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What’s Been Going On? 
 
By Brad Dabbert 
 
As always I want to begin this newsletter by thanking our generous donors including:  The 
Burnett Foundation, The Park Cities Chapter of the Quail Coalition, The Hill Country Chapter of 
the Quail Coalition, Cabela’s Outpost in Lubbock, The Cross Timbers Chapter of the Quail 
Coalition, Quail First, The Bromberg Foundation, Mr. George Allen, Mr. Bill Goddard, and Mr. 
Chuck Ribelin.  All of this generous support has allowed us to continue to expand our efforts to 
better understand how to increase quail populations. 
 
As usual, spring and summer 
have been extremely busy. We 
completed our whistle count 
points in May and June and we 
were pleased to see a signifi-
cant upward trend.  We 
detected an average of 7.1 
northern bobwhite males per 
point (NBMPP) during spring 
2016 which is an amazing 
number.  This value is a 67% 
increase from the spring 2015 
average of 4.3 NBMPP.  The 
highest average for an individ-
ual ranch in 2016 was 11 
NBMPP.  Bobwhite numbers 
continue to increase in 
response to the favorable rains 
we have experienced over the 
past three years.  The question 
now in the back of everyone’s mind is what will fall 2016 populations look like; will we get a 
repeat of fall 2015 numbers?  In many ways it seems fool hardy to predict another record year, 
and I won’t.  But, current evidence suggests at least a very good year.  Populations were very 
high to start the 2016 breeding season and nesting conditions were good during May and June.  
Bobwhite population models indicate the most important demographic factor governing popula-
tion growth is overwinter survival of adults, because of the importance of large numbers of 
breeding hens to start the nesting season.  Our measurements and observations in the field also 
suggest that nest success and chick survival have been above average.  Many of our landown-
ers and managers are reporting seeing large numbers of quail on a regular basis.  The only 
negative input is the hot and dry July that appeared to shut down reproduction and end it by the 
start of August 2016.  Thankfully, August has brought scattered showers across the Rolling 
Plains of Texas, which has brought some relief.  And, I have had reports of less than one week 
old broods sighted during the second week of August.  So, the situation is still developing.  I look 
forward to reporting our covey count numbers to you this fall with fingers crossed. 
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An adult bobwhite male leads a group of young bobwhites along the edge of 
a road during Summer 2016. 



I say fingers crossed because we can all harken back to 2010 when we received relatively good rainfall, but 
much less than what we expected as far as a positive bobwhite population response to the rainfall.  A common 
statement I heard from landowners is that “We saw significant quail populations present in August and Septem-
ber, but few to no quail in November.” Maybe we expected too much at the time, but the letdown of 2010 
followed by the debilitating drought of 2011 has been etched on all of our minds ever since.  Unfortunately, little 
data are available that documents the late summer to early fall movements and survival of subadult (teenage) 
bobwhites in the Rolling Plains of Texas.  The length of bobwhite telemetry studies are limited by radiotransmit-
ter life; usually 9 to 11 months.  Most studies concentrate on the wintering period or a reproductive period that 
ends in late July or August.  These constraints prevent monitoring from occurring during the critical period of late 
August to early October.  This lack of data is a critical problem, because it deprives us of information that could 
help to explain the cause of a potential bobwhite disappearance.  I am excited to announce that the Quail-Tech 
Alliance has started a new research project to gather this critical data.  New master’s student Jessica Mehta and 
our crew are in the process of radiomarking bobwhites on Quail-Tech Alliance anchor ranches across a 100 mile 
swath of the Rolling Plains so that we can gather this critical piece of demographic data.  These bobwhites will 
serve as the canary in a coal mine warning system to detect and help us explain any potential fall disappearance 
that might occur.  I look forward to reporting to you about the results of this project in the fall newsletter.  Here’s 
hoping that our canaries (bobwhites) do just fine. 

 
This newsletter is chock-full of interesting and exciting articles.   
First there is an update about our Predator Reduction project which 
was extremely successful; boasting a 24% increase in chick 
production on predator reduction areas as compared to controls 
without predator reduction.  Then there is an update concerning our 
efforts to monitor quail nest predator abundance in the Rolling 
Plains of Texas.  Then there is an article combining our new GPS 
and drone technology with the novelty of a Blob, a bobwhite x 
scaled quail hybrid.  Last, there is a fantastic article by Byron 
Buckley providing you an insider’s look at how we gather data that is 
essential to our research projects.  You are in for an educational 
treat. 

