


Life History

Breedingusually beginsin early spring when the days become
longer (April), but they continue to breed through July. Pheasants
are polygamous; thus, one rooster will mate with many hens. The
male establishes a “crowing territory” and the hens establish a
nest site where suitable cover exists. Nests are located in shallow
depressions on the ground and are lined with grass and forbs.
Hens will lay 10 to 12 rich olive brown or green buff eggs at a
rate of one per day. Two hens may use the same nest, resulting
in large clutches. Nests are often destroyed by farm machinery,
flooding or predators. Hens may abandon a nest but will usu-
ally try to re-nest and produce a second clutch of eggs. Nest
success averages 40 percent to 60 percent. After an incubation
period of 23 days, chicks are hatched. They are precocial and can
walk from the nest and begin to forage immediately. Chicks are
able to run within minutes of hatching and develop quickly from
feeding upon a protein-rich insect diet. They are able to fly short
distances within 7 days of age. They are unable to regulate their
temperature for the first few days of life and are dependant on
the hen who will brood them. During this period, chicks can die
of exposure during periods of wet, cool weather. Chicks remain
with the hen for up to 7 weeks. Hens will use a “cripple bird” act
to lure predators away from chicks. The hen attempts to lead the
chicks into areas with abundant insects (i.e. forb rich habitat). At
7 weeks of age, young pheasants molt their juvenile feathers and
begin to develop adult plumage and coloration. Chick survival
averages 50 percent. The average life span for male ring-neck
pheasants is 10 months; females live approximately 20 months.
However, this varies considerably based on the quality of habitat
and the severity of winter weather. In some years, more than 90
percent of adult pheasants survive the winter, but in other years
it can be as low as 20 percent survival, especially in poor habitat.

Food/Water

Both adult pheasants and chicks will eat insects such as
grasshoppers, crickets, leafhoppers and caterpillars during the
springand summer months. Waste grains of crops such as wheat,
sorghum, cornand sunflowers are readily used inthe falland winter.
Seeds from native forbs and legumes (and some grasses) such as
ragweed, sumpweed, native sunflowerandfoxtail are also important
falland winter foods. Green vegetation—including grasses, native
legumes and alfalfa—are consumed year-round when available.
A pheasant’s diet will provide an adequate amount of water, thus
ponds and other water sources are not needed, although they will
be utilized if available, especially during periods of drought.

Habitat Requirements

Pheasants utilize grass fields consisting of big and little blue-
stem, Indiangrass, side oats gramma, switchgrass and native forbs
for nesting. Cover such as dense grasslands and Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP), shelterbelts, overgrown road ditches and
fence rows, field edges and corners, and shrubby odd areas are
all utiized for winter cover. Various agricultural practices impact
nesting cover, winter cover and the pheasant's diet. Practices
such as no-till farming, strip cropping, field bufters, delayed hay-
ing and low to moderate cattle stocking rates are beneficial to
pheasants. Additionally, minimizing the use of herbicides and
pesticides is beneficial. CRP land is highly preferred habitat for
pheasants—particularly for nesting and winter cover—but can
provide all habitat requirements, including brood rearing cover, if
managed correctly. Shelterbelts are used during severe winters.
Pheasant habitat can be brokeninto three broad categories, which
are nesting, brood rearing and winter habitat.

Nesting

Nesting cover is often limiting for pheasants, particularly
in areas with intensive farming. Pheasants nest in dense grass
cover. As pheasants nest early in the summer, it is important that
residual grass cover remain from the previous growing season.

Dense grass cover such as this native CRP field provides
excellent nesting habitat for pheasant.

Thus, some areas should not have been hayed or heavily grazed
during the previous season. Most pheasants have nested by mid
July, although May and June is the primary nesting period. To
maximize pheasant nesting habitat, avoid disturbance to nesting
areas as late as feasible into the summer. Consider maintaining at
least 10 percent of your property in good nesting cover. However,
the more nesting cover present, the more pheasant reproduction
you can expect. If possible, nesting cover should be arranged in
large blocks, preferably of at least 40 acres to reduce predation
of pheasant nests. Alfalfa can provide good nesting cover; unfor-
tunately, it can have a negative impact on nesting success as the
first cutting of alfalfa hay usually occurs during the peak nesting
season, which will destroy nests. When haying grass, consider
raising the mower to a height of 10 inches so birds can still nest
inthat area. When haying alfalfa, consider leaving 50-foot buffers
around the edge of the field for nesting areas. Where crops are
grown, simply maintaining grassy field borders and corners will
provide at least some nesting habitat. Although not a substitute
for permanent native grass cover, winter wheat in rotation can
provide early nesting cover as it is usually in large blocks, is
dense during the nesting season, and is typically not harvested
untif early summer. The use of stripper headers also leaves taller
wheat stubble for additional nesting attempts and brood-rearing
cover in the summer. Additional acreage of grass, such as CRP
fields or native pastures, also will provide nesting cover. In native
pastures, make sure that your stocking rates are low enough that
dense grass cover exists during April to July. Plan prescribed fire
so at least one-third of your potential nesting cover is unburned
during any year.

