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To Kate and Cody, my treasured hunting partners, valued land and wildlife stewards, and best friends. I cherish the time we spend together playing in the dirt on our farm.


Introduction

I wrote this book for deer hunters who aspire to plant more productive food plots, wildlife managers and land stewards. This book is not targeted to professional biologists or experienced land or ranch managers. Rather, it is meant to help the typical deer hunter improve his or her deer sightings, hunting opportunities, and other wildlife management skills, goals, and experiences.

The book doesn’t contain hard-to-decipher information. Instead, it is a basic, practical guide written as most of my books are: in a common-sense way that provides solid information that is both easy to understand and apply. Within its pages I share wide-ranging advice with readers about what it actually requires to plant food plots successfully and improve their deer herd and deer hunting.

I would guess that many of you purchased this book because your primary goal is to see more deer and to harvest bucks with bigger antlers on the lands you hunt. Along with those elements, many of you have a secondary objective and that is to become better food plot planters and wildlife managers.

Professional and experienced wildlife and food plot managers are extremely knowledgeable about the “how-to” aspects of achieving management objectives. The average hunter is hungry for sound, easy-to-understand advice and ideas and therefore they will tend to benefit most from the information shared in this book. I’m confident this book will help you to grow consistently successful plantings that will provide nutritional value to deer and other wildlife. Equally important, I trust it will provide you with more deer sightings on each hunt and better buck and doe hunting opportunities for many deer seasons to come!

Peter Fiduccia

New Berlin, New York

December 17, 2012


1. Introduction to Food Plots

As I mentioned in the Introduction, this book is meant to provide time-tested advice and guidelines to help deer hunters develop a sound deer management program on lands they own or lease. Through a combined management program, deer managers ensure themselves a healthier deer herd, better fawn survival, an older age class of bucks with larger antlers, a noticeable increase in rut activity and deer sign, more daily deer sightings, and better harvest success of deer and other game.

The planting of a variety of quality food plots has unquestionably become the most sought after information by hunters. Over the last decade, magazines and many television programs have carried articles or programming on the subject. Not long ago, planting food plots for deer was nearly unheard of. Today, that is definitely not the case. The subject is of primary interest to hunters across North America. It is regularly discussed in a wide variety of forums including the Internet, local sport shops, hunting clubs, sport shows, and at deer camps. It is almost virtually impossible to find an outdoorsman who doesn’t know about the benefits of planting food plots.

I planted my first clover food plot in 1988 in a small quarter-acre field long before planting food plots became the popular strategy it is today. Back then I had no idea that in order for clovers and other legumes to grow healthy and produce a high yield, they needed to be inoculated with the proper live bacteria culture before planting. Without such inoculation, these plants could never reach their full growing and nutritional potential.
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Over the last decade, clover food plots (like the one in which this doe is standing) have become a major part of many deer hunters’ strategies. Photo courtesy: Ted Rose.

There weren’t very many sources a novice could refer to in the mid-'80s when it came to planting food plots for wildlife. Texts that were available were much too difficult to understand and were scientifically written and hard to make much sense of by anyone other than a botanist or a biologist. Those days are long over. Today, anyone can learn how to plant successful food plots. They key is to understand all aspects about the subject prior to planting the first seeds.

As most hunters realize, deer have been attracted to farm crops since the earliest Native Americans planted and grew fields of maize (corn). From that time on, deer and other wildlife have enjoyed dining on all types of agricultural crops from alfalfa to zucchini planted by farmers throughout North America. Today, hunters plant a wide variety of food plots in tens of thousands of acres across North America, specifically for deer, turkey, and other wildlife. This once-unheard-of practice now takes substantial overgrazing pressure off farm crops from the state of Florida to the province of British Columbia.

Rise of an Industry

Deer managers and hunters caught on so fast to the benefits of planting food plots that an entire industry took hold. Today there are countless companies in the outdoor industry and outside of it that produce a mind-boggling variety of seeds and related food plot-type products. They offer an almost unimaginable assortment of seeds, fruit, mast and other trees, minerals, vitamins, flavored attractants, trail cameras, ATV planting equipment, consulting services, lime, fertilizers, soil analyses, testing equipment, inoculants, plot deterrents, tractors and planting implements, hand-held spreaders, soil testers and kits, herbicides, books, DVDs, and the list goes on.

Once a tiny segment of the outdoor industry, the manufacturing of products related to wildlife seeds and similar products has grown exponentially over the last two decades. All of which were thankfully the genesis of better deer management and deer hunting opportunities from Alabama to the southern edges of the Yukon.
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This 3-acre cornfield on our farm regularly attracts deer from late September through October.

