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life benefit (for both game and non-

game species), along with the release of 

rare plant communities, resulting from 

RCW management is another reason for 

the increased interest in RCW manage-

ment by private individuals. 

Modern RCW Management 
According to the revised RCW 

Recovery Plan (available online at the 

website link provided), in 2003 there 

was an estimated 14,068 RCW’s living 

in 5,627 clusters across eleven states. 

Most of these birds live on National 

Forest lands, with the Apalachicola 

National Forest population being the 

largest (at approximately 665 active 

clusters). National Forests are consid-

ered to have the most important role in 

the recovery of the RCW because that 

is where the vast majority of the lon-

gleaf is.  Military installations are con-

sidered to be second in line followed by 

National Wildlife Refuges and other 

federal and state-managed lands.  The 

remaining 23 percent of RCW groups 

are found on private lands, although old 

longleaf timber is generally rare on pri-

vate property.  There is increasing inter-

est from individuals and timber compa-

nies to manage their properties to a 

higher standard than is required, to aid 

in the recovery efforts.   

For the most part, RCW managers 

practice similar management techniques 

across the South. These commonly are 

prescribed burning, hardwood midstory 

control, timber management, artificial 

cavity installation, population monitor-

ing/banding, and translocation of birds.  

There are specific guidelines spelled 

out in the Recovery Plan for each of 

these tools. Controlled burning is the 

key to successful maintenance of a lon-

gleaf stand for red-cockaded woodpeck-

er habitat.  Growing season burning is 

somtimes used by RCW managers to 

effectively control the woody species 

encroachment in the stands.  Frequency 

of burning varies but is typically con-

ducted every 1 to 3 years on most inten-

sively managed tracts.  Longleaf are 

exceptionally adapted to surviving fire. 

However, they can still be killed by fire.  

Caution must be taken when planning 

and conducting prescribed burns, as 

retention of an adequate number of 

old longleaf is essential in RCW 

management.  A common practice used 

to protect the cavity tree resources from 

fire weakening or killing them is to 

rake the litter back away from the base 

of the cavity trees in the cluster prior to 

the burn. Ignition methods can also be 

adjusted to help ensure the cavities and 

older trees in the stands don’t get too 

hot during the burn.  Research has 

shown that unwanted mortality in old 

longleaf stands is sometimes caused by 

burning when the duff layer was too dry 

or there was an extended period of no 

rain after the burn, leaving the duff to 

Dormant season controlled burn in a RCW stand.  USFS (Blake Morris)   

Mountain longleaf RCW habitat on the Shoal Creek Ranger District, Talladega 
National Forest.  USFS (Ryan Shurette)
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smolder and cook the fine roots and/or 

cambium at the base of old longleaf 

trees.  A long period of fire suppression 

adds to the risk of mortality while pre-

scribed burning as well. 

In pine stands that contain significant 

hardwood or undesirable midstory 

encroachment, it is usually necessary to 

physically reduce this structure to create 

or restore suitable RCW habitat. These 

“midstory” treatments can be achieved 

via timber sales, chainsaw contracts, or 

using herbicides.  RCWs can tolerate 

limited structure in the stand’s midstory 

but will abandon the cluster if it becomes 

too dense. The same goes for the oversto-

ry; it can’t become too dense or the habi-

tat quality declines.  An ideal canopy clo-

sure for RCW management is one that 

allows enough sunlight reaching the 

ground to produce a total coverage of 

herbaceous plants, while also having 

enough tree substrate to most efficiently 

forage on. This usually equates to lon-

gleaf basal areas ranging from around 40 

to 70 ft2/acre. 

An adequate amount of this open, 

good quality foraging habitat should be 

available within ¥ to ¥ mile of the cluster 

site.  How much is “an adequate amount” 

of quality forage habitat?  The Fish and 

Wildlife Service recommends that federal 

agencies, state lands, and private individ-

uals who desire to increase their RCW 

population, should maintain at least 120 

acres of quality habitat per breeding 

group of birds. However, if the landown-

er is merely concerned with maintaining 

enough foraging habitat to prevent the 

requirement of obtaining a permit for 

“incidental take” they are typically bound 

to a significantly smaller size, usually 

around 75 acres.  Individual situations 

are often analyzed by the Fish and 

Wildlife Service on a case by case basis 

so that a workable plan can be developed. 

