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ABSTRACT Henslow’s sparrow (dmmodramus henslowii) is one of North America’s fastest declining songbirds. Population declines

combined with a small global population have led to heightened conservation concern. I used data from the North American Breeding Bird

Survey to assess the impact that the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) has had on Henslow’s sparrows throughout their United States

breeding range. My analysis suggests local Henslow’s sparrow population trends are correlated with CRP enrollment, with populations
increasing more in areas with relatively high local CRP enrollment, and that CRP appears to be playing a significant role in reversing long-term

population declines. (JOURNAL OF WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT 71(8):2749-2751; 2007)
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The Henslow’s Sparrow (Ammodramus henslowii) was
formerly a common bird of the midwestern prairies (Herkert
1991) and wet grasslands of eastern North America (Askins
1999) but over the past 4 decades has become one of North
America’s fastest declining songbirds (Sauer et al. 2005).
These declines combined with a small global population and
narrow distribution have led to high conservation concern
for the species (e.g., United States Fish and Wildlife Service
2002, Rich et al. 2004).

Loss of suitable breeding habitat is considered a major threat
to Henslow’s sparrow populations, and loss and degradation
of habitat has been widely cited as the most probable cause of
population declines (Pruitt 1996, Herkert et al. 2002). As a
result, conservation recommendations call for the creation and
maintenance of suitable breeding habitat (Zimmerman 1988,
Smith 1992, Winter 1998, Herkert et al. 2002). One potential
source of increased breeding habitat is agricultural set-aside
programs, such as the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP).
The CRP was originally established in the 1985 United States
Farm Bill as a commodity supply control and soil erosion
reduction program (Heard 2000). The program has been
reauthorized 3 times, and each reauthorization has increased
emphasis on providing wildlife habitat (Farrand and Ryan
2005). Expectations are high that CRP would benefit
grassland wildlife because approximately 80% of CRP lands
nationwide are planted with grass cover (Heard 2000).

Recent analyses have shown that Henslow’s sparrow
populations within Illinois, USA, have benefited from
CRP (Herkert 1997, 2007). I used data from the North
American Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) to assess whether
CRP has affected Henslow’s sparrows broadly throughout
their United States breeding range by examining the
relationship between local CRP enrollment and route-level
BBS population trends.

STUDY AREA

I used data from the BBS (Sauer et al. 1997) to estimate
local Henslow’s Sparrow population trends. I drew BBS data
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from 170 routes in 17 states (IL, IN, IA, KS, KY, MD, MI,
MN, MO, NY, NC, OH, OK, PA, VA, WV, WI), which
included all states in the United States breeding range
identified by Pruitt (1996), except New Jersey.

METHODS

The BBS consists of randomly located routes established
along secondary roads throughout the United States and
southern Canada (Sauer et al. 1997). Routes are 39.4 km
and consist of 50 stops at 0.8-km intervals (Sauer et al.
1997). Each route is surveyed once annually, and birds
detected within 0.4 km of each survey stop during a 3-
minute census are recorded (Sauer et al. 1997).

I calculated Henslow’s sparrow population trends using a
route-by-route linear regression of counts on years with
observer covariates (Geissler and Sauer 1990). I included
covariates for observers because changes in observers along
BBS routes may bias trend estimates (Sauer et al. 1994). I
only used BBS routes with recent Henslow’s sparrow
records, and of those only that had been surveyed in >8
years between 1987-2005. I included 170 BBS routes from
17 states that met these criteria.

I used county-level data from the 2002 Census of
Agriculture as the source of my CRP data (e.g., United
States Department of Agriculture 2004). For each BBS
route, I estimated local CRP enrollment by determining the
percentage of total land area in the county in which the route
was located that was enrolled in CRP. For routes that ran
through multiple counties, I estimated local CRP enrollment
as the combined percent enrollment for all counties in which
the route passed. Local CRP enrollment within the primary
(the county in which the BBS route started) and secondary
counties (additional counties) were highly correlated (r =
+0.83, N=110, P=0.001), indicating that CRP enrollment
was consistent along routes that spanned multiple counties.
Based on Census of Agriculture data, there were 5.0 million
ha of CRP in this 17-state area in 2002, 4.4 million ha in
1997, 3.3 million ha in 1992, and 1.5 million ha in 1987.

