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Abstract

Traditional management of sand sagebrush (Artemisia filifolia) rangelands has emphasized sagebrush control to increase forage
for livestock. Since the 1950s shrub removal has been primarily achieved with herbicides. Concerns over declining lesser prairie-
chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus; LPC) populations have led to increased scrutiny over the use of herbicides to control
shrubs. The objective of our research was to describe changes to LPC habitat qualities following chemical control of sand
sagebrush in northwest Oklahoma. Study pastures ranged in size from 10 to 21 ha. Five pastures were sprayed with 2,4-
dichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2,4-D) in 2003 (RECENT), five were sprayed with 2,4-D in 1984 (OLD), and four received no
treatment (SAGE). We measured habitat structure (sagebrush cover, sagebrush density, visual obstruction [VO], and basal grass
cover), and dietary resources (forb density, forb richness, and grasshopper density) in all pastures from 2003 to 2006. OLD and
RECENT pastures had less sagebrush (cover and density) and VO than SAGE pastures. OLD pastures produced more annual
forbs than either SAGE or RECENT pastures. SAGE pastures had more perennial forbs than RECENT pastures. Herbicide
application reduced protective cover while providing no increase in forb abundance in RECENT pastures. Our results indicated
that it may take several years to realize increases in annual forbs following application of 2,4-D. However, loss of protective
cover may persist for multiple years (20+ yr), and removal of sagebrush did not increase forb richness or grasshopper
abundance. Thus, 2,4-D may have limited use as a habitat management tool because it takes numerous years to reap the benefit
of increased forb abundance while reducing habitat structure in the long term.

Resumen

El manejo tradicional de pastizales de artemisa (Artemisia filifolia) ha enfatizado el control de artemisa para aumentar el forraje
para el ganado. Desde los 1950s la remocion de arbustivas ha sido lograda principalmente con herbicidas. La preocupacion por
la disminucion de las poblaciones de gallinas de pradera (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus; LPC) ha llevado a aumentar la vigilancia
sobre el uso de herbicidas para el control de arbustivas. El objetivo de nuestra investigacion fue describir los cambios en la
calidad del habitat de LPC después de controles quimicos de Artemisia filifolia en el noroeste de Oklahoma. Los potreros en
estudio variaron en tamafio de 10 a 21 ha. Cinco potreros fueron asperjados con 2,4-acido diclorofenoxiacético (2,4-D) en 2003
(RECIENTE), otros cinco fueron asperjados con 2,4-D en 1984 (VIEJO) y cuatro no recibieron tratamiento (ARTEMISA).
Medimos la estructura del habitat (cobertura y densidad de artemisa, obstruccion visual [OV] y cobertura basal de pastos) y
fuentes de dieta (densidad y riqueza de hierbas y densidad de chapulines) en todos los potreros de 2003 a 2006. Potreros VIEJO
Y RECIENTE tuvieron menos artemisa (cobertura y densidad) y OV que los potreros ARTEMISA. Los porteros VIEJO
produjeron mas hierbas anuales los porteros ARTEMISA Y RECIENTE. Los potreros ARTEMISA tuvieron mas hierbas
perennes que los potreros RECIENTE. La aplicacion de herbicida reduce la cubierta protectora mientras que no aumenta la
abundancia de hierbas en los potreros RECIENTE. Nuestros resultados indican que puede tomar varios afios el lograr
incrementar las hierbas anuales después de la aplicacion de 2,4-D. Sin embargo, la pérdida de cubierta protectora podra
mantenerse por multiples afios (20+ afios) y el remover la artemisa no aumenta la riqueza de hierbas y abundancia de
chapulines. Entonces, 2,4-D podra tener uso limitado como herramienta de manejo de habitat porque toma muchos afios
obtener el beneficio de aumentar la abundancia de hierbas mientras que se reduce la estructura del habitat en el largo plazo.
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INTRODUCTION

