Factors to consider when integrating birds into your grazing plan.

1. Determine the potential bird community your ranch could support.  Consult with a Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory biologist, NRCS Private Lands Wildlife Biologist, local Audubon Chapter, or refer to this manual and the distribution information provided for the Indicator species (pages 14 and 22), typical bird species of other habitats pages (15 and 23). Also see Tables 1-2 pages 17 and 18 or Tables 4-5 pages 25 and 26.

2. Consider the size of the land you have available.  Territories for birds vary from <1 acre for (Chestnut-collared Longspur and Grasshopper Sparrow) to 28 to 35 square miles (for Lesser Prairie-Chicken and Ferruginous Hawk). Information on species territory requirements is included below.  Each territory contains multiple habitats, which must provide all the necessary resources for the species growth, survival, and reproduction including food, water, cover, roosting, and nesting sites. Entire or partial territories may be defended, particularly areas for attracting mates and/or nesting sites.

Territory requirements for birds discussed in this manual

Northern Harrier

68 acres - 6 mi2

Swainson’s Hawk

2.4 – 10.5 mi2

Ferruginous Hawk

1.2 – 34.9 mi2

Sage Grouse


1 – 2.5 mi2 (summer) – annual as large as 577 mi2

Sharp-tailed Grouse

2mi2 minimum area needed

Lesser Prairie-Chicken
28mi2 minimum area needed 12.3mi2
Greater Prairie-Chicken
4 – 24mi2
Scaled Quail


40 - 80 acres

Long-billed Curlew

15 - 50 acres

Mountain Plover

40 acres (70 acres needed to raise a brood)

Upland Sandpiper

2.5 - 30 acre (75 acres nesting area)

Burrowing Owl

0.1 – 15 acres

Short-eared Owl

57 - 311 acres

Logger-headed Shrike

11 – 40 acres (average 15 – 22 acres)

Horned Lark


0.7 – 12.6 acres

Sage Thrasher


1 – 4.5 acres

Sprague’s Pipit

2.5 - 10 acres

Cassin’s Sparrow

15 – 20 acres

Brewer’s Sparrow

3.2 acres

Grasshopper Sparrow

0.8 – 3.5 acres (average 2 acres)

Lark Bunting


1.2 – 1.9 acres

McCown’s Longspur

3 acres

Chestnut-collared Longspur
0.2 – 10 acres

Dickcissel


0.7 – 2.7 acres

Bobolink


1.2 – 5 acres

Eastern Meadowlark

3 – 12 acres

Western Meadowlark

3 – 32 acres (average 7 – 8 acres) 
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3. Consider the habitat types you have available including your neighbors

a. Shortgrass prairie

b. Cultivated Land

c. Shrub communities

d. Prairie Dog towns

e. Sandhills

f. Tame rangeland

g. Riparian

h. Playas/Lagoons

i. Wet meadows

j. Other wetlands

Refer to Appendix B in the manual to gain a better understanding of the habitat types and response of different birds to management including grazing, haying, and burning.

4. Different bird species require different habitat features (bare ground vs. tall grass vs. shrubs etc.), some require multiple habitat features for nesting, foraging, and brood rearing.  Providing habitat with multiple heights of structural diversity will help meet the diverse needs of grassland birds.  Also, even though territory requirements may be small, less than 1acre birds are typically keying in on several acres of similar habitat to choose where to nest and establish territories.  With this in mind, try to keep management units to 200 acres or more.  Smaller units can create fragmentation and make areas less suitable.

a. Example: 640 acres of grassland habitat and a 3 pasture system, the following species may benefit with varied grazing rotations (varies geographically):

i. Graze cell one March – May

a. Mountain Plover

b. McCown’s Longspur

c. Horned Lark

ii. Grace cell two June – August

a. Lark Bunting

b. Chestnut-collared Longspur

c. Western Meadowlark

iii. Graze cell three dormant season

a. Prairie-Chicken

b. Cassin’s Sparrow

c. Grasshopper Sparrow

You can see from the above example if your entire grazing system was implemented at the same time the diversity of birds would decrease.  If all pastures were grazed in spring, you could lose species that need more structural diversity like Lark Bunting and Prairie Chicken.

5. When developing your grazing plan, take into consideration rangeland health as well as habitat needs for birds.  Do not graze the same pasture at the same time year after year otherwise you can decrease plant diversity, leading to decreased insect and seed diversity, reducing the quality of habitat you are providing, and limiting natural ecological processes including nutrient cycling.   Structural diversity of vegetation will also vary with stocking rate, grazing above recommended stocking rates may decrease structure while stocking below recommended rates may help increase structure.  Please refer to Figure 3, page 10 of the manual, to see how the structure of vegetation influences the presence of different grassland bird species.  Providing a mosaic or diversity of vegetation structure will help meet the diverse needs of a broader group of grassland birds.  

6. When developing or implementing a rotational grazing scheme consider alternate methods of moving cattle.  Fences are effective, however they can cause loss of wildlife through collisions.  Less permanent fences are an option as well as using water sources, salt blocks, and fire as methods to help move and distribute cattle.

7. Encourage native species on your land including grasses and forbs or broad-leafed plants.  Providing a greater diversity of vegetation will likely lead to greater diversity of wildlife species on your land. Some native Great Plains forbs include: coneflower, clover, sunflower and scurf-pea.
8. Trees are an important tool for protecting against soil erosion, increasing energy efficiency around buildings, etc. However, they can fragment habitat for native birds and increase occurrences of nest predators including American Crow, Blue Jay, Black-billed Magpie, Great Horned Owl, red fox, raccoon, skunk, and coyote.  Some species including Lesser Prairie-Chicken will avoid hundreds of acres of otherwise suitable habitat if trees are present.  Cautiously consider where you place trees and take into account the landscape surrounding your plantings.  Some riparian systems on the plains historically had trees and could benefit from practices to encourage native trees within the system. Planting trees in uplands considerable distances from riparian areas should be avoided if possible. 

9. This guide focuses mainly on the importance of breeding habitat for grasslands birds; however private lands are also important to a variety of migrating and wintering songbirds, shorebirds, and waterfowl. Migration is a crucial component to the lifecycle of many birds and is often a hazardous undertaking given the uncertainty of resource availability. To aid in providing sufficient migratory corridors, a diversity of native habitats should be maintained including: shallow playa lakes or lagoons, riparian areas providing canopy (cottonwoods) and sub-canopy (willows) cover, any permanent water features, and grasslands containing a mosaic of vegetative structure. 