 

This young bobwhite has been fitted with a neck-
lace-style radiotransmitter and released so that we 
can monitor its movements and survival through the 
fall. 

This new pup named Double T Gunnar is excited about the 
upcoming quail season and ready to learn.  Now is certainly a 
good time to have a bird dog. 



Quail Nest Predator: Scent Station Survey Update 
 
By Matt McEwen 
 
Let me start by saying what a pleasure it is for us at Quail-Tech to visit all of our anchor ranches throughout the 
Rolling Plains.  Thanks to all of you who support quail habitat conservation. Also, a special thanks to the Ca-
bela’s Outpost in Lubbock for supporting Quail-Tech as a Conservation Partner and providing us great deals on 
the trail cameras and mounts.   
 
You will recall that managers in the Red Hills ecoregion of Florida and Georgia monitor the abundance of nest 
predators on their management areas, because nest predators can become so abundant that they severely limit 
nest success of bobwhites.  Scent station surveys are used to monitor nest predator abundance.  Predators 
included in the estimate are limited to the primary nest predators of bobwhites including armadillos, bobcats, 
opossums, skunks, and raccoons. When 0.15 or more of these primary nest predators are detected per station 
day during their October survey then predator reduction is likely a productive technique for increasing bobwhite 
populations in the Red Hills ecoregion of Florida and Georgia (see QT 17.0 for details about the survey itself). 
Similar data are not available for the Rolling Plains of Texas.  We introduced you to an effort in the last newslet-
ter whose goal is to estimate primary nest predator abundance on the fall covey count points of each of our 
anchor ranches during all 4 seasons of the year. The Primary Nest Predator Scent Station Survey has com-
pleted two full rounds (winter and spring) with the third round currently in progress. The primary nest predator 
index for Anchor Ranches during the Spring survey ranged from 0 to 0.38 with an average of 0.08 primary nest 
predators per scent station day (See accompanying figure).  This spring average is 50% lower than the same 
number of primary nest predators detected at the same locations during the winter survey.  This change from 
season to season is to be expected and will gain more meaning as we collect this data over the long-term. 
Intuitively, the data show that areas with higher brush density and/or riparian corridors have a higher abundance 
of primary nest predators than areas with lower brush density and/or no riparian areas.   Overtime, these data 
will help us to understand the influences that factors such as weather, season, and habitat structure have on 
nest predator abundance.   
 
Finally, it’s always interesting to put out a trail camera and see what it finds. We may be primarily collecting data 
on nest predators, but our intern Grady Bergquist, spent hours going through photos and found a lot of non-
target species (individual animals captured just walking past the camera) including quail, deer, turkey, roadrun-
ners, hawks, small mammals and reptiles. 

 

A game camera detects a bobcat at a Quail-Tech Alliance scent station during June 2016. 



  

A game camera detects a Scaled Quail pair and their brood moving through the area. 

A game camera detects a skunk at a Quail-Tech Alliance scent station during June 2016. 

A game camera detects a coyote with his nose right on top of a scent tablet at a Quail-Tech Alliance 
scent station. 



  

A game camera detects a badger at a Quail-Tech Alliance scent station during June 2016.  



Who Done it? CSI in the Quail World 

 
Byron R. Buckley, M.S. and C. Brad Dabbert, PhD 
 
While conducting our research in the field we invariably have to deal with a quail being predated by another 
animal.  I have always said that quail are the brownies of the bird world.  Meaning just about everything out in 
the wild can and will eat a quail.  I have seen a centipede eat a day old quail chick and, I have found adult quail 
transmitters in snakes and coyotes. 
 
However, we are not always so lucky to find the culprit red handed as with the centipede or snakes.  Sometimes 
all we have to go on to determine what killed the quail are remains left at the site of the depredation.  It is with 
these remains that we can attempt to determine to categorize what killed the quail.  We cannot be 100% certain 
if our assessment is completely correct (i.e.; killed by a Cooper’s hawk, but scared off by a coyote which ate the 
quail) but with the evidence left at the site we can use our best knowledge to narrow down what we think 
proximately caused the death of our study birds. 
 
