MISSISSIPPI’S NORTHERN BOBWHITE
CONSERVATION INITIATIVE
A Plan for Bobwhite Quail Population Recovery
Bobwhite populations have declined about 4% per year
from 1966 – 2005 throughout their range in the United States
(based on North American Breeding Bird Survey data).
Although the current range boundaries (1,229,408 square
miles) differ little from that occupied during pre-Colonial
times, bobwhite are unevenly distributed and population
density has declined sharply within these boundaries. The
estimated autumn population of bobwhites was approximately
58.9-million birds in 1980. By 1999, the estimated autumn
population of bobwhites had declined 65.8% to about 20.1million birds. Projecting observed Breeding Bird Survey trends
to 2020 indicates an additional loss of 53.9% over the next 2
decades, leaving a breeding population of only 3.1-million.
In Mississippi, breeding bobwhite populations have
declined almost 4% per year since 1966 and 5% per year since
1980. In contrast, the breeding bobwhite population decline
from 1966 to 1979 was only 1% per year in Mississippi.
Thus, the most severe population declines have occurred
during the previous 25 years.
Although these declines have been attributed to a variety of
factors, the primary cause has been large-scale loss or
degradation of bobwhite habitat quality associated with
intensive monoculture farming, conversion of farmland and old
fields to forest, increased use of non-native forage grasses
(such as tall fescue and bermudagrass), declining use of
prescribed fire, and changes in forest management
philosophies.
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In Mississippi, bobwhites are dependent on
disturbance-maintained, early successional plant
communities (a mixture of annual and perennial
native grasses, broadleaf forbs, and shrubs).
Stemming the population decline and restoring
bobwhite populations to former densities will
require creation and maintenance of essential
habitat on a massive scale. In the past, abundant
bobwhite populations were an accidental byproduct of broadly applied land management
practices. In modern landscapes, comparable
densities will only exist as a result of creation and
maintenance of a mixture of plant communities
composed of native grasses, forbs, and shrubs on a
large scale. With proper management, these types
of plant communities can be produced in upland
forest, agricultural, and grassland systems.

Northern Bobwhite Conservation Initiative
As a result of bobwhite population declines, an
ambitious, range-wide population and habitat
restoration plan called the Northern Bobwhite
Conservation Initiative (NBCI) was developed by
the Southeast Quail Study Group Technical
Committee. The charge issued to the committee
was to develop a quantitative, habitat-oriented plan
to restore bobwhites to the density they enjoyed
during the baseline year 1980. The 2002 NBCI
predicted that restoring northern bobwhites to 1980
densities on the remaining land base would require
the addition of almost 3-million coveys to the
estimated 1999 bobwhite population.
It was estimated that to achieve this population
goal, habitat on 81.1-million acres of
farm, forest, and range lands would have to be
affected. However, the recommended land
management practices would change the primary
land use on only 6 – 7% of this acreage. Important
management practices to increase bobwhite habitat
quality
include
eradicating
non-native
vegetation, establishing native warm-season
grasses and forbs, use of prescribed fire, thinning
upland forests to encourage growth of favorable
ground cover plants.

Mississippi’s Habitat and Population Goals
Mississippi has tremendous potential to produce
bobwhite habitat. However, proper management
techniques must be applied over large areas to affect
noticeable bobwhite population responses. Many habitat
opportunities exist on private land, with Conservation
Reserve Program acreage providing a tremendous
opportunity for bobwhite management on private lands.
However, bobwhite population response in a given area
will be affected by habitat characteristics of surrounding
landscapes that may influence dispersal and other
movements of local bobwhite populations. Many other
game species, such as rabbits, deer, and turkey, can
benefit from bobwhite habitat management. Bobwhite
habitat management may also benefit regionally declining
non-game wildlife species, such as grassland habitatdependent songbirds.
The 1980 bobwhite population density on acreage
deemed suitable for bobwhite habitat was 7 birds per 20
acres. Based on this 1980 population density, the statelevel goal for bobwhite population restoration to 1980
densities is to add 163,000 new coveys (or about 2million birds, assuming average covey sizes are 12 birds)
to the autumn population. This figure is based on
potential to enhance bobwhite habitat on suitable acreage
estimated from 2002 land use data.
Although restoring bobwhite populations to 1980

