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Rosche et al.: Effects of Growing Season Fire on Nest Site Selection
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ABSTRACT

Restoration and management of longleaf pine (Pinus palustris) communities necessitates frequent prescribed fire. Prior to human
colonization of the southeastern United States thousands of years ago, longleaf pine forests burned primarily during the growing-season
as a result of lightning-ignited fires. Growing-season prescribed fire may suppress woody vegetation and promote herbaceous
groundcover better than dormant-season fire. Despite the potential ecological benefits of growing-season fire, many land managers use
only dormant-season prescribed fire to avoid destruction of ground nests, including those from northern bobwhite (Colinus virginianus).
Our objective was to determine bobwhite nest survival and nest-site selection in the presence of early, growing-season prescribed fire on
a 3-year return interval. We compared vegetation composition and structure at nest sites and paired random sites to identify important
predictors of nest-site selection and to evaluate the effects of habitat covariates on nest survival. We captured bobwhite and attached
radio transmitters. Radio-marked individuals were tracked to locate nests and determine nest survival. We documented 2 nests that
burned during a growing-season prescribed fire. All 14 nests were located within units that were burned at least 2 years prior, putting
these nests at a greater risk for being destroyed by prescribed fire that occurred on a 3-year return interval. We suggest that restricting
early, growing-season prescribed burning to April through early June should limit an overlap between prescribed burns and the peak of
northern bobwhite nesting season, which occurred mid-July at our study site. Additionally, longer fire return intervals may be needed to
allow development of woody understory structure selected by bobwhites for nesting, especially on poor soils like those on our study site
in the Sandhills physiographic region.
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