Availability of old longleaf trees 

(greater than 80 years) used for nesting is 

typically a limiting factor on the lands 

that support RCWs.  The older trees are 

used by the birds for building cavities 

because they often are infected with red-

heart fungus that softens the heart of the 

pine, making the task of excavation much 

easier. To supplement this resource, man-

gers commonly install artificial nest 

boxes (inserts) in younger live pines, 

essentially buying time until more trees 

in the stand can reach the age required 

for excavation. Inserts must be used in 

trees that are large enough (typically 

greater than 15 inches in diameter at the 

point of installation) to safely accommo-

date the box.  Typical preparation for the 

installation is done with a small chainsaw 

and the insert is glued flush into the tree 

with wood putty.  If installed correctly, 

they are often difficult to distinguish 

from natural cavities at a distance.  

RCW’s in the immediate vicinity usually 

take to these inserts fairly well.  Drilled 

cavities sometimes are also used in 

recovery efforts. 

Most RCW managers also conduct 

some amount of monitoring and band-

ing.  These techniques require permit-

ting from the appropriate agencies. 

Information gathered from the efforts is 

recorded and used when it comes time 

to capture and move “extra” birds from 

one location to the other (translocation).  

Essentially it gives you the knowledge 

to tell “who’s who”, so that breeding 

adults are not accidentally taken from a 

productive cluster. Extra birds used in 

translocation are generally young 

females and helper males that come 

from large (over 100 active clusters) 

populations.  These areas often have 

more population growth than habitat 

growth so they donate birds to smaller 

populations with suitable habitat.  

Moves within a population are some-

times conducted also. 

Safe Harbor Agreement 
As you may have figured out by now, 

these guys are specialists that are fin-

icky about where they live. They are 

actually quite intolerant of poor habitat 

and on more than one occasion I have 

watched them abandon what appeared 

to me as great RCW habitat.  However, 

if you hold property that is somewhat 

near an existing population, and you do 

have open pine sawtimber, there is a 

possibility that red-cockaded wood-

peckers might use your habitat. The 

Fish and Wildlife Service realized that 

people’s fear of “getting” RCWs was 

causing a lot of old longleaf habitat to 

be clear-cut.  This trend was not only 

detrimental to RCWs, but to other asso-

ciated plants and animals relying on 

longleaf ecosystems. A great remedy to 

this dilemma was the Safe Harbor 

Program that came into effect in 1999.  

Under the Safe Harbor Agreement, a 

landowner who manages their pine for-

ests in a manner beneficial to the RCW 

is provided certain guarantees.  Prior to 

enrollment, the government will con-

duct a survey to determine the baseline 

number of clusters on the property. If 

woodpeckers happen to increase on an 

enrolled property, owners are only held 

liable for the baseline number.  The 

landowner retains all property rights but 

agrees to provide a net conservation 

benefit through the use of some of the 

management practices that we have pre-

viously discussed, including increased 

timber rotation and prescribed burning.  

The government will also help enrolled 

parties to obtain financial assistance in 

the form of grants and cost-share pro-

USFWS  Artificial cavities, or inserts, 
are often used in RCW management.
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grams to help cover the costs of these activities. Upon 

termination of enrollment, any birds that have occupied 

the property during enrollment can be relocated. For more 

about the red-cockaded woodpecker Safe Harbor Program 

in Alabama visit the FWS Safe Harbor website at http://

www.fws.gov/daphne/rcw/rcw-safeharbor.html.

Summary 
The majority of RCW management occurs on public 

lands. However, private landowners, bird enthusiasts, and 

general conservationists are now concerned with their man-

agement, not only for the single-species of RCW, but for the 

entire longleaf ecosystem, whereby numerous species (flora 

and fauna) benefit from the successful management of this 

habitat type.  In some respects, RCWs are indicator species 

where their ‘picky-ness’ indicates when the habitat is poor. 

And, despite hostility and/or enmity that exists toward 

RCWs, the management for these guys is oftentimes synon-

ymous with bobwhite quail management and a whole host 

of others. Further, recent programs have been developed to 

aid landowners financially and physically to manage these 

ecosystems properly to restore sustainable longleaf habitats 

yielding healthy forestlands as a whole, and also to protect 

private landowners or, minimally, free them of concern 

from increasing RCW abundance on their properties via the 

Safe Harbor Program.  

