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WHITHER WILL WILDFIRE
AFFECT WILDLIFE?

by Sandra Rideout-Hanzak

Wow. That is a lot of "w"s. And,
I admit, I had to look up "whither" to
be sure I was using it correctly. But,
in a year like this I thought it would
be appropriate to go to extremes to
describe wildfire.

At the time of this writing
(October 21), over 3.8 million acres
have burned in over 25,000 wildfires

Editor's Note: Dr. Sandra Rideout-Hanzak is a
Research Scientist at the Caesar Kleberg Wildlife
Research Institute and Assistant Professor in the
Department of Animal, Rangeland, and Wildlife
Sciences at Texas A&M University-Kingsville.
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area. Certainly, a few unfortunate
individuals will be caught between
merging flaming fronts, or when the
flaming front is between them and
their escape burrow, or they may be
too young to flee. But, reports of
these events are rare even after large,
fast-moving wildfires.
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(EAC) wildfire of 2006 that burned
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days, one land manager told me
about finding entire coveys of quail
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Wildlife populations are likely
affected more by indirect effects
of wildfire attributable to changes
in their habitat. In South Texas
rangelands, this consists mainly of
structural changes to the vegetation.
Perennial grasses are evolved to
regrow after defoliation from graz-
ing or fire, and most shrubs found
in South Texas are sprouting spe-
cies. They will all come back after
fire. However, the structure of the
vegetation will be changed for a few
years. Plants will be shorter. There
will be less litter on the ground and
more bare ground than before the

The plant community may
also be more diverse after wildfire
because many forbs in the seed bank
will germinate; the newly opened
space on the ground gives them an
opportunity to grow. This increased
plant diversity results in more
diverse seed
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Training sessions are essential to learn how to control wild
fires as well as how to keep prescribed burns under control.

fire. Sprouting shrubs may return
with many more small stems replac-
ing each larger stem that was present
before the fire. The former habitat is
not gone forever, rather it is changed
for a short time.

As vegetation regrows, it pro-
vides different benefits to wildlife in
its new state. The old, dead thatch
has been removed from grasses, and
the resulting new vegetative growth
is more palatable and more nutritious
for both grazers and browsers than it
was before the fire.

Depending on the amount of pre-
cipitation, grasses may return to their
pre-fire production levels within a
year. However, when wildfires occur
during a drought such as this year it
may take as many as three or more
years for grassland production to
return to pre-burn levels.
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resources for foraging
wildlife as well as a
more diverse insect
community.

Grassland bird
species are good
examples of wildlife
with varying habitat
needs. Their habi-
tat is also possibly
the most endangered
bird habitat in North
America. Each bird
species has a specific
suite of habitat needs,
and certain species,
such as the Mountain
Plover and Horned

bare areas left by fire
to thicker areas that have not burned
in several years. Burned areas will
provide a place for them to nest and
forage for only a few years while
there is open space on the ground.

On the human side, wildfires
can be devastating, but wildfire is as
native to South Texas as the wildlife
found here. Our native wildlife spe-
cies evolved with periodic fire, even
periods of frequent, large fires. Most
species will survive, adapt, and flour-
ish in the changed landscape.

Wildfires are certainly dramatic
events, but they are not as devastat-
ing to wildlife populations as other
more covert threats, such as loss of
habitat to exotic species or urban
sprawl. Perhaps it is time we went
to extremes regarding them. ~

CKWRI NEWS

Two New Researchers Added to
CKWRI Faculty

We are pleased to highlight
two researchers who were hired
within the past year here at the
CKWRI. Dr. Sandra Rideout-
Hanzak (whose article is featured
in this issue) is a Research Scientist
at the CKWRI and Assistant Profes-
sor in the Department of Animal,
Rangeland, and Wildlife Sciences
at TAMUK.