When conducting research on quail we monitor each of our radio transmittered birds anywhere from 3-4 times a 
week.  It is important to keep up with the birds 1) for survival analysis and 2) to answer the question in which we 
are interested in (i.e.; home range analysis).  When we monitor our quail we usually do not have more than a 
day between survival checks which allows us to quickly find any depredated birds.  Our transmitters contain a 
mercury switch which will change the frequency of the “beeps” we listen to while monitoring or tracking the quail.  
The beeps will increase to a rapid beep if the transmitter remains motionless for 6 hours. 
 
With our intensive monitoring of radio-marked quail, being able to reach a depredated bird is very important 
when we want to know what caused the death.  We have 3 general categories in which we label causes of death 
for our radio-marked quail: (1) Mammal, (2) Raptor, and (3) Unknown.  
 
When we reach the potential kill site there are a few things to look for when assessing what might have killed the 
quail. When first approaching the area we think is the kill site, we look at the overall general structure of feathers 
and bird remains.  There are two different scenarios at a kill site separately associated with mammals and 
raptors.  First, mammals tend to be very chaotic when they attack a bird (because they need to eat fast to avoid 
competition that may show up at any time).  Usually a coyote will move the quail from place to place as it plucks 
and eats the bird.  This movement will create various small piles or a large scattered group of feathers in an 
array ranging anywhere from 1-3 meters (pictures A & B).  2) In contrast to the coyote, when a raptor kills a quail 
it usually does not move very far (picture C).  This usually creates a distinctive ring or circle of feathers because 

raptors pluck the quail before 
they are consumed.  However, 
raptors have the ability to kill 
their prey and, if they feel 
threatened, fly up to a pole, 
tree, or fence post to consume 
their catch (see photo D).  
When a raptor consumes its 
prey from a perch a classic 
sign tends to be a large “spray” 
of feathers that are carried by 
the wind as the raptor plucks 
the quail. 

 



Once we get the overall structure of 
the kill site, we then move closer to 
examine the area for quail remains or 
other useful clues.  There are several 
signs that we can look for at kill sites.  
Raptors tend to leave “white-wash” (a 
combination of uric acid and avian 
scat) at depredation sites (picture E & 
F).  Raptors are picky eaters when it 
comes to what they will consume.  
Medium sized raptors (i.e., Cooper’s 
hawk) will consume mostly meat and 
leave the remaining parts (i.e., gizzard, 
wings, legs, and various other bones) 
behind (picture G & H). While a larger 
raptor will consume a bit more of the 
quail while leaving the less desirable 
parts for others to devour (i.e.; wings & 
gizzard).  When you examine a 
mammal’s kill site there are little to no 
quail remains left to identify other than 
feathers. 
 
If there are no quail remains other than 
feathers left at the kill-site, we must 
use what is there to try to identify what 
might have depredated the bird.  We 
can use the feathers that are left over.  
There are certain clues to help differ-
entiate between mammalian and avian 
predators. Mammals will shear off 
primary (wing) feathers in the process 
of trying to devour their prey as quickly 
as possible (picture I & J).  If the 
predation site is found before a rain or 
dew, the feathers will show signs of 
being wet or matted down due to the 
saliva (picture K).  However there are a 
few more intricate details when trying 
to determine if a raptor consumed the 
quail.  Raptors also pluck the birds 
after they have completed the kill.  The 
plucking action leaves distinctive 
bends in the feather veins (picture L).  
For some feathers, the raptor will grasp 
at the base and pull usually leaving a V 
shaped dent in the feather vein, 
however, due to the rigidness of the 
feather veins one side might “pop” 
back out to its normal shape leaving a 
whitish coloration in the feather vein.  
Raptors will not always grab the base 
of feathers to pluck them out, contour 
feathers (body feathers) can randomly 
be grabbed which will leave a distinc-
tive bend in the quail feathers (picture 
M). 

