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IDENTIFICATION OF GROUSE SPECIES 
BY HUNTERS IN NORTHWESTERN COLORADO: 

IMPLICATIONS FOR MANAGEMENT 

Until 1955 there was an aggregate bag limit 
f o r all species o f grouse harvested in C o l o r a d o . 
F r o m 1956 through 1981 , there were aggregate 
bag and possession limits f o r sage grouse (Centro-
cercus urophasianus) and Co lumbian sharp-tailed 
grouse (Tympanuchus phasianellus columbianus). 
Historically, management and e n f o r c e m e n t per-
sonnel supported aggregate bag limits o n sage 
and sharp-tailed grouse because they bel ieved 
that many hunters c ou ld not distinguish between 
them. Because the ranges o f these 2 species over -
lap in Routt and eastern M o f f a t counties and 
they may be f o u n d in similar habitats dur ing the 
hunting season, there is potential f o r misidentifi-
cation. 

Co lumbian sharp-tailed grouse (Fig. 1) current -
ly have a low harvest rate in C o l o r a d o (Co lo . Div. 
Wildl . 1983). T o increase hunter recreational 
opportuni ty and harvest o f this species, a separate 
bag limit was cons idered as o n e management al-
ternative. A survey was des igned to measure the 
ability o f hunters to identify the species they 
b a g g e d and to learn if species-specific harvest re-
gulations cou ld be implemented . 

Data were col lected in Routt County f r o m 
1981 through 1983 at hunter check stations dur -
ing the initial weekend o f the grouse season each 
year. Check stations were located primarily to 
survey sharp-tailed grouse hunters, but it was also 
possible f o r hunters to harvest sage grouse and 
blue grouse (Dendragapus obscurus) in the same 
areas. All successful hunters were asked to identi-
fy the species o f grouse they had shot. 

Seventy-five o f 148 hunters ( 5 0 . 7 % ) contacted 
in 1981 were successful in harvesting at least 1 
grouse . O f 25 hunters with an aggregate bag o f 
sage and sharp-tailed grouse , only 1 ( 4 . 0 % ) c ou ld 
not di f ferentiate between the 2 species. H o w e v e r , 

3 o f 31 hunters ( 9 . 7 % ) were unable to correct ly 
identify b lue grouse . Because most hunters 
( > 9 0 % ) surveyed in 1981 were able to identify 
the grouse they harvested, the 1982 and 1983 
grouse harvest regulations specif ied separate bag 
limits f o r sage and sharp-tailed grouse. 

All hunters e n c o u n t e r e d at grouse check sta-
tions in Rout t County in 1982 and 1983 were 
asked if they were aware o f the separate bag limit 
regulations and were also asked to identify the 

Fig. 1. The Columbian sharp-tailed grouse offers addition-
al recreational opportunity for small game hunters who are 
able to distinguish it from sage grouse. (Photo by K. Giesen) 



grouse they harvested. Sixty-five o f 74 hunters 
( 8 7 . 8 % ) and 49 o f 52 hunters ( 9 4 . 2 % ) in 1982 
and 1983 , respectively, were aware o f the 
separate bag regulations. In 1982 , 59 o f 74 
hunters ( 7 9 . 7 % ) were successful in bagg ing at 
least 1 grouse and all but 3 hunters were able to 
identify the species o f grouse they bagged . T h e s e 
3 hunters were unable to identify b lue grouse . 

In 1983 , 38 o f 52 hunters ( 7 3 . 1 % ) interviewed 
were successful in harvesting grouse and only 3 
( 7 . 9 % ) were unable to identify the species o f 
grouse they bagged . T h e s e hunters had a c o m -
bination o f blue and sharp-tailed grouse but 
misidentif ied the birds as juveni le sage grouse . 

O f 55 hunters w h o had bo th sage and sharp-
tailed grouse in the bag in 1 9 8 1 - 8 3 , only 1 
( 1 . 8 % ) c ou ld not distinguish be tween the species. 
T h u s , most hunters can di f ferentiate be tween 
sage and sharp-tailed grouse (Fig. 2) and can p o -
tentially take advantage o f separate bag limits. 

M o r e hunters (N = 9) were unable to correct ly 
identify blue grouse than sage grouse (3 hunters) 
o r sharp-tailed grouse (5 hunters) (Tab le 1). Most 

Fig. 2. Wings of sharp-tailed grouse (top) and sage grouse 
(bottom) are easily differentiated on the basis of size and 
plumage characteristics. (Photo by G. Tischbein) 

Table 1. Hunter identification of grouse species in Routt 
County, Colorado, 1981-83. 

Species 

Successful 
hunters, 

N 

Hunters misidentifying 
species 

N % 

Blue grouse 91 9 9.9 

Sage grouse 96 3 3.1 

Sharp-tailed grouse 144 5 3.5 

a

172 of 274 hunters contacted were successful in 

harvesting at least 1 grouse. 

hunters w h o actually harvested sharptails were 
apparently hunt ing specifically f o r them, whereas 
some hunters were hunting f o r " g r o u s e " in the 
forested areas o f Rout t County and only encoun-
tered b lue grouse . 

T h e s e data indicate that most successful 
hunters are able to identify the species o f grouse 
they harvest and can benef i t f r o m specific regula-
tions f o r each species. Because the n u m b e r o f 
grouse hunters in C o l o r a d o has remained rela-
tively stable in the last decade , even when grouse 
seasons have generally b e c o m e l onger (Co lo . Div. 
Wildl . 1983) , the separate bag limit regulations 
may b e an e f fect ive m e t h o d o f increasing harvest 
and hunter recreational opportuni ty . 
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