
REGION 2 SENSITIVE SPECIES EVALUATION FORM 
 
Species:  Lesser prairie chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus) 

Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

1 
Distribution 
within R2 

A The lesser prairie chicken occurs in Colorado and Kansas, specifically eastern 
Colorado and southwestern Kansas.   The species has been extirpated from Nebraska 
and much of eastern Colorado. 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• Giesen 1998 
 

2 
Distribution 
outside R2 

B RESIDENT: southeastern Colorado, southwestern Kansas, and western Oklahoma to 
southeastern New Mexico and northern Texas (panhandle) (formerly north to 
southwestern Nebraska). 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• AOU 1983 
• Giesen 1998 

3 
Dispersal 
Capability 

D  
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

•  

4 
Abundance in 

R2 

B In 1999, estimates from each state indicated that there may be as few as 35,000 
individuals (USFWS 1999). In 1980, estimated total population was 44,000 to 53,000 
individuals (USFWS 1998). State population estimates are: Colorado 800 - 1,000 (as 
of 1997); Kansas 17,000 - 18,000 (in fall 1979); New Mexico 6,000 - 10,000 (in 1972); 
Oklahoma 7,500 (in 1979); and Texas 11,000 - 18,000 (in 1979) (USFWS 1998). 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

•  



 
Species:  Lesser prairie chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus) 

Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

5 
Population 
Trend in R2 

A The species is a candidate for listing as threatened under the ESA.  Overall trend is 
now approximately stable, following huge declines in the 1900s (USFWS 1999). 
Populations believed to have increased during the 1800s and early 1900s due to 
increased food availability associated with small, isolated farms, particularly during 
winter (Jackson and DeArment 1963). By the 1930s populations had seriously 
declined, apparently as a result of extensive cultivation, overgrazing, and drought 
(Bent 1932, USFWS 1998). Fluctuations in abundance in 1940s and 1950s were 
followed by a continuous decline through 1970s and 1980s (Crawford 1980). 
Reduction in occupied range is estimated to be 92 percent between the 1800s and 
1980, and 78 percent between 1963 and 1980 (Taylor and Guthery 1980b, USFWS 
1998). Since 1900, total numbers have decreased by an estimated 97 percent 
(Crawford 1980).  
 
In 1998 and 1999, most states observed little change in population numbers during 
spring lek surveys; Kansas, however, noted both a range expansion and a doubling of 
bird density (perhaps partly due to successful conservation measures, and partly due 
to increased survey effort), while New Mexico recorded precipitous declines in some 
parts of the state (USFWS 1999). 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• see citations in references 
section 



 
Species:  Lesser prairie chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus) 

Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

6 
Habitat Trend 

in R2 

A The lesser prairie chicken inhabits mixed grass-dwarf shrub communities that occur on 
sandy soils; principally the sand sagebrush (ARTEMISIA FILIFOLIA)-bluestem 
(ANDROPOGON spp.) association in Colorado, Kansas, and Oklahoma, and to a 
lesser extant, Texas and New Mexico; and the shinnery oak (QUERCUS HAVARDII)-
bluestem association in Oklahoma, Texas, and New Mexico (Giesen 1998, Hoffman 
1963, Jackson and DeArment 1963, Riley et al. 1992, Taylor and Guthery 1980). Leks 
typically occur on knolls or ridges with relatively short and/or sparse vegetation 
(Giesen 1998, Jones 1963, Taylor and Guthery 1980b). Will use human-created open 
areas (e.g., oil well pads, roads, reverted cropland, cultivated fields, and areas treated 
with herbicides; Crawford and Bolen 1976, Taylor 1980), and recently burned areas to 
display (Cannon and Knopf 1979).  
 
Nests in sand sagebrush or shinnery oak grasslands with high canopy cover and 
moderate vertical and horizontal cover, primarily residual vegetation (Giesen 1998). 
Females prefer to nest in relatively tall, dense vegetation (Giesen 1994b, Riley et al. 
1992, Wisdom 1980 cited in Giesen 1998). Nest is often under sand sagebrush or 
shinnery oak shrub (Bent 1932; Davis et al. 1979, cited in Giesen 1998; Giesen 1994b; 
Sell 1979, cited in Giesen 1998) or amid tall bunchgrasses (ANDROPOGON, 
ARISTIDA, SCHIZACHYRIUM; Haukos and Smith 1989; Riley 1978, cited in Giesen 
1998; Wisdom 1980, cited in Giesen 1998). Height and density of forbs and residual 
grasses are greater at nest sites than on adjacent rangeland (Davis et al 1979, cited in 
Giesen 1998; Giesen 1994b; Haukos and Smith 1989; Riley et al. 1992). 
 
