


were collected along a road that divided the site into a steep, rocky hillside and an
area of thick brush adjacent tq the Little Missouri River.

Unlike river breaks, rolling grasslands are predominant within the study area.
However, only three specimens, all desert cottontails, were found within rolling
grasslands, and these were associated with man-made disturbance (culverts). Roll-
ing grasslands characteristically are broad, unbroken prairies, with little or no
brush. The disturbed sites likely provided sufficient escape cover to support desert
cottontails within such grasslands. Their infrequent occurrence within this
habitat also indicated that, although they are more tolerant of open areas than
eastern cottontails, they normally require more cover than that afforded by rolling
grassland.

With the exception of the six specimens captured in unusual circumstances,
there was clear separation in habitat preference between the two species. The
eastern cottontail occurred in brushy areas of river bottoms, terraces, and hard-
wood draws, whereas arid, open areas of upland breaks, and upland grasslands
were inhabited solely by the desert cottontail. It seems likely that the division of
habitats by the two species is determined by niche requirements and interspecific
competition. It appears that the eastern cottontail has been unable to colonize
much of the arid regions of southwestern North Dakota (Table 1) even in the ab-
sence of the desert cottontail. Although it is more of a habitat generalist, the
desert cottontail apparently does not utilize moist areas such as river bottoms, ex-
cept in regions lacking eastern cottontails. The overall situation, then, presents a
picture of overlapping niches of ‘‘unequal breadth’’ (Pianka 1978). That is, the
“‘uncontested”’ niche space belonging to the eastern cottontail appears to be
limited to one habitat (river bottoms), whereas the ‘‘uncontested’’ niche space
belonging to the desert cottontail consists of two ecosystems (upland breaks and
upland grasslands). Therefore, the extent of niche overlap is only partial and is
limited to terraces and hardwood draws. River breaks have been disregarded in
this discussion because of their limited occurrence within the study area.

Interspecific competition resulting from this situation is interesting from two
standpoints. First, it appears to be unequal; that is, eastern cottontail potentially
““shares more of its niche space’” (Pianka 1978) than does the desert cottontail.
This is supported by the fact that the latter appears to be able to utilize terraces
and hardwood draws, and that these two systems constitute a larger proportion of
the niche of the eastern cottontail than that of the desert cottontail.

The second point concerning interspecific competition is that, whereas the
desert cottontail can utilize these two contested systems, it was only able to do so
in the absence of the eastern cottontail. Both species were found in close proximity
to each other, with no apparent overlap in habitats. Dry uplands were occupied by
the desert cottontail whereas the eastern cottontail occurred in terraces, hard-
wood draws, and river bottoms. Searches within this area revealed no overlap-
ping of habitats, and the eastern cottontail occupied the ““contested’’ niche space
in all instances. It therefore appears that, within terraces and hardwood draws, the
eastern cottontail 1s a superior competitor and is able to utilize the contested niche
space more efficiently. The result appears to be the exclusion of the desert cot-
tontail from these two ecosystems when inhabited by the eastern cottontail.
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