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A. Abstract:
The Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture (OPJV) is a voluntary partnership between
government agencies, non-governmental organizations and individuals who share a common
interest in the conservation of birds in the Oaks and Prairies Bird Conservation Region (BCR).
Through this grant, financial and technical assistance was provided to the OPJV for conservation
planning in the Oklahoma portion of the Oaks and Prairies BCR which is synonymous with the
Cross Timbers and Tallgrass Prairie regions of the Oklahoma Comprehensive Wildlife
Conservation Strategy. Through the Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture, an avian conservation plan
was developed for the region. This plan, entitled the Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture
Implementation Plan, addresses the habitat needs for all of the bird species that occur regularly in
the Oaks and Prairies BCR by linking birds to their specific habitat associations and
recommending conservation actions that support the habitat needed by each avian suite. The
Implementation Plan formalizes the plan of work for the Joint Venture and it further identifies
those species of birds that are in need of special conservation attention because they have limited
population sizes, declining population trends, or have their greatest abundances in the Oaks and
Prairies BCR as compared to the remainder of their ranges. The species that are in need of
conservation attention are given greater weight in the regional planning process and conservation
recommendations are designed around their needs with the assumption that we can enhance or
maintain the populations of all bird species in each habitat type if we can restore and maintain
sustainable populations of those species that are most at risk of endangerment.

B. Objective:
To support the newly created Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture between the states of
Oklahoma and Texas, and through this partnership, to promote and expand all-bird conservation
in central Oklahoma by developing conservation strategies to reverse or stabilize the declines of
bird populations and their habitats so that these species do not become threatened or endangered.

C. Methods:
The Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture hired Jim Giocomo as its coordinator. His initial
duties were to promote the Joint Venture concept, encourage conservation agencies and
organizations to become active members of the Joint Venture and to gather input from Joint
Venture members and technical experts in order to develop an Implementation Plan for the OPJV
that addresses the conservation needs of all birds within the Joint Venture's boundaries. To begin
the initial development of the OPJV Implementation Plan, he collected existing data regarding
land use patterns, habitat distribution, habitat structure and avian distribution and abundance.
GIS compatible data were collected for spatial analyses of habitat distributions and land use
changes. Shapefiles and associated data were compiled or created for the public lands and
conservation lands within the OPJV. Associated data included ownership, acreage, and the
habitat types and bird species found in each. U.S. Department of Agriculture data were used to
calculate the acreage of cropland, improved pasture and Conservation Reserve Program lands
within counties and subregions of the Oaks and Prairies BCR. Information regarding substantial
conservation issues within the BCR was obtained by reviewing existing conservation plans and
documents. These included national wildlife refuge plans, the state comprehensive wildlife
conservation strategies for Oklahoma and Texas, the Northern Bobwhite Conservation Initiative,
regional Partners In Flight conservation plans and the recovery plans for the Black-capped Vireo
(Vireo atricapilld) and Golden-cheeked Warbler (Dendroica chrysoparia). Additional bird
conservation data were obtained from technical publications, the conservation plans from
neighboring joint ventures, and the Partners In Flight national database that is hosted by the
Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory.
A database was generated to record information about all of the bird species documented
within the Oaks and Prairies BCR with information derived from existing publications and
records housed in the e-bird database at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. The state
comprehensive wildlife conservation strategies, the Partners In Flight Landbird Conservation
Plan, the U.S. Shorebird Plan and the National Audubon Society's Red List and Yellow List were
used to evaluate those species with a special conservation status and a higher need for
conservation attention. Breeding Bird Survey data were examined to identify those species that
show a declining population trend within the Oaks and Prairies BCR or subdivisions of it. The
BBS data were further evaluated to identify the relative quality of the data that were used to make
inferences about population trends. For some species, the population trend estimate is robust due
to a high relative abundance of the species. But, for other species the trends are insignificant or
questionable because of the species' rarity or limited detection using BBS methods.

To learn more about the structure and functioning of other habitat-based avian
conservation joint ventures, the OPJV Coordinator met with the staff from neighboring joint
ventures and attended their working group meetings. These joint ventures included the Lower
Mississippi Valley JV, Rio Grande Valley JV, Central Hardwoods JV and the Playa Lakes JV.
Based upon this information, the coordinator recommended that the ODWC and TPWD develop
the Oaks and Prairies JV as an independent non-profit organization modeled after the Playa
Lakes and Central Hardwoods JVs. These joint ventures have a Management Board and multiple
Technical Working Groups based upon geographic and/or avian taxonomic divisions. An Oaks
and Prairies Joint Venture Management Board was created in 2008 to provide direction to the
Joint Venture Coordinator. The Management Board is comprised of representatives from eleven
local and state agencies and organizations. Technical working groups were organized around
geographic subdivisions within the Oaks and Prairies BCR. Between 2008 and 2011, six
meetings were held with groups of technical experts to collect information, draft text and refine
the Joint Venture's Implementation Plan and plans for specific habitat types.