After years of effort, research, and communicating with 

folks, modern RCW management in today’s South seems 

to be working, both for the birds and for the people 

involved. If you are interested in learning more about the 

management of red cockaded woodpeckers, to find out if 

you are near existing RCW populations, or if you need 

assistance with the verification of their presence on your 

property, contact your nearest US Fish and Wildlife 

Service Field Office or link from the Safe Harbor website 

above.  Please understand the information provided in 

this article is based on personal observation and the regu-

lating agency (USFWS) should be consulted before any 

action is taken regarding RCWs.

Prairie warblers are generally a common inhabitant of 
stands managed for RCWs.  USFS (Ryan Shurette)
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Sawtooth
Gobbler

White Oak
Swamp Chestnut

Nuttall Oak
Cherrybark

Chinese Chestnut
Dwarf Chinquapin Oak

Live Oak
Shumard Oak
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Soft Mast Trees
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Arkansas Black apple
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Chickasaw Plum
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Autumn Olive
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Tree Growth Tubes

Double Action Fertilizer
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Improving Wildlife Habitat 
Is Our Business!

The Wildlife Group

2858 County Road 53
Tuskegee, Alabama 36083

1-800-221-9703
wildlifegroup@mindspring.com

Extreme Outdoor Adventures is pleased to pres-
ent a very rare opportunity to lease a pristine 3000 contigu-
ous acre South Georgia Red Hills Quail Plantation near 
Thomasville, Ga.  The availability of quail land in the Red 
Hills of South Georgia is very rare for lease or for sale.  This 
is a special opportunity for the right buyer to pursue wild 
quail in the pine woods of the Red Hills.  The property has 
two large duck ponds, horse pasture, 100 acre lake, dove 
field, and a beautiful mixture of manicured pine and hard-
wood.  Turkeys and deer are also abundant. There are some 
trophy quality bucks on the property.  The lease also comes 
with a 4,000 sq. foot lodge, hunting dogs, tractors, wildlife 
management program, feeding program, hunting jeep, and 
trained qualified wildlife manager.  This is a turn key quail 
operation for the right buyer that wants to experience the 
unique feel of hunting bobwhites in the Red Hills.

For more information contact
Sam Lemmon

Extreme Outdoor Adventures
229 378 4630 cell

229 226 8022 office
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Conduct summer quail call counts.
Call counts conducted in June provide an estimate of the number of males avail-

able for breeding and an evaluation of winter survival.  This information allows you 

to monitor the quail population’s response to habitat management efforts and quail 

production.  To obtain an index of male birds, set up several “listening points” on 

your property that can be used each year.  Listen for whistling males for 1-2 hours 

after sunrise.  In June, nesting by females is at its peak in many regions, so males 

will be actively calling. To standardize the call count, arrive at the first station at 

sunrise, wait one minute to allow vehicle disturbance to settle, then listen for five 

minutes and record the number of male quail heard. Count the number of different 

individuals you hear.  Continue until all stations have been monitored.  You will 

need to conduct the call counts at least 5 different days for the most accurate esti-

Management Calendar
By Dave Edwards

Westervelt Wildlife Services

June/July 2008

Late May & early June is a great time 
to conduct quail call counts.
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mates.  The more counts you conduct, 

the more accurate your estimates will 

be (statistically speaking). We often 

conduct 10 call counts (10 different 

mornings) each June.  After completing 

the call counts, calculate the average 

number of calling males heard per sta-

tion.  This is your “index” and the num-

ber in which you will compare against 

future call count data to assess increas-

es or decreases.  The key to accurate 

year-to-year counts is to be consistent 

about everything you can control:  same 

people listening, same locations, same 

kind of weather (clear, windless days) 

same week of the year, and the same 

time of day.

Start preparing and planting 
dove fields.  

