Gray Partridge

In Nevada

The grey or Hungarian partridge, commonly referred to as the “Hun” is another upland game bird introduced into Nevada.  Since its initial introduction in the early 1920’s this bird has failed to become truly abundant, as is the chukar, although there are scattered populations throughout most agricultural areas of the northern counties of the state.

In the last two decades the grey partridge has declined in number over mush of its range throughout this country.  This decrease is believed to be related to changes in farming practices, principally the loss of winter food through fall plowing of grain stubble, and loss of suitable cover.

The grey partridge prefers a cool, somewhat dry climate and thrives in an intensive small grain agricultural environment.  Even in severe weather, “Huns” may be found in the open, searching for waste grain.

Life History

The grey breast, chestnut belly patch, and short chestnut tail are good field marks for recognizing the grey partridge.  These birds usually fly low and fast, alternating bursts of wing beats with coasting on stiffly arched wings.

In winter the grey partridge moves in coveys of twenty to thirty birds.  With the arrival of spring the birds pair off and leave the flock.  The female makes a shallow depression lined with grass.  She lays 5-25 olive eggs, which she incubates for about 24 days, covering the eggs with grass and leaves when she leaves the nest.  If the nest  is destroyed prior to advanced incubation, the hen usually re-nests at least once.  During incubation to male stays nearly and later helps care for the young.

HABITAT NEEDS

Food – The grey partridge is primarily a seed eater, but will utilize insects and green vegetation when available.  Weed seeds and waste grain are important to their diet the year around.  In many localities, waste grain may account for ninety percent or more of the winter diet of the grey partridge.

In addition to the grains – corn, barley, oats, sorghum, and wheat – other choice foods include alfalfa, bristlegrass, bromegrass, clover, dandelion, millet, pigweed, ricegrass and sunflower.  Animal foods include ants, beetles, bugs, crickets, and grasshoppers.

Cover – The grey partridge is sparsely distributed throughout the irrigated croplands of northern and eastern Nevada.  They select nesting sites in alfalfa, weed patches, greasey fencecrows, and in grass stands on rangelands.  If food is available, these birds will remain on open rangelands during the entire winter and are quite capable of digging through the shallow snow for food.  Brushy areas are important for escape cover.

Water – The “Hun” is capable of supplementing its daily water requirements from green vegetation and insects if open water is not available.  These birds do not concentrate in large numbers near water holes in late summer as do chukars.

Management Suggestions

Plantings for winter food are not ordinarily needed, but leaving an uncut swath of grain or a few shocks of corn are excellent and simple ways to make a feeding area.

Unplowed grain stubble fields will also provide choice food for the grey partridge throughout the winter besides deterring soil erosion when spring runoff occurs.

Windbreaks, shelterbelts, bedgerows, odd areas of high grass and willow rimmed sloughs offer good protection, particularly in the winter.

