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What’s Been Going On? 
 
By Brad Dabbert 
 
As usual, spring and summer have been extremely busy. Once again the personnel at 
the Quail-Tech Alliance find ourselves wearing our research and construction hats.  We 
completed over 400 whistle count points in May and June and we were pleased to see 
a significant upward trend.  We detected an average of 3.2 northern bobwhite males 
per point (NBMPP) during spring 2014 (See Figure 1).  This value is a 68% increase 
from the spring 2013 average of 2.1 NBMPP.  The highest average for an individual 
ranch in 2014 was 8 NBMPP and most ranches experienced increases compared to 
spring 2013 counts.  In some cases, circumstances beyond our control, such as a wild 
fire on the Esperanza Ranch, prevented a population increase. 

After two successive years of adequate to good spring precipitation, we have exceeded 
the spring 2010 average of 2.7 NBMPP.  Hopefully this trend will continue and the 
nightmare averages of 1.7 NBMPP in 2011 and 1.6 NBMPP in 2012 will stay in our rear 
view mirror.  Many hens we are monitoring using radiotelemetry have already hatched 
their first nest and have started a second nest.  We are also getting reports of broods 
seen in many areas of the Rolling Plains. 
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Figure 1.  Average number of whistling northern bobwhite males per point heard on Quail-Tech Alliance Anchor 
Ranches during Spring 2014. 



There are certainly no guarantees, but the 2014 data, at least to-date, point toward a very successful 
reproductive season.  I will be working with Dr. Blake Grisham, a TTU Wildlife Ecologist who special-
izes in weather and climate effects on wildlife, to examine the relationships between precipitation and 
quail population growth in the Rolling Plains.  We know that quail populations fluctuate with rainfall, 
but we want to understand to what extent we can mitigate the effects of drought with management 
activities. We will examine management practices such as supplemental feed broadcast into the 
habitat, prescribed burning, and brush management to see if these practices can minimize population 
busts during drought and increase population highs in wet years.  Dr. Grisham and I will be using 
some sophisticated modeling techniques to examine these relationships using the excellent data set 
that the Quail-Tech Alliance has developed; over 2,500 call count points spread across the Rolling 
Plains during a time period of 5 years including one of the worst drought periods in Texas history.   We 
will access the Tech Mesonet weather station data and use individual temperature and humidity 
dataloggers at quail nests to help us develop these models. Since several Anchor Ranches have 
mesonet weather stations and we will put dataloggers very close to quail nests, our models will be the 
most reliable for quail to-date. 
 
This newsletter contains articles with updates about the 
supplemental feeding study, the wild quail translocation 
study, the sympatric northern bobwhite and scaled quail 
study, the immune function study, the genetics study, and 
the wild-strain parent-reared chick study.  Additionally, Dr. 
Ron Sosebee provides us insight on how landowners 
should manage grazing in response to the welcome rains 
we have received.  And, Charles Hodges shows us a new 
spreader designed to spread feed into roadside habitat.  I 
will not steal their thunder, but I will say that the positive 
effects of providing supplemental feed broadcast into the 
vegetation that you are about to read are extraordinary.  
This technique provides a way to increase survival of 
northern bobwhites in the Rolling Plains of Texas.  This 
report represents the third year in a row that we have monitored differences in survival between 
supplementally fed and non-fed (control) birds and measured a significant increase in the survival of 
fed birds.  This article highlights dramatic differences in survival rate between fed and non-fed birds 
during the extreme winter storms we received in February. 

 
I reported to you previously (Newsletter Issue 
11.0) about the grant that Dr. Robin Verble-
Pearson and I received from Texas Parks and 
Wildlife to improve habitat on Anchor Ranches 
using prescribed fire, disking, and brush 
management.  The dry spring combined with 
high winds made it difficult to conduct pre-
scribed burns this past spring, but Dr. Verble-
Pearson was able to work some in on the 
Circle A Ranch.  This project is continuing and 
we are excited about continuing to get the 
habitat treatments onto the landscape for 
quail. 
 
Finally, we could not do what we do without 
the generous support of our Anchor Ranches 
and donors.  We wish to thank the 6666 
Ranch, the Burnett Foundation, the Cross 

Timers Chapter of the Quail Coalition, the Hill Country Chapter of the Quail Coalition, the Park Cities 
Chapter of the Quail Coalition, Texas Agrilife, and Texas Parks and Wildlife who have all provided 
support for our work.  We deeply appreciate their support. 

