












































































Clockwise from upper left: mowing, burning, en­
croaching farm operations, and grazing-all destroy 

roadside habitat, not to mention destroying 
wildlife outright. 

troublesome spots can be spot­
sprayed or spot-mowed, rather 
than cutting the entire roadside. 

Another concern is that tall grass 
in a flat roadside will cause snow to 
pile up on the road. But if roadsides 
are mowed after August 1, the 
vegetation rarely grows tall enough 
to catch drifting snow. Cutting one 
or two swaths along the road 
shoulder will eliminate any build-up. 

Roadsides benefit more than 40 
species of birds and mammals, 
including pheasants. The DNR's 
roadside wildlife specialist is 
working to make people aware of 
this fact, as well as to improve 
habitat conditions. 

Technical assistance is provided 
to landowners and roadway 
authorities concerning seeding 
mixtures, planting techniques, and 
proper management. 

Although many roadsides offer 
good nesting cover, about 150,000 
to 300,000 acres provide only poor 
to fair nesting habitat. The DNR's 
roadside specialist has developed a 
seeding program to improve 
nesting habitat at various locations. 
Demonstration plots show how 
proper roadside management can 
provide for the needs of wildlife, as 
well as rural residents. Planting 
native switch grass, for example, 
can provide good nesting cover, 
while crowding out problem weeds. 
This warm-season grass is not 
suitable for mowing until late 
summer, allowing hens enough time 
to bring off their broods. 

Roadside management efforts 
have increased farmland wildlife 
populations in states like Illinois, 
Nebraska; South Dakota, and 
Ohio. In an Illinois study area, 

pheasant numbers were two to 
three times higher in managed 
roadsides. With the support and 
cooperation of rural landowners 
and local units of government, we 
can achieve the same results in 
Minnesota. 

Waterfowl 
Production Areas 

The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
manages some 700 Waterfowl 
Production Areas. Almost all of the 
125,000 acres are in the pheasant 
range, most in west-central 
Minnesota. WP As are similar to 
state Wildlife Management Areas. 
They cater primarily to waterfowl, 
but pheasants benefit from many 
acres of undisturbed nesting cover 
on surrounding uplands. Most 
WP As are open to hunting. 
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Pheasants & Private Lands 

T HE KEY to improving 
pheasant numbers lies with 

the farmer. By helping rural 
landowners to provide more and 
better wildlife habitat on their lands, 
we could once again have a bumper 
crop of pheasants. 

Throughout the state's farm belt, 
the landscape continues to change 
from small, diverse, livestock and 
multiple-crop operations to large 
farms planted almost entirely to 
corn and soybeans. Today, there 
are 70,000 fewer farms than 40 
years ago, while the average size of 
each farm unit has grown from 171 
to 291 acres. And more and more 
land is being put into crop 
production-from 20.9 million acres 
in 1940 to 23.5 million in 1981, 
despite the fact that many tillable 
acres are being converted to new 
roads , shopping centers , and other 
developments. 

Certainly, no one wishes to fault 
the farmer for these changes. The 
economic forces working against 
the farmer are not of his making. 
His business has become a million-
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Ringnecks fill the air in this 
1960 photograph. The birds 

were packed into corn 
stubble enrolled in Soil Bank. 

dollar investment in which one acre 
of land may cost thousands of 
dollars and a single tractor up to 
$100,000. In the face of such 
staggering figures, most farmers 
find it difficult to sacrifice income 
for pheasants. 

This conflict between farm 
economics and wildlife is nothing 
new. In the 1920s, Aldo Leopold, 
the father of modern wildlife 
management, wrote that it is vital 
to "recognize the landowner as the 
custodian of public game ... and 
compensate him for putting his land 
in productive condition. Compen­
sate him either publicly or privately, 
with either cash, service or protec­
tion, for the use of his land and for 
his labor, on condition that he pre­
serves the game seed and other­
wise safeguards the public interest. 
In short, make game management a 
partnership enterprise in which the 
landholder, the sportsman, and the 
public each derive appropriate 
rewards." 

Applying Leopold's visionary 
thinking, we must find ways to help 

the farmer's economic plight, while 
protecting our lands, waters, and 
wildlife. To date, the best vehicle 
for carrying out this goal has been 
the federal farm program. 

