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July, August, September, and the start of October have been extremely hot
and dry. Although it was summer in Texas, this is the longest, driest, and
hottest stretch we’ve experienced in a while. The last time we had a hot and
dry July/August in 2017 it was ended by Harvey. I don’t think we want that
type of relief, but we sure need some rain and cooler temperatures. As I write
this article, we’re supposed to be getting a decent cold front that should drop
our temperatures into a more seasonable range and possibly bring some rain.
Let’s keep our fingers crossed for more of that type of weather.
Based on what we’ve experienced the last 3 months or so, deer should readily
come to feeders, so harvest for this year should be up. Antler development
has been good and fawn survival has been good across the district. Check out
the population data from the different Wildlife Management Associations
(WMAs) across the district. District biologists and WMA members ramped up
sampling efforts this year and the data collected is impressive. We want to
continue these efforts as we try to monitor the impacts of the new doe days
in these counties and any changes to the MLD program that may happen in
the future.
District biologists are shifting gears from deer population surveys and permit
issuance to hunting season. They want to focus efforts on collecting age and
antler data in the original six counties for the antler restriction regulation
(Lavaca, Colorado, Fayette, Lee, Washington, and Austin). Biologists in and
around those counties will be making themselves available to age and
measure your deer, so please make sure that you seek one out if you are
lucky enough to harvest an animal. This includes doe.
We also want to continue to focus efforts on collecting CWD samples. We will
have a CWD seasonal biologist in the district for the first time this year.
We’ve hired Elijah Fry to serve in this capacity. His job is going to be focusing
on collecting CWD samples across the district. If you harvest a deer, you do
not need to get that animal measured or sampled immediately. What we
need for age and antler data is the lower jaw bone and antlers (of course).
Skull plate needs to be attached and intact.
Continued on page 2
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State of the District, continued
We need the head for CWD samples. We can take frozen heads or heads that have been kept cool (refrigerated or
on ice) and have not decayed too much. So, you can process your animal and then decide to either bring your
animal to a biologist or possibly set it up where the biologist comes to you. With this new CWD seasonal position,
we think we’ll be setting certain dates where landowners/hunters can bring their heads to a set location where
they can be aged, measured, and sampled. If interested, you can contact your local biologist for more
information. Look for the map of counties and biologists in this newsletter for contact information.
Additionally, road kills are a big part of our CWD sampling efforts. The biologists work with local sheriff’s
departments, TxDot, and Animal Control personnel to get notified of locations of road killed deer. However, that’s
not 100% for every roadway. If you happen to see a dead deer on the shoulder while driving, feel free to contact
your local biologist and let them know. Biologists are spray painting (in orange) those animals that have already
been collected, so if you see an orange “X” or line you know that animal has already been sampled. Otherwise, let
us know. Every sample is appreciated.
Fall and hunting season is upon us. Bucks have finally started showing signs of rutting. Days are getting a bit cooler
and leaves will soon start to turn. Probably my favorite time of year, and I encourage you and yours to get out and
enjoy the wildlife and habitat on your piece of Texas.

David Forrester is the District 7 Leader in La Grange. He has been with TPWD since 2001 when he started
his career as the TPWD wildlife biologist for Fort Bend and Wharton counties. David has a Bachelor of
Science in Agricultural Economics and a Bachelor of Science in Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences, both from
Texas A&M University, and a Master of Science in Range and Wildlife Management from Texas A&M
University-Kingsville.
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Doe Days for District 7
WRITTEN BY BOBBY EICHLER

As many of you may be aware, the Texas Parks and Wildlife Commission passed a
regulation during the March 2019 Commission Hearing that will allow for the harvest of
antlerless deer during the 2019-2020 hunting seasons throughout much of the Oaks and
Prairies region. Before this regulation, antlerless harvest could only occur either during
the archery only season using a valid hunting license or with the use of Managed Lands
Deer Permits (MLDP). Counties included in the new regulation are Austin, Bastrop,
Caldwell, Colorado, Comal (east of IH-35), Dewitt, Fayette, Goliad (north of US 59),
Gonzales, Guadalupe, Hays (east of I-35), Jackson (north of US 59), Karnes, Lavaca, Lee,
Travis (east of I-35), Victoria (north of US 59), Waller, Washington, Wharton (north of US
59), and Wilson.
In addition to the antlerless harvest, a regulation was passed for mandatory reporting of antlerless deer within 24
hours of harvest.
Below, several aspects of the regulation, as well as scenarios will be covered for clarification on the regulations
and how the season may affect various properties and hunters.
• Antlerless harvest for the previously mentioned counties can occur during archery, youth-only,

