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PART 1. NORTHERN TALLGRASS PRAIRIE ECOREGIONAL PLANNING

In November 1995, The Nature Conservancy unveiled anew organizationa visonin
Consarvation by Design: A Framework for Mission Success (The Nature Conservancy
19964), thus committing the Conservancy to act in away that would “ generate the greatest
conservation impact in the shortest possibletime.” The goa of its conservation work was now
to ensure “the long-term surviva of al viable native species and community types through the
design and conservation of portfolios|i.e., asdect group] of sites within ecoregions.” To
secure long term viahility of the biota, the Conservancy would work to protect “multiple, viable
or recoverable’ examples of species and communities, and aso by sustaining or restoring the
ecosystem patterns and processes they need to survive.

Those stes that are higher in quaity, and contain many examples of “unprotected” species and
natura communities, as well as those that appear to be “sustainable’ over the long run were
hypothesized to potentialy return the grestest rewards for the least conservation effort.

To this end the Conservancy began using ecoregions (large geographic areas with smilar climate
and landform) as planning units (The Nature Conservancy 1996b), largely adapted from Bailey
(1995).

An assessment team for the Northern Tallgrass Prairie met in November 1995 to identify the
“consarvation targets’ (or species and natural communities of conservation interest), establish
guidelines to select the most viable examples of the “targets,” determine the number of examples
(a*conservation god”) that must be secured for a species or natura community to be
considered “ protected,” and lay out the data needed to compl ete the assessment.

Information from the “ assessment” was used in the second stage of ecoregiona planning -- the
“design” stage. In November 1996, certain members of the eventual design team met to lay
groundwork for the design stage. Thefind design team was comprised of Conservancy
scientists and staff from four U.S.-based Heritage Programs and the Manitoba Conservation
Data Centre who met on April 3-4, 1997. The purpose of the “portfolio design” wasto use
information from the assessment stage to select Steswhich collectively met the conservation
goals for each species and naturd community. Further discusson and modifications to the
portfolio thereafter resulted in the identification of 84 Stesin the Northern Tdlgrass Prairie
ecoregion, some of which were then grouped based on proximity and location in large areas of
continuous, more-or-less permanent vegetation. While ground surveysfor viable examples dl
community types and populations of rare plant and insect species are incomplete, the Sites
selected in this process are intended to represent the full spectrum of these “targets.” This
report summarizes the process of sdecting sites to represent the bird community of the
ecoregion. In the future additiona sites will be sdected to represent the full spectrum of aguetic
species and habitats.



The Conservancy recognizes the importance of other approaches by other management and
conservation groups, and the efforts of private landowners to conserve biodiversity. Moreover
it is beyond the capacity of the Conservancy to conserve dl 84 stesby itsdf. Thisrequires that
the 84 sites become the focus of conservation work by as many individuas and groups as
possible, requiring a great amount of understanding, cooperation, resources and time, with the
portfolio design and ecoregiond plan (The Nature Conservancy 1998) serving as a blueprint for
conservation work in the meantime.



PART 2. RATIONALE BEHIND THE APPROACH

The purpose of this report is to document the steps in sdlecting the most important bird areas
(heresfter called “important bird Stes’) within the Northern Talgrass Prairie ecoregion, and to
identify those Stesthat, to the best of our current knowledge, contain regularly occurring,
breeding populations of certain bird species which together represent the larger bird community
resding in the ecoregion. Briefly, we used birds of intermediate abundance in the ecoregion to
identify important bird Stes which, taken together, might sustain the bird community of the
€ecoregion.

The Conservancy dready employs natural communities as a stand-in or “surrogate” for the
large numbers of undocumented species the Conservancy wishes to see conserved. For
example, it is assumed that most of the common and representative species of plants and
animas found in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie ecoregion will be found on the many steswhich
possess outstanding examples of prairie and parkland communities -- Sites which were selected
for their exemplary northern mesic talgrass prairie community, northern cordgrass wet prairie,
etc. Stesfor rarer gpecies of plants and animals-too specific or unique in their habitat
requirements to be served by a* coarse-filter” approach--were identified in a separate process,
described briefly above (The Nature Conservancy 1998).

