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Welcome Students of Quail! 
ñEducation is a lifelong process.ò  - Anonymous 

Weôre glad you joined us for our 6th annual field day at the Rolling 

Plains Quail Research Ranch.  This yearôs theme is ñBest Manage-

ment Practices for Quail.ò  Hopefully youôll glean some ideas for 

how to improve your rangeland as quail habitat and increase your 

personal knowledge of quail and quail habitat. 

This yearôs field day is dedicated to the memory of ñLiôl Annie.ò  

For fifteen years she was a faithful and productive ñstudent of quail.ò  

Without a doubt she was the best ñdead birdò dog Iôve ever seen.  

During her prime I expected her to get two-thirds of the covey finds 

and most of the dead birds regardless of what other dogs were on the 

ground.  She did her part to secure the funding that allowed for the procurement of RPQRR.  For the last 

ten years, every time she delivered a bird to hand, Iôd pat her on the head and say ñgonna miss you 

someday baby.ò  December 9, 2012 was that day.  Good dogs die way too young.  To her tribute, the 

ñAnnie Pastureò is typically our best quail pasture at RPQRR. 

The weather has surely been better this year than the previous two, but itôs still not the recovery we need 

or had hoped for.   The Ranch looks pretty good, but our quail numbers are still suffering from the past 

two years (i.e., low breeding capital) and perhaps other factors [e.g., internal parasites]).  The low num-

bers are disheartening for all of us, especially when we think weôre doing all the ñbest management 

practicesò for quail.  Some of you have seen nice rebounds, so we rejoice with you in that.  Hopefully 

the worm has turned.  

The western portion of the Rolling Plains is on the verge of an oil and gas boom with development of 

the Cline Shale.  Some speculation Iôve heard say the Cline could dwarf the Eagle Ford Shale play in 

south Texasðhaving driven through south Texas I donôt see how that could be possible.  The shale play 

will bring along both opportunities and concerns.  Weôre likely to see more pumpjacks here at RPQRR 

(weôve had 3 installed since last year).  Just what the future holds, or how further development impacts 

our mission is yet to be resolved. 

We always value your feedback, formally (via the evaluation for todayôs tour) or informally, so please 

share your ideas with me or one of the RPQRR staff.    Enjoy your day, make some new friends, en-

hance your plant ID skills, and make progress towards becoming a better ñStudent of Quail.ò  If youôre 

not a ñfriendò on our Facebook page or subscriber to e-Quail Newsletter, I encourage you to sign up for 

both (see www.quailresearch.org) for details. 

Dale Rollins  

Executive Director 

Liôl Annie, 1998-2013 

http://www.quailresearch.org


2013 Field Day Agenda 

8:30  Registration & refreshments 

 CEU paperwork 

 Test your knowledge of key plants for quail (R. Linex and K. Mills) 

9:00  Welcome and Introductory Comments ï D. Rollins 

 2013 Year in Review ï L. LaCoste 

 Bermudagrass renovation for bobwhites ï D. Rollins 

9:30  Stop 1 

 Brood patches for bobwhites ï B. Koennecke 

 Cactus: a prickly paradigm for quail managers ï D. Rollins 

 Sculpting prickly pear ï B. Koennecke 

10:15  Stop 2 

 Results of 3-year study on prickly pear control and collateral damage to shrubs and forbs ï L. LaCoste 

 Cost considerations for prickly pear control ï R. Porter 

 Shale & quail ï considerations for a pending oil boom ï P. Melton 

11:00  Stop 3 

 Quail oases ï D. Rollins & B. Koennecke 

 Ragweed seed dynamics ï L. LaCoste 

 Carcass longevity study ï B. Ruzicka 

11:30  Stop 4 

 Guzzlers and water management ï D. Rollins 

 Camera trapping in quail management - L. LaCoste 

 What is ñuseable space?ò ï D. Rollins 

 Play ball for bobwhites ï the SHET model ï D. Rollins 

 Enhancing useable space on former CRP contracts ï B. Koennecke 

12:15  LUNCH at Pavilion ï Recognition of Sponsors 

1:00  Research Updates 

 Operation Idiopathic Decline ï B. Ruzicka & C. Baxter 

  - Plans for ñPhase IIIò ï D. Rollins 

 Operation Transfusion ï B. Kubecka & M. Downey 

 New funding initiatives for quail restoration ï D. Rollins 

 Complete evaluation 

2:15  Depart for HQ 

 

2:30  Results of Plant ID contest ï R. Linex 

 Distribution of CEU certificates ï T. Roberts 

 Adjourn 
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2013 Weather ï The Year in Review 

Lloyd LaCoste, RPQRR 

When quail country experiences a cool wet spring and summer it is usually a prelude to good quail num-

bers in the fall.  This summer at RPQRR we had half of that equation. Compared to the last two years 

temperatures were down a great deal.  In 2011 we had 79 days where the temperature soared above 100 

degrees Fahrenheit.  During 2012 there were a total of 38 days above 100 degrees Fahrenheit, and in 

2013 we had only 13 days in which the mercury topped the 100 degree Fahrenheit mark.   While the 

temperatures were more cooperative this year we ended up a little below the 30-year average for rainfall.  