 

A spring wildfire before the breeding season reduced call 
count numbers on the Esperanza Ranch. 

A technician lights a prescribed fire designed for quail habitat improve-
ment on the Circle A Ranch during spring 2014.  The burns were small 
patch burns designed to increase forb production. 



Wonderful Rains - But the Drought is Not Over 
 
By Ronald Sosebee 
 
Much of the Rolling and High Plains of Texas, as well as many other parts of Texas, have received 
some wonderful and much-needed rains late this spring and early summer.  Rangelands that had a 
good grass cover captured nearly all of the rain that fell, very little ran off.  In fact, many stock tanks 
are still going dry even after an area received 4 to 6 inches of rain, or more.  By contrast, those 
rangelands that had no grass cover, lost most of the rainfall that came.  Based on some of our re-
search, rangelands with very little cover probably captured, on site, less than 10% of the rain that fell.  
Unfortunately, even under these conditions most of the lakes in west Texas caught very little runoff. 
They are still dangerously low. 
 
Our memories are short.  With the wonderful rains that 
we have received, we tend to think that all is well and will 
be that way from now on.  It is like playing the slots or 
cards in Las Vegas.  When we win a few hands and our 
capital is built up, we think that it will always be good.  
However, it usually is not long until our luck changes and 
we lose all of our winnings in a very short order.  So it is 
with the rainfall.  The drought is not over. In fact, it is 
predicted to last until 2027. Evelyn Browning, a historical 
climatologist, spoke at the Cattle Raiser's meeting this 
past spring in San Antonio (and some of you heard her 
presentation).  She predicted that el Niño would 'kick in' 
late in the spring and early summer and continue through 
the autumn and by winter we will be dealing with mud.  
So far, she has been right.  She continued to say that the 
weather conditions after el Niño will still be a drought.  An 
old cliché says that the day after the last rain is the first 
day of the next drought. 
 
So, now is not the time to fully re-stock our rangelands, if we de-stocked or relocated our herds.  It will 
be good if we can defer, or lightly stock, our pastures through this growing season and give the plants 
a chance to rejuvenate themselves.  If we will lightly stock our rangelands, we can survive the drought 
much better than if we fully stock them.    If we don’t receive timely rains during the rest of the summer 
and autumn, then our rangelands should remain de-stocked or our livestock should remain relocated.  
Otherwise our grasses will continue to be damaged. Someone said that for every year we are in a 
drought, it takes two years for our rangelands to recover. 
 
Remember, it is the post-reproductive to dormancy period (mid-August to frost) when our warm-
season perennial grasses recruit tillers and store carbohydrates from which next year's growth will 
come.  If we have adequate residual forage after frost, we can lightly graze our pastures until next 
spring to see what the weather conditions and our forage reserves are like at that time.   However, 
also remember, that autumn is the time to evaluate our forage resources and the time to make adjust-
ments in our livestock numbers, not in the spring.  Production of the warm-season forage that we take 
into the winter is what we will have when growth begins in the spring. We won't produce any additional 
warm-season forage during the winter.  
 

 

 

Lush green growth of silver bluestem on the 6666 Ranch. 



If the autumn and winter are 'relatively' wet, then the 
weeds should begin to germinate and become estab-
lished this autumn and winter.  By next spring, we should 
have an abundant weed crop for our quail populations.  If 
you have a good grass cover and want to promote weed 
production, now is the time to begin planning to create 
some disturbance in your pastures, such as discing etc.  
There is no need to plant any weed seeds unless you 
want some specific plants that don't commonly grow in 
your area.  The weeds will come naturally. 
 
May it keep on raining and the quail populations continue 
to increase. 
 
 

 

This green growth of little bluestem is great nesting habi-
tat on the 6666 Ranch. 

NOTE: 
Clint Rollins, National Grazing Lands Coalition (formerly Grazing Lands Conservation 
Initiative) coordinator for the NRCS High Plains Region of Texas has planned a field day/
workshop for September 10, 2014.  This is an all day workshop that will be held at Clar-
endon College.  The keynote speaker is Kit Pharo from southeastern Colorado.  He is an 
excellent speaker.  The theme of the workshop is 'Ranching for a Profit'.  I believe there 
will also be an update on the proposed listing of the prairie chicken on the threatened 
and endangered species list. 
 