In thinking about the bird community of the Northern Tallgrass Prairie, we consdered birds to
be part of the prairie and parkland ecosystem at the community level. We further reasoned that
the most common bird species (e.g., Song Sparrow, Red-winged Blackbird) might be expected
to occur at nearly al stes, regardiess of their condition, Sze or habitat variety, and not require
any attention. However, the rarest pecies cannot be dedlt with using this gpproach. We
concluded that our focus should therefore be on the birds of intermediate abundance -- the “less
common” birds -- which might better serve as* surrogates’ for the bird community and lead to
the identification of important bird Sites.

In order to select steswhich represent the bird community, we needed to examine individua
populations and digtributions of specific bird species. However, by treating these speciesas a
group we attempted to identify Sitesthat should capture the most common species and many of
the less common species, perhaps because the sites are of a better overall quality than othersin
the ecoregion (e.g., larger Size, greater variety of habitats, favorable management). Thisisan
untested assumption, but our data indicate there may be vdidity init.

A number of assumptions underlie this gpproach. Thefirst isthat a sdlect group of birds can be
“indicators’ for the larger bird community. Thisis problematic (Mintaand Kareiva1994). A
group of bird species might indicate a* habitat guild” or “management guild,” but not serve as
an indicator of the entire community of birds. There are dways rare peciesthat defy
classfication and must be trested separately. Birds that travel widdly and use large territories
for feeding likewise are difficult to pigeonhole and correate with an indicator guild.



Second, it is assumed that regular sghtings by birding experts and a presumption of breeding
success can condtitute evidence of long term viability a aste. The Conservancy defines
viability (TNC 1996b) for individua species and naturad community types as comprised of three
factors: 9ze (numbers of individuas, acres of community), condition (e.g., uncut old growth,
undisturbed idand populations of pralific terns), and landscape context (i.e., whether the
surroundings are “hodtile’ or “friendly” to the populations or communities). Noss and
Cooperrider (1994) emphatically state “With few exceptions, populations on the order of
thousands of individua's gppear necessary for long-term persistence.” In our study of important
bird stes, we were not able to evauate the population sizes involved because of limited time
and resources. We defined viability in terms of 1) the condition of the birds at aSite (Were they
regularly present and presumed to be breeding?), and 2) the extent and diversity of habitat
found a a ste (as evaduated by expert birders). The extent and diversty of habitat refersto the
core habitat condtituting asite, and not to the surrounding areas which provides a“landscape
context” for the Site.

A third assumption is that the sdlected Sites together will maintain populations of dl bird species
in the ecoregion. Thisis an untested way to view bird conservation in the Midwest, but it
extends naturaly from the Conservancy’s ecoregiona planning approach, particularly the
“coarse-filter” method of “ capturing” commoner and representative species.

In summary, we hypothesized that bird species of intermediate abundance in the Northern
Talgrass Prairie could be used as “ surrogates’ to select important bird Sites, and that these Sites
together would represent the bird community in the ecoregion, except for the rarest species. If
then protected, these sites would increase the chances for long term surviva of the bird
community in the Northern Tdlgrass Prairie ecoregion. The rare bird species would be
protected at those few identified sites where they occur. (In practice, however, few stesfor the
rare species were selected in the Northern Talgrass Prairie ecoregion, and none met the criteria
for long term viahility. These species were American White Pelican, Piping Plover, Interior
Least Tern, and Baird's Sparrow. In al cases, no high-quality, viable examples were identified.
Conservation of these speciesis expected to take place in other ecoregions where there are
higher qudity, viable examples)



PART 3. M ETHODS

We employed a survey and ameeting to obtain data for thisanalysis. Our approach consisted
of severa steps (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Processfor identifying important bird sites.