The 30-year average rainfall for Roby, Texas is 24.22 inches.  From September 2012 through August 

2013, RPQRR received a total of 19.38 inches of rain; which is 4.84 inches below normal. Timing of 

rainfall is at least as important as the amount of rainfall during the year. The months of April through 

August are the most important rainfall months in our area to promote quail reproduction.  April and May 

of 2013 were below the 30-year average for those months.  June and July were slightly above average, 

but the rains came in early June and late July.  From June 18th through July 15th we received less than 

half an inch of rain.  The conditions that looked so promising in early June quickly browned up and only 

partially recovered when the rains came again in mid July.  August rainfall once again was below the 30

-year average.  During the year we received two small 

hail events in which there were no radio collared bird 

mortalities related to these events.  Continued cooler 

weather with additional rainfall next breeding season 

would be greatly appreciated! 

2011 2012 2013

April 0 1 0

May 7 6 2

June 22 9 5

July 21 6 1

August 28 12 4

September 1 4 1

Days above 100 degrees F



Monitoring quail abundance at RPQRR 

Barrett Koennecke and Lloyd Lacoste, Rolling Plains Quail Research Ranch 

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

abundance over time; these efforts include helicopter surveys, call 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 (March). We 

fly the same transects with a total sampling effort of 52 miles. This year the spring survey (March 6, 

2013), recorded a dismal 2 coveys and the fall 2012 count (Nov. 12) revealed only 5 coveys. The last 3 

counts are the three lowest 

counts ever recorded at the 

RPQRR. We will be conducting 

the fall 2013 helicopter count 

this November and we hope to 

see an increase.  

Spring Whistle Counts 

Spring cock call counts or ñcall 

countsò can be used to index 

abundance of quail over time. 

Spring call counts are conducted 

at 25 ñmile markersò that are 

spread across the ranch. The 

ranch is divided into an East and 

a West Transect. The west line contains 13 mile markers and the east makes up the additional 12. This 

year counts were conducted twice a week starting May 21, 2013 and continued until July 25, 2013. 

Looking at the call counts over time, it shows that the drought of 2011 had a large impact on number of 

whistles heard but numbers appear to be trending upwards over the last 2 years. This year we heard an 

average of 3.8 cocks per stop with 

an average of 30.8 whistles per stop.  



Fall Covey Call Counts 

In October we measure covey abundance by listening at dawn for ñcovey callsò. Due to the small win-

dow of opportunity our researchers can only listen at one site per day so we listen at all of our odd num-

bered mile markers for a total of 2 counts and rec-

ord number of different coveys heard. As this does 

not take place until October, the most recent data 

is from fall 2012. There is a general trend across 

the years that quail are declining at the RPQRR 

and in 2011 we hit an all time low with 3.8 coveys 

per stop. The 2012 data, like some of the other 

census techniques, shows a slight improvement to 

4.6 coveys per stop. However, that is still just un-

der half of our average in 2008 with 9.5 coveys 

per stop. 

Roadside Counts 

Roadside counts are easy to conductðyou simply drive a pre-

scribed 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 road-

side counts on 20-mile routes across much of west and south 

Texas. The table below compares TPWDôS mean number of 

quail per 20 mile route to RPQRRôs.   

Trapping  
At RPQRR our primary purpose for trapping quail is to attach radio collars, but we also use the infor-

mation collected during trapping as an index of quail abundance and to assess Juvenile/Adult ratios. 

Trapping is conducted in the spring and fall of each year.  

Mean Number of Quail Observed per 

20-mile Route 

Year TPWD RPQRR 

2008 18.7 96.0 

2009   6.6   25.2 

2010 8.0 29.0 

2011 5.3 8.8 

2012 3.5 5.5 



Nesting Success 
Radio-marked hens are followed throughout the 

spring and summer to document nesting at-

tempts and success.  On May 1 we had 27 radio

-marked hens. Of those 55% attempted a nestð

only 1 hen attempted a second nest. Out of a 

total of 16 attempted nests, 9 hatched. After 3 

weeks post-hatch, we flush and count number 

of chicks in the brood, but only 3 of the 9 

broods had chicks remaining with an average of 

3 chicks per brood.  

