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Bobwhite vs. La Nina: 
Quail Management During Drought 
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Welcome to RPQRRôs  

4th Annual Field Day! 

Students of Quail, 

 

Wow!  What a difference a year makes . . . in this case unfortunately.   Like you, weôve lan-

guished in the worst drought on record, and our quail population reflects it.  Thereôs two ways 

to spell ñdroughtò, i.e., ñdroughtñand ñdrouth. ñ I prefer the former, because between the begin-

ning and the end, itôs ñroughò in between!    

 

I read recently where one writer compared the drought to a constrictor snakeðand what an ap-

propriate metaphor, for indeed it squeezes the life out of us, our landscape, and our animals.  

But I remember a silver bullet that reminds us that while ñwe canôt change the wind, but we 

can adjust the sails.ò  Today youôll observe how the quail population has suffered and how 

drought impacts various components of the ñquail equation.ò   And how weôre coping with La 

Nina and positioning our habitat to best take advantage of rains when they ultimately return. 

 

Please take advantage of the plant quiz, the poster sessions, and time afield with our staff and 

students in order to enhance your knowledge and your skill set.  And if you have observations 

about how we could be doing things better, weôre all ears.   

 

Indeed, education is a lifelong process. 

 

Dale Rollins 

Director & 

Extension Wildlife Specialist  



Schedule 
 

8:30  Registration & Refreshments 

          Plant ID Quiz featuring ñShrubs of the RPQRRò ï Ricky Linex & Kent Mills 

 

9:00  Welcome & Opening Comments 

 Dr. Dale Rollins, Director 

 Rick Snipes, President, RPQRF 

 

9:20 Depart for Tour 

 Stop 1:  Water Harvesting Strategies 

  2011 Weather at RPQRR ï Lloyd Lacoste 

  Spreader Dams & Quail Oases ï Barrett Koennecke 

  Sprinklers to Enhance Microhabitats for Quail ï Dale Rollins 

  Half-cutting Mesquites as "Quail Houses" - Dale Rollins 

 Stop 2:  Patch-Burn Grazing during Drought 

  Cows & Quail:  Drought Strains the Relationship 

  Vegetation Response ï Dave Barre 

  Grazing behaviorð Dave Barre 

  Insect Response ï Christine Litton 

  Quail Response - Barrett Koennecke 

  Quail Response to Wildfires ï Becky Ruzicka 

 Stop 3:  Modifying Water Troughs for Quail  - Dale Rollins 

 

Noon:   Catered lunch & Poster Session 

 

 Updates: 

Operation Idiopathic Decline Update ï Steve Presley 

Parasite Research ï  Dale Rollins 

Disease research ï Dale Rollins 

Predation Research 

 Coyote Diets ï Mark Tyson 

 Raptor Research ï Becky Perkins 

Rainfall insurance ï Jason Johnson 

QuailMasters -  Debi Simpson & Mackey Morgan  

Bobwhite Brigade - A. Simpson, G. Jennings, F. Price, S. Bierschwale 

 

Stop 4:  Miscellaneous 

 Photo-surveillance of feeders ï Lloyd. Lacoste 

 Supplementation with a Layer Ration ï Barrett Koennecke 

 Increasing efficiency of feeders ï Lloyd Lacoste 

Horned Lizard Abundance at RPQRRðBradley Lawrence 

Non-target Brush Response to Prickly Pear Herbicides - Dave Barre 

 

Return to HQ 

  Review plant quiz 

  Distribute CEU certificates 
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2011ðThe Year in Review 

Lloyd LaCoste, RPQRR 

 Rainfall is thought to account for a large portion of quail production.  We have been in 

the grips of a La Nina weather pattern for quite some time.  Typically a La Nina weather pat-

tern causes Texas to be hot and dry.   The 30-year rainfall average for Roby is 24.2 inches.  

From September 2009 through August 2010 RPQRR had 29.21 inches of rainfall.   This year 

from September 2010 through August 2011 we have only had 4.96 inches of rainfall.  Since 

January 1st we have received 2.71 inches of rainfall.  During the summer of 2010 we had 5 days 

that were over 100 degrees Fahrenheit.  This summer we had 79 days that were over 100 de-

grees Fahrenheit. 
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The State of the Quail 
 

Dale Rollins, RPQRR 

 

 Iôm tired of making history.  Quail populations (bobwhite and scaled) are at record low 

populations across Texas, and also here at RPQRR.   The record drought and hot temperatures 

have stymied any reproductive effort.  All ofour counts were downðway down.  Our spring 

call counts were only about 20% what they have been in previous years.   Of 78 radiomarked 

hens alive on May 1, only 11 attempted a nest, and only five of those nests hatched.  Three 

weeks after hatching, no chicks were observed.  Arthropod counts, e.g., Order Orthoptera 

(grasshoppers)  were 90% less than that observed in 2010.  Our last three indices (fall covey 

call counts, trapping success, and fal  helicopter counts will commence next month, but Iôm not 

optimistic any will indicate a much-improved situation. 

 

 I can only offer two ñpositivesòð (1) quail enjoyed greater survival (probably because 

of the low nesting rate) and (2) given that next yearôs breeding population will be mostly 

(perhaps all) adult birds, their output per individual should be greater (higher nest initiation 

rates, greater renesting).   

 

TPWD fall roadside count data, 1978-2011.   

 

Note last 3 years are all record lows 



Quail Statistics 

 Since RPQRR was started in 2007, we have implemented various ways to monitor quail 

abundance over time; these efforts include helicopter surveys, whistle counts (spring and fall), 

mark-recapture (using leg-banded birds), radio telemetry, dummy nest survival, and fall road-

side counts.   We seek to determine which of these provides reliable estimates relative to the 

time and expense of conducting the counts.  

