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The Conservation Reserve Program offers landowners 
a chance to protect wildlife and retire highly erodible 
cropland without a financial burden. In the Reserve, 
landowners plant grassy or woody cover that isn’t 
harvested or removed for at least ten years. 

Many Wisconsin grassland bird species are 
disappearing because there isn’t enough undisturbed 
grass nest cover. Intensive farming leaves few idle 
grass fields where birds can nest safely. Years ago, 
birds could nest in hayfields which were left uncut 
until mid-June or later -- long enough for a 
successful hatch. Now most farmers mow hay at the 

bud stage for better quality. This means first crop hay 
is mowed during the last week of May or first week 
of June -- when birds are still nesting. The mowers 
destroy nests and often kill hens, which often won’t 
leave nests despite the roar of approaching 
machinery.  

But undisturbed grass cover on Conservation Reserve 
land is ideal nesting habitat. And cover left from the 
previous year’s plant growth attracts birds to nest in 
CRP fields away from the risks of hayfields. 

Which CRP mixtures will attract the birds you’re 
interested in? Here are some recommendations:  

 

PHEASANTS  
The best seed mixtures for pheasants are:  

1) alfalfa, bromegrass, and timothy,  
2) switchgrass,  
3) switchgrass and big bluestem, or  
4) switchgrass, big bluestem, and Indiangrass.  

Pheasants are attracted to fields with good grassy cover left from the previous 
year’s growth. In Wisconsin, this residual cover must be sturdy enough to 
remain somewhat upright under the weight of snow cover. Switchgrass stands 
well under heavy snow, providing great winter cover as well as spring nesting 
cover.  
 

 
QUAIL  
Quail generally nest in what’s called an “old field,” a mix of grasses, 
broadleaved plants, and legumes. For quail, plant any of the grass/legume 
mixes. Also plant hedges of shrubs such as gray dogwood, silky dogwood, 
ninebark, highbush cranberry, and crabapple. Plant hedgerows as travel 
lanes from one woody cover to another. A row or two of spruce can also be 
planted with the shrubs to improve cover quality. You can encourage 
shrubs to grow naturally around fields bordered by woodlands by cutting 
back large trees along the woods’ edge. This opens the forest canopy and 
gives shrubs the sun they need to really grow. Use the tops of the trees you 
cut to construct brushpiles for quail and cottontail cover. (Don’t cut trees 
that may have future timber value and don’t cut den trees.)  
 
 

GRAY (Hungarian) PARTRIDGE  
Gray partridge, sometimes called “Huns,” prefer nesting cover that’s not too 
dense. They often nest in grassy cover along fencerows. Choose any of the 
grass/legume mixtures. On light soils, plant the prairie mixture of big bluestem, 
switchgrass, and Indian grass. Planting shrub hedgerows will make adjacent 
nesting habitat more attractive. Recommended shrubs are grey dogwood, silky 
dogwood, crabapples, ninebark, or highbush cranberry.  

USDA-NRCS December 1987 Wisconsin Job Sheet 137 



 
 
 
 
MALLARDS  
The mallard duck nests in upland grass and has about the same nesting 
requirements as pheasants. Mallards generally nest close to water, but it’s 
not uncommon for hens to nest a half a mile away from water or farther.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SONGBIRDS  
Many Wisconsin songbirds nest in grasslands: bobolink, eastern and western 
meadowlark, red-winged blackbird, savannah sparrow, grasshopper sparrow, 
Henslow’s sparrow, song sparrow, dickcissel, and upland sandpiper. 
Grass/legume mixes and prairie grasses will attract these songbirds. Some birds 
that normally nest in dense sedge meadows around wetlands will nest in dense 
switchgrass stands. These include the yellow-throat, sedge wren, and swamp 
sparrow. To attract a wide variety of birds, consider planting part of your land to 
a dense switchgrass cover and another part to a grass/legume mix or mixed 
prairie. Clump plantings of evergreen trees and shrubs will attract even more 
bird species, but take care not to overplant, or the area will no longer attract 
grass nesting birds. Never plant more than 50 percent of the field to woody 
vegetation.  

 
 
 
TURKEYS  
Turkeys don’t normally nest in open grass fields, but they will use the edge 
of CRP fields that border woodlands. CRP grass fields make good brood 
habitat for young turkeys which eat the insects found in grass/legume fields. 
Plant any of the grass/legume mixes to attract turkeys.  
 
 
 
 
 
* You can plant annual wildlife food plots of corn 

or sorghum on CRP fields.  Food plots are 
lifesavers for pheasants, quail, gray partridge, 
songbirds, and turkeys during long, hungry 
winters.  Plant these food plots as near as possible 
to wildlife winter cover areas such as shrubby 
cover, wetlands, or conifers. 

* Visit your local USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service or Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources office to find out more about 
wildlife plantings for the Conservation Reserve 
Program. 

 

The USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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