Lesser prairie-chickens (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus; LPC) are
endemic to the grasslands of the southern Great Plains (Hagen
and Giesen 2005). LPC populations have been declining for
several decades (Crawford 1980; Taylor and Guthery 1980),
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and have been designated as a “candidate species” by the Fish
and Wildlife Service. The declines of LPC have been
commonly attributed to direct loss of habitat through
cultivation (Crawford and Bolen 1976; Taylor and Guthery
1980; Fuhlendorf et al. 2002), and the remaining habitat has
been compromised by improper livestock grazing, brush
control, tree encroachment, and fragmentation due to energy
development (Jackson and DeArment 1963; Crawford 1980;
Mote et al. 1999; Fuhlendorf et al. 2002; Hagen et al. 2004).
It has been estimated that greater than 90% of former LPC
habitat has been lost (Mote et al. 1999), and the remaining
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habitat is threatened by degradation (Jackson and DeArment
1963; Jones 1963; Giesen 1994; Fuhlendorf et al. 2002;
Hagen et al. 2004; Robb and Schroeder 2005). This highlights
the need to ensure that remaining habitat is carefully managed
to ensure that LPC populations persist in occupied portions of
their former range.

Improper livestock grazing has contributed to habitat
degradation; however, livestock grazing can have indirect
impacts on LPC habitat and populations (Hamerstrom and
Hamerstrom 1961; Woodward et al. 2001). It has been
suggested that one indirect consequence of livestock grazing
on prairie grouse habitat is that shrubs are often removed to
increase forage production for livestock (Beck and Mitchell
2000). Traditionally range managers used herbicides, mechan-
ical practices, and fire to control shrubs and increase forage for
livestock (Mcllvain and Savage 1949; Valentine 1980). 2,4-
dichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2,4-D) has been the herbicide
most commonly used for controlling sand sagebrush (Artemisia
filifolia Torr.; Allred 1949; Mcllvain and Savage 1949).
Application of 2,4-D was recommended as a management
technique to increase grazing capacity by increasing available
forage for livestock (Mcllvain and Savage 1954). Use of 2,4-D
gained popularity because it was an inexpensive and simple
technique to control shrubs. Even though the use of 2,4-D has
been in practice for nearly 70 yr, there is little evidence in the
peer-reviewed literature to suggest sand sagebrush control
increases cattle gain - animal™ or that it will increase financial
returns without increasing stocking rates. It has been suggested
that shrub removal increases grass abundance, thereby allow-
ing for increases in the number of animals grazing treated
rangelands, thus increasing cattle gains-ha™' (Mcllvain and
Savage 1954; Sims and Gillen 1999; Gunter et al. 2012).

LPC rely on shrubs such as sand sagebrush, sumac (Rhus
spp. L.), and sand shinnery oak (Quercus harvardii Rybd.;
Copelin 1963; Jackson and DeArment 1963; Jones 1963;
Cannon and Knopf 1981; Giesen 1994), for thermal cover,
nesting cover, escape cover, and food (Jones 1963; Giesen 1994;
Patten et al. 2005; Pitman et al. 2005; Bell et al. 2010).
Evidence has shown that LPC populations have been negatively
impacted by shrub control (Jackson and DeArment 1963;
Crawford 1980). Conversely, some have proposed that shrub
densities have increased to a point that they are limiting
herbaceous productivity in the associated plant community
(Mcllvain and Savage 1954). Therefore, conclusions like this
have led to speculation that wildlife may profit from shrub
control projects. Some have suggested that modest levels of
brush control may benefit LPC because shrub control may
increase grass and forbs important to LPC (Donaldson 1969).
Hagen et al. (2004) proposed that research is needed to
determine impacts of chemical treatments on forb production
and richness.

Research documenting the effects of 2,4-D application on
LPC habitat has not been adequately investigated (Hagen et al.
2005). Therefore, our objective is to describe changes in LPC
habitat structure and dietary resources after application of 2,4-
D in a sand sagebrush-mixed prairie. This research will help to
determine if reduction of sand sagebrush increases forb
abundance and species richness, thereby increasing dietary
resources for LPC.
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METHODS

The study was conducted in a sand sagebrush-mixed prairie
(Berg 1994) at the USDA-ARS Southern Plains Experimental
Range north of Fort Supply, Oklahoma (lat 36°35'N, long
99°35'W). The elevation of the study area was 644 m. The area
is characterized by mild dry winters (3.3°C and 56.1 mm
moisture) and warm semiarid summers (25.6°C and 222.1 mm
moisture). The area receives a total of 510 mm of precipitation
annually, 70% of which falls during the spring and summer.
Soils consist of Pratt series (sandy, mixed, mesic Psammantic
Haplustalfs) on lower slopes and level areas and Tivoli series
(mixed, thermic Typic Ustipsamments) on upper slopes (Berg
1994).