Dummy Nests 

This summer was the sixth year for the ñdummy nestò study.  The project involves setting out 144 

ñdummy nestsò, which are constructed with 3 chicken eggs.  These nests are made to resemble a quail 

nest in bunchgrass, prickly pear, and yucca.  There were 12 transects of 6 nests in CRP areas, and 12 

transects of 6 nests in range-

land areas. Each nest was 

placed 50 paces between 

each other along these tran-

sects. These nests were 

checked twice in a 4 week 

time period, and the nest sur-

vival was recorded.  Fate of 

dummy nests tends to mimic 

hatch rate of actual nests 

quite well in both CRP and 

native range (Table 1).  

Raptor Surveys 

Raptors can be an important predator of quail.  We conduct weekly surveys along two, 10-mile routes 

on the RPQRR to record each raptorôs location, species and activity (perching, soaring). The chart below 

shows total number of raptors observed 

from January 1 through December 31 for 

each year. Every year the number of rap-

tors seems to be declining following the 

decline of both small mammals and quail. 

These data suggest that while prey abun-

dance is low in this area, raptors may be 

moving to other areas in search of prey. 

 Simulated Simulated

Year (%) n Hatched (%) (%) n Hatched (%)

2008 77.8 6 4  66.7 80.6 21 12  57.1

2009 63.9 3 0  0 58.3 41 22  53.7

2010 63.6 3 1  33.3 86.5 18 8  44.4

2011 43.9 1 0  0 70.7 10 4  40.0

2012 53.5 3 2 66.7 80 8 6 75

2013 28.2 4 4 100 36.1 12 5 41.7

Mean 55.2 3.3 1.8  54.5 66.4 18.3 9.5 51.9

CRP

     Actual            Actual

Rangeland

Table 1. Fate of simulated bobwhite nests (at 28 days exposure) and actual nests in bunch grass (CRP) 

and native rangeland on the Rolling Plains Quail Research Ranch, Fisher County, Texas, 2008-2013.  N 

= 72 simulated nests for each year in each habitat type.

% Hens 

Attempted 

Nest

% Hens 

Attempting 

2nd Nest

Total Nests 

Attempted

# Hens 

Alive May 

1

2009 41% 13% 43 79

2010 36% 4% 20 50

2011 14% 0% 10 73

2012 73% 27% 11 11

2013 55% 4% 16 27



Shrub seedling survival 

In 2010, we installed over 200 spreader dams 

in areas on the ranch where precipitation is 

lost to runoff. These dams function to slow 

runoff and create quail habitat. During a vol-

unteer day on March 1st 2012, over 900 4-

winged saltbush and aromatic sumac seedlings 

were transplanted into the spreader dams in an 

effort to ñjump startò these  ñquail oases.ò  

Survival of the shrubs was measured in May 

2013. Due to insufficient rainfall  the summer 

of 2012, the survival rates of these seedlings 

were not great. The overall survival rate was 

52%.  On average there were four saltbushes 

to each sumac and typically no sumacs in 

weed barriers.  Survival in weed barrier vs. non-weed barrier was only data from 4 wing saltbush. The 

percent survival of seedlings planted inside weed barriers (79%) was greater than  those planted without 

the weed barrier (58%). Survival of sumac on the ranch was 28%, while the survival of 4- winged salt-

bush was 60%.   

Bermudagrass Renovation for Bobwhites 

Dale Rollins and Larry A. Redmon, Texas A&M Agrilife Extension Service 

Bermudagrass enjoys a Dr. Jeckyll-Mr. Hyde relationship among Texas landownersðpraised as a 

tame pasture forage for cattle, but basically worthless for bobwhites.  One of our objectives here at 

RPQRR is to convert a 47-acre bermudagrass field to native warm season grasses to enhance the pas-

ture as quail habitat.  Since 2007, weôve disced, sprayed with glyphosate (twice) and tried planting 

milo.   But the bermudagrass is winning.  For 2014 we seek to get more aggressive.  We have a pro-

posal pending with Texas Parks & Wildlife to evaluate various strategies to facilitate such conver-

sions.  Our plans call for evaluating six treat-

ments of various herbicides (rates and timing) 

followed by reseeding of grasses like little 

bluestem, sideoats grama, plains bristlegrass 

and desirable forbs.  Treatments will include: 

1)      5 quarts/acre glyphosate ï spring 

2)      5 quarts/acre glyphosate ï fall 

3)      5 - 6 pints/acre Arsenal  

4)      5 quarts/acre glyphosate ï spring + 5 - 6 

pints Arsenal ï fall. 

5)      12 oz Plateau ï fall 

6)      Control 


