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PART 1.  NORTHERN TALLGRASS PRAIRIE ECOREGIONAL PLANNING

In November 1995, The Nature Conservancy unveiled a new organizational vision in
Conservation by Design:  A Framework for Mission Success  (The Nature Conservancy
1996a), thus committing  the Conservancy to act in a way that would “generate the greatest
conservation impact in the shortest possible time.”  The goal of its conservation work was now
to ensure “the long-term survival of all viable native species and community types through the
design and conservation of portfolios [i.e., a select group] of sites within ecoregions.”  To
secure long term viability of the biota, the Conservancy would work to protect “multiple, viable
or recoverable” examples of species and communities, and also by sustaining or restoring the
ecosystem patterns and processes they need to survive.

Those sites that are higher in quality, and contain many examples of “unprotected” species and
natural communities, as well as those that appear to be “sustainable” over the long run were
hypothesized to potentially return the greatest rewards for the least conservation effort.

To this end the Conservancy began using ecoregions (large geographic areas with similar 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
“conservation 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 goal”) that must be secured for a species or natural community to be
considered “protected,” and lay out the data needed to complete the assessment.

Information from the “assessment” was used in the second stage of ecoregional planning -- the
“design” stage.  In November 1996, certain members of the eventual design team met to lay
groundwork for the design stage.  The final 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” was to use
information from the assessment stage to select sites which collectively met the conservation
goals for each species and natural community.  Further discussion and modifications to the
portfolio thereafter resulted in the identification of 84 sites in the Northern Tallgrass 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 surveys for viable examples all
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 selecting sites to represent the bird community of the
ecoregion.  In the future additional sites will be selected to represent the full spectrum of aquatic
species and habitats.
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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 all 84 sites by itself.  This requires that
the 84 sites become the focus of conservation work by as many individuals and groups as
possible, requiring a great amount of understanding, cooperation, resources and time, with the
portfolio design and ecoregional plan (The Nature Conservancy 1998) serving as a blueprint for
conservation work in the meantime.
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PART 2.  RATIONALE BEHIND THE APPROACH

The purpose of this report is to document the steps in selecting the most important bird areas
(hereafter called “important bird sites”) within the Northern Tallgrass Prairie ecoregion, and to
identify those sites that, to the best of our current knowledge, contain regularly occurring,
breeding populations of certain bird species which together represent the larger bird community
residing in the ecoregion.  Briefly, we used birds of intermediate abundance in the ecoregion to
identify important bird sites which, taken together, might sustain the bird community of the
ecoregion.

The Conservancy already 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
animals found in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie ecoregion will be found on the many sites which
possess outstanding examples of prairie and parkland communities -- sites which were selected
for their exemplary northern mesic tallgrass prairie community, northern cordgrass wet prairie,
etc.  Sites for rarer species 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 considered 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 all sites, regardless of their condition, size or habitat variety, and not require
any attention.  However, the rarest species cannot be dealt with using this approach.  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 sites which represent the bird community, we needed to examine individual
populations and distributions of specific bird species.  However, by treating these species as a
group we attempted to identify sites that should capture the most common species and many of
the less common species, perhaps because the sites are of a better overall quality than others in
the ecoregion (e.g., larger size, greater variety of habitats, favorable management).  This is an
untested assumption, but our data indicate there may be validity in it.

A number of assumptions underlie this approach.  The first is that a select group of birds can be
“indicators” for the larger bird community.  This is problematic (Minta and Kareiva 1994).  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 always rare species that defy
classification and must be treated separately.  Birds that travel widely and use large territories
for feeding likewise are difficult to pigeonhole and correlate with an indicator guild.
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Second, it is assumed that regular sightings by birding experts and a presumption of breeding
success can constitute evidence of long term viability at a site.  The Conservancy defines
viability (TNC 1996b) for individual species and natural community types as comprised of three
factors:  size (numbers of individuals, acres of community), condition (e.g., uncut old growth,
undisturbed island populations of prolific terns), and landscape context (i.e., whether the
surroundings are “hostile” or “friendly” to the populations or communities).  Noss and
Cooperrider (1994) emphatically state “With few exceptions, populations on the order of
thousands of individuals appear necessary for long-term persistence.”  In our study of important
bird sites, we were not able to evaluate the population sizes involved because of limited time
and resources.  We defined viability in terms of 1) the condition of the birds at a site (Were they
regularly present and presumed to be breeding?), and 2) the extent and diversity of habitat
found at a site (as evaluated by expert birders).  The extent and diversity of habitat refers to the
core habitat constituting a site, and not to the surrounding areas which provides a “landscape
context” for the site.

