Turkeys and Riparian Habitat

The program presented by SLWA on November 19, 2009 with approximately thirty persons in attendance at the Texas Tech campus in Junction. This is the third in a series of three programs presented in 2009 by the South Llano Watershed Alliance on land and water stewardship. The program was organized by Scott Richardson and Tyson Broad. Our continued thanks to them for the efforts they contribute to our education.

Scott opened the program with reference to the great presentation in San Marcos by the Texas River Institute on November 16 of this month. He shared his experience with the track on riparian habitat. The riparian area is the zone between land and water. It involves a study of hydrology, soil and vegetation in critical balance to capture and filter the water moving from the land into the streams and run-off creeks.

The program continued with a discussion by Sky Lewey, of the Nueces River Authority, about riparian considerations and how they can prevent erosion of land and habitat. She has worked with the Nueces County land owners on several programs. Riparian issues frequently involve several land owners needing to work in concert to save or reclaim this stream conservation zone. With 95% of land in Texas being privately owned, networking with the larger community of land owners for education and team efforts is very important to successful riparian health. 

One example was the contest of mowing the areas of the bank to allow better viewing in contrast to the need to let the vegetation at the bank evolve into its own riparian solution. Sky stressed the need to understand our priority of value versus function when thinking of riparian areas. As we can better integrate our value or vision of land use with the functional needs of the riparian zone the results are much better. Most land owners do not adequately understand proper plant selection for this zone. The riparian area will usually, over time, create the habitat it needs to be healthy, if we let it.

Keeping track of the riparian area is the only way to know if the zone is becoming stressed. Sky said this area of Texas is not adequately measured on a regular basis to establish the baseline information for riparian performance and condition. One first step is to find a set photo point on your bank and take a picture at regular intervals (perhaps annual). This pictorial history is vital to demonstrate degradation to those not involved with your particular area of the creek, stream or river. Access to funding help may rely heavily on this type of education and documentation.

Sky has worked with the Nueces community and published a great field guide of plants for that region and it is a good reference for this area as well. The publication is titled “Your Remarkable Riparian” by Nueces River Authority.

The South Llano Watershed Alliance is working with Sky to find a way to share in the riparian workshop Nueces is presenting this Spring. More news as it evolves.

Habitat is the primary element of turkey presence on the land. Dr. Megan Brazil, of Texas Tech, shared her expertise on the turkey and how habitat affects its behavior. Successful habitat components are space, cover and food. Space means wooded areas, open fields and the edges between that offer cover and access. Cover means tall trees of sufficient diameter to serve for roosting. Food means insects and seeds. Turkeys do not chew but utilize the gizzard to crush their food. The female may have a beard as does the male but it will be small. Only the male has the spur on its legs. 

Nesting turkeys seek safe bunch grass area or similar ground for the nest. The eggs are very vulnerable to predators but the survival rate is good. The nests are very poorly organized structures tucked under an overhanging brush limb or behind bunch grass stand.

Kyle Brazil of Texas Tech discussed his experience with managing for quail in southeastern Texas. The quail corridor study was interesting because the quail need something like 3,000 acres of habitat to flourish. With the land fragmentation continuing, it is increasingly difficult to find that size piece of land. Kyle was successful in getting adjoining land owners to cooperate in creating a long corridor of land to provide appropriate habitat. All land owners agreed to work within the framework of a plan to provide wooded and open areas for the quail. This kind of teamwork may have application for the wildlife or fish of this area of Texas. Building or protecting healthy riparian buffers may require collective cooperation in certain cases.

The South Llano State Park is a great local example of riparian management. Jayson May of the Texas Parks and Wildlife explained some of the strategies they employ in creating and protecting the riparian area of the river for the benefit of the turkeys that flock to the Park in winter months. Jayson said the turkeys congregate in the Park to socialize in readiness for mating in the spring.

The turkey has excellent eyesight and will shy away from a great distance if it senses a threat. For this reason the turkey roosting area of the Park is closed to visitors while the turkey is present. If the turkey is frightened away from a roosting area it will not return.

Though the turkey is not considered a keystone species, controlling the presence of other species, it is a very interesting fowl and would be missed if it should fade from view. Feeding corn to turkey is risky because if the corn gets moldy it may harbor aflotoxin which can be fatal to the turkey. Using pellets is safer.

The meeting closed with an energetic exchange of questions and answers. The group was thankful for the information and ideas presented by the speakers.

