Four Factors in
Food Plot Location

By Jason Snavely

Oftentimes when I am working with hunters to help them
choose the best location for a new food plot, they will ask me,
“Why put a food plot here when my stand is over on the ridge by
that clearing?”

As a deer manager, my universal food plot goal is to produce
high-quality plots that are strategically located where use by deer
is high but capitalization on our efforts by poachers or unco-
operative neighbors is low. My strategy for identifying optimal
locations for food plots has always focused on four core consid-
erations: soil quality, existing deer travel patterns, proximity to
dense cover, and neighbors. These four considerations ensure I
achieve my universal goal, to produce high-quality food plots (a
function of soil quality) that are strategically located (existing
travel patterns) where use by deer is high (proximity to cover) but
capitalization on our efforts by poachers or uncooperative neigh-
bors is low. 'm typically not happy until all four of these com-
ponents are addressed in the food plots and properties I manage.
Depending on the specific scenario, I may be willing to sacrifice
on one to really nail the other three, but in general all four are
equally important. Let’s take a look at each.

Soil Quality

Soil is the medium for plant growth, and animals satisfy
their need for dietary minerals from plants that grow in it. Forage
crops are simply transfer agents conveying nutrients from the soil
into the animals that consume the crops. The quality of your deer
herd is a direct function of the quality of their diet, and the qual-
ity of the food plot crops you cultivate (and the native vegetation)
is a direct function of your soil condition and soil health. Soil
quality can be improved, but it is also wise to choose food plot
sites where soil quality is already high.

An underrated soil characteristic with food plotters is organic
matter. Organic matter is the decaying plant and animal remains
that accumulate in the topsoil. During decomposition, organic
matter releases nutrients. The organic matter remaining after
major portions of plant and animal residues have decomposed is
known as humus. Humus is extremely valuable as it binds with
soil particles and improves conditions where there is either too
much moisture in the soil or too little. Note in the update on the
Bowman Plot that the field with higher organic matter content,
based on a soil test, requires less fertilizer and lime.

Most food plotters are also familiar with soil acidity, repre-
sented by the soil’s pH. Soil pH affects a plant’s ability to take up
available nutrients, so pH directly impacts the quality of your
food plots. You can correct acidity with lime, but choosing the
right site may reduce or eliminate this need.

Get to know the soils on the property you manage. Acquire a
soil survey map for your county by contacting your local USDA-
NRCS office, or visit http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/.
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In the last issue of QW we introduced you to the Bowman Plot, a

fallow field being renovated and converted into a food plot on a

250-acre tract in northeast Pennsylvania. Progress has been made

in clearing the field with a bulldozer and preparing the seedbed.
The bulldozer has also been
used to clear an access trail on
the downwind side of the field
(based on predominant wind
direction in this location) to al-
low hunters to access stand sites
in the area.
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The field includes two distinct sections, narrowly separated by early
successional cover. Following soil test results from early April, a
decision has been made to treat the field as two distinct food plots
- East and West Bowman.Test results revealed higher soil quality in
East Bowman (see chart), so we decided to expedite planting of for-
age soybeans for
warm-season nu- East Bowman West Bowman
trition and attrac- Crop: forage soybeans cool-season annuals
tion this summer.  org Matter: 4.2% 3.6%
Meanwhile, soils pH: 638 6.5
willbe amended 44 |ime: o 2,000 Ibs./acre
::C"l‘ile;itn?;”t’:s“' AddN: 0 30 Ibs./acre

Add P: 30 Ibs./acre 0

of lime per acre,
i Add K: 70 Ibs./acre 120 Ibs./acre

cool-season mix
of brassicas, winter peas and forage oats to be planted in August.

The proximity of these plots to large agricultural fields in the core of
the property should set up a great hunting-season scenario. Deer
using the large commercial bean and corn fields will hopefully be
attracted to East Bowman's soybeans, hidden in dense cover off

the larger fields. These deer will continue to use the soybeans into
hunting season while the adjacent cool-season annuals become
established. Natural travel corridors of low-lying, dense cover already
lead from the agricultural fields to the Bowman plots. Pockets and
corners of early successional cover bordering both plots were left
uncleared and will serve as staging areas or entry points for deer,
creating stand sites for hunters.