muzzleloader, and the four-day season over the Thanksgiving weekend (Thursday through Sunday).
• The antlerless bag limit for these counties will be 2 (all seasons combined).
• This regulation mainly effects properties which currently do not receive MLDP’s. Any antlerless deer

harvested during a legal season on a non-MLDP property must be tagged with the appropriate hunting
license tag immediately upon harvest.
• In the affected counties, within 24 hours of harvesting an antlerless deer using a hunting license tag, the

hunter must report the harvest using either the My Texas Hunt Harvest app or the Texas Parks and
Wildlife website at www.tpwd.texas.gov/myhunt.
• Properties which receive MLDP’s may hunt antlerless deer the entire season as specified on the permit

(Sept. 28, 2019 – Feb. 29, 2020).
• Properties which receive MLDP’s cannot harvest antlerless deer that exceed the total permit issuance and

harvested antlerless deer must have an MLD permit attached, not a hunting license tag.
• For MLDP properties, harvested antlerless deer do not have to be reported within the time frame or on

the available apps. However, MLDP cooperators must continue to report their annual harvest by April 1 on
the Land Management Assistance (LMA) system and fill out their MLDP Harvest Log as outlined in the
MLDP rules. If, as an MLD cooperator, if you wish to report your harvest on the My Texas Hunt Harvest
app, you may do so but it does not take the place of your required LMA reporting.
Continued on page 4
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Doe Days for District 7, continued
Scenarios and Questions
•

I am an archery hunter and I hunt both Lee and Grimes counties, does the mandatory reporting affect me?
Yes, if you harvest an antlerless deer during archery season in Lee county, you must report the harvest. You do
not have to report Grimes county harvest, but the app will allow you to if you wish.

•

I have a child which I intend to bring hunting during the youth-only season, and I do not get MLDP’s on the
Colorado county property. In years past youth could not harvest antlerless deer during this period without
a MLD permit, but now they can? Yes, make sure to use hunting license tag and report harvest.

•

I am an adult and I hunt a Fayette county property that does not receive permits and I harvested one
antlerless deer during archery season, how many more antlerless deer may I harvest this year in the
county? The antlerless bag limit for the county is 2 per hunter when using your hunting license tags, so you
may harvest 1 more during either the four-day general season or during the muzzleloader season when
hunting Fayette county.

•

My property was issued 4 MLDP’s for antlerless harvest in Gonzales county, all 4 were used before
Christmas. My grandchild is visiting from out of state and I want to let the kid harvest an antlerless deer
during the January youth season. What can I do? MLD properties cannot harvest deer in excess of the
number of permits issued, unfortunately this property cannot harvest another antlerless deer this season. An
alternative would be to find a willing friend who may let your grandchild hunt their property.

•

I harvested an antlerless deer on my hunting lease in rural DeWitt county. I have no phone reception at the
lease and plan on staying through the weekend. How do I report my harvest? Go ahead and report using the
My Texas Hunt Harvest app. The app will store the harvest log and will upload once the phone gets service. In
the time being if you were checked by a Game Warden, the app will show you reported within the time period
and will be time stamped.

•

Not everyone has a mobile phone or a computer, how do I report my antlerless harvest? TPWD recognizes
that this may be the case for some. Unfortunately, the harvest still needs to be reported. In this case the
hunter will have to reach out for assistance to a friend, neighbor, family member, etc. The person helping
you can assist creating your account (using general information from your hunting license) and report your
harvest on their phone or computer. Once you have an account, you can have anybody assist you on any
device, anywhere.

•

Do I have to report any bucks I harvest too, or only does? The new regulations only make it mandatory to
report antlerless harvest, but if you wish to report your harvest on the My Texas Hunt Harvest app, you may
do so.

•

Where can I go to read the regulations or find out season dates? You can find all hunting and fishing
regulations in the Outdoor Annual: www.outdoorannual.com, the Outdoor Annual mobile app, or pick one up
at a license retailer near you

Bobby Eichler is the Technical Guidance Biologist for the Oak Prairie District. He has Bachelor and Master of
Science degrees in Forestry both with emphasis in Game Management, from Stephen F. Austin State
University. A native of Giddings, Bobby started his TPWD career in East Texas before moving to La Grange
in 2007.

5

Title of Article
WRITTEN BY ______________

6
_____________ continued
Text ….

