
RESULTS� 

A total of 42 prairie dog towns comprising 2786 ha (x ~ 66 ha, range 3 ­
380 ha) was surveyed on th e Reservation. We observed a total of 147 mountain 
p lovers in 11 towns (x ~ 176 ha , range 25 - 380 hal . During our su rvey of th e 
Reservation , one mountain p lover was observed off of a dog town on a fallow 
wheatfield . Prairie dog towns used by mountain plo vers were larger (P < 0.001, 
t-test) than towns whe re plovers were not observed (x ~ 26 hal . Number of plovers 
observed in towns and number of plovers observed pe r hectare in towns was 
little correlated with town size (r, ~ 0 .34 , and r, ~ - 0 .36 , respectively , 
P > 0.10 , Spea rma n rank correlat ion coefficient). Mount ain plovers were found 
to co-inhabit eight towns with bu rrowing owls (Athene cunicularia) bu t nu mbers 
of p lovers were not correla ted with num bers of owls (t, = - 0. 13, P > 0.10 , 
Spearman ran k correlation coefficien t). Burrowing owls were found at 17 towns 
that mount ain plovers did not occur at. The average town size used by burrow­
ing owls was smaller (P < 0.025, r-rest ) than that used by mo untain plovers 
(x - 83 ha, x- 176 ha. respec tively). 

Two fligh tless broods of mountain plovers were observed when we firsr began 
our surveys of p rairie dog town s in mid -July. Th is can be taken as evide nce of 
breeding on th e Reservation . Mountain p lovers were found on the dog towns 
du ring the day and nigh t time surveys, suggesting th at dog towns were used 
fo t both feed ing an d roost ing . 

DISCUSSION 

The occu rrence of mountain p lovers on the pra irie dog town s of th e Reser­
vation is im portant in that it fu rther substant iates th eir selective use of p rairie 
dog tow ns and shows th at th e po pulat ion with th is behav ior is wide spread in 
north-central Montana . Prairie dog town s th rough out this region are generally 
associated with areas intensively grazed by dom estic livestock. Vegeta tion on 
the se pr airie dog town s is shorter tha n surround ing areas and is dominated by 
low growing grasses and forbs. Despite the similarities between prairie dog towns 
used by mountain p lovers on the Reservation and on th e CMR, our im pression 
was that plover de nsity on the Reservat ion was less than on the CMR. However, 
ou r survey of the Reservat ion started about the time adult p lovers begin to flock 
(Olson 1984) and th ere may have been a net moveme nt out of the su rvey area 
since it is near the nor the rn di str ibution lim its of p lovers (Wallis and WershIer 
1981). 

We compiled information on mount ain p lover occurrence on p rairie dog 
towns from th is srudy, Knowles et al. ( 1982), Olson (1984), and Bureau ofLand 
Manag ement (Bl M) files to produce a map showing the min im um d istribution 
of mou nt ain p lovers in Ph illips County and Fort Belknap Indian Reservat ion 
(Fig. 1). The occurrence of mou nt ain plovers on BLM and p rivate lands in 
sout hern Ph illips Cou nty may be greater than illustrated in Figure 1 as it is not 
clear if the su rvey of dog towns in this area included all observation s of plovers. 
Mountain plovers used at least 17 of th e 96 prairie dog (Owns locat ed on BLM 
an d private lands. Average p rairie dog town size used by mount ain p lovers in 
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thi s area was 57.5 ha (range 4.5 - 145 .0 ha l . The prop orti on of prairie dog towns 
used by mountain plovers on the CMR (16 of 35, Knowles et a1. 1982) was greater 
(P < 0 .1 , X ' = 3. 19, 1 d .f.) th an wha r we fou nd on the Reservat ion (11 of 
42) . Knowles et a1. (1982) also repo rred plovers to use the larger towns on the 
CMR bu t town s on th eir stu dy area were smaller (i< ~ 28 hal than on th e Reser­
vation and plovers used towns as small as 3 ha. 

The observation of two broods of mountain plovers on the Reservation is 
a new breeding distri bution record for Mont ana (Skaar 1980). Olson (1984) cites 
two recent observations of mountain plovers breeding in short-grass areas without 
prairie dog towns in Golden Valley and Valley counti es. Montana . Mountai n 
plovers also have been recently reported breeding in southeast Alb erta in an 
area where prairie dogs do not occur (Wallis and Wers h ler 1981). Th ese au rho rs 
described the nesting habitat for two nest sites as being in a heavily grazed winter 
pasture with a recent burn. The mountain plover is clearly a bird adapted to 
shorr-grass prairie (Graul and We bster 1976) and its continued existence in north­
central Montana depends on the availability of native grasslands with areas of 
low growing vege tation such as that afforded by prairie dog {Owns or sites as 
reported by Wa llis and W ershler (1981) . 
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