The vegetation in the pastures was dominated by sand
sagebrush and perennial warm-season grasses, including blue
grama (Bouteloua gracilis [Willd. Ex Kunth] Lag. Ex Griffiths),
sand dropseed (Sporobolus crytandrus [Torr.] A. Gray), sand
bluestem (Andropogon hallii Hack.), little bluestem (Schiza-
chyrium scoparium [Michx.] Nash), sand paspalum (Paspalum
setaceun Michx.), and fall witchgrass (Digitaria cognata
[Schult.] Pilg.). Cool-season grasses are limited to Texas
bluegrass (Poa arachnifera Torr.) and annual grasses such as
6-wk fescue (Vulpia octoflora [Walter] Rydb.) and nonnative
annual brome species (Bromus spp. L.). Abundant forbs
included woolly plantain (Plantago patagonica Jacq.), western
ragweed (Ambrosia psilostachya DC.), Indian blanket (Gail-
lardia pulchella Foug.), horsemint (Mentha spicata L.),
buckwheat (Eriogonum spp. Michx.), and sunflower species
(Helianthus spp. L.). Other shrubs present on the site include
chickasaw plum (Prunus angustifolia Marsh.), and limited
distributions of sumac species (Rhus spp. L.).

The study design consisted of 14 adjacent pastures ranging in
size from 10-21 ha. Four pastures have not had any shrub
control since 1939 (SAGE) and have likely never had any shrub
control. Five pastures were treated with 2,4-D in May of 2003
(RECENT), and the remaining five were sprayed in 1984
(OLD). 2,4-D was sprayed at a rate of 1.0 kg - ha~" with the use
of a tractor-mounted boom sprayer. Herbicides were applied in
May of each respective year. All pastures were grazed annually
from January to August with mixed-breed stocker steers.
Stocking rates were considered moderate based on previous
work to determine appropriate stocking rates relative to the
density of sagebrush and forage availability (Sims and Gillen
1999). SAGE pastures were stocked at 47 animal unit days
(AUD)-ha' and 69 AUD-ha' in RECENT and OLD
pastures. Stocking rates in pastures were maintained through-
out the entire study period.

Vegetation transects were established in pastures systemat-
ically. Five strata were established lengthwise at equal distances
across all pastures. Five sample points were established at
regular intervals along each stratum for a total of 25 sample
points per pasture. Sample points were marked permanently
with paving stones and held in place with rebar. UTM
coordinates were recorded for each sample point. At each
sample point a 10-m transect was established and was used for
multiple vegetation measures. The line-intercept method (Can-
field 1941) was used for shrub cover and grass basal cover. Belt
transects were established for sagebrush (1X10 m) and forbs
(0.1X10 m) density. Sagebrush cover (%), sagebrush density
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(plants - m~2), and forb density (plants - m?) were measured by
species annually from 2003-2006. Forb species richness was
derived by totaling the total number of forb species found in
each belt transect. Vegetation sampling was conducted annu-
ally in June. Grass basal cover (%) was recorded in 2003 and
2006. Visual obstruction measures (VO; cm of obstruction)
were taken with the use of a Robel pole (Robel et al. 1970). VO
sampling occurred at each permanent sampling point annually
during the spring (May) and fall (October). Readings were
taken from each cardinal direction at the height of 1 m, 4 m
from the sampling point.

Grasshoppers (Orthoptera) were counted in 40 0.1-m 2
circular plots in each pasture. Plot frames were distributed
every 10 paces along a single transect located in the middle
portion of each pasture. Plot frames were placed one day and
grasshopper density was determined the next day by counting
the number of grasshoppers flushed from each frame. Sampling
took place over a 3—4-d period with the order of sampling
among pastures randomized for each sampling period (Berry et
al. 1996).

The data were analyzed with the use of an analysis of
variance (ANOVA) with PROC GLIMMIX in SAS 9.2 (SAS
2005); there were three treatments (SAGE, OLD, and
RECENT) with four, five, and five replicates, respectively.
The Tukey-Kramer method was used for mean separations.
Year was used as a random effect and treatment was a fixed
effect. Year was used as a random factor to help account for the
year-to-year variation because of precipitation differences
(Loughin 2006). We divided all the variables into two
categories, habitat structure and dietary resources. Habitat
structure provides protective cover (thermal cover, escape
cover, and nesting cover) for LPC throughout the year. We
defined dietary resources as a broad category that includes
forbs and grasshoppers that contribute to food for LPC. We
further divided forbs into life-history strategies (annual or
perennial) and identified specific forbs that were known to be
important to LPC (Table 1). Treatment effects were analyzed
on forb richness, total forb densities, perennial forbs, annual
forbs, total LPC forbs, perennial LPC forbs, annual LPC forbs,
and grasshopper density. Shrub density, shrub cover, VO, and
grass basal cover were analyzed to determine impact of the
treatments on habitat structure.