7

2019 White-tailed Deer Population Survey Results
WRITTEN BY BOBBY EICHLER

As many of you are aware, summertime is a busy time for both
Wildlife Management Association (WMA) members and Texas Parks
and Wildlife Department (TPWD) staff. It is during the short period of
late July through August that population data is collected for
white-tailed deer. This population data is then used to set harvest
recommendations by permit issuance in mid-September. Both WMA
members and staff across the Oaks and Prairies region of Texas
should be proud of the hard work that is put into this collection
period. Population data is critical to properly manage the deer herd,
and staff take this task seriously. As you browse through these
results, there are a few points to make as well as some
summarization that indicates the annual effort for these surveys.

•

During the summer 2019 collection period, a minimum of
64 spotlight lines were sampled, most sampled at least
2-3 times each.
• This resulted in over 1788 miles of spotlight lines

being ran, with just over 163,236 acres sampled
across 16 counties.

White-tailed deer does.
Photo©Chase A. Fountain, TPWD.

•

Incidental observations collected by WMA members, as well
as TPWD staff, resulted in over 331,000 deer identified to help determine buck:doe ratios and overall
fawn survival.

•

Spotlight surveys are most important when analyzed across the long-term and as trend data. While
the survey gives us an idea of deer densities, it is obviously not 100% accurate (we can’t even count
human populations accurately). Individual line data for a one-year period should always be viewed
looking at the ‘big picture’ and in conjunction with several years.

•

Deer densities vary by habitat suitability. It is meaningless to compare your part of the county with
other areas in hopes of obtaining higher densities. Different areas across the landscape have different
carrying capacities, and we manage to keep populations within that capacity.

Lastly, as always, we urge you to stay involved with your local WMA and volunteer during these counts. Help is
always needed and appreciated, and there is nothing more educational than getting on back of a truck several
times during the summer and seeing what is out there.

Bobby Eichler is the Technical Guidance Biologist for the Oak Prairie District. He has Bachelor and Master
of Science degrees in Forestry both with emphasis in Game Management, from Stephen F. Austin State
University. A native of Giddings, Bobby started his TPWD career in East Texas before moving to La Grange
in 2007.

Continued on page 8
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2019 White-tailed Deer Population Survey Results, continued
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2019 White-tailed Deer Population Survey Results, continued
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2019 White-tailed Deer Population Survey Results, continued

*
*

Guadalupe* - Due to urbanization some of the WMA lines are no longer conducive due to housing developments
and heavy traffic. Alternative methods by members are used to estimate population densities.
Washington** - Washington County WMA’s are not established with deer management as the primary focus.
Due to this, incidental observations that are collected are mostly volunteer reporting by interested members
with data coming in throughout the fall.
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Update on Feral Hog Toxicants
WRITTEN BY JOHN KINSEY

Wild pigs are an exotic invasive species.
Exotic species, commonly referred to as
introduced species, are species which have
been unnaturally moved from their native
habitats and placed in a habitat which they
do not belong. Invasive species are
organisms which move, either naturally or
anthropogenically,
outside
of
their
indigenous (naturally occurring) range and
are likely to cause ecological or economic
damage. While not all invasive species are
exotic, most exotic species have invasive
qualities and wild pigs most definitely fall in
both categories.
It has been estimated that Americans spend over $1.5
billion annually in either attempting to manage the
population or mitigating damage they cause to
Photos©John Kinsey, TPWD.
landscaping, golf courses, agricultural areas, and vehicles.
That estimate is over a decade old and most professionals believe that number is
closer to $2.1 billion today. In addition to this economic impact, the damage to the ecosystems in which these
animals now thrive is vast, but almost impossible to quantify.
It is widely accepted that we would need to remove approximately 70% of the wild pig population annually just to
maintain it at its current level. It is also estimated that, in Texas, we only remove approximately 29% each year.
This means that even with all the recreational hunting, aerial gunning, trapping, and dog running being done in
Texas, that annual estimate of $2.1 billion is going to grow, and continue to grow. New tools and techniques to
control the population must continue to be investigated so that we may become more efficient and effective at
reducing wild pig numbers.
One tool which may improve our ability to reduce wild pig populations that is not currently available to us in the
United States is an oral toxicant. A collaboration of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), Texas
Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD), and Animal Control Technologies Australia (ACTA) developed a sodium
nitrite based toxicant under the trademarked name HOGGONE® (Animal Control Technologies Australia P/L,
Somerton, Victoria, Australia) and is currently going through the United States Environmental Protection Agency
(USEPA) pesticide registration process. Sodium nitrite is the world’s most common food preservative to prevent
botulism. Ironically, the same salt compound that is used to preserve bacon is also toxic to wild pigs.
Continued on page 12
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Update on Feral Hog Toxicants, continued
Sodium nitrite is inexpensive, readily available, safe to handle,
and highly effective at killing feral pigs.
I would like to point out that researchers tried for years to use
sodium nitrite in its raw form in a plethora of different bait
matrices, and it did not work. The problems with using raw
sodium nitrite is that it is unpalatable and highly reactive to
moisture, making it difficult to disguise in a bait. Early work
sought to identify a potential bait matrix that would allow for
raw sodium nitrite to be used. It is now recognized that to
reliably deliver a sodium nitrite based bait to wild pigs the active
ingredient would need to microencapsulated by chemists. I
mention this because you can buy raw sodium nitrite for meat
processing online and in stores, and I don’t want anybody to get
any ideas about using your sausage cure to poison pigs. Three
reasons for that. The first is that it is illegal. Sodium nitrite is not
a registered toxicant and you could find yourself in quite a bit of
trouble for pulling a stunt like that. The second is that it won’t
work, it has been tried. The third reason is that you may
negatively impact an animal you did not intend to, and that is
never a good thing.

