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ABSTRACT

Weeping lovegrass (Eragrostis curvula) has been established on over one million scres
of Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) lands in the Southern High Plains of Texas.
Weeping lovegrass has been sugpested to have minimal value as wildlife habitat, but Jittle
research is available to support this claim. We conducted nest searches during June and
July 1996 and June 1997 to determine nesting activity in burned and nop-burned weeping
lovegrass CRP. Ten nests of three different species were located, nine in non-burned areas
and one in burned areas. Although few nests were located, this study documents use of
weeping lovegrass as nesting habitat by Cassin’s sparrow, a species declining throughout its
range, during drought. Prescribed burning did not improve weeping lovegrass for nesting
habitat for at least one vear after burning due to reduced cover.

KEYWORDS: dimophila cassinii, Conservation Reserve Program, fire, prescribed
burning

Populations of many grassland nesting birds have recently declined and habitat loss
has been considered the major cause (Johnson and Schwartz, 1993; Peterjohn et al,, 1995),
The CRP was initiated in the 1985 Food Security Act to protect highly erodible lands,
reduce crop surpluses, improve water quality, and enhance wildlife habitat (Bartlett,
1988). Land seeded to nativ sin CRP benefitted grassland nesting birds by providing
suitable nesting and brood-rearing habitat (Berthelsen and Smith, 1995; Johnson and
Schwartz, 1993), In addition to native grasses and other exotics, more than one million
acres of weeping lovegrass were seeded during CRP on the Southern High Plains of
Texas. Although weeping lovegrass is considered poor wildlife habitat, little research has
been conducted to determine its value as wildlife habitat, Prescribed burning is commonly
applied to weeping lovegrass to improve hivestock production (Dahl and Cotter, 1984).
However, avian nesting activity in weeping lovegrass and the impacts of prescribed burning
on nesting activity 1s unclear. Our objective was to describe avian nesting activity
burned and non-burned weeping lovegrass CRP in the Southern High Plains of Texas.
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Table 1. Mumber of nests located in non-burned and burned weeping lovegrass

area is in parentheses.

Mests Located

Sampling Date  Cassin’s sparrow  Mourning dove Total
number
4 June 1996 3 1 0 4
25 June 1996 3 0 (hH 4
31 July 1996 o 0 0 0
26 June 1997 1 ] 0 2
METHODS
This study was conducted in 1996 and 1997 i central Lynn County, TX. Average

annual precipitation is 20 inches, with most precipitation occurring in April, May, Seplem-
ber, and October (NOAA, 1996). Annual precipitation in 1996 prior to burning was 577
below the long-term average. After burning, rainfall was 33% below the long-term average
for April, May, and June. Precipitation in 1997 was 94% above average from 1 January
to 1 June (NOAA, 1997).

The 360 acres of CRP were seeded to weeping lovegrass in 1989, and was divided
into 12, 21 acre plots. Six randomly selected plots were burned independently in April
1996 and six non-burned plots were evaluated as controls. During burning, maximum
air temperature was 73°F, minimum relative humidity was 26%, average wind speed was
10 mph, and average fine fuel load was 6050 Ib/acre. Nesting cover in each plot was
characterized by vertical structure, which was measured to the nearest 2-in segment at
25 points within each area using a Robel pole (Robel et al., 1970). Sighting distance to
the Robel pole was 13 ft and measurements were read from 3.3 ft above the soil surface.
Vertical structure was measured before burning in April 1996, immediately after burning,
3 months after burning (July 1996), and 15 months after burning (July 1997).