PREPARATION

1. Identify potential bird species (cast widest net)
2. Identify potential sites
3. Identify birding experts

SURVEY

1. Mail survey matrix and maps (Appendix I)
2. Identify "less common" birds (Appendix IT)
3. Identify "more diverse" sites (Appendix III)
4. Add new sites to map (Figure 2)

MEETING

1. Review bird species

2. Select sites

3. Review additional sites

4. Identify migratory bird sites (Optional)

SUMMARY

1. Map important bird sites (Figure 3)

2. Summarize bird and site data (Appendix IV, V, VI)
3. Map migratory bird sites (Optional, Append. VII)
4. Write summary report




Preparation. Weidentified 46 species of birdsto consder for andyss (Appendix I1). At this
stage we worked closdly with Janet Green, leader of the Minnesota Bird Conservation Working
Group. We wanted to cast the largest net possible for our initial assessment and so we selected
birdsif they bred in the region (Eckert 1994, Janssen 1992, Jones 1990, U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service 1998, and Jan Green persond communication) and met one of the following criteria

The speciesisthreatened overall in the Northern TallgrassPrairie.
Received a Partnersin Hight (PIF) overdl rank of 20 or more for Physiographic Area 30 or
40 (Partnersin Flight 1997a, 1997b), or was listed as endangered, threatened or specia
concern in Manitoba, North Dakota, Minnesota or lowa.

TheNorthern TallgrassPrairieisimportant habitat for the species.
Species received a Partnersin Hight prioritization score of 4 or 5 in the category |A (area of
importance) for Physiographic Area 30 or 40.

The species relative abundanceislow in the Northern TallgrassPrairie.
Recalved a Partnersin Hight prioritization score or 4 or 5 in the category RA (globd relative
abundance) for Physiographic Area 30 or 40.

The species’ population isdeclining in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie.
Receaived a Partnersin Fight prioritization score of 4 or 5 in the category PT (population
trend) for Physiographic Area 30 or 40.

We included the category “relative abundance is low” because we did not want to exclude a species
amply due to rarity, when in fact its populations may be important to conserve the genetic variety
represented at the edge of a speciesrange.

The Northern Tdlgrass Prairie Ecoregion delineated by the Conservancy did not exactly match
the PIF Physiographic Area 30. Compared with the PIF region, the Conservancy’ s region
included the entire Prairie Coteau and excluded the AlexandriaMoraine. (For details on this
discrepancy, contact David Mehlman, The Nature Conservancy, Eastern Regiond Office,
Boston, Massachusetts) We did not consider the difference important because we viewed this
process as one of successve gpproximation; that is, the PIF/Conservancy regions and PIF
scores led usto the species that most likely would become our focus, while the birding experts
provided the detailed, field-based information necessary for deciding which birds to focus on.
We bdlieve that the dight difference in ecoregiona boundaries did not affect our understanding
of the presence and absence of birds in the Conservancy-defined ecoregion.

The pre-identified sites from the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregiond Plan were mapped at
1:1,000,000 scde. Magjor roads, streams, lakes, aswell as county and state boundaries were
displayed to help expert birders locate these sites on the map.

Birding experts were identified by word-of-mouth, beginning with those whom we aready
knew, smilar to the process of making contactsin a chain-letter.



Survey. A lig of the potentid bird species and pre-identified Sites were sent to 52 locd bird
expertsin the form of amatrix table (Appendix 1). The 1:1,000,000 scae Ste maps were
included in the survey packet.

The bird experts were asked to fill in the species-site matrix according to these ingtructions:
1. Inthe matrix, select up to 10 sitesfor each bird species.

2. For each bird, rank the sites on the basis of population size and breeding success.
For example, the number one site for northern harrier should have the largest population
and greatest evidence of breeding success.

3. For new gtesthat support consistent breeding populations of the birds, write the site
namesin the matrix table and mark their locations on the map.

4. If uncertain about the breeding status or regular occurrence of abird at a site, place
a“U” or “?" (respectively) next to the rank.

We entered data from the returned surveys and performed a smple andysis to produce
materias for ameeting of the birding experts. We cdculated the percent presence of each bird
gpecies across dl sites and sorted the bird species from the most frequently occurring to the
least frequently occurring species. We dso calculated the percentage of dl birdsin the study
recorded a each site, and sorted the sites from the one having the greatest number of species
present to the one with the least. We mapped dl new sites nominated by the birding experts,
adding these to the 84 Sites aready identified in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregiona Plan.

