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average in 2008. There should be 
similar or slightly better hunting 
opportunities for dusky grouse 
this fall. 

Spruce grouse, which inhabit 
western Montana primarily, hatch 
in late June and early July, giv-
ing them a weather advantage. 
Northrup said average to above 
average spruce grouse numbers 
are likely. 
Southwestern and South 

Central Montana 
In southwestern and south cen-

tral Montana, mountain grouse 
experienced cold, wet periods 
in early and mid-June that may 
have affected the hatch and young 
broods. 

Ruffed grouse begin to hatch in 
early June, followed in a week or 
two by dusky grouse. 

“Last year’s harvest of ruffed 
and dusky grouse was about aver-
age in these areas, and it appears 
we’ll see average or below aver-
age numbers this year,” Northrup 
said. 

Northeastern Montana 
Northrup said a severe, pro-

longed winter in northeastern 
Montana may have suppressed 
prairie game bird numbers. Al-
though native species like sharp-
tailed grouse are adapted to Mon-
tana’s winter conditions, severe 
winters will affect survival. Sharp-
tailed grouse dancing ground 
counts were down this year in 
the area. 

“Hunters may see fewer upland 
game birds in Daniels, Sheridan, 
and Roosevelt counties than they 
might expect,” Northrup said. 
“This is unfortunate given the av-
erage or above average numbers 
of sharp-tailed grouse and gray 
partridge enjoyed in these coun-
ties in recent years. 

Montana Hi-Line 
Drought conditions have extend-

ed from the east front along the Hi-
Line to North Dakota, particularly 
north of U.S. Highway 2. Drought 
usually results in poorer brood 
survival and lower fall abundance 
for sharp-tails and gray partridge, 
Northrup said. 

“Here hunters can anticipate 
below average numbers of sharp-
tailed grouse and gray partridge, 
but may find better hunting south 
of U.S. Highway 2 in areas that 
received more precipitation,” 
Northrup said. 

Prairie game bird hunting op-
portunities will also be impacted 
by the conversion of CRP fields 
back into grain production. 

“Effective blocks of CRP cover 
still remain, particularly in the 
western and eastern portions of 
the Montana Hi-Line,” Northrup 
said. 

Southeastern Montana 
Sharp-tailed grouse dancing 

ground counts were similar or 
slightly improved from last year in 
southeastern Montana. However, 
a band of rainy weather, extend-
ing from Big Timber to Glendive 
and south to Wyoming, was ac-
companied with near-freezing 
temperatures for a few days in 
early June. As a result, hunters are 
likely to see fewer young sharp-
tailed grouse in some areas but 
there will be good cover over most 
of the region. 

Grouse hunting may be better 
to the north and gray partridge 
populations may also have rode 
out this frosty weather, which oc-
curred prior to hatch. 

Sage Grouse 
Sage-grouse counts across Mon-

tana this spring were improved 
from recent years, but generally 
below average. Cold wet condi-
tions in early June in southern 

Montana likely impacted young 
broods. Northrup predicts below 
average abundance again this year 
in most sage-grouse range. 

Upland Game Bird 
Harvest History 

Interested in the game bird har-
vest in Montana last year com-
pared with the long-term average? 
Here are the stats: 

Statewide harvest by species 20-
year average 2008 estimate 

* Pheasant 129,300 126,913 
* Gray Partridge 46,900 43,219 
* Sharp-tailed grouse 52,900 

50,234 
* Sage grouse 8,300 2,631 
* Dusky grouse 18,800 17,052 
* Ruffed grouse 25,500 22,810 
* Spruce grouse 4,700 4,507
Interestingly, pheasant harvests 

have generally increased since 
1987 with implementation of the 
CRP program in Montana. The 
program funds perennial cover 
plantings in place of crops, pro-
viding effective nesting and hid-
ing cover for pheasants and other 
upland nesting birds. 

Transporting Upland 
Game Birds 

Hunters be aware-
detailed regulations 

apply to transporting 
harvested birds. 

Hunters must leave one, fully-
feathered wing naturally attached 
to any sage grouse, sharp-tailed 
grouse, mountain grouse or par-
tridge transported from where it 
was taken to a permanent resi-
dence. 

In another example, pheasant 
hunters must leave a leg and foot 
naturally attached to any pheasant 
they transport within the state so 
the sex of the bird can be identi-
fied. 


