
An Evening with National Geographic’s 
Joel Sartore

by Becky Dixon

The Sutton Center’s tracking data on
spring-trapped adult Lesser Prairie-
Chickens (LPCH) in both Oklahoma and
New Mexico for 1999-2002 suggest that suvivorship is as great as or greater
than those of other published survivorship studies.  Juvenile mortality may
be limiting LPCH populations. This past summer a pilot study began in
southeast New Mexico to evaluate survivorship and microhabitat prefer-
ences for LPCH broods. Ambient temperature, wind speed, and relative
humidity at chick heights are microhabitat factors believed to strongly influ-
ence survivorship of broods. 

During the course of the summer, approximately 33 radioed hens nested,
but only 9 nests were successful. Nesting success and the average number of
chicks per brood for this summer were surprisingly lower than for previous
summers in New Mexico. Seventeen, 5-day old chicks were radioed, and 5
chicks out of the 9 broods were PIT-tagged (passive integrated transponder).

PIT tags were used to mark additional chicks in each brood for future identification purposes. Since data for chicks in the same
brood are not statistically independent, only 2 chicks per brood were radioed. The radioed chicks were followed every other day
using radio telemetry equipment to determine microhabitat and thermal refugia preferences for the initial 3 stages of their life. 

Investigation of the first 30 days, known as the chick stage, was a new frontier for LPCH studies since little information
is available for this period. Chick habitat use fluctuated depending on the time of day and whether the chicks could fly. At day-
break, chicks foraged in a grass/forb mix within 10-20 feet of the hen. As the temperature increased throughout the day, the
hen led her chicks to the shinnery-oak covered sand dunes where the chicks found shade. The dunes appeared to provide a cool
resting place for chicks and adult birds. In the late afternoon the hen and her chicks moved down from the dunes into a simi-
lar grass/forb mix where they spent the night. Almost all the chicks slept under the hen's wings with the occasional chick or
two sleeping within a foot of the brood. At 14 days of age, chicks can fly but still
show similar habitat use patterns. 

Finding cryptically-colored chicks in dense habitat was a challenge. A record-
ing of chick peeps was made while processing a brood. When the chick peeps
were played, the hen rushed for the recording. This technique allowed for a quick
visual on the chick's location before the hen had a chance to lead us away.

At 30 days old, the chicks were recaptured and fitted with a 3-month lived
poult radio transmitter. In order to collect the vegetation and weather data we
needed, an exact location was vital at each stage. Whereas the chicks would
remain in their location when approached, most poults would flush. To acquire an
exact location for poults, a kiting technique was developed. With a technician fly-
ing a raptor-silhouetted kite 15-25 feet above the poults, the poults remained
motionless, allowing us to determine a non-biased exact location. This technique
was only used on birds that were frequent flushers to avoid habituation to the kite.
Poult habitat use was very similar to chick habitat use, except that the poults and
the hen began to move greater distances between checkups. 

At 91 days old, the poults were considered juveniles. For the last time, the
birds were recaptured and fitted with an adult radio transmitter and leg bands.
Only three of the original 17 radioed chicks had survived and will be followed
until spring to determine what percentages of chicks made reproductive stages.    

Microchips planted subcutaneously can be read
by the pit-tag reader.  This will aid in the long
term monitoring of individual birds.

... in the shortgrass prairies of New
Mexico

Survivorship and Microhabitat Use by
Lesser Prairie-Chicken Broods in Southeastern New Mexico

by Luke Bell
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It was a picture-perfect evening for supporters of the Sutton Avian
Research Center as F&M Bank hosted a fund-raiser for the Center fea-
turing world-renowned wildlife photographer, Joel Sartore. On October
3rd,  Sartore entertained the Tulsa audience with wild tales of his work
for National Geographic magazine and exhibited a collection of his
favorite photos. "An Evening with Joel Sartore" kept the audience
spell-bound as Sartore gave listeners a behind-the-scenes-look at his
award-winning work. The audience traveled with the photographer on
assignment for one of the world's greatest magazines as he dodged a dan-
gerous musk ox and fended off flesh-eating parasites in the rainforest. A
silent auction including a National Geographic photo shoot on location
with Sartore, as well as other facinating trips, sporting events, and art-
work were also a part of the evening's festivities.

