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FROM THE QUAIL LAB…     BY BILL PALMER 

Chick Survival Improves 
Slightly over Last Year 
Chick survival from early nests was poor 
as heavy rains coincided with the first 
hatches in June. Fortunately, chick survival 
improved during late June and July and overall chick survival is 
up from last year by about 50%.  However, given the low nest 
production this year, a good late hatch is needed to increase fall 
populations over last year’s numbers. 
 
Radio-tagging Bobwhites: Does it Effect 

Survival? Recently a scientific 
publication questioned the validity of 
using radio-collars on bobwhites to 
estimate survival and other bobwhite 
population parameters. We have 
radio-tagged several thousand 
bobwhites on TTRS since 1999 and 
at the same time have leg-banded 
several thousands more without 
radio-collars. This provided an 

opportunity to estimate the effect the radio collars were having 
on bobwhite survival rates by analyzing 
band-recaptures.   
 
The analyses of nearly 4000 banded and 
radio-collared bobwhites indicated 
radio-collars had no effect on annual 
survival rates of bobwhites on TTRS.  
In fact, the average annual survival rate 
for radio-tagged bobwhites and banded 
bobwhites which was the same - 24%.  
We conclude that radio-collars provide 
accurate information about survival of 
bobwhites.    

Modest Hatch in Progress: 
So far this year, bobwhite reproduction has been relatively 
low because of below normal adult survival and therefore 
low nest production.  Despite excellent over-winter carryover 
of quail, adult survival was low during April and May on our 
study areas.  Adult survival is usually relatively high during 
these two months. However, lower than normal rainfall 
during March, April, and May resulted in poor cover 
conditions and mortality of bobwhites was high. High 
predation of bobwhites may be related to continued low 
populations of alternative prey items, such as cotton rats.  
Low survival results in fewer hens and therefore fewer nests.  
Compare survival and nest production over the past 5 years 
(through July) and notice how important survival of 
bobwhites is to nest production.  Production of young, and 
therefore fall populations, will likely vary across properties 
in the Red Hills depending on adult survival this spring.   
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Summer 2004—A Good Season for 
RCW’s 
The Summer 
of 2004 was 
an unusually 
good breeding 
season for 
Red-cockaded 
Woodpeckers 
on the Wade 
Tract. We 
typically band 
about 15 

nestlings each year among the eight territories bordering 
this rare old-growth preserve. This year we banded 20 
nestlings, and only one territory failed to fledge young. 
The average number of fledglings produced in 2004 was 
2.1 per territory as compared to a longer-term average of 
about 1.4 fledglings over the past four years. In addition, 
one territory successfully fledged four nestlings, an 
uncommon occurrence in most years. 
 
One reason for the high productivity may be the steady 
rainfall we experienced in late May and early June. Over 
the years, we’ve noticed that fewer nestlings survive 
when those late-spring droughts persist into early June 
(midway through the nesting season). The dry 
conditions probably lead to lower insect abundances and 
hence less food 
available for young. 
The sex ratio also 
was slightly biased 
toward females this 
year with 1.25 
females produced for 
every male.   
 
We have nearly 
completed banding 
all adult wood- 
peckers on the Wade 
Tract preserve. Since 
initiating this project 
last year, we have captured a total of 19 individuals and 
made positive field sightings on another 12 
woodpeckers that were banded on the preserve as 
nestlings. This leaves an additional 2-3 adults left to 
band, and the project will then provide us with a unique 
look at adult survival rates under what many consider to 
be pristine habitat conditions. The banding effort this 
year also led to discovery of an unusual case of a female 
helper (most helpers are males) and the recapture of  a  
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When is the ¨Growing Season¨? 
A lot of confusion exist as to what time during the year is a 
burn a "growing season burn" versus a "dormant season 
burn". This is important because hardwoods in pineland 
understories are killed more often and resprout less when 
burned after spring bud break.  Some of the confusion may 
come from the use of "growing season" to describe what is 
really the "lightning season", that is, the period from early 
May to July when lightning strike fires are most common.  
However, at the latitude of northern Florida and southern 
Georgia, hardwood resprouts begin to leaf out much earlier 
than the lighting season.   
 
This spring we made weekly observations of leaf bud break 
for about 15 species on Tall Timbers and Pebble Hill 
Plantation.  We estimate that over 50% of resprouts had 
begun to leaf out by the end of the first week of March.  Thus, 
most burning in the Red Hills (March) is done during the 
early growing season.  We will continue the study next year 
to measure year-to-year differences.   
 
This study is a collaboration with professors from the 
University of Kansas and University of California at Davis to 
compare timing of bud break in plants from Canada to the 
tropics.  The Red Hills data helped show a very predictable 
relationship between minimum winter temperature and timing 
of bud break in the temperate (winter freeze) zone, which no 
longer applies upon entering the tropics.   
 
Estimating Fuel Load of Hardwood 
Resprouts 
One of our new projects is to estimate the weight of stems 
and leaves of hardwood resprouts by measuring their stem 
diameter at the base.  The purpose is to estimate woody fuel 
loads for fire behavior models.  Past work shows that there is 
a close relationship between diameter and total weight or 
"biomass" of a tree, but  equations have not been worked out 
for most of our local species and for small stem sizes.  The 
work involves clipping the sprouts up to 3 cm (1.2 inches), 
picking off all their leaves, drying, and weighing, much of 
which has been done by our hard-working volunteers Christie 

Sloan and Darryl 
Marois.   
 

