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a couple of days ago, I no-
ticed a hen along Highway 
151 in Jones County with 
four or five little meadow-
lark sized heads bobbing in 
the grass beside her; in all 
likelihood a second or third 
nesting attempt.

The first week of August 
is the target week for the 
200 routes. DNR wildlife 
workers and conserva-
tion officers start at dawn. 
Heavy dew, calm winds 
and clear skies are the pre-
ferred weather conditions. 
They pull pheasants out 
of the wet fields and on 
to the sunny gravel roads 
to dry their feathers. The 
rural gravel stretches usu-
ally mean fewer vehicles, 
too. An oncoming car can 
push birds back into the 
ditches, messing up the 
count for the next couple 
of miles. Surveyors cruise 
down the road at about 15 
miles an hour, marking off 
the number of birds they 
see, size of the birds and 
brood sizes. Frequently, a 
mowed hayfield will show 
off a few more. Farm lanes 
and crossroads sometimes 
yield a bird or two.

The goal is consistency. 
There is no dream of count-
ing every pheasant in the 
county. As the routes are 

run with the same meth-
ods and under the same 
conditions, trends develop 
from year to year. “We 
see the influence of cold, 
wet Springs,” says Little. 
“When CRP (the 1980s 
land-idling Conservation 
Reserve Program) came in, 
we saw pretty substantial 
changes.” That popular 
conservation program sent 
pheasant numbers up-
ward, with the substantial 
habitat provided on the 
idle acres. Populations of 
other wildlife species also 
rebounded.

With CRP restricted in 
the last farm bill, 800,000 
Iowa acres returned to 
cropland. And the results 
showed during hunting 
season. Mild winters and 
adequate spring weather 
pushed back the inevitable. 
In 1999, though, the ham-
mer fell. “Last year we 
predicted a downturn,” 
explains Little. “We pre-
dicted the pheasant harvest 
would dip below a million 
to about 900,000 birds. And 
we came in right below 
900,000.”

We could see the results 
on a local scale. “The birds 
were definitely related 
to any grassland or CRP 
ground that we had,” not-

ed Davis. “Any hayfields 
or CRP adjacent to the 
road seemed to hold birds. 
Small brushy creeks and 
draws seemed to be good 
spots, too.”

Putting his chart away, 
we headed home. Another 
10 or 12 uncountable birds 
ducked off the road edge 
as we cruised by. Maybe 
things are looking up this 
year….at least on one route, 
on one day.