Fifty Years of 
Farm Programs 

Federal land retirement 
programs have been influencing the 
American farm community for 
more than a half-century. They are 
administered by the U.S. Depart­
ment of Agriculture and its two 
agencies: the Agricultural 
Stabilization and Conservation 
Service (ASCS), which distributes 
the funds allocated by Congress; 
and the Soil Conservation Service 
(SCS), which provides technical 
assistance for planning and 
engineering these programs. 

Farm programs were created to 
remove land from production, thus 
controlling overproduction and 
improving grain prices. They were 
also designed to protect soil 
resources, and usually, what is 



good for the soil is good for wildlife. 
Since 1934, several farm pro­

grams have come and gone, but 
only three have fulfilled their 
charge-to benefit soil and water 
resources and wildlife habitat. 
These included the Agricultural 
Conservation Program of 1936-
1953; Conservation Reserve (Soil 
Bank), 1956-1972; and Cropland 
Adjustment Program, 1965-1977. 

Of the three, the most significant 
was Soil Bank. Established in 1956, 
Soil Bank offered up to 10-year 
contracts to landowners for retiring 
their lands from crop production. 
Farmers were required to plant and 
maintain grass , legume, or grass-

legume cover on idled cropland, 
ideal nesting cover for pheasants. 

In Minnesota, Soil Bank acreage 
peaked in 1960, when over 1.9 
million acres were retired under 3-
to 10-year contracts. It is no coinci­
dence that Minnesota hunters usually 
harvested over one million roosters 
a year in the late 1950s and early 
1960s. Soil Bank was discontinued 
in 1963; though some contracts 
remained in effect until 1972. 

Since 1961, the USDA has 
emphasized annual land retirement 
programs, like the Feed Grain 
Program. The cover requirements 
of these programs have been 
minimal. Retired, or set aside, acres 
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do not have to be seeded until June 
1 or later, if at all. In addition, 
seeded acres must be destroyed 
before the cover crop matures. As 
a result, any cover on these acres is 
removed just as wildlife begins to 
find it useful. This type of manage­
ment not only destroys needed 
habitat, it results in substantial 
losses of nests and young to 
farming operations. Equally 
important, it exposes the soil to 
nine or ten months of erosion. 

In 1983, the Acreage Reduction 
Program (ARP) and Payment-in­
Kind (PIK) programs captured 
considerable attention because of 
the large total acreage retired 
(about 80 million acres) and their 
high cost (over $20 billion). But 
little attention has been given to 
their impact on soil resources and 
wildlife. 

A 1983 survey of ARP and PIK 
acres in 12 Great Plains and 
Midwestern states documented the 
shortcomings of these programs. 
The study found that only 7 
percent of 43.3 million acres had 
the grass or grass-legume cover so 
badly-needed by pheasants and 
other wildlife. Twenty-one percent 
had no cover at all. Over 40 per­
cent of the set-aside lands was 
covered with stubble residue or 
volunteers plants when checked in 
mid-June; most of these lands were 
disked black by mid-July. Only 32 
percent had an annual cover seed 
crop, and most of these acres were 
seeded later and destroyed before 
the grain matured, an ASCS 
requirement. Overall, they provided 
little cover for wildlife and often 
aggravated soil erosion problems. 

This graph reveals the steady 
decline of pheasants (shown in 
red) and set-aside acreage in 10 
west-central counties (brown) 
of Minnesota. 
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Top: Failure to plant a 
cover crop early enough led 
to severe erosion problems 

on this Payment-in-Kind 
acreage in Pope County. 

Middle: This land in Martin 
County, though enrolled in 
the Feed Grain Acres pro­

gram, had no cover crop by 
late June, almost two months 
beyond the planting deadline. 

Bottom: A dense stand of 
oats, planted on Feed Grain 

acreage in Martin County, 
provided excellent nesting 

cover for pheasants. 



Problems, Problems, 
Problems 

The major problem with present 
land retirement programs is that 
they penalize the best farmer­
conservationists. A farmer's eligible 
set-aside acreage is determined by 
his history of total crop acreage. 
The farmer who plants every 
square foot of soil to corn or other 
feed grains accumulates a larger 
base acreage. The larger his base 
acreage, the greater his financial 
benefit and the more acres he can 
place in land retirement programs. 
This encourages landowners to 
discontinue crop rotation and to 
bring erodible lands into production 
to increase their base. The end 
result is that they get paid to retire 
lands that should never have been 
brought into production in the first 
place. Moreover, acres on which a 
farmer places soil conservation 
measures, or those left in pasture, 
are not included in his base. 
Likewise, acres put into legumes 
for crop rotation purposes lower 
the base. 

