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  INTRODUCTION


  More and more people are interested in attracting wildlife to their property—from those with tiny backyard patios to those who own vast tracts of land. Many people manage their land for hunting and fishing; others manage simply to attract wildlife to watch and enjoy. Wildlife management can be simple and economical or take lots of hard work and money, depending on the owner’s goals, the land type, the existing habitat, and the species the landowner wishes to attract.

  I grew up on a farm with lots of wildlife, although back in the ’60s there were no white-tailed deer or turkeys in our area. Thanks to farsighted wildlife management plans, those two very popular species have been reintroduced to much of the United States and have flourished.

  In the early ’70s my wife, Joan, and I purchased a run-down hill farm in the Ozarks. Abandoned for several years, the land was worn out. There was little grass, the timberlands had been grazed to bare earth, and there were few game birds and animals. We learned that the Missouri Department of Conservation offers help to landowners wanting to create wildlife habitat, and we met David Pitts. At the time, Dave was a field service agent for the Department, and his job was to help landowners manage wildlife habitat. Over the years, Dave’s sage advice and friendship have been invaluable. We also received advice from local county extension agents, Soil Conservation Service personnel, and many others. At that time very few private individuals were managing habitat specifically for wildlife, and our neighbors thought we were a little crazy to put so much time and effort into something with no monetary reward.

  We began planting food plots and improving and extensively managing pastures, haylands, and croplands. We also made widespread timber stand improvements, planted trees and shrubs to feed a variety of wildlife, seeded fields with warm-season grasses, fenced creeks, and constructed ponds. Many of these practices made our farm not only more profitable, but also much more attractive to wildlife. Over the years I have made numerous notes and collected information and ideas from anyone I could talk to about wildlife habitat management. When companies such as the Whitetail Institute began producing wildlife-specific seeds and plants, I volunteered as a test planter. Since then I’ve tested numerous seeds and continue to test them. When ATVs became popular habitat-management tools, I experimented with the accessories available for them. They can be used for such diverse tasks as planting food plots, mowing, pond dams, and setting deer stands.

  These days our farm is a wildlife haven. From our office windows we see wild animals every day. Often work is forgotten for a few moments when we spot a really big deer, a gobbler strutting, wood ducks landing on a pond, or an unusual bird at one of our feeders. We also have an abundance of just about every wild critter native to our area including rabbits, squirrels, quail, doves, and lots of non-game wildlife. Wood ducks and Canada geese nest on our property, and other migrating waterfowl use our seven ponds. These ponds provide lots of fishing, frogging, and family fun time. I’ll never forget the amazement of our grandchildren one spring evening when we took a Kawasaki Mule drive through our property and they heard a pond full of spring peepers for the first time. How could such little things make such a big noise!

  Wildlife habitat management is fun and can add to the enjoyment of your property, not to mention creating great hunting and fishing opportunities. I hope you and your family enjoy wildlife habitat management on your own property as much as we have.


  THE LAND


  CHAPTER 1

  CHOOSING LAND


  Before you can manage habitat for wildlife, you need to lease or own land. If you lease, be sure to get a long-term lease, because many wildlife habitat practices take a long time to show results. The dream of most people who enjoy hunting, fishing, or simply watching wildlife is to own property, but the old adage “They aren’t making any more land” is even more applicable these days than when it was first said. With more land being gobbled up by urban sprawl, highways, and even big agriculture, less is available for wildlife. And not only is land for wildlife becoming more scarce, it’s also becoming more costly. For instance, not too many years ago “rough”— hilly and unimproved— Ozark land went for $500 an acre. At the time of this writing, that same land goes for well over $1,000 an acre and the price is climbing! It seems that everyone wants a wildlife haven or their own acre in Proper habitat management is the key to hunters, anglers, and landowners desiring to attract and keep wildlife for hunting, the country.
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  Proper habitat management is the key to hunters, anglers, and landowners desiring to attract and keep wildlife for hunting, fishing, or just watching.

  PLANNING


  If you dream of owning your own wildlife haven, first you must set goals and make a plan. How much can you afford? Will you live on the land? How much does land cost in your desired location? How much will insurance and taxes cost?

  Then decide what type of wildlife you’re interested in. In some cases you may be limited by existing habitat or topography, but often the habitat and management for one species may also be suitable for others. For example, managing a forest with openings for deer also benefits turkeys, quail, and numerous songbirds as well as small game such as squirrels and rabbits. And a pond or lake created and managed for fishing can also attract waterfowl and other wildlife.

  We were very lucky when we purchased our farm back in the ’70s. Located “where the Ozarks meet the prairie,” as a nearby small town describes the area, the land is extremely diversified, with hardwood timber, open prairie, a creek, and a small marsh.
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  Tabletop planning is the first step whether in purchasing land or planning practices on existing land. A topographical map details the terrain.

