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Welcome to RPQRRôs  

Fire Appreciation Day 

Fellow Pyromanagers, 
 
My preacher (ñPreacher Paulò) often cautions that ñyouôre free to choose your actions but 
youôre not free to choose the consequences.ò  Such advice is topical today . . . in several con-
texts.  Our rangelands might make the same argument!   
 
Fire is a crescent-wrench for natural resource managers in west Texasðit can accomplish 
multiple objectives simultaneously, but it is not without the risk of ñbusting oneôs 
knucklesò (proverbially speaking).  Our goal today is to showcase how weôve used prescribed 
burning since the RPQRRôs inception in 2007.  Weôve enjoyed some successes, experienced 
some failures, and made note of some surprises.  There is something to be learned from all of 
them. 
 
Weôre pleased to include a strong list of partners for this field day.  All of us have a common 
goal of promoting the proper use of fire in a safe, responsible manner.   
 
Please take advantage of this time afield with our staff and cooperators in order to enhance 
your skill set relative to prescribed fire.  And if you have observations about how we could be 
doing things better, or some off-the-wall ideas we havenôt considered, weôre all ears.   
 
Indeed, education is a lifelong process. 
 
For more information about RPQRR, see our website (www.quailresearch.org).  
 
Dale Rollins 
Executive Director   

.ǳǊƴ ŎǊŜǿ 
Wǳƭȅ нллф 



Schedule 
 
8:30  Registration & Refreshments 
           
9:00  Welcome & Opening Comments 
 Dr. Dale Rollins, Director 
 Registration ($10); complete CEU paperwork (Zac Wilcox)  
  

Appreciating fire (D. Rollins) 
 Fire history in Southern Great Plains (Dr. Robin Verble, Texas Tech)  
 
9:20 Depart for Tour 
 
 Stop 1 Doc Pasture 

Planning/implementing a prescribed burn on RPQRR, Lloyd LaCoste  
Fire weather (Matt McEwen, Southern Rolling Plains PBA) 
Special considerations (Dr. Morgan Russell, Agrilife Extension) 

 
Stop 2 Fire & prickly pear control (D. Rollins) 
Season of burning 
Fire w/wo herbicides 
Prickly pear response 
Forb & shrub response  
Aerator with sprayer demo (Mark Moon) 
Smaller unit for use with farm tractor (Chris Ellis) 

 
 Stop 3  Annie Pasture  ð Species responses to burning  

Livestock (Kent Mills, Hi-Pro Feeds, Hermleigh) 
Deer (Barrett Koennecke, TPWD) 
Quail (D. Rollins) 
Other consumers (arthropods, small mammals) (Brad Kubecka, RPQRR) 

 
Noon:   Stop 4  Pavilion ð Lunch  

Landowner experiences (Jim Cave, area rancher) 
Technical assistance opportunities 
SRPBBA (M. McEwen, Lubbock) 
TPWD (Seth Pearson, Ralls) 
NRCS (Ethan McJames, Abilene) 

Certification and Continuing Education opportunities (R. Verble, Texas Tech Univ.) 
 
Stop 5   Ellie PastureðConservation innovation with fire  
Making sense of the scienceðSoil health considerations (M. Russell) 
Patch-burn grazing (D. Rollins) 
Some outside-the-box applications and observations (D. Rollins) 
Embracing a fire culture in 2016 (M. Russell) 

 
Administer evaluation 
       

3:30  Return to HQ (Distribute CEU certificates) 



Tour Route 

нлмс ōǳǊƴǎ 

Proceeds from todayôs field day will benefit 
the Southern Rolling Plains Prescribed 
Burn Association. 



