
2017 STRIPS Landowner Report 

Page 1ñ Vertebrate wildlife research 

Page 5ñ Native bee research 

Page 9ñ Honey bee research 

Page 10ñSoil and water research 

Page 18ñWildlife summaries for individual farms 



First and foremost, thank you for allowing us to conduct 

important wildlife conservation research on your proper-

ty last year!  We had a good year of data collection for 

several research projects and wanted to share how those 

projects are going with you.  This report contains short 

descriptions of each of the projects our team are con-

ducting on your farm, and a summary of the data we col-

lected for that project in 2017.  

Matt graduated with his Masterõs degree in Wildlife Ecol-

ogy in the spring and is continuing on with STRIPS for 

his PhD. There is also a new PhD student in the lab, Jor-

dan Giese, who will be taking over some of Juliaõs pro-

jects. We may be making some changes to which re-

search projects are conducted on which farms, but some-

one will be in touch with you this spring about our plans 

either way. 

If you have any questions, we would love to hear from 

you! 

 

2017 Wildlife research summary 

Summary of  species found on all farms 

STRIPS Wildlife 2017 Summary 

Thank you for allowing 

us onto your farm to 

conduct our research!  

This research supports 

Jordan Giese and Matt 

Stephensonôs graduate 

education and is helping 

to answer some very 

important questions 

about how prairie strips 

might benefit wildlife as 

well as soil and water 

quality. 

Most of our STRIPS wild-

life research projects will 

continue in 2018, alt-

hough we may change 

where certain projects 

are conducted. We hope 

that you will continue 

your important role in 

advancing the very 

promising research be-

ing done by the whole 

STRIPS team! 

View of a blackbird egg through 

a candling tube. The stage of 

embryo development allows us to 

estimate the age of the nest. 
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Katie candles an egg to determine its 

development age. The development 

age of a nest is a major predictor of 

daily nest survival, with lower sur-

vival rates for nests that have 

hatched. This is probably due to 

more activity at the nest attracting 

predators. 

Data collection funded by the Iowa Nutrient Research Center, the USDA Farm Service Agency, USDA National 

Institute for Food and Agriculture, the Federal McIntire-Stennis Program. 



STRIPS Wildlife 2017 Summary 

Cover Boards 

Our cover board study is an attempt to see if reptiles (snakes & lizards), amphibians 

(toads & salamanders), and small mammals (mice, voles, & shrews) are present in differ-

ent areas on farms at different rates.  We placed a number of 2õx4õ plywood sheets in 

different kinds of grass cover around the farm and then turn them over every time we 

visit.  We record all of the animals present under each board and if there are snakes or 

toads present, we attempt to catch them so we can get a good identification on them, 

determine their sex, and measure and weigh them. 

Most of the snakes we find are small insect-eating Garter Snakes or Brown Snakes, but 

we also found a few larger rodent-eating snakes such as Fox Snakes and Yellow-bellied 

Racers.  We have also found some less common species, such as Northern Prairie 

Skinks (a lizard), Lined Snakes, and Tiger Salamanders! 

Data analysis is ongoing for the cover board study, but the main takeaway so far is that 

occurrence rates for snakes on farms is very low. On average we turn cover boards 100 

times to get a single snake sighting. Weõre not sure yet why this is, but comparing cap-

ture rates to other study systems will be one piece of the puzzle going forward. 

      -Matt Stephenson 

Bird Nests 

One of the more noticeable projects we are working on is our bird nest study.  The 

aim of this project is to determine the best way to design prairie strips to serve as 

quality nesting habitat.  To do this we need to locate a large number of nests and 

then monitor each of them every few days to see when they either succeed or fail.   

Finding nests involves a lot of walking through grassy areas and crops (on some 

farms) and watching for an adult to fly off a nest so we know where to focus our 

search efforts.  Most of our nest searching last year was simply walking in a tightly 

spaced line through grassy areas on the farm, but we also had plots flagged out that 

always received the same amount of searching time to allow us to compare nest 

densities in different kinds of conservation features. 

The nest data we have collected so far shows that after accounting for the develop-

ment age of the nests: 

§ Red-winged Blackbird nests survive better in areas of dense vegetation (such as 

prairie strips) 

§ Dickcissel nests survive better at one site with a particularly large, mature prairie 

strip (INH) compared to other sites, as well as better in mature prairie strips compared to other cover types 

§ Vesper Sparrow nests survive better in prairie strips than in other cover types 

We have a good start on figuring out how nest survival varies across areas on farms, but there are a lot more ques-

tions we would like to find answers for, such as: How does nest survival vary for other bird species found on 

farms? How do design decisions like prairie strip width and species diversity affect nest survival? How do prairie 

strips compare to larger areas of grass for nesting cover? Stay tuned over the next couple years as we find more 

nests and gain the statistical power necessary to answer some of these questions! -Matt Stephenson 

A Dickcissel nest in a patch of Wild 

Bergamot in a prairie strip at the SMI 

site. Many grassland birds prefer to build 

nests in dense, stiff-stemmed vegetation 

that can better support a nest. This nest 

also contains eggs of a Brown-headed 

Cowbird, a species that lays its eggs in 
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raise its young. 

Most of the animals we find under 

cover boards are mice, voles, or 

shrews, with reptiles and amphibi-

ans being less common. Sometimes 

we come across rarer species, such as 

this Tiger Salamander found at the 

WHI site. 


