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yet another record, and 654,000 of 
them — 241 percent more than av-
erage — settled in the U.S. North-
ern shovelers also set a record at 
4.6 million, 98 percent higher than 
the long-term average. Shoveler 
numbers actually dropped across 
the eastern Dakotas, but rose dra-
matically in the prairie provinces 
and the western Dakotas.

The mallard breeding population 
rose less than some observers ex-
pected, still a very respectable 9.2 
million, with 3.4 million of those 
in the U.S. Surveyors counted 18 
percent more canvasbacks than a 
year ago; gadwalls were the third 
highest ever; and scaup climbed to 
the highest level since 1999, which 
is still 15 percent below average.

Species of concern are the Ameri-
can wigeon, which fell 14 percent 
from last year to 2.1 million and 
is now 20 percent below average, 
and green-winged teal, off 17 
percent to 2.9 million but still 47 
percent higher than average.

While the USFWS Fall Flight 
Forecast has yet to be completed, 
the number of nesting ducks bodes 
well for strong numbers once birds 
migrate south in the fall. Kansas 
hunters only need to hope for rain 
to ensure that birds stop as they 
migrate south this fall.

KDWPT FINDS LESSER 
PRAIRIE CHICKENS 
OUTSIDE CURRENT 

RANGE
Computer modeling system re-

veals previously unknown breed-
ing grounds

The Kansas Department of Wild-
life, Parks and Tourism (KDWPT) 
recently used Maximum Entropy 
(MaxEnt) modeling software to 
target searches for lesser prairie 
chicken leks (breeding grounds) 

outside their current range in 
northwest Kansas. MaxEnt model-
ing can identify areas with a high 
probability of lek occurrence by 
analyzing presence-only data (not 
absence data), making it an ideal 
method for analyzing lek survey 
data.

“We used MaxEnt to identify 
areas that had a relatively high 
probability of occurrence outside 
the lesser’s known range and tar-
geted those areas to survey,” says 
Jim Pitman, small game coordina-
tor for KDWPT. “Finding chickens 
outside the known range allows us 
to more accurately delineate the 
range and better target conserva-
tion programs to ensure they are 
being implemented in areas where 
chickens have the best chance to 
benefit.”

The targeted surveys were suc-
cessful in locating new lek sites 
and resulted in KDWPT extending 
the historic lesser prairie chicken 
range 30 miles north. Despite high 
winds making it difficult to detect 
leks, the biologists found both 
lesser and greater prairie chickens 
and greater/lesser prairie chicken 
hybrids, called “guessers,” present 
on 11 leks well outside the cur-
rent known range of the species. 
They also located 23 leks occupied 
solely by greater prairie chickens 
and three leks in which species 
composition could not be identi-
fied.

To determine the probability of 
lek occurrence, the MaxEnt model 
compares a given set of landscape 
characteristics at known lek sites 
to areas where lek occurrence is 
unknown. The landscape char-
acteristics include features that 
could influence lek site selection 
by the lesser prairie chicken, such 
as vegetation type, anthropogenic 
features, and elevation. The re-
sults showed that both biological 

type — such as vegetation — and 
anthropogenic features — such as 
highways — were important in 
predicting where leks occur.

To identify areas for new lek sur-
veys, the MaxEnt results were fil-
tered to include only areas with a 
high probability of lek occurrence 
that overlapped native grassland 
or CRP in Ellis, Trego, Graham, 
Sheridan, Rawlins, and Thomas 
counties. These high-probability 
areas were then connected creating 
15- to 20-mile routes that biologists 
could search.

Historically, the lesser prairie 
chicken was found throughout 
western Kansas, but over time 
its range receded due to habitat 
loss and degradation. The federal 
Conservation Reserve Program is 
given much credit for the species’ 
apparent stability in western Kan-
sas, and the new software model is 
helping identify the extent of that 
stability, or perhaps even growth.

“MaxEnt is working really well, 
and we feel comfortable that this 
model is doing a good job of 
predicting where lessers occur,” 
Pitman explains. “Since we don’t 
have the manpower to survey 
every square inch of potential 
range, MaxEnt will be very use-
ful for targeting our surveys, and 
most importantly, conservation 
programs in the future.”

Because of the success of the KD-
WPT MaxEnt model, the Western 
Governors Association (WGA) is 
supporting state wildlife agencies 
from Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, 
New Mexico, and Colorado in 
developing a range-wide lesser 
prairie chicken support system 
that incorporates MaxEnt mod-
eling results, along with other 
products.
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