A third assumption is that the selected sites together will maintain populations of all bird species
in the ecoregion.  This is an untested way to view bird conservation in the Midwest, but it
extends naturally from the Conservancy’s ecoregional 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
Tallgrass 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 survival of the bird
community in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie ecoregion.  The rare bird species would be
protected at those few identified sites where they occur.  (In practice, however, few sites for the
rare species were selected in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie ecoregion, and none met the criteria
for long term viability.  These species were American White Pelican, Piping Plover, Interior
Least Tern, and Baird’s Sparrow.  In all cases, no high-quality, viable examples were identified.
Conservation of these species is expected to take place in other ecoregions where there are
higher quality, viable examples.)
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PART 3.  METHODS

We employed a survey and a meeting to obtain data for this analysis.  Our approach consisted
of several steps (Figure 1).

Figure 1.  Process for identifying important bird sites.
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Preparation.  We identified 46 species of birds to consider for analysis (Appendix II).  At this
stage we worked closely 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
birds if they bred in the region (Eckert 1994, Janssen 1992, Jones 1990, U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service 1998, and Jan Green personal communication) and met one of the following criteria:

The species is threatened overall in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie.
Received a Partners in Flight (PIF) overall rank of 20 or more for Physiographic Area 30 or
40 (Partners in Flight 1997a, 1997b), or was listed as endangered, threatened or special
concern in Manitoba, North Dakota, Minnesota or Iowa.

The Northern Tallgrass Prairie is important habitat for the species.
Species received a Partners in Flight prioritization score of 4 or 5 in the category IA (area of
importance) for Physiographic Area 30 or 40.

The species’ relative abundance is low in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie.
Received a Partners in Flight prioritization score or 4 or 5 in the category RA (global relative
abundance) for Physiographic Area 30 or 40.

The species’ population is declining in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie.
Received a Partners in Flight 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
simply due to rarity, when in fact its populations may be important to conserve the genetic variety
represented at the edge of a species range.

The Northern Tallgrass 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 Alexandria Moraine.  (For details on this
discrepancy, contact David Mehlman, The Nature Conservancy, Eastern Regional Office,
Boston, Massachusetts.)  We did not consider the difference important because we viewed this
process as one of successive approximation; that is, the PIF/Conservancy regions and PIF
scores led us to 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 believe that the slight difference in ecoregional 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 Ecoregional Plan were mapped at
1:1,000,000 scale.  Major roads, streams, lakes, as well 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 already
knew, similar to the process of making contacts in a chain-letter.



7

Survey.  A list of the potential bird species and pre-identified sites were sent to 52 local bird
experts in the form of a matrix table (Appendix I).  The 1:1,000,000 scale site maps were
included in the survey packet.

The bird experts were asked to fill in the species-site matrix according to these instructions:

1.  In the matrix, select up to 10 sites for 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 sites that support consistent breeding populations of the birds, write the site
names in the matrix table and mark their locations on the map.

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

We entered data from the returned surveys and performed a simple analysis to produce
materials for a meeting of the birding experts.  We calculated the percent presence of each bird
species across all sites and sorted the bird species from the most frequently occurring to the
least frequently occurring species.  We also calculated the percentage of all birds in the study
recorded at each site, and sorted the sites from the one having the greatest number of species
present to the one with the least.  We mapped all new sites nominated by the birding experts,
adding these to the 84 sites already identified in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregional 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 virtually the entire ecoregion.  As a
result it was easier to evaluate all the sites on an equal basis by having discussions among the
experts as sites 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  �33 percent of
all sites (See Appendix II).  As we 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 at many sites in the ecoregion without
specifically selecting sites to represent them; and 2) they may be better able to utilize lower-
quality sites than 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.  Finally, we asked that at least one site be selected in each
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ecoregional 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 distribution of sites for each bird species under discussion (Appendix VI). Initially each site
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
questionable persistence year-to-year”).  As sites were selected, they were highlighted in red,
thus creating an emerging picture of the distribution of important bird sites.

