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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

Wild turkeys, once pushed to the brink of extinction, represent one of North Americaôs landmark 

wildlife management success stories.  Todayôs healthy wild turkey populations provide many benefits for 

hunters, outdoor recreationists, and the general public, but may also foster concerns about crop damage, 

vehicle collisions, or neighborhood nuisance.  With varied public values and opinions about wild turkeys 

(even among hunters), turkey management continues to provide challenges for the Virginia Department of 

Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF) to meet its mission of managing ñwildlifeéto maintain optimum 

populationséto serve the needs of the Commonwealthò.  Optimum turkey populations will balance positive 

demands (e.g., hunting, viewing) with negative demands (e.g., agricultural damage, other conflicts).  

 

Embodying the interests of all citizens, the Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan was developed 

using a stakeholder involvement process to reflect the values of a diverse public about what should be 

accomplished with turkey management in Virginia.  Public stakeholders interested in turkeys made value 

choices about turkey management, while wildlife professionals focused on technical and biological aspects.  

While considering technical background information from VDGIF staff and other public input (e.g., focus 

group meetings, public meetings, public comments) from throughout Virginia, a citizen Stakeholder 

Advisory Committee (SAC) met four times to develop the values and goals found in the Virginia Wild 

Turkey Management Plan.  The SAC, initially comprised of 13 individuals from key stakeholder groups, 

represented various turkey-related interests from all across the state, including public landowners, sporting 

interests (e.g., fall hunters, spring hunters), private landowners, non-consumptive interests, and agricultural 

producers.   

 

A Turkey Technical Committee, involving VDGIF staff with technical expertise in turkey 

management, provided scientific and technical information.  In addition to providing technical feedback to 

the SAC, the Turkey Technical Committee also focused on identifying the objectives and potential strategies 

to achieve the goals drafted by the SAC.   

 

The Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan contains two sections: the technical portion (pages 1- 

48), and the Values, Goals, Objectives, and Strategies portion (pages 49-64).  The technical portion describes 

wild turkey management history, life history and biology, and status (supply and demand) in Virginia.  The 

Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan includes seven value and goal areas that address populations, 

recreation, and human-turkey problems.  Specific objectives were developed to help guide the attainment of 

each goal.  Potential strategies suggest ways that each objective might be achieved.  The specific goals 

address: 

 

 Turkey Populations (6 objectives, 18 potential strategies, pages 49-54):  Manage turkey populations 

using innovative, flexible, publicly accepted, cost-effective, and technically sound practices that 

balance the varied needs and expectations of stakeholders statewide and locally (cultural carrying 

capacity).  

 

 Turkey-Related Recreation (4 objectives, 17 potential strategies, pages 54-56):  Manage wild turkey-

related recreation (including hunting and non-hunting recreation) to optimize the multiple factors 

that determine participantsô satisfaction.  Turkey-related recreational opportunities should not 

support activities that prevent attainment of turkey population objectives to meet cultural carrying 

capacity. 

 

 Hunting Tradition (2 objectives, 6 potential strategies, pages 56-58):  Encourage participation in 

lawful methods of turkey hunting in both spring and fall in Virginia.  Promotion of hunting traditions 

should not support activities that prevent attainment of turkey population objectives to meet cultural 

carrying capacity. 
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 Allocation of Fall Harvest (2 objectives, 9 potential strategies, pages 58-60):  Provide opportunities 

for all hunters to harvest turkeys, but with primary emphasis on hunters who specifically pursue wild 

turkeys, including quality fall hunting opportunity prior to significant disruptions from deer hunting 

activity (primarily muzzleloading and firearms seasons).  Fall harvest allocations and hunting 

opportunity should not prevent attainment of turkey population objectives to meet cultural carrying 

capacity.   

 

 Safety (3 objectives, 15 potential strategies, pages 60-61):  Promote safety for hunters and non-

hunters without diminishing the quality of the hunting experience during both spring and fall. 

 

 Ethics & Compliance with Law (2 objectives, 9 potential strategies, pages 62-63):  Demand a culture 

of high ethical standards among hunters and develop respect for the interests of non-hunters, other 

hunters, and landowners, while working to reduce poaching and unethical practices.  

 

 Human-Wild Turkey Problems (2 objectives, 8 potential strategies, pages 63-64):  Reduce the 

negative consequences upon affected stakeholders from conflicts caused by wild turkeys through 

shared public/private responsibility and in a manner consistent with population and recreation 

objectives. 

 

The Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan provides a blueprint for future management directions 

through 2022 of what needs to be done for turkey management, how it should be done, and when it should be 

done.  By clarifying management goals and objectives, the Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan will help 

VDGIF Board members, VDGIF administrators, VDGIF staff, and the public to effectively address wild 

turkey management issues into the future.   
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INTRODUCTION  

 

As a symbol of the New Worldôs bounty from the first Thanksgiving, wild turkeys are widely 

recognized by people throughout North America.  After wild turkeys were pushed to the brink of extinction, 

the restoration of this cultural icon represents one of North Americaôs landmark wildlife management 

success stories.  Todayôs healthy wild turkey populations provide many benefits for hunters, outdoor 

recreationists, and the general public.  However, abundant populations can also foster concerns about crop 

damage, vehicle collisions, or neighborhood nuisances.  With the varied public values and opinions about 

wild turkeys (even among hunters), turkey management has created complex and unique challenges for the 

Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF). 

 

The VDGIF, under the direction of a Governor-appointed Board of Directors, is charged specifically 

by the General Assembly with the management of the stateôs wildlife resources.  The Code of Virginia 

expresses many legal mandates for the Board and VDGIF, prominent among which are management of 

wildlife species (§29.1-103), public education (§29.1-109), law enforcement (§29.1-109), and regulations 

(§29.1-501).  To help clarify and interpret the role of VDGIF in managing wildlife in Virginia, the Board of 

Directors has adopted the following Agency mission statement: 

 

 To manage Virginia's wildlife and inland fish to maintain optimum populations of all species to 

serve the needs of the Commonwealth; 

 To provide opportunity for all to enjoy wildlife, inland fish, boating and related outdoor recreation 

and to work diligently to safeguard the rights of the people to hunt, fish and harvest game as 

provided for in the Constitution of Virginia; 

 To promote safety for persons and property in connection with boating, hunting and fishing; 

 To provide educational outreach programs and materials that foster an awareness of and appreciation 

for Virginia's fish and wildlife resources, their habitats, and hunting, fishing, and boating 

opportunities. 

 

What is the Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan?  

 

The Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan is the first comprehensive strategic plan developed for 

turkeys in Virginia.  It summarizes the history of wild turkeys in Virginia, describes the current status of wild 

turkeys (supply and demand), and provides a blueprint for future management directions.  The plan 

establishes a framework through 2022 of what needs to be done for turkey management, how it should be 

done, and when it should be done.  By clarifying management goals and objectives of the VDGIF relating to 

turkeys, this plan will help Board members, VDGIF administrators, VDGIF staff, and the public to 

effectively address wild turkey management issues.  As the basis for guiding turkey management activities, 

decisions, and projects, the plan also will serve to inform the General Assembly and the public of what the 

VDGIF would intend to accomplish.  The Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan is a strategic plan that is 

only intended to provide overall directions, goals, and objectives for the wild turkey program (e.g., to 

increase turkey populations in a specific county).  As such, it is not an operational plan where the specific 

details of potential strategies to carryout objectives are exactly described (e.g., establishing the specific 

hunting season dates).   

 

How the Plan was Developed 

  

 Following the philosophy that guided the development of Virginiaôs Deer and Bear Management 

Plans, the Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan was publically developed to represent the interests of all 

Virginians.  VDGIF collaborated with the Department of Fish and Wildlife Conservation at Virginia Tech to 

implement the public and technical processes for plan development.  During the planning process, public 

stakeholders focused on the public values regarding wild turkeys, whereas wildlife management 

professionals focused on the technical aspects of wild turkey management.  
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To identify important issues in wild turkey management, a series of nine focus group meetings were 

conducted throughout Virginia to begin the planning process.  Approximately 230 Virginians known to have 

an interest in management of wild turkeys were invited to attend one of the focus groups during April and 

May 2012.  Of those invited, 82 individuals participated in themed focus group meetings to specifically 

discuss spring hunting, fall hunting, or turkey damage issues.  The issues identified by focus group 

participants provided a starting point for Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC) discussions. 

   

The SAC, initially composed of 13 representatives from key stakeholder groups (Appendix A), was 

tasked with developing draft goals that reflect public values to guide wild turkey management.  The SAC 

members represented various interests from all across the state, including public landowners, sporting 

interests, non-consumptive interests, and agricultural producers.  The SAC met four times between February 

2013 and September 2013 to develop the plan.  Between meetings, SAC members remained engaged with 

planning issues via e-mail, extra assignments, and a website designed for maintaining meeting documents.   

 

A Wild Turkey Technical Committee (Technical Committee), composed of VDGIF biologists with 

expertise on wild turkey management, was formed to provide scientific information and technical feedback 

to the SAC (Appendix B).  Specifically, the Technical Committee drafted and presented the technical 

background information on wild turkey biology and management in Virginia, documented the SAC input on 

values and goals, identified the objectives and potential strategies to achieve the SACôs draft goals, and 

drafted the final plan (e.g., writing, compiling technical sections with SAC input).   