Another problem is the 
uncertainties over today's annual 
farm programs, which makes it 
difficult for farmers to plan from 
one year to the next. As a result, 
many prepare all their acres for 
planting each year, exposing even 
retired acres to 8 to 12 months of 
wind and water erosion. 

Finally, policies that allow 
summer fallowing and late seeding, 
and that require early destruction 
of cover on retired acres, show a 
lack of concern for soil conser­
vation and wildlife habitat. These 
acreages result in large tracts of 
unsafe nesting and brooding cover. 

Wildlife surveys since 1972 
indicate that less than one-third of 
the total set-aside acres provide 
average to good wildlife habitat-in 
1983, it was only 18 percent. A 
Minnesota study showed that with 
all other factors constant, 30 
percent fewer chicks would be 
observed if set-aside acres were 
present and attracting hens into 

large tracts of unsafe nesting cover. 
But this need not be the case. A 

1970-1975 study in south-central 
Minnesota showed that spring hen 
populations could be increased by 
83 percent in two years on properly 
managed set-aside acres. This 
increase was accomplished by 
leaving about 12 acres of undis­
turbed grass-legume cover and 12 
acres of undisturbed small grains 
per square mile to provide nesting 
and roosting cover for pheasants. 

If we could convert two million 
acres of Minnesota's surplus and 
erodible croplands to grass-legume 
cover, pheasants would have 40 to 

50 acres of quality nesting habitat 
per square mile. This acreage, if 
combined. with good roadside 
management and sufficient winter 
food and cover complexes, would 
increase pheasant numbers to the 
point that hunters would again 
harvest one million birds. 

The future? Federal farm 
programs will affect the nation's 
farmers and farmland wildlife for 
many years to come. Therefore, 
these programs must be restruc­
tured and redirected so they not 
only control surplus commodities, 
but also conserve our soil, water, 
and wildlife resources. 

Conservation Objectives 

The Natural Resource Council, 
Midwest Association of Fish & 
Wildlife Agencies, and Wildlife 
Management Institute have 
developed the following multiple­
benefit objectives for land 
retirement programs. 

1. Incorporate language into land 
diversion or related agricultural 
programs that ensures con­
servation features. 

2. Eliminate federal incentives, 
including tax credits, that 
encourage conversion of 
noncroplands to crop production. 
Noncroplands should include 
acreages devoted to rangelands, 
grassed waterways, terraces, 
windbreaks, wetlands, and other 
natural wildlife habitats. 

3. Require a multi-year acreage 
set-aside on at least 20 percent of 
the current base acreage to include 
the most highly erodible cropland 
for each commodity. In addition, 
examine and realign the criteria and 
use of the base acreage to be sure 
it promotes integrated 
conservation/ commodity soil and 
water management. 

4. Provide a more reasonable 
planning horizon for farmers and 
ranchers by requiring a long-term 
conservation reserve, such as up to 
20 years, with permanent features 

for removing fragile, erosive lands 
from cropping. 

5. Require that suitable cover be 
established on multi-year set-aside 
acreages, by providing incentives, 
including funds, to help establish 
perennial vegetation. Established 
vegetation should be maintained by 
appropriate management 
throughout the contract period. 

6. Require that mowing or 
grazing of established vegetation 
should be timed to benefit wildlife, 
such as nesting birds, except in 
counties where national emer­
gencies are declared because of 
drought or other causes. This 
feature has been widely abused in 
the past. 

7. Ensure participation of con­
servation, water quality, forestry, 
fisheries, wildlife, and other 
interests in deliberations of and 
actions taken by USDA at national, 
state, conservation district, and 
county levels. 

8. Ensure broad public under­
standing of the realigned acreage 
set-aside program, with strong 
emphasis placed on integrated 
commodity/ conservation tillage. 

9. Continue the policy of allowing 
landowners to manage recreational 
access, including charging use fees 
on set-aside lands. 
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Cost-sharing for Wildlife 

EACH YEAR, many land­
owners give wildlife a 
helping hand. Some make a 

major commitment to wildlife, each 
in a different way and for different 
reasons. Most all of these farmer­
conservationists take advantage of 
cost-sharing programs for estab­
lishing and maintaining our soil and 
water resources, while improving 
wildlife habitat in the process. 