  When looking at a property to buy, two tools are valuable in determining wildlife potential—a topographical map and an aerial photo. These can illustrate the topography—whether the land is flat, sloping, hilly, or mountainous— and whether it has streams, marshes, or other features. The aerial photo will also show vegetation types. In addition, a county plat map can tell you who owns land you’re interested in. Other factors to determine are the average yearly rainfall, availability of water, soil types, and weather conditions, because some management practices can be successful only with proper rainfall and soil types. If you dream of having your own fishing lake, for example, the soil types and topography of the area will determine the suitability of lake or pond construction.

  Can your land can be monetarily productive as well as managed for wildlife? Usually a well-managed farm, ranch, pine plantation, or timberland can be both a wildlife haven and a money-maker. In fact, some studies show that well-managed timberlands can, over the long run, be more profitable than investing in the stock market. By managing timberlands you can make money selling such diverse products as chip wood, firewood, saw logs, and Christmas trees. Even unusual products such as grapevine wreaths, rustic furniture, mushrooms, ginseng, and other plants can be money-makers.

  On prairie and agricultural lands, agricultural crops, hay, and livestock can all be managed along with wildlife. Even if you’re not interested in doing these things yourself, leasing the land to a farmer or neighbor can benefit both parties. Or you may wish to sharecrop, allowing a neighbor to cut hay or plant and harvest corn or other crops. If you lease or sharecrop, make sure each party understands the agreement, and put it in writing. Also be sure that the other party knows that your primary interest is managing for wildlife, because some farming practices are not conducive to attracting wildlife.


  CHAPTER 2

  ASSESSING LAND


  Regardless of whether you’ve just purchased land or already own land you wish to improve for wildlife, it’s important to assess the overall habitat management potential of the property. Follow this assessment with a management plan. Your aerial photo and topographical map can be used in planning sessions, but you’ll also need to get out and walk the land. Don’t hesitate to ask for help. Plenty of experts will give valuable free advice, and a number of federal and state wildlife habitat improvement programs offer funding. Begin by contacting your state fish and wildlife agency. You may also wish to contact the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), county Soil Conservation Service (SCS), county University Extension Service, and state and private foresters.

  IDENTIFYING HABITAT TYPES


  Begin your assessment by identifying and marking six broad habitat types on the aerial photo:

  1. Upland woodlands: Forests, or areas overgrown with trees with a canopy greater than ten percent.

  2. Bottomland hardwoods: Forested bottomlands or wood swamps. This may also include tree-lined oxbows.

  3. Non-forested wetlands: Potholes; marshes; sloughs; low, wet grassy areas; and shallow, water-logged depressions.

  4. Pasture and haylands: Includes native prairies.

  5. Old fields: Agricultural fields or pastures abandoned for more than two years and having less than ten percent canopy of overstory trees.

  6. Croplands: Fields planted to row crops and small grains.
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  An aerial photo is a very important tool. It shows vegetation as well as other important features.

  Once you’ve marked these areas on the aerial photograph, estimate the acreage of each habitat type. Now it’s time for fieldwork. With a notebook, walk the property, examine the different areas, and make notes on the suitability of existing habitat for desired species as well as for possible improvement practices. Talking to an expert in the field can be a great help in this step. And before you make these evaluations, read the rest of this book to learn about management practices for different habitat types and the wildlife species you wish to attract.

  UPLANDS


  Concealment cover. Estimate the amount of dense or shrubby areas, brush piles, rock piles, fallen logs, and other cover. Include dense, shrubby draws extending into at least fifty percent of a field.

  Edge. Examine the edges of fields or borders of the field. These include hedgerows, overgrown fencerows, and strips of vegetation between habitat types. Note whether the edges are straight or irregular. Determine the number of nest or roost trees (these include either dead or live trees of greater than six inches diameter at breast height [DBH] with cavities), including coniferous trees such as pine or red cedar. These are all used by doves.

  Vegetative cover. Vegetative cover less than twenty percent will not supply enough cover and food for many species. Canopy coverage of shrubs and herbaceous vegetation that is six inches to four feet tall is preferred by white-tailed deer. Cover six to eighteen inches tall is preferred by other species, including quail, rabbits, and turkeys. If the area has more than sixty percent coverage of shrubs and herbaceous vegetation, however, it may be too thick for ground-nesting birds and small mammals to walk through. Note the types of cover—cool-season grasses, warm-season grasses, legumes, or a mixture of plants.

  Past grazing or haying pressure. Determine past grazing or haying pressure on the area as well as past flooding or burning. Moderate pressure leaves three to six-inches of cool-season grasses and eight to twelve inches of warm-season grasses over winter. Name and estimate the percentage of legumes, including clovers, in the grasslands. Finally, note the grassland species, including existing forbs.

  CROPLANDS


  Determine the normal or past cropping rotations, including rotations into grass. Also determine land fertility.

  WOODLANDS


  Oak trees. Estimate the percentage of black and white oak groups in the forest, since they are the most important mast-producing trees.