 

The Department of Fish and Wildlife Conservation in the College of Natural Resources and 

Environment at Virginia Tech provided the overall guidance and administrative support for the planning 

approach and processes.  Fish and Wildlife Conservation faculty and staff organized and facilitated planning 

meetings (e.g., focus groups, SAC, Technical Committee, regional public input) as well as provided other 

administrative and logistical support (e.g., created and maintained an informational website, drafted meeting 

notes, communication and mailings, fiscal needs).   

 

To broaden input and to ensure that the work of the SAC accurately reflected the values of the 

Commonwealthôs citizens, additional opportunities were made available for the public to review and 

comment on a draft of the Wild Turkey Management Plan.  A public comment period extended from July 12 

to August 9, 2013 where the draft Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan was available for review on the 

VDGIF website.  In addition, six public input meetings were also held throughout Virginia in Bedford, 

Fredericksburg, Hampton, Richmond, Verona, and Wytheville.  To stimulate additional public input, news 

releases, the VDGIF Outdoor Report, and media interviews also were made available throughout the state 

with several articles published in large market and local newspapers.   

 

By the end of the public comment period, 162 individual comments had been received.  During the 

comment period, 62 comments were received on VDGIFôs web page, 75 comments were captured on flip 

charts at public meetings attended by 42 people, and 25 comments were received via e-mail, comment cards, 

and written letters.  At the close of the public review period, the SAC and Technical Committee reviewed all 

comments and made appropriate changes for final revisions to the draft plan.  All of the written individual 

comments and notes, with the plan-related responses and changes, are provided in Appendix D.         

 

Both the SAC and the Technical Committee prioritized objectives (Appendix E).  These priorities 

will help provide the basis for budget and personnel allocation decisions related to the turkey program in 

Virginia.   

 

The final draft of the Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan was presented to the VDGIF Board of 

Directors for their review and endorsement at the January 28, 2014 Board Meeting.  With public values as its 

foundation, the Wild Turkey Management Plan establishes the framework (i.e., goals and objectives) for 

addressing Virginiaôs turkey management issues through 2022.  
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Plan Format 

 

The Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan includes sections relating to the life history of wild 

turkeys, the wild turkey program history in Virginia, and Virginiaôs wild turkey program status (supply and 

demand).  Within the context of the VDGIF mission statement, the Stakeholder Advisory Committee 

developed seven turkey program goals in the broad context of populations, recreation, and problems that 

specifically address desirable population levels, turkey-related recreational opportunities, hunting traditions, 

allocation of fall harvest, safety, ethics, and human-turkey problems.  Specific objectives have been 

established to help guide the attainment of these goals, with potential strategies clarifying how each objective 

might be achieved. 

 

Interim Changes to the Plan 

 

The Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan is designed to provide guidance and priorities to help 

manage Virginia's turkey program through 2022.  A plan life of 10 years was chosen because goals and 

public values should remain relatively constant over that time.  With substantial public investments in time 

and ideas to produce the Virginia Wild Turkey Management Plan, changes in overall goal direction would 

not be expected and rarely warranted.  However, a plan should be a dynamic and flexible tool that remains 

responsive to changing social, environmental, technical, and administrative conditions.  To keep the Virginia 

Wild Turkey Management Plan relevant and responsive to the programmatic goal directions provided by the 

public, specific objectives and strategies may be added, deleted, or amended by VDGIF as new 

circumstances demand.  As adaptive changes in management approaches (i.e., objectives) are necessary, 

VDGIF will submit interim updates to the SAC for review before implementing changes; updated objectives 

will be provided as addenda to the Plan on the VDGIF website. 
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HISTORY 

 

LIFE HISTORY OF WILD TURKEYS  

 

Two species of turkeys occur in North America.  The wild turkey (Meleagris gallopavo) can be 

found in 49 states, 6 Canadian provinces, and Mexico.  The ocellated turkey (M. ocellata) is limited to 

Belize, Guatemala, and Mexico.  Five subspecies of the wild turkey, each with distinct biological 

characteristics and unique management requirements, are widely distributed across the continent (Fig. 1).  

The most common subspecies, and the subspecies found in Virginia, is the eastern wild turkey (M. g. 

silvestris).  Although population approximations are very speculative, the population of wild turkeys in the 

United States and Canada has been estimated to be 6.7 million birds.     

 

 
 

Figure 1.  Distribution range of the wild turkey by species and subspecies (from Tapley et al. 2012). 

   

Physical Characteristics   

 

Both genders have iridescent feathers with varying colors of red, green, copper, bronze, and gold.  

Age and gender can be distinguished by the coloration, shape, and contour of certain feathers.  Compared to 

the chestnut-brown color of female (hen) breast feather tips, male (gobbler) breast feathers are typically 

black tipped which results in a darker appearance of gobblers compared to hens.  Although uncommon, other 

variations in feather color may result in turkeys that appear black, red, or white.  Males generally lack 

feathers on the head, while females have feathers that extend up to the back of the head.  Especially during 

the mating season, skin on the heads of gobblers can be quite colorful with variable shades of whites, reds, 

and blues. 

 

A prominent difference between male and female wild turkeys is the presence of a beard in gobblers.  

The beard is a group of bristles that originate from the center of the breast and grow throughout the birdôs 

life.  Beards generally begin to protrude from the breast feathers at 6-7 months of age and are permanently 

attached, unlike feathers that are periodically replaced.  While the beard will grow 3-5 inches per year, the 

total length is determined by wear and breakage from dragging on the ground and from ice or snow damage.  

Gobbler beards in the first year are generally less than 6 inches in length, while two-year-old birds typically 

have beards that are 8-11 inches in length.  The record beard length of an eastern wild turkey in Virginia is 

over 16 inches.  Infrequently, turkeys may also have multiple beards; the highest number of beards reported 
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to the VDGIF has been 7 beards.  A small proportion (5-10%) of adult females also possesses beards, but 

they are typically shorter (6-8 inches) and have fewer strands than gobblers.  

  

Unlike hens, gobblers possess spurs, which are used for fighting.  The spur is located on the lower 

leg just above the foot and is made up of a bony core layered with keratin scales.  As birds age, additional 

keratin scales are added contributing to the length of the spur.  As a result, spur length can be used to 

estimate the age of male turkeys, although it is not a reliable indicator of age beyond 3 years.  Birds with 

spurs less than ½ inches by the spring are juveniles.  Birds with spurs between ½ and ¾ of an inch are two-

year-old birds; gobblers with spurs longer than ¾ of an inch are typically three or more years old.  Spurs over 

2 inches are uncommon for the eastern subspecies.  Infrequently, gobblers can have 2 spurs on each leg and 

even hens may rarely possess spurs.  

         

Poults (young turkeys) weigh just a few ounces at hatching, but gain weight quickly.  Females 

generally weigh 4 to 7 pounds in their first year and eventually weigh 8 to 11 pounds as adults.  Adult males 

are heavier, weighing 17 to 21 pounds on average.  Gouldôs and Rio Grande subspecies are typically the 

heaviest subspecies, with the Florida subspecies weighing the least.  The current weight record for Virginia 

wild turkeys is 27.3 pounds, but historical records from 1648 suggest that some wild turkeys weighed up to 

50 or more pounds.   

 

Wild turkeys have a keen sense of vision and they can easily detect movements and likely 

distinguish colors.  With eyes on the sides of their head, wild turkeys have monocular vision that provides a 

wide field of view but little depth perception.  To compensate for their lack of depth perception, turkeys 

frequently move their heads.  Turkeys also have a remarkable ability to hear and locate sounds.  Turkeys 

have a poor sense of taste and smell. 

 

Although wild turkeys typically prefer to walk rather than fly when feeding or traveling, they are 

capable of rapidly rising and flying short distances when disturbed.  They can also travel longer distances in 

the air when the topography allows them to glide down-slope.  Turkeys are estimated to run up to 12 miles 

per hour and fly up to 50 miles per hour.   

    

Food Habits   

 

Most of a wild turkeyôs life is spent in search of food.  The quantity and availability of food affects 

condition, behavior, survival, hunting mortality rates, movements, reproduction, and population size.  As 

evidenced by their wide distribution, a very flexible diet has helped the wild turkey adapt to many different 

habitats.  Wild turkeys are opportunistic and omnivorous (eating both plant and animal matter) feeders with a 

diverse diet that generally reflects available foods.  They have been documented to feed on more than 350 

different plant species and 87 different insect species.  Important plant foods include acorns, grasses, sedge 

leaves, roots, tubers, stems, buds, and leaves.  Other important foods include wild grapes, beechnuts, 

dogwood berries, and sumac fruits.  Acorns are an especially important food for wild turkeys and, when 

available, are preferred over most other natural foods; smaller acorns are preferred over larger varieties.   

 

Poults (< 2 months of age) subsist on a diet of insects that provide high protein and energy needed 

for rapid growth of feathers.  Important insects include beetles, bugs, grasshoppers, and leafhoppers.  The 

percentage of insects in the diet of young turkeys declines through the summer as their diet changes to more 

herbaceous leaves, berries, and fruits.  Turkeys also will use agricultural areas, row crops, and openings to 

obtain food.   