The DNR's Wildlife Habitat Im­
provement Program, or WHIP, is 
one of the largest private lands 
habitat programs in the nation. 
Each year, over $900,000 is fun­
neled into various projects to help 
landowners establish prime wildlife 
habitat. 

In 1984, revenue for the private 
lands program was derived from 
the following sources: $500,000 in 
Pheasant Habitat Improvement 
Stamp funds; $150,000 from the 
Deer Habitat Improvement 
account; $120,000 from the Game 
& Fish fund; and over $150,000 
from organizations like the Minn­
esota Waterfowl Association, 
Pheasants Forever, Pheasant 
Habitat Inc., and the Minnesota 
Association of Farmers, 
Landowners and Sportsmen. 

The federal government's current 
Agricultural Conservation Program 
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(ACP) reimburses landowners up 
to 80 percent of the cost of estab­
lishing some 20 kinds of habitat 
projects. The program is admin­
istered by the ASCS. 

Landowners can be reimbursed 
for keeping their wetlands through 
the federal and state Water Bank 
programs and Minnesota's 
Wetlands Tax Credit & Exemption 
program. Meanwhile, the Native 
Prairie Tax Credit Program helps 
to conserve prairie grasslands, 
many of which are used by nesting 
pheasants. The DNR's Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts also 
provide cost-sharing and technical 
as~istance for improving or 
developing habitat. 

Cost-sharing is available from 
several sources for establishing or 
maintaining wildlife habitat in four 
general areas: nesting cover, woody 
cover, wetland restoration, and 
food plots. 

Nesting Cover 
The lack of residual grasslands, 

which provide safe, secure nesting 
and roosting cover, looms as the 
biggest roadblock in the way of 
improving pheasant numbers. To 
offset this problem, Department of 
Natural Resources' cost-share 

practices tackle both the shortage 
of quality grasslands and their 
untimely disturbance. 

Throughout the pheasant range 
of southern and western Minne­
sota, nesting cover agreements are 
concentrated near WMAs, WPAs, 
and Water Bank projects, primarily 
to enhance the productivity of 
these habitat areas. 

New seedings of grass-legumes 
or warm-season grasses in former 
croplands, or in old pastures with 
poor stands of brome or bluegrass, 
qualify for cost-sharing. The DNR 
provides both establishment and 
rental payments for such seedings. 
Ungrazed pastures with good 
stands of grasses and forbs can 
qualify for rental payments. 

In many cases, DNR cost-sharing 
strives to maximize the potential of 
lands retired under federal farm 
programs or federally cost-shared 
under ACP soil and water­
conservation practices, such as 
Water Bank. 

Landowners with ungrazed 
native grasslands can qualify for 
Native Prairie Tax Credit. This 
program has provided landowners 
with $100,000 annual tax credits for 
11,000 acres of prairie. Minne­
sotans who own native grasslands 
are encouraged to contact their 
local county assessor. 



Woody Cover 
A well-designed shelterbelt will 

cut the force of the winter wind, 
saving over 30 percent on your 
heating bills and keeping snow from 
drifting into your yard. It will also 
provide excellent winter cover for 
pheasants and songbirds, and 
beautify your home site. 

Check with DNR wildlife mana­
gers, SCS district conservationists, 
or Soil & Water Conservation 
District technicians for help in 
designing your shelterbelt. They will 
recommend tree species for each 
row, plus tree and row spacing, and 
how to prepare the site. Private 
nurseries in the farm belt will also 
help you plan a windbreak. 

The DNR will cost-share new 
shelterbelts or efforts to enlarge, 
improve, or restore existing 
windbreaks. The DNR cost-shares 
the first eight rows by paying for 75 
percent of the cost of the planting 
stock, but not to exceed $250 per 
row or $5.50 per tree. The DNR 
pays 100 percent of the costs for 
rows 9-16. DNR also compensates 
landowners for 100 percent of the 
planting stock for improving or 
enlarging shelterbelts, and 50 
percent for any renovations or 
restorations to windbreaks. 
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A shelterbelt with 10 to 16 rows of trees will cause snow to pile up on 
the windward side. Meanwhile, pheasants and other wildlife rest 
under the protective boughs of conifers on the lee side. A ten-row 
windbreak can be established on only six-tenths of an acre-a plot 135 
x 200 feet. A more ideal planting would be a considerably larger, 
16-row windbreak. 