 



We can use the transmitters that are placed on the quail as additional 
evidence to help us narrow down what might have “taken” our research 
birds.  We place our transmitters around the quail’s neck where the bulk 
of the transmitter will rest over the bird’s crop.  This location is consid-
ered to be the best place to attach a transmitter because this area 
already holds a lot of weight due to the crop (i.e.; crop is where the 
quail stores or crams food while it is foraging) (picture N).  These 
transmitters are often subject to damage by predators.  When a 
mammal eats a quail it is very chaotic and rushed which usually results 
in the mammal chewing on the transmitter around the quail’s neck.  
Mammals are able to produce enough power during their bite to crack 
or dent the epoxy used to create the transmitter which often appears to 
be the canine tooth (picture O).  However, the usual appearance of a 
transmitter after a mammal depredation is a ‘chewed on’ antenna.  This 
can be seen in the picture P where the antenna appears to be chewed  
in some spots.  This damage is distinctive of the carnassial shearing 
that most mammals have adapted to tear flesh apart.  While it is fairly 
easy to detect this carnassial shearing on the transmitter, it can be 
more difficult when a raptor kills a bird.  Raptors are very methodical 
when they eat so there may be a small bend in the antenna, but 
typically the transmitter is untouched and/ or unmarked.  We have 
found several transmitters where the quail was decapitated and had the 
transmitter still attached (picture Q). 
 
It can be very challenging to determine what likely killed our study 

animals, but we have tried our best to examine all of the clues left at 

each site to make the case of the potential cause of death.  We some-

times do not get the luxury of having evidence to help determine what 

caused the death of the quail.  Sometimes we only find an unmarked 

transmitter and no remains or feathers.  For those, we can only label 

the cause as unknown.  It is very rare that one of our quail would slip 

out of the transmitter because we work so hard to capture them; we 

place the transmitter on with little wiggle room.  That insures that the 

transmitter is present for the duration of our study.  When we find just a 

transmitter without quail remains we know that the bird was depredated 

by something, but we cannot make any certain assertions as to what 

caused its death. 

 



  



  



  



  



 
Update: 6666 Ranch Predator Management 
 
Principal Investigator:  Dr. Brad Dabbert 

 
Predator management may be a useful 
strategy to increase quail populations in the 
Rolling Plains of Texas.  Predator management 
is the use of 3 techniques to reduce the 
efficiency and impact of predators on bobwhite 
populations.  Spreading supplemental feed into 
the habitat, the first of the techniques, allows 
bobwhites to acquire food while remaining in 
dense protective cover, reducing the exposure 
to predation.  Habitat management, the second 
technique, provides visual obstruction of 
sufficient height to hide bobwhites and their 
nests from predators and large enough areas 
of habitat to prevent predators from being able 
to quickly search a small area.  Predator 
reduction, the third technique of predator 
management, is the reduction of mesomammal 
predators in response to a predator population 
that has become abundant relative to the 
bobwhite population in the same area.  
Predator reduction is different from traditional 
predator control attempts, because predator 
reduction is initiated in response to a specific, 
measured increase in predator populations.  In 
contrast, traditional predator control methods 
are employed without regard for the ecological 
situation in an area.  Attempts at predator 
reduction in the Rolling Plains of Texas have 
been unsuccessful, producing no increases in 
bobwhite nest success or population density.  
This lack of effect is not surprising given both 
studies reported that their trapping efforts did 
not reduce mesomammal abundance as 
measured by scent station surveys conducted 
before and after the trapping effort.  Low trap 
density per acre might explain this problem as 
previous efforts used only a trap density of 1 
trap per 49.4 acres.  In contrast, managers and 
researchers in the southeastern states use a 
trapping density of 1 trap per 20 acres and 
regularly report reductions in the mesomammal 
population in trapped areas.  Using a greater 
trap density in the Rolling Plains of Texas 
would be more likely to reduce mesomammal 
abundance and prevent nest predation.  
Predator management has not been evaluated 
in the Rolling Plains of Texas.  Further, 
predator reduction as a stand-alone tool has 
not been evaluated at sufficient trap density to 
actually reduce mesomammal predator 
populations.  Therefore, our objectives are to 1) 
measure the relationship between predator 
abundance and bobwhite nest success and 
density, and 2) experimentally determine if 
predator reduction can increase bobwhite nest 
success and density. (continued) 

Quail-Tech Biologist Bo Reid holds a bobwhite chick that he captured using a 
thermal camera. Entire broods of chicks are captured in this way to count 
them and then release them with their parent. 

A male bobwhite sings in a tree on the predator reduction area at the 
6666 Ranch. 