 

Especially at the higher elevations of western Virginia, deep snows can limit the availability of 

wintertime foods.  Wild turkeys have the ability to scratch through 12 inches of snow, but snow depths above 

4 inches can limit their access to food.  Unless snow-covered areas become ice-packed, snow depths less 

than 4 inches have little impact on turkey feeding.  When snow conditions are not favorable, turkeys will 

move into areas with pines, cedars, or other cover for shelter and foods.  As spring approaches, spring seeps 
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are an important source of early-emerging herbaceous plants.  Even during years with mast failures and deep 

snows, turkeys are able to survive because of their flexible diet, fat reserves, and thermal protection provided 

by their feathers.  Although they may lose up to 40% of their body weight, wild turkeys can still survive 2 

weeks without food.   

   

Flocking Behavior 

 

 Wild turkeys are social and live in flocks which are usually segregated by family units, age, and sex.  

During the summer, turkey flocks are composed of brood flocks (i.e., groups of hens and their young poults).  

These brood flocks will be made up from several different broods and hens, flocks of unsuccessful hens, and 

flocks of gobblers.  During late fall, young males will leave the brood flocks to form their own juvenile male 

flock.  Some birds in these flocks remain together for life.  As a result, many flocks of adult wild turkeys are 

composed of same-sex siblings that were raised together in brood flocks. 

 

The social organization within a flock, called a pecking order, is a linear hierarchy of dominance. 

The top-ranked bird, or alpha bird, is dominant over all others and the lowest-ranked, or omega bird, is 

submissive to all others.  Within-flock pecking orders are determined by fighting among individuals.  

Fighting for dominance begins in brood flocks during late summer and progresses into autumn.  Once 

determined, the pecking order is stable and changes only with the death or serious injury of a flock member.    

Not only do pecking orders occur within flocks, but they also exist among flocks.  The pecking order 

between flocks is usually determined simply by flock size, with smaller flocks yielding to larger ones.  Males 

and females also have separate social orders.  During early autumn there can be spectacular displays of 

fighting when several brood flocks come together.   

    

Home Range and Movements 

 

Home range is defined as the area occupied by an animal over a given period of time.  All the life 

history requirements to reproduce and survive must be provided within a turkeyôs home range.  Reflecting 

the dynamic nature of turkey habitat use, home range size and shifts in location can be highly variable due to 

habitat quality, food availability, sex, age, hunting pressure, season, and reproductive status.  On an annual 

basis, individual home range sizes may range from 3 to 13 square miles.  With diverse habitats, turkey home 

range sizes in Virginia also vary widely.  Research in the Shenandoah Valley observed home ranges that 

varied from 2.6 mi
2
 to 13.2 mi

2
 while turkeys at Fort Eustis in Newport News exhibited home range sizes of 

about 3 mi
2
.  Male turkeys usually have larger home ranges than female turkeys.  Because turkeys seasonally 

move to other habitats, the home range used on an annual basis is larger than the home range being used 

within a specific season.    

 

Marked by significant movements to explore new habitats during the fall and spring, juvenile 

turkeys typically have larger home range sizes than adults.  In a West Virginia study of 315 hen turkeys from 

1989-93, the annual home range size of adult hen turkeys (7.0 mi
2
) was smaller than the home range for 

juvenile hens (20.4 mi
2
).  In general, home range size also tends to be larger during fall and winter than 

during spring and summer.  However during years with abundant acorn crops, the fall and winter home range 

sizes may be small because of the ease with which food can be found.  Likewise, birds that are artificially fed 

by people have very small home ranges compared to turkeys foraging on natural foods.  When acorns are 

scarce, turkey home range size increases.  The greatest long-distance movement observed during Virginia 

turkey research was an adult female that travelled more than 50 air miles during a fall season with a mast 

failure. 

  
The home range sizes of hens vary by age of the hen and their reproductive status.  In West Virginia, 

spring home range sizes of adult hens without broods (3.4 mi
2
) were smaller than hens with broods (5.3 mi

2
).  

In contrast, spring home range sizes of juvenile hens without broods were larger than those with broods.  
Seasonal shifts in home range are common, especially between winter and spring seasons, and among 
juvenile turkeys.  Winter-to-spring shifts in locations were smaller for adult females (1.2 miles) than for 
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juvenile females (2.9 miles).  On average, adult hens shifted successive spring home ranges by 0.5 miles, 
while juvenile shifts were 2.2 miles.  Because 45% of adults and 62% of juvenile birds made substantial 
shifts in spring home range location between years, most hens do not annually use the same nesting location.  
However, some hens will return to the same general nesting location between years. 

 

Habitat Requirements  

 

The habitat required to support wild turkey populations within their home range must meet all the 

food, cover, space, and water needs throughout the year for all ages and sexes.  The best turkey habitats offer 

a mosaic of forest patches with a diversity of options for feeding, reproducing, and surviving.  In general, 

many different forest age classes interspersed with openings and/or agricultural lands that comprise 10-50% 

of the area provide the best turkey habitats.  Turkeys take advantage of farming operations where they feed 

on waste corn and other grains.    

 

A variety of different ages of timber will provide a diversity of foods and other habitat needs for 

wild turkeys.  Timber rotation ages between 80-120 years create timber stands with an assortment of ages.  

Timber rotation refers to the number of years it takes to grow a tree to maturity.  With a rotation age of 100 

years, an average of 1% of the forest area would be regenerated each year by harvesting the oldest trees.  A 

timber rotation of 100 years results in 10% of the area being less than 10 years old and 50% would be greater 

than 50 years old.  Older-aged timber stands, particularly those that have trees producing hard mast like 

acorns, provide important foods for energy and protein that contribute to over-winter survival and condition.  

Although only briefly available, younger-aged stands (1-5 years old) provide good brood habitat for cover 

and insects.  Young timber stands also provide a variety of soft mast-producing shrubs plants, such as 

blackberry, that are particularly important during years of mast failures.  Substantial hard mast production 

does not occur until timber stands reach 50 years old. Although a necessary stage of sound forest 

management, timber stands between 20-50 years of age are of lesser value to wild turkeys.   

 

Especially in northern hardwoods and high elevations in western Virginia, conifer cover (e.g., pines, 

cedars) provides an important roosting habitat for wintering birds.  Turkeys frequently use these areas to 

provide thermal protection and some fruits and seeds.  Spring seeps are another important habitat type when 

snow covers the ground.  Spring seeps are places where ground water comes to the surface.   At a constant 

temperature of about 42 degrees Fahrenheit, ground water in seeps melt away snow which provides feeding 

areas rich in insects and herbaceous vegetation.    

 

Of particular importance are the habitats that provide adequate nesting and brood-rearing 

opportunities.  Wild turkey hens can nest in almost any forest stand, but nest sites are generally selected in 

early successional habitats with dense herbaceous and shrub cover at ground level.  Hens may select nest 

sites in recently-cut forest stands, old fields, or pastures.  Nests sites often are found close to trails or forest 

roads.  Individual nests are typically protected by some over-head cover of branches, limbs, or vines.  

  

Brood survival depends on habitats that provide cover and insects.  Herbaceous vegetation at ground 

level supports the insect populations necessary for growth and survival of young turkeys while also 

providing cover from predation.  Hens with broods seek openings (e.g., forest clearings, fields, pastures, 

rights-of-ways, log landings, skid trails, forest savannahs) with abundant herbaceous plants and insects.  

Forest savannahs are forested areas with sparse tree canopies that provide an herbaceous layer of plants rich 

in insect production.  The overhead cover also available in forest savannahs provides some added protection 

for broods from avian predators.  Good interspersion of open areas with other habitats enables hens to 

quickly travel from nest sites to brood habitats; minimizing travel distances among brood habitats helps 

minimize poult mortality.  

 

Except in areas with very little available water or during unusually dry summers, water does not 

appear to be an important limiting factor for turkeys.  Turkeys usually are able to meet their need for water 

from moisture obtained from dew and by eating green leaves and insects.   
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Reproduction and Brood Survival  

 

Wild turkey population levels depend on reproductive success.  Total reproduction is influenced by a 

combination of factors that include nesting and renesting rates, nest and hen success, clutch size, fertility 

rates, hatching success, and poult survival.    

 

Wild turkeys generally breed from late March through mid-April.   Renesting efforts may extend into 

May.  Although juvenile gobblers are sexually mature and capable of breeding, adult males do most of the 

breeding.  Because sperm remain viable in female reproductive tracts, eggs may be fertilized for up to 4 

weeks after copulation.  During the early stages of egg laying, hens may lay an egg every 2-3 days.  As egg 

laying progresses, hens generally lay an egg per day until a full clutch of 10-12 eggs is reached.  Hens cover 

their nest after laying an egg until they begin incubation.  Once a full clutch is completed, incubation begins 

and normally lasts 28 days until hatching occurs.  High fertility rates (90-98%) for eastern wild turkeys result 

in most eggs hatching after 28 days.  Peak hatching date in Virginia is about May 5, but may range from late 

April until mid-May.    

 

 The percentage of birds that nest is a critical factor in reproductive success.  Nesting rates in western 

Virginia have been estimated to be about 80% for adult hens and 50% for juvenile females.  In other areas, 

nesting rates may be higher and approach 100%.  Hen condition in the spring, due to inclement weather and 

food availability during the fall and winter, may influence nesting rates and reproductive success.   

