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What’s Been Going On? 
 
By Brad Dabbert 
 
I again 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, The Cross Timbers Chapter of the Quail Coalition, Quail First, The Bromberg 
Foundation, Mr. George Allen, Mr. Bill Goddard, and Mr. Chuck Ribelin.  Mr. Roger Scott made 
a donation in the memory of his late cousin and quail-hunting buddy Mr. V. V. Scott.  All of this 
generous support has allowed us to continue to expand our efforts to better understand how to 
increase quail population growth. 
 
I hope you had a terrific quail season like I 
had.  Fortunately, I was able to spend many 
days in the field with friends and family 
watching dogs point and quail coveys flush.  
My dog honed his skills this year and my son 
really caught the quail hunting fever.  We 
shot some birds and enjoyed some great 
meals and fellowship.  What a season!  Our 
annual  Bird Dog Superbowl at George 
Allen’s Circle A Ranch was the perfect way to 
enjoy quail, bird dogs, and great food one 
more time before we put everything away 
until next year. 
 
Even as we reflect on this great year we 
wonder what next year will hold. Can this 
year be repeated or is the population already 
headed back down?  Though winter has 
been a bit dry, spring 2016 rains thus far 
have been encouraging, suggesting at least 
the start of the breeding season should be 
productive. But some climatologists are 
already warning of a coming La Nina, where 
conditions in the Rolling Plains of Texas can 
be dry. We at the Quail-Tech Alliance are dedicated to fully understanding quail demographics 
in the Rolling Plains region so that we can use scientifically sound management techniques to 
promote quail population growth as much as possible. Our first step toward this goal was our 
supplemental feeding (sorghum broadcast into the habitat) study on the 6666 Ranch. This 
experimental study revealed that this method of supplemental feeding can increase survival 
from 10 to 50% between October and April each year as compared to birds not receiving feed. 
The average increase in survival over the four years of the study was 22%. John Mclaughlin, 
who is writing his master’s thesis about the last two years of the study, recently provided me 
some striking results. This difference in survival rate can be expressed as the number of chicks 
that each adult must produce during the breeding season in order for the population to be 
stable. On average, birds receiving supplemental food only needed to produce 4 chicks per 
surviving adult to maintain a stable population, because there were more adults alive at the start 
of the breeding season.  In contrast, birds without access to supplemental feed needed to 
produce 10 chicks per surviving adult to maintain a stable population. It is easier, of course, for 
the bird with access to supplemental feed to produce 4 chicks than it is for the adult without 
access to supplemental feed to produce 10 chicks.  
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Therefore, any chicks the bird with access to supple-
mental feed produces over the 4 required to maintain 
population stability lead to population growth. Much like 
your retirement account, you want to see annual 
growth which is a cumulative process over time. 
Viewed in this context it is easy to understand how 
supplemental feed broadcast into the vegetation 
moderates bobwhite decline during drought and 
accelerates population growth in favorable conditions. 
 
So what’s next? We are now pushing an effort to better 
understand the relationships between quail and their 
nest predators. Is there a point at which nest predators 
become sufficiently abundant in the Rolling Plains of 
Texas so that they negatively impact bobwhite popula-
tion growth? Can nest predators in the Rolling Plains of 
Texas be reduced to increase nest success and 
ultimately bobwhite population growth when predators 
become too abundant?  Researchers at the Tall 
Timbers Research Station in Tallahassee, Florida have 
done a great job and already answered these ques-
tions as yes in their region. As you know we initiated a 
predator reduction study on the 6666 Ranch and a 
project to measure predator abundance during each 
season of the year on all of our anchor ranches to start 
to address these questions in the Rolling Plains of 
Texas.  There are updates about both of these projects 
in this addition of the newsletter.  Additionally there are 
updates about the successful field test of our water-
resistant feed pellets and the advances we are making 
using GPS-equipped radiotransmitters and our Sense-
fly Ebee habitat mapping drone to evaluate quail 
habitat use.  We will also be starting efforts this 
summer to better understand factors that influence 
chick survival.   Additionally, Charles Hodges has 
written a timely article about grazing management and 
the absentee landowner. Stay tuned, we will be 
announcing some exciting new projects later this 
winter.  I hope you enjoy this issue of the newsletter 
and have a blessed Spring and Summer!   