QDMA

At this point I would be completely negligent if I didn’t mention and pay tribute to the organization and company that brought forward the genesis of the most important and profound philosophies of deer management and wildgame food plot revelation to the forefront of hunters throughout North America. They relentlessly lead the way with unwavering resolve in making deer management and the commercialization of the food plot seed industry common ideas among millions of deer hunters. The two men responsible are Ray Scott, founder and president of the Whitetail Institute of North America (Vice Presidents Steve and Wilson Scott currently carry out all aspects of the day-to-day operations), and Joe Hamilton, the founder of the Quality Deer Management Association (QDMA), which CEO Brian Murphy now heads.
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Whitetail Institute Founder and President Ray Scott checks a planting. Photo courtesy: Whitetail Institute.

Through their innovative management, leadership, and marketing and their entire staffs of professionals, they made deer management and planting wildlife seeds into an industry. I strongly suggest that anyone dedicated to becoming better land stewards and wildlife managers through the proper enhancement of improving the land become a member of QDMA. Visit their website for more information at www.QDMA.com. And for those who are interested in gleaning top-notch information on everything about planting a variety of nutritious food plots to benefit the overall health of deer and other wildlife, I suggest visiting www.whitetailinstitute.com. It is a wise move that will pay big dividends from the information you will pick up.

Reality Check

Before going any further, it is time for a reality check. Anyone who believes they can simply throw some clover on the ground and it will provide better deer and more successful hunting, particularly for bucks with larger antlers, are fooling themselves right out of the starting gate. To be successful at managing deer and planting wildlife seeds, one needs to develop a well-organized management and food plot plan that includes several balanced elements within the program. It should also include all aspects of improving the health of a deer herd. When planned correctly, such a program will ultimately end in a healthier deer herd, a significant increase in daily deer sightings afield, and opportunities to bag more mature bucks sporting larger antlers! Those who plan carefully and strive for such goals eventually become more knowledgeable about all aspects of deer biology, behavior, ecology, and hunting strategies. Inevitably, they evolve into seasoned land and wildlife stewards and consistently successful deer hunters!


2. Planning a Food Plot Program

It doesn’t matter if you own, lease, or even hunt public land; there are ways to improve the food sources for your deer, turkey, bear, waterfowl, and other wildlife. It doesn’t require a lot of brains or brawn, but it does require other commitments. All you need to start is a good foundation of deer and land management knowledge. It is also very important to begin with a realistic understanding of your investment in time, money, and willingness to work. Planting food plots and enhancing natural vegetation will improve the overall health, weight, antler growth, fawning, deer sightings, and, most importantly for most deer managers, the harvest rate of deer on your land.

There are many benefits to creating a management program on huge tracts of leased or owned lands that are 1,000 acres or more. There is no denying that large parcels of property are more conducive to developing a more pronounced long-term, year-round food plot program. Big parcels are certainly much easier to attract and are prone to keep deer on lands of enormous acreage. Very large parcels also protect immature bucks from being shot too early and therefore yield an older age class of buck more quickly than smaller managed parcels do.
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Photo courtesy: Ted Rose.

However, the reality is that an overwhelming number of hunters who want to develop a deer management program that includes food plots on their leased or owned lands have property that is more likely to be between 50 and a few hundred acres than 1,000 acres or more. The fact is a wildlife management plan can be very successful on smaller properties. Recent research confirms that most hunters who have undertaken such a program own an average of about 135 acres.

On properties of average size, it is easy to see that the neighbor’s lands heavily influence your deer movement and harvest rates, as the deer’s home range (which is about 640 acres) will also include land owned particularly by neighbors who border your property. That is a fact you must accept when you own a small tract of land. But that doesn’t mean you can’t attract and keep deer from the neighbor’s lands by creating a sound planting program, particularly one that utilizes food plots that none of the neighbors or hunting clubs grow! However, it is helpful and important that you try to enlist the cooperation of neighbors that border your land as well as those neighbors who have property close to your land to become seriously involved in a wildlife management and food plot program.

Weigh All Contemplations

As I mentioned earlier, developing a successful food plot program on large or small tracts of land entails a well-thought-out plan. A wildlife management program is an agenda that combines crucial elements including improving habitat; protecting yearling bucks; managing the numbers of female deer; strict harvesting guidelines; creating a sanctuary; careful monitoring of all aspects of your program; and planting the right food plots to attract deer to your land when you want them there. All of this and more will help you to improve the overall health and nutrition of your fawns, yearling, and adult deer—and it will significantly increase your hunting opportunities. It also improves the quality of your land.
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Improving natural vegetation along with planting food plots helps produce healthier deer like this dandy buck. Photo courtesy: Ted Rose.

