QUAIL, CALIFORNIA 

The California quail (Lophortyx californica) also known as the valley quail, is widely distributed in western Nevada, especially from the Reno-Fallon area south to Esmeralda County.  These quail are usually found in the rose-willow thickets along stream courses where food, cover, and water are available.

Population sizes of California quail vary considerably from year to year, according to the vagaries of the local climate.  They may also be found in abundance far from agricultural lands where habitat necessities are found.  This handsome bird provides excellent hunting in some areas and is one of three quail species occurring in Nevada.

HABITAT NEEDS

Quail numbers vary from area to area, being dependent upon the amount, quality, and distribution of food, water, and cover.  California quail require a close interspersion of open feeding areas, protective brushy cover, small clumps of dense trees, and dependable summer water.  Since quail move about very little in their lifetime, all these essential habitat elements should be within a one-half mile radius to support a covey of quail.

Food – California quail require an abundant supply of acceptable forb seeds in summer, fall, and early winter.  In late winter and spring, tender green leaves of grasses and annual forbs constitute the major part of their diet.  Insects are taken as the opportunity provides and are particularly important to the diet of young birds in the spring.

Choice foods

Alfalfa





milo

Barley





oats

Cheatgrass (green leaves)


teasel

Clover (white, sweet, bur)


turkeymullein

Filaree





vetlch, lana

Lupine, annual




wheat

Millet (proso, Japanese)

Fair foods

Bassia





rose

Corn





sunflower

Dandelion




thistle (Canadian, Russian)

Grape

Knotweed

Mustard

Cover – Quail need several cover types.  Cover must conceal nests and young, provide shade from hot sun, and shelter from chilling rains or snow.  It must allow escape from enemies and protect roosting birds at night.

Nesting cover:  Quail nest on the ground in a variety of cover types that afford shade and concealment.  Undisturbed grass or weeds, rocks, low shrubs, and brushpiles are favorite nesting sites

Loafing cover:  Cover suitable for loafing is usually good escape cover; but dense, low shrubs, thick vine tangles, high weeds, debris piles and rocks are also used.

Roosting cover:  For night roosting, quail require stiff-twigged, densely foliaged evergreen trees or tall shrubs.  In good quail country there is at least one roosting site every one-half mile.

Feeding cover:  When feeding, quail prefer well-distributed areas of short vegetation that afford an open view of the sky.  Brush thickets and tall grass are avoided, but must be close at hand for escape purposes.

Water – Quail require water daily and will use artificial watering devices readily if natural water sources are not available.

Habitat Improvement Techniques

Improving Food Supply – Limited grazing is desirable to reduce the height and density of grasses and other forage plants.  Coarse grasses may be controlled before rains or after sprouting by disking or careful spot burning near cover.  On cultivated land, strips of cover, grasses, legumes or grains may be left or planted along field borders adjacent to hedges or brush patches.  Strips may be cleared through heavy brush or creek bottoms and planted with choice food plants adapted to the area.  Cultivated grains or native perennials can also be planted in strips around cover and water.

Improving Water Supply – To increase California quail on arid lands, watering places should be widely distributed, preferably within one-half mile of each other in areas of suitable habitat.  Many different kinds of water storage tanks for upland game birds have been designed.  They vary from 50-gallon oil drums that drip water, to 1200-gallon self-filling underground “quail guzzlers.”  For specific information on these watering devices see NRCS job sheets.

Improving Cover – The amount of cover is important, but equally important is the proper balance of the cover types required by quail.  For instance, a good feeding area is worthless unless escape-loafing cover is nearby; cultivated orchards may provide ample cover, yet be deficient in food; and although an area might have sufficient food, water, and escape-loafing cover, unless roosting sites are present quail will be few and scattered.

Artificial roosting cover may be provided by piling brush on elevated platforms.  Detailed plans for a artificial roosts are available from the State Natural Resources Conservation Service office.  The following are examples of plants that provide excellent quail cover when found in large clumps or hedgerows, and in close association with food and water:



Arizona cypress



rabbitbrush


Blackberry




saltbush


Bush buckwheat



tamaraix


Juniper





wild rose


Olive





willow


Gooseberry

GENERAL INFORMATION

Hunting – Hunting is best after a large convey has scattered, thus allowing the flushing of small groups or single quail.  A good dog is very helpful in finding and retrieving birds.