 

On average, approximately half of the hens that attempt to nest will successfully hatch a brood.  But 

on an annual basis, hen success may vary widely and range from 33% to 82%.  Nest predation is a common 

reason for failure, with crows and raccoons being common nest predators.  Hens disrupted during egg-laying 

or incubation may abandon the nest.  Hens are less likely to abandon the nest if disturbed later in incubation 

than if they were disturbed early in the nesting period.  Hens that abandon their nest may re-nest.  However 

renest rates are low and the number of eggs in second clutches are typically lower (6-8 eggs) than found in 

first clutches.  

 

Due to inclement weather and predation, poult mortality rate during the first 4-weeks is a critical 

factor affecting recruitment.  Poult mortality rates may average about 50%, but annually can range widely 

from 21% - 88%.  Poults less than 1 week of age are usually able to withstand weather extremes because 

they still have significant yolk sacs available for energy and the entire brood is able to find shelter 

underneath the brooding hen.  Older poults that have exhausted their yolk sacs and are too large (e.g., quail 

size) to all fit under the brooding hen have higher mortality rates, especially when cold and wet conditions 

persist for over 12 hours.  Normal weather conditions during May and June (i.e., not too dry or too wet) are 

considered to be best for good brood survival. 

 

Especially during the first 2 weeks when poults are unable to fly, predation is also an important 

factor affecting poult survival.  Although they readily seek cover when threatened by predators, flightless 

poults can be easy prey.  Females with young broods typically try to distract predators by mimicking a 

broken wing.  Poults are typically able to fly at 8-12 days of age. 

 

Ultimately, production rates represent the product of all the aspects of nesting and brood survival. 

While production rates vary greatly from year to year, an average of about 1.5 poults (that live to 4 weeks of 

age) are produced by each hen turkey.  Production also varies depending on the age of the hen with adult 

hens being more productive than juveniles.  Research in Virginia found juvenile hens produced 0.5 

poults/hen, 2-year old birds produced 1.4 poults/hen, and adults (3+ years old) produced 2.6 poults/hen. 

   

Mortality  

 

 During a study from 1989-1994, the annual mortality rate of hen turkeys in Virginia averaged 52% 

(or a survival rate of 48%), but varied widely among years from a high of 66% mortality to a low of 34%.   
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Annual mortality of juvenile hens was higher (56%) than adults (48%).  Another Virginia study found annual 

hen mortality rates were 65%.  The leading cause of hen mortality in Virginia has been predation (53% of all 

mortalities) (Fig. 2).  Legal hunting harvests only accounted for 12% of all deaths and were exceeded by 

poaching losses (18%) and other losses (17%) such as accidents, diseases, and crippling.    

  

 
 

Figure 2.  Sources of mortality for hen turkeys in Virginia and West Virginia from 1989-1994 (n=549 

deaths). 

 

In Virginia and West Virginia, mammalian predators (primarily bobcats) generally take more 

turkeys than avian predators (primarily great-horned owls).  Predation also tends to increase during spring 

dispersal as juveniles move into unfamiliar habitats outside their home range.  

 

Legal harvest rates of female turkeys during the fall seasons in Virginia averaged 12% during the 5-

year study, but annually ranged from 3% to 20%.  Acorn mast production also affects fall harvest rates.  

Lean mast years result in increased harvest rates as turkeys spend additional time searching for available 

foods, making them more vulnerable to hunters.  

 

Illegal harvests (either intentional or accidental) also can be a major mortality factor for hens.  The 

annual rate of illegal hen harvest in Virginia averaged at least 5% during the fall hunting seasons and 6% 

during the spring gobbler season.  In fact, illegal harvest levels can exceed legal harvest rates in Virginia and 

may be an important factor affecting population levels.  Similar illegal harvests also were found by studies in 

Florida, Missouri, and Kentucky.  In the Virginia study, the majority of the spring illegal hen mortality took 

place during the first 2 weeks of the spring gobbler season, suggesting that the timing of spring gobbler 

hunting may contribute to illegal harvest.  However, not all Virginia studies have shown such high illegal 

harvests of hens. Research on large private land holdings in the Tidewater region showed no illegal kills.  

Because more hens are active during the egg-laying period before the onset of peak incubation, earlier spring 

hunting seasons may expose more non-incubating hens to potential illegal harvests than occurs later in the 

nesting season.   

 

Like hens, gobbler annual mortality rates also vary.  Different studies in Virginia have estimated 

annual mortality of adult gobblers to range from 69% to 46%.  Most of the annual mortality for adult 

gobblers was concentrated in the spring gobbler season when the hunting mortality rate was 25%.  In 

contrast, juvenile (jake) gobbler mortality rates were only 5% during the spring hunting season.  Mortality of 

adult and juvenile gobblers was comparable during the other seasons of the year.  Known illegal kills 

accounted for 5% of the fall male mortalities, but the potential illegal fall mortality rate might have 

approached 9%.  Most poaching losses of male birds took place following the fall turkey season.   
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Mortality of adult birds due to starvation is uncommon in Virginia.  However, extended periods of 

packed snow and ice can affect survival rates by making limited food supplies unavailable.   

 

Diseases  

 

 Mortality from diseases and parasites can also occur, but typically these effects are localized and 

pose little large-scale threat to turkey populations or humans.  A variety of pathogens have been reported in 

wild turkeys, including avian pox virus, lymphoproliferative disease virus (LPDV), avian cholera (Pasturella 

multocida), Mycoplasma sp., sarcocystosis (Sarcocystis sp.), toxoplasmosis (Toxoplasma gondii), blackhead 

disease (Histomonas meleagridis), Haemoproteus meleagridis, Leucocytozoon smithi, and tracheal worms 

(Syngamus trachea).  Fortunately, two of the most commonly diagnosed diseases, avian pox virus and 

blackhead disease, do not pose a risk to public health.  A third disease, LPDV, is a pathogen that was 

diagnosed for the first time in wild North American turkeys in 2009 and is not believed to pose a threat to 

humans. 

 

Avian pox is a highly contagious condition that typically affects wild turkeys during warmer months.  

While many infected turkeys do not show any visible signs of disease, clinically affected birds display 

lesions consisting of nodules that eventually scab over.  The nodules are usually restricted to the unfeathered 

portions of the head and legs or in the mouth.  Affected turkeys may develop vision impairment and 

breathing problems due to obstructions from nodules, significant weight loss, and/or weakness.  Blood-

feeding insects, especially mosquitoes, are the main mode of avian pox virus transmission.  Avian pox 

formerly posed a significant problem when diseased pen-reared turkeys were released for population 

restoration (see section on ñRestocking Effortsò).       

 

Blackhead disease, caused by a protozoan parasite Histomonas meleagridis, often induces non-

descript clinical signs in affected birds, including listlessness, droopy wings, and ruffled feathers.  Infected 

turkeys usually have lesions in the gastrointestinal tract and the liver.  Earthworms play a role in parasite 

transmission by storing eggs from parasites after ingestion of droppings from infected birds.  Uninfected 

birds may be exposed to the parasite after eating earthworms harboring the parasites.  Turkeys are 

particularly susceptible to H. meleagridis, and severe disease and high mortality may be observed.  Infection 

rates among wild turkeys are unknown, but mortality rate usually exceeds 75 percent among infected birds.       

 

Lymphoproliferative disease virus (LPDV) had previously only been known to occur in domestic 

turkeys in the United Kingdom and Middle East, but the first North American case was diagnosed in 2009.  

Harvested wild turkeys have been recently diagnosed from Virginia and many other states (Arkansas, 

Georgia, Maine, Missouri, New Jersey, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia).  Many infected 

turkeys do not show any visible effects of disease, but clinically affected birds often look very similar to 

birds infected with avian pox virus.  However pox virus lesions are typically localized to the head in turkeys, 

while LPDV-affected turkeys exhibit these same lesions on the feet, legs, and head.   The potential effects of 

LPDV on wild turkey populations are unclear at this time.  Current research suggests that the virus is 

geographically widespread, but likely accounts for a small percentage of disease-related mortality in wild 

turkeys. 

 

Research shows that the majority of domestic poultry diseases are spread from farm to farm via 

contaminated humans, poultry equipment, and farm vehicles.  Humans, equipment, or vehicles that come 

into direct contact with diseased wild turkeys do have the potential to transmit infectious agents to domestic 

poultry.  With opportunities for direct contact with wild turkeys, operations with compromised biosecurity 

practices (i.e., poor traffic control, isolation, or sanitation) or free-ranging domestic poultry (including both 

backyard flocks and large commercial flocks) have the potential to be exposed to diseases carried by wild 

birds.  While direct contact with contaminated feces, uric acid droppings, nasal discharge, or saliva from sick 

wild birds may result in disease transmission to domestic poultry, airborne transmission of infectious agents 

over large distances is not considered to be a significant mode of disease transmission.  
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Supplemental feeding of turkeys and other wildlife may lead to aflatoxin exposure.  Aflatoxins are 

poisons produced by fungi in spoiled grains and have been linked to wild turkey mortality.   Aflatoxins may 

be found in contaminated corn and other small grains that are often used to feed wildlife.  Aflatoxin levels 

are closely monitored in grains intended for livestock, but when levels are too high for safe use by domestic 

animals, these grains are often sold as ñwildlife cornò.  One study showed that over 50% of corn samples 

from North Carolina and South Carolina contained aflatoxins.  Turkeys that feed on grains with toxic 

amounts of aflatoxin may exhibit weight loss, reduced liver function, decreased reproduction, and 

suppression of the immune system.   

