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Game Bird Research

A wing in the hand can tell 
a lot about the bird in the bush.

State wildlife biologist Rick 
Merizon has launched a wing 
collection program to gain in-
sights into Alaska’s grouse and 
ptarmigan. So far, hunters have 
sent him almost 400 wings, and 
he hopes to collect 2,000 by 
spring of 2013.

“We’re asking hunters to 
voluntarily provide one wing 
and a tail for grouse, and one 
wing and a head for ptarmi-
gan,” Merizon said. “This helps 
us determine harvest composi-
tion information for the game 
birds. This is one more tool we 
can use to monitor and evalu-
ate various populations - in 
addition to the hunter reports, 
spring time abundance surveys, 
and the online small game 
hunter harvest survey.”

Alaska is home to four spe-
cies of grouse and three species 
of ptarmigan. Merizon, who 
serves as coordinator for Fish 
and Game’s statewide small 
game program, said he’s al-
ready received examples of all 
seven species this year.

Most grouse are harvested 
between the first part of the sea-

son (early to mid-August) and 
Thanksgiving. Merizon said 
after Thanksgiving bird hunt-
ers generally switch to hunting 
ptarmigan in the winter. “I’m 
hoping we can get close to a 
thousand ptarmigan between 
Christmas and the end of the 
season in March and April.”

“This year it’s been good, 
so far I’ve looked at close to 
200 wings,” Merizon said. 
“Over the past three weeks 
I’ve received nearly 200 more 
and more are arriving every 
week. I have more samples in 
the freezer than I’ve been able 
to look at. Between Thanksgiv-
ing and Christmas I’ll be able to 

look at them and get the results 
back to folks.”

Merizon provides the sex 
and age information to the 
hunters who supply the wings.

“If a hunter is willing to vol-
untarily provide these samples, 
I try to get back to the hunter 
with the information,” he said. 
“At the end of the season I cre-
ate a statewide status of small 
game report, and I’ll also pro-
vide that – it’s also available on 
the small game website.”

Hunters are asked to freeze 
the parts and put the individual 
wings and associated parts 
(heads or tails) in individual 
preprinted wing envelopes 
with information on the date 
and approximate location of 
harvest and the nearest town. 
The wing envelopes can be 
mailed in a larger pre-paid re-
turn envelope. These are avail-
able at Fish and Game offices 
in Juneau, Fairbanks, Palmer, 
Petersburg, Delta Junction, 
McGrath, and other area of-
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Merizon examines a ptarmigan wing. 
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