Population declines continue due to habitat loss, fragmentation, and degradation as a 
result of grass and rangeland conversion to cropland and "improved" pastureland and 
overgrazing. Moderate grazing pressure (less than 25-35 percent of the annual growth 
of forage species), along with selective use of herbicides in overgrazed shrublands, 
can maintain or improve habitat.  
 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• see citations in references 
section 

 



 
Species:  Lesser prairie chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus) 

Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

7 
Habitat 

Vulnerability 
or 

Modification 

A The species is moderately threatened range-wide, habitat or community lends itself to 
alternate use. 
HABITAT: Threatened by habitat loss, fragmentation and degradation principally due 
to the conversion of grass and rangeland to cropland and "improved" pastures, 
overgrazing, and brush control (Crawford 1980, Hamerstrom and Hamerstrom 1961, 
Jones 1964b, Mote et al. 1999, Taylor and Guthery 1980b).  
 
GRAZING: Overgrazing reduces residual grass cover, an important component of 
nesting habitat, and reduces food plant availability (Bent 1932; Cannon and Knopf 
1980; Crawford 1980; Davis et al. 1979, cited in Giesen 1998; Giesen 1994a; Riley et 
al. 1992). Rangeland improvement designed to increase grass cover by reducing 
shrub density using herbicides removes important food sources and nesting cover 
(Jackson and DeArment 1963, Haukos and Smith 1989). 
 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• see citations in references 
section 

8 
Life History 

and 
Demographics 

B  
 
 
 
Confidence in Rank High or Medium or Low 

• www.natureserve.org 

Initial Evaluator(s):   John Sidle 
 
 

Date:  06/25/01 

 
 



National Forests in the Rocky Mountain Region where species is KNOWN (K) or LIKELY(L)1 to occur:   
 
Colorado NF/NG 
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Wyoming NF/NG 
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Arapaho-Roosevelt NF   Cimmaron NG K  Samuel R.McKelvie NF   Black Hills NF   Shoshone NF   
White River NF      Halsey NF   Buffalo Gap NG   Bighorn NF   
Routt NF      Nebraska NF   Ft. Pierre NG   Black Hills NF   
Grand Mesa, 
Uncompahgre, 
Gunnison NF 

     Ogalala NG      Medicine Bow NF   

San Juan NF            Thunder Basin NG   
Rio Grande NF               
Pike-San Isabel NF               
Comanche NG  K              
 

                                                 
1 Likely is defined as more likely to occur than not occur on the National Forest or Grassland.  This generally can be thought of as having a 50% chance or 
greater of appearing on NFS lands. 



References 

American Ornithologists' Union (AOU), Committee on Classification and Nomenclature. 1983. Check-list of North American Birds. Sixth Edition. 
American Ornithologists' Union, Allen Press, Inc., Lawrence, Kansas. 

American Ornithologists' Union (AOU). 1998. Check-list of North American birds. Seventh edition. American Ornithologists' Union, Washington, 
DC. 829 pp. 

Bent, A.C. 1932. Life histories of North American gallinaceous birds. U.S. National Museum Bulletin 162. Washington, DC. 

Bidwell, T. G., C. B. Green, A. D. Peoples, and R. E. Masters. 1995. Prairie Chicken Management in Oklahoma. Oklahoma Cooperative Extension 
Service Circular E-945. 

Campbell, H. 1950. Note on the behavior of marsh hawks towards lesser prairie chickens. Journal of Wildlife Management 14:477-478. 

Campbell, H. 1972. A population study of lesser prairie chickens in New Mexico. Journal of Wildlife Management 36:689-699. 

Cannon, R. W. 1980. Current Status and Approaches to Monitoring Populations and Status of Lesser Prairie Chickens in Oklahoma. Masters 
Thesis, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater. 

Cannon, R. W., and F. L. Knopf. 1979. Lesser prairie chicken responses to range fires at the booming ground. Wildlife Society Bulletin 7:44-46. 

Cannon, R. W., and F. L. Knopf. 1980. Distribution and Status of the Lesser Prairie Chicken in Oklahoma. Pages 71-74 in P. A. Vohs, Jr. and F. L. 
Knopf, editors. Proceedings of the Prairie Grouse Symposium, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater. 