RESULTS

Habitat Structure

Habitat structure was reduced by 2,4-D. SAGE pastures had
more VO in spring and fall than either OLD (P <0.01 and
P <0.01, respectively) or RECENT pastures (P <0.01 and
P <0.01, respectively). During the spring, OLD pastures had
greater VO than RECENT pastures (P <0.01), but did not
differ in the fall (P=0.40; Table 2.) Spring VO was similar to
fall VO in RECENT pastures (P=0.64).

Sagebrush density and sagebrush cover were reduced by
herbicide application (P<0.01and P <0.01, respectively;
Table 2). SAGE pastures had the highest density and cover of
sand sagebrush compared to RECENT (P <0.01 and P <0.1,
density and cover respectively) and OLD pastures (P <0.01
and P <0.04, respectively). OLD pastures had higher sage-
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brush density and cover than RECENT pastures (P <0.01 and
P <0.01; Table 2).

There was an increase in grass basal cover with 2,4-D
application. Grass cover in SAGE (12% = 1.3 SE) pastures
were less than RECENT (16% * 1.4 SE) and OLD (15% = 1.3
SE) pastures (P <0.01, and P <0.01), respectively. OLD and
RECENT pastures had similar amounts of grass cover
(P=0.36; Table 2).

Dietary Resources

Application of 2,4-D affected total forb abundance; total forb
densities were higher in OLD pastures than SAGE pastures
(P=0.02). However, RECENT pastures did not show an
increase in total forb density over SAGE pastures (P=0.85;
Table 2). It appears that time since 2,4-D application is
important because OLD pastures had more total forbs than
RECENT pastures (P=0.05). Application of 2,4-D did not
increase annual forb densities in RECENT pastures when
compared to the SAGE pastures (P=0.64). OLD pastures had
more annual forbs than SAGE pastures (P=0.01; Table 2). The
application of 2,4-D treatments did not increase perennial forb
densities; SAGE pastures had more perennial forbs than
RECENT pastures (P <0.01). However, with adequate recov-
ery time following 2,4-D application, perennial forb densities
were similar when compared to SAGE pastures (P=0.14).

Total LPC forbs were most abundant in OLD pastures when
compared to RECENT and SAGE pastures (P<0.02 and
P=0.04, respectively; Table 2). RECENT pastures did not
increase in total LPC forbs when compared to SAGE pastures
(P=0.44; Table 2). OLD pastures had more annual LPC forbs
than RECENT (P <0.04) and SAGE pastures (P<0.01),
whereas RECENT pastures did not have more annual LPC
forbs than SAGE pastures (P=0.39; Table 2). Perennial LPC
forbs were scarce and thus reliable estimates were difficult to
obtain (Table 2). Application of 2,4-D did not increase
perennial LPC forbs (P=0.09).

Application of 2,4-D did not increase forb species richness
(P=0.18; Table 2). There were no differences in grasshopper
densities across treatments (P=0.6796; Table 2) regardless of
increases in grass cover or forb abundance.

DISCUSSION

The objective of this research was to determine if controlling
sand sagebrush with 2,4-D would increase dietary resources for
LPC and to describe the changes in habitat structure (Mcllvain
and Savage 1949, Hagen et al. 2005). Our results indicate that
annual forb density did increase in pastures treated with 2,4-D
before 1985 (OLD pastures). There was not an increase in
perennial forb densities in OLD or RECENT pastures.
Furthermore, it is likely that 2,4-D may have limited perennial
forb abundance and it may take several years for perennial
forbs to recover. RECENT pastures did not have increases in
annual forbs, suggesting that there may not be a short-term
advantage to sand sagebrush control in terms of forb
production. It appears that forbs only increased in treated
pastures several years after 2,4-D application. This is likely
because 2,4-D, a broadleaf herbicide, eliminated forbs for
several years. It is important to emphasize that reduction of
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Table 1. Forb species found in lesser prairie-chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus, LPC) diets. The table was compiled from several studies from
multiple locations.