Brood Rearing

Brood rearing habitat is crucial for pheasant reproduction.
Pheasant chicks feed almost exclusively on insects during the
first few weeks of life. To increase the abundance of insects, a
site should have abundant forbs and legumes. Some forbs and
legumes complete their life cycle early in the season, others late.
Also, precipitation influences which plants are abundant from year
to year. Thus, it is important for brood habitat to have a diverse
plantcommunity, so thatthroughout the summer there will be insect
and seed bearing plants present. Some agricultural plants, such
as alfalfa, have high numbers of insects as well, assuming that
pesticides are not used and haying is not conducted during the
brood rearing season (May to August). Harvested winter wheat
can provide brood rearing cover provided the stubble is more than
10inches, remains undisked through the summer, and herbicides
are not applied to control summer weeds. Wheat stubble and
annual forbs provide cover, insects, and seed for pheasant adults
and chicks. The structure of the brood habitat also is important.
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Field buffers around crop fields increase the carrying capacity
of the land for pheasants. Wider buffers (more than 60 feet)
planted to diverse mixes of native grass, forbs, and legumes
can be used by nesting hens and broods. Additionally, birds
can forage in the adjacent crop residue during the winter
especially if native shrubs are present in the buffer (Photo by
Jason Sykes, Pheasants Forever).

* Inareasdeficientinforbs, smalllinearfood plots can be planted.
Alfalfa is a top choice for Oklahoma as it is drought tolerant,
persists for muitiple years, harbors high insect abundance,
and is not invasive. Two or more annual grain food plots can
also be rotated such that one gets planted while the other is
fallow (volunteer grain and native annual forbs will establish.).

* Windrows and tree rows can be beneficial to pheasants dur-
ing extreme winter weather. However, the presence of tall
trees within native prairie is very detrimental to many native
wildlife. Species such as the prairie chicken will avoid tall
vertical structures such as trees. Thus, plant low growing
dense shrubs if woody cover is limited. During most winters

Cover type rating for pheasants in Oklahoma.

This waterway, was planted to amixture of native warm season
and native cool season grasses, such as switchgrass and big
bluestem, rather than introduced grasses. After establish-
ment, it will provide good nesting cover for pheasants and
excellent winter and travel cover as it provides a lot of edge
for pheasants to feed in adjoining crop fields while still be-
ing close to cover (Photo by Jason Sykes, Pheasants Forever).

in Oklahoma, dense CRP fields are sufficient for wintering
birds.

* Minimize the use of pesticides and herbicides. Pheasants
require insects and forbs.

» Utilize no-till farming so pheasants can feed on waste grain.
Additionally, the stubble provides some cover for feeding birds.
In conventionally tilled farming, delay tillage until spring.

For more information on pheasant biology, habitat manage-
ment, available programs to manage your property, or to speak
with the closest biologist, please contact Pheasants Forever at
www.pheasantsforever.org or call (877) 773-2070.

Cover Type Nesting Cover Brood Rearing Food Value Winter Cover
corn poor fair excellent fair
winter wheat good good good poor
grain sorghum poor fair excellent excellent
forage sorghum poor excellent good excellent
alfalfa good excellent excellent poor
native grass with forbs and legumes excellent excellent good good
weeping lovegrass good fair poor good

old world bluestem fair fair poor fair
grassy waterway fair fair poor fair
roadside ditches fair fair fair fair
abandoned farmstead good good fair good
shelterbelt fair fair fair excellent
fenced playas and ponds excellent good fair excellent
weedy corners and buffers good excellent good good

Notes:

«  Winter cover ratings for annual grains {corn, winter wheat, grain sorghum and forage sorghum) are for crops left standing. Harvested crops with standing stubble

would rank lower.

« Nesting cover rating for alfalfa is based on unhayed alfalfa. Alfalfa fields hayed during April-June would be rated as poor.

« Brood rearing and food rating for native grass assumes there is a good mix of forbs and legumes and that periodic disturbance is taking place to produce food

plants and decrease ground litter.
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