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but have declined steadily since 
1992. 

 
Even in its heyday, with hunt-
ers consistently harvesting 
more than 1 million roosters 
annually, clouds hung over 
Iowa’s pheasant population.    
Since 1962, populations and 
brood size have declined.  
Changes in farming practices 
greatly reduced grassy field cor-
ners and fence rows.  Advances 
in seed genetics nearly elimi-
nate weeds and allow crops 
to be planted closer together.   
But weather is THE major factor 
influencing pheasant numbers.   
Cold, snowy winters reduce 
marginal habitat and concen-
trate pheasants and preda-
tors.  By spring, much nest-
ing habitat is reduced to road 
ditches, terraces and grassed 
water ways, where spring rains 
flood nests and drown chicks.  
“The bottom line is weather 
trumps all when it comes to hen 
survival and nesting success,” 
said Bogenschutz.  “Tell me the 
amount of snowfall, the amount 
of rain and the temperature in 
the spring, and I can tell you 
if pheasant counts will be up 
or down that summer. The 
weather models are that accu-
rate.  We are now in a weather 
pattern of five consecutive 
winters with heavy snow and 
springs with lots of rain. That 
has not happened in 50 years.” 
 
Sidebar: As the Pheasant Popu-
lation Goes, So Go the Hunters 
Iowa hosted 30,000 to 50,000 
nonresident pheasant hunt-
ers in years past. They stayed 

for days in small town ho-
tels, ate in the cafés down the 
street and bought supplies 
from local stores; a multi-mil-
lion dollar shot in the arm 
for small town Main Street.    
 
“It was pretty common to 
see hunters from Michigan, 
Georgia, Texas and every state 
around us,” said Rich Jor-
det, law enforcement supervi-
sor for the DNR in northwest 
Iowa.  “I remember check-
ing hunters from 14 differ-
ent states on opening day.” 
 
Nonresident license sales also 
provided a boost in Iowa’s 
Fish and Wildlife Trust Fund.  

Pheasant Plunge to Current 
Status; Where We Are Now:

An extra inch or two of 
spring rain. A few more inches 
of winter snow. Each by itself 
raises short term concern for 
Iowa pheasants. Strung togeth-
er over multiple years, though, 
they spell major trouble for 
Iowa’s pheasant population, as 
well as our tradition of pheas-
ant hunting and the economic 
boost it provides rural Iowa. 
 
Heading into the 2011 sea-
son, biologists are forecast-
ing a record low harvest of 
ringnecks—again. Not that 
many years ago, it was normal 
for hunters to take a million 
birds a year; often well above 
that. This year, the projected 
harvest is 150,000 to 200,000. 
 
Why the plunge? The pri-

mary factor is one we cannot 
change…the weather. Coming 
out of the 2010-2011 winter, 
Iowa marked five years in 
a row of average statewide 
snowfall over 30 inches. That 
causes heavy mortality among 
overwintering pheasants. In a 
half century of standardized 
data collection, Iowa pheas-
ant numbers never have in-
creased in a year following a 
winter with 31 inches of snow.  
 
Add an April-May hatching 
period with over eight inches 
of rain—the fourth time in 
five years—and survival of 
chicks from those remaining 
hen pheasants dropped drasti-
cally, too. Iowa sees an aver-
age of seven inches of rain 
during that nesting period. 
In the last 50 years, only once 
has there been a significant 
increase in pheasant numbers, 
when eight inches or more fell. 
 
“A lot of folks will remember 
back to bad winters we’ve had 
in Iowa before,” agrees Mark 
McInroy, wildlife research tech-
nician for the Department of 
Natural Resources. “However, 
they forget that we have never 
had five consecutive years of 
bad winter/spring combina-
tions. There hasn’t been a chance 
for our pheasants to recover.” 
 
Throw in loss of good habitat—
especially winter cover—and 
pheasant survival faces a triple 
whammy. From 1990 to 2005, 
Iowa lost 2,500 square miles of 
Conservation Reserve Program 
(CRP), hay and small grain 
lands. That equals an eight-