Pheasant stamps generate about $500,000 
annually, of which about 90 percent goes 
toward upgrading habitat on private lands and 
in roadsides. In 1983, Minnesota became the 
third state to institute a Pheasant Stamp 
Program. It requires hunters to purchase a 
special $5 stamp along with their general 
hunting license. The DNR conducts an annual 
contest to select the winning design for each 
stamp. Left to right are the 1983-85 designs. 
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Wetland 
Restoration 

Years ago, wetlands were con­
sidered wastelands-small pockets 
of water that hindered farming 
operations and stood in the way of 
new roads and developments. 
Unaware of the many values of 
wetlands, Minnesotans drained and 
filled over nine million acres of 
marshes and small lakes, most in 
the southern and western counties. 

Today, most citizens view 
wetlands in a different light. They 
know that wetlands recharge 
groundwater supplies, slow runoff, 
filter out sediment and nutrients 
before they reach lakes and 
streams, and reduce downstream 
flooding. They also know the 
enormous value of wetlands to 
waterfowl and other wildlife. 
Pheasants nest in the grassy fringes 
of wetlands. In many areas, wet­
lands support large numbers of 
wintering pheasants. 

About one-half million acres of 
wetlands are found on private lands 
in the pheasant range. To rescue 
these wetlands from drainage, the 
DNR inventoried the state's water 
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basins, then classified about 
263,000 acres statewide as pro­
tected wetlands. 

Minnesota's protected wetlands 
include Types 3, 4, and 5 marshes 
that are 10 acres or larger. These 
semi-permanent or permanent 
wetlands often contain emergent 
vegetation such as cattails, bul­
rushes, or cane. Some may be 10 
feet or deeper with aquatic vege­
tation growing along the fringe13 of 
open water. 

In the past, landowners drained 
their wetlands to create more acres 
for growing crops. State and federal 
lawmakers recognized the public 
value of preserving wetlands by 
providing compensation to land­
owners who were not given permits 
to drain. In Minnesota, three 
programs provide payments to 
wetland owners. 

Federal Water Bank. About 1600 
landowners have enrolled some 
87,000 acres in the federal Water 
Bank program. Administered by 
the ASCS, it offers annual 
payments of up to $55 per acre. 
Participating landowners sign a 10-
year agreement not to drain, burn, 

fill, or use their wetlands for 
agricultural purposes. 

The program benefits pheasants 
because for every acre of wetland, 
landowners also enroll from one to 
four acres of uplands. In fact, about 
64,000 of Minnesota's Water Bank 
acres is uplands. 

Unfortunately, the program has 
traditionally been plagued by a 
shortage of funds. The Water Bank 
Act authorized annual payments of 
up to $30 million, and there could 
be enough projects to meet that 
level of funding. But annual funding 
has yet to exceed $10 million. In 
some years, the ASCS has not had 
enough money to renew existing 
contracts, let alone to sign new 
agreements. 

State Waterbank. A landowner 
who is denied a permit to drain a 
protected wetland may receive 
state Waterbank money to main­
tain his marshland. If drainage is 
feasible and practical, the DNR will 
compensate the landowner for 
keeping the wetland. Currently, 
about 3,000 acres are enrolled in 
state Waterbank agreements. 



The program provides several 
compensation options including 10-
and 20-year leases, conservation 
restrictions, perpetual easements, 
and fee purchases. The most com­
mon agreement is the 10-year lease. 

Wetlands Tax Credit & 
Exemption. Semi-permanent and 
permanent wetlands smaller than 
10 acres are not eligible for state 
Waterbank. But owners can still be 
reimbursed for maintaining these 
smaller basins under the Wetlands 
Tax Credit and Exemption Pro­
gram. Protected wetlands are also 
eligible for tax credit, provided they 
are not enrolled in either Water 
Bank program. 

Although some 350,000 wetland 
acres are eligible for tax credit and 
exemption, only about 127 ,000 
acres were enrolled in 1983. The 
tax statements of wetland owners 
were lowered by nearly $500,000. 
The state's general fund then 
replaced the counties' revenues. A 
Wetlands Tax Credit agreement 
automatically renews each year 
unless the wetland is drained. 