Photos©John Kinsey, TPWD.

A high dose of sodium nitrite induces methemoglobinemia, which simply
reduces the red blood cell’s ability to transport oxygen to tissues in the body. A lethal dose results in hypoxia
approximately two and a half hours after consumption. If a wild pig consumes a sub lethal dose of sodium
nitrite, its body metabolizes it out and there are no long term negative effects, even if an animal is exposed
multiple times.
Research has been conducted on residual sodium nitrite levels in various tissues of wild pigs which succumbed to
sodium nitrite poisoning, as well as the susceptibility of two key scavenger species. One such study was a direct
assessment of susceptibility to sodium nitrite poisoning to both turkey vultures and coyotes. There were two
phases to both of these studies. In the first phase both species were fed various known dosages of
microencapsulated sodium nitrite and monitored for clinical signs of intoxication and/or mortality. The second
phase of the study was a more realistic scenario in which wild pigs were fed known doses of HOGGONE® and
poisoned carcasses were presented to groups of both scavenger species immediately upon death. Results of
these studies indicated that there is little concern of negative effects to avian or mammalian scavenger species as
there were no signs of intoxication in any individual who consumed portions of the poisoned wild pig carcass.
Sodium nitrite is not a species specific toxicant. I don’t suspect we will find a poison of any kind that only impacts
wild pigs. Thus, a wild pig specific delivery device will be necessary to deliver any wild pig toxicant registered in
the United States. There are 4 feeders that have been scientifically tested, published in peer reviewed literature,
and deemed safe for delivery of a wild pig toxicant outside of bear habitat. Investigation of feeder designs is
ongoing to identify a bear proof feeder so that toxicants may be reliably and safely deployed across the
southeastern United States where black bear and wild pigs occupy the same habitats.
Continued on page 13
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Update on Feral Hog Toxicants, continued
In August 2019, the USDA and TPWD conducted a small-scale field study on a free range population of feral swine
in Alabama. The purpose was to evaluate lethality and non-target risks relative to formulation and delivery
strategies recently made to the HOGGONE® prototype product. Preliminary results indicated a high level of
lethality for wild pigs and minimal non-target risk. An official update from the USDA on the results of that study
should be released sometime this fall. Because of the promising results, the collaboration plans to return to north
Texas to replicate that small-scale field trial in early 2020. If results from this upcoming trial are similarly
promising, the USDA will apply for another Experimental Use Permit from the EPA to test the reformulated
product in larger scale free-range trials in both Texas and Alabama. In addition, multiple food-use safety
studies will need to be completed before submission of a HOGGONE® section 3 application to the EPA for
possible registration.
A toxicant, perfect or not, will not be a magic pill that will solve all our problems. We will have to continue to use
those tools currently available to us under the right prescription in conjunction with new tools we may discover in
an integrated pest management system. What I’m saying here is that we are going to have to throw everything
we have at them if we expect to have a chance at winning this war on wild pigs, and what we have right now isn’t
enough.

