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Quail Decline Initiative and Texas Quail Index Overview 

The Quail Decline Initiative was funded to address a serious and pervasive problem: the 

ongoing and drastic decrease in populations of Texas quails.  Quail decline is not just a 

Texas problem; the documented decline began in eastern and northern states over 40 

years ago.  For decades Texas was the last bastion of truly great wild quail hunting and 

for the most part remained smug about its quail.  But beginning in the early 1990’s that 

started to change—the last 10 years are the lowest since counts began in 1978. 

To address the “quail decline” the 83rd Texas Legislature provided funding for an 

“exceptional item” to the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service: Reversing the Quail 

Decline Initiative. Through Texas Parks and Wildlife, this initiative made available $2 

million worth of Upland Game Bird Stamp funds to support an integrated approach by 

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension working with Texas A&M AgriLife Research.  

The goals of the Extension side of this two-pronged attack are to (1) educate landowners 

and hunters on best management practices for creating and maintaining quail habitat 

and techniques for monitoring the quail on their land, and (2) to increase the overall 

knowledge and appreciation of these iconic game birds among landowners, hunters, and 

the general public.  As such, these funds will be used to expand programs like the Texas 

Quail Index, QuailMasters, and Quail Appreciation Days statewide.   

The Texas Quail Index (TQI) is a large-scale demonstration designed to evaluate various 

indices of quail abundance statewide.  Most importantly, the TQI program seeks to pro-

mote awareness and understanding in landowners and hunters concerning their quail 

population and the impact of management activities (both good and bad) on their prop-

erty.  The usefulness of the conclusions we can draw from these monitoring activities 

depends on the quality of the data collected.  Please strive to ensure that all participants 

collect data accurately, consistently, and in a timely manner.  If you have any questions 

do not hesitate to contact us.  

 

Dale Rollins — (325) 650-0311 — d-rollins@tamu.edu 

Becky Ruzicka — (661) 618-3956 — becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu 



 

 



 

 TQI Protocol:  

Setting up the transect 

Goals:  Establish a permanent transect with permanent markers at approxi-
mately 1.0 mile intervals that will serve as the backbone for all the data collect-
ed in this program. 

Timing:   This is the first task that needs to be completed.  Transects should be in 
place by May 1st.  

Length: The length of the transect should be at least 7 miles, with 8 mile marker posts 
(start at 0).    

Where:   Appreciate that the transect on each property will be slightly different. Tran-
sects can be a straight line or a loop, but keep in mind that if you choose to make 
a loop all listening stations need to be one mile apart (farther is okay, as will be 
explained below).  For example, take care that mile marker posts 0 and 1 are a 
mile apart as well as 7 and 0 (see figure 1).   

Guidelines:   The most important factors to consider are the roads, noise, and habitat.   
Transects should be on secondary, but accessible, ranch roads as much as possible. 

If you have to use main roads adjust the location of your mile marker so 
that it falls on a secondary ranch road (this will be important for your pred-
ator surveys).  

Avoid sources of background noise. Stay at least 1 mile away from busy highways 
and especially oil field equipment. Background noise can essentially negate 
any call count surveys. 

Mile Markers:  You will want to mark 8 permanent listening stations.  Landscape tim-
bers are ideal although you may be able to use other materials, such as  a wood 
post.  Keep in mind that you will have to attach a game camera to the mile mark-
er, so take that into consideration when making your selection. Mile markers 
should be placed at least a 1 1/2 feet into the ground. We will provide official TQI 
mile marker signs that you can affix to the top of the poles with screws. 

GPS locations:  Take a GPS device with you in the field and record the coordinates 
(preferably in UTMs) of each mile marker on a “transect set-up” data sheet. If you 
don’t have access to one, we may be able to loan you one.  Keep in mind that 
there are free apps for smartphones available that can give GPS coordinates and 
most vehicle GPS systems can provide you with coordinates as well. If you need 
help please call or email Becky Ruzicka at 661-618-3956 or 
becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu. Scan and email data sheets or mail them to Becky 
Ruzicka, 17360 Coit Road, Dallas, TX 95252.  

Please complete the cooperator profile (if you have not done so already) and 

submit with your GPS locations.  

 

mailto:becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu


 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Setting up the transect 

Figure 1.   Proper configuration of the transect.  

Google Earth is an easy to 

use yet powerful mapping 

tool. We encourage all 

teams to map out their tran-

sects at the beginning of this 

exercise. You can enter your 

GPS coordinates directly 

into Google Earth or you 

can save a file downloaded 

from your GPS unit as 

a .gdb and open it in 

Google Earth. If you need 

assistance email: 

becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu 



 

 TQI Protocol:  

Spring Call Counts 
Goals:  To index breeding capital going into the nesting season.      