Appreciating fire 

Dale Rollins, RPQRR, drollins@quailresearch.org 

Iôve made a career out of ñappreciatingò things.  Back in 1994, I 
held the first-ever ñPredator Appreciation Dayò ð it (and several 
thereafter) were viewed with trepidation.  Much like those that 
followed for ñBrush Appreciation Daysò and ñFeral Hog Appre-
ciation Days.ò  When I began ñQuail Appreciation Daysò in 
1998, folks thought Iôd regained consciousnessðfinally some-
thing we could all ñappreciate!ò   
 
I always stress the various contexts of the word ñappreciateò, in-
cluding (a) value or admire highly, (b) judge with heightened 
perception, and (c)  be cautiously or sensitively aware of.  Aside from quail, Iôm leaning on the 
last two definitions to defend various pariahs. 
 
Iôm a product of Texas Tech during the tenure of Dr. Henry Wrightða ñpyromanagerò from 
the get-go.  Dr. Wright was ñthe manò for fanning the flames for prescribed burning in Texas . . 
. but I know he wasnôt always ñappreciated.ò  Iôd like to think he is by those of us attending this 
Fire Appreciation Day.  I often bemoan how he would likely turn over in his grave at how 
quickly ñburn bansò are imposed today.  When I saw the first hinged ñBurn ban in effectò sign 
about 10 years ago I knew it wasnôt a good ñsignò for the future of prescribed burning.    
 
I appreciate fire in all three contexts, and I seek to be a responsible pyromanager.  You never 
burn in secret . . . your smoke column identifies you in good situations or bad.  As such we all 
have a stake in burn politics, and a responsibility to be a good example for those who are 
watching.      
 
When we acquired the RPQRR in 2007, a series of hunting roads was established.  My first 
thought was ñfire breaks!ò  Weôve conducted some 70 prescribed burns here since then, in just 
about every month of the year.  And Iôm proud of my team when I say out of those 70, we only 
burned about an acre outside of our prescribed burn unit.  Weôll tour some of the things weôve 
learned todayðincluding some ñoutside the boxò thinking.  I consider fire to be a Crescent 
wrench for range and wildlife managersðperhaps not perfect for every situation, but some-
thing mighty handy to have in our toolbox. 

 



Fire history of the Southern Great Plains 
 
Robin M. Verble-Pearson, Ph.D.; Texas Tech University Fire Ecology Laboratory; rob-
in.verble@ttu.edu 
 
In the southern Rolling Plains, the ecology of shortgrass prairies is intrinsically linked to 
wildland fire.  Historically, Native Americans used fire to aid in hunting activities and to con-
centrate and move game animals.  The role of fire in management and ecology of grassland 
communities was widely recognized; however, early European settlers introduced fire suppres-
sion as the standard of management.   
 
Grasses are generally better adapted to drought than tree species, and the spread of grasslands 
occurred at the expense of forest vegetation.  Fire interacts with topography, soil, insects, herbi-
vores, and herbaceous plants to restrict woody plant establishment in grasslands.  There are cur-
rently no quantitative studies or reliable records of fire frequency in the southern Rolling Plains.  
Tree ring records are impossible to use, due to the scarcity of old trees.  Charcoal deposition in 
playas may be used to ascertain fire history; however, depth, size, and seasonal cycles of these 
systems may limit their usefulness.   
 
Traveler and historic accounts suggest that fire size and frequency have diminished substantial-
ly in the Rolling Plains since European settlement.  While historical accounts are anecdotal and 
tend to be biased toward large and destructive fires, these are useful in understanding the cultur-
al and economic roles of fire in the community. 
 
Many studies state that overgrazing of livestock has contributed to modern changes in fire re-
gimes.  Grazing produces changes in the physical and biological environment that influence the 
frequency and intensity of fires in shortgrass prairies.  Fires may cause short-term declines in 
plant biomass; in one study in New Mexico, plant biomass did not return to pre-burn biomass 
until the end of the third growing season.  However, in normal and above-average precipitation 
years, most studies find no loss of herbage yield at the end of the first growing season.  Fire also 
impacts wildlife and other faunal communities in shortgrass prairies.  The direct and indirect 
effects of fire on animals depend on the timing, extent, and intensity of a burn.  In general, most 
animal populations recover from fires in the short-term; however, fires may exclude rare or 
patchy species.   
 
