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until they replace their down 
with more water-resistant feath-
ers. This year’s cold spring and 
rainy summer almost guaranteed 
below-average survival of nests 
and chicks.

For example, the weather sta-
tion at Jefferson Farm and Garden 
in Boone County reported 10.3 
inches of rain during May and 
June. That is only about an inch 
more than normal, but more than 
6 inches fell in four events. One 
storm on June 15 and 16 dumped 
2.7 inches of rain on Boone County. 
Precipitation through September 
was roughly equal to the entire 
average annual precipitation in 
central Missouri.

“That sort of weather is bound 
to cut into quail production,” said 
Emmerich. “The anecdotal reports 
we are getting about more birds 
in some areas is a tribute to the 
bobwhite’s resiliency.”

Regional results from agent 
surveys show quail numbers 
down from the long-term average 
statewide. The worst declines oc-
curred in western prairie counties 
(down 80 percent), the Mississippi 
lowlands (down 75 percent) and 
northeastern Missouri (down 72 
percent).

Emmerich said the bobwhite’s 
difficulties are the result of habitat 
loss and unfavorable weather. She 
said the popular notion that preda-
tors are decimating quail numbers 
is mistaken.

“Predators do kill quail,” said 
Emmerich, “but that has always 
been true, even in the bobwhite 
quail’s heyday. It is also true that 
predators take more quail when 
habitat is scarce, because the birds 
are more exposed. But the basic 
problem is habitat, not preda-
tors.”

She said locally concentrated 
trapping of foxes, raccoons and 
opossums or offering bounties on 

potential quail predators might 
spare a few quail in that immedi-
ate area for a short time. However, 
such efforts are labor-intensive 
and expensive, and predators from 
surrounding areas quickly replace 
the ones removed.

“Aside from being a bad idea 
from an ecological standpoint, 
trapping predators to benefit quail 
usually is impractical and unnec-
essary,” said Emmerich. “Quail 
thrived 40 years ago when farms 
consisted of small crop fields 
where crop stubble remained in 
the fields throughout much of the 
fall and winter. Those small fields 
had broad, brushy fencerows and 
bordered native-grass pastures 
and fallow fields. Quail still thrive 
in spite of predation where similar 
conditions exist today, because 
they have lots of nesting and feed-
ing areas and escape cover.”

Emmerich said the idea that 
turkeys are eating quail chicks 
also is mistaken. She said this has 
never been documented in Mis-
souri or any other state, in spite of 
extensive studies of wild turkeys’ 
food habits. Likewise, releasing 
pen-reared quail to restore quail 
numbers is a dead end. Multiple 
studies in many states over the 
past 40 years have demonstrated 
that virtually no pen-reared quail 
survive more than a week or two, 
let alone long enough to nest.

“There are no shortcuts to quail 
restoration,” Emmerich said. 
“You need habitat first, and then 
you need a few years of favorable 
nesting conditions. The cold, wet 
springs that have been the rule in 
recent years simply don’t favor 
quail recovery, and we still have a 
long way to go in restoring quail 
habitat on public and private 
land.”
PHEASANT OUTLOOK

Pheasant season starts with a 
youth hunt Oct. 24 and 25 in the 
North Zone. The regular season is 
Nov. 1 through Jan. 15 in the North 
Zone and Dec. 1 through 12 in 
Dunklin, New Madrid, Pemiscot 
and Stoddard counties. Conser-
vation agents conduct a roadside 
count of ring-neck pheasants in 
these areas during the same time 
as the quail count.

This year, agents counted .64 
pheasants per 30-mile route. That 
was down 15 percent compared to 
2008, down 66 percent compared 
to the previous five-year average, 
and 67 percent lower than the 10-
year average.

Pheasant numbers were much 
higher in northwestern prairie 
counties – 1.94 pheasants per 30-
mile route. The other regions with 
pheasant hunting – north-central 
and northeastern Missouri and the 
Mississippi Lowlands – had very 
low pheasant numbers.

This situation leads Resource 
Scientist Tom Dailey, who oversees 
Missouri’s pheasant management 
program, to describe 2009 pheas-
ant hunting prospects outside 
Northwest Missouri as poor.

Like quail and other ground-
nesting birds, notably the wild 
turkey and greater prairie chicken, 
pheasants have suffered from poor 
nest success due to weather in 
recent years. Dailey said this bad 
luck compounds an already chal-
lenging situation for pheasants.

“Missouri does not have the best 
combination of grassland and 
cropland pheasants favor,” said 
Dailey. “The Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP) has helped create 
pheasant habitat for the past cou-
ple of decades, but those benefits 
are disappearing as hundreds of 
thousands of acres of CRP land 
are being converted back to corn, 
soybeans and wheat.”