Portions of this article were first published in North American Whitetail’s Hog Hunting Magazine in January of 2018.
Permission to reprint was granted by North American Whitetail.*

Mr. Kinsey received his B.S. in natural resource management at Sul Ross State University in 2008. In 2009
he began research on the effectiveness of a bobwhite quail propagation tool called the Surrogator® at
Texas State University. While working on his M.S. in wildlife ecology at Texas State, he also worked as a
field biologist on a vegetation mapping project in the Big Thicket National Preserve. Upon completion of
his M.S. in 2011, he obtained a position as an environmental scientist with a consulting firm in Austin
where he gained experience in multiple aspects of environmental science and natural resource
management across the United States. In 2013 he accepted a position with the Texas Parks and Wildlife
Department, where he assisted private landowners with designing and implementing various habitat
restoration and wildlife management techniques on their properties. Mr. Kinsey has since relocated to a
position at TPWD’s Kerr Wildlife Management Area serving as the Lead Research Biologist at the Feral
Swine Research Facility where he has led a team of wildlife professionals in research on various aspects
of feral swine ecology, management, and behavior for more than 5 years.
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Plant Profile: Tropical Soda Apple
WRITTEN BY SHANNON LAWRENCE

The word tropical may evoke thoughts of palm trees, beach scenes, and
drinks with little umbrellas. Unfortunately, if you are faced with tropical
soda apple (Solanum viarum), you need to reach for herbicide, not a tasty
beverage. When a Victoria County landowner told me about this plant this
past spring, I had never heard of it. In a follow-up site visit I saw firsthand
the invasive nature of this shrub. A few weeks later, in another part of the
county, a different landowner pulled up to a plant and asked what it was
because it had only been present the last couple of years. It was tropical
soda apple.
Tropical soda apple is an invasive perennial shrub from South America. It
made its appearance in the United States in 1988 in Florida and has spread
to at least 11 other states and Puerto Rico. While it isn’t definitively known
how it arrived in Florida, it likely made its way unintentionally in
agricultural products such as hay. Its presence in Texas is not well
documented, so it’s hard to say how widespread this species is across
Texas. It was first detected in Jasper County in 2004 and I have seen it on a
couple of ranches in Victoria County, so it stands to reason that it could be
between here and there with some frequency.

Top: Tropical soda apple with
mature fruit
Bottom left: Tropical soda apple
infestation. Victoria County.
Photo©Shannon Lawrence, TPWD.

It can grow 3-6 feet in height and has broad leaves that are lined with
spines on both sides. Stems are also armored with spines. Flowers appear September through May and consist of
five white petals with a cream center. It is in the nightshade family and produces tomato like fruits around 1 inch
in diameter that transition from a green watermelon pattern to yellow when ripe. Each fruit houses seeds and a
single plant is capable of producing up to 50,000 seeds!
There are several negative effects of tropical soda apple. It
spreads quickly and can form a monoculture that inhibits
growth of native plants. In cultivated areas it can be a
problem because it is a host of viruses such as Gemini
virus, cucumber mosaic virus, potato leaf roll virus, potato
virus Y, tobacco etch virus, tobacco mosaic virus, and
tomato mottle virus. Like other species of nightshades, the
fruits also contain the chemical compound solasodine
which is poisonous to humans when consumed. Because
of the plants ability to spread rapidly and produce large
amounts of seed, control when plants are first detected is
important to reduce the risk of invasion. Unfortunately,
seeds are spread by livestock, wildlife (particularly feral
hogs, deer, and raccoons), contaminated hay, and equipment. While some biocontrol using beetles has been
successful in Florida, chemical control is probably your best bet.
Continued on page 15
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Plant Profile: Tropical Soda Apple, continued
A 1-1.5% solution of Triclopyr with a ¼% nonionic
surfactant is the suggested method for chemical control.
Repeated mowing before fruits develop may be useful if
chemical control is not feasible. Plants that have fruits
should be cut, piled and either burned or buried at least 3
feet underground to prevent germination. Continued
vigilance is required if plants have been around long
enough to put out those 50,000 seeds. So, add this to
your list of invasive plants you need to watch out for, put
down that umbrella drink, and go control some tropical
soda apple.

Resources:

Chemically treated tropical soda apple. While the plant is
dead, the fruits are mature and will drop the seeds.
Photo©Shannon Lawrence, TPWD.