Cannon, R. W., and F. L. Knopf. 1981. Lek numbers as a trend index to prairie grouse populations. Journal of Wildlife Management 45:776-778. 

Copelin, F. F. 1963. The Lesser Prairie Chicken in Oklahoma. Oklahoma Wildlife Conservation Department Technical Bulletin 6. 

Crawford, J. A. 1980. Status, problems, and research needs of the Lesser Prairie Chicken. Pages 1-7 in P. A. Vohs, Jr. and F. L. Knopf, editors. 
Proceedings of the Prairie Grouse Symposium, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater. 

Crawford, J. A., and E. G. Bolen. 1973. Spring use of stock ponds by lesser prairie chickens. Wilson Bulletin 85:471-472. 

Crawford, J. A., and E. G. Bolen. 1975. Spring lek activity of the lesser prairie chicken in west Texas. Auk 92:808-810. 

Crawford, J. A., and E. G. Bolen. 1976. Effects of lek disturbance on lesser prairie chickens. Southwestern Naturalist 21:238-240. 



Crawford, J.A. and F.A. Stormer. 1980. A bibliography of the lesser prairie chicken, 1873-1980. USDA Forest Service General Tech Rep RM-80, 8 
p. Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment Station, Fort Collins. 

Davis, C. A., T. Z. Riley, R. A. Smith, H. R. Suminski and M. J. Wisdom. 1979. Habitat Evaluation of Lesser Prairie Chickens in Eastern Chaves 
County, New Mexico. New Mexico Agricultural Experiment Station, Las Cruces. 

Davis, C. A., T. Z. Riley, R. A. Smith, and M. J. Wisdom. 1980. Spring-summer foods of Lesser Prairie Chickens in New Mexico. Pages 75-80 in P. 
A. Vohs, Jr. and F. L. Knopf, editors. Proceedings of the Prairie Grouse Symposium, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater. 

Davison, V. E. 1940. An 8-year census of lesser prairie chickens. Journal of Wildlife Management 4:55-62. 

Doerr, T. B. and F. S. Guthery. 1980. Effects of Shinnery Oak Control on Lesser Prairie Chicken Habitat. Pages 59-63 in P. A. Vohs, Jr., and F. L. 
Knopf, editors. Proceedings of the Prairie Grouse Symposium, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK. 

Ellsworth, D. L., et al. 1994. Mitochondrial-DNA and nuclear-gene differentiation in North American prairie grouse (genus TYMPANUCHUS). Auk 
111:661-671. 

Giesen, K. M. 1994a. Movements and nesting habitat of lesser prairie-chickens in Colorado. Southwestern Naturalist 39:96-98. 

Giesen, K. M. 1994b. Breeding range and population status of lesser prairie-chickens in Colorado. Prairie Naturalist 26:175-182. 

Giesen, K.M. 1998. Lesser Prairie-Chicken (TYMPANUCHUS PALLIDICINCTUS). In A. Poole and F. Gill, editors, The Birds of North America, No. 
364. The Birds of North America, Inc., Philadelphia, PA. 20 pp. 

Hamerstrom, F. N., Jr., and F. Hamerstrom. 1961. Status and problems of North American grouse. Wilson Bulletin 73:284-294. 

Haukos, D. A., and L. M. Smith. 1989. Lesser prairie chicken nest site selection and vegetation characteristics in tebuthiuron-treated and untreated 
sand shinnery oak in Texas. Great Basin Nat. 49:624-626. 

Hjorth, I. 1970. Reproductive behavior in the Tetraonidae with special reference to males. Viltrevy 7:184-596. 

Hoffman, D. M. 1963. The lesser prairie chicken in Colorado. Journal of Wildlife Management 27:726-732. 

Jackson, A. S. and R. DeArment. 1963. The lesser prairie chicken in the Texas panhandle. Journal of Wildlife Management 27:733-737. 

Johnsgard, P.A. 1983. The grouse of the world. University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln, NE. xvi + 413 pp. 



Jones, R. E. 1963. Identification and analysis of lesser and greater prairie chicken habitat. Journal of Wildlife Management 27:757-778. 

Jones, R. E. 1964a. The specific distinctness of the greater and lesser prairie chickens. Auk 81:65-73. 