If you are interested in attending the workshop, please contact Clint Rollins for more in-
formation. Registration is $10 (primarily to cover the lunch).  Clint needs an accurate 
count by September 1, or thereabouts, so he can notify the caterer the number of 
lunches to prepare. 
 
 Clint Rollins 
 phone: 806-468-8600 x112 
 email: clint.rollins@tx.usda.gov  



Project Update 
Comparing Demographics of Sympatric 
Northern Bobwhite and Scaled Quail 
 
By Thomas Warren and Brad Dabbert 
 
Last year we began reporting about our study to examine 
the influences of management and the environment on 
the demographics of sympatric northern bobwhite and 
scaled quail.  Our second year of data collection is going 
strong in the Texas panhandle and the old mantra “April 
showers brings May flowers” certainly holds true for May 
and June showers as well. The last month has blessed 
the land with much needed precipitation – 8.28 inches at 
the West Texas mesonet site at Amarillo! Range condi-
tions have responded accordingly with a flush of forbs 
and bunch grasses coloring the landscape with noted 
quail-friendly seed producers croton, ragweed, annual 
sunflowers, globemallow, and rushpea emerging in 
abundance. 
 
Since the last newsletter (Issue 12.0) our trapping effort successfully concluded with 98 bobwhites and 
111 scaled quail captured in total with 45 bobwhite and 49 scaled quail females raiomarked, respec-
tively. Juvenile scaled quail amassed 76% of the total individuals captured. Surprisingly, bobwhites 
reflected a greater than expected juvenile crop (66% of total trapped bobwhites). This trend is a 
contrast to buck A.S. Jackson’s observations during the 1950’s drought years which saw dismal 
recruitment of bobwhite populations but high recruitment for scaled quail. 
 

Nesting season is progressing in earnest for both species 
in spite of a late start for bobwhites. Despite the delayed 
start, the number of whistling males and incubating hens 
located in the last two weeks has me optimistic for a great 
year. Thus far, 23 scaled quail and 11 bobwhite nests 
have been located. New for this year, we are placing 
remote cameras on a portion of nests of both species to 
determine culprits of nest depredation. So far all nests 
with cameras have either successfully hatched or the hen 
is still incubating - a trend we hope continues!  We look 
forward to 
providing you 
more infor-
mation 
concerning 
differences in 
reproductive 
success this 
year between 
sympatric 

bobwhites and scaled quail.  

 

A carpet of rushpea and globemallow that resulted from 
abundant precipitation. 

A scaled quail nest containing scaled quail eggs 
(speckled) and what we suspect are bobwhite eggs 
(white).  Bobwhites have been known to dump their eggs 
in the nests of others.  Alternatively, egg pigments can be 
reduced or absent in some cases.  We will have to wait 
for the hatch to be for sure. 

A remote camera standing watch over a scaled quail nest 
site.  So far, all nests monitored with a camera have suc-
cessfully hatched. 



 Project Update: Texas Rolling Plains Quail Genetic Diversity 
 
By Byron Buckley, Peter Schlichting, and Dr. Brad Dabbert 

 
We have been busy traveling through the Rolling Plains of north Texas 
trapping as many quail as possible for our ongoing genetic analysis (See 
Quail-News Issue 10.0).  This year, we were able to add 106 quail to our 
sample size for the genetic diversity study from various anchor ranches 
staggered throughout the Rolling Plains.  We also obtained additional 
genetic samples from quail (birds released unharmed) from the ongoing 
research projects based on the Mill Iron, XL, Kritser, and 6666 (~360 
quail).  Many of these captured quail were fitted with a radiotransmitter 
to allow us to monitor their survival and nesting activity before being 
released back into the wild.  We believe that obtaining samples from 
many different ranches over a large area might yield results of a genetic 
shift or bottlenecking between the populations. 
 
We are in the process of 
analyzing the samples 
collected since 2010 to 
determine genetic connec-
tivity between ranches in 
addition to the genetic 
diversity on ranches.  We 
will add the most recently 
(2013- present) collected 
samples to increase our 

sample size for the project, which in turn will boost our 
statistical power in answering our question concerning 
genetic diversity among and within ranches. To date, we 
have genotyped 647 quail from 19 Quail-Tech anchor 
ranches at 14 loci (loci – is a specific location of a gene 
sequence position on a chromosome). Preliminary results show that genetic diversity is very high 
throughout the Rolling Plains. Genetic connectivity appears to be very high as well, but we will rerun 
analyses after adding more samples to identify landscape features that may restrict connectivity 
between ranches. 
 