Dove field preparations should begin 

by July.  Planting dates will depend on 

the soil moisture, crops you are plant-

ing, and the time required to produce 

seed.  Common dove field crops 

include dove proso millet, browntop 

millet, Japanese millet, sunflowers, 

grain sorghum, corn, and wheat.  For 

best results obtain soil samples and 

apply required lime and fertilizer before 

planting.  Be sure to allow enough time 

for your crop to produce seed before 

dove season arrives.  If you are in a 

pinch or running behind on your plant-

ing, browntop millet is a good choice 

for dove or ducks because it only takes 

about 50 days to produce seed.  One 

trick that we often implement on dove 

fields to create hunting blinds is to 

plant strips of Egyptian wheat or sor-

ghum Sudan.  These plants can grow  

8-10 feet tall and will provide adequate 

cover for hunters.  Another option is to 

simply hand sew the seed where you 

want hunting blinds to be.  This will 

create small “islands” for hunters to 

use. These tall crops also provide shade 

for hunters during the early part of dove 

season when temperatures can be hot.  

Monitor and control competing 
weeds around fruit trees or 
other plantings.  

Herbicide is a great tool to combat 

weeds and grasses that compete with 

young fruit trees.  Using herbicide to 

reduce this competition is often over-

looked, but is a critical step for success, 

particularly during drought conditions.  

Young fruit trees have a hard enough 

time obtaining adequate nutrients and 

water without other plants fighting for 

the same resources.  Reducing competi-

tion will significantly increase tree 

growth and survival.  Glyophosate, or 

Round Up, is the herbicide of choice.  

Be sure to avoid getting the herbicide 

on the leaves of the tree you are spray-

ing around.  I highly recommend using 

tree tubes when planting seedling fruit 

trees.  Not only will the tube enhance 

tree growth by creating a “green house” 

effect, but will allow you to easily spray 

herbicide around the trees without the 

Using tree tubes not only enhances growth of young trees, but it makes applying 
herbicide to control weeds much easier. 
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risk of getting it on the tree itself.  Another helpful tip is 

to place 3-4” of mulch around the base of the trees.  

Mulching will reduce weed problems due to the unfavor-

able germination conditions under the mulch (no sun-

light) and will also conserve soil moisture which will 

help your trees during the hot summer months. 

Evaluate and repair existing roads & build 
new ones.  

June and July are often the driest months in the 

Southeast (other than those of you lucky enough to get 

sea breezes and regular afternoon thunderstorms).  Thus, 

this is a good time to work on or build new roads.  

Although you probably have a good idea of areas that 

need repair, the best time to identify road problems is 

during the wet season which is usually during late hunt-

ing season.  Make notes during the winter then repair 

them when the property dries up in the summer.  As you 

know, having all weather access to your property is 

important from a management perspective so that you can 

get tractors and equipment into areas of your property, 

but will also make life easier and more comfortable for 

you during hunting season.  While working on roads, 

consider increasing the roadsides where possible to 

enhance wildlife habitat (see calendar item below).  These 

areas can be planted or simply maintained as native grass/

weedy areas that wildlife will use for food and cover.  

Wide roads also dry out quicker due to additional sun-

light and wind. 

Widen roadsides to create roadside manage-
ment areas

Summer is a great time to create roadside management 

areas throughout your property.  Creating roadside man-

agement areas can add wildlife and aesthetic value to 

Browntop Millet at 
Wholesale Prices!
Plan your dove fields now and attract 

birds till fall with Browntop Millet.  Also 
great for supplemental feeding, erosion 

control, planting timber cut-overs, 
spring/summer hay, cover crop, etc.  We 
grow our own crops and pass the sav-
ings on to you.  Bag or bulk - we won’t 
be undersold.  1 ton (40 bag) minimum 

order suggested, special pricing on 

large orders (FOB Prattville).  CCI 
Supply

334-313-3096

OLD FLORIDA

DOG ISLAND

Dog Island —An Island That Runs Counter

ToMost Things Florida.
Located off the coast of Carrabelle, Florida, you can only get there by boat or
plane. The 1,700 acre island is able to exist in its natural state through the efforts
of theNature Conservancy which owns about seventy percent of the island. The
flats off Dog Island and the Gulf waters off shore offer superb fishing.