In the past thirty years, wildland fires have been reintroduced through prescribed burning.  Pre-
scribed burning cooperative organizations, federal and state agencies, and private landowners 
and managers have been instrumental in implementing fire management programs throughout 
Texas.  In addition to the ecological benefits of these programs, prescribed burning decreases 
wildfire risk, stimulates forage for grazing animals, and promotes healthy biogeochemical cy-
cling.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



STOP  1 

Planning/implementing a prescribed burn on 
RPQRR, Lloyd LaCoste  

Fire weather (Matt McEwen, Southern Rolling 
Plains PBA) 

Special considerations (Dr. Morgan Russell, 
Agrilife Extension) 



Planning/implementing a prescribed burn on RPQRR 

Lloyd LaCoste, RPQRR; lmlacoste@ag.tamu.edu 

 



Fire weather  

Matt McEwen, Southern Rolling Plains Prescribed Burn Association; mat-

thew.mcewen@ttu.edu  

Itôs not prescribed burning without a prescription to burn. Finding weather days and patterns 
that fit with your prescription take patience and preparation. Become a weather geek. When 
youôre looking for a window to burn during your preferred season, check the weather everyday, 
sometimes multiple times a day. When you are calling a GO for the burn, check the long-term 
forecast, Fire Weather Forecast, call in for a Spot weather forecast, and always check the 
weather on the ground and conduct a test fire. Know your local weather patterns, after several 
seasons of successful prescribed burns on your ranch, youôll become familiar with days that just 
feel good for burning, but that doesnôt negate being patient and prepared. Itôs better to call off 
the burn if weather conditions change, than to decide to burn just because you have the crew all 
assembled, and you called the DPS, TFS, etc.  
 
WIND is the most difficult to forecast, in all likelihood, no matter your preparedness and pa-
tience in planning the burn, wind will be the determining factor for a GO/NO GO decision. 
Consistent speed and direction is important, but be prepared for changes and adjust accordingly 
(change ignition pattern or call it off). This year was especially difficult to plan due to changes 
in forecasted wind speed and direction.  
 
ñBecause weather and fuel factors interact, an experienced prescribed burner can conduct a suc-
cessful burn even with one or more factors slightly outside the desired range as long as they are 
offset by other factors.ò-from TDA Prescribed Burn V1.3 
5-2002 with permission from Keith Blair of myredbuffa-
lo.com 
 
The prescription for burning firelines is:  

1) temperature 40-60ÁF  
2) relative humidity 40-60%  
3) wind speed 0-10 mph.  

This prescription minimizes the chance of spot fires.  
 
The prescription for burning headfires in west Texas is:  

1) temperature 70-80o F  
2) relative humidity 25-40%  
3) wind speed 8-15mph. 

 
Never burn when there are one or more of the following 
"RED FLAG CONDITIONS": 

 

 

 

 



Special considerations for prescribed burning 
 
Morgan L. Russell, Texas A&M Agrilife Extension Service, San Angelo; mor-
gan.russell@ag.tamu.edu  
 
Special considerations for prescribed burning revolve primar-
ily around an active, functioning, and specific burn plan.  
Every prescribed burn should have a burn plan. Consult 
www.gpfirescience.org and www.pbatexas.org for more in-
formation.  
 
Here are RX Fire tips: 
Check that the pumpers and other equipment are in work-
ing order. 

Label all torch fuel mix and gasoline cans clearly 
Check access roads 
Line up communication 
Have a clear map with contingency plans 
Be aware of all power lines, smoke can ground electric 
lines 

Know who you are burning with and check the burn crew 
for health issues prior to ignition (such as allergies, 
heat exhaustion, diabetes, etc.é) 

Remove propane heaters from hunting stands and pay special attention to fiberglass or plas-
tic stands 

Be mindful of appropriate mitigation (wet line, black line, mowed line, etc.é) around hunt-
ing stands, working corrals, water tanks, and other areas of interest and importance  

