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be a very interesting aspect of the
study,” Rollins says.

And then there are coyotes and
raccoons. Researchers trapped and
fitted radio collars on four coyotes
and four raccoons earlier this year,
then monitored their activity. “We
wanted to know how they worked
the landscape during May and
June, the peak nesting months.”
The research will give biologists a
general idea of how the two main
egg predators search the landscape.
Once they know that, they can be-
gin to look at various tools to frus-
trate their search.

One of the first projects, which
yielded the first graduate thesis pro-
duced by ranch research, is still on-
going. Called “herp arrays,” they’re
three-pronged traps that catch and
hold snakes and amphibians. Not
only do the results give research-
ers an idea of other nest predators
working the pastures, but also a
baseline of biological activity on
the ranch.

“As a steward of that property,

and as naturalists and scientists,
we want to know what we’ve got
out there,” Rollins says. “We want
a good inventory of everything
we’ve got — the plants, the ani-
mals, even some of the ones we
don’t have much appreciation for.
But we’ve got to see what we’ve
got out there so when we pull the
quail string over here, how does
it affect the horned lizard popula-
tion, the rattlesnake population?”

Texas ranchers ... be
well-served by the
lessons learned ...

Baseline research is one aspect
of their effort to better understand
the predator-prey relationship.
The other aspect is applying that
to quail management. “If you think
about predation, you want to know
what some of the predators — a
roadrunner, a red-tailed hawk or

a coyote — might be eating at dif-
ferent times of the year that might
deflect some of the pressure from a
quail’s other predators. And if you
do patch-burn grazing, does that
facilitate or negate some of these
‘buffer’ species, like snakes and
amphibians?”

And finally, they’re looking
at ways that landowners might
help their quail better deal with
one of the state’s ongoing issues
— drought. “There doesn’t seem
to be anything much harder on a
quail than a dry fall, a dry winter
and a dry spring. There’s some-
thing about the trifecta of drought
seasons that really puts a kink in
nesting.”

So Rollins and his graduate
students tried to see if they could
overcome that by providing a layer
ration during this year’s nesting
season. “Some pastures got a 24%
protein ration, others got milo and
others didn’t get anything. We had
15-20 radio-collared hens in each
of those pastures and were looking
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to see if the birds that had access
to protein initiated nests earlier
and were able to overcome the dry
weather kink that a dry fall, winter
and spring puts on those birds,”
Rollins says.

Why a ranch dedicated to quail
research?

In his many years as a quail
researcher, Rollins has never had a
problem finding landowners will-
ing to cooperate with research tri-
als. “But there are always compli-
cations. If you’re dealing with a
landowner whose primary interest
may be livestock production, there
will be pinch points somewhere
down the road. As a researcher, I
may want to push the system one
way when I know it doesn’t make
economic sense, and I can’t ask
them to bear the brunt of those
costs.”

The Rolling Plains Quail Re-
search Ranch, on the other hand,
is focused exclusively on refining
ways to better grow quail, allow-
ing researchers to ask the ques-
tions that might not make much
sense at the time, but need to be
asked anyway as they attempt to
both quantify and qualify the body
of quail biology knowledge.

But that’s not to say Rollins
isn’t interested in conducting re-
search with cooperating ranches.
As the RPQRR moves forward in
fulfilling its vision “to sustain Tex-
as’ quail hunting heritage for this
and future generations,” research-
ers hope to “send the cavalry east,”
as Rollins puts it, and seek answers
to declining quail populations in
other parts of the Rolling Plains.

“There are certain things we’re
going to do here in Fisher County
that will have applications in a lot
of places, and there are others that
are not going to make much sense
to Tarrant County or Wise County
or Wichita County, areas that 15
years ago had pretty vibrant quail
populations and now have basi-
cally nothing.”

Rollins has three main proj-
ects in mind that, if enough fac-
tors line up to make them possible,
he’d like to conduct. One he calls
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“Operation Wintergrass”.

Texas wintergrass, which also
goes by several other names, is the
backbone of a lot of winter grazing
in the eastern Rolling Plains. [t is
not, however, a quail-friendly veg-
etation in Rollins’ opinion. “This
may sound like heresy to a lot of
people, but we’re looking at doing
some control measures on Texas
wintergrass, restoring some areas
to more of a warm season grass
component,” and seeing if that
doesn’t provide more of an incen-
tive for a hen quail to want to raise
a brood.

A second big-ticket item on
Rollins’ wish list he calls “Opera-
tion Jumpstart”, which would in-
volve restocking apparently hab-
itable sites in the eastern Rolling
Plains with wild trapped quail.
“We know we can’t do it with pen-
raised quail. So we want to try it
with wild trapped quail and see if
we can re-establish quail on some
of their previous habitat.”

And the third item he calls
“Operation Sentinel”. There’s a lot
that researchers don’t know when
it comes to diseases that may af-
fect quail. “A sick quail doesn’t get
out on the road and wave a white
flag. It goes back in the brush and
dies and is eaten before anybody
knows it,” Rollins says. “Operation
Sentinel would be basically an
early-warning system where we’d
monitor quail in a number of plac-
es along the northern and eastern
perimeter. Should anything begin
to happen disease-wise, we’d have
a barometer.”

The future for RPQRR re-
search, both on-site and off-site,
is of course driven by money. In
2008, the Parks Cities Chapter of
Quail Unlimited in Dallas donated
$550,000 to the ranch. If the group
is able to continue that commit-
ment, Rollins is hopeful that the
research arm of the RPQRR can
continue and be extended beyond
the ranch’s perimeter fence.

Texas ranchers with an interest
in quail will be well-served by the
lessons learned at RPQRR. “Most
of those things (research results)
will plug very well into a typical
grazing land, ranching paradigm,”
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Rollins says. “Maybe (that will re-
duire} tweaking the knobs a little
bit, but we want to be able to show
ranchers and absentee landowners
the landscape and the methodolo-
gies it takes to sustain quail.”

And Rollins intends for the
ranch to be a good neighbor as
well. Already they donated a
pumper unit to the volunteer fire
department and are setting up a
$1,000 scholarship at the two high
schools in the county—Roby and
Rotan.

Beyond that, he sees the ranch
serving as a hub to promote pre-
scribed burning in the area. “The
whole idea of prescribed burning
will be a fairly large part of the
quail ranch in terms of our brush
management and prickly pear man-
agement,” he says. “But prescribed
burning has taken about three gi-
ant steps backward in the last five
years or so, with wildfires and the
concerns tending toward paranoia
by some people.” That, he says,
has taken a powerful tool out of a
rangeland manager’s toolbox.

Several prescribed burn as-
sociations have come together
throughout the state in the last few
years and Rollins thinks the quail
ranch can be a hub for such an
organization in the western Roll-
ing Plains. “We have a selfish mo-
tive, because we’re hamstrung by
a burn ban and there’s no relief in
sight. So we’re hoping to use (the
ranch) as a training and education
site to teach other landowners and
to demonstrate to county officials,”
that prescribed burns can be done
safely, even in a drought.

The time, Rollins says, was
right for the quail ranch to serve its
purpose. “The spectre of quail de-
cline is upon us,” he says. “I can’t
guarantee that we’re going to find
answers at the quail ranch that
will reverse anything. But 'm con-
vinced that if we don’t do some-
thing, quail are going to continue
to go down the tubes.”

Ranchers throughout the
Lone Star State would be worse
off should that happen. But as
Rollins knows, sometimes a ris-
ing tide begins with a few good
whitecaps. =