Meeting. We invited bird experts from each state and province in the ecoregion to a meeting
held April 27, 1998 in Willmar, Minnesota. Fortunately the 16 experts in attendance
collectively brought knowledge to the table that covered virtudly the entire ecoregion. Asa
result it was eesier to evaduate dl the sites on an equd basis by having discussions among the
experts as stes were nominated.

The experts were first asked to review the list of bird species and select those to be discussed.
We suggested that the discussion be confined to those birds having presence at [133 percent of
al stes (See Appendix I1). Aswe have discussed, we reasoned that the more frequently
occurring bird species (>33 percent) would not be as useful in identifying important bird sites for
two reasons. 1) they are abundant enough to be present a many Sitesin the ecoregion without
specificaly sdecting Sites to represent them; and 2) they may be better able to utilize lower-
quality Stesthan the less frequently occurring species of birds.

The experts were then asked to select up to 10 Sites for each species. We asked that sites be
selected which contained populations that consistently were the largest observed over time and
had evidence of breeding. Finaly, we asked that at least one Site be selected in each



ecoregiond subsection where the bird occurred. The Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregion
contained 9 subsections. We believed that providing a geographic spread of sites with good
populations would increase the likelihood that a bird species would survive a catastrophe that
occurred in one part of the ecoregion.

To facilitate Site selection, we projected computerized maps on a screen to show the ecoregion-
wide digtribution of sites for each bird species under discussion (Appendix VI). Initidly each ste
was represented by a closed or open circle (closed for “birds consistently present and
presumed breeding” and open for “bird population with unknown breeding status and
guestionable persstence year-to-year”). As Sites were salected, they were highlighted in red,
thus cregting an emerging picture of the digtribution of important bird Stes.

The experts had been given alist before the meeting which showed the ranking of each ste for
each bird species based on the survey results. This ranking gave an indication of the rdlative
importance of each sSite. For example, Felton Prairie was given arank of “1” by severd experts
for severa of the bird species. The purpose of thislist wasto initiate discussion. For most bird
species being considered, the bird experts sdected the Sites having the greatest number of “1”
and“2” ranks. After that, the list was much less useful in identifying important bird Sites.

After dl birds had been discussed and Sites selected, we asked the expertsto review the list of
gtes (Appendix I11) and identify additiond Stesthat may have been overlooked as important
bird Stes.

In the meeting’ s find moments we asked this knowledgeable group to identify Stesthat they
believed were important during the migratory period. We did not record the reason why aste
was nominated due to lack of time.



PART 4. RESULTS

Review of Bird Species. Twenty-four experts returned their surveys. Some bird experts
preferred to use presence/absence data rather than rank the sites.

Of the 46 bird species involved in this sudy, 16 were found at >33 percent of dl Stes
(Appendix 11). These included many characteritic birds of grasdands and prairie wetlands.
The Red-headed Woodpecker, Wood Duck, and Black-billed Cuckoo, while not grassland or
prairie wetland birds, are commonly found in riparian forests and other woodlands of the
ecoregion. At the beginning of this project we did not think these woodland and forest species
would be useful for selecting important bird sitesin the Northern Talgrass Prairie ecoregion. In
addition, the birding experts a the meeting felt these species occurred too frequently in the
ecoregion and beyond and would not be useful in sdlecting sites. (But see Part 5, “ Sdecting

Bird Species”)