  Size class. Determine the size class of the woodlands, defined by the diameter at breast height (DBH). The size classes are:

  1. Old growth: determine the percentage of trees greater than sixteen inches DBH.

  2. Saw timber: trees greater than nine inches DBH.

  3. Pole timber: two-to nine-inch DBH.

  4. Regrowth: zero to two-inch DBH.

  Canopy. An “open” canopy has less than fifty percent coverage. A “closed” canopy has greater than fifty percent coverage.

  Nest and roost trees. Determine the percentage or number of nest and roost trees. These include either dead or live trees of greater than six inches DBH with cavities.

  Understory. Determine the density and makeup of the forest understory. If there are more than four stems per square yard, walking through the forest will be difficult. These areas are, however, great for ruffed grouse.

  WETLANDS


  Water availability. Determine the fall and winter water availability.

  Flooding. Estimate the amount of land that can be flooded from one to eighteen inches deep either naturally by rainfall or manually by artificial means. If it is more than eighteen inches, puddle ducks can’t tip up to feed.

  Wetland plants. Determine the types and estimate the percentages of existing wetlands plants.

  Winter cover. Estimate the percentage of winter cover, including woody vegetation and/or emergent plants that can provide protection from the weather.

  HABITAT PERCENTAGES


  After you’ve assessed the habitat types on your property, it’s useful to also determine the percentage of habitat types within a two-mile radius of your land. This allows you to manage for wildlife in conjunction with habitat surrounding you; perhaps you can offer something that is not already available.

  Uplands. Estimate the percentage of native grasses within a two-mile radius and also the percentage of pasture and haylands within the same area.

  Croplands. Determine former cropping practices and existing crops within a two-mile radius.
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  Determining the types of habitat that surround your property will help you plan what you will plant, develop, or enhance on your land, COURTESY FIDUCCIA ENTERPRISES

  Woodlands. Estimate the amount of forest cover within a two-mile radius of the tract being examined. (Deer and turkey numbers are directly related to the amount of forest cover.)

  Wetlands. Estimate the percentage of forested bottomlands and unforested wetlands within a two-mile radius of your field or wetland. (Ducks, such as mallards, are more attracted to large wetlands or groups of wetlands than to isolated ones.) Also determine the distance to the nearest large reservoir or waterfowl refuge.

  Overall percentages. Determine the percentage of croplands, native warm-season grasses, woodlands, and wetlands within a two-mile radius of your property. The amount and types of upland habitat, including grasses and croplands, determines whether quail, rabbits, pheasants, prairie chickens, and doves will be attracted to the land. The amount and types of woodlands determines the suitability for white-tailed deer, turkeys, squirrels, and ruffed grouse. The amount and types of wetlands determines the suitability for waterfowl. As you can guess, diversity provides for more wildlife species.

  With this assessment you will be able to determine what wildlife habitat management practices are suitable for your property. You may discover that some practices are not practical on your property. You may find that your land is capable of attracting or holding certain wildlife species, but the surrounding land is not. But you can, with the right property, money, and hard work, manage the habitat for a wide variety of species or manage for your preferred species.


  FOOD PLOTS


  CHAPTER 3

  PLANNING FOOD PLOTS

  Creating food plots (sometimes called “green fields” in the South) can be a very important facet of a landowner’s wildlife management plan. Wildlife have four basic needs for survival: food, water, shelter from the elements and from predators, and space. These needs become increasingly important in winter, when animals need more energy to survive and food is often harder to find. Food plots can play a crucial role in winter survival, offering both food and shelter to a variety of wild animals. If you do nothing else in the way of management, providing food plots can attract wildlife to your land as well as provide food when it’s most needed.

  Although growing food plots is a relatively new idea to many hunters and landowners, I’ve been experimenting with them for about thirty years on our Missouri farm. Since I have a full, working farm, I’ve brought over many practices from my cow-calf and cash-crop alfalfa operation. I began with advice from Dave Pitts, then with the Missouri Department of Conservation, and planted green browse plots of ladino clover for deer and rabbits and annual plots of milo and soybeans for deer, turkeys, and upland birds. Each plot brought more wildlife. These days I’m constantly experimenting with new seeds, redoing plots and creating new ones. For example, I cleared four acres of nuisance trees—Osage orange and hardwood brush—and planted the area in a combination of warm-season grasses, the Whitetail Institute’s Imperial Whitetail Clover, and Alfa Rack. Joan filled her antlerless tag the first day of the season from the spring-planted food plot and then took a ten-point buck— her first buck—from the same food plot the second day of the season.
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  Food plots can be extremely important wildlife habitat for any number of species, COURTESY FIDUCCIA ENTERPRISES

  Food plots can provide nourishment for a variety of wildlife. The wildlife attracted depends on the type of food in the plot. In recent years many landowners and hunters with leased land have planted food plots to attract and hold deer and, just as importantly, provide the supplemental nutrition to help the deer reach their optimum body and rack size. These food plots will attract wildlife other than deer as well.