In addition to providing captivating stories and photos, Sartore's
intent was to provide a message of concern for wildlife populations
world-wide.  "Geographic has sent me all over the world, and I have wit-
nessed firsthand the loss of habitat and the declines of wildlife species"
he said.  "What happens to wildlife will eventually happen to people, and
we should care about that."  An Oklahoma native, Sartore's adventures
have been the subject of several national television shows including
National Geographic Explorer and CBS This Morning.  He first
became acquainted with the Sutton Research Center when he pho-
tographed their work for a major article on Bald Eagles in the November
1992 issue of National Geographic, and he has continued to stay
involved with Sutton since that time.  Sponsored by F&M Bank, one
hundred percent of the proceeds benefited Sutton, and plans are already
underway for next year's fund-raising event.

While in Oklahoma, Sartore also made educational presentations to
4,000 students in schools at Jenks, Tulsa and Bartlesville.  

Joel Sartore speaking to a filled auditorium of stu-
dents from Bartlesville, Collinsville, Dewey and
Pawhuska and OSU Okmulgee at the Bartlesville
Community Center.

President of F&M Bank and sponsor of the event,
Tony Davis peruses the auction items with event
chairman Gary Neal of Riggs, Abney, Neal, Turpen,
Orbison and Lewis.

Luke Bell recently graduated from Southeastern Oklahoma State University with his B.S. in
Conservation of Wildlife/Fisheries. He is currently working on his M.S. in Range Ecology at Oklahoma
State University studying brood survivorship and microhabitat use by Lesser Prairie-Chickens.
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on the population of Oklahoma's nesting eagles will probably be seen next January when we make our first nesting eagle flight
counts.  We will keep you posted via this newsletter.

The results of the nesting eagle surveys I report here summarize the entire state's population.  These hard figures, howev-
er, omit the emotions and personal feelings I often experience while becoming familiar with individual wild eagles.  I look for-
ward each nesting season to renewing old, but distant and one-sided friendships with "my" eagles.  It's rewarding, unscientifi-
cally speaking, when a pair of eagles nests successfully after years of trying or when I find an abandoned nest alive again with
incubating eagles.  Or, it can be depressing when a pair, having failed year after year but still trying, is broken up due to light-
ning striking the incubating male that I helped to hack upon first release.  You, who can only read the often dry, statistical sum-
mary that condenses my entire field season into a couple of paragraphs, rarely get to experience "my" eagles on a personal
basis.  Now, though, if you are in the vicinity of Tulsa, can get to know a special eagle.

A-13 may have been an unlucky number for his band, but somehow he experienced enough good fortune to be carefully
transported from Alachua County, Florida as an egg in December of 1985.  That egg hatched and the resulting eaglet was suc-
cessfully hacked at Sequoyah National Wildlife Refuge, Vian, Oklahoma in April of 1986, to fledge, migrate, mate, success-
fully nest with another GMSARC-banded eagle (a photo of her landing at their nest graces our website), and produce 7 fledg-
ling eagles in 6 years.  The name I lifted off the topographic map for their nest, and which also belongs to a nearby creek, is
"Go Get 'Em." In May of this year, 16 years and 1 month after his release, A-13 was found injured at Hopewell Park on the
Arkansas River a scant 21 miles, as the eagle soars, from his hack tower.  He was given to rehabilitators Kathy and Gary Siftar
who were unable to mend his wing.  Now "Sutton," as the Tulsa Zoo has named him, is on display at the zoo with another unre-
leasable male Bald Eagle, and I hope he has shed any bad luck his band provided.  I also hope his mate will keep her "Go Get
'Em" attitude and continue to fill her eyrie with young eagles for years to come.

Eagle News (Continued from page 3)

A Lesser Prairie-Chicken hen looks out
from the native brush that is such a critical
part of her brood’s habitat on the short-
grass prairie.
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