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Prairie Chickens in ND

• Not always in ND! 

• Expanded to ND: 1870-1880s

• Small ag provided food supplements

• Throughout state (except Badlands)

• Peak: 1890-1930s (Johnson and Knue 1989)

• Declines: 1950s

• Rare: 1970s

• Current Range: Eastern ND/Red River Valley



Sharptails in 
ND

• Native to ND

• Found throughout the state 

• Generally common but less 
so in Grand Forks County

 



Grand Forks County, ND



History and Conservation Efforts

• 1968: Ed Bry plea for land/$/support to 
manage for prairie chickens in the alkali area 
of Manvel, ND in GF county

• 1968-1977: Grand Forks Co.
• Prairie Chicken WMA north and south units
• Stewart Lake WPA
• Kellys Slough NWR

• 1972: Sharptails surveyed for first time on 
PCWMA
• 1972: 52 males
• 1981: 118 males
• 1991: 9 males 



History and Conservation Efforts

1980: 
• Sheyenne Grassland: Held only 

substantial population in state (~1980)
• Chickens disappeared in GF Project Area

1980s/1985: CRP and habitat for chickens?
• NDGF: 3,314 acres
• State Land Dept: 1,300 acres
• Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs): 

3,400 acres
• Federal extension agreements: 400 

acres
• CRP (10-year): 34,310 acres but 

quality?
• Total: 46,676 acres

Potential for Bry’s plan to build the 
habitat and then restoration could occur. 



Translocation Study – 
Grand Forks
Huschle and Toepfer 2020
1992-1998
Translocated 414 prairie chickens to ND



Successful response…initially
Huschle and Toepfer 2020



Followed by steady decline

Huschle and Toepfer 2020





Habitat 
changing

• Wet cycle

• Flooding, wetlands, cattails

• Shrubs/Wood vegetation 

• Russian Olive and other woody vegetation 

• Tile draining 

• Flood patterns, grass conversion



UND Surveys: 2019

Chickens:
• 29 male prairie 

chickens survey area
• 42 total (M, F, U)
• 10 leks with chickens
• 4 pure, 6 mixed leks

Hybrids: 
• 6 total
• 4 males

Sharptails: 
• 132 males
• 289 total (M, F, U)



Loss of Chickens - 2022
Chickens:

• 7 male prairie 
chickens 

• 4 mixed leks

• 0 pure booming 
grounds!

Hybrids: 

• 16 total

• 14 males

• 8 leks

Sharptails: 

• 294 males

• 544 total (M, F, U)



2023
Chickens:

• 5 male prairie 
chickens  (7 total)

• 4 mixed leks 

• 0 pure booming 
grounds!

Hybrids: 

• 13 total

• 10 males (3 Unk)

• 8 leks

Sharptails: 

• 319 males

• 561 total (M, F, U)



Sharptails 



Competition

• Sharptails aggressive to chickens (Sparling 1981)

• Limited breeding opportunities (Augustine and Trauba 2015)



Lek “take over”

Prairie Chickens

Prairie Chickens with 
small sharptail lek nearby

Prairie Chickens ↓ with 
↑ sharptails and hybrids

Prairie Chickens Hybrids Sharptails

Prairie Chickens disappear. 
Sharptails take over and 
hybrids only remaining sign 
of chickens



Hybridization 



Hybridization 

• Perfect storm of decreasing chickens, increasing sharptails → hybridization



Photos: J. Kolar, NDGF

Hybrids are Viable
• But males unlikely to have much reproductive success (Augustine and Trauba 

2014)



Is there a 
population 
impact?

• Maybe?

• ↓ productivity in 1 or both 
populations as a result of hybrid 
offspring (Allendorf et al. 2001, 
Ottenburghs 2021)



Hybridization 
beyond 
Galliformes

•Anseriformes (e.g., mallard complex)

•Passeriformes 

•Charadriiformes 

Max McCarthy
https://ebird.org/species/x00004



Observations – Grand Forks 

• North of Hwy 2
• Significant public lands

• Active management limited

• Lots of woody encroachment

• Sharptail hunting closed

• South of Hwy 2
• Private lands with active grazing 

and haying

• Less woody encroachment

• Sharptail hunting open



Conclusions and Questions

• Shift from prairie chickens to sharptails 

• Grassland habitat loss

• Wet period 

• Increased woody encroachment

• Western Minnesota next? 

• Increased hybridization

• Two small populations → competition and opportunity

• Hybrids a symptom of a larger problem? Succession?

• Product of shifting populations?



Conclusions and Questions

•Coexist in some places? 
•What is unique about those 

places?
• Is there a threshold in 

population sizes that leads to 
lek competition and 
hybridization? 
•When does it become too late 

for chickens? 
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Questions? Comments? 

Email: susan.felege@und.edu
Twitter: @FelegeLab

mailto:susan.felege@und.edu
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