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landowners and other land managers, town 
planning commissions via sta� biologists, habitat 
demonstration projects, LIP and WHIP program 
lands, etc.

5.3 Update the �A Landowner�s Guide, Wildlife 
Habitat Management for Vermont Woodlands� 
and make it available on the Department�s 
website and in published form.

5.4 Work with the NWTF regional biologists and 
chapter volunteers on development of the North 
American Wild Turkey Management Plan. 

5.5 Work with partnering organizations on high 
priority projects and issues.

ISSUE 6. Perception Regarding the 
Interaction Between Deer and 
Wild Turkeys, Ru�ed Grouse 
and Wild Turkeys, and Various 
Predators and Wild Turkeys

GOAL: To improve the public�s knowledge, 
awareness, and understanding of 
the role of the wild turkey and its 
interactions within the ecosystem.

While the number of wild turkeys has increased 
dramatically throughout Vermont over the last 

decade, ru�ed grouse and deer have at times declined 
in abundance. �is leads some hunters to assume that 
turkeys could somehow be having a negative impact 
upon these other popular species. Some hunters 
believe that turkeys are eating more and more of 
the available food. However, biologists throughout 
the range where these species overlap believe that 
changes in deer or grouse numbers have nothing to 
do with the size of the turkey population. �e factors 
limiting survival and populations of deer and grouse 

are di�erent than those limiting turkeys. Although 
the e�ects of winter severity can limit all three species, 
their e�ects vary by species. In winter, deer require 
softwood cover and woody browse. Turkeys don�t 
eat woody browse. While the formation of crusts on 
the snow surface can trap or prevent grouse from 
burrowing below the snow�s surface, crusts make it 
easy for turkeys to get around in search of food. 

�rough all the restoration e�orts and the 
tremendous population growth there have been 
no documented reports of wild turkeys having any 
negative impact on other wildlife or threatened or 
endangered species. Because of their general and 
opportunistic feeding habits and adaptability, the 
wild turkey seems to be able to �nd a noncompetitive 
niche in which to survive regardless of the other 
species found in the area. One researcher noted that 
turkeys �usually have �lled a vacant environmental 
niche wherever they have been introduced and 
no signi�cant environmental problem has been 
attributed to them.� (Wunz 1992, National Wild 
Turkey Federation 2001).

DEER AND WILD TURKEYS 

The most common concern expressed regarding 
turkeys competing with deer is that they out-

compete deer for hard mast such as acorns or beech 
nuts. While it�s true that both deer and turkeys feed 
more on mast during years of mast abundance, but so 
do bears, squirrels, grouse, blue jays, and numerous 
small mammal species. Of these, turkeys may leave 
the most obvious evidence of feeding due to their 
scratching, but it�s highly unlikely that the birds 
consume mast to the detriment of deer. Autumn is 
the period of greatest wild food abundance. Wild 
apples, corn and other agricultural crops, grasses 
and forbs, berries and seeds of all kinds are used 
by both turkeys and deer and many other animals. 
In fact, a Pennsylvanian researcher used fencing 
to determine that of all species feeding on red oak 
acorns, deer actually obtain the greatest proportion of 
mast. Regarding beech mast, a Michigan researcher 
(Rosemier et al. 2005) found that in non-mast years, 
rodents actually consume most of the beechnuts. 
Considering the fact that only two 150 pound deer 
(300 lbs) equal the biomass of a �ock of about 30 
juvenile turkeys (or 15 large adults), it is easy to see 
how a few deer could easily consume considerably 
most of the mast crop.

While high turkey densities are believed to have no 
signi�cant negative impact upon deer populations, 
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high deer densities do have a harmful impact 
upon turkeys, ru�ed grouse, and other forest 
birds because excessive browsing of shrubs reduces 
protective cover, food sources, and nesting sites 
(Witmer and DeCalesta 1991).

RUFFED GROUSE AND WILD TURKEYS

Dan Dessecker, a forest biologist with the 
Ru�ed Grouse Society, points out that �In 

order for increasing wild turkey populations to be 
able to exert a direct negative in�uence on local 
ru�ed grouse, there would have to be some form of 
competition� (Dessecker 1996). �is competition 
would be expected to focus on some limited 
resource, such as space, food, breeding areas, 
nesting sites, or some other resource. Dessecker 
notes that it�s highly doubtful that these two species 
compete for any limited resource. Ru�ed grouse 
thrive in dense young forest stands. Turkeys prefer 
relatively open mature forests. 

Regarding breeding areas, grouse drum on logs 
surrounded by dense shrubs, and turkey gobblers 
display in �elds or forest openings. Although hens 
of both species nest in middle-aged or mature forest, 
their nest site requirements are quite general with 
both species using a wide range of sites that are found 
throughout forests. Again, it is very unlikely that 
there is limited space and competition for nest sites.

