
acy Vardeman loves west Texas, 
the land that nurtured her and 
the plants and creatures native 
to it—even the colorful but 

finicky lesser prairie chicken.
The bird’s numbers declined 

more than 90% over the past cen-
tury but it hangs on in the sand 
hills along the border with New 
Mexico and also can be found in 
Oklahoma, Colorado, and Kan-
sas. The lesser prairie chicken is 
being considered for the endan-
gered species list, which would 
put new habitat requirements on 
landowners. Vardeman focuses on 
keeping the bird off that list.

Vardeman helped start the nonprofit 
Sand Hills Area Recreation Association 
to encourage landowners in four west 
Texas counties to be proactive in man-
aging lesser prairie chicken habitat.

Bring together. “The idea was to 
bring landowners together to coop-
erate on habitat restoration. The bird 
needs a large contiguous area to sup-
port a population,” she says.

It takes 25,000 acres to maintain a 
viable population of about 150 lesser 
prairie chickens. The bird avoids tall 
structures where predators could lurk. 
Female birds hatch and raise young in 
clumps of grass. Chicks exist on insects 
that live among native plants.

Through the years, Vardeman and 
her father, Layne Cotter, bought mis-
managed land in Bailey County and 
restored it to native rangeland, habit-
able for both wildlife and cattle. She 
splits time between the Bailey County 
ranch and home at headquarters of 
the cotton farm run by her husband, 
Dean Vardeman, his brother, Keith, 
and father, Buzz, south of Lubbock.

go on the endangered species list with-
in the next two years, Whitlaw says.

“If creative heads prevail, we will 
keep everybody farming and ranching. 

Some practices may have to be modi-
fied in order to be prairie chicken 
friendly,” Whitlaw says. “When an 
endangered species is listed, you’re 
not allowed to take it.”

Best option. Vardeman holds 
quarterly meetings of the associa-
tion, demonstrating habitat restora-
tion as the best landowner option. 

In addition to state programs, USDA 
Natural Resources Conservation Ser-

vice, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
cost-share programs, are available to 
help fund the efforts, as well.

“At first, it was a tough sell,” Varde-
man says. “Ranchers were afraid the 
government was going to tell them 
what to do. They have not been involved 
in many government programs.

“They’re independent. But I tell them 
that you can pick and choose what you 
want to do,” Vardeman continues. “You 
can step out of this at any time.

“Ranchers can work this thing out. 
The prairie chicken is not bothered by 
cattle,” she reminds ranchers. “Cattle 
help by keeping grass from getting tall. 
It’s kind of like when the buffalo would 
graze and then move on,” she says.

“A lot of people here are environ-
mentally conscious and want this to 
work,” Vardeman concludes. “They’re 
making no big deal about it now.”

By Charles Johnson

Above: The lesser prairie chicken’s habitat 

preferences clash with the modern fragmented 

landscape. Right: Lacy Vardeman ranches 

in Bailey County, Texas, and works with fellow 

landowners to return land to its native condition, 

hoping to boost lesser prairie chicken numbers.

She’s for the birds
This Texan hopes to save the prairie chicken and preserve landowner rights
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Property such as the Bailey County 
ranch requires lots of work to encour-
age the bird to thrive, Vardeman says. 
“We bought 1,300 acres around a 145-
acre saline lake. Our land was covered 
with mesquite, invasive lovegrass, and 
snakeweed, a nasty little weed that 
likes overgrazed areas,” she says.

They first killed water-sapping mes-
quite, then sprayed yucca, and broom-
weed. A cost-share program with Texas 
Parks and Wildlife helped reseed na-
tive rangeland with grasses like silver 
bluestem and sideoats grama.

Heather Whitlaw, coordinator of the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s five-
state lesser prairie chicken effort, lauds 
Vardeman’s restoration work. “It’s won-
derful stewardship, helping people in-
corporate habitat rehabilitation into 
their operations. If we had this kind of 
effort all over the place, there would be 
lots of habitat and the bird would not 
be having this population decrease.”

Still, the lesser prairie chicken may 