 

In addition to potential aflatoxin exposure, supplemental feeding of turkeys also congregates birds 

and may increase the transmission of other diseases from sick to healthy birds.  Debilitated birds are more 

likely to feed from a convenient source, such as a feed pile, rather than find food on their own.   

Consequently, they may expose healthy turkeys to infectious agents either through direct contact with other 

birds or indirectly via contamination of the feed from infected feces, saliva, nasal discharge, or urates.  In 

addition to the disease concerns, feeding-related concentration of turkeys may also increase predation and 

poaching losses.   

 

Population Dynamics 
 

The combined effects of reproduction and mortality on population size and growth determine the 

dynamics of a wild turkey population.  With the wide variation that sometimes occurs in reproduction (e.g., 

nesting success, poult mortality) and survival (e.g., predation rates, hunting harvests), wild turkey 

populations may also experience large year-to-year changes (± 50%).   

 

When turkey population densities are low, weather is favorable, and resources are abundant, 

unhunted wild turkey populations can maximize population growth because reproduction and survival are 

both optimal.  Under such favorable circumstances, turkey population size could double every 1-2 years.  

The maximum population growth for turkeys has been observed to be about 68% per year (after 

reintroductions in Iowa).  Actual growth rates are highly variable and are usually much less than the 

maximum because population growth is influenced by a variety of factors such as available food, weather 

conditions, habitat quality, number of females, population size, predation, and hunting harvests.   

 

Turkey populations cannot grow indefinitely.  Similar to deer population dynamics, increasing 

turkey densities also inhibit recruitment and slow population growth rates.  Turkey population growth and 

density will become limited as habitat resources (e.g., food supplies, brood habitat, nesting sites) become 

limiting.  Eventually the biological carrying capacity (BCC), which is the maximum number of turkeys an 

area can support over an extended period of time, will be reached.  The BCC for wild turkeys is unknown for 

Virginia and other areas in North America, but turkey populations have been documented to reach densities 

as high as 32 turkeys/mi
2
 in Alabama, 25 (or more) birds/mi

2 
in New York, and 20 turkeys/mi

2
 in Iowa. 

 

Population modeling for Virginia wild turkeys has found that population growth rates were most 

strongly influenced by the fall hunting mortality of hens than by reproductive factors.  Research in Virginia 

has shown that fall hunting mortality on hens during long hunting seasons, that also overlapped deer season, 

is an additive loss to the population (that is, hunting losses add to the existing natural mortality).  Because 

this additive mortality results in reduced survival and population growth, regulating the fall harvest of hens is 

the primary option for managing turkey population levels.   

 

While managing the harvest of hens is the most effective population management tool to influence 

turkey population levels (like regulating the harvest of does to manage deer populations), harvest losses 

(both legal and illegal) are still only a relatively small component of the overall turkey mortality (Fig. 2).  

Unlike other big game species, where legal hunting is the primary form of mortality (e.g., bear, deer), the 

combined influence of many other sources of mortality (e.g., predation, weather, poaching)  and 

reproduction may often overwhelm the anticipated impact that changes in hunting seasons might have on 
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turkey population levels.  As well, hunting mortality can vary from year to year due to weather factors, mast 

abundance, and influence of other hunting seasons.  With all the background variation that occurs in both 

reproduction and mortality, yearly changes in turkey populations can be very unpredictable.  As a result, the 

annual impact of population management strategies cannot be precisely predicted.  Population modeling 

suggests fall harvest hen mortality rates of 10% or less still permit long-term population growth, while 

populations would generally stabilize at a maximum fall hunting mortality rate of 15%.  Gobbler hunting 

mortality in both the spring and fall is generally considered to have minimal population impact.   

 

PROGRAM HISTORY OF WILD TURKEY S  

 

The history of the wild turkey in Virginia and across the United States is a story of abuse to the brink 

of extinction, followed by restoration, and management.  By the end of the 19th century, turkey populations 

had been extirpated (i.e., eliminated) throughout most of Virginia and only survived in the most inaccessible 

areas.  As one of the landmark wildlife management success stories, wild turkey populations have been 

reestablished in record numbers across the continent, even beyond their historic range.      

 

Pre-colonial / Colonial Period 

 

As an abundant and easy prey, Native Americans commonly used wild turkeys for food, clothing, 

blankets, tools, weapons, and ceremonies.  The Spanish Conquistador, Cortés, may have been the first 

European to give accounts of the wild turkey in 1519, in Mexico.  Probably originally domesticated by the 

Aztecs, Cortés sent Mexican turkeys back to Spain, where they quickly spread across Europe and to the 

British Isles.  Various strains of these domesticated Mexican birds were shipped to Jamestown, Virginia for 

the early colonists around 1607; additional turkeys were delivered to Boston in 1629.  These early birds from 

Mexico (via England) became the original source of todayôs commercial turkey industry.   

      

The first description of wild turkeys in the mid-Atlantic region came from the Roanoke Island 

Colony of North Carolina about 1585.  There were no credible estimates of wild turkey populations in 

Virginia when Jamestown was settled in 1607, but many journals noted that wild turkeys were very 

abundant.  Many reports and landmark names reflect the abundance of turkeys in Virginia into the 1700s.  

Despite being hunted and trapped year round in the early 1700s, wild turkeys continued to survive the early 

pressures of habitat changes and market hunting.  There is no doubt that the wild turkey played an important 

role for early settlers as a source of food and income from game markets.    

 

Population Declines 

 

As human populations expanded and cities grew throughout the country and in Virginia, habitat 

destruction, combined with increasing demand for wild turkeys and other wild game, began to take a toll on 

turkey and other wildlife populations.  Much of the demand for popular foods like wild turkey was met by 

professional market hunters.  These commercial hunters were very effective with stories of hundreds of wild 

turkey carcasses being shipped on trains destined for large cities.  In 1872, wild turkeys sold for $1 each.   

 

Agricultural practices during the late 1800s and early 1900s further reduced habitat for turkeys.  

These practices involved extensive deforestation, burning, grazing, and cultivation.  The lowest point for 

turkey populations likely occurred during the period 1890-1920.  By 1916, turkey populations in Virginia 

had been extirpated from 2/3 of the state.  By 1941, there was serious doubt that the wild turkey would 

remain a game species in Virginia and throughout the United States.    

 

Population Recovery 

 

The agricultural practices of the late 1800s and early 1900s reduced soil fertility and limited 

productivity.  Once productivity declined, farmlands were abandoned and farmers migrated to cities for 
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industrial jobs.  These reverting farmlands enabled all wildlife, including wild turkeys, to reoccupy newly 

forested habitats.   

 

Congressional approval of the Weeks Act in 1911, made it possible to purchase and protect 

deforested land in Virginia and begin forest restoration on what later became national forest lands.  The first 

land purchase in Virginia occurred during 1911 and contained 13,450 acres in the Mt. Rogers area.  

Established in 1916, the Natural Bridge National Forest became Virginiaôs first national forest.  Subsequent 

purchases and name changes have resulted in the current 1.7 million acres of the George Washington and 

Jefferson National Forests in Virginia, assuring large forested areas for turkey habitat.  In 1938, the Virginia 

Game Commission and the U.S. Forest Service executed a formal agreement (the oldest of its kind in the 

United States) to fund additional wildlife habitat and management work on national forests within the state.  

The creation of the 200,000-acre Shenandoah National Park in 1936, also provided additional protection for 

wild turkeys and their habitat.  In the 1930s, the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) provided funds and 

manpower to create and manage brood range on these public lands.   

 

Concurrent with improving habitats, early efforts to reverse the population decline of wild turkeys 

included the creation of laws to protect turkeys.  In order to limit market hunting, hunting methods and sales 

restrictions were established in 1912.  The growing conservation ethic and awareness for the welfare of wild 

turkeys and other wildlife also led the General Assembly to pass the ñRobin Billò in 1912, which prohibited 

the sale of wild turkeys and other wildlife.  

 

Even though there were laws in place to limit the methods and numbers of turkeys that could be 

taken, enforcement was ineffective.  The lack of enforcement to halt market hunting spurred the creation of 

the Department of Game in 1916.  The Department of Game hired game wardens to protect the wildlife 

species of Virginia.  From 1916 to 1929, the Department of Game added regulations and enforcement for 

game protection.  The Pittman-Robertson Act in 1938 provided significant additional financial support for 

wildlife management and research programs in Virginia and throughout the country.  With the added funding 

for the Department of Game, came renewed efforts for game management activities.  Not only was 

considerable attention given to the wild turkey, elk were reintroduced, deer populations were restored, and 

predators were controlled.   

 

Restocking Efforts 

 

To speed the recovery of wild turkeys, the Commission of Game and Inland Fisheries began an 

exhaustive program to restock turkeys across Virginia in 1929.  The restocking effort was started by 

purchasing 150 birds at a cost of $5.00 each.  Initially , the practice of releasing game-farm birds was 

considered a success and birds continued to be purchased at market prices.   