Staging Area
This pocket of
fallow brush in West
a Bowman was left
uncleared to serve
as"“soft edge” that
deer will likely use
! as an entry point
to the plot, setting
up potential stand
A sites.
| Test Results

For West Bowman's cool-

season annuals, A&L Ana-

Iytical Labs recommended

aton of lime per acre to

raise the pH from 6.5 to

7.0,and 120 Ibs./acre

potash (K). East Bowman’s

soils were stronger and

will support an immediate

il planting of soybeans.
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Existing Travel Patterns

More often than not, whitetails
develop travel patterns consistent with
terrain and edge habitat, but other
landforms and habitat features can con-
centrate travel, such as narrow fingers of
cover in otherwise open areas (or “bot-
tlenecks”). Rub lines, heavily used game
trails, and past hunting observations are
all clues to the best areas for food plots.
While deer may find and use a food plot
located away from their preferred travel
zones, situating a food plot near existing
travel patterns makes immediate and
continued use of the plot more likely. As
we all know, the more time deer spend
in a location of our choosing, the easier it is to create successful
hunting locations.

Proximity to Cover

The presence, diversity and abundance of dense escape, ther-
mal and fawning cover drives the year-round attractiveness of
your property. Further, development and/or enhancement of this
valuable component of whitetail habitat in an area in which it is
lacking increases the level of uniqueness of your particular man-
agement area. When it comes to food plots, deer prefer to feed in
areas where escape cover can be reached quickly. Evidence of this
is seen in any agricultural field or large food plot, where browse
pressure is usually highest along the edges. For cool-season

Overlaying soil-qu_a_l_ity information, travel corridors and
bedding cover on an aerial map of your hunting land can
help you identify the best sites for potential food plots.
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plots designed for hunting, close cover
increases deer use of the plot during
daylight. It’s also beneficial for deer to
feel secure while feeding in your warm-
season nutritional plots.

You can locate food plots close to
existing cover, and you can also shape
food plots so that a higher percentage of
the field is close to cover — for example,
long, narrow plots.

Neighbors

During your analysis of resources
on your property, it’s always good to
determine what your limiting factors
are. Over time, you may come to find
that one or more of your neighbors are among the limiting fac-
tors. These are bordering properties where hunting pressure is
high, QDM is not a goal, or both. In most cases, efforts to share
the rewards of QDM and encourage neighbors to participate
toward a common goal will be successful. But there are always
a few exceptions. While we all share the whitetail resource, and
those exceptional neighbors have just as much right to hunt their
land as you do, we don’t have to help them harvest the young
bucks we are trying to protect. By locating high-quality food
plots away from borders with non-QDM properties, you can help
reduce the loss of yearling bucks to those properties.

But “neighbors” can also include people on public roads,
Continued.
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some of whom may be tempted to trespass if high-quality food
plots are visible from outside your borders. Again, locating plots
away from, and out of sight of, borders with public roads will
reduce this temptation.

I often refer to areas where bucks are lost to poaching or
neighboring hunters as “negative funnels.”

prime sites for food plots should be revealed. If there are not any
available forest openings in these prime areas, consider creating
some through timber harvest or clearing, if that option is avail-
able to you. Existing fields and openings may offer high-quality
soil, especially if they were farmed recently, but their location may
not be optimal considering the other three criteria. With a little

research, you may uncover new sites that address all four
Combining the Four Factors criteria, including high-quality soil. é?
Thinking about the four factors we’ve discussed here, roll
out a large aerial of your hunting land. Mark on the map the
location of your best soils, the known travel corridors, and the
highest-quality cover. Note any “negative funnels” where imma-

ture bucks are not safe. When you get done analyzing your map,

About the Author: Jason R. Snavely is a consulting wildlife
biologist from Pennsylvania and owner of Drop-Tine Wildlife
Consulting, a private food plot consulting and wildlife manage-
ment firm that works with private and corporate landowners and
hunting clubs.
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