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mile strip across Iowa from 
Davenport to Omaha. Another 
485 square miles of CRP has 
gone back to row crops since 
2007. That leads to heavy game 
bird losses over the winter. 
 
Yet where there is quality 
habitat, there are pheasants.  
 
Bill Kron owns 200 acres near 
West Branch, in Cedar Coun-
ty. On his CRP acres, he has 
grasses and wildflowers. He 
works periodic burning into 
his management routine. Al-
falfa, clover and small food 
plots of corn and sorghum en-
hance cover and food sources. 
  
“Our counts are down, but I 
can still go down a mile long 
stretch of gravel and count 10 
pheasants—more or less—on 
any given day,” says Kron.  
 
He lives within minutes of 
the two Cedar County routes 
surveyed each August by 
DNR wildlife biologists. Each 
30 mile route is along heav-
ily cropped fields, with lit-
tle year-round cover.  One 
route yielded zero pheasants 
this summer. The other tal-
lied birds in the single digits. 
 
The answer to plummet-
i n g  p h e a s a n t  n u m b e r s ? 
The birds  need a  break.  
 
“We’ve seen birds recover on 
their own, when Mother Nature 
has taken a break,” recalls McIn-
roy. “We had a severe winter in 
2001, then a wet spring. Howev-
er, pheasant numbers doubled 
after good weather patterns in 

2002 and 2003. The best thing 
Iowans can do is to maintain 
or improve habitat. We have 
habitat now that could support 
an 800-thousand pheasant har-
vest, if we could get a couple 
years of favorable weather.” 
 
Still,  only about one per-
cent of pheasant habitat is 
on public land. The DNR’s 
private lands program and 
non-government conservation 
groups, like Pheasants For-
ever, are working with private 
landowners to get more high 
quality habitat on the ground.  
 
Another feature is Iowa’s walk 
in access program, through 
which property owners are 
reimbursed for conservation 
practices and allowing hunters 
on specified acres. This year, 
1500 acres are offered. Over 
three years, that program may 
grow to 10,000 acres.
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Left without a weather 
changing device, the Iowa 
DNR and other conservation 
groups are working to im-
prove existing habitat and 
getting new habitat on the 
ground so when Mother Nature 
does relent, pheasants are in 
the best position for recovery. 
 
That work includes increasing 
habitat on private land, using 
the federal farm bill, conducting 
an Iowa legislature-sponsored 
pheasant and quail restoration 
pilot project, participating in a 

new habitat for hunting access 
pilot project and developing a 
new pheasant plan targeting 
Iowa’s various climate regions.  
 
In 2002, the DNR conducted 
a pheasant and quail restora-
tion pilot project on private 
land, primarily in four coun-
ties in southern Iowa – Clarke, 
Decatur, Lucas, and Wayne.  
The DNR paid for habitat im-
provement on about 2,500 
acres per year for five years.  
 
The study concluded in 2007 
and used spring crowing counts 
to judge the outcome.  There 
was an average of 6.4 roosters 
per stop on the managed farms, 
versus 2 roosters on unman-
aged farms. Quail counts found 
similar results - 2.3 bobwhites 
per stop on managed farms ver-
sus 0.2 on unmanaged farms. 
  
“Those numbers are not great 
by any means but what it shows 
us is that habitat will attract 
existing birds,” said Todd Bo-
genschutz, upland wildlife 
biologist for the Iowa Depart-
ment of Natural Resources. 
   
In general, most wildlife species 
do not benefit by having less 
habitat and, with grain famers 
enjoying healthy profits, the 
amount of land enrolled in the 
Conservation Reserve program 
has been shrinking each year. 
   
But  not  a l l  pr ivate  land 
h a s  g o n e  t h a t  w a y . 
  
Mike Nelson believes the 
sound of pheasant cackles 
will again be common across 


