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Sharp-tailed grouse increase site use after prescribed fire but not mechanical treatments during the fall
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ABSTRACT: We examined sharp-tailed grouse responses to prescribed fire and mechanical treatment in the fall during 2015-2021 in northwestern Minnesota. We surveyed sharp-tailed grouse use and measured vegetation at 16 mowing/shearing treatments, 12 prescribed burns, and also at 22 control sites. We conducted fecal pellet transects and documented sharp-tailed grouse observed 0–28 (mean 9.1) days before management, and 1 week, 1 month, 1 year, and 3 years after management. Sharp-tailed grouse use increased following prescribed fire but did not change after mowing. Increased sharp-tailed grouse use following prescribed fire was temporary. Changes in vegetation metrics were also temporary with most metrics returning to pre-treatment levels after 1 year, although shrub height at mowed sites returned more slowly and the forb response at fall prescribed fire sites persisted >3 years. We suggest that prescribed fire is more effective at increasing sharp-tailed grouse use of sites, perhaps due to cues associated with fire that attract sharp-tailed grouse. However, mowing and shearing are important to maintain sharp-tailed grouse site use, otherwise, woody encroachment reduces sharp-tailed grouse habitat, and fall prescribed fires had no measurable effect on shrubs. Thus, prescribed fire and mowing/shearing produced different sharp-tailed grouse and vegetation responses in the fall and should be applied to meet different management goals. 