Twenty-nine birds were found at [133 percent of the sites (Appendix 11). These included
grasdand and prairie wetland birds that appear on rare species or watch ligs; for example,
Wilson's Phalarope, Marbled Godwit, Greater Prairie-chicken, Yellow Rall, Loggerhead
Shrike, Chestnut-collared Longspur, Trumpeter Swan, Hendow's Sparrow, Burrowing Owl,
Bel’s Vireo and Sprague’ s Pipit. Some species were considered too common by the birding
experts to warrant discussion: e.g., the Redhead, Ruddy Duck and the Canvasback. We dso
decided not to discussthe U.S. federdly-listed Interior Least Tern (endangered in the
ecoregion) and Piping Plover (threatened in the ecoregion) because of their extreme rarity in the
ecoregion and because they were discussed separately in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie
Ecoregiona Plan. The birding experts dso declined to discuss severa other species because of
their rarity in the ecoregion (See Appendix I1). Birdsthat required large territories or that
changed territories from year to year (e.g., Northern Harrier, Svainson’s Hawk) were not
discussed because effective conservation of these species would not be primarily Ste-based but
rather dependent on landscape-scale land-use issues. Golden-winged Warbler was dropped
from further consderation because no sites were nominated having condstent populations which
were likely breeding.

This discussion by the birding experts resulted in 15 bird species being used to select Stes
(Appendix I1).

Selection of Stes. We documented atotal of 129 stesin this study (Appendix 11, Figure 2)
including 66 new sites nominated by the birding experts. Nearly dl the new sSites are public
lands managed for wildlife and recreation. The 129 stes ranged from large, continuous
expanses of naive habitat (e.g., Caribou Parkland) to sites which until fairly recently were
cropland (e.g., Disma Swamp WPA). Because we began with along list of bird species, the
survey of birding experts produced along list of stes-including degraded and non-native sites--



nominated because of the presence of one or afew bird specieson our list.
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Sites containing the most bird species included many large, familiar prairie and waterfowl arees
of the ecoregion, such as Agassiz Nationd Wildlife Refuge, Felton Prairie and Rothsay Prairiein
Minnesota, the Sheyenne Delta of North Dakota, the Delta Marsh in Manitoba and Waubay
Nationa Wildlife Refuge in South Dakota,

The expertsidentified 35 important bird sitesfrom the list of 129 stes (Figure 3). Of these, 13
dtes were not identified in the Northern Talgrass Prairie Ecoregiond Plan (Appendix 111). The
acreage figures for these new sites come from two sources. the managed area acreage and the
Ste boundary acreage. Hence the Size of new stes displayed in Appendix [11 may be
mideading. The new stes having small acreage will likely be shown to have larger acreage after
agte boundary is determined.

Review of Additional Stes. Asa check againg our priminary results, the birding experts
reviewed the ligt of Stesin order to determine if any of them had inadvertently been overlooked
as an important bird site. They did not think any additiond sites should be added, but suggested
that the Hankinson unit of the Sheyenne National Grasdands required a survey and that it should
probably be included with the larger block of the Nationd Grasdands. They dso
recommended that some sites be combined with others: Hillman WPA should be added to the
Upper Minnesota River Vdley (which dso includes Chippewa Prairie, Plover Prairie, Big Stone
Nationa Wildlife Refuge, and Lac Qui Parle WMA); Jemmerson Slough with Kettleson
WMA/WPA; and O Farrdll - Reyelts WPA with the Spring Grove - Summit Ste. A find
decison on site combinations will be made by the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregiond
Planning team. (SeePart 6.)

After stes were selected for specific birds, we discovered that additiona populations of the
surrogate birds were to be found a many other selected Sites. This resulted in the selection of
>10 sites for three-quarters of the species (11 of 15; see Appendix V).

Conservation Efficiency of the Selected Stes. We performed a smple andyss (without

datigtics) to obtain an indication of whether using surrogate bird speciesin site sdection would
capture Sites representing the larger bird community (Table 1). Those birds that

Table 1. Conservation efficiency of important bird sites.

Category # of siteswith # of siteswith # of siteswith # siteswith
>75% of birds 50-74% of birds 25-49% of birds 0-25% of birds
in category in category in category in category

% of birds>33% 12 1 6 2

frequency (n=16)

% of al birds (n=46) 0 9 18 4

% of birds 033% 0 5 15 11

frequency (n=30)







we considered “more common” (>33% frequency over al stes) appeared to be captured to a
high degree at important birds sites. Twenty-three important bird sites each captured over 50
percent of the more common species. Considering al 46 birds used in the study, it appears the
important bird sites failed to capture high numbers of al birds. Only 9 sites captured over 50
percent each of the full list of bird species. This probably was due to the large number of
speciesthat, for reasons aready discussed, cannot be adquately represented in a site-based
conservation gpproach.

