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Longest Running 
Banding Study on 
Bobwhites 
The Game Bird Program at Tall 
Timbers conducts the longest 
running banding study on 
bobwhites. Since 1970 over 18,500 bobwhites 
have been captured, banded and released, and 
records of their recapture or 
harvest at a later date have been 
maintained.  These data provide an 
opportunity to estimate bobwhite 
populations on TTRS, annual 
survival rates, approximate 
harvest rates, and much more. 
A couple take home points from 
this graph are worth noting.  First, 
harvest rate of bobwhite on TTRS 
has decreased from the 1970’s, 
when about 20% of the February 
population was recovered to ~ 8% since 1997.  
Notice that hen survival was lower during the 
70’s when harvest rate was high. A casual 
analysis suggests that hunting mortality is 
additive to natural mortality.  That is as you 
shoot a greater percentage of your birds, the 
annual survival rates goes down and thus your 
population could 
suffer declines.  
In fact that is 
what we found. 
On average our 
quail population 
declined more 
often than not if 
annual survival 
dipped below 
1 5 % ,  a n d 
increased if it 
was over 25%.  
Exceptions exist 
because quail 
respond to lower 

numbers with higher nesting 
activity, but that depends on good 
nesting conditions. 
Another interesting point is the 
apparent cycle developing in annual 
survival rates during the late 90’s 
that mirrored population levels on 

TTRS.  Rather than random up’s and down’s, the 
survival rates trend up for a few years, peak, 

then decline, etc.  Recent peaks in 
annual survival occurred in 2001 
and 2006 which coincided with 
the peak abundance of our rodent 
populations on TTRS. 
A last point that drives home a 
fact that all managers in the Red 
Hi l l s  know–that  hab i t at 
management is key to increasing 
bobwhite populations. We began 
to restore the upland pine forests 
on TTRS in 1997 with removal of 

off-site hardwoods, increased frequency of 
prescribed fire, and mechanical and herbicidal 
treatments of hardwood saplings.  Since that 
time, annual survival on TTRS has reached 
record highs and bobwhite populations have 
recovered.  The 5-fold increase in densities on 
TTRS may have also contributed to the cyclic 

behavior of the 
population and 
survival rates 
of late as the 
c o m p l e x 
interactions of 
predators and 
prey play out in 
the Red Hills.  
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Fire 
Behavior 
Notes 
It has often 
been said that 

backing fires have longer residence times (period 
of flaming at a fixed point) than heading fires 
because of their lower rates of spread. They are 
also thought to consume a greater amount of fuel 
and be more likely to ignite duff and kill trees.  
However, our recent fire behavior measurements 
in thinned pinelands burned at 1-2 year intervals 
challenge some of these assumptions. 
In longleaf pine-wiregrass forests on Pebble Hill 
Plantation, Georgia, flame lengths and rates of 
spread, which reflect fire intensity, were 
considerably higher for heading than for backing 
fires, as expected (Figure 1). However, residence 
times were not significantly higher for backing 
fires than for heading fires in 1 year roughs (time 
since last burn) and were about the same in 2 
year roughs. Similar observations have been made 
in old-field pinelands at Tall Timbers Research 
Station in Florida. In both places, residence time 
is more strongly related to year of rough and 
associated fuel accumulation, with higher fuel 
loads having the highest residence times.  
Although heading fires have higher rates of 
spread, they also have deeper flaming fronts, or 
distance from where fuel is igniting to where it 
has just stopped flaming.  This causes the flame 
residence time to be longer than expected based 
on rate of spread alone. Also, since heading fires 
are generally more intense, they cause faster pre-
heating of fuel and ignite larger and more 
compact fuels, which burn longer. More research 
will be needed to determine differences in fuel 
consumption between heading and backing fires.  
What remains clear is that backing fires are less 

intense, causing 
less pine tree 
s corch  and 
creating less 
smoke per hour, 
making them 
advantageous 
f or  certa in 
m a n a g e m e n t 
goals. 
 

 
Tall Timbers 
Signs Safe 
Harbor 
Tall Timbers joined 
28 other properties in 

the Red Hills region when it signed a Safe Harbor 
agreement in September. The agreement enables 
Tall Timbers to manage habitat for the 
endangered Red-cockaded Woodpeckers in 
exchange for reduced liability under state and 
federal endangered species laws. 
Safe Harbor is a classic “no brainer” for most Red 
Hills landowners. The agreements encourage 
landowners to burn their pinewoods and maintain 
mature timber stands attractive to quail.  Should 
Red-cockaded Woodpeckers increase as result of 
these traditional practices, landowners are not 
liable for any increases that occur.  
Safe Harbor removes penalties for those who are 
practicing good land stewardship.  Landowners 
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 Figure 1. Fire behavior measured at Pebble Hill 
Plantation, Georgia.  Averages and standard 
errors (N=11 for each bar) for fire runs measured 
are given for four measures of fire behavior.  
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who sign up could see an increase in woodpeckers 
and still not be liable for those increases should 
their management objectives change at some 
future date.   
Landowners in Georgia have benefited from the 
Safe Harbor Program for many years, and now 
that Florida’s program is up and running, Florida 
landowners should look carefully at the many 
benefits the program provides. Tall Timbers is 
the second Florida property to sign (Dixie 
Plantation signed an agreement earlier this 
year), and this enables us to provide first-hand 
information on all aspects of the program. If you 
are interested in learning more, contact Joshua 
McCormick (850) 893-4153, ext. 224. 