Timing and quantity:  Counts should be conducted in May and early June each year.  
Each listening station should be counted 3 times per year: May and June in North 
Texas and April and May in South Texas. I-10 is the demarcation between north and 
south Texas. Try to space your counts out by at least one week. We will send out re-
minders to each team when the counts are due.  

Conducting Counts:   

1) Arrive at the first listening station 15 min before sunrise. Exit the vehicle (if 
you are using a truck) and try to minimize background noises; turn off your 
engine and walk away from your vehicle if you need to avoid engine fan or 
cooling noises.    

2) Count and record the location of all individual calling males for a 5-min span. 
Also, keep a tally of the total number of calls heard. You are only recording 
the number of “bob-white” calls for bobwhite quail or “whock” calls of blue 
quail. Use a stopwatch to keep track of time; it is important to be exact! Use 
your ‘Quail Call Count Diagram’ to help you keep track of the different birds 
calling. Once you have finished counting a station for that morning, record a 
summary of your results on the ‘Spring Call Count Data Sheet.’ This is just a 
summary of the number of birds calling and total number of calls heard per 
listening station. Plus, make a note if you observed birds at the mile marker, 
especially if you didn’t record any calls.  

3) Do one count at each station per day. You will want alternate your starting sta-
tion as well. For example, if you count “0” first on the first count of the sea-
son you will want to start at “7” or the last stop for count number 2.  

Weather:   Do not conduct call counts if it is raining or if the wind is greater than 10 
mph. If wind increases above 10 mph during your count, cease counting.  

Hearing: It is important to have someone conducting these counts with good hearing. 
Calls can be high pitched and difficult to hear. When it comes to call counts, young-
er ears are better! 

Data Sheets:  After each count scan and email your data sheet to: 
becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu or mail them to: Becky Ruzicka, 17360 Coit Road, Dallas, 
TX 75252.  

 

mailto:becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu


 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Spring Call Counts 

Resources: 

Quail Sounds:   For example of the quail calling sounds you can go to: http://
www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/northern_bobwhite/sounds and http://
www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Scaled_Quail/sounds  

Spring Call Count Webisode:  www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fB3gRRvn8I  

 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/northern_bobwhite/sounds
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/northern_bobwhite/sounds
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Scaled_Quail/sounds
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Scaled_Quail/sounds
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fB3gRRvn8I


 

 TQI Protocol:  

Dummy Nests 

Goals:  Help teams understand the quality of nesting habitat on their property.   

What is a dummy nest?   A dummy nest consists of 3 chicken eggs situated in a habitat 
that mimics what a wild quail would select. These sites are typically located in either 
(a) a bunchgrass about the diameter of a basketball (e.g., little bluestem) or (b) a 
clump of pricklypear approximately the size of a “hula hoop”. The ideal situation 
occurs where a mixture of grass and pricklypear occurs; in that case, we put odd-
numbered nests in bunchgrass, and even-numbered nests in pricklypear (e.g., Nest 
No. 2 would be placed in prickly pear). This allows participants to examine cover 
value of the two nesting substrates. 

Timing:   Dummy nests can be established anytime during June.  

Materials: 6 dozen chicken eggs, rubber gloves, flagging tape, sharpie markers, 24 flat 
metal washers ( 1 in diameter). Two people are needed to do this task. 

Procedures:  Establishing dummy nests is fairly involved and time consuming, but there 
is no better way to learn about nesting habitat on your property. 

1)  Randomly select 4 separate mile markers on your transect using a random # generator.  

2) Each transect will consist of 6 nests located at roughly 50-yard intervals. There will be a 
total of 24 nests established (i.e., 4 lines of 6 nests each). 

3) Wear latex gloves at all times while handling eggs to minimize human scent. 

 4) Select an object on the horizon to serve as a focal point that is roughly perpendicular to 
the road. Use that object as your heading. Alternatively, you could use a compass or GPS 
unit to establish a heading. 

 5) Step off 50 yards to locate Nest #1. Use the marker to write “T1, N1" (Transect 1, Nest 1) 
on a strip of flagging tape (use about 6-8 inches of flagging tape). Tie this flagging to the 
nearest shrub so that it will be visible from the mile marker. If the pasture is grazed by cat-
tle, tie the flag at a height that will prevent cattle from eating it or pulling it out of the 
shrub/tree. 