At firgt glance it appears that the “less common” birds ([133% frequency over dl stes) were not
captured at the important bird sites. Only 5 important bird sites capture over 50 percent of
these species. Recall however that these 30 bird species included the 15 * surrogates’ which
we know are captured at the important bird stes. What of the remaining 15 “less common”
bird species? These included the raptors and owls dependent on land use practices a the
landscape scale, the “common” ducks, those species with no known locations or no consistent
locations where they were presumed to breed, and the “introduced” Trumpeter Swvan. This
leaves Hooded Merganser, which in hindsight might have been used as a surrogate species.

One final word on thistopic. It is probably certain that the commonest bird species (e.g., Song
Sparrow, Red-winged Blackbird) -- comprising the mgority of speciesin the ecoregion -- are
represented at the important bird Sites.

In summary, we fed that using surrogate bird species to represent the bird community of the
Northern Tallgrass Prairie ecoregion has merit. It has limitations, though, as discussed, and is
not sufficient to identify sites for the conservation of less common species with large territory
requirements or the rarest species with one or just afew known locations. A different approach
is needed for these species.

|dentification of Migratory Bird Stes (Optional). Experts a the meeting identified 19 Stes
as sgnificant stop-over points during the migratory period (Appendix VII). Dueto the greater
ease of vighility of migratory birdsin or near water, aguatic Sites were nominated more
frequently than terrestrid Stes.
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PART 5. EVALUATION OF THE APPROACH

Sdlecting Bird Species. We believe the problem of non-overlapping ecoregions (PIF versus
TNC) did not affect our results. Elsewhere in the country differences between adjacent
ecoregions may be great enough to pose barriersto bird digtributions. This Situation could result
in very different lists of species being developed for PIF and TNC ecoregions that do not
overlap.

Together with Janet Green we developed the largest possible list of speciesto usein this
analysis. We used date-threatened and endangered species and watch list speciesto develop
our initid list. We “cast awide net” then culled based on whether a bird was (133 percent
frequent among dl stes, and findly reviewed the list with birding experts. While it may appear
inefficient to develop abroad lig initidly, in the long run it heps to satisfy the desire to not
overlook any possible species that should beincluded in an andysis of important bird Sites.
Regardless of the narrowness or broadness of one’ s approach, experts will disagree. For
example, one participant in the study who was not present at the meeting suggested that Upland
Sandpiper, Burrowing Owl, Short-eared Owl, Spragu€e’ s Pipit and Baird's Sparrow should
have been discussed because they are important and characteristic prairie birds. For reasons
dready Stated, these birds were excluded from the discusson. And while one or two additiona
Stes may have been sdected by discussng Upland Plover or Baird's Sparrow, nearly dl the
stesfor the other species were captured by the 35 important bird Sites.

While wetland and upland grasdand birds are well represented in this study (9 wetland and 6
upland species were used), amgor short-coming of our work may be that none of the birds
used in Site selection were forest species. We origindly considered Connecticut Warbler,
Black-hilled Cuckoo, Red-headed Woodpecker, and Wood Duck, but rgected the first astoo
rare and peripherd, and the latter three as too common. In hindsight, we should have used the
cuckoo and woodpecker to select important woodland and forest Sites in the ecoregion.

A problem of perception may have caused the birding expertsto reject certain species of ducks
that are considered secure and common globally, but perhaps have more stringent habitat
requirements than is redized, and hence might have been good surrogate species for site
selection. These included Ring-necked Duck, Horned Grebe and Hooded Merganser. While
these species in the minds of many are quite common, their actua percent frequency across al
steswas <10 percent. Hooded Merganser in particular may have been useful as a surrogate
Species.

