Gambels Quail

Habitat Management

in Arizona and Nevada

The Gambel’s quail (Lophortyx gambelii), also known as desert quail, is one of the few resident upland game birds native to many of the desert areas of the Southwest.  In Arizona and Nevada the desert shrub type embraces the largest area of habitat and supports a total quail population greater than that of any other vegetative type within the quail’s range.

Observations have shown that Gambel’s quail populations fluctuate with the lack of or abundance of winter-spring rainfall.  When moisture and other factors provide for a favorable feed year, these birds are abundant.  Dry years may inhabit nesting and cause large dips in population.  Wet and dry years occur more or less in cycles and Gambel’s quail populations generally follow these cycles.

LIFE HISTORY

The male Gambel’s quail is strikingly colored with a jet-black crest.  The crest and black throat, bordered with greyish white, are his most distinguishing features.  The female is not so vividly colored, with her crest somewhat smaller and her overall coloration grey to dull chestnut.

Gambel’s quail are strong runners and are often flushed with difficulty.  In the fall and winter they gather in flocks of 20 to 50 or more.  In early spring these break up with much fighting among the males, as breeding territories are established.  Pairing normally occurs in March or early April.  The nest is on the ground, usually under a bush.  Ten to 17 eggs are incubated for about 21 days.  Males do some incubating and help care for the broods.  Broods are brought off around the middle of May.  The size of the broods seems dependent upon climatic conditions.  When conditions are favorable, broods may average as high as 10 chicks.

HABITAT NEEDS

Food – Gambel’s quail eat a variety of annual and perennial forb seeds, fruits, tender green leaves, and insects.  Their distribution and abundance are governed by the natural occurrence of choice foods.  An important adaptation of the Gambel’s quail is a change in breeding rate with yearly variation in habitat quality.  The availability of green plant food during winter and spring is a factor controlling the rate of reproduction.  A long breeding season results when habitat quality is high with a decrease or complete lack of breeding occurring during drought years when habitat is poor.

Foods listed below are used extensively by Gambel’s quail in Arizona and Nevada.  Landowners wishing to attract quail should plant, establish or make naturally available a number of these.  Plants known to be preferred foods of Gambel’s quail include catclaw, crotons, deervetch, filaree, lupine, mesquite, mimcsa, mistletoe (mesquite), palo verde, saquaro, sorghum, sunflower, tansymustard, locoweed (Nuttall), quailbrush, sweet clover, and whitethorn.  Other foods eaten include alfalfa, bristlegrass, brassia, morning glory, pigweed, Russianthistle, spurge, and spiderling.  Ants are consumed in enough volume to be considered as a principal food item.

Cover – Gambel’s quail favor woody or brushy cover interspersed with openings supporting forbs and grasses with roosting trees nearby.

Water – Highest concentrations of quail occur in the more adequately watered areas of their range.  There are, however, many localities where quail exist a number of miles from free water, especially if succulent foods are available.

MANAGEMENT SUGGESTIONS

Livestock grazing, unless severe, will not damage or destroy woody protective cover or roosting sites.  Heavy grazing will, however, severely deplete the ground cover and lessen the available food supply.

Dense stands of mesquite or creosotebush do not provide all the essential ingredients of favorable quail habitat.

Improvement of quail habitat can be achieved through proper grazing management, protection and/or establishment of cover where lacking, and through the planting of food patches one quarter of an acre or more in size.

HUNTING

Weather, food and cover – not shooting – determine quail abundance.  Natural mortality eliminates more than fifty percent of the quail population each year.  Food and cover may be managed to level out what would otherwise be extreme population fluctuations.

