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NEWSLETTER – NUMBER 1, 2008

What happened to our quail this year?

I am told it was the triple whammy!

by Ted Swan

I was really shocked this year by how few quail were in some areas where I hunted in Southeast Kansas.  These areas always held quail and, yes, there were usually a few, but far less than I was used to seeing.  So I asked QU’s national habitat guru, Roger Wells, about the lack of quail this year.  He told me that a series of three weather-related events (the triple whammy) was responsible for the decline in our quail numbers this year in certain parts of Kansas.

The first event was the very hot and very dry 2006 summer here in Kansas.  Day after day of 100-107 temperatures will kill many quail, but especially young birds (up to 6 weeks old).  Then there were the ice storms during the winter of 06-07, particularly in SE Kansas.  A quail with no food will lose about ½ of its body weight in 3 days and will start to die on the 4th day.  Then came the spring rains during the peak of the 2007 quail hatch, again, particularly in SE Kansas where they got between 15 and 22” of rain during the hatch.  Young quail less than 4-6 weeks old cannot control their body temperature; therefore, when young quail get wet, they may die.  Fortunately, not all of Kansas was affected by all three events equally.  From my hunting experiences this year, it appeared that central Kansas and west of Pratt had reasonably good quail crops.

It may take as much as three years for the birds to come back to an area that is devastated by a series of weather events.    Fortunately, healthy quail hens are capable of laying several clutches of eggs during the spring/summer.  The little hussies will lay her eggs then leave that nest to the male to raise the young’uns and go find a new lover boy, lay eggs, etc.

FOOD PLOT SEED PROGRAM -- 50 # BAGS @ $5  

STORED AT UNITED WAREHOUSE: call Jan 295-2013
We ordered in 858 bags of sorghum (milo) seed for our members to use to plant food plots.  This is 2007 milo which would have sold for $50 per bag last year.  It was left over and the seed company donated it to us.  We had it shipped to Wichita and with freight, fees, storage and distribution, can offer these 50# bags to you for $5 per bag.  This seed will be on a first-come first -served basis.  When we are out, we are out.  

Call at least an hour ahead (the day before is better) to Jan Currie, 295-2013 at United Warehouse, 901 E. 45th Street North.  Pick up is between 7am and 4:30pm, Monday-Friday.  She will have your 50# bags of milo at the front desk. If you do not call ahead, you may have a substantial wait to get your seed.

Recommendations for Sorghum Wildlife Food Plots

Q. What is grain sorghum?   

A. Worldwide, sorghum is a food grain for humans. In the United States, sorghum is used primarily as a feed grain for livestock. Grain sorghum (like wheat, corn and others) is commercially raised by farmers, especially in the Great Plains. A grain sorghum plant is nearly indistinguishable from corn in the early stages, but the mature plant is shorter and more colorful. Mature grain sorghum is usually less than four feet tall. The head grows on the top of the plant and is white, yellow, red or bronze. Grain sorghums are excellent livestock and wildlife feed because of their rounded, starchy seeds. The seed is about the size of a BB. 
Q. Is grain sorghum adapted to my area?

A. Grain sorghum is widely adapted and is grown on many different soils. It will produce best on deep, fertile, well-drained loamy soils, yet is very drought tolerant and will do well even on shallow soils. It can be grown on clay, clay loam, or sandy loam soils. Low temperature, not length of growing season, is the limiting factor for production of grain sorghum.  Daytime temperatures of at least 90 degrees F are needed for maximum yields with average temperatures of over 80 degrees F.  Night temperatures below 55 degrees F for a week at the heading and pollination stage may result in heads with very little grain. Most hybrids require 90-120 days to reach maturity, therefore late planting is not recommended.

Q. When do I plant grain sorghum?

A. Sorghums are planted in the spring generally a couple weeks later than corn. Soil temperatures should be at least 65 degrees.  As an example, in the Southeast Kansas USDA Zone 4 planting area (38-inch rainfall zone, growing season Apr 10 – Oct 25) sorghums are planted from May 1 – 15, where corn planting is Mar 25 – Apr 25.  