 

An intensive program to raise and release pen-reared wild turkeys was initiated with the hopes of 

reestablishing new populations.  After disappointments with the progress of releasing game-farm birds, a 

graduate student, Wayne Bailey, was charged in 1933 to investigate different release methods for 

successfully establishing birds.  In 1935, the Virginia Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit at Virginia Tech 

was created with a principal charge to support this artificial propagation program and Henry Mosby was 

chosen to lead the restoration program.  Both Wayne Bailey and Dr. Mosby went on to become early 

pioneers and renowned biologists for wild turkey management in North America.  

 

Despite diligent efforts to produce ñgenuineò wild turkeys at 7 different game farms around the state, 

the release of 21,865 pen-reared birds between 1929 and 1960 (Fig. 3) had virtually no success at 

reestablishing populations.  These pen-raised birds failed to reproduce and survive because they never 

learned survival skills as young turkeys raised by a wild hen, they were impacted by diseases common to 

confined conditions, and lacked the genetic quality of wild turkeys.  Most of the game-farm releases 

occurred between 1948 and 1960, with the most birds (2,809) being released in 1952.  
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Figure 3.  Turkeys released in Virginia for population restoration (1929-1993). 

 

 Although game farm operations could produce thousands of birds with the hope of accelerating the 

pace of restoration, biologists began to suspect that trapping and releasing free ranging wild turkeys would 

be a more effective approach for successfully establishing new populations.  The problem of capturing large 

numbers of wild turkeys was solved in 1951 in South Carolina when turkeys were first trapped by using a 

cannon net technique that was originally developed for capturing waterfowl.   

 

In 1955, the Virginia Game Commission began its own trap-and-transfer release program.  In the 

coming years, the trap-and-release program was so successful that the Commissionôs pen-rearing operations 

were closed after 1960.  During the period 1955-1993, and primarily from the Gathright WMA, the Game 

Department trapped and released 917 wild turkeys.  These wild-trapped birds were released in 22 different 

counties, primarily in southwest Virginia, the Northern Neck, and the Eastern Shore.  The restoration of the 

wild turkey in Virginia was completed in 1993 with the release of two Gathright WMA birds in Accomack 

County on the Eastern Shore (Fig. 4).  Although overshadowed by the great volume of pen-reared turkeys 

that were released prior to 1960 (Fig. 3), the trap and transfer program represented a significant effort that 

produced one of the Commissionôs greatest conservation achievements.  Through the combined benefits of 

hunting regulation controls, reforestation, public land purchases, effective law enforcement, restocking, and 

management-based research, turkey populations grew and expanded their range in Virginia (Fig. 5, Fig. 6). 

Today, turkeys are distributed across every county in the state.  

 

 
 

Figure 4.  Virginia counties receiving 917 wild-trapped turkeys for population restoration (1955-1993). 
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Figure 5.  Distribution of wild turkeys in Virginia in 1937. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.  Distribution of wild turkeys in Virginia in 1972. 

 

 

Hunting Regulation Changes 

 

The first regulation restricting wild turkey hunting came in 1885, when the General Assembly set 

seasons for areas east and west of the Blue Ridge Mountains.  The season east of the Blue Ridge Mountains 

was from October 1 through January 15.  In counties west of the Blue Ridge the fall turkey season was 

longer, from September 15 through mid-February.  These earlier fall/winter seasons likely helped to establish 

fall hunting as the traditional time of year to hunt wild turkeys in Virginia.  This law also prohibited the 

buying and selling of wild turkeys.  In 1904, the General Assembly further restricted the shooting of wild 

turkeys at night and the capture of wild turkeys with traps or nets.  The legislature made it illegal to bait wild 

turkeys in 1922.   
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Fall Hunting Seasons 

 

1940s -1971.  Between the 1940s and 1971, fall hunting season dates in Virginia were highly variable, with 

counties sometimes exhibiting large annual changes in turkey season structure (liberal, conservative, closed).   

 As one of the more extreme examples of county variations, Hanover County had fall turkey seasons 

that changed from November 19 ï January 15, to closed, to December 15 ï January 15, and back to 

closed during the 4-year period of 1962 through 1965.    

 In general, season closures were most prevalent in southwestern Virginia with the longer seasons (up 

to almost 9 weeks long) in the southern Piedmont and northern mountain counties.   

 Unless otherwise closed, seasons prior to 1958 tended to be longer in counties east of the Blue Ridge 

(EBR), than in counties west of the Blue Ridge (WBR).   

 After 1962 the opposite was more normal, with a tendency for longer seasons WBR than EBR.    

 Prior to 1972, the earliest opening date was November 1 and the latest closing date was January 20.   

 

1972-1988.   

 1972:  The regular long hunting season dates were standardized to a 7-week season (approximately) 

in all counties EBR and WBR.  The standard fall turkey season ran from the 2
nd

 Monday in 

November through December 31.  As necessary, some counties remained closed or only had 2-week 

seasons during this period.     

 1981:  The fall hunting season was extended to an 8-week season by opening one week earlier; the 

new standard season dates became the 1
st
 Monday in November through December 31.   

 1987:  The fall hunting season was extended to nearly a 9-week season by closing about one week 

later.  The new standard season dates became the 1
st
 Monday in November through the 1

st
 Saturday 

in January. 

 

1989-2010.  This period is characterized by many changes to create more fall turkey hunting opportunity in 

previously closed counties or counties with conservative seasons (primarily in eastern Virginia).  Due to the 

increase in deer hunting opportunities (e.g., longer seasons, muzzleloader seasons) and associated impacts on 

turkey mortality, many changes were also made in the most liberal areas to shorten fall turkey seasons and 

minimize overlap with deer hunting.  The net result was a reduction in fall turkey season length from about 9 

weeks to 6 weeks in many counties.  Some key changes included:   

 1989:  In 11 Shenandoah Valley counties, the 9-week season was shortened by one week when 

turkey season was closed during the opening week of the firearms deer season.  This resulted in a 

split turkey season: two weeks before the opening of firearms deer season, closed for the opening 

week of firearms deer hunting, and then resuming in the second week of the firearms deer season. 

 1991:  The shortened split turkey season was expanded to 45 counties.    

 1995:  Additional changes included: 

o The shortened split turkey season was expanded to 71 counties, all the remaining counties 

with a long season.   

o The early 2-week split in the season was moved to start one week earlier. 

o The second season also started later during the first or second week of December.   

 1999:  Turkey hunting was permitted on Thanksgiving Day in counties with a fall season.   

 2003:  The 3-week fall seasons structure were replaced by 4 week seasons.  

 2006:  Opening day for turkey hunting was changed from Mondays to Saturdays.  Season lengths 

were unchanged. 

 2008:  The season was split between EBR and WBR.  The starting and ending dates of the second 

segment of the EBR season were shifted 1 week earlier.  There was no net change in season length. 

 2008:  Accomack County, Northampton County, and the City of Suffolk were opened to fall hunting.  

With the exception of the heavily populated cities around Norfolk and Virginia Beach, all of 

Virginia had fall turkey hunting for the first time since the early part of the 1900s.   
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2011-13.  Hunting season changes were made to help stimulate population growth and provide additional fall 

turkey hunting opportunities. 

 2011:  Reducing the open fall season to two weeks, the December portion of the fall turkey was 

eliminated in 11 northern mountain counties WBR.   

 2011:  Two additional weeks of late January turkey hunting (after the deer seasons) were added in 

counties with a standard 6-week fall season, creating an 8-week season.    

 

Legal turkeys.  In general since 1951, it has been legal to harvest turkeys of either sex during fall hunting 

seasons, but with the following exceptions:      

 East of the Blue Ridge 

o 1968-78:  Bearded birds / Gobblers only  

o 1979-82:  Only one hen was permitted  

 West of the Blue Ridge 

o 1971, 1976-82:  Only one hen was permitted  

o 1971-74:  Bearded birds / Gobblers only in southwestern counties  

 

Spring Hunting Seasons 

 

Spring hunting for bearded turkeys started in Virginia during 1961 as an experimental 6-day season 

(April 24-29) on three public hunting areas (Gathright WMA, Fort A.P. Hill, and Camp Pickett) and resulted 

in the harvest of 34 gobblers (24 at Camp Pickett, 5 at Fort A.P. Hill, and 5 at Gathright WMA).  During 

1962, the experimental 6-day season (April 23-28) was expanded to include four entire counties with 

predominately private ownerships (Amelia, Chesterfield, Nottoway, and Powhatan) and additional public 

areas (Gathright WMA, Goshen WMA, Little North Mountain WMA, Fort A.P. Hill, Camp Pickett, Camp 

Peary, Ft. Eustis, Naval Weapons Station, and Cheatham Annex); 129 birds were killed, including one 

bearded hen.  The 6-day spring season was again expanded in 1963 to include 43 counties.  Through the 

1960s and 1970s, spring hunting continued to be opened in a growing number of counties.  The first 

statewide spring turkey season occurred in 1977, with Lee County included as the last county to be opened 

for spring gobbler hunting.   

 

Spring season length.  Season lengths gradually increased through the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.  Season 

length changes for spring gobbler hunting in Virginia include: 

 1961:  First 6-day spring season. 

 1965:  Season length extended to 7 hunting days, including 2 Saturdays. 

 1966:  Season length extended to 12 hunting days, still including 2 Saturdays. 

 1967:  Season length extended to 13 hunting days, including 3 Saturdays. 

 1968:  Season length extended to 18 hunting days, still including 3 Saturdays. 