Decide What Your Goals Are

Before you start to plant, you must first decide what your main purpose is in growing wildlife food plots. Do you have the time, equipment, money, and desire to plant seeds that will provide deer nutrition year-round? Or do you want to develop a program that is more designed to attract deer during deer season? Not surprisingly, most hunters tell me they want to plant food plots so they can improve their hunting opportunities during the deer season.

Food Plots

Large plots function better as feeding plots. They are not as susceptible to heavy grazing by deer as the smaller plots are. Plantings in small plots are often overgrazed before they can mature. For instance, when we first bought our farm, we planted 3 acres of soybeans in one large food plot. The deer ate the entire planting long before the soybeans had time to mature. We had the same problem with other plantings including lab-lab, cowpeas, and burgundy bean. It became apparent to us that the 45 agricultural acres of fields on our 192 acres was not sufficient enough to grow several plots of these types of plantings. To avoid the deer eating them to the ground before they would get enough time to grow to maturity, the plots would have to be no less than four to five acres each.

We decided to plant our food plots with different types of plantings that didn’t require that much acreage in order to allow the plants to grow to their fullest potential. Our larger plots now average a half acre in size—however, a majority of our plots are about a quarter-acre, with many smaller than that. Through trial and error, we discovered by including more late maturing plants (like a variety of brassicas and late-planted small grains), the deer left them alone long enough for the plants to reach maturity and be viable from fall into winter. One of the more successful food plots we have is sugar beets. Each year we plant a field that is 1 acre of sugar beets. The deer ignore them until much later in the year.
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We planted this 3-acre field of sunflowers to provide summer nutrition for turkeys and other wildlife, and fawning cover for deer.
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I have found BuckLunch to provide affordable sugar beet seeds that grow dependably when used as directed. Photo courtesy: BuckLunch.

Hunting Plots

Our hunting plots, however, are specifically designed to be much smaller in size and shape and are much more secluded or at least less visible than our food plots are. The hunting plots we plant range in size from less than a quarter acre to about one acre. In these plots, we mostly plant crops that are considered to be cool-season fall attractants. They are perused by deer from October through January. Some types of plants that will attract deer during the season include forage rape, kale, canola, turnips, sugar beets, Swede (rutabaga), winter wheat, bird's-foot trefoil, white clovers, chicory, Kura and Kopa clovers, and other cold season plantings.

Fall plantings include seeds that can be planted from early spring to late summer. These types of plants assure managers that deer will be using the plots when they want them there most—during the hunting season. So it is easy to see and understand why I mentioned above that the first step in planning food plots is to decide if they will be used as general feeding plots year-round or food plots that will provide needed forage from November to January when deer need the nutrition most and when it will help improve your hunting opportunities. The astute manager plans for his plots to be at least 1 to 10 percent of the overall acreage he owns. This is crucial if your intent is to keep deer around during hunting season or at least using your property year-round.
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This brassica was planted in a 1/4–acre food plot that attracted deer through the late-December season.

Where to Place Feeding and Hunting Food Plots

In this case, one of the more crucial aspects of planting food plots—particularly your hunting food plots—is to determine exactly where they should be planted to provide maximum sightings of deer. As with most hunting, the prevailing wind direction is always a key factor in hunting success. No matter what type of terrain your land encompasses, it will have a “usual” or prevailing direction from which the wind is blowing.

Keep in mind, however, that a prevailing wind can be affected by topography, causing it to blow in odd and even entirely different directions than normal. Therefore, planting a food plot close to a significant topographic change can affect a prevailing wind direction. Wind directions also change according to the time of the year, so the savvy food plot planter should test his potential food plot locations in the fall prior to planting the plots to accurately determine how the wind will blow that time of year.

Once you establish the prevailing winds, your next concern will be to find where the deer will enter each plot you plant from other points on your land. This may be a path along a fence row or an edge line or from a swamp, thicket, or open woods. Once you determine each deer entry point to a particular plot design, make sure it takes full advantage of a favorable wind direction of your hunting stand to help maximize your hunting success!

[image: image]

This 1/2-acre plot of clovers and brassicas was planted in a field with a prevailing northwest wind. Deer are commonly seen in it.
Photo courtesy: Ted Rose.


3. Soil, Lime, and Fertilizer

Soil Fertility

Acidity of soil is one of the most important factors behind high-quality soil fertility. It affects all soil properties including the chemistry, biological activity, and structure. Correcting soil acidity or alkalinity will improve your wild game food plots dramatically. To become a more informed food plot manager, one must understand the basic fundamentals of soil fertility and what soil elements provide to all types of vegetation. All plants need thirteen different elements to grow heartily. The elements are divided into two groups: macronutrients and micronutrients. Each group contains particular elements in either greater or lesser amounts.