  ‘One reason for the growing food plot popularity is that more people are understanding nutrition as a manageable aspect,” said biologist and deer expert Dr. Grant Woods from South Carolina. “We can manage three factors in a wild, free-ranging herd—age, sex ratio, and nutrition. The first two are totally dependent on the trigger finger. Nutrition is forest management—clear-cuts or thinning; prescribed fire or herbicide treatment; and agricultural practices including food plots. Food plots can be very important in many parts of the country. The average forage intake needed per deer per year is about two thousand pounds of dry matter. There’s a wide variance, of course, with a fawn needing, say, eight hundred pounds, while a mature buck may require four thousand pounds, but the average is two thousand pounds per deer. Food plots can provide five thousand to ten thousand pounds of forage per acre per year, depending on the plants and the rainfall.”

  Steve Scott, with Whitetail Institute, the company that introduced Imperial Whitetail Clover, the first commercial deer food-plot product, in 1988, says his company has seen interest in food plots increase tenfold in the past few years. “We’re finding that many people are having as much fun managing their land for deer and other wildlife as they are hunting.”

  You can’t simply throw seed out on the ground and expect food plots to succeed. Successful plots require both time and money. Follow these eight steps and you’ll be on your way to success: planning, land clearing or preparation, soil testing, liming, fertilizing, preparing the seed bed, seeding, and maintaining.

  PLANNING


  LOCATION


  Determine your food plot needs. What wildlife do you wish to attract and/or grow? Examine your property on an aerial photo and a topographical map to determine possible food plot locations. The aerial photo shows existing vegetation, while the topographical map illustrates where level areas exist that may be suitable for planting. Determine whether overgrown fields or areas of brush or low-grade timber could be cleared to create food plots. If the land is agricultural, identify areas that can be set aside to provide foods other than agricultural crops at different times of the year from when the agricultural crops are grown. Food plots can also be planted along logging and interior farm roads, but don’t place them along public roads, because they may attract poachers and can also present a hazard to motorists. The best food plot locations are fairly accessible for tillage equipment, open, and tillable. Although open, they should also be close to good cover and escape routes. Good locations include along streams, timber edges, or timber clearings; near brushy draws; and in the comers of shrubby fencerows. If you plant them near timber edges, locate them at least twenty yards from the timber edge to reduce competition from trees and prevent overshading. The area between the food plot and the timber edge can be planted in shrubs to provide escape and cover for animals coming into the field.

  [image: image]

  Food plots must be located near cover, but away from public roads and property boundaries. The size and shape can vary, but long and narrow plots of at least one-half acre are best.

  If you have tracts of woodlands or timber, you can also create food plots in them. Woodland food plots offer the ideal situation for deer and turkeys: the woodlands have food and shelter and the food plots create diversity, more edge, and food. Both deer and turkeys love edge habitats, which are often called “wildlife openings” by biologists and wildlife managers. Old clearings, log loading yards, and other openings in timber may offer food plot possibilities. Abandoned homesteads are also great food plot locations. Right-of-ways can also be used, but check with lessors about legal use of such areas.

  In pine plantations, one method of creating a food plot is to make a “hub-and-spoke” clearing design. To do this, make a center opening of half an acre or larger and then run spokes from this center hub. The spokes are usually about thirty yards wide and up to one hundred yards long. Many people build a shooting house or tower in the center of the hub.

  If you clear timberland, choose areas that have timber of poor value. Areas with firewood potential are good choices in some parts of the country. If you log timberland for sale or thinning, a spot used as a landing for loading logs can later be turned into a food plot.

  If hunting is the major reason for the food plot, it’s important to plant it in a huntable location. Locate it not only for hunting success but also for safety. For instance, a food plot with the only stand location directed toward a public road or houses presents a safety problem, and plots that are unapproachable due to prevailing wind direction are difficult to hunt.

  All of the food plots on our property are back some distance from neighboring fences and property lines. Food plots on or near property lines may tempt others to shoot onto your property, and if you shoot an animal and it then runs back onto the neighbor’s property, you may have a problem.

  SOIL TYPE


  Food plot soil should be tillable but not highly erodible. Bottomland, the flatter tops of ridges and hillsides, and along the contour of gentle slopes are all possible locations. Since good soil grows the most productive food plots, bottomland, alongside streams, and other areas with fairly deep soil are the best choices. You can plant on thin hilltop soils, but these areas tend to have problems in times of drought. Plant the plots on relatively flat terrain, not sloping hillsides, as tilling hillsides can cause serious erosion. You can add diversity in hillside clearings, however, by planting permanent vegetation such as warm-season natural grasses that will hold the soil in place.

  Deep, fairly heavy soil that holds moisture is best, but even marginal soils—those that are thin, rocky, semi-arid, or somewhat sandy—can grow food plots if you choose the correct seed and practice proper soil management.