6) Once the shrub is marked, take 10 steps to the left and locate what you consider to be the 
nearest suitable bunchgrass for a nesting site (see descriptions under dummy nest section 
above). This may be at the toe of your boot, or you may have to walk >50 yards. Using 
the toe of your boot, wallow out an area in the bunchgrass about the size of grapefruit. 
Now place a metal washer in the bottom of the nest “bowl”, and then carefully place 3 
eggs in the bowl. Cover the grass back over the nest as appropriate. The nest should still 
be barely visible, but mostly camouflaged.  

 

 



 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Dummy Nests 

7) On a direct line, pace back to the flag for this nest. Relay the information, e.g., “13 steps South-
west of flag in little bluestem” and have your partner record the information in the appropriate 
place for Nest 1. Again, be specific and detailed with your records. If there are many little 
bluestem plants, your record might say “13 steps SW in little bluestem just west of yucca plant”.  

8) Return to the flag, find your heading, and walk another 50 yards to locate Nest 2. Use same 
methods for identifying this nest (T1, N2). 

9) Take 10 steps to the right of the line and locate the nearest suitable prickly pear (if the site offers 
2 nesting substrates). Place the nest carefully toward the center of the pear, being sure to place 
a washer under the eggs. You may not need to wallow out a place in the cactus to place the 
eggs; in case you do, of course wear leather boots to protect yourself. If prickly pear is unavail-
able, choose what you think might be used by quail,e.g., sacahuista, yucca, etc. 

10) Repeat these steps until all 6 nests have been situated. Remember to alternate directions from 
the transect line for each nests (and every other nest located in grass/pricklypear if the site per-
mits this comparison). 

11) Periodically, have the recorder try and locate a nest (e.g., No. 6) from the clues that you pro-
vided. If he/she cannot find the nest(s), your notes were insufficient. Correct them now to 
avoid confusion two weeks from now. 

12) When all nests on a transect have been established, it’s time to estimate the number of potential 
nesting sites along the transect. To do this, have someone about six feet all (i.e., has an arm 
span of about six feet) walk directly from flag to flag on the return to the truck. As he/she walks 
this line, he/she holds his/her arms outstretched and counts all suitable nesting sites that are 
rooted within his/her arm’s span (see photo on following page). The recorder should follow 
close by and keep a running tab of “tick marks” for two categories: “grass” and “pear”. When 
you get back to your starting point, you should have walked about 300 yards. The “belt tran-
sect” you’ve surveyed is about 1/8 of an acre. 

 13) Once you have completed all the transects, make (at least 2) photocopies of your data sheets 
and place them somewhere where you can find them next week.  



 

 

14) Check transects at day 14 and day 28 (+/- 1 day). If any eggs are missing or destroyed, 
the nest is recorded as “destroyed.” Collect representative egg shell fragments as desired 
and either photograph or catalog in an eggshell carton for display. 

Submitting Data:   At the completion of the 4-week study, please mail all data sheets 
to: Becky Ruzicka, 17360 Coit Road, Dallas, TX 75252. You may also scan and 
email data sheets to: becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu. Also, don’t forget to email your best 
photos so that we can share them on the TAMU Quail Decline Initiative Facebook 
page! 

Dummy Nest Webisode:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n8MNaK5sIVw 

TQI Protocol:  

Dummy Nests 

Walk with arms out-

stretched counting suitable 

nesting clumps on either 

side that are rooted within 

your arm span.  

mailto:becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu


 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Camera Trapping 

Goals:  To provide an index of relative abundance and species diversity of po-

tential quail nest predators.    

Number of Cameras:  Participants will be given  up to 2 cameras from AgriLife.  Ide-
ally, the participants should be able to produce an additional 2 cameras, for a total 
of 4, to use in this exercise.  

 Camera Setup:  Cameras should be affixed to every other mile-marker post
(landscape timbers ideally) at a 45° angle to the road, so that a majority of the 
camera’s view is of the road.  Cameras should be 24 inches above the ground. 
Take care to remove vegetation in front of the camera so that there is a clear view 
of the road. Also, keep in mind that if your camera is pointed directly into the 
rising or setting it will obscure photos during that time, so try to position it away 
from the sun where possible.     

 



 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Camera Trapping 

Timing:  Cameras should be set up during July.  Our goal is to have all cameras up 
and running at each participating property during the same time interval. We will 
be sending out reminder emails ahead of the camera trapping in the hopes that 
every team can start their camera traps during the same window. Cameras should be 
left to run for at least 15 days before checking.  

