espite all the development and population
pressures, almost every resident species of
game animal hunted in Florida thrives today.

The turkey population, for example, has
exploded since state biologists began
“trans-locating” Osceola turkeys and
restoring habitat where they’d disap-
peared. Hogs are a pestilence, and
some species, specifically deer and al-
ligators, are even doing a little too well
population-wise (deer suffer from pop-
ulation imbalances), and will be sub-
ject to more aggressive culling pro-
grams. But one all-important species
has responded very poorly to the sundry
ways we've altered or destroyed Flori-
da wilderness, the northern bobwhite
quail (Colinus virginianus).

Quail are an ecological barometer
for Florida’s beleaguered piney up-

A staunch point reveals good breeding, long training hours and a strong bond between

lands. And they remain the emblem of
hunting in the South, even though their
populations have declined precipitous-
ly over the past 30 years. Indeed, so
much depends upon that little gallina-
ceous bird that, early in January, the
Gilchrist Club invited Florida Sports-
man to spend a couple dalys hunting
and discussing Florida quail conserva-
tion strategies with top officials of the
Florida Fish & Wildlife Conservation
Commission. We joined Commissioner
(FWC) Dan Meehan, Commission
Chairman Rodney Barreto, FWC Exec-
utive Director Ken Haddad, Assistant
Executive Director Vic Heller, Colonel
Julie Jones, Director of FWC's Division

dog and trainer. It’s desire and a partnership fulfilled.
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So much
depends on
this little
gamebird.

of Law Enforcement, and Nick Wi
Director of FWC’s Division of Hunting
and Game Management. e

The FWC is a member agency in the
Southeastern Association of Wildlife
Agencies (Haddad is the association’s
president), which developed the first-
ever landscape-scale habitat restoration
and population recovery plan for north-
ern bobwhites. Called the Northern
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Bobwhite Conservation Initiative, it is
supported by Quail Unlimited, private
land managers, research stations, state
land managers and biologists, universi-
ty professors and concerned hunters.
The explicit goal of NBCl is to return

uail populations to levels found
throughout the South, including Flori-
da, circa 1980. That's a lofty goal, and
we convened at the Gilchrist Club, a

private hunt club on 23,000 acres in
Gilchrist County, because the club'’s on-
going restoration may serve as a model
for restoration efforts elsewhere, both
on public and private lands.

nog trainer/handler Randy Ransom
guided Commissioner Meehan, Com-
missioner Barreto and me on the first
hunt. We were shooting released birds;
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ajor quail habifat restorations :x‘*%ﬁ“_
i rway.deross the South. Most every
_ desirable plant and animal benefits, from
slough grass to skinks to turkeys and
whitetail deer. Shown here ig.a bobwhite
quail‘in healthy, sparse palmetto cover.

otherwise it was a genuine southern

uail hunt, complete with beautiful,
thinned quail courses and fine dog work
from English setters, pointers and one
stellar pointing chocolate lab. And the
birds flew fast for released birds, rising
with that sublime roar that makes your
heart take an extra thunk, wings whist-
ling through the sibilant pines as you
swing the barrel and squeeze.
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