Most nutrients come from weathered rocks that have become “parent material” and eventually particles. Organic matter supplies many of the same nutrients plus nitrogen, which hardly ever occurs in mineral form. Organic matter develops from the remains of plants and animals that hold many different chemical elements in their cells. As the organic matter is broken down by microorganisms, the elements are returned to the soil. Nutrients can also be commonly applied to the soil as fertilizer and limestone. Nutrients must dissolve in the soil water before plant roots can absorb them.

[image: image]

Rocks eventually weather over long periods of time and ultimately provide much-needed nutrients found in soil.

The macronutrient group requires the most amount of elements including Nitrogen (N), Phosphorus (P), Potassium (K), Calcium (Ca), Magnesium (Mg), and Sulfur (S).

The micronutrient group includes small or trace amounts of elements that are also important to healthy plant growth. They include Iron (Fe), Manganese (Mn), Copper (Cu), Zinc (Zn), Boron (B), Molybdenum (Mo), and Chlorine (Cl).

All plant growth requires these elements in various degrees in the soil to grow well.


A Tip to Help Remember the Elements

An easy way to recall all the essential elements needed for healthy plant growth and development is to remember the phrase “See Hopkins café managed by mein cousins Moe and Clyde Nico.”

The nutrients included in the mnemonic phrase are:

C carbon

H hydrogen

O oxygen

P phosphorus

K potassium

N nitrogen

S sulfur

Ca calcium

Fe iron

Mg magnesium

B boron

Mn manganese

Cu copper

Zn zinc

Mo molybdenum

Cl chlorine

Ni nickel

Co cobalt



Soil pH

The pH of soil has a big effect on soil chemistry. Either acidity or alkalinity can quickly bind nutrients at once. Improper pH is the most common cause for nutrients present in the soil to be absent in soil solution. Once that occurs, the nutrients are basically out of reach of the plant's root systems. Acidic soil is often referred to as “sour soil” because matter that is acidic often tastes sour. Alkaline soils are commonly called “sweet soil” because it is the opposite of acidic soils, but it does not taste sweet. The ideal pH range is 6.5 to 7.5. Depending on the plant's sensitivity to the pH, even a small drop from 7 to 6.5 can alter the soil conditions from perfect to sufficient.

Soil Acidity and Alkalinity (pH)

A pH level is an appraisal of the amount of hydrogen (H+) ions present in soil that can react to other elements. The term pH is defined as the “power of Hydrogen.” Soil pH is the measure of the acidity or alkalinity in the ground. The soil pH scale has a common range from 0 to 14. A pH of 7 is considered neutral and is best to grow most crops. Since the pH levels of soil are not fixed, they can be altered. If a soil pH needs to be raised, lime must be applied. If it needs to be lowered, commercial fertilizers must be applied.
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If your budget doesn’t allow for several soil samples to be professionally analyzed, use a quality soil tester like this.

The pH is a measurement of soil acidity that positively or negatively affects plant growth. A soil’s pH level directly affects a plant’s nutrient intake. Lime is used to neutralize acidic soil along with depositing nutrients like calcium and magnesium into the soil. The speed at which lime works to neutralize the acidity in soil is dependent relative to the condition of the elements in the lime used and, more particularly, to exactly how acidic the soil is. The smaller the particles are in the lime, the faster it will be absorbed into the soil. It is best not to apply lime without first taking a soil sample; applying too much lime to a plot may be as bad as adding too little.
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Building Whitetailed Paradise™ provides a quick and reliable soil test analysis for a minimal fee.

The exact amount of lime required can only be accurately determined by having a soil test analyzed by a reliable soil testing laboratory. Most country extension offices offer this service. I send my soil samples to Cornell Cooperative Extension office. They charge a minimal amount per sample and I have total confidence in their analysis. However, there are countless other reliable labs around the country. A county extension agent in any area can provide a list of the labs farmers and landowners use most in a particular region.

Number of Soil Samples

Many people are surprised to discover soil samples may differ considerably from one location to another. In fact, there can be a change in a pH reading from one sample taken in a plot to another that is less than fifty yards away. To get the most accurate reading from each food plot, take a few soil samples from each plot. In the event that the soil analysis demonstrates a low pH level, lime and certain fertilizer blends are a “must-do” to grow a successful food plot. But remember, lime takes months to get the pH (Phosphorus, Potassium, Calcium, Magnesium) levels higher. Fertilizers take much less time to be absorbed into the ground.

