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Pheasant  
habitat benefits 

a diversity of  
wildlife!



History of Pheasants in Michigan

• 1895: 1st birds released 

• 1918:  Dept. Conservation releases birds

• 1925: 1st hunting season

• 1940s & 50s

– 1 million roosters harvested annually

– 1.4 million in 1944

• 1960s – Populations decline

• 1986-94: Sichuan pheasants released

• 2010: Low of 27,000 roosters harvested



Why Have Pheasants Populations Declined?

There are a variety of reasons…



Primary reasons for the decline:

• Habitat loss due to changing agricultural practices
– Loss of small grains & hay

– Herbicides

– Wetland loss

• Habitat loss due to human developments

• Natural Succession



Natural Succession:



Natural Succession:



Natural Succession:

Photo was taken ~3 years 
ago…now a storage facility

Urban sprawl has taken 
much of Michigan’s original 
pheasant habitat!



As Grass Stands Age …………

……. bird numbers tend to decrease

3-5 years

7-10 years

Years



“But, but, you all had been working on habitat for 
years…and I still didn’t find many birds!”



Pheasant Management Needed 
To Change!

We couldn‘t continue on the 

same pheasant management 

trajectory and expect different 

results.



Why Didn’t Previous Efforts Work?
• Lack of:

– Cohesive plan, identified habitat priorities & 
focus areas

– Cooperation between groups

– Funding & staff 

– Habitat management



How Can We Impact Pheasants?

• Habitat is the key to 
building populations.

• It takes landscape 
scale effort to make 
an impact.

• Partners and a plan 
were needed to bring 
back the birds!



Restoring Habitat…Together!



Pheasant Restoration Initiative

• Use sound science to 
identify priority areas & 
ID limiting factors.

• Focus limited resources 
to get the biggest “Bang 
for the Buck.”

Starting Point:



MPRI Goals:

• 1. Identify partners

• 2. Develop priority areas

• 3. Create a plan

• 4. Identify funding sources

• 5. Add “boots on the ground” 

• 6. Increase hunting access & opportunities

• 7. Evaluate & modify as needed



Goal 1: Identify Partners



Goal 2. Identify Priority Areas
• Pheasants require an open agricultural 

landscape

– Minimal forest (< 20% of a township size area)

– Focus habitat in close proximity to other 
grasslands 



Ideal Pheasant Landscape:



Limited Potential for Pheasants…
(Great for deer & turkey management)



Using Technology to ID Priority Areas:



Pilot Priority Counties

- Huron, Sanilac, Tuscola
- Clinton, Gratiot, Saginaw
- Hillsdale, Lenawee, Monroe

Priority State Game Areas 
identified within each priority area

MPRI Priority Areas



Goal 3. Develop a Habitat Plan to 
Bring Back Wild Pheasants

• Habitat is key to pheasant abundance:
– Target priority areas with staff & funds 
– Avoid creating islands; consider adjacent lands
– Develop landowner cooperatives to impact 

habitat on a landscape scale
• Hub and spoke

MPRI Habitat Goals: 
– Impact 200,000 acres in 10 Yrs

• Public land: 10,000 acres
• Private lands – the key to success!



Evaluate & Impact Habitat on a 
Landscape Scale



Establish Wild Pheasant Restoration 
Areas (WPRA)

• Landowner Cooperatives to impact landscape  
& minimize “habitat islands” 

• Identify 10,000+ acres focus area (16 sq/mi)
• Monitor impact of restoration 



Wild Pheasant Restoration Areas: 

• Minimum 1,200 acres habitat

–35 to 70% Nesting Cover

–25 to 50% Winter Cover

– 5 to 20% Winter Food

• Less than 20% forest



Landowner Cooperative Benefits:   

• Larger impact on a targeted area

• Increased hunter satisfaction

• “Neighbors helping neighbors”
• Trusted source of information

• Share info about technical assistance & cost-share 

• Strengthen ties in the local community
• Recruit new volunteers & supporters

• Help identify potential projects for partners
– Volunteer labor, equipment



Nesting Habitat:
The key to building pheasant numbers!



Brood Rearing Habitat



Large blocks of nesting cover are key!



Nesting Cover Recommendations:

• Ideal size is 30 to 100 acres

• Minimum 5 to 10 acres

– Small plots create predator traps!

• Plant blocks 

– Avoid linear strips

• Do not mow:

• May 1 to July 15

• After September 1

• Locate within one mile of quality winter cover



Natural succession changes habitat quality quickly, so we cannot plant the 
habitat and just walk away!