Know where the smoke goes and own it (consult smoke modeling maps  such as the Simple 
Smoke Screening Tool, BlueSky, HYSPLIT, VSmoke) 

Manage smoke sensitive areas with respect and open com-
munication  

Clear a 3-ft wide diameter around power line poles 
Keep brush piles off the line, and at least 150 feet interior 
of fire lines, or more depending on fuel volatility  

Be aware of all telephone juncture boxes and mitigate as 
appropriate 

ALWAYS call the sheriffôs office and notify exact loca-
tion and time of ignition  

ALWAYS call the County Judge or other officials 
Do not burn within 24-hr of a cold front 
Drink plenty of water 
Notify oil and gas companies of planned prescribed burn at least 3 days prior to burn  
Scout out all oil and gas distribution lines laid on surface and potential leaks ahead of the 
prescribed burn  

Always have the local VFD on standby 

http://www.gpfirescience.org
http://www.pbatexas.org


STOP  2 

 Fire & prickly pear  
The prickly paradigmðD. Rollins 
RPQRR trialsðD. Rollins 
Season of burning 
Fire w/wo herbicides 
Prickly pear response 
Forb & shrub response  

Aerator with sprayer demo (Mark Moon) 
Smaller unit for use with farm tractor  
      (Chris Ellis) 



Cactus:  a prickly paradigm for quail managers  
 
Dale Rollins, RPQRR; drollins@quailresearch.org 
 
ñMany ranchers do declare, 
Theyôve got too much prickly pear. 
Itôs a thorny plant that they despise,  
But it sure looks good through a quail henôs eyes!ò 
 
When my son Travis was four years old, he accompa-
nied me on a jackrabbit hunt in cactus-studded country.  
After getting impaled several times, he looked at me 
tearfully and asked ñDaddy, why did God make prickly pear anyway?ò  It was another ten 
years before I could give him a good answer.  Quail nest in prickly pear . . . a lot; especially in 
drought years or on heavily-grazed country.  And quail nests in cactus survive at about twice 
the rate of those situated in grass (until one reaches a threshold of about 300 bunchgrass 
clumps per acre).  Larger mottes of ñsouth Texas pearò also serve as ñquail housesò and indeed 
ñstorm cellarsò when a raptor is on their tail.   
 
But moderation in all things.  Cactus gets to thick for ranchers before it gets to thick for quail 
hunters before it gets too thick for their bird dogs, before it gets too thick for quail.  Weôve got 
lots of prickly pear (at least 3 species) with the ñground pearò being the most troublesome.  
And we know how to kill itðan application of Tordon or Surmount ideally following a pre-
scribed fire.  But we also are aware of ñcollateral damageò to some of our desirable plants 
(e.g., hackberry).  At RPQRR, we seek to (a) understand the ñside effectsò and (b) seek to de-
velop and apply the most ïquail-friendly approach to prickly pear as possible.   
 
Our quest for such a strategic goal has involved herbicides, mechanical treatments (e.g., aera-
tor), seasonal fires, and ñpyric herbivoryò (i.e., grazing plus fire).  We have investigated these 
combinations for several years with those results presented in the next few pages.  We seek to 
apply our treatments ñsurgicallyò in a brush-sculpting sense.  Accordingly, weôve used heli-
copter applications, Individual Plant Treatments, and patch-burn grazing. 
 
Cool-season fire alone reduces prickly pear only for a short period of time.  Hotter (i.e., Au-
gust) fires following pre-treated fuels (with glyphosate) has shown excellent results, but it dif-
ficult to recommend, especially for quail managers (i.e., too hot on loafing coverts).  Patch-
burn grazing is intriguing and deserves more attention; our initial results were encouraging, but 
we ñdroughted outò in 2011.  However cows preferentially grazed our ñsouth Texas pearò 
which we considered a negative.  Typically they did not consume burned pads until about 12 
to 15 days post-burn; Iôd be interested what it is that changes during that time (perhaps fermen-
tation?). 
 