Understanding issues of connectivity is important for long-term manage-
ment of quail populations. This information can help managers identify 
areas for habitat improvement and reduce the potential for genetic 
isolation between ranches.  If a decrease in genetic connectivity is 
noticed from our results, the next step will be to determine how to 
remedy the decline or bottleneck effect.  Introduction of pen raised birds 
may have unwanted negative effects on wild quail populations or expe-
dite the dilution of genetic diversity.  Current research being conducted 
by Quail-Tech (See articles in this issue) with regards to wild-strain 
parent-reared quail and translocated, wild quail might be able to add wild 
genetic material back into a declining genetic population.  We will 
analyze their potential benefits and success rates as the projects con-
tinue to move forward.  Additional work might be needed to create 
habitat corridors for quail and other wildlife to increase the chances of 
genetic connectivity and diversity if a problem is discovered.  We are just 
now stretching the surface of the potential benefits of analyzing the 
genetic fingerprint of bobwhite and scaled quail.  We are extremely 
excited about this research and look forward to reporting on our pro-
gress in future Quail-Tech newsletters. 

During spring capturing quail becomes increasingly diffi-
cult due to the amount of food that is available during wet 
years.  This male was near a trap but would not venture 
in to feed on the milo. 

Peter Schlichting works with quail 
genetic samples in the lab. 

A captured male trapped on the 6666 
ranch fitted with an aluminum leg 
band for future identification.  This 
bird was released immediately after 
data was collected (i.e., weight, blood 
and age). 



Project Update: 
Supplemental Feeding on the 6666 Ranch 
 
By Derek Wiley, John Mclaughlin, and Brad Dabbert 
 
In a winter that saw several severe storms, our preliminary survival numbers once again provided 
strong evidence that broadcast supplemental feeding creates marked differences between our control 
(non-fed) and fed units. Analyses of survival data show that birds in sites supplied with supplemental 
feed had a survival rate of 58% between October 15, 2013 and March 31, 2014, while birds in control 
units had a survival rate of only 16% for the same time period (See Figure 1). Providing supplemental 
feed in roadside vegetation increased the survival rate of northern bobwhites on the 6666 Ranch by 
more than 40 percentage points over control units and there were no differences between the full and 
half feed rate.  These results provide additional support to our earlier findings as well as a third year of 
positive survival results for our feed program (for more information on the feeding program see Quail-
News Issue 12.0 “Winter 2014”). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Nesting season is now in full swing on the 6666 Ranch.  It is too early to draw any strong conclusions, 
but we can provide some preliminary statistics of interest.  Since the first nest initiation on April 7th 
there have been 94 nest attempts by radiomarked hens.  Birds receiving feed started their nesting 
season one week earlier than controls. As of April 7th there were 83 hens alive on the three study 
treatments; 28 full feed, 32 half feed, and 23 no feed (control) birds.  Currently there are 51 radio-
marked hens alive; 16 full feed, 19 half feed, and 16 no feed (control).  The vast majority of hens have 
had at least their first nesting attempt and have either had or are working on their second nest at-
tempt.  Of the total nests recorded to date 15 are still being incubated with the fate of the other 79 
known. 

 

Figure 1.  This graph details the survival rate for quail in supplemental feed (broadcast into the vegetation) versus no 
feed units on the Quail-Tech Alliance research site on the 6666 Ranch. As one can see, on January 31st a large snow 
event, bringing nearly 11 inches of snowfall, hit the area. As snow remained on the ground for nearly a week, birds 
without feed suffered a massive die-off, likely resulting from their inability to forage for food in the deep snow. Birds in 
the fed units, with steady access to broadcast supplemental feed, suffered minimal mortality.  The I-shaped bars on 
each point represent the standard error or relative amount of uncertainty concerning each estimate. 



Of these 79 nests, 37 (47%) have been depredated, 30 (38%) have 
hatched, 9 (11%) have been abandoned due to weather or unknown 
causes, and the hens of two nests were killed during the incubation 
period away from the nest.  These numbers are all within normal ex-
pected ranges.  Average clutch size has varied but appears to be 
somehat greater on fed units (average of 14 eggs per clutch full feed 
and 13 eggs per clutch half feed) as compared to controls (average of 
12 eggs per clutch). The largest clutch this year has been 23 eggs.  That 
nest was in a full feed unit, and was also the first nest to be initiated over 
all of the study treatments. 