The experts had been given a list before the meeting which showed the ranking of each site for
each bird species based on the survey results.  This ranking gave an indication of the relative
importance of each site.  For example, Felton Prairie was given a rank of “1” by several experts
for several of the bird species.  The purpose of this list was to initiate discussion.  For most bird
species being considered, the bird experts selected 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 all birds had been discussed and sites selected, we asked the experts to review the list of
sites (Appendix III) and identify additional sites that may have been overlooked as important
bird sites.

In the meeting’s final moments we asked this knowledgeable group to identify sites that they
believed were important during the migratory period.  We did not record the reason why a site
was nominated due to lack of time.
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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 study, 16 were found at >33 percent of all sites
(Appendix II).  These included many characteristic birds of grasslands 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 sites in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie ecoregion.  In
addition, the birding experts at the meeting felt these species occurred too frequently in the
ecoregion and beyond and would not be useful in selecting sites.  (But see Part 5, “Selecting
Bird Species.”)

Twenty-nine birds were found at �33 percent of the sites (Appendix II).  These included
grassland and prairie wetland birds that appear on rare species or watch lists; for example,
Wilson’s Phalarope, Marbled Godwit, Greater Prairie-chicken, Yellow Rail, Loggerhead
Shrike, Chestnut-collared Longspur, Trumpeter Swan, Henslow’s Sparrow, Burrowing Owl,
Bell’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 also
decided not to discuss the U.S. federally-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
Ecoregional Plan.  The birding experts also declined to discuss several other species because of
their rarity in the ecoregion (See Appendix II).  Birds that required large territories or that
changed territories from year to year (e.g., Northern Harrier, Swainson’s Hawk) were not
discussed because effective conservation of these species would not be primarily site-based but
rather dependent on landscape-scale land-use issues.  Golden-winged Warbler was dropped
from further consideration because no sites were nominated having consistent populations which
were likely breeding.

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

Selection of Sites.  We documented a total of 129 sites in this study (Appendix III, Figure 2)
including 66 new sites nominated by the birding experts.  Nearly all the new sites are public
lands managed for wildlife and recreation.  The 129 sites ranged from large, continuous
expanses of native habitat (e.g., Caribou Parkland) to sites which until fairly recently were
cropland (e.g., Dismal Swamp WPA).  Because we began with a long list of bird species, the
survey of birding experts produced a long list of sites--including degraded and non-native sites--



10

nominated because of the presence of one or a few bird species on our list.
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Sites containing the most bird species included many large, familiar prairie and waterfowl areas
of the ecoregion, such as Agassiz National Wildlife Refuge, Felton Prairie and Rothsay Prairie in
Minnesota, the Sheyenne Delta of North Dakota, the Delta Marsh in Manitoba and Waubay
National Wildlife Refuge in South Dakota.

The experts identified 35 important bird sites from the list of 129 sites (Figure 3).  Of these, 13
sites were not identified in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregional Plan (Appendix III).  The
acreage figures for these new sites come from two sources:  the managed area acreage and the
site boundary acreage.  Hence the size of new sites displayed in Appendix III may be
misleading.  The new sites having small acreage will likely be shown to have larger acreage after
a site boundary is determined.

Review of Additional Sites.  As a check against our preliminary results, the birding experts
reviewed the list of sites in order to determine if any of them had inadvertently been overlooked
as an important bird site.  They did not think any additional sites should be added, but suggested
that the Hankinson unit of the Sheyenne National Grasslands required a survey and that it should
probably be included with the larger block of the National Grasslands.  They also
recommended that some sites be combined with others:  Hillman WPA should be added to the
Upper Minnesota River Valley (which also includes Chippewa Prairie, Plover Prairie, Big Stone
National Wildlife Refuge, and Lac Qui Parle WMA); Jemmerson Slough with Kettleson
WMA/WPA; and O’Farrell - Reyelts WPA with the Spring Grove - Summit site.  A final
decision on site combinations will be made by the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregional
Planning team.  (See Part 6.)

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

Conservation Efficiency of the Selected Sites.  We performed a simple analysis (without
statistics) to obtain an indication of whether using surrogate bird species in site selection would
capture sites representing the larger bird community (Table 1).  Those birds that

Table 1.  Conservation efficiency of important bird sites.