Research has shown that wild turkeys do not a�ect 
other bird species by eating young birds or destroying 
nests. Dr. Bill Palmer, a game bird biologist in 
Florida, used micro-video cameras and radio-tagged 
hens to monitor more than 400 quail nests and 
broods in an area with very high turkey populations 
(30-60 turkeys per square mile). �e research did not 
record a single turkey destroying a nest or eating or 
killing a quail chick (Zimmer 2002). Gary Zimmer, 
another Ru�ed Grouse Society forest biologist, points 
out that young grouse can �y well at only three weeks 
of age. When threatened the brood �ushes in all 
directions to �nd cover and hide. �at would make 
it nearly impossible for a turkey, with its poor sense 
of smell, to locate and harm grouse chicks (Zimmer 
2002). 

Competition for food is also not likely to be 
signi�cant between turkeys and ru�ed grouse. 
Both birds are generalists, in that they feed on an 
extremely wide variety of foods throughout the 
year. During winter, the most stressful period when 
food resources are most scarce, turkeys and grouse 
typically use di�erent food sources (Whitaker 1998). 

Ru�ed grouse feed on the buds of trees and shrubs. 
Dessecker notes that turkeys are heavy birds that can 
only stand on stout tree limbs, so they prefer to feed 
on the ground on waste grains, acorns and beechnuts, 
and residual fruits and seeds, such as highbush 
cranberry, burdock, and ash seeds.

Dave Neu, a regional biologist for the National Wild 
Turkey Federation, states, �Ru�ed grouse and wild 
turkey are two species that have evolved together for 
thousands of years and their habitats slightly overlap. 
�ere is no documented evidence that either species 
directly impacts populations of the other� (Zimmer 
2002). Although turkey populations have increased 
while grouse have decreased in some portions of 
Vermont, the population changes are mainly due to 
changes in agriculture and forest habitat. As young 
forests mature, the habitat becomes more suitable 
for turkeys and less attractive to grouse. �us, 
populations of both species birds respond to changing 
habitat conditions rather than turkeys displacing 
grouse. Gary Zimmer stated it best when he said that 
�Any impact caused to ru�ed grouse populations 
by turkeys is insigni�cant compared to declines in 
young-forest habitats�� (Zimmer 2002). 

PREDATORS AND WILD TURKEYS

Department personnel are often asked why they 
don�t promote a bounty on coyotes or some 

other form of predator control to �protect� wild 
turkeys or other game species. It is well established 
that predator �control� will not protect wild turkeys. 
Predator/prey relationships are extremely dynamic 
and complex. �ese relationships involve a variety 
of factors that defy a simple, quick �x. Wild turkeys 
are prey to a long list of predators including coyotes, 
bobcats, foxes, �sher, weasels, skunks, opossum, 
raccoons, snakes, hawks, owls, domestic dogs, 
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ISSUE 7. Developing and Maintaining 
an Informed Public is Crucial 
to the Management Success of 
the Wild Turkey Project. 

GOAL: 	To ensure continued information 
exchange and program acceptance 
by keeping the general public, state 
and federal agencies informed on the 
status of the wild turkey resource in 
Vermont. 

Habitat conservation and public use of the turkey 
resource are best accomplished when citizens are 

well-informed. Understanding the public�s opinion 
regarding turkey biology, habitat, and management 
issues is important in making acceptable management 
decisions.
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and humans. In the case of implementing �coyote 
control,� for example, assuming that this could be 
e�ective, removal of coyotes would only reduce 
competition among the remaining host of predators 
that would continue to prey on turkeys. Coyotes, 
in fact, prey upon weasels, opossums, raccoons, 
foxes, and rarely skunks. All of these species are 
e�ective predators of nests, chicks, and nesting 
turkey hens. For this reason, it is possible that 
removal of coyotes could allow the populations of 
these other predators to increase resulting in more, 
not less, turkey predation and an overall decrease in 
a turkey population. Complex species relationships 
are common in nature. In fact, the rapid growth in 
Vermont�s turkey population has occurred during a 
time when the coyote population has been abundant. 

Many of the qualities that hunters admire so much 
about these birds, such as their incredible eyesight, 
ability to detect movement and wariness, are products 
of the turkey�s long evolutionary history that they 
share with their predators. As wild turkey populations 
increase, the potential role of this species as a 
signi�cant source of prey for other Vermont animals 
may now be greater than ever before. 

Management Strategies 

6.1 Promote sound scienti�c principles regarding 
inter-species competition and predator-prey 
relationships through a variety of outreach 
methods including public speaking events, web-
based information and links, and print and 
broadcast media.

Management Strategies 

7.1	 Disseminate wild turkey project information 
to the public/media professionals via biological 
reporting stations, teacher workshops, private and 
public landowner visits/conferences, slide/video 
presentations, mail correspondence, popular and 
technical reports, etc.

7.2 Use the Department�s library to �ll all public 
requests for its video production ��e Wild 
Turkey in Vermont� as well as its wildlife study 
guide ��e Wild Turkey Education Kit.�

7.3	 Continue involvement with standing professional 
committees, regulatory bodies and cooperative 
agreements with nongovernmental organizations 
to assist the Department with meeting the goals 
and objectives of this plan.
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