 



Update: 

New Moisture Resistant Feed Pellet can be Broadcast into 

Vegetation to Provide Bobwhites a High Protein Boost 

Before the Breeding Season. 
 

By Brad Dabbert 
 
In the last newsletter I mentioned the fact that we were field testing a moisture resistant feed 
pellet for bobwhites that was designed to increase their consumption of protein and other 
critical nutrients before the breeding season.  Though we have completed our studies con-
cerning broadcasting sorghum (milo) and have proven its benefits for increasing the winter 
survival of bobwhites, sorghum is a relatively high energy low protein food.  There are periods 
in the life of bobwhites (i.e. molting, egg laying) when a more protein rich food would be 
beneficial, but when quality food sources in the environment are very limited.  Late-winter to 
early spring is one such period where protein rich foods are limiting in the environment in the 
Rolling Plains of Texas.  Though seed sources are generally available during this time, 
protein-rich insects are largely unavailable.  The green leafy material that is available during 
late-winter and early spring has a high moisture content that does not supply birds with 
significant quantities of protein.  Consequently, we developed this nutrient-supplemented feed 
pellet that is broadcast into the field with sorghum to improve the overall protein and micronu-
trient level of the diet that bobwhites consume.  This water resistant feed pellet will boost their 
overall nutrition status and should aid various important physiological functions such as 
immune function and molt. 
 
We field-tested the feed pellet by broadcasting it into vegetation on the Esperanza, Indian 
Canyon, and T-Diamond Ranches during late January and February.  Bird use of the feed 
was documented by observation and examination of the crop contents of hunter-harvested 
birds in areas where the feed was present.  The crop is an area of the bird’s esophagus that 
is elastic and can expand to hold a meal before it is ground by the gizzard and subsequently 
digested.  The crop is an adaptation to allow birds to quickly eat and store food that they 
encounter and then return to safe loafing areas. 

 



Birds on all three ranches readily used the feed 
pellet, filling their crops with the high nutrient 
food (Figure 1).  Birds on areas where feed was 
not available consumed seeds from the pigweed 
plant (Amaranthus retroflexus) and green vege-
tative material (Figure 2).  We analyzed contents 
of two crops from birds on feed areas and two 
crops from birds on areas containing the feed 
pellets for protein concentration (A&L Plains 
Agricultural Laboratories).  Crops containing 
pigweed and leafy vegetation averaged 14.5% 
crude protein, while crops containing the experi-
mental feed pellet averaged 26% crude protein.  
The larger size of the pellet as compared to 
many seeds available late in the year (especially 
the tiny pigweed seed) provides an added 
benefit that bobwhites can theoretically more 
rapidly fill their crop.  It is amazing that bob-
whites are able to see tiny objects like the pig-
weed seed and pick them up without consuming 
a large amount of extraneous material.  This new 
feed provides us the capability to strategically 
provide added nutrients to wild bobwhites and 
increase their nutritional plane before the breed-
ing season.  In the future we will experimentally 
evaluate its potential benefits for increased 
reproductive success.  

 



New Project: 

Measuring Predator Abundance in Quail Habitat on 

the Rolling Plains of Texas 

Circle A Ranch, Archer City, TX 
 
By Brad Dabbert 

 
Managers in the Southeastern States define predator management as efforts to reduce the efficiency and impact 
of predators on bobwhite populations.  Predator management is a 3 part integrated process.  Habitat manage-
ment, the first part, provides visual obstruction of sufficient height to hide bobwhites and their nests from preda-
tors and large enough areas of habitat to prevent predators from being able to quickly search a small area.  
Supplemental feeding into the habitat, the second part, allows bobwhites to more quickly, gather food and get 
back to dense protective cover, reducing the exposure to predation.  Predator reduction, the component 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.  Predator reduction will not be useful in cases where predator populations 
are low relative to bobwhite populations (see QT 15.0).  Drs. Bill Palmer and Theron Terhune at Tall Timbers 
Research Station have examined this relationship and identified a threshold level of predator abundance at 
which nest and chick predation limit bobwhite population growth.  They developed predator scent survey 
technique to estimate predator abundance.  The scent stations are composed of a fatty acid scent tablet cen-
tered in a 1 m diameter circle of bare soil or sandy substrate that allows detection of mammal visitations by 
noting the presence of their tracks in the soil.  One scent station present for 1 day equals 1 station day while 10 
stations present for 5 days equals 50 station days.  Predator abundance is calculated as the total number of 
predators detected divided by the total number of station days.  Predators included in the estimate are limited to 
the primary nest predators of bobwhites including armadillos, bobcats, opossums, skunks, and raccoons.  So, 2 
skunks and 3 raccoons detected during 50 station days would yield an index of 0.1 primary nest predators per 
station day.  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.  Similar data are not available for the Rolling Plains of Texas. 