Data Collection:  We will standardize all results by the number of photos per species 
per camera day, therefore it is important for the teams to record how many camer-
as they have operating (ideally 8) and for what length of time each camera was set-
up (i.e. record start date/time and end date/time for each camera). Use the “camera 
trapping data sheet” to assist you with this.  

Viewing Photos:  To provide consistent and timely results, we ask that each team view 
the photos on their SD cards and delete all photos that do not have an animal in 
them (i.e. photos caused by moving vegetation, insects, etc.). After you have 
screened your photos please mail all SD cards and data sheets to: Becky Ruzicka, 
17360 Coit Road, Dallas, TX 75252. All teams will be provided with pre-addressed 
envelopes. 



 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Camera Documentation of Nest Predators 

Goals:  Help land managers understand the identity of major nest 

predators on their property by documenting predators of artificial 

nests with game cameras.    

Timing:   This can be done anytime during the nesting season (approximately May-
August) when you are not conducting camera trap surveys for relative predator 
abundance (you will need the cameras for this exercise as well).  

Location:   For convenience, you can setup the cameras at mile marker posts, but any 
location within the sampling area (i.e. along the route) will suffice.  

Number of Replicates:   Participants should strive to set at least 10 cameras with eggs 
throughout the nesting season.  

Setting Cameras:   Place a dummy nest of 2-3 chicken eggs in a location that is semi 
concealed by vegetation, but most importantly, is still visible to the camera.  The 
camera should be set-up approximately 10 ft away and 24 inches off the ground 
with a clear view of the nest; remove any vegetation that obscures the view.  Check 
at least every three days and replenish as needed.   

Data Collection:  Record day and time nest was set. When checking nests after the 7 
day period, record the condition of the egg fragment remains. As in the camera 
trapping protocol, record the SD card label that corresponds to the mile marker 
post. Data sheets will be provided to assist you with this.  

Viewing Photos:   Teams should view their photos and record the species of predator 
that depredated the nests and the day and time of each depredation. You will rec-
ord this on the data sheets as well. Please mail all data sheets to: Becky Ruzicka, 
17360 Coit Road, Dallas, TX 75252. You may also scan and email data sheets to: 
becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu. Also, don’t forget to email your best photos so that we 
can share them on the TAMU Quail Decline Initiative Facebook page! 

mailto:becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu


 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Habitat Evaluations 

Goals:    To assess quail habitat quality on your property. 

Number of Surveys:  Conduct evaluations once a year at each mile marker, for 8 total.   

Timing:  For our purposes, habitat evaluations should be done in June.  Really they 
can be done at any time, but for the TQI we would like to standardize the results 
so that we can compare across sites. Try to do all surveys at the same time. 

Data Collection:  Use one 2-page habitat evaluation per mile  marker. Choose either 
the scaled or bobwhite quail forms depending on which species you are interest-
ed in managing for.  If both species are present on your property, you may wish 
to do both evaluations. Before you begin with the evaluation, visually designate 
area approximately the size of an acre next to the mile marker post. Be sure to 
read the descriptions at the top of the evaluation forms before you begin!  It should 
be fairly self explanatory, but if you have any questions don’t hesitate to ask. 

Submitting Data:  After you have completed your evaluations, submit all data sheets 
to: Becky Ruzicka, 17360 Coit Road, Dallas, TX 75252 or 
becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu 

 

 



 

 

TQI Protocol:  

Roadside Counts 

Goals:  To index relative abundance of the bobwhite and scaled quail popula-

tions prior to hunting season.      

Length and location of transect:  Roadside counts should be conducted on your TQI 
transect. If your property can accommodate a longer route it is highly recommend-
ed. Typically roadside count routes are 20 miles in length.  

Timing and quantity:  Counts should be conducted in September of each year. Count 
the route three times per year either during the two hour period after sunrise or 
before sunset, but alternate between morning and afternoon.  

Conducting Counts:   

Drive the route at speeds less than 20 mph. If you have a trip counter in your 
vehicle reset it when you start.  

Record all quail observed and the distance along the transect where the quail 
were first observed on the data sheet provided. Record the species and num-
ber of quail in the covey (to the best of your ability). Also, if you are able to 
discern adults and juveniles, record the number of each.   

Weather:   Do not conduct counts if it is raining. 

Data Sheets:  After each count scan and email your data sheet to: 
becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu or mail them to: Becky Ruzicka, 17360 Coit Road, Dallas, 
TX 75252.  

mailto:becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu


 

 

Goals:  To index relative abundance of the bobwhite quail population going into hunting 

season. This index does not apply to blue quail.     