Lime is available in many forms, including crushed limestone, powder, and pellets. Although each food plot manager will have a preference as to the type of lime he likes to use, I use pellets. They are more expensive to purchase, but they are much quicker and easier to apply into the soil. Powered lime will adjust the pH levels the fastest, however. For those managers who have to eliminate acidic soils, powered lime may be the correct choice.
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My son, Cody, and wife, Kate, take a third sample from a 1/2-acre food plot. Taking a few samples from one plot provides a more reliable soil analysis.

When using powered lime, remember to apply it to the plots on windless days. If it is applied on windy days, much of the lime will be blown away—wasting time and money. Powered lime also gets all over clothing, machinery, and, worse—it may get into the lungs! For best results when applying lime, spread it as evenly as possible throughout the plot on the surface of the soil, then plow the lime under the soil.

Commercial Test Kits

Commercial test kits are available in most feed and grain stores and other farm outlet stores. They are not as accurate as pH tests done in a certified lab, but if your budget doesn’t allow for you to send several samples to be analyzed at a lab, home kits can be helpful in evaluating pH levels.

Soil Conclusion

Getting soil tested before you plant is a crucial element to food plot success. Many novice food plot planters ignore taking soil readings because they either believe it is hard to do or too costly. As noted above, it is neither. Taking soil samples is a quick and easy procedure, and getting the samples analyzed ends up costing next to nothing.

Gathering soil samples can take some time and planning, however, particularly if you’re taking samples from many different food plots. Plan accordingly by allowing enough time to collect samples as early in the spring as possible. Be sure to send them out for analysis in a timely manner. By following this advice, you will have enough time to get the pH and other results back from the laboratory before you plant your plots!

Tools Needed

•   narrow spade

•   small bucket

•   small garden hand spade

•   old teaspoon

•   indelible black felt pen

•   several small Ziploc bags

To take an accurate soil sample, one needs to take a few samples of soil from each plot to be planted. Use a thin spade to dig about a few inches into the soil, deep enough to get a sample of where the root zone will exist. Place the soil sample in a small bucket and break it up until it is mixed thoroughly. You don’t need a lot of soil from each hole; the lab doesn’t need more than a couple of teaspoons' worth to get an accurate analysis. Place each sample into a separate Ziploc bag, mark the bag with the exact location and name of the plot it was taken from, and seal it completely.
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Here are the tools needed to take soil samples. The bag is clearly marked with the name of the field from which the sample was taken.

Special Note:

Many hunters think they can throw down several bags of lime on a plot with a low pH reading before planting to immediately raise the pH levels. Unfortunately, they soon discover to raise a soil’s pH level, it takes a considerable amount of time for lime to be absorbed by the soil. If the soil requires a lot of lime—one to four tons per acre—it is crucial to apply the lime at least six weeks or more before planting your seeds and putting in fertilizer.

If you are only liming very small plots of a half acre or less, lime can be added at the time of planting. However, it is important to apply enough lime even on small plots.
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In March, my cousin, Leo, and son, Cody, prepare 300 pounds of lime to increase the pH in a 1/2-acre plot.

On large plots, depending on how low the pH reading actually is, it can take from 2,000 to 3,000 or more pounds of lime per acre to raise a soil’s low pH level! It takes a few months for the soil to benefit from an application of lime. As mentioned above, to help the soil absorb lime more quickly, the soil should always be tilled thoroughly after the lime is applied. There are sites on the web that have online calculators to help determine exactly how much lime must be applied to a plot by entering the levels of the low pH reading.

Fertilizer 101

The sure fire way to assure that a food plot will not grow to its maximum potential is to ignore that a plant requires fertilizer to grow healthy. All living organisms, including plants, require some form of nutrition to develop well. Most often, when a food plot manager has complications growing crops, it’s usually due to a lack of planning to include fertilizer as a component in their food plot program.

Most times, fertilizer is applied and turned under the soil long before seeds are planted in the plot. A second application, often referred to as a top-dressing, should be applied at planting to increase a plant’s production.

If food plots are afflicted by nutrition deficits, plot managers will quickly run into trouble. When plants lack nutrition, the result is a noticeable decline in their overall growth pattern. Once this happens, it is difficult for the plant to recover and regenerate. When a plant lacks the needed amount of nutrition, it quickly sets off a domino effect that begins with vulnerability to stress. This is particularly true when it comes to the plant tolerating extreme weather conditions. Lack of quality nutrition weakens the crop’s natural immunity, making it much more vulnerable to stunted growth, a poor yield, disease, and insect infestation.

Therefore, it is essential for deer managers to pay close attention to their food plot’s nutritional fertilizer needs to assure a long-term successful food plot program. Since plants naturally remove nutrients from the soil on a daily basis, the loss of these nutrients must be replaced if the plant is to grow healthy and have a good yield.

