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    Grouse have a high natu-
ral mortality rate, so reproduc-
tive success is important to 
maintain population levels. 
In the north woods of the U.S. 
and Canada, grouse experi-
ence regular population cycles 
(highs and lows) every 10 to 12 
years.

    “Appalachian popula-
tions of grouse occur in much 
lower densities, but popula-
tions are more stable,” said John 
Morgan, small game program 
coordinator for Kentucky Fish 
and Wildlife.

    In an attempt to expand 
the range of grouse in Ken-
tucky, birds were stocked at 
Land Between the Lakes begin-
ning in the early 1980s. During 
the 1990s, the trap and reloca-
tion efforts extended to several 
counties in central Kentucky, 
Pennyrile State Forest and Ft. 
Knox Military Reservation.

    “There were some initial 
successes, but over the past de-
cade populations have largely 
disappeared,” said Morgan. 
“We occasionally get reports of 
grouse sightings in central Ken-
tucky and we had one in Hart 
County a few years back.”

    Daniel Boone National 
Forest, the state’s largest area 
open to public hunting for 
grouse, has had no significant 
timber harvest in the past 20 
years. “Without question, a 
lack of early successional forest 
habitat has impacted grouse 
populations and hunter harvest 
in the forest,” said Morgan.

    While 
timber har-
vest on pri-
vate lands 
may have 
benefitted 
s o m e  l o -
cal popu-
lations of 
grouse, the 
maturation 
of forests in 
Appalachia 
continues to 
be the driv-
ing  force 
b e h i n d 
long-term 
population 
d e c l i n e s . 
Two natu-
ral events 
c r e a t e d 
some forest 
openings: 
the February 2003 ice storm 
that damaged thousands of 
acres of hardwood trees, and 
infestations of the southern 
pine beetle, first reported in 
the spring of 2000. However, 
Morgan said the overall benefit 
to grouse populations has been 
negligible.

    Typically, there is a spike 
in hunting activity, flush rates 
and grouse harvest during the 
final weeks of the season based 
on the annual Grouse Hunter 
Log Survey.

    “The leaves are off the 
trees, and ground cover is bro-
ken down (by snow and wind), 
so it’s much easier to see and 
get a shot at flushing grouse,” 
said Morgan. “Also, food is 
more limited, so birds spend 

more time mov-
ing around which makes them 
more susceptible to hunting.”

    Morgan estimates the 
number of Kentucky grouse 
hunters at about 15,000. “But 
we do know that on average it 
takes three to five hunts to har-
vest a single grouse,” he said.

    Today, grouse hunting 
season in Kentucky is legal in 
53 counties. The split season is 
118 days long. Grouse season 
opened Nov. 1 and closed Nov. 
12, 2010. The season opened 
again Nov. 15 and will close 
Feb. 28, 2011.

    The daily bag limit is four 
grouse.