Timing and quantity:  Counts should be conducted in October each year.  Each listen-
ing station should be counted 1 time per year.  We will send out reminders to each 
team when the counts are due.  

Conducting Counts:   

1) Arrive at the first listening station 45 min before official sunrise and listen un-
til 20 min after you hear the last covey call. Exit the vehicle (if you are us-
ing a truck) and try to minimize background noises; turn off your engine 
and walk away from your vehicle if you need to avoid engine fan or cooling 
noises.    

2) Count and record the location of all calling bobwhite coveys. Use the “quail 
call count diagram” to record the calls at each station, then summarize on 
the “covey call count datasheet.” 

3) One observer will only be able to count one station per day. You may have 
multiple people count multiple stations per day.  

 Weather:   Do not conduct call counts if it is raining or if the wind is greater than 10 
mph.  

Data Sheets:  After each count scan and email your data sheet to: 
becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu or mail them to: Becky Ruzicka, 17360 Coit Road, Dal-
las, TX 75252.  

Quail Sounds:   For example of covey calls go to: http://www.talltimbers.org/gb-
fall_densities.html  

Sounds a Quail Makes Webisode: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mp6E9s5up6Y 

TQI Protocol:  

Fall Covey Call Counts 

mailto:becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mp6E9s5up6Y


 

 
TQI Protocol:  

Harvest Index 

Goals:  Document the age structure of the quail population as an indicator 

of reproductive success.  Provide an index of relative fall abundance to com-

pare between sites.  

Hunt Attributes:   Anytime a hunting party goes out on your property (even if it is 
just one hunter) have them keep track of some information about their hunt. 
You can provide them with datasheets or simply interview them post hunt. The 
following is the information you should record: 

1) Date 
2) Total number of hours hunted per day.  
3) Number of hunters in the party.  
4) Mode of hunting: on-foot, UTV, horseback 
5) Average number of dogs on the ground hunting at any one time. For ex-

ample, if you had three total dogs but only let one hunt at a time and kept 
the others in the box, your average number of dogs would be 1. If all 
three dogs hunted the whole time, the average number of dogs would be 
3. Similarly, if you had one dog hunt for half the hunt, the average num-
ber would 0.5.  

6) Number of coveys flushed and approximate number of birds in each cov-
ey. Only record coveys of 6 or more birds.  

7) Total number of birds harvested, plus the ratios of male to female and ju-
venile to adult. The juvenile to adult ratio is an important piece of data be-
cause it gives a measure of reproductive success. If you need help determine 
ages of quail please see the sections on aging and sexing quail in the back 
of this handbook.    

Timing:   Hunting Season (October – February) 

Camera Hunting:  Even if you don’t feel that your population of birds can support 
hunting this year, you can still participate in this portion. Head out into the field 
and do everything just as you would if you were hunting, but instead of your 
gun bring your camera. You can record everything on the datasheet but the har-
vest information. Your dogs would rather be out doing that than in the kennel, 
guaranteed!  

Submitting Data:   Please mail all data sheets to: Becky Ruzicka, 17360 Coit Road, 
Dallas, TX 75252. You may also scan and email data sheets to: 
becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu. Also, don’t forget to email your best hunt photos so 
that we can share them on the TAMU Quail Decline Initiative Facebook page! 

mailto:becky.ruzicka@tamu.edu


 

 

Example Data Sheets 

 
The following are partially completed example data sheets. Please use the blank data 

sheets provided separately to make copies for your use in the field. If you need more 

blank copies you can open and print from the flash drive.  

 

To submit data sheets, you can either scan and email them or return them in the ad-

dressed, stamped envelopes provided.    



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

Determination of Age

Juvenile

Buff-colored tips of 

the primary coverts 

reveal that this bird is 

a juvenile

Buff-tipped primary coverts (juvenile)

Determining Age in Quail 

 
This method works for both bobwhite and scaled quail. 

Determination of Age

Adult

The absence of 

buff-tipped 

coverts reveal 

that this bird is 

an adult

No buff-tipped primary coverts (adult)



 

 

Sexing Scaled (Blue) Quail 

Males and females are similar in appearance, however they 

can be identified fairly easily “in hand.” Males have a cream-colored throat, 

whereas the females have a more dirty brown-colored throat that has several 

faint brown lines running up and down the throat. The “topknot” (i.e., 

crest) is only slightly longer (about 1 to  2 mm) in the male. 