Category # of sites with
>75% of birds
in category

# of sites with
50-74% of birds
in category

# of sites with
25-49% of birds
in category

# sites with
0-25% of birds
in category

% of birds >33%
frequency (n=16)

12 11 6 2

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

% of birds �33%
frequency (n=30)

0 5 15 11
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we considered “more common” (>33% frequency over all sites) 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 all 46 birds used in the study, it appears the
important bird sites failed to capture high numbers of all 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
species that, for reasons already discussed, cannot be adquately represented in a site-based
conservation approach.

At first glance it appears that the “less common” birds (�33% frequency over all sites) 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 sites.  What of the remaining 15 “less common”
bird species?  These included the raptors and owls dependent on land use practices at 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 Swan.  This
leaves Hooded Merganser, which in hindsight might have been used as a surrogate species.

One final word on this topic.  It is probably certain that the commonest bird species (e.g., Song
Sparrow, Red-winged Blackbird) -- comprising the majority of species in the ecoregion -- are
represented at the important bird sites.

In summary, we feel 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 a few known locations.  A different approach
is needed for these species.

Identification of Migratory Bird Sites (Optional).  Experts at the meeting identified 19 sites
as significant stop-over points during the migratory period (Appendix VII).  Due to the greater
ease of visibility of migratory birds in or near water, aquatic sites were nominated more
frequently than terrestrial sites.
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PART 5.  EVALUATION OF THE APPROACH

Selecting 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 barriers to bird distributions.  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 species to use in this
analysis.  We used state-threatened and endangered species and watch list species to develop
our initial list.  We “cast a wide net” then culled based on whether a bird was �33 percent
frequent among all sites, and finally reviewed the list with birding experts.  While it may appear
inefficient to develop a broad list initially, in the long run it helps to satisfy the desire to not
overlook any possible species that should be included in an analysis 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, Sprague’s Pipit and Baird’s Sparrow should
have been discussed because they are important and characteristic prairie birds.  For reasons
already stated, these birds were excluded from the discussion.  And while one or two additional
sites may have been selected by discussing Upland Plover or Baird’s Sparrow, nearly all the
sites for the other species were captured by the 35 important bird sites.

While wetland and upland grassland birds are well represented in this study (9 wetland and 6
upland species were used), a major short-coming of our work may be that none of the birds
used in site selection were forest species.  We originally considered Connecticut Warbler,
Black-billed Cuckoo, Red-headed Woodpecker, and Wood Duck, but rejected the first as too
rare and peripheral, 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 experts to reject certain species of ducks
that are considered secure and common globally, but perhaps have more stringent habitat
requirements than is realized, 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 actual percent frequency across all
sites was <10 percent.  Hooded Merganser in particular may have been useful as a surrogate
species.

Finally, we believe that the adjustments made in the list of bird species at the Willmar meeting
resulted in a better list for discussion because people with detailed field knowledge were
involved in making the final decisions.
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Selecting Sites.  The site ranking by experts may not have been necessary.  While it was useful
to begin a discussion, 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.  Thus in
Iowa a small site with a small population of a bird species might be considered the top site in the
state, while in Manitoba a large site with a larger population of the same species would be
considered the province’s top site. Both sites would be given a “1” yet the two sites clearly are
not equal.

One of the major problems in selecting sites was uneven knowledge of sites across the
ecoregion.  The challenge was how to compare sites to one another when no one individual
knew all the 129 sites initially selected by survey.  At the meeting we depended on each expert
developing an intuitive sense of what constitutes a site worth selecting for a bird species.  We
were very lucky to have in attendance at the meeting birding experts from every state and
province.  Without this geographic coverage our discussion would have faltered.  More than
anything, size and diversity of habitats seemed to color the impression the experts had of the
important bird sites.  One participant stated, “It’s a great site, but not in the same league as the
others we picked.”  Clearly there was a mental division between those sites that were selected
and those that were not, with experts perceiving that bird populations were “better” at the sites
they picked.