  SIZE, NUMBER, AND SHAPE OF PLOTS


  Size. The size of each food plot depends on the characteristics of your property, rainfall, deer density, and how large the suitable areas are. Food plots should be at least half an acre, and you may need to plant plots of one, two, three, or even more acres in areas with high deer densities. Deer can quickly overbrowse small plots, which lowers the attractiveness of the plot, causes problems with plant rejuvenation, and shortens the plot’s lifetime. It is, however, better to have numerous small plots than one huge plot.

  Number. The number of food plots depends on all of the above factors as well as the availability of other nearby food sources, both natural and agricultural. Many experts suggest a minimum of one food plot per forty acres in heavily timbered locations. I have a dozen or so plots on three hundred acres. Wildlife management consultant Larry W. Vamer, Ph.D., from Texas, says the number of plots should be determined by the number of deer, the amount of rainfall, and the production potential of the species planted. “When deer density is one deer to twenty acres or more, I recommend that one to two percent of the total area be in food plots. With higher deer densities—one deer to ten acres or less—I recommend three to five percent. Another way to figure acreage is to go by average annual rainfall. In areas with thirty inches or more per year, I recommend about 0.15 acres per deer. In areas with twenty-five inches or less per year, you’ll need 0.30 acres per deer.”

  Shape and orientation. The ideal shape of a plot is long and narrow, following the edge of the cover, rather than square and blocky. This allows a greater edge-to-interior ratio, providing more opportunities for wildlife to visit the plot yet have a quick escape into cover. Big square plots usually have visitation only around the edges except by turkeys and upland birds. The width of the opening into the food plot must be at least one and one-half times the height of any adjoining trees. This allows sunlight to reach most of the plot and encourages better growth. If possible, openings should also be oriented to face in an east/west direction to allow for maximum sunlight.

  FIELD WORK


  Once you’ve determined the size, number, and location of your plots, visit the sites and evaluate their feasibility by examining the soil and determining how much clearing, herbicide application, and/or tillage will be needed. You should also plot roads or routes to reach the site for both planting and hunting. Take soil samples from each of the sites and have them analyzed at your local county extension office. Let them know what types of seed you’ll be using, because different seeds have different soil requirements.

  COSTS


  If you’re planning your first food plots, you should know that successful food plots are not cheap. Once a plot has been established, including land clearing, initial liming, fertilizing, seeding, and so forth, the average annual cost to maintain it can run from $90 to $150 per acre. In areas of high deer density, you may also have to install an electric fence around the plots until they’re established, at an additional cost.

  TYPES OF FOOD PLOTS


  Food plots can be planted to provide a variety of winter, summer, spring, and fall foods or year-round foods, and several types of plants may be used. These include annuals such as wheat, oats, corn, milo, soybeans, and various pea species; and annual brassicas and perennial legumes such as clovers and alfalfa. Plots can be planted in the spring or fall, but fall planting is dependent on the species selected and the availability of rain. Spring and fall plots offer wildlife different foods at different times of the year.

  Larry Varner offers advice on how much to plant in spring and fall: “Another consideration is how much of the total food plot plan should be in summer vs. winter food plots. For each fifteen acres of food plot area, I would plant ten acres (sixty-six percent) in summer plots and five acres (33 percent) in winter plots. The reasons for this are twofold: (1) winter food plot species (wheat, oats, etc.) tend to be more productive than most spring-planted species and (2) improved nutrition in the spring and summer has the greatest impact on subsequent antler production and fawn growth.”

  Timothy E. Fulbright, Ph.D., with the Caesar Kleberg Wildlife Research Institute, Texas A & M University-Kingsville, says that cool-season food plots of oats, wheat, and triticale, along with legumes such as hairy vetch, Austrian winter peas, alfalfa, and clover, should provide nutritious forage from November through April. Warm-season crops such as lablab, cowpeas, soybeans, and milo should provide forage from early spring through late fall.

  Annuals, of course, must be replanted each year, while perennials last for a number of years. In most instances a combination of perennials and annuals provides the best food plots. I use both annuals and perennials in my plots primarily because I test a lot of new products, but also because the different varieties offer wildlife a smorgasbord of food throughout the year.

  Clover is one of the most popular food-plot seeds, especially for deer and turkeys. It has high palatability and provides good nutrition, and once established, the plot may stay for several years. One Imperial Whitetail Clover food plot on our property lasted for almost ten years. “Clover provides the best of both worlds,” said Whitetail Institute’s Steve Scott. “You are not going to find anything that is more preferred year-round. We’d be the first to admit that when white oak acorns are falling, it doesn’t really matter what you’ve got out, the deer are going to the acorns. But white oak acorns are available for a very short time. And clover provides the highest possible nutritional value at the right times of the year—the spring and summer months when you have antler development and third-trimester pregnant does.”
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  Food plots may be planted with annuals or perennials. Clover is one of the most popular perennial plants and it attracts all types of wildlife.