Mest searches were conducted on 4 June, 25 June, and 31 July 1996, and 26 June
1997 using a modified flushing rope (Labisky, 1957} and cable-chain device (Higgins et
al., 1969), Ralph et al. (1993) indicated this technique is an effective method for estimating
nest density in open grassland habitats. The 250 ft rope, with five 2.5 ft lengths of 3/8
in diameter chain attached, was stretched to an effective sampling length of 200 ft between
two vehicles. Three spotters walked behind the rope to determine flushing locations of
birds, and nests were found by systematically surveying {lushing locations. The rope was

-agged through the central 10 acres of the plot to avoid potential bias of edges. Nesting
species were identified by plumage, song, identification of eggs at the nest, and visual
observation of the nests during incubation. Sampling areas on 25 June 1996 and 26 June
1997 provided a comparison for nest densities in 1996 and 1997 In 1997, 5 acres were
sampled per plot.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Ten nests of three species, Cassin's sparrow (Aimophila cassinii), mourning dove
{ Zenaida macrowray, and common nighthawk (Chordeiles minor), were located in the study
area on four sampling dates (Table 1), All nests were located in non-burned areas, except
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Table 2. Vertical structure (in) of non-burned and burned weeping lovegrass
CRP prior to burning (April 1996 Pre fire), immediately after burning
(April 1996 Post fire), 3 months after burning (July 1996), and 15
months after burning (July 1997),

Sampling Periods

April 1996 April 1996 July 1996 July 1997
Sampling Area (Pre fire) (Post fire)
inches
Non-burned 8.3 & 08 83 + 0.8 83+ 08 126 = 0.4
HBurned 8.3 + 0.8 04 + 0.1 24 = 04 9.1 + 04

for the common nighthawk on 25 June 1996. Nesting cover, as estimated by vertical
structure, was lower on burned areas than on non-burned areas for all post-burn sample
periods (Table 2}. In 1996, non-burned areas averaged 2.5 times more vertical structure
than burned areas, which likely explains the preference for nesting in non-burned rather
than burned areas. However, vertical structure on burned areas 15 months after burning
was similar to non-burned areas at the initiation of the study.

Conservation Reserve Program grasslands seeded to native grasses have benefitted
many grassland nesting bird species (Berthelsen and Smith, 1995; Johnson and Schwartz,
1993). In the Southern High Plains, CRP seeded to native grasses had Cassin’s sparrow
nest densities of at least 3 nests/acre {Berthelsen and Smith, 1995). In contrast, weeping
lovegrass CRP in our study had one Cassin's sparrow nest to every 60 acres, which was
consistent during a drought year as well as a wet vear. Several species such as the
grasshopper sparrow {(Ammodramus savannarum) and western meadowlark (Sturnella
neglectay that commonly nest sympatrically with Cassin’s sparrow in native grass stands,
in roadside ditches (Bock and Scharf, 1994), and in CRP seeded to native grasses (Ber-
thelsen and Smith, 1995}, were absent in CRP seeded to weeping lovegrass. However,
this CRP grassland was bordered by cotton {Gossypium hirsutum) on three sides, which

o

provided minimal nesting habitat for grassland birds. Aside from about 700 acres of

adjacent CRP, the nearest perennial grassland was more than 3 miles away, which may
help explain the low nest density. Although few nests were found, this study documents
use of weeping lovegrass as avian nesting habitat during a drought, and Cassin’s sparrow
nesting in late June, later than is reported for this species in the Southern High Plains.
Additionally, Cassin’s sparrow males used marestail (Conyza canadensis) and sunflowers
{(Helianthus spp.) for perching following breeding display flights in the open grassland
habitat since no woody plants were avai

Management practices such as prescribed burning do not apparently improve weeping
lovegrass for avian nesting habitat in the short term, either because insufficient thermal
cover remains or inadequate vertical structure is present after a fire. The lack of adequate
vertical structure on burned areas, or the close proximity of non-burned areas with greater
vertical structure apparently deterred nesting for at least two nesting seasons after burning,
Managers considering seeding perennial grasses in this area should evaluate species other
than weeping lovegrass if providing habitat for grassland nesting birds is a management
goal. However, in many situations, weeping lovegrass is the best multiple-use choice for
soil conservation, forage production, and livestock production on sandy soils in the
Southern High Plains. Additionally, fire in semi-arid enviromments should be applied in
a mosaic array to provide nesting habitat in nearby non-burned areas. Land managers

Texas Jowrnal of Agriculture and Natural Resouwrces, Vol, 12, 1999

16




should recognize the potential impacts of burning to grassland bird nesting habitat in
non-native semi-arid grasstands for at least two nesting seasons following burning.
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