Q. What kind of soil preparation is required?

A. Prepare the soil in the same way you or any farmer would for planting a corn or soybean crop. At a minimum, the ground should be deep-disked several times to prepare a mellow seedbed.  In warmer regions, reduced- and no-tillage systems are used for grain sorghum. Sorghum seed should be planted 1.5 to 2.0 inches deep. The use of a cultipacker or corrugated roller after seeding often gives better stands. It is important to place the seed in moist soil to obtain fast emergence of the seedling.

Q. How much seed should I plant?

A. Sorghums can be planted either with a row planter (20 – 36 inches between rows), with a grain drill, or broadcast seeded. If a row planter is used, set the planter to drop seed at no closer than 2 inches between seeds. A wider spacing will allow for more nutrients per plant and a greater chance for the plant producing a good grain head. Plant no more than 5 pounds per acre. If using a grain (wheat) drill maintain at least 6 inches between seeds for best results. Drill no more than 7.5 to 10 pounds per acre. It is often best to plug every-other hole of the drill in order to prevent putting on too much seed. If broadcast seeded, put on no more than 12 pounds per acre and lightly disk and/or drag the site to cover the seed.  If too much seed is put on resulting in a dense stand, the individual plants will not get sufficient water and nutrients to produce a seed head with the result being just a stunted stand of grass and little or no grain. 


Q. What lime and fertilization is required for grain sorghum?

A. Nutrient needs of sorghum is similar to that of corn in that sorghum uses relatively large amounts of nitrogen and moderate amounts of phosphorus and potassium. For best results, conduct a soil test to determine the amount of lime and fertilizer needed. Sorghums do not do well in acid soils. Soil pH must be above 5.8 for a good crop. A soil pH of 6.5 is recommended. Apply phosphate and potash based on soil tests because of high variability in these nutrients among regions of the country. Nitrogen is essential for good yields. Grain sorghum should receive at least 80 to 100 pounds (actual) of nitrogen per acre. Nitrogen can be applied in the spring as a pre-plant application or at planting. 

Q. What about weed control in sorghum?

A. Early spring seedbed preparation followed by one or two shallow tillage operations, just before planting sorghum will help control of weed seedlings and give sorghum a chance to get ahead of the weeds. Timely cultivations of sorghum planted in rows during the early growing stages is important. Sorghum planted with a drill or broadcast cannot be cultivated, but it is a highly competitive crop and can dominate many weeds.

A number of both pre-emergent and post-emergent herbicides are available for sorghum. Atrazine was for many years the chemical of choice, however many modern products are available. Contact your local agricultural chemical supplier for products adapted to your location and your soils. Do not plant sorghums where Johnson grass or shattercane are a problem. 

Q. Will I need to mow or in some way knock the seed heads down in the fall for quail use? 

A. There is generally no need to either mow or knock down sorghum for quail. Grain sorghum plants with their wide, low-growing leaves produces good quail cover in the fall and is readily used by quail. Mowing destroys this cover. In most situations, some sorghum stalks begin the lodge (fall over) in early fall putting some seed near the ground. If desired, you can drive a tractor or pickup truck over a couple rows every few weeks to speed the process. 

Q. Will other wildlife species use this grain?

A. Many wildlife species use grain sorghum. Where deer are abundant, they may strip most of the stalks of grain leaving little for quail and other game birds. Even so, there is often enough seed on the ground for quail and the cover provided by grain sorghum is ideal for quail. At times, blackbirds may be attracted to sorghum and take most of the grain. Mowing or driving on a few rows in strips will sometimes reduce this depredation. 

Prepared by:  Roger Wells, National Habitat Director, Quail Unlimited, 868 Road 290, Americus, KS 66835. (o) 620-443-5834. Email: roger@qu.org. Revised: November 2007. 
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