Jones, R. E. 1964b. Habitat used by lesser prairie chickens for feeding related to seasonal behavior of plants in Beaver County, Oklahoma. 
Southwestern Naturalist 9:111-117. 

Lee, L. 1950. Kill analysis for the lesser prairie chicken in New Mexico, 1949. Journal of Wildlife Management 14:475-477. 

Locke, B. A. 1992. Lek Hypothesis and the Location, Dispersion, and Size of Lesser Prairie Chicken Leks. Ph.D. Dissertation, New Mexico State 
University, Las Cruces. 

Merchant, S. S. 1982. Habitat-Use, Reproductive Success, and Survival of Female Lesser Prairie Chickens in Two Years of Contrasting Weather. 
Masters Thesis, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces. 

Mote, K. D., R. D. Applegate, J. A. Bailey, K. E. Giesen, R. Horton, and J. L. Sheppard, Technical Editors. 1999. Assessment and Conservation 
Strategy for the Lesser Prairie Chicken (TYMPANUCHUS PALLIDICINCTUS). Kansas Department of Wildlife and Parks, Emporia. 

Olawsky, C. D. and L. M. Smith. 1991. Lesser prairie-chicken densities on tebuthiuron-treated and untreated sand shinnery oak rangelands. 
Journal of Range Management 44:364-368. 

Phillips, J. B. 1990. Lek behaviour in birds: do displaying males reduce nest predation? Animal Behaviour 39:555-565. 

Rakestraw, J. 1995. A closer look: lesser prairie chicken. Birding, June 1995, pp. 209-212. 

Riley, T. Z. 1978. Nesting and Brood Rearing Habitat of Lesser Prairie Chickens in Southeastern New Mexico. Masters Thesis, New Mexico State 
University, Las Cruces. 

Riley, T. Z., C. A. Davis, M. A. Candelaria, and H. R. Suminski. 1994. Lesser prairie-chicken movements and home ranges in New Mexico. Prairie 
Naturalist 26:183-186. 

Riley, T. Z., C. A. Davis, M. Ortiz, and M. J. Wisdom. 1992. Vegetative characteristics of successful and unsuccessful nests of lesser prairie 
chickens. Journal of Wildlife Management 56:383-387. 

Riley, T. Z., C. A. Davis, and R. A. Smith. 1993. Autumn-winter habitat use of lesser prairie-chickens (TYMPANUCHUS PALLIDICINCTUS, 
Tetraonidae). Great Basin Nat. 53:409-411. 



Sauer, J. R., S. Orsillo, and B. G. Peterjohn. 1994. Population Status and Trends of Grouse and Prairie-Chickens From the North American 
Breeding Bird Survey and Christmas Bird Count. Transactions of the 59th North American Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference 59:439-448. 
Wildlife Management Institute, Washington, D.C. 

Sell, D. L. 1979. Spring and Summer Movements and Habitat Use by Lesser Prairie Chicken Females in Yoakum County, Texas. Masters Thesis. 
Texas Tech. University, Lubbock. 

Snyder, W. A. 1967. Lesser Prairie Chicken. Pages 121-128 in New Mexico Wildlife Management. New Mexico Department of Game and Fish, 
Santa Fe. 

Taylor, M. A. 1980. Lesser prairie chicken use of man-made leks. Southwestern Naturalist 24:706-707. 

Taylor, M. A., and F. S. Guthery. 1980a. Fall-winter movements, ranges, and habitat use of lesser prairie chickens. Journal of Wildlife 
Management 44:521-524. 

Taylor, M. A., and F. S. Guthery. 1980b. Status, Ecology, and Management of the Lesser Prairie Chicken. USDA Forest Service General 
Technical Report RM-77, 15 p. Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment Station, Fort Collins, CO. 

Taylor, M. A., and F. S. Guthery. 1980c. Dispersal of a lesser prairie chicken (TYMPANUCHUS PALLIDICINCTUS). Southwestern Naturalist 
25:124-125. 

Terres, J. K. 1980. The Audubon Society encyclopedia of North American birds. Alfred A. Knopf, New York. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). 1998. 12-month finding for a petition to list the Lesser Prairie-Chicken as threatened and designate 
critical habitat. Federal Register 63:31400-31406. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). 1999. Candidate and listing priority assignment forms. 

Wisdom, M. J. 1980. Nesting Habitat of Lesser Prairie Chickens in Eastern New Mexico. Masters Thesis. University of New Mexico, Las Cruces. 
 

 