D. Results and Discussion:
The Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture Coordinator, Jim Giocomo, prepared the OPJV's
Implementation Plan with input and support from the OPJV Management Board and a regional
technical working group comprised of biologists, land managers and stakeholders. The funds
from this grant were used to develop and update the Oklahoma portion of the Oaks and Prairies
JV Implementation Plan. The current version of this Plan is attached as Appendix A. During the
grant period, the Implementation Plan was approved by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's
Division of Migratory Bird Management and the Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture was established
as an official habitat-based, bird conservation joint venture. Being recognized officially as a joint
venture allows the Oaks and Prairies JV to receive conservation partnership funding from the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to support the implementation of its conservation plan. The Oaks
and Prairies JVs Implementation Plan is the guiding document for the biological planning,
conservation design, conservation delivery, outreach, research, and monitoring activities of the
Joint Venture and all aspects of the plan will be updated periodically through an adaptive
management framework as conditions change and new information is collected.
For planning and implementation purposes, the Oaks and Prairies BCR was divided into
three sub-ecoregions that correspond to its three major, landscape-level habitat types. These subecoregions are 1) the Cross Timbers, an area that is dominated by a mosaic of post oak/blackjack
oak woodlands and tallgrass prairies in the northern and western portions of the BCR, 2) the
Blackland Prairie, an area that was historically dominated by tallgrass prairies and that occupies
the south-central portion of the BCR, and 3) the Post Oak Savannah that occurs along the
southeastern boundary of the BCR. The Cross Timbers sub-ecoregion encompasses nearly the
entire Oklahoma portion of the BCR, although small fingers of the Blackland Prairie and Post
Oak Savannah extend across the Red River into the southern-most counties of the state.
Widespread conservation issues within the Oklahoma portion of the Oaks and Prairies BCR
include: diminished fire frequencies at the landscape scale that have contributed to an increase in

the abundance of Eastern Redcedar (Juniperus virginiana) in many native plant communities;
conversion of native prairies and woodlands to exotic forage grasses and crops; landscape scale
changes in grazing/browsing patterns; habitat fragmentation as a result of land subdivision, urban
and infrastructure development and habitat conversion; and encroachment of exotic plant species
into native communities.
Approximately 290 species of birds nest, winter or migrate through the Oaks and Prairies
BCR. The Joint Venture's avian database identifies all of the birds for which there is a
conservation concern at the state, regional or continental level. Additionally, species were
identified for which the Oaks and Prairies BCR is a region of high conservation responsibility
(containing 8%> or more of the world population) or a region of stewardship responsibility as
defined in the Partners In Flight National Landbird Conservation Plan. Although the OPJV
Implementation Plan addresses all birds, greater emphasis has been placed initially on the
conservation of breeding bird populations. Although the Oaks and Prairies BCR extends across
only two states, it encompasses a diverse and variable series of bird communities along a north to
south gradient. Nearly 140 avian species nest within the Oaks and Prairies BCR and 116 species
nest within the Oklahoma portion. The OPJV holds a high degree of conservation responsibility
for 26 species, of which 16 are important to the region because 7% or more of their total
population occurs within the Oaks and Prairies BCR (Table 1.). These include rare or
uncommon species such as the Black-capped Vireo, Bell's Vireo and Painted Bunting, as well as
more widespread or common species including the Scissor-tailed Flycatcher, Yellow-billed
Cuckoo, Northern Bobwhite, Eastern Meadowlark, Common Nighthawk, Bewick's Wren,
Carolina Chickadee and Dickcissel.