This result could not have been achieved without the Willmar meeting.  By bringing together
knowledgeable 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 simply
spent more time garnering species at sites which ultimately became our most diverse sites.
Since the sites with the most bird species are also 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 sites are also large, such as Devil’s Parkland
(Kittson Co., MN), Chester Hills (Polk Co., MN), and the Hankinson area of the Sheyenne
National Grasslands (ND).  These particular sites are probably under-surveyed.  In general,
though, we believe that the number of bird species relative to the size of the site followed a
species-area curve.  With more accurate data on species presence and site size, a regression
analysis may demonstrate a tighly-fitting species-area curve, and also show that the largest sites
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
Partners in Flight scores were developed from an analysis of census routes.  However, the BBS
data are most accurate across entire ecoregions and larger areas.  At the level of a county or
smaller, the BBS data are imprecise and awkward for selecting important bird sites.  The
approach we used of identifying actual sites and evaluating their bird component is more
accurate and direct.
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More accurate site boundaries should have been drawn for new sites before the meeting.  This
may have aided in visualizing the extent of habitat at each site.  Four additional sites identified at
the meeting were drawn on screen during the meeting and participants were thus able to
visualize the extent of these areas.

Viability.  The Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregional Plan (The Nature Conservancy 1998)
recommended that at least 10 sites containing 200 individuals each be identified for rare species
under consideration in the plan.  This number was in part derived from a Florida study of a
reserve system (Cox et al. 1994).  It cannot be determined with certainty whether the
populations of birds at selected sites in this study will remain viable over the long term.
Population viability analyses are in their infancy, and in fact may not be accurate because of the
impossibility of calculating the extinction probability for any species (Minta and Kareiva 1994).
We considered it more appropriate to consider the size and persistence of bird populations as
indicative of habitat configuration and management.  We hypothesize that the sites identified in
this study possess a greater variety of higher-quality habitats and are of sufficient size to attract
and maintain higher populations of the bird species. These sites may have a greater chance of
maintaining the bird community than the sites which were not selected.  It may sound
paradoxical, but we cannot say anything about the long term viability of the bird populations at
the important bird sites, only that the habitat is suitable for consistently observing birds in good
numbers which most likely are also breeding.

Overall Evaluation.  The approach 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 sites in the ecoregion.  Our assumption that the 35
sites chosen for their less frequent birds would contain many of the more frequently encountered
bird species also is borne out (Appendix III, Table 2).  Twenty-three of these sites had >50
percent of the frequent bird species (Table 2) and additional 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
Minta and Kareiva 1994).  A “management guild” is comprised of a group of species that
responds similarly to changes in their environment.  Most of surrogate bird species used in this
study might be considered a “management guild” which responds negatively to decreases in
habitat diversity, size and quality.  This idea should be investigated further by careful analysis of
life history factors for each bird species.  We also surmise that if a site does not possess
populations of these less frequently-encountered species, then perhaps their overall 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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Forster’s Tern, and Franklin’s Gull, which are not necessarily tied to high-quality grassland-
wetland complexes.

We suspect that some birds which are well represented at these sites are integral to the
ecosystem due to their greater abundance and wide distribution in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie
region.  Other species 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 sensitive to changes in their habitat, and at
which kinds of sites populations of these birds might persist over the long run.  This information
will greatly aid in designing conservation approaches for each site.  Recent research by Michael
Merrill et al. (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 using a GIS system.

It is difficult to produce an assessment at one point in time for a mobile group of animals, such
as birds, that varies in its distribution and abundance from year to year.  One of the most striking
examples of this is found at Waubay National Wildlife Refuge.  Birding experts at the Willmar
meeting reported that a 19-foot increase in water level had dramatically altered the habitat,
rendering it unsuitable for many of the birds formerly found there.  Thus in one or two years
Waubay plummeted from the position of the most diverse bird site in the ecoregion to being one
of the least diverse.

Although this approach presented difficulties and uncertainties, we felt it helped us reach our
goal of selecting important bird sites in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregion.  As a caution
to others, we do not believe these sites are the final word on the matter.
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PART 6.  AMENDING THE NORTHERN TALLGRASS PRAIRIE

    ECOREGIONAL PLAN

The 13 new sites identified by this process will be discussed by the Northern Tallgrass Prairie
Ecoregional Planning Team and possibly added to the original 84 sites.  The point of this
approach was not to conserve the individual species used in the analysis, but rather to identify
sites that maintain the bird community as a whole.  Consequently our failure to identify 10 sites
for all 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 sites.  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-scale habitat configuration issues, and management issues are considered in order to
plan for the long term survival of species and habitats at a site.

The migratory bird were not dealt with adequately.  Additional information is needed as to
which species use the sites as stop-overs during migration, and what their peak abundance is.
Once that information is gathered, the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecoregional Planning Team will
be able to decide which, if any, of these sites should be added to the 84 sites in the ecoregional
plan.
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