 
Brood success from these hatches has been variable.  A brood is 
considered successful if the chicks flush with the hen at 3 weeks of age.  
Of the 30 successful hatches 8 (26.67%) have produced successful 
broods.  Some brood loss has been caused by untimely rain during the 
week after hatch.  The 6666 Ranch has received about 4.5” of rainfall 
over the past month.  This rainfall, while a welcome change from the last 
couple of years, has been detrimental to chicks that had recently 
hatched.  Chicks cannot thermoregulate and must be brooded by the 
hen until they develop sufficient feathering of their own.  In some instances heavy rains can over-
whelm the brooding hen and chicks can succumb to hypothermia.  It is frustrating to not have enough 
rain and at the same time frustrating to have it arrive just in time to hurt chicks. 

 
The silver lining is that there have been 21 renesting attempts.  Out of 
the nesting attempts listed earlier, 5 full feed, 9 half feed, and 7 control 
nests were renesting attempts.  This accounts for 16.67% of full feed 
nests, 25.71% half feed nests, and 21.14% of control nesting attempts. 
The lower rate of renesting on the full feed units can probably be attrib-
uted to the higher 1st nest hatch success.  There has been one hen in 
particular that has gone above and beyond all other hens; she is a half-
feed rate hen that is currently on her 4th nest attempt.  No other hen is 
even on her third attempt at the moment.  There has not been a hen yet 
to raise what is considered a successful brood and then go on to attempt 
a second nest.   Hopefully in the next week there will be several hens 
that will raise a successful brood and initiate a second nest.  There have 
been three instances of cocks incubating nests.  One cock incubated his 
nest to hatch and took the chicks. We could not monitor them because 
the cock was not radiomarked. 
 
As for the vegetation aspect of the nesting process, the 6666 Ranch has 
fantastic habitat everywhere.  Several grasses have been utilized the 
most for nest sites; silver bluestem, little bluestem, meadow dropseed, 
fall witchgrass, blue grama, and sideoats grama appear to be selected.  
The most productive grass, from a nest success standpoint, has been 
silver bluestem.  This grass has been chosen as a nesting substrate 

25.32% of the time.  Of the nests placed in silver bluestem, 65% have been successful.  The closest 
grass to producing the same nest success is little bluestem with a 40% success rate.  The remaining 
grasses have produced about a 30% success rate.  There have been nests placed in other substrates, 
however, the sample size is not very high. 
 
Since we are now into summer, the spring whistle counts have been conducted on the 6666 Ranch.  
The number of whistles heard appear to indicate a very strong breeding population.   We are hoping 
that translates into widespread fall recruitment this year!
 
The bottom line is that, thus far it appears that the half-feed rate supports the reproductive effort 
equally as well as the full-feed rate, though the late summer nesting activity may show the full picture.  
We look forward to reporting the outcome of the nesting season to you in the next newsletter. 

 

A nest with 23 eggs in the full feed 
unit. Unfortunately this nest was dep-
redated. 

This chick ran up to Derek Wiley 
while he was examining unhatched 
eggs in the nest of a radiomarked 
hen. We suspect it somehow became 
separated from its brood that was 
nearby and ran up to the first thing 
that looked safe. 



Sideways: 
Not a Movie about Wine, but how to Feed 
Your Quail! 
 
By Charles Hodges 
 
In the past years, we have tried to develop Quail-Tech 
best practices for many items concerning quail conserva-
tion and population enhancement.  One of these items 
has been to develop the best feeding techniques which 
the data proves very strongly as an advantage when 
trying to increase your quail populations and sustain 
those populations throughout the dry/wet cycles of Texas 
weather. 
 
One of the mainstays of this is to throw the feed off of 
your pasture roads and not drop it directly on your pas-
ture roads.  The practice of dropping feed directly on the 
pasture road basically sets the table for overhead preda-
tors and ground predators alike and puts your quail squarely in the cross-hairs of those very efficient 
hunters. 
 
In our third year of supplemental feeding studies we will try to fine tune and “dial in” the appropriate 
amount of feed per mile and the appropriate frequency of feed trips for the rolling plains.  If you do not 
believe in supplemental feeding for quail as many have not over the past decades, I would encourage 
you to read all the data for the three year ongoing study from the Four Sixes Ranch.  This data, at 
least in my mind, has made a compelling case that supplemental feeding is not only an advantage for 
hen survival and overall population enhancement but certainly for nesting attempts and nesting 
success. 
 