Table 1. Selected Breeding Land Birds of the Oaks and Prairies Bird Conservation Region.
Conservation Action Codes: CR = Critical Recovery; EVI = Immediate Management; MA = Management
Attention; PR = Planning and Responsibility

Species
Greater Prairie Chicken
Black-capped Vireo
Painted Bunting
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher
Bell's Vireo
Yellow-billed Cuckoo
Rufous-crowned Sparrow
Lark Sparrow
Eastern Meadowlark
Northern Bob white
Greater Roadrunner
Field Sparrow
Black-chinned
Hummingbird
Bewick's Wren
Carolina Chickadee
Dickcissel
Common Nighthawk
Northern Mockingbird
Northern Cardinal
Chuck-wills-widow
Wild Turkey
Summer Tanager
Great Crested Flycatcher
Baltimore Oriole
Prothonotary Warbler
Kentucky Warbler
Chimney Swift
Red-headed Woodpecker
Purple Martin
Loggerhead Shrike
Mourning Dove
Brown Thrasher
Mississippi Kite
Grasshopper Sparrow
Eastern Screech Owl
Barred Owl
Eastern Bluebird

National
Responsibility
Low
High
High
High
High
High
Low
Medium
High
High
Medium
Medium
High

% of Total
Population
<1%
26.4%
27.4%
28.3%
8.0%
10.6%
1.4
6.4
8.5
7.1
6.2
5.2
9.9

Regional Breeding Conservation
Conserv. Score
Action
20
CR
22
CR
20
MA
MA
18
IM
17
15
MA
14
15
MA
MA
16
MA
17
14
MA
16
12

High
High
High
High
High
High
Medium
Medium
Medium
Medium
Low
Low
Low
Medium
Low
High
Medium
Medium
Low
Medium
Low
Medium
High
Medium

8.0
12.2
8.5
7.5
9.3
8.5
6.5
4.9
2.2
2.7
0.2
0.5
0.4
3.3
0.5
7.0
4.6
3.3
1.6
4.3
1.1
5.2
7.1
6.4

13
16
15
15
13
10
14
12
15
15
14
14
14
15
15
14
16
12
10
14
13
14
11
11

PR
PR
MA

MA
MA
MA
PR
PR
MA
MA
PR
IM

PR

Red-shouldered Hawk
WTiite-eyed Vireo
Ruby-throated
Hummingbird
Tufted Titmouse
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
Carolina Wren
Red-bellied Woodpecker
Louisiana Waterthrush
Indigo Bunting
Downy Woodpecker
Cliff Swallow
Orchard Oriole

Medium
Medium
Medium

5.0
4.6
5.3

13
11
12

Medium
Medium
Medium
Medium
Medium
Low
Medium
Medium
Low

5.2
3.4
3.4
4.0
2.2
1.3
3.0
3.7
0.3

13
10
13
13
15
9
11
9
14

Based upon population trend, population size and the degree of conservation
responsibility, the highest priority bird species within the Oklahoma portion of the Oaks and
Prairies BCR appear to be Black-capped Vireo, Scissor-tailed Flycatcher (Tyr annus forficatus),
Bell's Vireo (Vireo bellii), Painted Bunting (Passerina ciris), Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus
americanus), Northern Bobwhite (Colinus virginianus), Eastern Meadowlark (Sturnella magna),
Carolina Chickadee (Poecile carolinensis) Dickcissel (Spiza americana), Field Sparrow
(Spizella pusilla), Lark Sparrow (Chondestes grammacus) and Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius
ludovicianus). Some avian species, which are strongly tied to tallgrass prairie habitats (e.g.
Greater Prairie Chicken (Tympanuchus cupido) and Henslow's Sparrow (Ammodramus
henslowii)) and are under-sampled by the Breeding Bird Survey in this region, may become
greater priorities than initially recognized as new data emerge.
The highest priority habitat types within the Cross Timbers sub-region (e.g. most of the
Oklahoma portion of the BCR) are native oak savannahs, bottomland hardwood forests,
deciduous shrublands and tallgrass prairies. Oak savannahs are defined as landscapes comprised
of an overstory that is dominated by oaks - primarily post oak (Quercus stellata) and blackjack
oak (Q. marilandica) - but with a canopy cover of only 5% to 30%. The understory of these
savannahs is a mosaic of native, warm-season bunch grasses, forbs and deciduous shrubs. Oak
savannahs are important habitats for priority bird species such as Northern Bobwhite, Painted
Bunting, Scissor-tailed Flycatcher, Bewick's Wren, Red-headed Woodpecker and Field Sparrow.
Bottomland hardwood forests are mature oak and pecan-dominated forests within the floodplains
of streams and small rivers. These are important habitats for Prothonotary Warbler, Yellowbilled Cuckoo, Carolina Chickadee and Swainson's Warbler. Deciduous shrublands are
comprised of several woody plant communities including post oak shrub/scrub habitats on thin,
rocky soils, and plum/roughleaf dogwood/persimmon shrublands in the transitions between
prairies and oak woodlands and on old-field sites. Deciduous shrublands are important habitats
for the Black-capped Vireo (oak scrub), Bell's Vireo (plum thickets), Northern Bobwhite, Painted
Bunting, Field Sparrow and Lark Sparrow. Tallgrass prairies exist on scattered sites throughout
the Cross Timbers sub-ecoregion on areas with clay soils. These grasslands are dominated by
warm-season bunch grasses such as big bluestem, Indian grass, switch grass and little bluestem,