Genus Species Common name Life' Part? Reference®
Achillea millefolium Yarrow p v 6
Amaranthus Spp. Pigweed - S 1,6
Ambrosia Ragweed a v, S 4,6
Amphiachyris Spp. Broomweed a f 6
Artemisia caudata Sagewort p v 3

filifolia Sand sagebrush p v 4,6
Atriplex Spp. Saltbush p v 6
Bassia scoparia Firebush (burning bush) a v 6
Capsella bursa—pastoris Shepherd’s-purse a S 6
Chamaesyce fendleri Fendler's sandmat p v, S 1,2,5
Chenopodium album Lambsquarters a v 6
Cleome serrulata Rocky mountain bee plant a v 6
Commelina erecta Whitemouth dayflower p v 1,2
Convolvulus Spp. Bindweed p S 6
Croton texensis Texas croton a v, S 1
Cryptantha cinerea James’ cryptantha p v 3
Cuscuta Spp. Dodder p S 6
Dalea nana Dwarf prairie clover p - 5
Dimorphocarpa candicans Palmer’s spectaclepod a v, S 3,5
Ericameria nauseiosus Rubber rabbitbrush p v 2
Erigeron modestus Plains fleabane p v 3
Eriogonum annuum Annual buckwheat a v, S 1,2,3,4,5
Evax prolifera Pygmy cudweed a - 4
Evolvulus nuttallianus Shaggy dwarf morning- glory p v 3
Gaura Spp. Beeblossom p S 1
Gutierrezia sarothrae Broom snakeweed p v, S 2,4,5
Helianthus spp. Sunflower p S 1,6
Heterotheca Spp. False goldenaster p - 3
Hymenoxys Spp. Rubberweed p - 2,5
Ipomoea leptophylla Bush morning glory p b 6
Krameria Spp. Ratany p v 1,2
Linum rigidum Stiffstem flax p v, S 1,3
Lepidium oblongum Veiny pepperweed p - 4
Lithospermum incisum Narrowleaf stoneseed p v, S 2,3,4,5
Oenothera Spp. Evening primrose p - 2,5
Opuntia Spp. Pricklypear p S 3
Palafoxia sphacelata Othake a v, S 1
Penstemon buckleyi Buckley’s beardtongue p v 2,35
Phlox Spp. Phlox p v 2,5
Physalis spp Ground cherry p v, S 6
Plantago Spp. Plantain a - 4
Podophyllum peltatum Mayapple p f 6
Polygala alba White milkwort p v 3
pomaria Jjamesii James’ holdback p S 1,3
Salsola iberica Prickly Russian thistle a v 1,6
Senicio sparatoides Broom ragwort p - 2,5
Silene antirrhina Sleepy silene a - 4
Thelesperma spp. Greenthread - v 1,3
Townsendia exscapa Stemless Townsend daisy p v 3
Tradescantia occidentalis Prairie spiderwort p - 4
Verbena Spp. Vervain p v 2
Viola kitaibeliana Field pansy a - 4

"Life-history strategy: annual forbs (a), and perennial forbs (p).
%Parts of the plant that were consumed by lesser prairie-chickens: vegetation (v), seed (s), and flowers or buds (f).
SReferences: 1, Crawford and Bolen (1976); 2, Davis et al. (1980); 3, Doer and Guthery (1983); 4, Jones (1963); 5, Riley et al. (1993); 6, Schwilling (1955).

65(5) September 2012 519



shrubs did increase basal grass cover and increase annual forbs;
however, this did not lead to increases in forb richness or
grasshopper abundance (Gunter et al. 2012). These conclusions
indicate that potential improvements to LPC habitat following
2,4-D application are limited. Conversely, Donaldson (1969)
suggested that there were more LPC in areas that had been
treated with 2,4-D, because more forbs were present in the
treated areas. However, Donaldson did not give the details of
the length of time since 2,4-D application, thus making
comparisons to our study difficult.