Waggy, Melissa A. 2009. Solanum viarum. In: Fire Effects
Information System, [Online]. U.S. Department ofAgriculture, Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Research Station,
Fire Sciences Laboratory (Producer).
Available: https://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/plants/forb/solvia/all.html [2019, August 11].
Texas Invasive Species Institute http://www.tsusinvasives.org/home/database/solanum-viarum

Shannon Lawrence is the wildlife biologist for Victoria, Calhoun, and Refugio counties. She received her B.S.
in Range and Wildlife Management from Texas A&M-Kingsville. After several internships, including 2 years
at the Attwater Prairie Chicken National Wildlife Refuge, Shannon moved to Arizona for 13 years. There she
earned her M.S. in Wildlife Conservation and Management from the University of Arizona and worked as a
wildlife biologist for the Arizona Game and Fish Department and Fort Huachuca Army Installation. Shannon
reclaimed her Texas residency and began her career with TPWD in February 2018.
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Species Spotlight: Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus)
WRITTEN BY TEXAS PARKS AND WILDLIFE DEPARTMENT

The timber rattlesnake, sometimes called
canebrake rattlesnake, is a state threatened
species found across the eastern third of Texas
(Figure 1). The scientific name, Crotalus
horridus, is formed from two Latin words:
crotalum, meaning "bell or rattle," and horridus,
for "dreadful"—which makes reference to
its venom.
Timber rattlesnakes have wide heads and narrow necks—a
typical distinction of all venomous snakes except coral
snakes (Micrurus fulvius). Timber rattlers are the second
largest venomous snake in Texas and third largest in the
United States. Adult timber rattlesnakes reach a length of 36
to 40 inches (91 to 101 cm), and weigh 1.3 to 2 pounds (0.58
to 0.9 kg). They have a heavy, light yellow, gray or
greenish-white body with a rust-colored strip along the
length of their back and a black tail is tipped with rattles.
Timber rattlesnakes have yellow eyes with elliptical or cat-like
pupils. Twenty to 29 dark, V-shaped crossbars with jagged
edges form a distinctive pattern across their back.
Sexual maturity is reached at three years for males and up to
four years for females. Mating season is in early spring; only
once every two to three years for females. Timber rattlers,
like other pit vipers, do not lay eggs. Instead the eggs are
kept
inside the female's body until they are ready to
"hatch." The egg have an estimated incubation time of six
months. Litters consist of between five and 20 young, which
are 10 to 17 inches long (25 to 43 cm). Young may remain
near their mother for seven to 10 days after birth, but no
parental care is provided. Timber rattlesnakes live up to
10 years.

Top: The timber rattlesnake can be distinguished
by the dark v-shaped cross bar pattern and
black-tipped tail.
Photo courtesy: Bobby Eichler, TPWD.
Figure 1: Known distribution of timber rattlesnakes
in Texas. Orange counties represent new county
records since previous update in 1998.
Map courtesy: herpsoftexas.org

Although diurnal (active during the day) during spring and fall, timber rattlesnakes become nocturnal (active at
night) during the oppressive heat of the summer. They will coil beside a fallen tree or log and wait for their
quick-moving prey to pass. Their preferred prey are rabbits, squirrels, rats, mice and occasionally birds, other
snakes, lizards, and frogs. As with other pit vipers, timber rattlesnakes can develop an appetite for certain prey—
some spend their lives eating only birds or squirrels while others will eat a variety of foods. Their interest and
appetite seem to be shaped by killing a particular prey early in life.
Continued on page 17
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Species Spotlight: Timber Rattlesnake (Crotalus horridus), continued
Coyotes, bobcats, skunks, foxes, hawks and owls, and snake-eating snakes such as king snakes, indigo snakes and
cottonmouths feed on timber rattlesnakes.
Highly venomous, timber rattlesnakes are sometimes slow to defend themselves and rely on their ability to blend
into their surroundings to avoid confrontation. They seek to escape rather than risking danger and will remain
silent, and if possible, will hide before revealing their position to a predator. Despite their large size and
reputation, they are difficult to provoke into rattling or biting. Still, it does happen. It is best not to take any
chances with such a potentially deadly snake. People tend to put themselves in greater risk and are more likely
to get bitten while trying to move or harm a venomous snake. If someone is bitten, seek immediate
medical attention.
According to popular belief, one can tell the age of a rattlesnake by the number of rattles present at the end of its
tail. A baby rattlesnake is born with the first segment of its rattle, called a "button." As the snake grows (and with
each molting of its outer skin) an additional segment is added to its rattle. Younger snakes shed more often than
older snakes, but on average, free-ranging snakes may molt three to six times a year. Another clue to a snake's
age is its color: timber rattlers darken as they age, and the darkest are old males.
Timber rattlesnakes prefer moist lowland forests and hilly woodlands or thickets near permanent water sources
such as rivers, lakes, ponds, streams and swamps where tree stumps, logs and branches provide refuge.
Although many timber rattlers meet their deaths at the hands of people or by automobiles, one of the largest
threats to timber rattlesnake populations is destruction, fragmentation, or altering the places they need to hunt,
hibernate and live. Today, every state inhabited by timber rattlesnakes has laws protecting the species, including
Texas. In Texas, it is listed as a threatened species. This means that people cannot take (kill or capture), transport,
have in their possession, or sell timber rattlesnakes.