and they often contain a diverse community of forbs and low shrubs. Priority bird species that
are dependent upon tallgrass prairie habitat include Dickcissel, Eastern Meadowlark, Northern
Bobwhite, Loggerhead Shrike, Lark Sparrow and Scissor-tailed Flycatcher. In the northern
portion of the region, tallgrass prairies may be occupied by nesting populations of Greater Prairie
Chicken, Henslow's Sparrow and Upland Sandpiper.
In 2010, the OPJV Management Board elevated the priority that it places on the
implementation of habitat improvements to increase habitat quality and bird populations. Based
upon habitat priorities, the initial focus of habitat enhancements will be the conservation and
improvement of grassland/shrubland habitats that are important to landbirds, in particular the
Northern Bobwhite, Bell's Vireo and Black-capped Vireo. This desire to implement soundly
developed conservation practices necessitated further conservation planning that is focused on
tallgrass prairie and shrubland habitats. Two meetings were held with technical experts draft and
refine a conservation strategy for grassland birds and to identify implementation strategies that
use existing conservation programs such as those funded through the Farm Bill. A set of focal
grassland bird species was selected by the technical team meeting based upon the following
criteria:
I. Choose species that use sub-habitat types that overlap several other priority species habitat use
A. Habitat needs can represent needs for other priority species
B. Population trend is similar to other priority species
C. Species expected to respond to management similar to other priority species
II. Choose species that have known basic life history information available for modeling (birds
per habitat area and relationships between vital rates and habitat)
A. Population size estimate
B. Population trends
C. Vital rates in different habitats within or near the OPJV region are known to allow
species-habitat modeling
D. Weather effects on survival and productivity (for climate change evaluation)
E. Relatively easy to monitor
1. Abundant enough to provide adequate sample size
2. Expected to be able to detect a response to possible management actions
F. Partners interested

The species that were selected for the Oaks and Prairies BCR are listed in Table 2. The
technical team included the Greater Prairie Chicken and Henslow's Sparrow in the list of focal
species because of their relatively high conservation concern. However, these species only nest
in the extreme northern portion of the BCR and are not sampled adequately through the Breeding
Bird Survey protocol; therefore, there are insufficient data to estimate their population trends.
Similarly, the Black-capped Vireo was included as a focal species, but it too is under-sampled by
the Breeding Bird Survey protocol because of its rarity; therefore, it is difficult to estimate its
population trend on a regional level. The current version of the Grassland/Shrubland Bird
Conservation Plan is attached in Appendix B.

Table 2. Percent decrease for focal grassland bird breeding populations from the 1966 to 2009
and 1998-2009 for species with in Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture that are monitored by the
Breeding Bird Survey.
Oaks and Prairies
Species
Northern Bobwhite
Dickcissel
Eastern Me ad owl ark
Grasshopper Sparrow
Painted Bunting
Lark Sparrow
Loggerhead Shrike
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher
Bell's Vireo
Bewick's Wren
Black-capped Vireo
Cassin's Sparrow
Rufous-crowned Sparrow
Yellow-Breasted Chat
Field Sparrow
Greater Prairie-chicken
Henslow's Sparrow
Upland Sandpiper

% Change per
year

1966-2009

Total decrease
for 42 years of
BBS
1966-2009

-5.0%
-0.8%
-3.1%
0.0%
-0.9%
-3.3%
-5.7%
-1.7%
-2.2%
-1.2%

89%
29%
74%
0%
32%
76%
92%
52%
62%
40%

-4.7%
-2.6%
-1.3%
0.9%
2.2%
-0.3%
-8.3%
-1.9%
2.0%
-0.6%

-0.3%
-6.5%
0.3%
-2.0%

12%
94%
58%

14.2%
-6.6%
3.6%
-3.3%

-3.9%

82%

-9.3%

% Change per
year

1998-2009

Total decrease
for 10 years of
BBS
1998-2009
38%
23%
12%
3%
58%
17%
6%
49%
29%
62%