  “There is no single ‘magic bean,’ including BioLogic,” explained Grant Woods, one of the developers of the Mossy Oak products. “A good food-plot system matches the needs of the deer as their annual cycles change. In the spring deer need high protein and a lot of tonnage. As the summer develops into July and August, deer need moderate protein and a lot of energy. By late fall and carrying through the winter, they don’t need quite so much protein, but they need a high amount of energy. Specific plants provide those nutrients at certain times.

  “Small grains, such as wheat and oats, are medium for quality and their digestibility is not that good, but they are good for energy. Plant these small grains in the fall. The brassicas are the most drought-resistant group of plants, and they produce the most tonnage per unit of effort with their huge leaf surface area and very small stem surface. The ideal food plot would have brassicas in the fall for their high energy and nutrients. Mix in a legume such as alfalfa or clover. Clovers don’t do as much in the fall, but they really shine in the spring and summer. Clovers are the first to green up, and turkeys and deer both love them. Clovers carry through that early season when there is nothing to eat in the woods—the acorns are all gone and the animals have browsed all the edible twigs.

  “If you have a low deer density, some of the more progressive legumes, like soybeans or peas, are great forage. They have little browse tolerance, however, and a high deer density can wipe out a small plot before the plants can grow any tonnage. The bottom line is that you need a blend. Another advantage of blends is that if you have four, five, or six species or cultivars, and something fails because it is too wet or too dry, one weak cultivar is usually balanced out by something that is strong in that area. When you plant a monoculture, you are really exposing yourself to either the vagaries of the weather or pests.”

  SEEDS


  Any number of plants can be used for food plots for fall hunting, but some plants are at their best early in the hunting season or until the first frost. Other plants last into the winter months and provide an attractant during the late muzzleloading and bow seasons.

  Annual seeds include spring-planted varieties such as peas, some clovers, rapeseed, brassicas, corn, beets, soybeans, and the sorghums. Most of these plants offer food from early summer until a hard freeze, although some are hardier and will last through a few freezes and several are hardy in southern zones. Some of the brassicas I’ve tested have done pretty well in Missouri even in hard winters. Other annuals include winter wheat, triticale, and oats. These are planted in late summer or early fall and some can provide green foods throughout the winter. Oats don’t last all winter, but winter wheat provides food throughout the winter and deer are attracted to it when other plants have died back.

  The perennials include alfalfa, most clovers, chicory, ryegrass, lespedeza, and deer tongue grass. Although there is no single best “all-around” plant, clover comes the closest. A wide variety of red, crimson, and white clovers is available. Some varieties are the first plants to green up in the spring, providing food throughout the summer and fall and into winter until a hard freeze. White clover and blends of ladino clover are some of the most popular perennials. The legumes—such as most clovers and lespedeza—do not have to be replanted each year, and with proper maintenance, clover food plots can last several years. Legumes also attract turkeys that eat the many insects preying on these succulent plants.

  You’ll find many food-plot seeds available locally. Check with your county extension office or local seed dealers about the seeds that do best in your area. Some companies now sell seeds specifically designed for food plots. One of the first to market seeds for deer food plots was Whitetail Institute with its Imperial Whitetail Clover, a blend of seeds that includes early-starting varieties, varieties that germinate later, and varieties that are drought-resistant. Imperial Whitetail Clover is also preinoculated, eliminating the step of inoculating the seed to provide a better chance of success, a timesaver for first-time food plotters. I’ve been experimenting with Imperial Whitetail Clover for well over ten years with good luck except during extreme droughts.

  GENERIC FOOD PLOT SEEDS


  A wide range of generic agricultural seeds that can be used for food plots is available from local seed supply stores. The seeds go by a variety of names, so I won’t attempt to enumerate them here. It’s best to check with your county extension agent or local seed distributors about what works best in your area.

  Corn. More than one hundred species of wildlife are known to eat corn. Deer, turkeys, and upland game love it. And small critters, such as raccoons and squirrels, can quickly reduce a corn patch to a barren field of green stalks. Corn is one of the best sources of carbohydrates and fat, but it’s low in protein. For this reason corn provides good nutrition in fall and winter when other sources may be unavailable. An annual, corn is planted in the spring. Use field corn, not sweet or silage varieties. Disadvantages: Food plots for corn must be fairly large to prevent overeating. Com is also somewhat more drought-prone than other food plot plants, and lots of fertilizer is needed for its production. It can be broadcast, but does best when row-planted.

  Grain sorghum. Often called “milo,” this plant is a close relative of corn. The leaves and stalks are relished by deer early in the season, and birds love the seeds the plant produces. Milo is also an excellent overwintering plant for many species of wildlife. It is an annual and is planted in the spring. Disadvantages: It has high fertility requirements, and it is usually drilled or row-planted.