densities is useful for a long-term goal, reasonable shortterm habitat management goals with expected population
responses to management may be more easily obtainable
over a period of 5 to 10 years. A reasonable short-term
bobwhite population goal may be to achieve an average:
(1) farm landscape bobwhite density of 3 to 4 birds per 20
acres on agricultural and upland forest landscapes
managed for bobwhite habitat. These densities are
approximately half that of the 1980 goal of 7 birds per 20
acres. However, as greater quantities of habitat are
created and linked over time, densities are expected to
increase in response to increasing amounts of habitat
managed for bobwhites in localized landscapes.
Thus, over a longer time period, population levels that
more closely approximate estimated 1980 densities may
be found in some areas.
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What is Bobwhite Quail Habitat?
Good bobwhite habitat is characterized by a mixture of
native grasses, broadleaf forbs, and shrubs. Ground
cover composed of 20 – 50% native grasses
(nesting, brooding, and roosting cover), 40 – 80% forbs
(brooding and feeding cover), and 10 – 40% shrubs
(secure resting and escape cover). Prescribed fire and fall
or winter disking are management practices that may be
used to maintain proper plant community structure and
composition. Fire or disking treatments reduce build up of
dead plant material, stimulate annual forbs, and reduces
woody brush that shades out desirable grasses and forbs.
Maintain patches of nesting and brood-rearing cover in
close proximity to one another throughout an area.
Mowing fields does not create good bobwhite habitat
structure.
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The 5- to 10-year bobwhite habitat management goals
for Mississippi are to add or improve an average of 17
acres of bobwhite habitat per farm on 51 farms per county
and to improve bobwhite habitat on 5,000 acres of upland
forest per county. Actual habitat goals will vary
depending on county-specific land use. Bobwhite habitat
in farm landscapes can be improved by establishing or
natural regeneration of native warm-season grasses (such
as broomsedge and little bluestem) and forbs (broadleaf
plants such as partridge pea and ragweed) in conservation
buffers, reclaiming old fields that have grown up in
woody brush, and converting non-native grass stands
(such as tall fescue, bermudagrass, and bahiagrass) to
native warm-season grasses. Bobwhite habitat in upland
forest landscapes can be improved by thinning stands to
50 – 60% forest canopy cover and using prescribed fire to
manage native grass and forb ground cover, application of
selective herbicide to control woody brush (such as
sweetgum) in upland pine stands.

Management at Proper Scales
Although property-level habitat management is
important, it is only a partial step towards developing
optimum bobwhite habitat. Because bobwhite are not
highly mobile and are tied to a relatively small
range, larger portions of the landscape in suitable habitat
are needed to sustain highly productive bobwhite
populations. Thus, proper habitat management must be
practiced at a landscape level (multiple farms and/or
forests linked together). Relatively small (less than 1,000
acres), isolated land holdings managed for bobwhite can
be productive habitat. Small acreages managed for
bobwhite might have locally positive effects on survival
and reproduction, but larger scale population processes
such as gene flow and successful dispersal may not be
positively affected. Bobwhites routinely disperse to new
areas regardless of habitat quality, and smaller habitat
areas become much more effective if there are multiple
land holdings managed for bobwhite that are within one
to two miles of one another so that dispersing bobwhites
may establish new ranges within suitable habitat.
It is difficult to quantify a minimum landscape size in
which to achieve adequate large-scale bobwhite
population processes. However, some estimates suggest
that 2,000 – 4,000 acres of usable habitat may be required
to ensure sustainable bobwhite populations within a given
area. Thus, bobwhite habitat should be maximized as
much as possible on appropriate land uses across a
landscape, and there are two different scales of habitat
management to consider. First, within a given
landowner’s property, as much of the property as feasible
should be managed for bobwhite habitat, which may
include fields and pine or upland hardwood forests.

Programs and practices should be used that add or
enhance habitat in fields or forests. Second, efforts should
be made to increase bobwhite habitat in the surrounding
landscape. Thus, additional properties in the surrounding
area must also be improved. Because some bobwhites
will disperse to new areas regardless of habitat quality at
the site they were raised, quality habitat must be provided
for dispersers to colonize and successfully establish new
populations. The ultimate goal is to tie together habitats
within and among properties. More information on this
concept can be found in MSU Extension Service
Publication 2179, “Ecology and Management of the
Northern Bobwhite” (msucares.com/pubs/index.html).
Amite, Marion, Monroe, Panola, Prentiss, Sunflower,
Union, and Yazoo counties were selected as focal areas to
begin intensively promoting bobwhite habitat and
population restoration. The focal county approach was
chosen to focus limited personnel time on intensive
promotional work in an effort to develop larger-scale
quail habitat areas. However, the Mississippi Department
of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks will continue to provide
technical assistance to landowners statewide.