After completing her Ph.D. in
Forestry from Stephen F. Austin State
University in 2001, Sandra began a
post-doc position as a research for-
ester with the USDA Forest Service
at their Southern Research Station in
Athens, GA and later Clemson, SC.

She then went to
Texas Tech Uni-
versity in 2005
where she taught
Fire Ecology,
Prescribed Fire,
and Introductory
Wildlife.

Sandra is a
Dr. Sandra Rideout- founding member
Hanzak is one of of the Association
CKWRI's new
Research Scientists for Fire Ecology
that is specializing and former advi-
in fire ecology. sor of the Texas

Tech SAFE chap-
ter (Student Association for Fire
Ecology). She is a former Vice
President of the Association for Fire
Ecology and former member of the
Texas Prescribed Burn Board.

Currently, Sandra is studying the
effects of growing season burning
on the invasive grass tanglehead,
as well as restoration strategies for
endangered slender-rushpea habitat.
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By The Numbers
9 age in years of the oldest banded Mourning Dove recovered

in Texas (Texas Outdoors Journal, September 2011)

90 percent of all vehicle/animal collisions that include deer
(Texas Wildlife, November 2010)



Dr. David Wester is our second
addition, hired in summer 2011 as
a Research Scientist specializing
in quantitative ecology and Profes-
sor in the Department of Animal,
Rangeland, and Wildlife Sciences
at TAMUK. As many of you may
know, David was formerly from
Texas Tech University, where he
served as a faculty member in the
Department of Natural Resources
Management for

David was
born in Denver,
Colorado. A
strong inter-
est in natural
resources took
him to Colo-
rado State Uni-
versity where
he majored
in Range and
Forest Man-
agement as an
undergraduate.

28 years.

Dr. David Wester is
one of CKWRI's new
Research Scientists
that is specializing in
quantitative ecology.

His graduate work was completed at
Texas Tech University. He studied
how patterns of rainfall affect range-
land seeding success in his Master's
thesis. His Ph.D. research investi-
gated the effectiveness of various
quantitative techniques used to
describe patterns in natural veg-
etation in Guadalupe Mountains
National Park.

David's research interests
involve all aspects of plant ecol-
ogy. He also provides guidance for
CKWRI colleagues and students
in designing research studies and
analyzing data. ~

Consider giving a tax-deductible
donation to CKWRI

AVIAN BREEDING IN ARID
ENVIRONMENTS

by Ian Trewella and
Fidel Hernandez

Birds have evolved to breed
during periods that are favorable
for raising their young. The timing
of breeding, however, depends on
the environment and varies greatly
among bird species. For example,
White-crowned Sparrows breeding
in the subarctic initiate breeding
when day length (photoperiod)
increases and temperatures warm
up in the spring, whereas Rufous-
winged Sparrows in the Sonoroan
Desert wait to initiate breeding until
after summer rains. This variabil-
ity in timing of breeding raises the
question, how exactly do birds know
when to initiate breeding?

In relatively predictable envi-
ronments, birds rely heavily on day
length as a predictor of upcoming
favorable conditions. Temperate
and Arctic ecosystems are some
examples of these predictable envi-
ronments. In these ecosystems,
favorable breeding conditions arise
at approximately the same time
every year. As photoperiod increases
during the spring time, these sea-
sonal breeders increase the size of
their gonads and initiate breeding.

In less predictable environments
such as deserts, photoperiod may
not be a reliable indicator of opti-
mal breeding conditions. Optimal
conditions in these regions generally
follow rainfall, which can be erratic
and unpredictable. Thus, the breed-

Ed tor's Note: Mr. Ian Trewella is a M S. student
at the CKWRI and Dr. Fidel Herrnndez holds the
Alfred C. Glassell, Jr., Endowed Professorship for
Quail Research at CKWRI and Professor in the
Department of Animal, Rangeland, and Wildlife
Sciences at Texas A&M University-Kingsville.