 1969:  Season length extended to 19 hunting days, including 4 Saturdays. 

 1973:  Season length extended to 25 hunting days, including 5 Saturdays. 

 1988:  Season length extended to 31 hunting days, including 6 Saturdays. 

 

Spring season timing.  Spring gobbler seasons in Virginia have traditionally been set to open around the time 

of peak incubation because nesting hens may be less vulnerable to illegal kills as they spend more time on 

the nest.  Some milestones for spring gobbler season opening dates in Virginia include: 

 1961-1972:  Opening dates varied between April 17 and April 29.   

 1973-1989:  Opening dates were either the 2
nd

 Saturday in April (12 years) or the 3
rd
 Saturday in 

April (5 years) and varied between April 8 and April 17.  

 1990-1999:  Opening dates occurred on the Saturday closest to April 15 and varied between April 12 

and April 18.  

 2000-2013:  Opening dates occurred on the 2
nd

 Saturday in April and varied between April 8 and 

April 14. 
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Spring hunting hours.  Beginning at one-half hour before sunrise, morning-only hunting has been designed 

to help minimize nest disturbance and potential poaching of hens.  Changing closing times for spring gobbler 

hunting hours in Virginia include: 

 1961:  Hunting hours for the first experimental season ended at 12:00 noon.   

 1962:  Hunting hours were shortened to end at 10:00 a.m.   

 1970:  Hunting hours were extended until 11:00 a.m. 

 1990:  Hunting hours for spring gobbler hunting were extended until 12:00 noon.   

 2003:  Hunting hours during the last 12 days of the season were extended from 12:00 noon until 

sunset.   

 

Bag Limits 

 

 1940s:  The general state law in 1940 was 2 birds per day and 4 per season, with the exception of 2 

birds per day and 2 birds per season in most northern counties WBR.   

 1951-1987:  The bag limit was generally 1 per day, 2 per year with the following exceptions: 

o 1971-74:  3 birds per year statewide, all of which may be taken in the spring gobbler season 

o 1975: 3 birds per year EBR, all of which may be taken in the spring gobbler season 

 1987-1999:  Beginning with the 1987-88 hunting seasons, the statewide bag limit was 1 per day, 3 

per year, no more than 2 of which could be taken in the fall or spring. 

 1999-2013:  Beginning with the 1999-2000 hunting seasons, the statewide bag limit remained 1 per 

day, 3 per year, but no more than 2 of which may be taken in the fall which means all 3 could be 

taken in the spring.   

 

Youth Hunting Days 

 

 2004:  Youth spring gobbler day established on the 1
st
 Saturday in April for hunters 15 years old and 

younger.  

 2008:  Youth fall turkey hunting day established on the 3
rd
 Saturday in October for hunters 15 years 

old and younger. 

 2009:  Hunting hours for the youth spring gobbler day were extended from 12:00 to sunset.   

 

Population Monitoring Programs 

 

No simple methods exist for estimating key wild turkey population characteristics (e.g., recruitment 

rates, mortality rates, population growth rates, density) at a scale useful for management.  The best estimates 

of these parameters can only be obtained through expensive and site-specific research.  To assess wild turkey 

population status over large areas, Virginia has used a combination of indices derived from harvest, 

observations of age and sex structure, and hunter surveys.   

 

 Hunting harvest data are a principal source of information for monitoring turkey population status in 

Virginia.  Turkey harvest information has been collected since 1927.  From 1927-1950, turkey harvest 

numbers were estimated by county game wardens.  Beginning in 1951, mandatory checking of turkeys was 

required at official big game check stations.  Through the years, as many as 1,500 check stations across the 

state have provided annual harvest information on black bears, white-tailed deer, and wild turkey.  In 

contrast to many states that estimate their annual turkey harvest, Virginia turkey harvest figures represent an 

actual known minimum count.   

 
Beginning in 2005, successful spring gobbler hunters had the option to check turkeys through a new 

telephone checking system (1-866-GOT-GAME) or at a traditional check station.  In 2010, spring-harvested 

turkeys could not be checked at check stations; instead, they were required to be checked electronically (via 
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telephone or internet).  For the 2011-12 hunting season, fall turkey hunters were provided the option to also use 

the electronic checking system.  

 

While harvest data from the big game checking system are a major source of population-related 

information, other programs provide important supplementary data:  

 

- Fall-feather collections.  Between 1958 and 2010, 53 years of turkey productivity information had 

been collected at big game check stations from fall-harvested birds.  Feather samples from birds 

provided valuable recruitment information from the sex and age composition of the fall harvest.  

These collections were discontinued in 2011 due to hunter use of electronic checking and declining 

fall harvests (with associated feather samples).    

- Brood surveys.  With the decrease of the fall-feather collections to monitor productivity, a new system 

for reporting turkey broods was implemented in 2007.  VDGIF staff provides observations of turkey 

broods, hens, and gobblers they see in August.   

- Spring gobbler hunter survey.  The VDGIF conducts an annual survey of spring gobbler hunters to 

monitor harvest age ratios, gobbling chronology, hen observations, and spring hunter satisfactions.  

Hunters in every county annually provide information on some 3,500 hunts and 12,000 hours of 

hunting.    

- Bowhunter survey.  Archery deer hunters provide observations on many wildlife species during their 

fall hunting trips.  Among many questions about the wildlife they see, hunters are asked to provide 

observations of wild turkeys.  Thousands of hours of observations are collected annually that provide 

population indices on turkeys and many other wildlife species.   

- Hunter surveys.  A periodic mail survey of a sample of hunters provides information on effort, harvest, 

and opinions related to all game species.  Fall and spring turkey hunters are well represented in the 

2% sample of residence license holders.   

- Turkey gobbling surveys.  Each spring VDGIF and US Forest Service staff conduct surveys over 50 

10-mile routes and count the number of turkeys gobbling (and grouse drumming).  The survey routes 

are run twice each year; once during the week before the spring gobbler season and once during the 

first week of the spring gobbler season.  

 

Important Wild Turkey Research in Virginia  

  

Contributing to the wealth of knowledge about wild turkeys in the Commonwealth, Virginia has 

been fortunate to have many important research studies conducted on wild turkeys within the state.  Results 

of these studies have been published in the scientific literature and have made significant contributions to the 

knowledge of wild turkey management throughout the United States.  These studies have resulted from 

collaborative efforts among the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries, Department of Fish and 

Wildlife Conservation at Virginia Tech, the Virginia Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit, U.S. 

Forest Service, West Virginia Division of Natural Resources, National Wild Turkey Federation, Department 

of Statistics at North Carolina State University, and Department of Fishery and Wildlife Biology at Colorado 

State University.  Some of the key Virginia studies have been: 

 

(1) 1935-41:  As one of the seminal early studies ever conducted on wild turkeys, this study 

investigated almost every aspect of turkey biology, management, and restoration.  Results are 

summarized in a landmark book, The Wild Turkey in Virginia: Its Status, Life History, and 

Management, by Mosby and Handley (1943).   

 

(2) 1983-1985:  A study was conducted to evaluate wild turkey responses to the conversion of mature 

forests to short rotation, even-aged pine stands in the Piedmont Region of Virginia.  

 

(3) 1985-1987:  A study of road impacts on turkey survival and habitat use was conducted on George 

Washington National Forest. 
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(4) 1989-1991:  A study was conducted on the economics of spring turkey hunting in Virginia. 

 

(5) 1989-1994:  This was a 5-year study of the survival and reproductive ecology of wild turkey hens 

in western Virginia and West Virginia.  The primary goals were to determine the impact of fall 

hunting on turkey populations, understand reproductive ecology, and model population dynamics.  

With 1,032 radio-tagged females over the 5-year study, this research was the largest study of wild 

turkeys ever conducted.   

 

(6) 1989-1996:  A banding study of 473 gobblers was cooperatively conducted in Virginia and West 

Virginia to determine gobbler survival rates.   

 

(7) 1995:  A study of 92 radioed hens explored age-related nesting success and habitat use.   

 

(8) 2000:  A study of the reproductive ecology of wild turkeys in the Tidewater region was conducted 

to determine the timing of incubation, predation, and illegal kill of 31 radio-marked hens.   

 

(9) 2000-2002:  New insights about acorn use by wild turkeys resulted in a chapter called ñTurkeys, 

Acorns, and Oaksò in the book, Oak Forest Ecosystems: Ecology and Management for Wildlife.   

 

(10) 2003:  Evaluated the relationship between long-term (1973-2002) recruitment, turkey harvest, and 

acorn production.    

 

(11) 2004:  Effects of environmental parameters on turkey recruitment were studied.   

 

(12) 2003- 2006:  Combining results of past research and other studies, wild turkey population models 

were developed to evaluate density-dependent population growth and the associated harvest yields 

for management (both spring and fall).   

 

(13) 2004- 2006:  A cooperative study with the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources was 

conducted to investigate differences in gobbler survival by age, year, location, and hunting season 

structure.   