Technical Assistance
Existing Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)
acreage represents a significant amount of private land
that can be potentially managed via mid-contract
management cost-shares. For example, landowners who
have acreage enrolled in existing CRP grass (such as
CP10) or forest (such as CP11) conservation covers, midcontract management cost-shares are available for
prescribed burning, herbicide application, and light
disking. To be eligible for cost-shares, mid-contract
management practices must be incorporated into the CRP
contract and management plan before any management is
implemented. If mid-contract management practices are
not already required by the contract, contract holders
must modify their Conservation Plan of Operation to
reflect the timing, frequency, and extent of approved midcontract management practices. See MSU, Forest and
Wildlife Research Center Brochure, “Conservation
Reserve Program Mid-Contract Management: Practices
for Wildlife Habitat Improvement in Mississippi”
(www.fwrc.msstate.edu/pubs/midcontract.pdf) for more
information about CRP mid-contract management to
improve wildlife habitat.
Before beginning management of a property for
bobwhites, have a wildlife habitat management plan in
place. Agricultural producers can work with a wildlife
biologist to develop a farm wildlife plan that includes
habitat management practices that are economical and
practical for farm operations. Forest landowners can
develop an integrated forest-wildlife management plan
with a wildlife biologist and a registered forester to
implement practices that accomplish both wildlife habitat
and timber management objectives. Landowners are vital
part of Mississippi’s Northern Bobwhite Conservation
Initiative. If you are interested in restoring bobwhite
populations, contact one of the following natural
resources agencies or organizations for more information.
Biologists with the Mississippi Department of
Wildlife, Fisheries, and Parks’ (MDWFP) Private Lands
Habitat Program are available to provide habitat
management advice to private landowners.
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Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries and Parks
Website: www.mdwfp.com
Phone: 601.432.2199
The following agencies and organizations also provide
wildlife and/or forest management technical assistance:
Delta Wildlife, Inc.
Website: www.deltawildlife.org
Phone: 662.686.3370
Mississippi Forestry Commission
(Registered foresters available to assist landowners with
forest management planning)
Website: www.mfc.state.ms.us
Phone: 601.359.1386
MSU, Forest and Wildlife Research Center
Website: www.cfr.msstate.edu/fwrc
Phone: 662.325.2952
MSU, Wildlife and Fisheries Extension
Website: www.msucares.com
Phone: 662.325.3174
USDA-Farm Service Agency
(Administers the Conservation Reserve Program)
Website: www.fsa.usda.gov
Phone: 601.965.4300
USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service
(Wildlife biologists and registered foresters provide
landowner technical assistance for federal conservation
programs)
Website: www.ms.nrcs.usda.gov
Phone: 601.965.4339
Wildlife Mississippi
Website: www.wildlifemiss.org
Phone: 662.686.3375

Habitat Management Information
The following publications provide information about
practices or programs that may be used to enhance quail
and other wildlife habitat. These materials are available
for downloading and/or viewing from the provided web
links. Copies of these materials can also be obtained from
the Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and
Parks. Contact the MDWFP at 601.432.2199 for more
information.
Ecology and Management of the Northern Bobwhite –
A guide to bobwhite ecology and management. Available
online from the MSU Extension Service:
msucares.com/pubs/publications/p2179.pdf
Bobwhite Habitat Management in Mississippi Video.
View the bobwhite habitat management video at
www.cfr.msstate.edu/video/ and select the “Bobwhite
Habitat Management” link in the menu beneath the
player.
Strip Disking and Other Valuable Bobwhite Quail
Management Techniques – A guide to strip disking for
bobwhite habitat management. Available online from the
MSU Extension Service:
msucares.com/pubs/publications/p2032.pdf
Light Disking to Enhance Early Successional Wildlife
Habitat in Grasslands and Old-fields: Wildlife
Benefits and Erosion Potential – A guide to strip
disking for wildlife habitat management and
considerations for managing federal conservation
program covers. This USDA-Natural Resources
Conservation Service Technical Note is available online
at www.fwrc.msstate.edu/pubs/nrcs.pdf
Prescribed Burning in Southern Pine Forests: Fire
Ecology, Techniques, and Uses for Wildlife
Management – A guide to using prescribed fire for
wildlife management. Available online from the MSU
Extension Service:
msucares.com/pubs/publications/p2283.pdf
Supplemental Food and Cover Plantings for Bobwhite
Quail in Mississippi – A guide to plant materials and
food planting strategies for bobwhite quail. Available
online from the MSU Extension Service:
msucares.com/pubs/publications/p2325.pdf

Pine Forestland Habitat Management for Wildlife – A
guide to managing upland pine forests for wildlife habitat.
Available online from the MSU, Forest and Wildlife
Research Center:
www.fwrc.msstate.edu/pubs/forestland.pdf
Conservation Reserve Program, CP33 – Habitat
Buffers for Upland Birds Video. View the CP33 video
at www.cfr.msstate.edu/video/ and select the “CP33 –
Common Sense Conservation” link in the menu beneath
the player.
Conservation Reserve Program Mid-contract
Management: Practices for Wildlife Habitat
Improvement in Mississippi – A guide to using midcontract management cost-shares to manage existing CRP
covers to improve wildlife habitat. Available online from
the MSU, Forest and Wildlife Research Center:
www.fwrc.msstate.edu/pubs/midcontract.pdf
Native Warm-season Grass Restoration in Mississippi
– A guide to native warm-season grasses management.
Available online from the MSU Extension Service:
msucares.com/pubs/publications/p2435.pdf
Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and
Parks Quail Website
www.mdwfp.com/quail
Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries, and
Parks Private Lands Habitat Program
www.mdwfp.com/privatelands