Although there are those who still would deny any benefits or to quote some “neutral at best”, I really 
think that a compelling case has been made by this 14,000 acre study which has been conducted at 
the highest level of protocol for quail data. 
 
I know that on my personal ranch in Spur, Texas we have seen a steep decline over the past twelve 
months due in part to the fact that we did not feed as diligently as we had in years past.  We also 
suffered a wildfire, which although was primarily on the adjacent CRP field, that constituted some of 
our best nesting cover and ultimately in my mind affected our overall count success.  It’s pretty easy 
not to feed correctly and it’s pretty easy to not feed often enough but once you see the data and more 
personally once you see your ranch fall twelve places in the rankings it’s a great motivator to get back 
out there and get those birds fed during the critical times throughout the year. 
 
At Quail-Tech we worked with several people and really centered around Outback Wildlife Feeders 
and its Principal, Mr. Rick Meritt, in trying to develop a side throw feeding mechanism that makes it 
easy for either ranch hands or owners to effectively feed their birds from the primary pasture roads 
without having to create feed lanes and/or other pathways that are not as beaten and barren as the 
typical pasture road in the rolling plains of Texas.   
 
If you think of a cooper’s hawk as an F14 and you think of the quail as troops on the ground it’s pretty 
easy to attack when you have a straight pathway to lineout the birds. I think in many cases pasture 
roads down fence lines or other natural boundaries  create fairly long straight a ways and we all know 
the optical efficiency of an avian predator.  By throwing off to the side in the cover, the birds still 
develop the pattern of intersecting the feeding lane but without having to give up their cover and 
concealment. 

 



The first maiden voyage of this feeder was conducted 
over July 4th weekend at Esperanza and it is a very 
efficient machine and has been developed with a feed 
rate of approximately 300 pounds per mile.  It includes a  
(radio frequency) remote control that is wireless  and can 
be easy utilized from the cab of the pick-up pulling the 
trailer to turn the feed on or off as you select the cover 
that you choose to feed in.  It’s a very efficient method 
and for the guys like me who don’t get there that often 
you really can hook up and do a great job of feeding your 
birds with a minimal amount of effort and machine main-
tenance.  The efforts were concentrated around an 
electric motor rather than gasoline.   For those of you who 

have spent many hours pulling on a non-responsive weed eater you know the frustration that initiates 
and we didn’t even want to go down that road.  Some might say this is desperation.  I will do any 
desperate act to increase the quail population on my ranch and have tried any measure which I think 
will enhance and restore our quail population to prominence within the Quail-Tech system. 
 
Considering the movie that we draw the parallel to, I 
considered putting out bowls of white wine throughout the 
pasture just to get the amorous feelings going among our 
birds.  You may think that’s funny but I said any measure 
required to get our populations back.  Below is a link to a 
video which demonstrates exactly the feeding mechanism 
that we have developed through the cooperation of Quail-
Tech and Outback Wildlife Feeders. Please enjoy the 
video, visit with Mr. Merritt at Outback Wildlife Feeders for 
any questions that you might have or customizations you 
wish to incorporate.  I would really encourage you to work 
with this company because they have put in a lot of R&D 
with Quail-Tech to develop this machine and it absolutely 
works beautifully for feeding the birds that need every leg 
up in the population race. 
 
Quail First, 
Charles 
 
 
Link to our YouTube video: http://youtu.be/y_-T_5GzZjI 
 Alternatively you can find the video on the HODGES Architecture YouTube Channel. 
 
 
Outback Wildlife Feeders 
Rick Meritt 
972.734.4210 
www.outbackfeeders.com 

 



Project Update: 
Wild-Strain Parent-Reared Chicks: 
It’s Summer time and there’s lots of brooding going on…Parent-
reared chick production is in full swing 
 
By Mark Thomas and Brad Dabbert 
 
Here at the Quail-Tech research facility we are in the 
middle of our own nesting season. We have several 
clutches of wild strain bobwhite eggs hatching daily which 
means brood adoptions are a big priority right now. Our 
first brood of 12 chicks went out to the wild habitat pens 
the last week of May so they should be ready to go out in 
the field later this month. As part of the parent-reared 
model developed at Tall Timbers Research Station in 
Florida, adoptive hens raise their broods in pens where 
we attempt to simulate wild habitat they might encounter 
(see newsletter issues 6.0 to 10.0 for more details). At the 
six-week mark in the rearing process we bring the juve-
nile quail into the lab to band, weigh, and attach radio 
transmitters to birds for the study. At this point we put the 
juvenile quail back into the pens, without their adoptive 
mother, for an additional week of weight gain and condi-
tioning before release on a Quail-Tech anchor ranch. 
(continued) 

 

This image capture from a monitoring camera shows a hen brooding 15 chicks 
in a habitat pen at the Quail-Tech Alliance facility. 