New 4 Bedroom/4 Bath Home
Overlooking the Gulf of Mexico For Sale

$894,000 Contact Ebe Walter 229/224-6870

Dog Island Ad 3.75x5:Layout 1  5/6/08  3:55 PM  Page 1

One of the best times to widen a roadside is just after the 
area has been clear cut
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your property.  Regardless of how 

intensely you manage these areas, they 

will create more “edge” habitat which 

is preferred and used by most game ani-

mals.  To create a roadside management 

area simply clear the understory and 

undesirable trees along a roadside, lime/ 

fertilize as needed, and periodically 

mow to maintain control of encroaching 

trees species and maintain a relatively 

low understory (avoid keeping a “mani-

cured” look by mowing roadways often 

– this does not offer as much wildlife 

value).  How wide you make the area is 

site specific, but is generally 10-20 

yards wide.  Be sure to leave a few 

desirable mature trees within the man-

aged area.  These trees will provide 

shade to conserve moisture in the sum-

mer and will add aesthetics along the 

road.  If you desire to intensely manage 

your roadsides you can seasonally disk 

or burn them to promote desirable 

weeds, and/or install wildlife plantings 

such as clovers, sorghum, or wildflow-

ers.  Wildflowers provide both esthetics 

as well as bugging areas for turkeys.  

Managing roadsides not only increases 

the aesthetics of the property and add 

wildlife value, but will increase wildlife 

viewing opportunities.  For more 

detailed information see the Roadside 

article in the April – May 2007 issue of 

Wildlife Trends.  

Complete draining duck ponds 
and prepare for planting.  

If you are managing a moist soil area/

duck pond (native vegetation vs. planting 

agricultural crops), you should have start-

ed your spring drawdown around 45 days 

after the last frost.  Slow drawdowns, 

those that take 2-3 weeks, are desired 

because they result in a more diverse 

wetland plant community than rapid 

drawdowns.  A diverse community of 

wetland plants will result in many differ-

ent types of food sources (seeds and 

insects).  By May or early June, your 

drawdown should be complete and native 

moist soil plants are starting to establish.  

Herbicides can be a useful tool to remove 

undesirable vegetation if it becomes a 

problem and is dominating the pond.  

Button bush and sesbania (wetland 

shrubs) can be beneficial, but should be 

kept in check and not allowed to com-

prise more than 25% of the pond.      

If you plan to plant an agricultural 

crop rather than manage the native vege-

tation, leave the pond flooded until closer 

to planting time.  That is, drain ponds 

you plan to “plow and plant” a few 

weeks before you start plowing and pre-

paring the soil for planting.  Leaving the 

pond flooded until this time will provide 

weed control and will reduce tractor time 

later.  Drying time will vary depending 

on your soils.  It is better to drain early 

than to wait and not be able to work the 

ground because it is too wet and chance 

running out of growing season.   My per-

sonal favorite crop for duck ponds is rice.  

Rice, however, requires more time and 

effort to manage and takes about 120 

days to produce seed (depends on variety 

used) so you need to plant early.  For best 

results obtain soil samples and apply 

required lime and fertilizer before plant-

ing.  Japanese millet is also a favorite of 

ducks and is easily grown by duck pond 

managers.  In fact, Japanese millet can be 

top dressed or broadcast onto mud flats 

of a wetland or beaver pond.  Japanese 

millet is a strong re-seeder, meaning that 

it will produce seed that will germinate 

the following year.  

Conduct warm season or sum-
mer prescribed burns.  

Warm season burns are an exception-

al tool for managing quail habitat.  

Warm season burns are generally con-

ducted from June through August.  

However, extreme caution should be 

used when conducting summer burns.  

Due to higher ambient air temperatures 

and low relative humidity, summer fires 

can get very hot and difficult to control.  

If the area you plan to burn has a heavy 

fuel load (understory shrubs, grasses, 

and thatch) or has not been burned in 

Duck pond plantings take time to mature.  Be sure to plan ahead.  Teal generally 
start arriving in early September.
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over 3 years, I recommend initially con-

ducting a cool season burn (December 

– March) to reduce fuel loads before 

attempting a summer burn.  Fire rota-

tions (interval of time between burning 

the same area again) for summer burns 

vary depending on your goals and habi-

tat types but are generally every 1-2 

years to promote quality wildlife habi-

tat.  Regular warm season burns will 

often promote native warm season 

grasses that are desirable for quality 

quail habitat.  It is also a good idea to 

strategically plan your burns so that you 

always leave some areas unburned.  