Food Plots 
When heavy snowfalls or bliz­

zards strike Minnesota, many 
people become concerned about 
pheasant starvation, even though it 
rarely occurs. Rather, it is the 
cumulative effects of poor cover 
and inadequate food supplies that 
cause severe population declines. 
Exposure, increased predation, and 
reduced nesting success the 
following Spring-all can affect 
pheasant numbers. 

One way to help pheasants 
escape winter's icy grip is to 
establish corn or sorghum food 
plots next to good cover. Many 
ringnecks seek shelter in large 
wetlands or woody cover, usually 
near a reliable source of food. For 
this reason, food plots should be 
located adjacent to the larger 
wetlands with cattails, cane, or 

Plots of standing corn can 
provide a winter-long source 

of food for pheasants, deer, 
and even songbirds. 

shrubby cover, or near shelter belts 
with at least four rows of conifers. 
Sorghum not only provides food, it 
affords excellent protection from 
winter winds and snow. Food plots 
also help the birds to emerge from 
winter in better condition for 
producing their young in SI?ring. 

Cost-share food plots for ring­
necks are generally one- to two­
acre block plantings, but may be 
larger if deer are common in the 
area. Landowners receive an 
amount equal to the cash cost for 
establishing the plot. 

Feeder Cribs. In some cases, 
establishing a food plot is not 

practical. An effective alternative is 
a small feeder crib filled with ear or 
shell corn. The crib should be close 
to cover and positioned so the wind 
will sweep the corn free of snow. 

Feeder cribs can be easily 
constructed out of woven wire 
mounted on a wood pla,tform. They 
should be at least 39 inches high 
and 4 feet in diameter. If using 
shelled corn, make a double wrap 
of V2-inch hardware cloth. The holes 
are small enough to stop the corn 
from flowing out, yet large enough 
for pheasants to grab the kernels. 
The crib should also have a 
waterproof top. 
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Positive Wildlife Practices 

F ARMERS can apply a 
number of positive agri­

cultural practices that benefit 
soils and wildlife. Some, like con­
servation tillage, reflect a major 
new approach to farming. Other 
practices and projects require little 
time and effort, but nonetheless 
can have an important impact on 
soil resources and farmland wildlife. 

Conservation 
Tillage 

One of the most encouraging 
trends in recent years has been the 
steady growth of conservation 
tillage. This broad term includes a 
variety of farming techniques that 
leave a residue of vegetation to 
protect the soil from wind and 
water erosion. 

Many of the nation's farmers, 
concerned by the nearly three 
billion tons of topsoil lost to erosion 
each year, are turning to con­
servation tillage practices that in 
most cases, reduce soil erosion by 
50 to 90 percent. Only 30 million 
acres were in conservation tillage in 
1972, but over 100 million in 1982. 

Conservation tillage is also 
attracting farmers because it en­
ables them to reap big savings in 
equipment, labor, and fuel. Some 
landowners have cut their tractor 
and machinery time in half. Others 
are getting by with fewer and 
smaller tractors and implements. 
One agronomist estimates that the 
nation's farmers could save 250,000 
barrels of oil per day and almost 
100 million barrels per year if they 
used conservation tillage practices. 

So how do pheasants benefit? A 
lack of secure nesting cover 
severely limits reproduction over 

. most of the pheasant range. 
Cultivation is so extensive that 
some nests invariably turn up on 
croplands, where they are seldom 
successful. But some tillage 
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methods, such as no-till, do little to 
disturb nests in small grains. In 
states where farmers grow con­
tinuous crops of wheat, certain 
tillage practices could significantly 
increase pheasant production by 
providing added nesting cover. 

Winter wheat can be very bene­
ficial to wildlife. But few farmers 
grow winter wheat in Minnesota 
because our sub-zero winter 
temperatures push the frost deep 
into the ground, killing the roots. 
But the farmer who practices no­
till, or zero-till, could grow winter 
wheat by leaving the stubble after 
harvest, then planting a new crop in 
the residue. In winter, the old 
stubble catches the snow, forming 
an insulating blanket that keeps the 

soil warm enough for the wheat 
roots to survive. In early winter and 
spring, pheasants can glean wheat 
seeds from the stubble. 

The following spring, hens move 
into the 18-inch stubble to nest. At 
this time, the farmer may control 
weeds by spraying. In mid-summer, 
after harvesting the winter wheat, 
the farmer may plant corn, soy­
beans, or another crop directly into 
the stubble. 