 



We have started an initiative to gather 

these data on Quail-Tech Alliance 

Anchor Ranches over the next few 

years.  We are using a game camera 

instead of the track counts to record 

predator numbers, but otherwise our 

technique is the same as that devel-

oped at Tall Timbers.  Our 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.  We 

have completed the winter estimates 

and the results are very interesting.  

The primary nest predator indexes for 

Quail-Tech Alliance Anchor Ranches 

range from 0 to 0.45 primary nest 

predators per station day and average 

0.16 primary nest predators per 

station day (see the accompanying 

graph).  Individual estimates for some 

of our ranches and the average itself 

exceed the threshold where nest 

predators are expected to have a 

limiting effect on bobwhite populations 

in the Red Hills ecoregion of Florida 

and Georgia.  However, the differ-

ences in methodology, time of year, 

and most importantly region preclude 

direct comparison to the data from 

Florida and Georgia.  We will have to 

develop separate relationships 

between predator abundance and 

quail productivity for the Rolling Plains 

of Texas.  That said, I expect the 

 



 
Update: 
Combining Cutting-edge GPS and Drone Technology to 
Identify Bobwhite Habitat Use in the Rolling Plains of 
Texas 
 
By Brad Dabbert and Byron Buckley 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Previously we had announced the purchase of a Sensefly Ebee habitat mapping drone (QT 
14.0 and 15.0).  This drone is a survey grade professional mapping drone on the cutting edge 
of technology.  It can map almost five square miles at a time and provides a 3D 
georeferenced map that we have been using to examine quail habitat use.  Now instead of 
using maps a year or two old, we make our own virtually real-time habitat maps to allow 
ultra-precise habitat analysis.  We are combining these maps with GPS units quail tracking 
units that can provide us 400 to 500 locations (timing programmed by the researcher) in a few 
days.  Data can be obtained by remote download so that the bird does not have to be 
disturbed.  We are currently using both technologies together as a service to our anchor 
ranches.  This type of data has not been available before and is providing us a fine scale look 
at habitat use.  Older methodologies derived quail habitat use and preference estimates 
based on a few locations per day with entire assessments based upon 30 to 50 locations 
spread across several months.  Our current GPS/drone combination allows us to view habitat 
use at 10 times the density of locations providing a much more accurate assessment of 
habitat use.  Take a look at the examples in this newsletter and look for much more to come. 
(continued) 



  

Tagged birds lounging at the field house in Spur, TX. 



A Clear and Present Danger to Quail 

 
By Charles Hodges 
 

Yes, last year was a wonderful payoff for those who have worked hard to benefit quail. We averaged 21 coveys 
per day at Esperanza in Spur, and saw few coveys smaller than 15 birds. On closing afternoon my partner and I 
walked a two hundred yard stretch of pasture that we had not hunted, and moved four coveys; four separate, 
big, healthy coveys in two hundred yards. There was nothing to do except go to the house in amazement, and 
as is our closing day custom, remove hats, shake hands and toast our precious birds and sport of kings. 
 
Our feeding program paid great dividends with last day hens weighing 190 – 205 grams, and the best retention 
into breeding season I can remember. Our birds were not spooky as I have heard many talk about. The average 
flight after flush was in most cases less than 100 yards, many 20-30 yards. It was the payoff for careful attention 
to cover retention and preservation of overhead cover stands. It was the payoff for keeping all traffic on the 
ranch to a minimum. A watchful eye on The Grazing Program was the last ingredient, and there is the clear and 
present danger. 
 

Skilled Grazing is an art. The pros are a group of seasoned 
ranch managers and  stewards who possess decades of 
experience protecting the balance of forage on great ranches. 
The Threat is me. I am the worst. I am the problem. 
 