This will help to maintain diverse habi-

tat types which will enhance the wild-

life value of the area.  Always check 

local burning laws and consult with an 

experienced burn manager before light-

ing a woodland fire.  The U.S. Forest 

Service or your state forestry commis-

sion are great sources for obtaining 

more information regarding burning in 

your area.  

Plant chufa for turkeys.  
Chufa can be planted in May or June 

in the Southeast, but most plantings 

occur in June when summer rains start.  

Monitor chufa plots for competing 

grasses and weeds and apply herbicide 

accordingly to control.  Adding chufa to 

your planting program can be quite 

rewarding if you like to see or hunt tur-

keys.  Turkeys primarily utilize chufa in 

the fall, winter and spring once the 

tubers have developed.  If your turkeys 

have never been exposed to chufas, you 

may need to lightly disk a strip through 

the patch in late fall to expose tubers.  

Once turkeys find them, you will not be 

able to keep them out.   A word of cau-

tion – raccoons and hogs like chufas as 

well and can pose problems in some 

areas.  Chufa patches can often be 

regenerated the following spring by 

lightly disking the areas.  There has to 

be adequate chufa seed remaining to 

regenerate an adequate stand (there’s 

often more left than you may think).  To 

regenerate the stand, lightly disk the 

plots once in April, again in May, and 

once more in June.  The key is to con-

tinue disking each month regardless of 

how nice your plot is growing with chu-

fas – it’s going to kill you, but do it.  

Herbicide applications can be used to 

enhance chufa plots by controlling 

competing weeds and grasses.  Be sure 

to rotate your chufa patches every 2-3 

years to avoid nematode problems.   

Identify and control invasive 
exotic plant species.  

Exotic species are very competitive 

with native plants and can take over your 

property and compromise habitat quality.  

The best time to control or eradicate 

exotic plants is during the growing sea-

son.  Strategies to control these plants 

vary depending on the species at hand.  

However, herbicide will likely be the 

tool of choice.  It is much easier to con-

trol exotic species if you catch them in 

the early stages of colonization.  Once 

the have a foothold, eradicating can 

sometimes be impossible.  Some of the 

common invasive exotics in the 

Southeast include Cogongrass, Chinese 

tallow tree, Kudzu, Chinese Privet, 

Chinese Lespedeza, and many others.  If 

the common name has a foreign country 

in it, I would get rid of it.  A great field 

guide to keep on hand is “Nonnative 

Invasive Plants of the Southern Forest” 

by James H. Miller.  You can get this 

publication from the USDA Forest 

Service – Southern Research Station at 

Auburn University or visit http://www.

bugwood.org/weeds/forestexotics.html.  

This guide has information regarding 

identifying invasive exotics as well as 

methods of controlling them.  Another 

resource is the Florida Pest Plant 

Council - www.fleppc.org.

It is also wise to consult with a pro-

fessional herbicide applicator before 

deciding which herbicide and method to 

use.  Besides the complex world of her-

bicides themselves, mixing and apply-

ing them can be complicated as well.

 Although chufa is planted in the summer, their fruit (small tubers attached to the roots) matures in the fall.  Chufa provides a 
food source for turkeys winter through late spring.



Southeastern Pond Management has everything you need for pond 
perfection. From design and stocking to liming, fertilization 
and weed control, we can help you create and maintain the perfect 
environment for growing that trophy catch of your dreams.
     Liming ponds is an essential component to effective pond 
management. We can test water to monitor pond alkalinity to determine 
when and at what rate liming is necessary. Our specialized liming 
barges are designed to quickly and efficiently apply agricultural 
limestone into ponds.

The ultimate achievement—to produce world-class fishing in 
your own pond—Southeastern Pond Management. 
1-888-830-POND. 

1-888-830-7663
Design    •     Stocking    •    Feeding    •    Electrofishing    •    Liming    •    Fertilization    •     Weed Control    •     AerationSystems

limingM a n a g i n g  Yo u r  L i q u i d  A s s e t s

2469 Highway 31 • Calera, Alabama 35040
Birmingham, AL  •  Auburn, AL  •  Jackson, MS • Jackson, TN
Licensed Commercial Pesticide/Herbicide Applicators  •  Insured and Bonded 

www.sepond.com

1-888-830-7663
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