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Grasslands cover more than 40% of Earth’s land
surface and are the most converted, yet least
protected, biome worldwide (Hoekstra et al. 2005).
As a guild, grassland birds have declined more
rapidly than birds of any other habitat type in North
America (Herkert 1995). These statistics might be
expected to generate a lot of attention to
conservation in this biome; however, just as
ignorance about one of the most strident prairie birds
gave rise to its scientific name, Sturnella neglecta
(Audubon 1840), knowledge regarding the ecology
and conservation of grasslands and grassland birds
lags behind that of other ecosystems.

For example, a search of ISI Web of Knowledge®
research turned up less than one third the number
of papers about grassland (1445) as forest (5200)
birds. Given that 30% of Earth’s surface is forested,
but 40% is, or was, grassland, per unit area, almost
five times more research has been reported about
forest birds compared with grassland birds. Perhaps
it is little wonder, then, that attributes of species’
natural histories, such as territory size of Vesper
Sparrows (Pooecetes gramineus; Jones and
Cornelys 2002), remain unknown or uncertain.

Nonetheless, knowledge about the ecology and
conservation of grassland birds is increasing.
According to the ISI Web of Knowledge®, there
was a steady increase in publications on birds
generally between 1985 and 2010, from 3678 to
8171. Between 1985 and 1998, fewer than 100

papers on grassland birds were published each year;
however, this number increased sharply in 1999 and
has continued to increase (Fig. 1). Prior to 1991, less
than 1% of papers on birds published annually used
grassland as a keyword, but this rate at least doubled
since 1999 (Fig. 1), suggesting a significant increase
in effort and productivity since the mid-1990s. In
particular, patch-size sensitivity (e.g., Winter and
Faaborg 1999, Johnson and Igl 2001) and habitat
selection (e.g., Madden et al. 2000) by grassland
birds are now better understood.

This marked increase in research is intriguing for
what it may reveal about the importance of key
papers that stimulate interest in particular problems
or groups of species. Just four years prior to this
sharp increase in publications of grassland birds,
roughly the minimum time to establish, conduct,
and report new research, Herkert (1995) published
An analysis of Midwestern breeding bird population
trends: 1966-1993. With data from the Breeding
Bird Surveys, he demonstrated that, as a group,
abundance of grassland birds declined across
Midwestern North America more than birds
associated with any other type of habitat; among
species, similar trends were both large and
pervasive, with more than 50% of grassland bird
species declining by more than 50% in abundance
between 1966 and 1993.

A decade and a half has passed since Herkert’s paper
brought further attention to the plight of grassland
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Fig. 1. Peer-reviewed publications on grassland birds between 1985 and 2010 as cited in ISI Web of
Knowledge®.

birds, catalyzed an increase in research, and
established a legacy of interest in the conservation
of grassland birds. The time seemed right for Avian
Conservation and Ecology to focus on a collection
of recent research about the ecology and
conservation of grassland birds, with the hope that
the benefits of these publications would extend
beyond the knowledge gained from any one study.
The papers published in this special feature fall into
two general categories: studies that (a) directly
addressed effects of vegetation management on
grassland birds, or (b) sought to fill some of the
knowledge gaps that have hindered development of
species-specific management plans for grassland
birds.

Shustack et al. (2010) addressed an area of both
current theoretical and empirical interest, and of
conservation concern. They evaluated how
agricultural practices, specifically mowing,
mediated effects of vegetation and landscape
structure on habitat selection by Bobolinks
(Dolichonyx oryzivorus) and Savannah Sparrows
(Passerculus sandwichensis), over time scales of
just a few weeks. They found that the scale at which
habitat structure was influential changed with field
management practices and over time, adding to
knowledge of variation in spatial (Wiens 1989,

Johnson and Igl 2001) and temporal (Winter et al.
2005) scale on inferences about effects of landscape
change on avian behavior. From a management
perspective, the conclusions are enlightening and
frustrating; if the management objective is to
minimize risk to birds from anthropogenic activity
throughout the breeding season, more detailed
understanding of how birds respond to local
environments may be required to develop robust
recommendations appropriate at local spatial and
short temporal scales.

Norment et al. (2010) and Harrison et al. (2010) both
addressed the effects of a common, but surprisingly
understudied, agricultural activity, livestock
grazing, and did so in unique habitats. Effects of
livestock grazing can vary regionally to the extent
that some species select, avoid, or are neutral to
grazing, depending on local conditions (Bock et al.
1993). The pastures and haylands of New York State
(Norment et al. 2010) and the intermountain
semidesert region of British Columbia (Harrison et
al. 2010) differ from the Great Plains, where much
of what is known about effects of livestock grazing
on birds in North America originates. Nevertheless,
Harrison et al. (2010) and Norment et al. (2010)
concluded that livestock management is compatible
with the conservation of a number of grassland bird
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species, consistent with many studies from the
Northern Great Plains (e.g., Bareiss et al. 1986,
Kruse and Bowen 1996, Koper and Schmiegelow
2007).