  Clovers. The clovers, including white, ladino, red, and crimson, are excellent food-plot seeds. The white, ladino, and red clovers are perennial. Red clover is fairly short-lived; it usually lasts two to three years. Some varieties of white or ladino clover can live for more than five years under the right conditions. Crimson clover is a fall-seeded annual. All the clovers are legumes, which means that they fix nitrogen in the soil. They are also primarily cool-season crops, which means that they produce forage in early spring and then again in the fall. Clover is fairly easy to establish. Broadcast-seeding on prepared food plots works best, although no-till planting on herbicide-killed or burned areas also works. Deer love the clovers, and turkeys, quail, and other birds not only eat the plants but relish the numerous insects they attract. Clovers can be planted in spring or fall. Disadvantages: The clovers tend to have shallow root systems and are affected by drought, some varieties are more drought-resistant than others.

  Wheat. Wheat will grow almost anywhere in the United States and is one of the most important food-plot plants. A cool-season grass that grows up to 4 feet tall, it provides nutritious, tender forage in the fall, through the winter, and into spring. In late spring and summer the mature seeds in the seedheads provide high levels of protein. Wheat is an annual and is broadcast or drilled in early fall. Some experts like to combine wheat with legumes such as clovers or winter peas. Disadvantages: None.

  Soybeans. A common agricultural legume, soybeans, especially the succulent young plants of summer, are loved by deer. Like all legumes, soybeans fix nitrogen in the soil and are often planted as a rotation crop with corn, which has high nitrogen requirements. Like corn, soybeans are high in carbohydrates. The soybean seeds are also readily eaten by turkeys, quail, and other upland game, especially during the winter months. Soybeans are annual and are usually drilled but can easily be broadcast-seeded. They are planted in late spring or early summer. Disadvantages: Soybeans have fairly high fertilizer requirements, and unless you plant a large plot, the deer will eat it to the ground before the plants have a chance to mature.

  Alfalfa. Alfalfa is one of the most palatable, nutritious, and high-protein food-plot plants. Creeping or grazing alfalfa, which steadily renews itself and can last up to five years (longer with proper maintenance), has become increasingly popular for food plots. It has deeper roots than many other forage crops and can withstand drought better than the clovers. It can be planted in either spring or summer and is most commonly broadcast. It’s fairly easy to seed, but it does require a well-tilled and prepared seed bed. Disadvantages: Plants are highly insect-prone (but this does attracts ground-feeding birds).

  Other plants. Rapeseed, chicory, sugar beets, and plain old turnips are often used in hunt-attractant food plots for deer.

  COMMERCIAL FOOD PLOT SEEDS DESIGNED PRIMARILY TO ATTRACT DEER


  A number of commercially produced food plot products, designed primarily for deer but also used by other wildlife, are available. Many must be planted in the spring, although some are planted in the fall and some can be planted during either season depending on locale, temperature, and annual rainfall.

  BioLogic. The BioLogic family of food-plot products was the result of the dedication of two individuals—Toxey Haas and Grant Woods—to managing white-tailed deer. Haas has a passion for chasing and raising whitetails, and Woods researches and manages deer herds.

  • New Zealand Premium Perennial Blend provides a nutritious, highly palatable blend of forages throughout the growing season. The blend consists of perennial plants and annual brassicas. Plant in early fall in the South and in the spring in the North. As the brassicas die out in winter, broadcast BioLogic’s Maximum, composed of one hundred percent New Zealand brassicas, directly onto the existing perennial crop during the early fall portion of the second growing season to maintain an optimum forage rotation.

  [image: image]

  Although local seed dealers carry most food plot seeds, a wide range of “specialty” food plot seeds are also available.

  • Clover Plus is a blend of New Zealand red and white clovers along with varieties of chicory. This blend produces high-quality forage, especially during the hot months of summer when other crops may be stressed. Plant in the early fall in the South and frost-seed or plant in the spring in the North.

  • Maximum contains one hundred percent New Zealand brassicas that can be planted in either spring or fall. These brassicas yield as many as ten tons of forage per acre, with over thirty-eight percent crude protein. Planted in early fall, they will germinate in drier conditions than other fall food-plot crops. If planted in the fall, they must be planted thirty days before the first frost date; they can also be planted in the spring.

  • New Zealand Full Draw is composed of a mixture of cultivars that offer nutrition from germination until the plot matures well after the hunting season. It is planted in early fall in the South or thirty to fifty days before the first frost date in the North.

  • Green Patch Plus contains a blend of wheat, oats, clovers, and brassicas for large food plots. Plant it in the fall; it needs at least thirty days of growth before frost.

  • Biomass produces high-quality protein through the spring and summer months, which maximizes antler growth and fawn development. Biomass requires daytime temperatures in the seventies or higher to ensure rapid germination, but it can be planted anytime during the spring after the last frost date and through the summer or in early fall as long as there is adequate soil moisture. When used as an early bow season attractant, plant it three weeks before bow season starts.

  Whitetail Institute. Whitetail Institute was the first to design and distribute seed specifically for white-tailed deer, and they continue to produce a line of high-quality products for deer food plots, many of which are relished by other wildlife as well.