Findly, we bdieve that the adjusments made in the list of bird species a the Willmar meeting

resulted in a better list for discussion because people with detailed field knowledge were
involved in making the find decisons
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Secting Stes. The dte ranking by experts may not have been necessary. While it was useful
to begin adiscussion, it did not contribute beyond that. The difficulty in using the Site ranking
was that there were no standards for ranking the sites uniformly across the ecoregion. Thusin
lowaasmdl stewith asmall population of a bird species might be consdered the top Ste in the
date, while in Manitoba alarge Ste with alarger population of the same species would be
considered the province stop site. Both siteswould be given a“1” yet the two Stes clearly are
not equd.

One of the mgor problems in selecting sites was uneven knowledge of Sites acrossthe
ecoregion. The challenge was how to compare Stes to one another when no one individua
knew dl the 129 stesinitidly sdected by survey. At the meeting we depended on each expert
developing an intuitive sense of what condtitutes a Ste worth selecting for a bird species. We
were very lucky to have in attendance a the meeting birding experts from every ate and
province. Without this geographic coverage our discussion would have fdtered. More than
anything, Size and diversty of habitats seemed to color the impression the experts had of the
important bird sites. One participant Sated, “1t'sa great Ste, but not in the same league asthe
otherswe picked.” Clearly there was amentd divison between those sites that were selected
and those that were not, with experts perceiving that bird populations were “better” at the Stes
they picked.

This result could not have been achieved without the Willmar meeting. By bringing together
knowledgeabl e birders representing different areas of the ecoregion, we felt we were able to
produce more accurate and long-lasting results.

It is possible that our results were biased by survey effort, and that birding experts had smply
gpent more time garnering species at sites which ultimately became our most diverse Sites.
Since the stes with the most bird species are dso some of the largest and most habitat-rich
prairie-wetland complexes of the region, it should be expected that they contain a diverse bird
assemblage. However, some of the least diverse Stes are dso large, such as Devil’ s Parkland
(Kittson Co., MN), Chegter Hills (Polk Co., MN), and the Hankinson area of the Sheyenne
National Grasdands (ND). These particular Sites are probably under-surveyed. In generd,
though, we believe that the number of bird speciesrelative to the Sze of the Stefollowed a
species-area curve. With more accurate data on species presence and Site Size, aregression
andysis may demondrate atighly-fitting Species-area curve, and aso show that the largest Stes
have an unexpectedly high number of birds present at them. We recommend this be studied in
the future.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Breeding Bird Surveys contributed to this study in that the
Partnersin Hight scores were devel oped from an andlyss of censusroutes. However, the BBS
data are mogst accurate across entire ecoregions and larger areas. At the level of acounty or
smdler, the BBS data are imprecise and awkward for selecting important bird Stes. The
gpproach we used of identifying actud dtes and evauating their bird component is more
accurate and direct.
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More accurate Site boundaries should have been drawn for new stes before the meeting. This
may have aided in visudizing the extent of habitat at each Ste. Four additiona Stesidentified a
the meeting were drawn on screen during the meeting and participants were thus able to
visudize the extent of these aress.

Viability. The Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregional Plan (The Nature Conservancy 1998)
recommended that at least 10 Sites containing 200 individuas each be identified for rare species
under condderation in the plan. This number was in part derived from a Horida study of a
reserve system (Cox et d. 1994). It cannot be determined with certainty whether the
populations of birds & selected Stesin this sudy will remain viable over the long term.
Population viahility andyses arein their infancy, and in fact may not be accurate because of the
impossibility of caculating the extinction probability for any species (Mintaand Kareiva 1994).
We considered it more gppropriate to consder the size and persistence of bird populations as
indicative of habitat configuration and management. We hypothesize that the Stesidentified in
this study possess a greater variety of higher-quaity habitats and are of sufficient size to attract
and maintain higher populations of the bird species. These Stes may have a greater chance of
maintaining the bird community than the sites which were not selected. It may sound
paradoxicd, but we cannot say anything about the long term viability of the bird populations at
the important bird Stes, only that the habitat is suitable for consstently observing birdsin good
numbers which most likely are dso breeding.