Based upon previous work by the Northern Bobwhite Conservation Initiative and the Partners
In Flight Landbird Conservation Plan, initial population objectives were calculated for the area within
the joint venture's boundaries. Published territory size data for individual species were used as a
starting point to estimate the number of habitat-acres that would have to be restored or enhanced in
order to reach the population objectives for each species. Published territory sizes represent the
minimum area of suitable habitat needed to sustain one pair of breeding birds or one male territory.
Dividing the population estimates by 2 yields the number of territories. Multiplying by the average
territory size yields the minimum amount of habitat needed to support focal populations at objective
level (Table 3). This method assumes that there is no unused space between territories and no need
for buffer space around the habitat patch that may or may not be unsuitable (e.g., edge habitat). This
assumption will have to be addressed on a species by species basis in the future. Additionally, this
minimum area of habitat does not take into account habitat that exists in an unusable state due to
habitat succession. For example, some birds require later stages of successional habitats and habitat
conditions during the first few years after a disturbance event are not suitable until a certain amount of
woody vegetation has developed.

Table 3. Number of territories and minimum area of additional usable space needed annually to
provide habitat for focal grassland/shrubland bird species at objective levels.
Species

Northern Bobwhite
Dickcissel
Eastern Meadowlark
Grasshopper Sparrow
Painted Bunting
Lark Sparrow
Loggerhead Shrike
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher
Bell's Vireo
Bewick's Wren
Cassin's Sparrow
Rufous-crowned Sparrow
Field Sparrow

Additional
individuals needed
to meet population
objectives
343,425
440,033
151,074
34,157
33,918
188,259
118,097
384,013
11,786
105,697
6,356
54,734
137,246

Number of
Territories

171,713
220,016
75,537
17,079
16,959
94,130
59,048
192,006
5,893
52,849
3,178
27,367
68,623

Area in suitable
habitat/pair
(Territory size
(Ha))
6.7
1.1
2.8
1.0
1.4
1.0
9.6
0.5
1.0
1.6
2.6
1.5
0.8

Minimum Area
of new usable
space needed
(Ha)
1,144,752
242,018
211,503
17,079
24,421
94,130
566,863
96,003
5,893
84,558
8,262
41,050
54,898

To date, wetlands have received relatively little attention by the Oaks and Prairies Joint
Venture. This is due in large part to the Oaks and Prairies BCR not being considered critical to
waterfowl conservation during the development of the North American Waterfowl Management
Plan. To remedy this sparse attention, the OPJV Coordinator and the technical working groups
developed an initial draft map of important wetland habitats for the conservation of important
water bird species. These areas take into consideration the needs of forested wetland and riparian
passerines such as the Prothonotary Warbler, as well as waterfowl, shorebirds and wading birds.
The OP JV Coordinator, Jim Giocomo, collaborated with a wide range of partner and
stakeholder groups across the Oaks and Prairies BCR. Those agencies and organizations
included multiple programs within the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation,
biologists and managers of the National Wildlife Refuge system (e.g. Wichita Mountains NWR,
Tishomingo NWR, and Deep Fork NWR), The Nature Conservancy, Noble Foundation, Sutton
Avian Research Center, Oklahoma Audubon Council, Quail Unlimited, Oklahoma
Ornithological Society, Oklahoma Biological Survey, National Wild Turkey Federation, Ducks
Unlimited, ornithologists, biologists, foresters and range management specialists within the state
university system (e.g. University of Oklahoma, Oklahoma State University, University of
Central Oklahoma, Southeastern Oklahoma State University), the Oklahoma Cooperative
Extension Service, and the Natural Resource Conservation Service. Additionally, regular
coordination occurred with the staff of the Rio Grande JV, Lower Mississippi Valley JV, Central
Hardwoods JV and Playa Lakes JV. Jim represented the Joint Venture partnership at regional
conservation meetings that included meetings with the Gulf Coast Prairie Landscape
Conservation Cooperative and USFWS Region 2 biologists.

E. Significant Deviations:
None

F. Cost: Federal Share $45,000.00
State Share $23,248.00
Total
$68,248.00

G: Prepared by: Jim Giocomo, Oaks and Prairies Joint Venture Coordinator
Mark Howery, Wildlife Diversity Biologist, ODWC
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