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Grassland birds are 
those species  

using grassland 
habitats during the 
breeding season 

for courtship, nesting, 
foraging,  

rearing young, and 
roosting. 



A year in the life of a grassland bird... 

Bobolink 



Winter: 
Argentina & Bolivia 



Spring: 
Northward 
Migration 





Summer: 
Wisconsin  







Fall: 
Southward
Migration 



Grasshopper Sparrow 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.larkwire.com%2Flibrary%2Fbird-sounds%2F1837%2FGrasshopper-Sparrow-songs-and-calls&ei=MvXgVKacDoaRyQSOo4KYAg&bvm=bv.85970519,d.aWw&psig=AFQjCNHTlPmSGbJ8uFe3SqKVqWehD1DC1A&ust=1424115365476440


Henslow’s Sparrow 



Clay-colored Sparrow 
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Field Sparrow 
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Savannah Sparrow 



Eastern Meadowlark 
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Dickcissel 
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Upland Sandpiper 
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Red-headed Woodpecker 



Northern Harrier 
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Greater Prairie Chicken 



Ring-necked Pheasant 



The bad news 
 

According to federal breeding bird surveys, between  
1966-2004, grassland bird populations declined dramatically in 

Wisconsin.  
 

Of those grassland species surveyed… 
 
 

77% declined significantly,  
23% were stable,  

and none showed an increase. 
Source: Sauer, et al 



































Prairie 
(0-5% canopy closure) 

Savanna 
(5-50% canopy  
closure) 

Woodland 
(50-80% canopy 
closure) 

Forest 
(80-100% canopy  
closure) 



Blue joint grass 

Ironweed 

Culver's root 

Rough blazing star Prairie dropseed 

Soil moisture gradient leads to differences 
in structure and species composition 





Fire No fire 

















Habitat Structure 

Bare dirt Shrubs <25% 
 

Horned lark 
Killdeer 

Vesper sparrow 
Grasshopper sparrow 
Upland sandpiper 
Western meadowlark 

Savannah sparrow 
Eastern meadowlark 
Bobolink 
Dickcissel 

Henslow's sparrow 
Sedge wren 

Clay-colored 
sparrow 
Field sparrow 

Vegetation height 
Time since last disturbance 

(fire, mowing, haying, grazing) 

Adapted from Dave Sample 

Grass 

Greater prairie chicken & Northern harrier  
(Umbrella species) 
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Source: Dave Sample 
 

Western meadowlark 

Le Conte's sparrow 
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Western meadowlark 
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Grasshopper sparrow: 
Abundance on private lands in the US 



More than 80% of eastern meadowlark 
habitat across the US is on  

privately-owned land. 



Less than 20% of grasslands in the US are 
publicly owned. 



Changes in farming have directly 
correlated with changes in grassland 

bird populations. 



 
 
 
 

The industrial model of 
intensive continuous 
cropping of corn and 

soybeans 

The classic dairy farm 
model of rotating  
hay-oats-corn and 

pasture 
 





Before 
European 
settlement 

Today 

Habitat fragmentation 



Grassland birds don’t just need a grassy 
territory, they need a grassy landscape. 



Grassland Landscapes 



The best conservation strategy will 
be a multi-faceted one that 

emphasizes practices on private lands: 
 

1.Changes on working lands 
2. Farm Bill programs 

3. Landscape partnerships 
4. Passionate landowners 



Thank you! 
 

More questions? 
 

Contact me at: 
william.hogseth@wisconsin.gov 


