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Managing CRP fields increases bobwhite 
numbers, Illinois study shows 

Managed U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) Con-
servation Reserve Program 

(CRP) fields had more use by bob-
whites and other grassland songbirds 
during the breeding season than non-
managed fields, according to a South-
ern Illinois University (SIU) study.

The study found that more than 93 
percent of the original CRP plantings 
in Illinois were seeded to exotic cool-
season grasses, primarily tall fescue. 
Low bobwhite abundance and poor 
brood rearing conditions in Illinois 
have been linked to a high percentage 
of fields planted to fescue. 

The study did not establish a link be-
tween northern bobwhite abundance 
and the amount of CRP acreage. 

“It appears that the decline in bob-
white numbers is not correlated with 
the amount of CRP, but it may be 
related to the quality of these grass 
stands,” says Dr. Donald Sparling, 
Associate Director of the Cooperative 
Wildlife Research Laboratory at SIU. 

The SIU study evaluated the effective-
ness of three commonly used farm 
management practices to increase 
bird use, improve habitat conditions 
for bobwhites, increase arthropod 
availability, and increase foraging ef-
ficiency of imprinted bobwhite chicks. 

Thirty fields were treated––10 with 
strip disking and 20 with a strip her-
bicide application of glyphosate and 
ammonium sulfate––in October 2005 
to 2006. Ten select herbicide sprayed 
strips were then drill planted with 
87 percent Korean lespedeza and 13 
percent partridge pea in April 2006 to 
2007. 

“We expected to see an increase in 
the use of managed fields by bobwhite 
broods and select grassland songbirds 
during the breeding season due to a 
predicted increase in arthropod abun-
dance and more desirable early suc-
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cessional vegetation conditions,” says 
graduate student Douglas Osborne.

The herbicide treatments were rela-
tively effective at decreasing exotic 
grass cover, but disking was ineffec-
tive at decreasing grass cover and 
increasing bare ground for more than 
one growing season. 

“Bobwhite abundance in sprayed and 
spray/seed fields was nearly six-fold 
greater compared to disked and 
untreated fields in 2006 and 2007,” 
Sparling says. 

“In general, imprinted bobwhites con-
sumed more arthropods in spray and 
seeded fields than any other treatment 
type.” 

Avian relative abundance and species 
richness responded positively with 
all three treatments during the first 2 
years of the study, but species diver-
sity decreased across all treatment 
types from 2006 to 2007.

“We believe CRP management has 
the potential to create more desirable 
habitat conditions for quail and other 
grassland birds,” Sparling says, “but 
the effectiveness of CRP management 
depends on the acceptance and coop-
eration of landowners.”

The results add to the science avail-
able on bobwhites, says Dr. Wes 
Burger of Mississippi State Univer-
sity (MSU), who coordinated 11 
studies across the quail range, and 
Ed Hackett, a biologist with the                                                            
USDA Natural Resources Conserva-
tion Service (NRCS) Agricultural Wild-
life Conservation Center (AWCC), 
which funded the study. 

The AWCC, located in Madison, Mis-
sissippi, is a fish and wildlife technol-
ogy development center. 