The new paradigm of land in Texas, and in particular The 
Rolling Plains, reflects a shift from agricultural to recreational 
use. Absentee owners have new game plans which include 
deer hunting, high fences and in many cases leasing for cattle 
grazing. 
 
My family has ranched since 1900 in Texas, and it’s in my 
blood and in my heart, however, I’m not there every day to 
measure rain and survey the grass as my grandfather was. I 
can’t feel the soil moisture or kick the plowed ground or watch 
daily grazing as my ancestors did, and with that reality things 
just get away from you. 

 
I love cattle.  They are my pride and joy as I wander through the pastures at Esperanza.  But like me, many 
unskilled grazers are increasing their herds while the articles about the end of El Nino this summer are daily fare.  
Danger ahead. 
 
The U.S. cattle inventory stood at 92 million head on January 1, 
2016 after the biggest year over year increase in 35 years.  Let 
that sink in…35 years.  Texas has 14% of that number so 
approximately 12,900,000 head.  Over the last 18 months 
cattleman have aggressively held back heifers to increase their 
breeding herds.   Most state that Texas numbers will increase 
by 500,000 head this year and some predict a jump by 1.1 
million by end of year 2016. 
 
Food for thought as the siren’s song of record profits rings in 
the ears of all who run cattle on the rolling plains.  The thirty 
percent drop in prices this year may temper the expansion 
fever but keep your eyes open.  Cattle aren’t the problem, 
complacency is. 
 
Wind, snow, and aggressive stocking can change a ranch in a 
heartbeat. The stands of grass cover can disappear in a matter of weeks. The cover grasses and weeds  you 
were proud of in December can be shamefully short in February. Quail brooding cover can be greatly affected by 
lack of heavy rains. The entire landscape can change overnight with a sudden eight inch snow.  Keeping cover 
in reserve is precious protection during the hawk migration or the snows of February and March.  It wasn’t too 
many years ago I took photos of snow on the bluebonnets in Palo Pinto County on Easter morning.  Your 
savings account of cover can save your birds during many odd weather years. (continued) 

 

3 levels of cover at Esperanza. 

Cattle & cover at Esperanza. 



The constant blaring of “They’re back”, “More quail than I’ve 
ever seen” , “Biggest coveys ever” will move the needle of 
complacency into the red zone.  Taking your eye off the ball, 
will no doubt take your finger off the trigger next year. 
 
They are NOT “Back”.  They are here right now and can be 
“Gone like Summer wages”.  Poof, look away and they can be 
gone like the Blue Quail in 1987. Like the Bob White chicks in 
2011. Gone. 
 
Right now, and every now, we must continue the conservation 
war we fight to preserve this precious resource we enjoyed this 
winter.  They are guests not residents and given no food, cover 
or shelter they will move or perish as they have done in many 
other areas.  We weren’t smart, wise or strategic this season, 
we were blessed and lucky.  Fall rains were plentiful.  Spring 
and Summer rains last year were numerous.  A mild winter with 
only one major snow event this year, almost no hawk migration, 
and  record  cotton rat population as alternative prey,  all 
delivered us a precious gift. 
 
There were strategies that added to the success.  Supplemen-
tal feeding, self imposed bag limit reduction, fall disking, patch 
burning, strategic brush clearing, etc.. 
 
At Esperanza it all added to a sum total of pure enjoyment.  But 
enjoyment of 21 covey days can be fleeting.  We must step up 
our conservation efforts. 
 
It’s not the cattle, it’s not the hawks, it’s complacency and it is 
our job to not take our eye off the ball. 
 
My dad’s attitude about driving, business and life was “Lay on 
the horn and floor it until  you hear glass breaking”. 
 
This year is the very time for all of us to “Floor It” on Quail 
conservation efforts. 
 
Quail are not back.  They just happen to be here right now. 
Let’s work toward forever. 
 
Quail First, 
Charles 

 

Bluebonnets covered in snow. 

A grazing exclosure such as this one is a good way to 
evaluate the effects of grazing pressure in a pasture. 

Stay tuned for an announcement for a 

Quail Workshop for adults this Fall at 

the Ranching Heritage Center. 



QUAILAPALOOZA! 
 