Did You Know?
Birdwatching ranks just below camping and fishing as one of
America's favorite pastimes. (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service)

Black bears have 5 nonretractable claws on each of their paws.
(U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Wildlife Biologue, American Black Bear)
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ing of many desert birds often is
highly correlated with rainfall.

Traditionally, increases in food
supply and other materialized effects
of rainfall were thought to explain
the positive relationship observed
between breeding activity and rain-
fall in arid environments. Evidence
exists, however, that some avian
species may take a direct cue from
rainfall itself.

In Australian deserts, Zebra
Finches have been documented to
initiate breeding activity during or
immediately following a rain storm,
regardless of the season. To breed
opportunistically, Zebra Finches are
thought to maintain their reproduc-
tive organs at a semi-developed
state year-round. This is different
from many other bird species, which
reduce their gonad size during the
non-breeding season to reduce
energy costs.

Other avian species around the
globe have a similar response to
rainfall. The Vermilion Flycatcher,
a species found in South Texas, has

C Hugh Lieck

Northern Bobwhite breeding activity
appears to be strongly influenced by the
timing of rainfall events in South Texas.

been documented to engage in nest
building and egg laying within days
of a rainstorm in western Ecuador.

If species are using rainfall as
a predictive cue, then rainfall may
allow them to synchronize the
hatching of their young with the
abundance in food resulting from
rain storms. If they waited for
increasing food resources to appear
before initiating breeding following
rainfall, then hatching of the young



could occur during times of declin-
ing food resources, or no food at all,
because of the time required to build
a nest, lay eggs, incubate the clutch,
and hatch young.

In southwestern rangelands,
quail go through boom and bust
cycles that are tied to rainfall. What
exactly causes reproductive failure
during drought is unknown. It is
possible that the necessary cues
to initiate breeding are not present
during drought. Rainfall could be
this cue. During the dry year of
2005, we found evidence that North-
ern Bobwhites might have used
rainfall to initiate breeding. Most
of the radio-marked bobwhite hens
were not nesting during the drought,
but did so immediately following
rainfall. We found completed nests
within three weeks following the
rainstorm. Considering that the
egg laying period takes anywhere
between 18 to 20 days, we believe
that rainfall was the cue.

To further investigate how
Northern Bobwhites and other native
bird species in South Texas may use
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We are studying what triggers breeding
activity in several species of birds that
occur within arid South Texas.

rainfall as a predictive factor for
nesting, we recently began a cap-
tive study focusing on the effect of
rainfall and its associated conditions

on reproductive activity. We are
exposing wild females of various
avian species to different environ-
mental conditions and monitoring
their breeding behavior. In addition
to this experimental research, we
also will use data from a long-term
radio telemetry study on bobwhites
to model the effects of rainfall on
nesting variables.

If climate change projections
for drier and more variable weather
conditions hold true for the south-
western United States, then such
changes may pose significant chal-
lenges for semiarid and arid land
breeding birds. Additional knowl-
edge of the interactions between
avian species and their environment
is necessary to better understand the
consequences of climate change on
these species.

Visit our web page at
http://www.ckwri.tamuk.edu
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Advisory Board
The Advisory Board of the Caesar Kleberg Wildlife Research Institute provides
leadership in all aspects of our work. We are indebted to them for their com-
mitment to CKWRI and its mission.

Gus T. Canales A. C. Jones, IV Barry Coates Roberts
T. Dan Friedkin David Winfield Killam Stuart W. Stedman

Henry R. Hamman Tio Kleberg Buddy Temple
(Chairman) C. Berdon Lawrence Ben F. Vaughan, III

George C. "Tim" Hixon Kenneth E. Leonard Bryan Wagner
Karen Hunke James A. McAllen Charles A. Williams

What Do They Eat?
Red-eared sliders are omnivores, eating aquatic plants, small fish,
and dead matter. (http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/huntwild/wild/species/slider/)

The Blue-Gray Gnatcatcher mainly feeds on insects and spiders.
(http://bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/species/023)


