, marula kernel cake, pistachio
biochar, paprika extract, black pepper, turmeric, aloe vera gel, golden apple snail meal, poppy oil, hot
pepper waste powder, and banana peel powder — and those are just from papers published in the last
month! | can’t wait to see what they’ve come up with next month. Meanwhile, the IUCN lists wild
Japanese quail as “near threatened.”

Pheasant-relevant Media
South Dakota’s fall pheasant outlook is ‘very positive’
lowa pheasant numbers may return
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King Charles ‘livid’ about pheasant shortage for traditional Christmas shoot
A federal conservation program protects her farm from erosion, but Project 2025 aims to end it
Federal judge upholds a wetlands conservation law known as 'swampbuster'
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Trivia Answer
RNEP. Based on the BBL’s usual abbreviation “rules,” pheasants should be RNPH, but that is assigned
instead to red-necked phalaropes. Native species take precedence, | guess.

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, including all back issues of Pheasant News and Notes.
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