I examined the possible influence of CRP on local
Henslow’s sparrow trends by comparing the trend slopes
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Figure 1. Local Henslow’s sparrow population trends and the amount of
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) land in the surrounding landscape.
Population trend is expressed as the slope of 170 individual North
American Breeding Bird Survey routes located throughout the United
States range of the species for the years following CRP establishment
(1987-2005). The CRP enrollment is expressed as the percentage of land
area within the counties that was enrolled in CRP that each BBS route runs
through. The CRP enrollment figures are from the United States 2002
Census of Agriculture.

from each BBS route with the amount of CRP in the
surrounding landscape using product-moment correlation
(Analytical Software 2003). I used a significance level of P=
0.05.

RESULTS

There were nearly equal numbers of increasing and
decreasing route trends. Between 1987 and 2005, 87 of
the 170 (51%) routes had increasing trends, 81 (48%) had
declining trends, and 2 had no trend (i.e., route slope = 0).

Route slopes were significantly related to the amount of
CRP in the surrounding landscape (r=0.21, N=170, P=
0.006), with trends on routes in landscapes with relatively
high amounts of CRP increasing more than trends on routes
in landscapes with relatively little CRP (Fig. 1). Route
slopes were highly variable, however, and local CRP
enrollment explained only a modest amount of variation in
slopes among routes.

DISCUSSION

My analysis indicates that Henslow’s sparrow population
trends are influenced by CRP enrollment, with populations
increasing most in areas with high local CRP enrollment
(Fig. 1). This extends recent research showing a similar
pattern within Illinois (Herkert 1997, 2007) to the full range
of the species and suggests that local CRP enrollment
positively influences Henslow’s sparrow population trends
throughout their United States range.

Before the establishment of CRP (1966-1986), Henslow’s
sparrow populations in the United States were declining at a
rate of 6.5%/year (Sauer et al. 2005). Since that time (1987-
2005), Henslow’s sparrow trends have stabilized, with the
species showing a nonsignificant (P = 0.51) increase of
2.9%/year (Sauer et al. 2005). Because of the relationship
between Henslow’s sparrow population trends and local

CRP enrollment, it seems likely that the CRP program has

played an important role in stabilizing range-wide trends for
the species.

Nationwide, 78% of the current 14.9 million ha of CRP is
set to expire between 2007-2010 (Farm Service Agency
2007), and there is concern that high corn prices and other
factors may substantially reduce enrollment. The largest
proportion of this total, 6.5 million ha, was set to expire in
2007 (Farm Service Agency 2007). Farm Service Agency
(2007) has recently announced re-enrollment of 5.3 million
of these acres, leaving contracts on 1.2 million ha to expire in
2007. Another 5.1 million ha is set to expire between 2008—
2010, and contracts for 4.1 million ha are seeking re-
enrollment, indicating that >1 million additional ha will be
lost from the program between 2008-2010 (Farm Service
Agency 2007). The impact these enrollment reductions may
have on Henslow’s sparrow populations should be monitored
because of the benefits CRP has provided to this species.

MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS

The Henslow’s sparrow is a species of continental
conservation concern because of a combination of large
population declines, small global population, and narrow
geographic distribution (United States Fish and Wildlife
Service 2002, Rich et al. 2004). The establishment of a large
acreage of grassland habitat through the CRP has helped
stabilize the United State’s population of Henslow’s
sparrows. As a result, maintenance of the CRP habitat base
appears to be important for sustaining recent range-wide
population increases of the species.
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