From a scientific perspective, the implications of
these results contrast with that derived from
Shustack et al. (2010). Rather than necessarily
requiring ever more detailed local information, in
space and time, to derive robust management
recommendations, these replicated studies across
grazing systems in different ecosystems suggest
basic principles that may transfer despite
differences in details at local scales. From a practical
perspective, this is important because grassland
birds should benefit directly when agroeconomies
are sound, such that landowners benefit from
financial incentives or restored market signals that
prevent conversion of grasslands to row crops.
Livestock grazing may provide another example of
win-win ecology (Rosenzweig 2003). Although the
benefits of cattle grazing are now widely accepted
among grassland ecologists, some ranchers,
agronomists, and land managers remain distrustful
of conservationists. Providing opportunities for
broad-scale scientific collaborations with landowners
might go some distance to building trust between
conservationists and the users of prairie ecosystems.

Other papers in this special feature addressed
population dynamics at the level of vital rates.
Dinsmore et al. (2010) demonstrated that population
growth by Mountain Plovers (Charadrius
montanus) was most strongly influenced by adult
survival, particularly perhaps during migration.
Compared with nest and nestling survival, when
individuals are relatively more sedentary, survival
away from breeding areas is a difficult demographic
parameter to estimate for many populations of small
birds. With respect to conservation, the thought of
addressing survival during migration is daunting,
given vast areas, numerous jurisdictions, and
diverse risks faced by migrating individuals.

Dreitz (2010) similarly addressed adult mortality in
Mountain Plovers during the posthatching stage.
Mortality risks were similar between sexes and
among habitats, but plovers were more likely to
move away from native than agricultural habitat.
Typically, the opposite is the case (e.g., Fisher and
Davis 2011), but there are other counterintuitive
examples that non-native habitat may be similar or
better than native habitat. For example, there was
little difference across a range of reproductive

parameters of Savannah Sparrows and other
grassland passerines between native and non-native
habitats (Kennedy et al. 2009); similarly, chick
survival in Sharp-tailed Grouse (Tympanuchus
phasianellus) was similar in landscapes dominated
by native plants compared with landscapes
dominated by crops (Manzer and Hannon 2008). In
some instances, again, there may be opportunities
to conserve species through collaborations with
agricultural land users. Science can inform about
which agricultural practices are beneficial or
neutral, and why; among those agricultural
activities that negatively affect grassland birds, it
can inform societal choices about the nature of the
available trade-offs.

Because not all agricultural practices are inevitably
harmful (e.g., Harrison et al. 2010, Norment et al.
2010), knowing which practices are and might
require intervention, can help to conserve the
intellectual energy of the scientific conservation
community to address other worthy and complex
issues, such as those presented by migration
mortality (Dinsmore et al. 2010) or intra-annual
variability in land management (Shustack et al.
2010). Where a lack of information about natural
history is needed to enable conservation, scientists
need to work systematically to fill those knowledge
gaps (Villard and Nudds 2009).

Whether conservation progress follows, based on
what scientists learn, is likely to depend on building
trust between the conservation science community,
landowners, managers, and other stakeholders. One
reason for lack of trust may be that prescriptive
management recommendations made by well-
meaning conservationists have sometimes been
widely adopted by equally well-meaning ranchers,
only later to be questioned by ecologists. For
example, rotational grazing programs have been
introduced across North America by a range of
conservation organizations and through government
prairie revitalization programs (e.g., Alberta
Riparian Habitat Management Society 2011,
Wildlife Conservation Society 2011). However, a
recent, widely cited literature review demonstrated
that the weight of evidence suggests that rotational
grazing is not necessarily superior to continuous
grazing, a position expressed in the literature since
at least 1951 (Briske et al. 2008). Unfortunately, the
potential conservation benefits of rotational grazing
were presented to the ranching community, not as
hypotheses to be tested, but as known facts; it is
perhaps little wonder that confusion and lack of trust
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results when such “facts” turn out not to be facts
after all.

Perhaps if the conservation science community
recognizes, embraces, and communicates the means
to reduce uncertainty through research, in the form
of active adaptive management, it will go a long
way to opening doors for meaningful two-way
conversation and respectful dialogue (McCarthy
and Possingham 2007; e.g., Koper et al. 2008). It
will only be through development of collaborations
with the communities who own and manage the
habitat used by the majority of North American
grassland birds that complex hypotheses about
factors affecting grassland birds can be addressed
and resolved.

One day, Grass, Sky, Song, by award-winning
naturalist and author Trevor Herriot (2009) may
prove to be the catalyzing force for grassland bird
conversation that Rachel Carson’s (1962) Silent
Spring proved to be for the environment generally.
In any case, the relatively stable numbers of
publications about grassland birds since the
mid-1990s suggest that biologists are continuing to
focus attention on this group of species.

Responses to this article can be read online at:
http://www.ace-eco.org/vol6/iss1/art6/responses/
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