Prescribed fire every 3 to 6 years maintains healthy, diverse 
native grasslands.



Disking & inter-seeding set back succession & 
maintain diverse grasslands 



Disking & Inter-seeding Results:



Winter Habitat:
Michigan’s 2nd priority



Winter Cover Recommendations:
1.  Switchgrass:

• 5 to 10 acre (or larger)
• Plant in blocks, avoid linear strips <100’ wide

– Wider is better!

• Do not plant near woodlots, fencerows, etc.
• Minimum of one wintering area per quarter township

2. Restore wetlands:

3.  Brushy fencerows:
• Minimum 6 to 8 rows
• Remove existing tall trees (> 15’ tall) 
• Mix conifers & fruit bearing shrubs
• Plant a diversity of shrubs (including persistent winter fruits)

• Locate on edges, avoid fragmenting fields



Winter Food:
Michigan’s 3rd Priority



Food Plot Benefits:

Food & Cover

Photos by Roger Hill

• Reduce exposure to predators & the elements
• Attract birds to winter cover  
• Supplemental food

• Increase survival
• Improved hen health

Easy targets for predators!



Food Plot Recommendations:

• Always locate food plots adjacent to winter 
cover

– Reduce exposure & predation

• Winter accessible grain

– Corn, grain mixture, sorghum???

• 2 acres food per 80 acre habitat

– Consider deer

• Plant one acre right instead of 2 acres wrong!



How it all fits together:

40 acre farm



Existing CREP

Tallgrass 
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7 acres CREP + 33 acres SAFE

5 acres switchgrass

19.6 acres tallgrass

8.4acres shortgrass

40 acre farm

Neighbor:
Nesting cover

Food plots



Goal 4: Identify Funding Sources
• Existing Sources:

– USDA Farm Bill programs, USFWS, DNR, PF, etc.

• Identify new sources:
– New hunting license package 

• Habitat Grants, Private Lands Program, FBB’s, SGA Projects 

– cSWG Grants

– VPA-HIP Grant

– Other grants: RCPP, GLRI

• Encourage Partners to Invest:
– Habitat projects 

– Staff positions  - Coop Coordinator, FBB’s



Financial Assistance Brochure



Goal 5: “Boots on The Ground”

• DNR Private Land Biologists in 2011

• 3 FBB’s in Priority Areas Since 2011

• 5 additional FBB’s added since 2014

• New Landowner Coop Coordinator in 2015

11 new staff in 5 years…

…The BEST is Yet To Come for MPRI!



Goal 6: Increase Hunting Access & 
Improved Hunting Opportunity



Is Hunting Access Important?

• Lack of access causes declining hunter 
participation

• Hunter recruitment & retention

– Small game hunting is where most hunters 
traditionally started

• North American Model of Conservation

– Hunters pay for wildlife conservation!



Hunting Access Program



• 2011: VPA-HIP grant $900,000

– Tripled enrollment 17,353 acres by 2013

– HAP website & Mi-Hunt maps

• 2014 VPA Grant: $1.2 million

– Expand to 25,000 acres

– EUP for sharp-tailed grouse

– Habitat restoration on HAP lands

• 2015 VPA Grant: $1 

– Expand to NLP

– Full-time coordinator

Hunting Access Program:



HAP Maps

Available on:
• HAP website 
• Mi-Hunt



Great concept, Mike, but is it really working?



2015 Results:

• MPRI partners received 10 DNR Wildlife Habitat 
grants totaling $395,360

• 3,485 acres enhanced/restored on public land

• 4,500 acres enhanced by DNR Private Lands Biologists

• FBB’s assisted 200+ landowners

• $1.2 Million VPA grant to continue HAP expansion.     
- Enrollment increased to 20,000 acres.

• Landowner Co-ops having local impact; New 
Coordinator position organized by partners



Planting the 1st Project:
Maple River State Game Area (2011)

Restoring Habitat 
Together!

Local volunteer 
planting a prairie field…

…DNR staff planting the 
other half



Are We Having an Impact on 
Public Lands?

Two happy labs, a happy hunter, and a not so lucky state 
land rooster!  



Impact on Private Lands:



Private Land Results!



Partners recognizing the significance of the MPRI!





MPRI is a Model for All Species

• A unique partnership between a diversity of 
partners working as equals

• Target effort and dollars where they have the 
most impact

• Landscape impact on both public & private 
lands.

• With limited funding, partnerships are the 
future of wildlife management!



“You know what, I think the partners are on     
to something here!”



Questions?

www.michigan.gov/pheasant


