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The Drought and Nesting 
– So Far So Good 
In the Red Hills we observed our 
first incubated nest on May 1st and 
nesting rates and clutch sizes are 
about average for this time of year. 
In the Albany area, nesting is slightly ahead of 
last year despite drier conditions. On our 
research site in south Florida nesting is at or 
above rates observed last year. The lack of a 
drought effect thus far is attributed to the birds 
entering the nesting season in good condition and 
relatively modest daily temperatures. 
 What happens in June will make or break the 
early hatch, which we expect to peak during the 
first week in June. If the drought continues and 
temperatures increase to the upper 90’s or 
higher, we expect to see a reduction in hatching 
success, lower than normal chick survival and 
reduced re-nesting. These factors would 
contribute to a regional decline and make a late 
hatch very important to sustaining quail 
populations. If, however, temperatures remain 
modest and we experience some rainfall, we 
expect hatching and chick survival to be at 
normal levels and populations to maintain or 
increase. Rainfall during June is even more 
critical for the Albany Area and properties with 
sandy soils because cover is highly dependent on 
rainfall on this type of site. 
 As an aside, bobwhite incubation of nests on 
the fed areas on Tall Timbers Research Station 
(TTRS) and Pebble Hill Plantation (PHP) is 
greater than on the unfed areas by 7 to 1, 
reminding us how important supplemental 
feeding is to quail nesting during dry periods. So 

the bottom line at this 
point is so far so good, 
but we need some rain 
and continued mild 
temperatures. 
 

Quail Very Tolerant of 
Thinning Operations 
We have been monitoring radio-
tagged quail on TTRS during the 
recent thinning operation. As 
expected, quail are quite adaptable 

to the disturbance associated with thinning. 
About 40% of the birds remained in their normal 
home range during the entire thinning process. 
Another 40% moved out of their normal range 
during the thinning disturbance and then 
returned within a couple of weeks. The remaining 

quail moved to new areas or were killed. We did 
see about a week delay in nesting compared to 
other quail populations we monitor in the Red 
Hills. However, many of the nests we currently 
have are in areas where thinning occurred. 
Essentially, if the feller-buncher or skidder did 
not run over the nest location 
the quail still nested in the 
area. Overall, the benefits of 
improved quail cover for this 
population will far outweigh 
the short-term loss of some 
quail nesting habitat.        

GAME BIRD  
PROGRAM 

by BILL PALMER and 
SHANE WELLENDORF 

Thinning operation this Spring on Tall Timbers  
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Energy 
Levels of 
Pineland 
Fuels 
 

One of the factors that influence fire behavior is 
the energy content of fuels that are burned. Most 
fire models assume that all types of fuel have 
about the same energy content, around 18,600 
joules per gram (J/g).  However, it has been 
suggested that longleaf pine (Pinus palustris) 
needles, and maybe wiregrass (Aristida stricta), 
have a higher energy content per mass. To test 
this idea, we collected different types of fuel in 
longleaf pinelands on Pebble Hill Plantation, 
Georgia and sent them to be tested for differences 
in energy content. The fuel types tested were pine 
needles (mostly longleaf pine), broadleaf litter, 
fine litter, dead herbs, 10 hour fuel (0.6–2.5 cm 
[1/4–1 inch] thick dead woody), live herbs, and 
live woody (<2.5 cm [<1 inch] thickness). 
 While most of the fuel types were statistically 
the same at around 18,000 J/g, longleaf pine 
needles had significantly higher energy content 
(19,400 J/g) and fine litter had significantly lower 
energy content (15,800 J/g) than the other types 
(Figure 1). 

Longleaf pine needles are an important 
component of the fuel load, making up about a 
third of fine fuel on average in stands burned one 
or two years prior with 3–19 m2/ha (13–83 ft2/ac) 
pine tree basal area. Our fuel moisture 
measurements show longleaf needles to be about 
25% drier than the other fuel types under the 

same weather conditions, making them more 
flammable.  Thus, the abundance, relative 
dryness, and high energy content of longleaf pine 
needle litter makes them a key contributor to fire 
behavior and thus the ecology of this fire-adapted 
community. 
 

Lending a Hand with the Wildfires 
Beginning in April, Joe Noble (Tall Timbers GIS 
Coordinator) was called into action to use the 
FARSITE model to predict the spread of the Big 
Turnaround Fire and later the Bugaboo Fire in 
and around Okefenokee Swamp, to support 
federal and state fire fighters. Using FARSITE 
requires developing a digital landscape of fuels, 
which is the hard part, then predicting fire spread 
based on weather conditions. Federal partners in 
the Southeastern Fire Ecology Partnership 
(SEFEP) housed at Tall Timbers have also been 
deployed or have provided support to contain this 
unprecedented 450,000 acre fire complex. They  
include Bruce Davenport (US Forest Service), 
Dave Brownlie (FWS), and Caroline Noble (NPS). 

 

 FIRE  
 ECOLOGY     

by  KEVIN ROBERTSON  

The Bugaboo Fire in and around the Okefenokee 
Swamp. 
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Thinning Activity on Tall Timbers 
Over the last two years Research staff have discussed doing some thinning on Tall 
Timbers. Observations were that ground cover was suffering in some areas and 
that numerous old agricultural fields had seeded into dog-hair pine stands. The 
thinning would focus on areas of dense young pine but also would take the 
opportunity to shape some stands and remove some hardwoods in the uplands that 

were missed during the hardwood thinning in 
1999. The thinning has just been completed 
and some additional upland hardwood 
removal was completed, targeting water oaks, 
sweetgums and live oaks that were off-site. 
The photos (left) show changes to some 
targeted stands of pine. 
 

