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. . . and its habitat. 

Quail study suggests hunting dates need review 

T h e r e is a case for 

p o s t p o n i n g the o p e n i n g o f 

the season for s h o o t i n g 

s tubble quai l in Vic to r i a and 

S o u t h Austral ia , a c c o r d i n g 

to a study by two C S I R O 

scientists . 

F o r 14 years , m e m b e r s o f 

the D i v i s i o n o f Wi ld l i f e 

R e s e a r c h have b e e n 

c o l l e c t i n g and examin ing 

s tubble quai l at sites i n N e w 

Sou th W a l e s , Vic to r ia , and 

S o u t h Austral ia. D r . Harry 

Fri th, C h i e f o f the D i v i s i o n , 

and M s S u e Carpenter o f the 

D i v i s i o n o f Mathemat ics and 

Statistics have recently 

c o m p l e t e d an analysis o f the 

mass o f in format ion gathered 

so far in this exce rc i se , 

i nvo lv ing m o r e than 7 0 0 0 

birds. 

T h e y f o u n d that the quai l 

has a regular annual 

b reed ing c y c l e , b e g i n n i n g 

wi th pair-formation i n 

A u g u s t and ex tend ing to the 

i n d e p e n d e n c e o f y o u n g birds 

i n February or later. H o w 

m u c h later depends o n rain, 

w h i c h c a n p r o l o n g the birds ' 

b reed ing i f it falls at any 

t ime i n the p r e c e d i n g 6 

m o n t h s . 

I f a g a m e spec ies is to b e 

conse rved , hun t ing shou ld 

no t beg in unt i l a short w h i l e 

after the birds have f in ished 

breed ing , w h e n the 

popu la t ion is s w o l l e n by 

'birds o f the year". S h o o t i n g 

at this t ime to s o m e extent 

replaces the natural 

mortal i ty that w o u l d 

o therwise th in the bird 's 

numbers , wi thou t 

necessar i ly deple t ing the 

s tock available to breed the 

f o l l o w i n g season . 

T h e C S I R O study s h o w e d 

that b reed ing frequently 

extends in to Apr i l . D r Fr i th 

and M s Carpenter p o i n t out 

that their analysis makes it 

clear that hun t ing in 

February or M a r c h w o u l d in 

m a n y years destroy nes t ing 

birds, and that Apr i l often 

finds a large n u m b e r o f 

y o u n g birds still unab le to 

fly s t rongly. 

T h e y therefore sugges t that 

the o p e n season for s tubble 

quai l s h o u l d b e the m o n t h s 

May—July i n all three States. 

H u n t i n g i n A u g u s t w o u l d 

disrupt pair-formation. 

N e w S o u t h W a l e s adopted 

this season s o m e t ime a g o , 

in the l ight o f the study's 

early results. It was that 

State's Fauna P ro t ec t ion 

Pane l — n o w the Na t i ona l 

Parks and Wi ld l i f e Se rv i ce 

— that p rompted the study 

by asking the C S I R O in the 

m i d 1960s to f ind ou t the 

quai l ' s b reed ing dates. 

V ic to r i a adopts a spli t 

season : M a r c h and 

May—June. I n S o u t h 

Austral ia the season o p e n s 

o n 21 February e x c e p t near 

Ade l a ide , w h e r e s h o o t i n g is 

permit ted f r o m 3 A p r i l ; 

t h roughou t the State the 

season ends o n 26 June. 

B o t h States are r ev i ewing 

their dates i n the l ight o f this 

study. 

A p l u m p , b r o w n bird 

w e i g h i n g about 100 g, the 

s tubble quai l o c c u r s w i d e l y 

in Austra l ian o p e n coun t ry 

south o f the T r o p i c o f 

Capr icorn . A s its n a m e 

suggests , the bird 

particularly frequents the 

wheat belt , nes t ing o n the 

g round and feed ing a lmos t 

exc lus ive ly o n seeds . 

T h e quai l has adapted we l l 

to the changes w r o u g h t s ince 

European set t lement, bo th 

because forest fe l l ing has 

created suitable n e w habitat 

and thanks to the 

in t roduc t ion o f the cereals 

and pasture grasses w h o s e 

seeds n o w make u p m o s t o f 

the bird 's diet . 

O n l y t w o native birds are 

wide ly r e c o g n i z e d as up land 

g a m e , and o f these the 

s tubble quai l is the m o r e 

important ; the o ther is the 

b r o w n quai l . 

R a i n has been s h o w n to 

in f luence regular b reed ing 

cyc l e s in s o m e other b i rds , 

n a m e l y grey teal, b l ack duck , 

zebra f inch , and several 

spec ies o f p i g e o n . T o s tubble 

quai l , rain is impor tant 

because it s t imulates the 

g rowth o f vegeta t ion and 

therefore br ings bo th f o o d 

and cove r , w i t h o u t either o f 

w h i c h the quai l raise fewer 

y o u n g or d o no t breed at all. 

T h e impor t ance o f f o o d 

was str ikingly demonst ra ted 

i n 1969 and 1970 , w h e n a 

p l ague o f m i c e ate so m u c h 

seed that the quail had to 

find alternative f o o d . T h e 

n e w diet was p robab ly 

unsatisfactory, for b reed ing 

was less success fu l than 

usual , despi te g o o d cove r . 

A t s o m e o f the study sites, 

and particularly in the arid 

plains near M a u d e , N . S . W . , 

birds face the conve r se 

difficulty: abundant f o o d but 

n o cove r . L a r g e areas there 

have seed o n the g round , but 

sheep graze the vegeta t ion 

and the quai l are c o n f i n e d to 

smal l pa tches o f c o v e r in 

m o i s t p l aces . 
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Desp i t e the c o n t i n u i n g 
statistical ons laught , the 
s tubble quai l is still keep ing 
s o m e details o f its private life 
to itself. 

F o r example , scientists are 
no t sure whether females lay 
m o r e than o n e c lu t ch in a 
season. T h e r e are t w o 
breed ing peaks , i n spr ing 
and au tumn, so s e c o n d 
b r o o d s s e e m l ikely , but it is 
poss ib l e that the au tumn 
b r o o d s are raised by y o u n g 
birds that ha tched the 
previous spring. 

T h i s raises another 
unso lved ques t ion : h o w l o n g 
d o e s a s tubble quai l take to 
mature? A s yet , n o b o d y is 
certain, but this study 
p r o d u c e d e v i d e n c e that a 
quai l m a y b e c o m e adult at 
the early age o f 4 m o n t h s . 

Breed ing o f the s tubble 

quai l , Coturnix pectoralis, 

i n south-eastern A u s ­

tralia. H.J. Fri th and S . M . 

Carpenter . Australian 

Wildlife Research, 1980 , 

7, 1 1 7 - 3 7 . 
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