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habitat,” said Bob Welsh, DNR 
wildlife habitat program man-
ager.

An average annual harvest 
of more than 500,000 birds over 
the past 25 years places Min-
nesota as one of the nation’s 
top three ruffed grouse states. 
Grouse hunter numbers have 
traditionally followed cyclic 
changes in drumming survey 
indices, but when drumming 
surveys trended upward re-
cently, hunter numbers did not 
follow as they had in the past. 
The plan includes strategies to 
reverse that trend by offering 
improved habitat and access, as 
well as programs to help new 
hunters

The DNR’s ruffed grouse 
management plan was ap-
proved earlier this year after 
public comments on the draft 
plan were reviewed and con-
sidered.

“Now that the plan has been 
approved, we can continue to 
implement and accelerate our 
strategies to maintain great 
hunting opportunities,” said 
Ted Dick, DNR grouse coordi-
nator. “Those strategies include 
improved access to hunting 
land, better information for 
hunters and education for new 
hunters, and focused input to 
the timber planning process 
that will ensure that grouse 
habitat needs are well-present-
ed and considered in all forest 
planning processes.”

Minnesota leads the na-
tion in aspen-birch forest type, 
the preferred habitat of ruffed 
grouse, and offers more than 
11 million acres of federal, state 

and county land open to public 
hunting.

Persons interested in learn-
ing more about grouse, hunting 
opportunities and available 
online tools are encouraged to 
visit the DNR website at www.
mndnr.gov/grouse. More in-
formation, including podcasts, 
more detailed mapping and 
hunter education class an-
nouncements will be posted 
there as they are developed.

Ruffed gRouse 
counts decline
Minnesota’s ruffed grouse 

spring drumming counts were 
lower than last year across most 
of the bird’s range, according to 
a survey conducted by the Min-
nesota Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR).

Compared with drumming 
counts conducted in 2011, 2012 
survey results showed an aver-
age decline of 24 to 60 percent, 
to 1.1 drums per stop, in the 
northeast survey region, which 
is the core and bulk of grouse 
range in Minnesota. Drum-
ming counts in the northwest 
declined 33 to 73 percent to 0.9 
drums per stop. Drumming 
counts did not change signifi-
cantly in the central hardwoods 
or southeast, which had aver-
ages of 0.6 and 0.7 drums per 
stop, respectively.

“The grouse population 
is in the declining phase of 
its 10-year cycle,” said Mike 
Larson, DNR wildlife research 
group leader and grouse biolo-
gist. “The most recent peak in 
drum counts was during 2009, 

but hunter harvests remained 
relatively high through at least 
2010.”

Ruffed grouse populations, 
which tend to rise and fall on a 
10-year cycle, are surveyed by 
counting the number of male 
ruffed grouse heard drumming 
on established routes through-
out the state’s forested regions. 
This year observers recorded 
1.0 drums per stop statewide. 
The averages during 2010 and 
2011 were 1.5 and 1.7 drums 
per stop, respectively. Counts 
vary from about 0.8 drums per 
stop during years of low grouse 
abundance to about 1.9 during 
years of high abundance.

Drumming counts are an 
indicator of the ruffed grouse 
breeding population. The num-
ber of birds present during 
the fall hunting season also 
depends upon nesting success 
and chick survival during the 
spring and summer.

Minnesota frequently is 
the nation’s top ruffed grouse 
producer. On average, 115,000 
hunters harvest 545,000 ruffed 
grouse in Minnesota each year, 
also making it the state’s most 
popular game bird. During the 
peak years of 1971 and 1989, 
hunters harvested more than 
1 million ruffed grouse. Michi-
gan and Wisconsin, which 
frequently field more hunters 
than Minnesota, round out the 
top three states in ruffed grouse 
harvest.

One reason for the Min-
nesota’s status as a top grouse 
producer is an abundance of 
aspen and other ruffed grouse 
habitat, much of it located 