Although our results suggest that there were increases in
grasses and annual forbs following 2,4-D application, other
factors must be considered before implementing shrub-control
projects. Shrub cover is vital for broods, nesting hens, and adult
survival (Riley et al. 1992; Hagen et al. 2005; Patten et al.
20035; Fields et al. 2006; Pitman et al. 2006; Hagen et al. 2007;
Patten and Kelly 2010). Therefore, managers must ascertain
whether there is sufficient protective cover and whether dietary
resources are limiting LPC productivity prior to project
implementation. Even though the OLD pastures had more
habitat structure than RECENT pastures, it is unlikely that
they have adequate protective cover to support brooding and
nesting or provide adequate thermal cover. It has been
suggested that LPC nesting hens need sagebrush densities
greater than 5000 plants-ha ™' (Giesen 1994; Hagen et al.
2004; Pitman et al. 2005). 2,4-D suppressed sagebrush
densities below 5000 plants-ha™ for more than 20 years
(2000 plants - ha~' in OLD pastures). LPC broods typically use
areas with sagebrush densities around 4000 plants-ha™' or
20% canopy cover (Hagen et al. 2004; Fields et al. 2006).
None of the treated pastures in our study approach this density
or cover of sand sagebrush. OLD pastures had 2000
plants-ha™', which is half of the needed shrub cover for
brooding LPC; SAGE pastures had 5700 plants-ha™'. Shrub
cover is also essential for adult LPC survival. Survival was
higher for LPC using sites with shrub cover greater than 20%
(Patten et al. 2005; Hagen et al. 2007). When comparing the
results of our study to previous research, only the SAGE
pastures provided adequate protective cover for brooding,
nesting, and adult survival. Thus, managers must assure that
they have adequate cover before proceeding with shrub-control
measures. If herbicide is applied, it should be applied in narrow
strips or small patches in order to ensure adequate habitat
structure is available (Dahlgren et al. 2006).

Success of management practices such as application of 2,4-
D are temporally and spatially dependent. Research has shown
that LPC populations decline where shrub cover was lost at
landscape levels (Jackson and DeArment 1963; Crawford
1980; Patten et al. 2005). However, Donaldson (1969)
observed increased LPC abundance in areas treated with 2,4-
D presumably due to an increase in forb abundance. These
findings suggest that large-scale removal of shrubs is detrimen-
tal to LPC populations while some small scale (<250 ha)
reductions in shrubs may increase LPC use of the treated areas
(Donaldson 1969). Furthermore, there is a temporal aspect of
sand sagebrush control when using 2,4-D. RECENT pastures
did not increase in dietary resources (forbs or grasshoppers);
however, OLD pastures had greater annual forb abundance.
Thus, it may take several years for the increase of annual forbs
to occur. Our study was conducted at relatively small scale

520

Table 2. Lesser prairie-chicken (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus) habitat
structure and food base measures after sand sagebrush (Artemisia filifolia)
control in northwestern Oklahoma. RECENT pastures were treated in 2003
(<5 yr posttreatment), OLD pastures have not been treated since 1984,
and SAGE pastures have not been treated. Statistical differences between
treatments are indicated by lower-case letters.

RECENT OoLD SAGE
Dietary resources
Forb density
Total 59 + 222 81+ 30° 55 + 20°
Annual 53 = 222 75+ 31° 46 +192
Perennial 4.0 +0.84° 4.0 +0.84*° 6.2 +0.92°
Forb richness? 55+0.97° 6.0 =1.12 5.3 +0.93°
LPC—forb® density’
Total 40122 65+ 19° 32+90.8°
Annuals 40 +12° 63 = 19° 30 +9.5%
Perennial 0.70+0.18% 1.3 +0.342 1.3 +0.372
Grasshoppers
Density* 45+0.84° 43 + 0.72° 4.4 =077
Habitat structure
Visual obstruction®
Total 7.33+0.16% 9.17 =0.20° 16.9 = 0.41°
Spring 7.28 +0.212 10.14 + 0.29° 18.97 + 0.60°
fall 7.37 +0.242 8.28 = 0.27° 15.04 = 0.56°
Sand sagebrush
Density’ 0.14 = 0.02? 0.20 = 0.02° 0.57 = 0.02°
% canopy cover 4.4+057° 10=1.6° 26 = 8.3°

"Plants - m~2.

Number of forb species - m 2.

SLesser prairie-chicken forbs compiled from literature.
4Grasshoppers - m 2.

SCentimeters of vertical obstruction.

(pasture level 10-20 ha), and thus inference to LPC habitat at
the landscape scale may be limited.