The way to accomplish healthy food plots is to provide each planting with the specific type of recommended mineral fertilizer it requires and in the proper quantity. Once again, there are key elements needed to help plantings grow at their maximum levels. Managers should provide them with nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium, often referred to as N-P-K. (The first number of the three elements always represents the percentage of nitrogen, the second stating the amount of phosphorus, and the third the percentage of potassium.)

Only a lab analysis can accurately determine exactly what a particular food plot will need in N-P-K. Reliable labs have typical amounts of N-P-K for a variety of crops. It also wise to let the lab know what and when you are planting in each food plot when you send them your soil samples.

Some plants require much more fertilizer than others because certain crops remove more nutrients from the soil than other plants do. One that comes to mind is alfalfa. While alfalfa is a top-notch crop for deer managers to grow, it is a lot like a women—it needs constant attention and care to flourish. If alfalfa was a woman, people would say that she required high maintenance. The fact is alfalfa is a crop that does require very high maintenance indeed. So much so, I stopped planting it on my farm and replaced it with bird's-foot trefoil. Bird's-foot is a crop that requires much less care than alfalfa does while still providing deer and other wildlife with high-yielding, nutritious forage benefits of Alfalfa.

One notable disadvantage to alfalfa is that it draws enormous amounts of potassium from the soil, as much as 450 or more pounds a year. Since alfalfa has such a dramatic need for nutrients, it isn’t the best choice for those managers who plant small plots or have limited time and money to spend of their plantings. On a small plot, alfalfa can draw an estimated 100 pounds of phosphorus and 400 pounds of nitrogen for a one-acre planting! You can see what I meant about alfalfa being a high-maintenance planting. When alfalfa is not regularly fertilized with the correct amounts of nitrogen and phosphorus, it will decline and eventually die off, leaving a weed bed in its place.

It becomes easy to see how important it is to provide the proper mixes of fertilizer for a variety of plants. Each fertilizer provides a mix of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. For instance, many forage plants benefit from using a fertilizer called Triple-19, more commonly referred to as T-19. Triple-19 contains 19 percent nitrogen, 19 percent phosphorus, and 19 percent potassium. Another example would be 10-10-10; it contains 10 percent nitrogen, 10 percent phosphorus, and 10 percent potassium. Therefore, when a deer plot manager needs a particular blend of fertilizer, these names and blends make it easier for a manager to figure out exactly what each fertilizer contains.
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One-acre plots often require 300 to 400 pounds of fertilizer. Here, I am using 100 pounds of T-19 for a quarter-acre plot.

It is important to note here, particularly with the high cost of fuel, fertilizer can be a significant out-of-pocket expense in the maintenance of forage crops to benefit deer and other wildlife. Frequently, cost is given as the prime reason why food plot managers don’t fertilize their plantings with the correct amounts—or, in some cases, at all. Food plot managers can save money on fertilizer applications if they compare the total cost of applying different fertilizer blends before purchasing them.
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When transporting several bags of fertilizer to our fields, we use an ATV to make the hauling easier.

Rarely do crops need the three primary nutrients on a one-to-one-to-one basis. That means you may only need to apply one or two of the nutrients needed instead of three. Purchasing fertilizers individually, particularly in bulk amounts, can often save lots of money for food plot managers. That's why it is highly recommended that you take a soil test analysis first to determine the crop’s exact fertilizer needs for nutrients and the rates at which those nutrients should be applied. There is absolutely no doubt that a soil test is the best way to determine the exact nutrient needs of a soil. Soil tests will provide accurate information about the nutrient levels of the soil and the amounts of lime and fertilizers necessary to achieve a particular yield goal.

Nitrogen (N)

Nitrogen is part of the three essential soil minerals called N-P-K. Nitrogen aids plants in photosynthesis and their ability to produce amino acids. When a plant’s leaves begin to turn yellow, this color indicates a lack of nitrogen in the soil. Other signs of a nitrogen deficiency in the soil usually show up in a plant when it grows slowly or becomes stunted.

Nitrogen occurs through the slow process of plant and animal life decomposition in the soil. That is why season food plot managers always include plant species like a variety of clovers, legumes, and other plants that fix nitrogen on their root nodules, thereby replenishing nitrogen naturally into the soil. In addition to these plants depositing nitrogen into the soil, land managers should also plan to add nitrogen to the soil. Some food plots will require at least one application of nitrogen during the growing season, and other plants may need additional applications. In any event, the savvy land manager pays particular attention to applying nitrogen to his food plots. A top dressing of nitrogen is particularly advantageous to grasses to enhance growth.