An increasingly popular 
conservation tillage method for row 
crops is ridge planting, or till­
planting. In this form of tillage, the 
seeds are planted on narrow, 
elevated ridges. The farmer can 
grow corn or soybeans with a 
minimum of equipment and can 
plant his crops earlier, because the 



ridges warm faster in spring. The 
method also requires smaller 
tractors and fewer trips over the 
field. Finally, it benefits pheasants 
and other wildlife by providing food 
and some cover in the crop residue 
during fall and winter. Ridge-tilled 
soybeans are especially attractive 
to pheasants, because winter winds 
keep the ridges free of snow. 

A possible drawback to con­
servation tillage is that it may 
require more applications of 
pesticides. These chemicals reduce 
the amount of cover and food 
available to pheasants, and they 
can kill the embryos of pheasant 
eggs and young chicks. But in the 
long run, farmers will have fewer 
weeds because the soil is turned 
over less, making it harder for weed 
seeds to gain a foothold. Moreover, 
today's farmers can choose from a 
wide array of safer, more effective, 
and highly-selective herbicides that 
can be applied at low rates. 

Above: Chisel-plowed 
cornfields become a veritable 
cafeteria for pheasants. Left: 
Soybeans in this ridge-tilled 
field remain after harvest, 
providing food for pheasants. 
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Farm shelterbelts (left) and grassy fencelines and terraces (right) control soil erosion while providing 
vital cover for wildlife. 

Other Habitat 
Projects 

Less ambitious, but still effective, 
are a variety of habitat practices 
and projects. Farming with wildlife 
in mind does not have to be an all 
or nothing choice. If we could pro­
vide habitat for just one more 
nesting hen on every Minnesota 
farm, we would increase our 
autumn harvest substantially. 

• Delay or eliminate annual 
mowing in roadsides. If you do 
mow, an appropriate time is after 
August 1 which permits nesting 
pheasants to hatch their eggs, and 
before September 1, which allows 
vegetation to grow enough to 
attract nesting birds the next 
spring. Mowing a strip along the 
shoulder is seldom harmful to 
wildlife, because most nest in the 
ditch bottom or back slope. Road­
side vegetation left undisturbed 
. year-round is especially attractive 
to wildlife. However, it may require 
periodic mowing (once every three 
to five years) in late summer to 
maintain vegetation vigor and to 
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control brush. Also, take care not 
to disturb roadside cover during 
the spring and summer nesting 
season by activities such as 
burning, "blanket" spraying, 
grazing, operating vehicles, or grain 
cropping (illegal in Minnesota 
roadsides). 

• Delay cutting alfalfa for one 
week or longer where high-protein 
hay is not needed. Nesting 
pheasants have a much greater 
chance of hatching their young with 
just a one-week delay in the first 
cutting. Normal alfalfa cutting 
precedes the'peak of the pheasant 
by about two weeks. 

• Plant a greater variety of crops 
in rotation. A variety of crops in 
each section or farm will provide 
more of the basic needs of 
pheasants than a single crop, or 
monoculture. Some crops will be 
used as brood cover, others for 
food, and still others for nesting. 

• Leave fences, waterways, and 
associated strips of cover between 
crop areas. Undisturbed grass 
strips provide nesting and brooding 
cover. The wider the strip, the 
better the nesting success. Using 
the strips as turning areas, or 

headlands, for machinery dimin­
ishes their value to pheasants. 

• Fencing around livestock 
ponds can provide a small area of 
nesting cover and protection for 
hens to rear their broods. These 
grassy strips can also be used for 
cover in the fall, prior to severe 
winter weather. 

• Leave two o_r more rows of 
cornstalks adequately spaced 
across the field when corn is used 
as harvested forage. Standing 
stalks reduce downwind drifting of 
snow into winter habitat, and 
shattered ears provide winter food. 

• Avoid overgrazing your pas­
tures. Many farmers are dis­
covering that a pasture rotation 
system of cool-season and warm­
season grasses allows them to rest 
their pastures, furnishing excellent 
forage for livestock, while providing 
good nesting and brooding cover 
for pheasants. 

• Do not graze or mow newly­
established woody cover or any 
odd areas. 

• Instead of blanket mowing or 
spraying to control weeds, try spot 
spraying or spot mowing to control 
patches of noxious weeds. 
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