Application of 2,4-D reduced protective cover for at least
two decades and the annual forb response takes several years to
realize. Therefore, managers must be able to identify proper
scale of management and timing of treatments in order to
ensure that they are advantageous for LPC. Hagen et al. (2004)
suggests that if herbicides are used, they should not reduce
shrub cover to less than 25%. However, there is little evidence
reducing sagebrush stands to 25% cover will increase forbs.
Sagebrush cover in RECENT and OLD pastures was reduced
below 25% cover and a positive annual forb response took
several years to realize. However, Donaldson showed an overall
increase of forbs in treated areas, but his results do not indicate
whether the increase was due to annual or perennials, his
results only span 1 year and he does not give any indication as
to the time since treatment. Therefore, the results from
Donaldson’s study may not be a valid comparison to our
study. The density of sagebrush observed in untreated (SAGE)
pastures (0.56 plants-m™') is similar to densities reported by
Donaldson (1969), Pitman et al. (2005), and Winter et al.
(2011a): 0.39 plants-m ™', 0.65 plants-m ' and 0.60
plants-m™', respectively). However, some areas within the
range of sand sagebrush do not have as much sagebrush, so it is
uncertain how these communities might respond to 2,4-D
treatments (Sims et al. 1976) Research is needed to identify
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adequate levels of sagebrush control that will balance
protective cover with increases in forb densities (Thacker
2010).

The application of 2,4-D did increase stocker gain-ha~' and
grass cover (Gunter et al. 2012). Even though stocking rates
were adjusted based upon available forage, there appears to be
no influence of stocking rates on forb production. In the
RECENT pastures annual forbs were not different from SAGE
pastures, indicating that an adjustment of stocking rates did not
increase forbs. If there was an influence from grazing it would
be anticipated that there would either be fewer forbs or that the
disturbance from the grazing increased the number of forbs.
There is no consistent pattern to indicate that stocking rate
confounded our results.

The lack of stable LPC populations on our study site
precluded us from evaluating the direct effects of sagebrush
control on LPC. This would have helped clarify whether the
increase in annual forbs would actually benefit LPC produc-
tivity and survival. Some have been able to associate increased
numbers of grouse using habitat treatments as a measure of
habitat management effectiveness (Dahlgren et al. 2006;
Thacker 2010), but these studies were not able to link increased
use to improved survival or increases in grouse reproduction.
Future research should focus on connecting management
activities to LPC productivity and population responses. If
the objective is to improve LPC populations, management
needs to focus on improvement of nesting and brooding habitat
(Hagen et al. 2004; Pitman et al. 2006). Although our study
showed increases in annual forb abundance, further research is
needed to determine if increased annual forb abundance
improves LPC productivity. Additional research should also
focus on experiments that use lower application rates and
different application timing in order to reduce short-term
negative impacts of 2,4-D on forbs while providing reduction in
sand sagebrush densities. It would also be useful for research to
identify optimal levels of sand sagebrush control needed in
order to provide adequate protective cover (shrubs) and dietary
resources. Dahlgren et al. (2006) recommended that treatments
should be kept relatively small and narrow. Their data suggests
that sage-grouse use of the treated areas occurred within 30 m
of the edge. This approach may be a good starting point for
shrub treatments within the LPC range. Other research should
also focus on use of other selective herbicides. Dahlgren et al.
(2006) reports that tebuthiuron was effective because it
reduced shrub cover and increased forb abundance immediate-
ly and increased the number of grouse broods using the sprayed
plots. Application of light rates of tebuthiuron may be a viable
herbicide treatment to use because it will effectively remove
shrubs without reducing forb abundance.

IMPLICATIONS

The use of 2,4-D resulted in long-term suppression of sand
sagebrush abundance with limited increases in forb abundance
and had no impact on grasshopper abundance. We caution
against the use of 2,4-D for LPC habitat management until
further research can document its impacts on LPC productivity.
Fire may be a feasible alternative that will reduce sagebrush
canopy cover and increase forb standing crop (Vermeire 2002).
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However, Winter et al. (2011b) reported that burning did not
increase forb canopy cover. Before managers implement shrub
management, they should first assess what factors are limiting
LPC populations. If nesting cover is limited, shrub control may
not be appropriate because the increase in grass abundance will
not compensate for the loss of shrub cover. The only situation
under which these treatments may be appropriate is when
dietary resources are limiting. Therefore, before managers
implement 2,4-D treatments, management objectives must be
clearly defined by identifying the limiting factor for a specific
LPC population. Then managers must determine if a delayed
increase in annual forbs will meet their management objectives.
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