Overall Evaluation. The gpproach of using less frequent bird species as “stand-ins’ or
surrogates for the larger bird community has merit. By using less frequent bird species, we
identified many of the largest prairie-wetland Stes in the ecoregion. Our assumption thet the 35
gtes chosen for their less frequent birds would contain many of the more frequently encountered
bird species dso isborne out (Appendix 111, Table 2). Twenty-three of these sites had >50
percent of the frequent bird species (Table 2) and additiona survey work would probably
increase the bird counts at the remaining important bird Sites (e.g., at Beaches Parkland,
Caribou Parkland, Roseau River WMA, Mentor Prairie, Pembina Prairie).

Our approach uses concepts most like the idea of “management guild” (Verner 1984, cited in
Mintaand Kareiva 1994). A “management guild” is comprised of agroup of speciesthat
regoonds smilarly to changesin their environment. Most of surrogate bird species used in this
study might be congdered a“management guild” which responds negatively to decreasesin
habitat diversty, sze and qudity. Thisidea should be investigated further by careful andyss of
life history factors for each bird species. We dso surmisethat if a Site does not possess
populations of these less frequently-encountered species, then perhaps their overal suitability for
the bird community is not good.

Heron Lake and Thielke Lake WMA had very low numbers of total birds, frequently-occurring
birds, and less frequent birds (Table 2). These sites were selected primarily for Western Grebe,
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Forger's Tern, and Franklin’s Gull, which are not necessarily tied to high-quality grasdand-
wetland complexes.

We suspect that some birds which are well represented at these Sites are integrd to the
ecosystem due to their greater abundance and wide digtribution in the Northern Tdlgrass Prairie
region. Other pecies are more vulnerable to the changes that have occurred in their habitats
and the ecoregion. Doug Johnson of the Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center in
Jamestown, North Dakota, is currently conducting research in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie
ecoregion to better understand which birds are most sengitive to changes in their habitat, and at
which kinds of Sites populations of these birds might persst over the long run. Thisinformation
will greetly aid in designing conservation approaches for each Ste. Recent research by Michadl
Merill et d. (in press) showed that the Greater Prairie-chicken has landscape-scale habitat
requirements in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregion that can be expressed in terms of land
cover usng aGIS system.

It isdifficult to produce an assessment a one point in time for amohbile group of animas, such
as birds, that variesin its distribution and abundance from year to year. One of the most striking
examples of thisisfound a Waubay Nationd Wildlife Refuge. Birding experts a the Willmar
meeting reported that a 19-foot increase in water level had dramaticaly dtered the habitat,
rendering it unsuitable for many of the birds formerly found there. Thusin one or two years
Waubay plummeted from the pogtion of the most diverse bird Site in the ecoregion to being one
of the least diverse.

Although this gpproach presented difficulties and uncertainties, we fdlt it helped us reach our

god of sdecting important bird Stes in the Northern Talgrass Prairie Ecoregion. Asacaution
to others, we do not bdieve these stes are the final word on the matter.
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PART 6. AMENDING THE NORTHERN TALLGRASS PRAIRIE
ECOREGIONAL PLAN

The 13 new stesidentified by this process will be discussed by the Northern Talgrass Prairie
Ecoregiond Planning Team and possibly added to the origina 84 sites. The point of this
gpproach was not to conserve the individua species used in the analys's, but rather to identify
gtes that maintain the bird community as awhole. Consequently our falure to identify 10 Stes
for al surrogate species does not matter since they were not the object of conservation -- the
bird community was.

Site conservation plans are needed for each of the 35 important bird sSites. These plans are
designed to address the habitat needs of species of interest, including the bird community.
Land-use issues, boundary issues, threats to the continued existence of the bird community,
landscape-scae habitat configuration issues, and management issues are considered in order to
plan for the long term surviva of species and habitats at a Ste.

The migratory bird were not dedt with adequately. Additiona information is needed asto
which species use the Stes as stop-overs during migration, and what their pesk abundanceis.
Once that information is gathered, the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregiona Planning Team will
be able to decide which, if any, of these sites should be added to the 84 stes in the ecoregiona

plan.
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