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PHEASANT ECOLOGY AND MANAGEMENT 

Abstract 

A project started in 1994 involving the mapping of habitat used by territorial male pheasants is 
nearing completion.  Preparation of the data for analysis has been a difficult process due to 
changing personnel and the complexity of the data.  Compilation of past pheasant research in 
Idaho is being conducted and a publication is being written to be presented on the Department’s 
webpage for not only pheasants but other upland game birds. 
 

JOB 1.  COMPLETE THE 1994-1999 TERRITORIAL MALE PHEASANT DENSITY 
AND HABITAT MAPPING PROJECT IN GOODING COUNTY 

Abstract 

Surveys of pheasants (Phasianus colchicus) were conducted during the springs of 1994-1999 on 
13 1-mile sections of agricultural land in Gooding County, Idaho.  Crop reports and aerial photos 
are being used to determine cover types within the sections throughout the sampling years.  The 
data has been edited and is now being analyzed. 
 

Recommendations 

1. Analyze data. 
 
2. Prepare completion report and publish results in a peer reviewed journal. 
 

Introduction 

One aspect of pheasant ecology that may be limiting populations is habitat available for 
territorial males during spring breeding season (Robertson et al. 1993, Robertson 1996).  Males 
display in open areas adjacent to heavier cover.  The open cover provides for optimum 
displaying and attracting mates, while adjacent heavier vegetation provides escape security from 
predators (Leif 2005).  As habitat is limited in agricultural areas, densities of territorial male 
pheasants may also be limited, reducing availability for mating with females and ultimately 
reducing the population size.  Affects of habitat change can be better understood by examining 
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pheasant numbers over time as they relate to landscape change.  Relating these changes to 
territorial male densities can provide important information allowing managers to determine 
factors limiting population levels. 
 

Objective 

The objective of this project is to determine habitat cover type characteristics associated with 
territorial male pheasant densities during breeding season. 
 

Study Area 

Pheasant surveys were conducted on square mile sections (259 ha) of agricultural land in 
northern Gooding County, Idaho.  Gooding County is in south-central Idaho within the Snake 
River Plain and dominant crops include alfalfa, corn, small grain, potatoes, sugar beets, pastures, 
and beans.  Dispersed between the crops are idle areas of annual herbaceous cover, sagebrush 
(Artemisia spp.), irrigation canal banks of grass, riparian and wetland areas, and grass ditch 
banks along roads.  The topography is relatively flat averaging 1,000 m elevations.  The mean 
annual precipitation is 26.7 cm and annual temperatures average 8.7º C. 
 

Methods 

Pheasants were counted from the ground according to protocol described by Robertson et al. 
(1993) and P. Robertson (pers. comm.).  Observations were made a half hour before sunrise and 
2 hours before sunset.  Locations were plotted on aerial photos.  An effort was made to observe 
every portion of the section by moving to strategic positions, observing with spotting scopes 
and/or binoculars, and listening for crowing and wing-flapping.  Counts were conducted 3 times 
each spring, once during each of the following periods: 15-30 April, 1-14 May, and 15-31 May.  
Pheasants were classified into 3 groups: females, non-territorial males, and territorial males.  
Territorial males both crow and wing-flap during display.  All males with accompanying females 
were considered territorial.  Males displaying outside the section but within 107 m (320 ft) were 
also mapped. 
 
Field edges were mapped with hand-held global positioning systems in 1999.  These were 
overlain onto base maps of 1987 orthophoto quadrangle imagery from Idaho Department of 
Lands using ArcView (ESRI, Redlands CA 92373).  Crop types were determined from Farm 
Services Administration (FSA) databases and field edges corrected for each year from FSA’s 
annual aerial photos.  Cover types were also determined 107 m (320 ft) and 214 m (640 ft) 
outside of the sections to include territories observed outside of the section. 
 
Pheasant locations were transferred from field maps made by observers to global information 
systems (GIS) maps.  P. Robertson (pers. comm.) estimated territories were 3 ha (7 ac) in 
Nevada.  Therefore, we plotted 3 ha circles around each territorial male location so underlying 
cover can be measured. 

Results 

Thirteen sections were surveyed for pheasant densities during 1994-1999.  Data entry and GIS 
map editing is complete.  Analyzing the 1994-1999 pheasant breeding ecology data will allow a 
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better understanding of the relationship between pheasant density and cover dynamics.  This 
knowledge will allow wildlife managers to provide information to private landholders and others 
interested in managing landscapes for pheasants. 
 

JOB 2.  COMPILE HISTORIC PHEASANT RESEARCH PROJECTS AND PUBLISH 
FOR THE GENERAL PUBLIC 

Abstract 

Ring-necked pheasants are a popular game bird among Idaho hunters.  Research conducted in 
Idaho has not been adequately provided to the general public.  Compilation of the work to be 
presented on the Department’s webpage will allow interested publics to learn ecology and 
management.  This will be expanded to include all upland game birds in Idaho. 
 

Introduction 

Ring-necked pheasants are a popular game bird among Idaho hunters.  Unfortunately, 
populations have declined throughout the state and some controversy has arisen regarding the 
reasons.  Considerable research has been done to better understand pheasant population 
dynamics and the influence of various factors on pheasant numbers but has not been adequately 
presented to the general public explaining the plight of this game bird.  Creating a webpage with 
ecology and management information for each of Idaho’s upland game birds will provide the 
general public and resource professionals with much needed information.  This will be an 
ongoing project with 1-2 species added annually.  The first species highlighted will be pheasants, 
followed by greater sage-grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus). 
 

Recommendations 

1. Compile results of pheasant research in Idaho. 
 
2. Create webpage for each of Idaho’s upland game birds highlighting research conducted in 

Idaho. 
 

Objective 

Compile results of pheasant research in Idaho and publish for the general public. 
 

Results 

Results from research projects on pheasants in Idaho, including university studies, is being 
compiled and a non-technical text is being written for the general public.  Information on 
ecology and management from other literature sources is also being included.  A similar product 
for each upland game bird is being produced and will be published on the Department’s webpage 
and possibly printed as a handout.  The introductory page for pheasants is provided in Figure 1.  
Figure 2 shows the introductory and identification pages for greater sage-grouse.  The actual size 
will fit an 8.5x11 inch page in landscape orientation.  The page is formatted to be downloaded 
and printed with enough space on the top margin to accept a 3-ring binder. 
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Figure 1.  Introductory webpage for pheasants in Idaho. 
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Figure 2.  Introductory and identification webpages for greater sage-grouse in Idaho. 
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FEDERAL AID IN WILDLIFE RESTORATION 
 

The Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Program consists of funds from a 

10% to 11% manufacturer’s excise tax collected from the sale of 

handguns, sporting rifles, shotguns, ammunition, and archery equipment. 

The Federal Aid program then allots the funds back to states through a 

formula based on each state’s 

geographic area and the number of 

paid hunting license holders in the 

state. The Idaho Department of 

Fish and Game uses the funds to 

help restore, conserve, manage, 

and enhance wild birds and 

mammals for the public benefit. 

These funds are also used to

educate hunters to develop the skills, knowledge, and attitudes necessary 

to be responsible, ethical hunters. Seventy-five percent of the funds for 

this project are from Federal Aid. The other 25% comes from license-

generated funds. 
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