Phosphorus (P)

Phosphorus is also an important nutrient. Plant life is very dependent on having the proper levels of phosphorus to achieve a healthy root structure that aids plants in drawing water and other nutrients from the soil to promote rapid stem growth, buds, seed pods, etc. Since deer eat plant parts, they regularly contribute to the loss of phosphorus in the soil during the entire time the plant is growing. If a plant’s growth becomes stunted, or its leaves turn a maroon color, these signs should set off a “red flag” to land managers, as they indicate a surefire phosphorus deficiency in their food plots. Wise land managers will regularly include phosphorus applications to their plantings to ensure healthier plant growth. Knowing how much phosphorus to use and when to apply it is solely determined by a soil test analysis. Phosphorus is a crucial nutrient for deer (particularly mature deer), which accumulate phosphorus within their bones. For male deer, phosphorus is essential for antler development.

Potassium (K)

[image: image]

Cody is fertilizing a small strip plot of turnips with a top dressing of 100 pounds of ammonium sulfate and a tiny amount of boron.

Potassium, along with other elements, helps a plant in many ways. It’s critical in photosynthesis; it helps the plant retain moisture and provides production of protein. Potassium helps a plant build resistance to disease. The protein is essential to a buck’s antler growth and development, which is a primary concern for most if not all deer and food plot managers. Potassium also helps regulate a deer’s body fluids and their nerve and muscle function. A top dressing of potassium is usually applied to legumes to help give the plants a boost.

How Much to Apply

It is important to know that fertilizer application is always calculated on a per-acre basis. There are 43,560 square feet in an acre. To determine how much fertilizer, lime, and even seed should be applied to a particular plot, the area must first be measured. When it comes to putting lime and fertilizer in the soil or when planting seeds, remember that applying too much can be as harmful as applying too little.

How to Determine Calculation Rates

To determine the square footage of a plot properly, start by measuring its width and length. Let’s say a plot is 225 feet long by 110 feet wide. Simply multiply the length and the width. In this sample, it would be 24,750 square feet. Take that figure and divide it by 43,560 and you will get a figure of 0.568181818 or 0.57 acres.

Use this formula when determining how much fertilizer and lime should be applied according to a soil analysis. Also use the same formula to conclude exactly how many pounds of seed should be planted or broadcast in a particular food plot according to the recommend pounds per acre on the bag.

When you achieve the best possible fertility on your plots, your plantings should reach their full growth potential from your liming and fertilizing efforts. Lime and fertilizer are two essential elements to successful food plot planting. They should never be overlooked.


4. Choosing the Right Equipment

If you believe you can plant food plots that will grow healthy plants with high nutrition and tonnage for deer and other wildlife by simply tossing seeds over unprepared ground, you’ve been misinformed! Anyone undertaking a land and deer management program must recognize that a crucial element of food plot planting success is using the correct tools for the job at hand. For instance, using a large tractor with heavy-duty attachments to plant a small plot in the middle of a woodlot—or a quarter- to half-acre plot in a field—is overkill and not practical. It also wouldn’t be realistic for you to use a hand rake and hand seeder to plant an acre field of clover!

The type and size of equipment needed to plant successful food plots should almost exclusively be coordinated to the total amount of acres to be planted. Therefore, the equipment needs of each manager will differ considerably and must be carefully selected to match the size of your food plot agenda and should follow general recommendations. Before you buy a single piece of equipment, realistically evaluate the limitations of your budget. Only buy what you can afford to purchase and you’ll avoid the piggy bank before you even get started.

[image: image]

Using a tractor to plant a woodlot food plot strip like this would be highly impractical for most food plot managers.

Miniature Properties

Food plot planters who plant mini-sized food plots often get frustrated or give up because the equipment they use isn’t well tailored to the size of their property and the food plots they want to grow. This leads many managers to go back to broadcasting seed by hand over improperly prepared ground, which is a plan destined for failure. The “throw and grow” plan never works as well as preparing the ground properly using well-matched planting implements for the job.

If you’re planting small food plots, strip areas of about 12 x 50 feet in the woods, or a plot measuring about one-tenth of an acre in fields, and understand there will be plenty of planting by hand and physical labor involved. In some instances, the hard work put into some plots can be downright back-breaking. It should be noted that the more work put into a hand-worked plot, the more you will get out of it—and that is a hardcore fact.

These types of plantings begin by thinking through everything you will need to make the plot grow to its maximum potential. A selection of necessary and sturdy tool choices include a:

•   strong leaf rake

•   sturdy garden rake with iron teeth

•   heavy four-pronged pitchfork

•   sharp, pointed spade shovel

•   large pair of pruning shears

•   small handheld pair of pruning shears

•   chainsaw

•   handheld or two-wheel seeder

•   seed compacter (something as simple as a piece of fence with a cinderblock and rope to pull over the planted area to smooth it out)

•   a handheld weed killer

•   fertilizer spreader

•   soil test kit

[image: image]

When planting small plots, particularly in woodlots, hand tools may be the only practical choice.