 

Other Management Programs   

  

National Wild Turkey Federation Super Fund programs.  The Virginia State Chapter of the National Wild 

Turkey Federation has nearly 7,000 members in about 60 local chapters throughout Virginia.  In partnership 

with the Virginia Department of Game & Inland Fisheries, the State NWTF Hunting Heritage Super Fund is 

used for wild turkey projects that support habitat management, education, research, and other conservation 

projects within Virginia.  Since 1985, over $2 million has been raised and spent by Virginia chapters on wild 

turkey conservation projects within Virginia. 
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WILD TURKEY PROGRAM SUPPLY AND DEMAND  

 

SUPPLY    

 

Wild Turkey Habitat  Supply  

 

Habitat Components 

 

There are six ecoregions (Middle Atlantic Coastal Plain, Southern Appalachian Piedmont, Blue 

Ridge Mountains, Northern Ridge and Valley, and Northern Cumberland Mountains, and Southern 

Cumberland Mountains) representing 2 major landscape units (Atlantic Coastal Plain and Appalachian 

Highlands) in Virginia (Fig. 7). These different landscapes create a diversity of habitat types and forest 

communities.  Northern hardwoods or oak/hickory/pine forest types characterize mountainous areas.  

Oak/hickory forests are the typical climax forests in the Piedmont.  Coastal Plain habitats include coastal 

marshes along with pine, pine/oak, and bottomland/hardwood forests.    

 

 
 

Figure 7.  Virginia's ecoregions. 

 

Turkey habitat quality depends on the fertility of the underlying soils.  Soils along narrow ridges and 

steep slopes in the Cumberland Mountains and Ridge and Valley provinces are usually shallow and low in 

fertility.  Valley soils, derived from shale and limestone, are relatively fertile.  Blue Ridge soils tend to be 

deeper and more fertile than Ridge and Valley and Cumberland Mountain soils.  Piedmont soils are 

characterized by sandy loam soils with red clay subsoil.  They are generally acidic and low in organic 

material, phosphorus, and nitrogen.  Coastal Plain soils are typically sandy and low in fertility. 

 

Forests (24,688 mi
2
) represent 62% of Virginiaôs land area (Fig. 8).  Agricultural lands constitute 

32% (13,281 mi
2
) of the Commonwealth (Fig. 9).  Wetlands (Fig. 9) and urban areas (Fig. 10) primarily 

represent the balance of land covers in Virginia. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.  Land cover of Virginia: Forested areas by type. 
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Figure 9.  Land cover of Virginia: Agriculture and wetlands. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 10.  Virginia population densities, 2011. 

 

  Changes in diversity of dominant tree species within a stand and interspersion of different stands 

may also have positive or negative impacts on future turkey populations in some areas.  In 1940, hardwood 

forests made up only 57% of forestland across the state compared to 78% in 2009; softwoods (e.g., pines, 

cedars) made up 43% and 22% of forested lands in 1940 and 2009, respectively.  Decreased timber 

harvesting during the last 20 years on national forest lands has likely reduced forest habitat diversity on 

public lands in western Virginia.  In eastern Virginia, habitat quality for turkeys may be decreasing with 

land-use changes that include the conversion of hardwood stands to loblolly pine and forested wetlands to 

agriculture.   

 

 Despite reversions from other land uses to forestlands through the 20
th
 century, there have been 

more recent net losses of forested acres statewide.  Between 1992 and 2009, over 961 mi
2
 of forested land 

have been lost to other land-use changes; the majority (62%) was cleared for urban development, followed 

by losses for agricultural use (37%) and conversion to water impoundments (1%).  If the recent trend 

continues, there could be a net loss of 1 million forested acres (nearly 1,600 mi
2
) in the next 25 years.   

 

The distribution (Fig. 10) and growth (Fig. 11) of human populations in Virginia plays a major role 

influencing habitat and land use changes.  Primary population centers include areas around Richmond, 

Norfolk, and northern Virginia (Fig. 10). Growing at a rate of 1.4% each year since 1960, the estimated 

population in Virginia now exceeds 8 million people (Fig. 11).  However, the rapidly growing human 
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population is not uniform across the state (Fig. 12).  While tremendous growth has been concentrated in 

urban and suburban areas, some rural areas in the southern Piedmont and in the western mountains have 

actually been losing people.  Development and population expansion of suburban areas typically results in 

fragmentation of farms and large parcels of land, which generally translates to losses in turkey habitat. 

 

 
 

Figure 11.  Human population size in Virginia based on US Census data. 

 

Figure 12.  Human population changes as percentages from 1980 to 2000.  Data from GeoLytics (2005). 

 

Habitat Suitability 

 

With extensive forested areas and a variety of habitat types in all ecoregions, most of Virginia can be 

considered potential turkey habitat.  Only a few areas in Virginia with landscapes composed of very 

intensive agriculture (Fig. 9) or high human density from urbanization (Fig. 10) would be considered 

unsuitable for turkeys.  

 

A landscape-perspective habitat suitability index (HSI) model was developed based on the forest, 

open land, and edge composition to provide a relative measure of turkey habitat quality in Virginia (Morris 

2014).  An optimum mixing of diverse forests, interspersed with openings and agriculture, will characterize 

the better turkey habitats.  Less diversity of land cover and land use will generally be associated with lower 
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quality turkey habitats.  Cover types, from the most recent National Land Cover Database (2006), to include 

in the model were guided by turkey life history needs.  For suitable turkey habitats, the HSI index could 

potentially range between 0 for the poorest turkey habitats and 1 for the best habitats.  Suitable habitat for 

turkeys does not include unsuitable areas such as open water, barren land, herbaceous wetlands, and heavy 

human development.   

 

The average county HSI value was 0.77 across all Virginia counties, and ranged from a county high 

of 0.96 (Halifax) to a low of 0.51 (Alleghany) (Appendix C).  The HSI model indicates that the better turkey 

habitats in Virginia are generally found in the southern Piedmont counties, while the poorer turkey habitats 

occur in the mountainous areas of western Virginia and the highly urbanized areas (Fig. 13).  The southern 

Piedmont has a high diversity of farmlands and forested stands that offer better turkey habitat than is found 

in the more continuous forest cover with little interspersion of openings in the western counties.   

 

 

Figure 13.  Habitat suitability for turkeys in Virginia (Morris 2014). 

 

Public Land Habitats 
 

Private ownerships represent most (88%) of the suitable habitat for turkeys across Virginia, with 

12% of the suitable habitats in public ownership.  On a statewide basis, the largest public land owner is the 

U.S. Forest Service (USFS) with 2,569 mi
2
 of suitable turkey habitat on National Forest lands; the USFS 

contains 65% of all public land that is suitable for turkeys in Virginia. The next largest public land 

ownerships include the U.S. National Park Service (NPS) (437 mi
2
, 11% of all public land), U.S. Department 

of Defense (DOD) (418 mi
2
, 11% of all public land), Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries 

(VDGIF) (275 mi
2
, 7% of all public land), U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS) (159 mi

2
, 4% of all public 

land), and other Virginia state lands (STATE) (105 mi
2
, 3% of all public land).   

 

On average, turkey habitat quality on private ownerships (HSI = 0.85) is much higher than found on 

public properties (HSI = 0.53) across the state.  Although public lands are managed for a variety of different 

public objectives, all public agencies have below average turkey habitats that are of poorer quality than 
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turkey habitats found on private properties.  The agency-specific HSI values are: STATE=0.73, DOD=0.68, 

VDGIF=0.61, USFS=0.49, NPS=0.49, USFWS=0.44.      

 

With ownership restricted to the western part of Virginia, U.S. Forest Service lands are an especially 

important source of turkey-related public land recreation and habitat west of Blue Ridge Mountains.  On 

average, National Forest lands represent 20% of the total suitable turkey habitat in the 30 counties that 

contain USFS properties.  Three counties have more than half of the suitable turkey habitat located on public 

land: Craig County (57%), Alleghany County (52%), and Bath County (52%).  USFS properties also account 

for 84% of all suitable public land and over 90% of the huntable public land west of the Blue Ridge.            
  

Because of the importance of public land in western Virginia (and USFS properties in particular), 

habitat quality on public lands has become a source of controversy for citizens interested in the management 

of turkeys and other wildlife species.  Most publically owned properties in western Virginia, including 

USFS, VDGIF, and NPS lands, are found on side slopes and ridge tops which generally have poorer soil 

types than the more fertile privately owned valley lands.  With predominately poor soils and steep slopes, 

public land turkey habitat quality is unlikely to ever be as good as the habitat quality found on the 

neighboring private lands.  Average HSI values confirm the poorer turkey habitat quality of public lands 

west of the Blue Ridge (2006 HSI = 0.50) compared to private properties (2006 HSI = 0.78).  Compounding 

concerns about public land habitat quality has been the apparent long-term decline in public land turkey 

habitat conditions (1992 HSI = 0.55) compared to private land which has remained unchanged (1992 HSI = 

0.78).   

 

The long-term deterioration of turkey habitat conditions on National Forests (and other public lands) 

likely has multiple causes, including changes in land management practices and reduced support of specific 

wildlife habitat management efforts (e.g., fewer VDGIF staff directly working on USFS properties).   Forest 

maturation is a consequence of reduced timber harvests (Fig. 14) that decreases habitat diversity and the 

abundance of early successional habitats.   Characterized by the growth of grasses, forbs, and young woody 

vegetation, early successional habitats are especially important for brood-rearing areas and nest sites.     
 

 
 

Figure 14.  George Washington and Jefferson National Forests timber harvest, timber stand improvement 

(TSI), and prescribed fire management history, 1976-2013 (data provided by the USFS). 












































