VERTEBRATE ECOLOGY   
     BY JIM COX 

Darryl Marois, TTRS 
volunteer,  picking 
leaves from the 
sprouts before they 
go to the drying 
oven. 

Jim Cox holding an adult banded   
Red-cockaded Woodpecker. 

A baby Red-cockaded woodpecker with  leg 
bands (see arrow).  



male who was banded on the preserve as a nestling back in 
1997 and has now inherited his father’s territory.  

 
    Tall Timbers’ woodpecker 

specialist Greg Hagan also 
reports that the past three 
months have seen tremendous 
progress in the development of 
Safe Harbor Agreements for 
properties in our region.  Five 
new properties are in the 
process of signing Safe Harbor 
Agreements and another two 
recently completed their 
agreements. When these 
properties  are  added  to  those     

already signed up, Safe Harbor Agreements will apply to 
over 67,000 acres and help to secure habitat for over 
100 active woodpecker groups. Contact Greg at 
(850) 893-4153 (ext. 251) or via e-mail (greg@ttrs.org) to 
learn more about this exciting program. 
 

Is This the Year to Capture Longleaf 
Natural Regeneration? 
Longleaf pine trees produce seed in a cyclical “boom or 
bust” pattern such that once every five to seven years a 
bumper crop of seeds is produced. Dr. Bill Boyer, former 
Tall Timbers Beadel Fellow and retired U.S. Forest Service 
scientist, has been collecting regional cone production data 
across the southeast for 38 years. 
 
A rough estimate of the number of cones to expect is first 
evident with spring flowers 1.5 years prior to seed drop. 
And in the year of seed drop, spring conelet counts can be 
used to forecast the expected number of longleaf cones 
several months later in the Fall. Ripened longleaf seeds 
usually drop from their cones over a three week period in 
October. Ripened longleaf seed usually drop from their 
cones over a three week period in October.   
  
In order to capture natural regeneration land managers must 
anticipate the relative abundance of the longleaf seed crop 
in order to make appropriate preparations prior to seed 
fall.  To capture natural regeneration we recommend the 
following methods: 
1) Prepare the seed bed for October seed fall by using 
     growing season (May-September) fire around target 
     pines or by mowing areas in September targeted for seed 
     catch.  

2)  Following an abundant cone crop and seed fall, skip one 
     burn season, 
3)  A burning rotation of every other year in areas with 
     longleaf seed trees will catch at least some seed every 
     other year in essence banking regeneration over time, 
4)  Wait for a bumper cone crop year (5-7) years apart and 
     maximize seed catch using the first two options, 
5)  As food plots and firelanes begin to regenerate lots of 
     longleaf, abandon them and look for new food plot 
     locations just outside of wiregrass areas, 
6)  Avoid mowing through patches of regeneration when 
     blocking for hunting season. 
 
Dr. Boyer forecasts that across our region longleaf pine will 
produce an average number of seeds this Fall. From six  
counts in Alabama, Florida, Louisiana and Georgia this 
Spring, the regional estimate is 27.3 cones/tree; our 38 year 
regional cone production average is 25 cones/tree (see 
figure below). 
 
 

 
Estimates of longleaf cones for next year have been made 
from the 2004 spring flower counts. The 2005 cone crop is 
expected to be better than average with 42.7 cones/tree 
estimated. Flower counts are not perfect estimators of the 
following year’s cones since the fertilized flower must 
survive through a potentially cold winter. If conditions 
hold, we should have an 
above average cone crop 
in the Fall of 2005 and 
an average cone crop 
this Fall. 
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FORESTRY   
BY STUART JACKSON 

Longleaf Cones per Tree
Past Counts and Forecasts
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Check out the 
new Wade Tract 

section  now 
available on Tall 

Timbers’ web site!  

http://www.

talltimbers.org/

wadetract.html 

 
Longleaf male flowers 
surrounding a female flower 
(cone) Erich Vallery, U.S. 
Forest Service  
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Your Gift Makes the Difference!                         BY VANN MIDDLETON 
Development Office 

 
In this issue of the Research Notes, we would like to highlight a 
critical need in the Ecological Forestry Department of Tall Timbers:  
 
 
 —Support for the Ecological Forestry Technician Position— 
Shannon hails from South Africa, where he obtained an education and experience in 
forestry. Prior to coming to Tall Timbers, Shannon worked with forestry related programs 
on several large plantations in South Africa and observed wildfire problems in its 
mountainous terrain. Shannon came to Tall Timbers after hearing about the Station’s 
history of fire ecology contributions. He has been a great help with many assignments 
during his initial months here at Tall Timbers. We would like to extend Shannon’s 
internship, however the funds earmarked for the Forestry Technician position are quickly 
drying up!   If you would like to make a contribution to the Forestry Technician Fund, 
please give us a call or send your generous gift to:                          

 
Tall Timbers Research Station 

Ecological Forestry Research Technician 
13093 Henry Beadel Drive 

Tallahassee, FL  32312-0918 
 
 

Remember, no gift is too small and all funds received will be allocated specifically for Shannon’s position.  
Thank you for your continued support of the research and conservation programs of Tall Timbers. 

                    Meet:  
Shannon Wratten,  

Ecological Forestry 
Technician 
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