I strongly recommend a hand-plating plan only if there is absolutely no other equipment option you can afford to purchase.

Small to Medium Properties

Small- to medium-sized properties can be realistically and effectively planted with an ATV as long as the ATV used has enough power to pull implements without straining the engine. If you don’t already own an ATV, consider buying one with a lot of horsepower, such as a 650cc machine. Small 25 to 35 horsepower tractors will also do the job, but often don’t work as efficiently as an ATV does in woodland or other tight places. The first important decision you must make is whether you need an ATV and ATV implements or a small tractor and tractor-sized implements. Therefore, it is particularly important to carefully plan what types of equipment are needed to grow quality crops and require the least amount of labor, and then determine what equipment is realistically affordable. Once again, this requires a frank evaluation with yourself about what you can afford to spend on the equipment without spending a large portion of the overall budget or, more importantly, getting a divorce.

ATVs

Today almost anyone who owns land also owns a 4x4 ATV to begin with. They are affordable, reliable, useful machines that are regularly used for multiple purposes including hunting, fishing, recreational riding, and as effective, practical pieces of equipment for food plot planting. Over the last several years some, ATV makers have manufactured a line of planting implements to compliment their ATVs. Pragmatically, buying an ATV and their planting attachments will often than not be the most affordable choice for an overwhelming number of land managers.
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Cody removes his rifle from its case for an afternoon hunt from his favorite deer blind on our farm.

Depending on the manufacturer, the line of implements available range from meager to complete. For instance, I own Arctic Cat ATVs. Arctic Cat offers a complete line of well-suited farm planting implements, including cultivators, two and four point seeders, rack-mounted sprayers with 10-foot-long folding boom spray bars, four row planter/dill seeders, rakes, tandem discs, drag harrows, landscape rakes, rear blades, box scrapers, moldboard plows, single discs, brush movers, and finish mowers.

Other ATV manufacturers also offer a line of implements, but do not offer as many different types or machines as well-built as Arctic Cat’s line. For the average food plot planter, the amount of ATV implements that are available within the marketplace will definitely fulfill any planting need for small- to medium-sized properties. I mention Arctic Cat because I have personal experience with the brand and can vouch for them; I have put the ATV and planting tools to the test and they have performed flawlessly for many years (as long as they are maintained properly, as any piece of equipment should be).

On properties where food plots range from one-tenth of an acre to about three acres, an ATV matched up with compatible farm ATV implements is the way to go. ATVs are much more appropriate to planting less accessible areas of land or when used to plant in hard-to-navigate woodland areas where the plot more often than not has to be shaped around trees and other natural woodland structures. This is particularly true in spots that require a lot of tight-tuning.

For those with deeper pockets, a small tractor will also fit the bill when it comes to planting small- to medium-sized land. A 4x4 25 to 35 horsepower tractor is a practical choice. Once you decide on a tractor, the implements you purchase should be matched to the tractor as well. They will be more expensive than ATV implements and, like the tractor, they will require more storage room. Implements needed for tractors this size include:

•   heavier multi-tined plows

•   double-row, hydraulic disk harrow seeders

•   heavy-duty PTO driven three-point seeder spreaders

•   multi-nozzle herbicide boom-arm sprayers
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Every year we plant about 25 food plots ranging from 1/10 of an acre to an acre or more. About 50 percent of our plots are planted with an ATV and ATV implements. Photo courtesy: Arctic Cat.

•   subsoilers

•   cultipackers

•   PTO driven rotovators

Tractors are also prone to turning over if not used properly. Therefore, if you are unfamiliar with operating a tractor, you should plan to use one first before making your decision. I know several land managers who after attempting to drive a tractor decided to abandon that choice and use an ATV instead to do their planting.

Large Properties

I define large properties as those with land over 500 acres and with total planting acreage that exceeds 50 acres. When it comes to planting and tilling large acreage of this size, the most logical choice of equipment is traditional farm machines and planting equipment.

Tractors

A large tractor and heavy-duty implements are the best choice when a manager’s deer and food plot plan includes planting 50 or more acres of food plots. Turning under old, dormant fields into crop-producing pastures, or other types of farm work on large acreage, requires land managers to invest in 50 horsepower or larger tractors. This type of heavy-duty planting equipment makes the job quicker and easier to accomplish when planting really big properties. They’re big-farm friendly and will enable land managers to develop and grow the very best possible food plots. Big tractors basically need the heavy-duty three-point versions of all the same type of attachments including:

•   disc harrows

•   hay and brush cutters

•   large multi-blade plows
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