Sparrows Bare It All 
A top focus for Bachman’s Sparrow research this 
breeding season was determination of nest-site 
characteristics. Similar to quail, Bachman’s 
Sparrows nest on the ground, but little 
information has been collected regarding ground 
cover conditions that are most attractive to this 
declining species. 

We located 47 
nests, which is a 
p h e n o m e n a l 
n u m b e r  i n 
comparison to a 
3-year study that 
located only 77 
nests!  Most nests 
(85%) occurred in 
a r e a s  b u r n e d 

within the past 12 
m o n t h s ,  a n d 
m e a s u r e m e n t s 

indicate the bare ground created by prescribed 
burning is a key feature birds seek out. Ground 
cover must be able to conceal nests, but there 
also needs to be open ground, particularly in 
front of nests, and prime conditions occur 2-15 
months following a prescribed fire.              

These findings also may explain why some males 
fail to attract mates. It may not be a lack of sex 
appeal.  Instead, we believe some males defend 
territories that lack suitable nest-site 
characteristics. This was driven home this past 
year when a 5-year old male abandoned a 
territory he has held on the Wade Tract since 
2002. Bans prevented us from burning the area 

early this year, and in early May, this male was 
seen a mile south of his former territory and 
trying to stake a claim in a site that had been 
burned in March. 
This research was made possible thanks to a 
generous donation from Kathy Archibald, which 
was used to support intrepid nest finder Emily 
Toriani this summer. 
 

A Busy Year 
at Pebble Hill  
It’s been a busy year 
f or  th e  l a nd 
management staff at 

Pebble Hill Plantation.  Brent Widener and Kim 
Sash have stepped up the Prescribed burning, 
post-burn mowing, 
and spot application 
of herbicides. These 
management tools 
used in conjunction 
are a quick way to 
improve the function 
of the forest. The 
benefits include; 
k n o c k i n g  b a c k 
h a r d w o o d 
e n c r o a c h m e n t , 
managing the natural 
pine regeneration, 
promoting a higher 
quality of ground 
cover, increasing 
biodiversity, and 
improving esthetics.   
 

The first phase of the 
fence removal along 
U.S. Highway 319 has 
b e e n  c o m p l e t e 
(bottom right); this 
allows the public to 
see into the Pebble 
Hill forest, and the 
quality of land 
management work in 
progress.  We extend 
special thanks to the 

Pebble Hill Foundation and Wallace Goodman for 
their collaboration and support. We look forward 
to Phase Two. 
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LAND  
MANAGEMENT 

by  ERIC STALLER 

Photo point 2006 

Photo point 2007-post treatment 
Emily and Clark taking 

vegetation measurements near 
a Bachman’s Sparrow nest 

View into Pebble Hill forest 
from U.S. HWY-319 



Georgia Prescribed Fire Council  
wins Pulaski Award 
The Georgia Prescribed Fire Council (GAPFC) won the 
prestigious Pulaski Award in 2006 for its efforts in promoting 
prescribed fire.  It is awarded annually by the National 
Interagency Fire Center (NIFC) in recognition of 

outstanding interagency cooperation and partnership in fire management.  GAPFC 
is a coalition of government and non-government organizations, including Tall 
Timbers Research Station and Land Conservancy, as well as private citizens and 
land management professionals.  Some of the accomplishments of the GAPFC that 
were recognized include the proclamation of the Prescribed Fire Awareness by Governor 
Perdue, guiding prescribed fire promotional campaigns, holding annual meetings attended 
by over a hundred prescribed fire practitioners, advocating pro-fire policies to federal and 
state air quality agencies, helping develop the state's new Smoke Management Plan, and 
creating a national Coalition of Fire Councils. The Award is currently housed at Tall 
Timbers Research Station in recognition of our commitment to the Georgia Prescribed 
Fire Council and prescribed fire. 
 
TTRS Vertebrate Ecologist Receives  
Award from U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service  

Jim Cox , Tall Timbers’ Vertebrate Ecologist, was recognized by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service on September 6th acknowledging his “Partners in Conservation” efforts.  Jim’s 
research on declining species is exemplary and his work with RCW’s and the Safe Harbor 
Program in Georgia and Florida have helped to secure the RCW population in the Red Hills 
Region.  We extend congratulations to Jim on receiving this award! 
 
 

 

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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