 We started the project during 
January 2016 and fitted 135 
bobwhite hens with radio 
telemetry transmitters.  Addition-
ally we have established the 
trapping grids 1 trap per 20 
acres and have been eliminating 
predators on the predator 
reduction sites.  As of August 1, 
2016 we had monitored 112 
nests and their associated 
broods of chicks.  I am excited to 
report that nest success was 
10% greater on the predator 
reduction site (64% nest suc-
cess) as compared to the control 
site (54% nest success with no 
predator reduction).  Chick 
survival to 21 days of age was 
essentially the same between 
predator reduction and control 
sites (24% with predator reduc-
tion and 23% with no predator 

reduction).  These combined increases in nest success and chick survival are very exciting because (using the 
average clutch size of 14 eggs for the sites) they represent a 24% increase in bobwhite chicks on the ground at 
21 days-of-age in predator reduction areas as compared to control areas where no predator reduction occurred.  
Chick survival after 21 days-of-age increases significantly, because chicks have attained the ability to fly and 
better withstand their environment.  This project will be repeated during the 2017 breeding season.  The Quail-
Tech Alliance is very proud to be creating new methods of increasing bobwhite population growth for the Rolling 
Plains of Texas.  We are extremely grateful for the funding support provided by the Park Cities Chapter of the 
Quail Coalition as well as the Burnett Foundation and the 6666 Ranch.   

A bobwhite hen fitted with a radiotransmitter. 

This group of adult and young scaled quail are moving cautiously through the grass.  The next article describes 

what happens sometimes when bobwhites and scaled quail get together. 



The Blob Who Lives at Indian Canyon Ranch 

 
By Rowdy White 
 
No it’s not a movie character; it’s a quail.  In the areas of the Rolling Plains where the range of bobwhites and 
scaled quail overlap there is a small chance that hybrids will occur. Often referred to as “blobs” (BLue quail x 
bOBwhite), these hybrids are hypothesized to represent 70 out of every 1000 quail shot during hunting season 
(see accompanying figure). Our summer trapping efforts as of the time of this publication somewhat substantiate 
this, with 6 “blobs” out of 96 birds trapped.  Interestingly enough, scientific literature only documents these 
hybrids in 3 Texas counties (Concho, Motley, and Stonewall counties) while our captures occurred in Crosby 
and Dawson counties. This is not to suggest these unique animals haven’t always occurred in other counties, 
but, with perhaps the increased overall quail populations, we were in the right place at the right time to observe 
them. 
 
We have attached one of our newest solar powered 

GPS radiotransmitters to one of these “blobs,” and are 

excited to follow its movements in the coming weeks. 

The use of GPS radiotelemetry (explained in QT 15.0) 

allows us to not only acquire fine scale movement data 

which is less biased than traditional VHF radio teleme-

try, it also allows us to be better stewards of both time 

and money. These new solar powered GPS radiotrans-

mitters build upon these advantages by allowing us to 

collect data without a researcher present. Periodically, 

a biologist only needs to get within range of the GPS 

radiotransmitter and the location data  are wirelessly 

transmitted to a laptop computer. Because the GPS 

radiotransmitter is solar powered and we do not have 

to recapture the bird to retrieve the data, it is possible 

to observe how quail are using habitat for much longer 

periods of time, and perhaps with less bias than in the 

past.  These GPS radiotransmitters are opening an 

entirely new realm of understanding quail habitat use 

not possible before the advent of this technology.  

Consider data in the attached maps that show the 

Blob’s movements from 15 August to 17 August, 2016.  

Cursory examination of the map shows the Blob, who is 

moving with a covey of 20 scaled quail, has generally 

the same movement patterns over three days; concen-

trating use of some core areas and consistently moving 

northwest during the hours just before dusk into an 

area absent of any significant cover other than large 

brush piles which it avoids.  There are also quite a few 

movements late at night.  These movements could be 

related to the presence of a full moon, an attempt to 

avoid the summer heat, predator avoidance, or other 

unknown factors.  Hypotheses abound, but conclusions 

will take some significant repetition.  We are very 

excited about the future of this research.   

 

This Blob (BLue quail x bOBwhite) is a hybrid showing physical 

characteristics of both Scaled Quail and Bobwhites.  

The Blob is fitted with a solar-powered GPS radiotransmitter that 

collects its own location data based upon a preprogrammed sched-

ule.  We download the data remotely without influencing the bird. 



  

A map showing the movements of a Blob fitted with a GPS solar-powered radiotransmitter between August 15 and August 

17, 2016.  



  

A map showing the movements of a Blob fitted with a GPS solar-powered radiotransmitter on  August 15, 2016.   