Mr. Beadel, benefactor of Tall Timbers, made it clear in his will that thinning of young pines was expected as a 
management tool. His preferences were that old trees would be left to die and that research would be conducted 
on wildlife species that used them for cavities. This was the first thinning of pine since Tall Timbers was 
established and was long overdue. His most important and far-reaching request was that Tall Timbers be 
managed with frequent fire. Tall Timbers has changed considerably since Mr. Beadel managed the properties in 
the 1940’s as evidenced by the photo (above right). It is our goal to continue to manage for open piney woods 
with a grassy understory just as Mr. Beadel did.  

FORESTRY   
 
         RON MASTERS 

Released RCWs’ 
Roller-coaster 

Ride!     
 
The release of Red-

cockaded Woodpeckers (RCWs) on Tall Timbers last 
fall has led to a roller-coaster ride for the Vertebrate 
Ecology program. The release was part of an attempt 
to re-establish a key species that Mr. Beadel greatly 
enjoyed seeing on Tall Timbers years ago. The RCWs 
disappeared in the early 1980's, but, as of early 
March, a trio of released woodpeckers seemed to be 
settling into their new environs. 

The roller coaster rose quickly in mid April when one 
released female was observed visiting a cavity 
repeatedly during mid-day. This is a sign of an 
imminent nest in most cases, but on April 26, the 
female was seen nearly three-fourth's a mile away 
from the potential nesting site; the phrase “getting 
the heck out of Dodge” seemed an apt description of 
the directness of her northward flight that morning. 

 

Three consecutive pre-dawn surveys were conducted 
in the days that followed where we stationed 
ourselves at strategic points each morning so 
woodpecker activity at any of the artificial cavities we 
had excavated could be observed. We observed only a 
single male each morning, and it seemed the coaster 
was beginning to hit rock bottom. 

Many days elapsed without a sign of improvement, 
but on May 5, we heard a pair of woodpeckers coming 
to roost at cavity trees near the site where the female 
had been observed earlier, and a visit the next day 
found a nest with two eggs. This represented the first 
woodpecker nesting attempt on Tall Timbers in over 
25 years, and we seemed to be reaching another peak. 
Unfortunately, the eggs were gone a few days later, a 
quick meal for a rat snake, flying squirrel, or perhaps 
another woodpecker. 

As of this writing, a second nesting attempt is 
underway in the same artificial cavity, so the ride is 
inching upwards again. To hopefully insure success, 
snake excluders were attached around the tree. We 
hope to band nestlings in early June, but we also 
know that nature has a way of playing many cards 
you don’t expect.   

1940’s photo of Tall Timbers   B.  Before thinning B.  After thinning 

A.  After thinning A.  Before thinning 

VERTEBRATE    
ECOLOGY  
                by  JIM COX 
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Vertebrate Ecology, continued from page 3  
Red Hills Property First to Sign Safe Harbor in Florida 
Dixie Plantation in Jefferson County has become the first property in Florida to sign a Safe Harbor 
Agreement. The agreement allows Dixie Plantation to manage habitat for Red-cockaded Woodpeckers 
without incurring liabilities under the Endangered Species Act.  Mr. Joshua McCormick, woodpecker 
conservation specialist at Tall Timbers, was instrumental in developing this landmark agreement, and 
other Florida landowners should consider the benefits of Safe Harbor now that the program is formally 
underway.  Joshua can be reached at (850-893-4153 ext. 224) or Joshua@ttrs.org.  
 
You can help!  Sponsor a Fire Ecology Internship
                        By Vann Middleton 
The research, conservation, and education provided through the Fire Ecology Program depends on Tall 
Timbers membership dues, private donations, and competitive grants. In addition, Tall Timbers provides 
the opportunity for donors to make contributions dedicated specifically for the Fire Ecology program.  
Donations specified for internships greatly increase the productivity of the Program for relatively little 
money, and there are always needs for laboratory and field equipment. If you would like to make a tax 
deductible contribution, send your check made out to Tall Timbers to the address shown below. Please 
designate “Tall Timbers Fire Ecology Program” on your check to ensure proper accounting of your 
intent.  
  Yes, I would like to help with a contribution specifically to the Fire Ecology Program:  
 ___  Sponsor an internship for 10 weeks at $1,950  
 ___  Contribute toward an intern sponsorship 
 ___  Contribute toward laboratory and field equipment  
   

Thank you for your continued support of Research at Tall Timbers! 

 

Tall Timbers Research Station & Land Conservancy                   
13093 Henry Beadel Drive   
Tallahassee, FL  32312-0918 
PHONE: (850) 893-4153     
FAX : (850) 668-7781 
www.talltimbers.org 

Tall Timbers Research, Inc.  
is a non-profit, 

 tax-exempt organization  
specializing in  

research, conservation & education.  
Established in 1958. 

 
 

Stewards of Wildlife & Wildlands 

Research Notes are 
posted on our website!  
www.talltimbers.org 
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