We are presently treating a ñfairwayò that will transect the ranch in order to host a field trial 
next spring.  Our treatment of choice is an aerator equipped with a remotely-operated boom-
less sprayer using Surmount.  This method has proved useful on quail ranches near Albany. 



Prickly pear density gradient at RPQRR, 2010.  Points 
indicate permanent transects from which pad density 
was recorded. 



Prickly pear reduction following warm- and cool-season burns 

Dave Barre, RPQRR 

 We measured prickly pear densities across the ranch in certain polygons and plots that 

have been burned either in cool or warm season prescribed fires.  We continue to sample burns at 

1-, 2-, and 3-years post-burn to determine whether 

prickly pear densities return to pre-burn levels.  In 

April 2010 the Meg pasture was also treated with 

a 32-oz/ac rate of Surmount, about 5 weeks fol-

lowing a prescribed fire implemented on March 

13th 2010, and so has been summarized separately 

from the summer and winter burns.  Prickly pear 

responds differently following warm- vs. cool 

season burns. Cool-season burns reduced pad 

numbers by only 30% of initial densities at 1-yr 

post-burn whereas warm-season burns reduced 

pad numbers by twice that (63%).  At 2 years post

-burn, cool season burn polygons returned to 

about 96% of initial densities, whereas warm sea-

son burn polygons had increased to almost 70% 

of initial densities.  In the Meg pasture prickly 

pear densities were reduced to about 58% of ini-

tial densities at 1-yr post-burn.  Pear re-growth 

occurred more quickly in cool-season burns com-

pared to warm-season burns and it is yet to be de-

termined if chemical and cool season-burn treat-

ments combined keep prickly pear densities from 

returning to pre-burn numbers. 

Note: We pre-treated a few summer burn polygons with 

glyphosate (64 oz/ac) in July 2010, then burned three 

weeks later with air temps of 102 degrees, winds 5 to 8 

mph, and humidities from 20 to 30%.  Prickly pear densi-

ties were reduced to 5% of initial densities, then returned 

to about 20% of initial densities after two years.  (Data not 

shown in table).  The following September these plots were 

covered with Texas filaree.  The following September they were mostly common broomweed (which we 

considered an asset for quail). 

 

 

 

 

 



Brush Spray Treatments

Tordon2pts/acre

Tordon1pt/acre

Surmount4pts/acre

Surmount2pts/acre

Grazon2pts/acre

Grazon2.6pts/acre

Chaparral3.3oz/acre

Chaparral3.3oz/acre + 2,4,D Ester 1lb/acre

Total brush tagged
Doc 1100
Annie 1200
James 500

200m

200m

James

Annie

Doc

Brush mortality response to prickly pear herbicides and burning 

Dave Barre, Jordan Graves and Dale Rollins, RPQRR 

Dense stands of prickly pear occupy several pastures on RPQRR.  In April, 2010 we applied 

various herbicides for cacti control using a helicopter.  Our objective was to determine the 

ñcollateral damageò to desirable woody shrubs (e.g. hackberry and lotebush). A total of 500 

acres were sprayed in three different pastures, with eight treatment strips (four herbicides at 

different rates) in each pasture crossing areas of prescribed burning to see combined effects 

(burning and chemical).  These strip ñplotsò were evaluated, at the 1-yr following treatment, 

for shrub, forb and grass dynamics.  Control (untreated) areas are sampled around the perime-

ter of the strips treated.  Brush species were tagged with ID numbers and GPS points for future 

location and subsequent monitoring.  Prickly pear density will be monitored, as die-off contin-

ues, using length-wise transects through each strip.  It will be some time (two to three years 

after treatment) before a percentage kill of prickly pear can be estimated.  Wolfberry and 

tasajilla were affected considerably by all eight treatments.  Hackberry was somewhat affected 

by all treatments especially if combined with burning.  Grazon Next and Tordon at the higher 

rate affected more species, whereas Tordon at the lower rate affected the least number species. 

Additional evaluations will take place for the next two years. 

Funding provided by Dow AgroSciences and RPQRR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