This wild-strain parent-reared male bobwhite was re-
leased during July 2013 and survived the winter.  We 
recaptured him to replace his radiotransmitter in April 
2014.  The yellow arrow points to his patagial tag.  Chicks 
cannot be fitted with a leg band when released because 
they are still growing.  We can mark them using these 
patagial tags that are permanent and do not hinder 
growth.  We will continue to monitor this bird through the 
summer 2014. 



Soon we will start to release juvenile parent-
reared quail as the broods of chicks grow to 
the six-week mark.  We need our birds to 
weigh at least 50 grams to attach the 3 gram 
radio transmitter we use to track their survival 
and movement. Getting to the point of actually 
releasing parent-reared quail into the wild is 
quite a journey. Just as quail chicks born in the 
wild have many perilous days to make it to 
adulthood, likewise, our genetically wild quail 
chicks have their own set of challenges to get 
to the point of release. We try to learn and 
adapt our parent-reared system as we dis-
cover new and innovative ways to make the 
process successful in our part of the world. 
Although we are looking at survival and 
movement in this phase of the parent-reared 
project, reproduction is the ultimate goal for 
augmentation of wild quail populations. This 
spring we were able to recapture several hens 
released as juveniles last summer and attach 
adult radio transmitters in an effort to follow 
their progress into the nesting season. We 
also translocated several males to provide 
mates for these hens. After the first week we 
were excited to see the individual birds pair up 
only to lose radio contact soon after. With 
small successes we remain optimistic this year 
as we will start to collect survival data on this 
year’s parent-reared cohort. 
 

 

This habitat pen contains bunchgrasses, shrubs, and forbs but signifi-
cant bare ground so that the chicks can move easily in the pen. 

John Clark, Owner of the Clark Ranch in Nolan County took this picture while surveying his 
ranch this Spring. 



Project Update: 
MMeasuring Immune Function in Quail 
 
By Drew Arnold and Brad Dabbert 
 
We have described to you a project whose purpose is to examine the role that the quail immune 
function has in survival and population growth of wild populations (See issues 11.0 and 12.0).  In 
earlier issues of the newsletter we described the development of a bacterial killing assay that allows 
us to measure the strength or functionality of a particular portion (nonspecific immunity) of the bob-
white immune system.  If disease processes play a role in limiting quail population growth, it is also 
likely that environmental factors reduce the ability of the quail immune system to function properly, 
making them more susceptible to infection with disease agents that they may encounter.  For in-
stance, stress and/or nutrient limitation from drought conditions could reduce the immune function of 
quail.  We showed the extreme variability in the bacterial killing capacity (nonspecific immunity) of 
bobwhite serum samples among ranches and among years.  This variability could be related to a 
variety of factors. 
 
We have now evaluated the bacterial 
killing capacity of enough samples from 
bobwhites to start to evaluate the relation-
ship between this particular measure of 
immunity and survival.  Survival is ulti-
mately the question of importance.  For 
instance, even though we can detect 
changes in some quantitative measure 
(e.g. immune function, flight speed, etc.) 
and variability in this measure among 
bobwhites, if the measure is not related to 
bobwhite survival or reproductive success 
it is of little importance.  Consequently we 
initiated a preliminary survival analysis on 
hens from the 6666 ranch (n = 89) using 
survival data collected by Byron Buckley 
during his supplemental feeding study 
during the years of 2010, 2011, and 2012.  
We used a state-of-the-art analysis pro-
gram (Program MARK) to estimate survival probabilities for bobwhite hens.  This program also al-
lowed us to estimate the influence of variables or covariates including age of hen (juvenile vs. adult), 
body weight of hen, killing capacity of serum, and total precipitation received during individual hen 
lifespan on hen survival.  As we expected, total precipitation was the dominant factor explaining hen 
survival.  We will continue to fine tune this analysis and increase the sample size to allow us to better 
examine other factors influencing survival including the immune system. 
 