Timber Rattlesnake. Photo©TPWD.
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Whatever Became of the Attwater’s Prairie-Chicken?
WRITTEN BY MICHAEL E. MORROW, WILDLIFE BIOLOGIST, ATTWATER PRAIRIE CHICKEN NATIONAL
WILDLIFE REFUGE, EAGLE LAKE, TX

The Attwater’s prairie-chicken (Figure 1)
was once very numerous in grasslands of
coastal Texas. Val Lehmann related several
anecdotes in his 1941 monograph on the
Attwater’s prairie-chicken that illustrate
how plentiful the Attwater’s once were:
“Many old cattleman of the coastal prairie have told the writer
[Lehmann] that in the early days the prairie chickens were relied
upon to furnish fresh meat for the cattle camps. The task of
killing 40 or 50 prairie chickens was menial, the cook of the outfit
usually attending to it.”
“During the summer of 1893 or 1894, in Matagorda County, near
Bay City, V. L. LeTulle reports that 71 Attwater’s prairie chickens
were shot in 2 hours….”

Figure 1. Attwater's prairie-chicken on the
Attwater Prairie Chicken National Wildlife
Refuge. Photo©Refuge Manager, John Magera.

“Mendell Burrell of the Ray Pipkin ranch…told the writer [Lehmann] that as late as 1920 his domestic chickens
were fed under the ranch house in winter to prevent prairie chickens from consuming the grain.”
Unfortunately, populations of this iconic prairie species are a faint shadow of the times referenced in the
foregoing anecdotes. Indeed, for the past 30 years, despite the best efforts of conservationists, they have teetered
as close to edge of extinction as possible without going over. Gone are the assemblages of males on communal
display grounds known as booming grounds that were once scattered across the prairie from southwest Louisiana
to at least Corpus Christi in Texas. Assemblages that filled the prairies with the antics of dancing males as they
gave it their all to defend their portion of these booming grounds against other males and to attract seemingly
indifferent females. Bustling activity once so vibrant and ubiquitous, now all but gone, leaving the springtime
prairie empty for those that were fortunate enough to have experienced this annual ritual of nature. An emptiness
that can no longer be appreciated by most people currently occupying the landscape where this drama played out
year after year for eons.
But hold on. The Attwater’s prairie-chicken is not gone yet. While some have long since written the Attwater’s off
as a lost cause, others are not yet willing to add them to the casualty list of species unable to cope with the
change’s humans have wrought on this planet. In fact, there is a diverse group of individuals and landowners,
along with non-governmental and governmental organizations that are still pulling hard for the Attwater’s. And
many of these groups and individuals are doing much more than providing hope and moral support. They are
investing their own funding, facilities, space, and time to put the Attwater’s on a new trajectory toward recovery
rather than extinction.
Continued on page 19
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Whatever Became of the Attwater’s Prairie-Chicken, continued
These groups include the usual players in this sort of situation – the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Texas Parks and
Wildlife Department, and The Nature Conservancy of Texas. But other groups critical to the Attwater’s recovery
may be less obvious. Like Fossil Rim Wildlife Center, the Houston Zoo, the Caldwell Zoo, and the Sutton Avian
Research Center which are all involved in rearing Attwater’s prairie-chickens for release back into the wild. You
may be thinking to yourself about now “Wait a minute – captive rearing almost never works for re-establishing
populations….” And you would be right. But we had no choice. The Attwater’s population made its final plunge
toward extinction in the early 1990s so quickly and rangewide that there was no opportunity to move wild stock
around to buoy failing populations. Were it not for the captive breeding programs, there is no question that the
Attwater’s would be extinct by now.