  • Imperial Whitetail Clover does best in soils that hold moisture. It produces up to thirty-five percent protein year-round and lasts up to five years after a single planting. It’s coated and preinoculated, is blended specifically for regional use, and may be planted in spring or fall.

  • Imperial Alfa Rack is good for upland soils, hilltops, and hillsides. It provides up to thirty percent protein year-round and it also lasts up to five years after a single planting. It’s preinoculated, specifically blended for regional use, and may be planted in spring or fall.

  • Imperial No-Plow is for hard-to-reach areas or for landowners without farming equipment. It offers up to thirty-six percent protein, is an annual, and can be planted in spring or fall.

  • Imperial Power Plant grows extremely fast, withstands heavy grazing pressure, and produces the high protein level that bucks need during the spring/summer antler-growing season. It contains a soybean and lablab and it can be planted through May in the South and as late as the end of June in the North. It lasts until the first frost, and even then it can provide some forage and good cover through the fall months.

  Remington QuikShoots. Remington QuikShoots products are formulated to grow fast and provide a high-protein nutritional diet for deer, turkey, and upland species. QuikShoots blends can be planted in spring or fall and they have been tested in many areas of the United States.

  • Big Buck Blend consists of sweet rapeseed and clover. Sweet rapeseed is an annual and the clover is a perennial.

  • Quik Clover Blend consists of an annual rye and a special blend of perennial clover that will come back for three to five years.

  • No-Till Quik Clover can be used to overseed an existing food plot.

  Brier Ridge Wildlife. These seeds are blended by Olds Seed Solutions and seeds are available for both spring and fall planting.

  • Bucks Banquet contains a mix of clover, leafy rapeseed, turnips, and chicory. Once cooler temperatures arrive, the mix becomes sweeter and more succulent.

  • Horn Honey Clover contains a formula of high-quality clover seeds.

  • EZII Gro is a low-maintenance perennial mix formulated to grow in areas where ideal preparation of the soil is difficult to achieve.

  • Rut N Ready is a quick-grow mix designed to attract bucks during the rut. The mix contains high-energy turnips, rapeseed, and chicory.

  • Gobbler Gourmet is a high-protein food source for turkeys. It attracts insects for spring and summer feedings and contains alfalfa, red clover, creeping red fescue, bird’s-foot trefoil, Kentucky bluegrass, and white clover.

  • Rooster Relish is a high-protein food source for pheasants. It contains buckwheat, early com, black oil sunflower, early grain sorghum, and Japanese millet.

  • Fur & Feather Cover Mix is formulated to provide deer, turkey, pheasants, and other wildlife with concealment cover. The mix contains early bird millet, early grain sorghum, huntsman millet, white proso millet, and Japanese millet.

  Buck Busters. Buck Busters mixes have been field-tested under hunting conditions using a variety of soil types.

  • Fall Seed Mix is very high in protein, with eighty-one percent digestible nutrients, and it includes three species of grass, winter peas, a mixture of brassicas, and crimson clover. Seed it from September 1 through October 15 in the Southeast, sixty days before the average frost date.

  • Summer Seed Mix contains iron clay peas, forage soybeans, and hot weather corn varieties. Plant it after the Fall Seed Mix (above) has gone to seed, usually in late May or early June.

  Tecomate. Tecomate’s Food Plot System includes a variety of seeds.

  • Lablab is a good warm-season source of protein (up to forty percent), antlergrowing phosphorus, and other key ingredients. Basically a super cowpea, it is nutritious, drought-resistant, and productive, averaging over 12,000 pounds/acre. Plant it in spring or, for bowhunting plots, in early fall.

  • Lablab Plus contains lablab, ebony pea (a fast-growing vining pea relished by deer), and other big-seeded peas. Plant in spring or, for bowhunting plots, in early fall.

  • Outback Legume Mix is formulated for the Gulf and Atlantic Coast states. It will not withstand severe winters and consists of coated and preinoculated warm-season sub-tropical legumes.

  • HomePlace Wildlife Mix with Wildflowers attracts butterflies, songbirds, hummingbirds, turkeys, deer, and other wildlife to backyards. It includes coated and preinoculated white and red clovers and a variety of wildflowers.

  • Chicory contains a mix of chicory varieties that is fast-growing, high in protein, and drought-resistant. It produces lots of highprotein forage and lasts for three to five years. Frost-seeding works well, and the mix is good for fall hunting plots.

  • Longbeard Turkey Mix contains coated and preinoculated white and red clovers, yellow sweet blossom clover, bird’s-foot trefoil, vetch, and chicory. It’s an ideal mix for small woodland food plots. Plant it in the fall in the South; in April through July in the Midwest; or frost-seed.

  • Monster Mix contains coated and preinoculated premium white and red clovers and chicory and provides deer with food year-round. It can be planted in spring or fall.

  • Ultra Forage Mix contains legumes (peas, vetch, and clovers), chicory, and brassicas, and includes a hybrid rape/turnip that provides both forage and a highly edible bulb. Plant it in fall.
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