We are also starting a new effort within our immune system assessment project.  A majority of our 
data comes from quail captured after or just prior to breeding season (October – April), because it is 
more difficult and less efficient to capture quail during the breeding season when they are in pairs or 
living as singles.  This strategy has left us with a dearth of samples during the breeding season which 
is hypothesized to be an energetically costly time during the life of many avian species.  We will begin 
trapping in July 2014 to obtain samples during the breeding season.  We hope data from these 
samples will give us valuable insight into the immune system of quail at a crucial time during their life 
cycles.  We look forward to providing new information on this study as it progresses. 

 

Drew Arnold examines bacterial culture plates to estimate the bacterial killing 
capacity (immune function) of bobwhite serum samples collected from wild 
birds on Quail-Tech anchor ranches. 



Project Update: 
Survival, Movements, Habitat Use, and Reproductive 
Success of Northern Bobwhites and Scaled Quail 
Translocated from the South Texas Plains to the Rolling 
Plains of Texas 
 
By Sean Yancey and Dr. Brad Dabbert 
 
We have reported to you about our efforts to translocate 
northern bobwhite and scaled quail since the spring of 
2013 (Quail-News Issue 10.0).  The purpose of this 
project is to examine the feasibility of relocating quail from 
a relatively dense, stable population to an area where 
they are absent.  A protocol for the successful release of 
translocated birds would have many inherent benefits for 
land managers in the Rolling Plains of Texas. With many 
areas of the Rolling Plains recovering from drought 
conditions (or are still in the drought) there are areas that 
have recovered to suitable habitat but the quail population 
is absent or occurring in low numbers in these areas. 
With the lack of survival and success documented when 
releasing pen raised quail, the ability to supplement an 
area with wild captured birds could prove to be highly 
beneficial. Translocations have been successful in other regions of the country, such as the South-
eastern United States. Many of these studies differ from our translocation study in that the source for 

translocated birds occurred in the same ecoregion or in 
some cases within the same or neighboring county. With 
properties in the Rolling Plains possibly not harboring a 
sufficient northern bobwhite population and scaled quail 
not being readily available for use as a source population, 
a region supporting a stable population of both species 
would be better suited as a source. Populations in South 
Texas appear to be more stable with greater abundance 
making this region ideal for utilizing as a donor population 
to supplement populations in the Rolling Plains. 

 

Northern Bobwhite release site 

Scaled quail release site 



Currently we are monitoring our second spring release of 
northern bobwhites and scaled quail. The two previous 
releases, one spring and one fall, had little to no success 
in regards to survival or reproduction of the translocated 
individuals. Trapping of birds to be translocated was 
initiated on March 16, 2014 on the South Texas site 
(Jacalon Ranch) in Webb and Zapata counties. A total of 
29 northern bobwhites were captured with all individuals 
fitted with radiotransmitters; 11 of these individuals were 
males. Sixty seven scaled quail were captured with 39 
individuals receiving radio transmitters. Only one male 
scaled quail was fitted with a radiotransmitter, the remain-
ing were all hens. Trapping began at the Rolling Plains 
site (Mill Iron Ranch) on March 3, 2014 in Collingsworth 
County in order to have an on-site control comparison for 
individuals that were translocated. A total of 58 individual 
northern bobwhites were captured with radio transmitters 
being placed on 33 individuals, all hens. The translocated 
northern bobwhites were separated into two separate 
coveys and released at two separate release sites on the 
Mill Iron Ranch. Scaled quail were separated into five 
separate coveys for release on the Mill Iron Ranch. The 
release date for all translocated individuals was April 6, 
2014. As of June 19, 2014 all translocated scaled quail 
have disappeared or been found dead. A total of 5 
translocated northern bobwhite hens are presently alive. 
On July 2nd, we confirmed the first successful nest from a 
translocated northern bobwhite hen since the inception of 
this project. The other translocated hens are exhibiting 
behaviors such as being paired with males; giving opti-
mism that they too will initiate nests. Currently, there are 
a total of 15 control site (Mill Iron Ranch) individuals alive. 
Of these, 7 have initiated nests, with 2 being successful.  
We will continue to monitor these translocated and on-site 
birds and include that information in our fall issue. 

 

Translocated northern bobwhite hen incubating a nest 

Nest of a translocated northern bobwhite hen. 