So back to the question at hand – how are the Attwater’s doing now? The short answer is numbers are still
critically low in the wild. But the longer answer is that we have learned a tremendous amount through the years
about introducing captive-reared prairie-chickens into the wild. Do released birds survive as well as wild birds?
No. Recognizing that this was probably an unreasonable expectation, the Attwater’s Prairie-Chicken Recovery
Team suggested a target survival for released pen-reared birds of half that of wild birds, or an annual survival of
around 25%. Annual post-release survival currently averages 17%, but is highly variable from year to year. Some
years survival is close to or exceeds the 25% target. Some years survival falls far short. Early in the program, the
focus was primarily on survival of released birds.

Figure 2. Attwater's prairie-chicken population trend. The decrease in 2012 resulted from historic
drought conditions in 2011, while those in 2017 and 2018 were from catastrophic flooding, including
that caused by hurricane Harvey.

Continued on page 20
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Whatever Became of the Attwater’s Prairie-Chicken, continued
“If we could just get enough to survive, the rest would take care of itself…” Wrong! After several years, it became
apparent that we had a chick survival problem. In fact, we were losing almost all chicks without exception during
the first two weeks after hatch. Many thought it was because captive-reared hens were behaviorally maladapted,
making them unable to rear chicks.
But the late Dr. John Toepfer, who devoted his life to all thing’s prairie grouse, used to say “Perception is reality
until you check the facts…” And when we checked the facts, we found that arthropod abundance, required by
chicks as food during the first weeks of life, was critically low within the historic range of the Attwater’s during the
time that chicks were hatching, resulting in the near total loss of chicks we were seeing. Further, we found that
these low arthropod numbers were due to invasion by invasive red imported fire ants which arrived in Attwater’s
range during the 1960s and 1970s. When fire ants are suppressed so that insects can increase, pen-reared
Attwater’s in the wild rear chicks with approximately the same success as their wild greater prairie-chicken
cousin. In retrospect, this indirect effect of fire ants on insects is likely why the Attwater’s population tanked so
dramatically in the early 1990s.
So, we thought we had our answer. If we could suppress fire ants on enough prairie grasslands, the Attwater’s
would be well on its way to a positive population trajectory. But Mother Nature had other ideas. Expanded fire
ant treatment beginning in 2013 was followed by four years of near catastrophic rainfall during the nesting
seasons of 2014–2016, culminating in the once in 1000 years flooding caused by hurricane Harvey in 2017.
Despite these disappointments, invertebrate data suggested that fire ant suppression was achieving the intended
response of increased invertebrates for Attwater’s broods. These data suggested that were it not for the
catastrophic weather directly impacting reproduction or resulting in few adults to reproduce, chick survival should
have been good. Well, this year we had near perfect weather conditions, the habitat was in good shape, and we
had enough adult birds on the ground to make a difference. The Attwater’s did their part just as expected, proving
that they can produce and rear young if habitat and weather conditions allow them. Several large broods of 7+
chicks were seen at both locations where wild Attwater’s currently occur: the Attwater Prairie Chicken National
Wildlife Refuge and private ranch lands in Goliad County, Texas.
Attwater’s populations have started to grow out of the classic lag phase of population growth twice in the last
decade (see Figure 2), only to be knocked back by extreme weather. Hopefully, the third time will be the
proverbial charm, and the population will grow to the point where it can withstand the uncertainties of living in
coastal Texas grasslands. We will have to expand fire ant treatments to make the estimated 60,000+ acres of
available grass fully suitable for the Attwater’s. And more prairie will need to be restored if we are to fully recover
their populations from the threat of extinction. But we are much closer now than we were 10 years ago in making
real progress toward eventual recovery. The first good year in a long time is under our belts. Now to string several
of these years together….
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Upcoming Events
OCTOBER
19

Tri-Community WMA- Fall Meeting
McMahn Community Center:
6051 FM-713, Dale, TX 78616
Begins at 1:00 p.m.
Contact Robert Trudeau at
Robert.trudeau@tpwd.texas.gov
https://www.facebook.com/TriCommunityWMA/

JANUARY
25

Western DeWitt County WMA Big
Buck Scoring Day
Lackey Ranch
9357 State HWY 119 North
Yorktown, TX 78164
From 9:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m
Contact Jerry Steves at 361-550-4492
for more information.

FEBRUARY
1

Western DeWitt County WMA
Awards Banquet
5D Steakhouse
632 West Main
Yorktown, TX 78164
Begins at 5:00 p.m.
Contact Jerry Steves at 361-550-4492
for more information.

Photo©Chase A. Fountain, TPWD.
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