 

Helicopter counts 

 

 Every Year we conduct two helicopter surveys, 

one in the fall (Nov) and one in the spring (Mar). We fly 

the same transects with a total sampling effort of 52 

miles, using a technique developed by Caesar Kleberg 

Wildlife Research Institute.  This year the spring survey 

on March 13, 2011, recorded 17 coveys of quail, identi-

cal to the count we observed in November 2010.  In 

Spring of 2010 we recorded 11 coveys.  Fall surveys 

will take place in early November. 

 

Roadside Counts 

 Roadside counts are easy to conductðyou simply drive a prescribed route during early-

morning or late-afternoon hours and count the number of quail observed.  We repeat our counts 

four times during September; two during morning hours and two during afternoon hours.  The 

number of birds observed per mile is an index to quail abundance.  Each year during August, 

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department biologists conduct roadside counts on 20-mile routes 

across much of west and south Texas. At RPQRR, we count along two 10-mile routes, i.e., an 

ñeastò and ñwestò line to give us greater resolution.   Our habitat is quite different from one side 

of the ranch to the other, with the western half having considerably less brush (i.e., "quail hous-

es") than the eastern part of the ranch.  The table below compares TPWDôS mean number of 

quail per 20 mile route to RPQRRôs.   
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Call Counts 

 Call counts can be used to index abundance of quail over time.  Spring call counts are 

conducted at 25 call count stations or ñmile markersò that are spread out across the ranch.  The 

ranch is divided into 2 transects: a West line which has 13 mile markers, and an East line with 

12 mile markers.  Call counts were conducted twice a week starting on May 24, 2011 and con-

tinued until July 28, 2011.  Counts averaged 1 rooster and 5.1 calls per stop for 2011.  This is 

down considerably from 2010 (5.3 roosters/ stop and 49.2 calls per stop). 

Survival 

 We use radio-marked bobwhites for several aspects of our research. These objectives 

include monitoring survival rates, determining cause-specific mortality, documenting move-

ments and spatial use of habitat, and nesting ecology. We radio collar males during our fall-

trapping effort and females during our spring trapping effort.  We defined last yearôs winter sur-

vival period as November 1 through February 7 (99 days).  Survival of adult males was estimat-

ed at 41% while juvenile males was estimated at 61%; these estimates are similar to those of 

2010 for adult males, but juvenile males enjoyed higher survival than observed last year (36%). 

The summer female survival went from April 1 through July 8 (99 days). Adult females had a 

survival rate of 67% while juvenile females had a survival rate of 65%; these estimates are 

about 3X greater than those observed in 2010 (23% for both age classes).  These differences 

likely reflect the survival costs associated with nesting (i.e., very little nesting effort in 2011). 

 

Spring Whistle Counts
RPQRR, 2008-11*
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Trapping success at RPQRR
Fall period, 2008-10

N = 1088, 1271, and 1480 trap-nights for 2008-10, respectively.

Fall Call Count Summary
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Dummy Nests 

 We conduct dummy nests to get an idea of nest survival in a real life situation during 

May and June, when quail are nesting. This year we had 72 nests in CRP and 72 nests in 

Rangeland. This yearôs dummy nest results were considerably down from last year. In CRP last 

year 64% of the nests survived compared to this year where only 31% survived. In the Range-

land, 87% survived last year compared to this year where only 56% survived. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dummy nest survival (%)
2010 vs. 2011

N = 72 nests

2011 2010

56% 87%

2011 2010

31% 64%

N = 72 nests

Rangeland habitat CRP habitat



STOP  1 

 

Water Harvesting Strategies 
 

As we depart for Stop 1, note several spreader dams (ñquail oasesò) on 

your right.  These were installed in September 2010, but insufficient 

rainfall has prevented them from ñdevelopingò yet.  Inset shows oasis 

on Aiken Ranch (in drought year) dominated by western ragweed. 

 



Water Harvesting Strategies 

Barrett Koennecke, RPQRR 

 In the Fall of 2010 we created 148 spreader dams (ñquail oasesò) to prevent erosion and 

enrich microhabitats for quail (via vegetation and insects) from the collection of water. We 

seeded several different cool- and warm-season plants into the dams, including Illinois bundle 

flower, cowpen daisy, prickly poppy, hairy vetch, winter peas, and alfalfa.  Given the resultant 

dry weather and seed consumption by winter migrant songbirds, few seeds have germinated.  

Only Illinois bundleflower has seen any notable establishment.  We had planned on getting 

seedling plums to act as a permanent cover but as time went on and still no rain we decided 

against that idea at least for this growing season.  Over the next several years we hope these 

spreader dams will increase the ñusable spaceò for bobwhites on the western half of the ranch. 

 

An Evaluation of Sprinklers to Provide ñQuail Oasesò during Drought 

Dale Rollins, RPQRR 

 Given the acutely dry weather and high temperatures, we fashioned six oscillating 

sprinklers and attached them to water faucets scattered across RPQRR.  Our objectives were to 

determine if sprinkled plots would provide attractive microhabitats for bobwhites, either via 

food availability and/or a cooler microhabitat. The faucets were installed on 3 July.  We disced 

half of the resulting circle and broadcast-seeded German millet.  Since mid-July, the plots have 

been irrigated thrice weekly for 10 hours per cycle.  Bobwhites have been observed in most of 

the plots.  Soil temperatures are typically 20 to 40 degrees F cooler in the plots than on exposed 

soil adjacent to the plots. 