By Brad Dabbert 
 
The Quail-Tech Alliance and the National Ranching Heritage 

Center worked together to hold the second annual QUAILAPA-

LOOZA on Saturday, April 23.  Fifty-six kids between the ages 

of 5 and 12 and some of their parents joined us at the National 

Ranching Heritage Center to participate in a hands-on educa-

tional presentation focused on northern bobwhites and the 

science behind studying this treasured rangeland bird.  Follow-

ing a brief group presentation, children were divided into 6 

groups to rotate through 6 discovery stations.  Children discov-

ered everything from learning how to distinguish male and 

female bobwhites, how to age them using wing feather charac-

teristics, what bobwhites eat, and how to evaluate crop con-

tents to determine important food sources.  They also learned 

how to candle eggs to determine egg fertility and embryo age 

inside the egg and examined a model of a bobwhite nest in 

bunchgrass.  They used a thermal camera to view bobwhites 

and learned how we use this technology to find bobwhite chicks 

in the wild.  They examined nets, traps, and a net gun to 

understand how we can capture bobwhites in the wild.  They 

tried out some radiotelemetry equipment to see the technique 

used to find and monitor birds in the wild.  Finally, they smelled 

the stinky scent tablet lure we use to attract predators to scent 

stations, viewed game-photos of predators collected in the field, 

and even practiced using a game camera to take pictures of 

themselves as the “predators.”  The event was capped off with 

an iced cookie, a juice pouch, and a hunter-orange sling 

backpack donated by the Llano Estacado Chapter of Quail 

Forever.  This outreach event was terrific, stimulating interest 

and curiosity about quail in the children and their parents, and a 

great way for us relate our research and passion to the next 

generation.  Who knows, maybe we inspired a future quail 

biologist?  I want to thank Julie Hodges, Shelby Schwartz, and 

the rest of the staff at the National Ranching Heritage Center 

for working with us to present QUAILAPALOOZA.  We look 

forward to this event next year. Thanks to the interest shown by 

most of the parents 

in attendance, and 

responses from the 

general public, we 

are also working 

with Julie and 

Shelby to create a 

similar event for 

adults this fall.  Stay 

tuned. 

 

This interested group listens to Quail-Tech Biologist 
Derek Wiley talk about using the tools of the trade to 
capture, release, and monitor bobwhites in the field. 

Quail-Tech Biologist Byron Buckley shows an eager 

group of children what a bobwhite nest looks like. 

Two young quail enthusiasts enjoy learning about 

bobwhites at Quailapalooza. 

Future researchers sorting seeds at Quailapalooza 



Update: 

Predator Management in the Rolling Plains of Texas 
 

By Bo Reid, Isaac Young, and Brad Dabbert 
 
We announced the beginning of a predator 

reduction study on the 6666 Ranch during 

summer 2015 (QT 15.0).  The objectives of 

this study are to 1) measure the relationship 

between predator abundance and bobwhite 

nest success and density, and 2) experimen-

tally determine if predator reduction can 

increase bobwhite nest success and density.  

The science supporting this research was 

detailed in a previous newsletter (QT 15.0) 

and the concepts are also addressed in the 

previous article concerning measuring 

predator abundance.  We have begun to 

implement the predator reduction study at the 

6666 ranch starting on January 1
st
 of this 

year.  The experiment consists of three 1,000 

acre sites that were selected to receive 

predator reduction treatments and three 

1,000 acre sites set aside as controls.  We 

started trapping and radiomarking bobwhites 

during January 2016 and now have success-

fully fitted 117 hens with radiotransmitters 

and released them at the trap sites.  Radio-

transmitters allow us to monitor hen movement, locate their nest, and observe their brood of chicks if 

the nest is successful. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These hens are distributed throughout all 6 sites so that we can compare nest success and brood 

survival between predator reduction and control sites.  Predator reduction started during the last week 

of February and is accomplished using live traps spaced at 1 trap per 20 acres on each predator 

reduction site.  Traps are equipped with a state-of-the-art door indicator that emits a signal when traps 

have been tripped.  We are also using scent stations to monitor predator abundance on the sites and 

the effectiveness of our trapping efforts.  We are excited about the potential benefits of this project for 

quail and look forward to reporting the results to you in the future. 

 

Mark Nall sets up a scent station. 


