Scaled Quail

In Arizona

The scaled quail (Callipepla squamata), also called blue quail or cottontop, is the most abundanat upland game bird inhabiting the desert grasslands of southeastern Arizona.  It is most common along the dry washes and valleys of the desert grassland community, where tobosa grass and alkali sacaton occur interspersed with yucca, skunkbush, catclaw, mormon tea and mesquite.  It seldom ventures into areas of dense shrub or into the oak savanna.  Major scaled quail populations are found in Santa Cruz and Cochise Counties as well as in eastern Pima, southeastern Pinal, and southern Gila, Graham and Greenlee Counties.

Scaled quail are pale greyish birds with back and breast feathers edged with black, thus giving them their scaled appearance.  Since both sexes look alike, it is difficult to distinguish by appearance the males from the females.

Like the Gambel’s quail, observations show that scaled quail populations fluctuate with the lack or abundance of the annual rainfall.  When moisture and other factors provide for a good feed year these birds are abundant.  Dry years may inhibit nesting and cause large dips in population.  Lush and drought years occur more or less in cycles and increases or decreases in these birds generally follow these cycles.

Life History

Scaled quail are handsome birds, easily recognized from the Gambel’s quail by their lack of a tilting crest, or “topknot.”  They are strong fliers, but prefer to run.  They are frequently difficult to flush.  Groups of 10 to 40 birds are common; occasionally bands of 100 or more occur.

The nesting season of the scaled quail coincides with the summer rains.  Pairing of the sexes takes place by June.  The nest is a hollow lined with grass and is usually under a bush.  The 12-14 eggs are incubated by the hen for 21 days and most chicks hatch in late July.  Brood sizes vary with yearly moisture conditions.  In very dry years, few broods are brought off and those that are contain few chicks.

Habitat Needs

Food – Scaled quail eat a variety of annual and perennial forb seeds, fruits, tender green leaves, and insects.  Their distribution and abundance are effected by the natural occurrence of choice foods and adequate cover, by grain crop farming, and through purposeful development of habitat.  The following foods are used by scaled quail in Arizona.  Where landowners wish to attract quail, a number of the following should be planted, established, or made naturally available.

· Green blades and leaves of alfalfa, clovers, filaree and milkvetch.

· Seeds of non-crop plants – bindweed, buffalo-bur, catclaw, filaree, mesquite, pigweed, western ragweed, Russianthistle, sunflower, and tansymustard.]

· Seeds of field crops – barley, corn, grain sorghum, wheat and millets.

· Fruits of forestiera, desert hackberry and pricklypear.

· Animal foods – The scaled quail reportedly eats more insect food than do other quail.  As much as 30 percent of their diet during spring, summer and early fall may be made up of insects – chiefly grasshoppers, ants and beetles.

Cover – Scaled quail need adequate cover for nesting, loafing, protection from extremes of weather, and to escape from enemies.  In many parts of its range the lack of adequate cover may limit the distribution and abundance of this bird.

Water – The scaled quail’s water requirements are more exacting than other Arizona quail.  They are found closer to free water in the winter than during other seasons.  Winters in southeastern Arizona are generally dry and a lack of succulent greens and insects contributes to their need for free water.

Management Suggestions

Maintenance and development of existing cover is a practical way to meet the scaled quails’ cover needs.  Cover, where lacking, can be provided artificially by placing brush piles, platforms, or discarded machinery in gullies, draws, and at fence corners.  Plant cover can be developed through establishing hedgerows of quail brush, fourwing saltbush, multiflore rose, hackberry, and foresters where these species are adapted.

Overgrazing is detrimental to scaled quail and, in many parts of its range, has been responsible for declines in population of this bird.  Rotation of grazing between pastures permits growth of forbs and cover at windmills, springs and stock tanks within ungrazed pastures.  The food and cover thus provided is an attraction for scaled quail.

Food patches one quarter to one acre near cover developments, windbreaks, shelterbelts, or discarded machinery will provide additional food.  Good foods to plant include barley, clovers, millet, grain sorghum, wheat and vetch.

Although drinking water apparently is not essential throughout the year, it is considered a desirable supplement if it can be provided.

Hunting

The environmental factors of weather, food and cover – not shooting – govern quail abundance.  Natural mortality eliminates more than 50% of the quail population each year.  When quail populations drop and birds become difficult to find, the bulk of the hunters simply give up quail hunting.  This happens long before hunting can become a threat to the quail resource.

