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 Executive Summary 
 
Some individuals and organizations in Wyoming continue to express concerns about the 
potential impacts of hunting on greater sage-grouse, a species of management concern and 
the subject of petitions for listing under the Endangered Species Act. These concerns 
continue in spite of:  1) increasingly conservative sage-grouse hunting seasons implemented 
over the last 15 years; 2) the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) listing process that 
ranked hunting 17th of 19 potential threats to the species; 3) hunting seasons that are well 
within the peer-reviewed guidelines for the management of greater sage-grouse and the 
recommendations of the Wyoming state and local sage-grouse conservation plans; and 4) 
generally increasing sage-grouse populations across large landscapes in Wyoming where 
anthropogenic impacts are limited. 
 
Changes made to hunting seasons in 1995 significantly reduced hunter participation and 
sage-grouse harvest rates in Wyoming.  This fact is not well understood by many in 
Wyoming. The public-at-large and others were not concerned because greater sage-grouse 
had not been petitioned for listing under the Endangered Species Act.  The fact that the 
changes were made pro-actively prior to the widespread concern for sage-grouse has led to a 
perception that WGFD has not responded to the concerns by closing hunting seasons or 
otherwise minimizing harvest effects.  In addition to the changes made in 1995, more recent 
examples of increasingly restrictive hunting seasons include: 1) hunting season closures 
established in 2000 for NW and SE Wyoming, 2) shortened seasons with reduced bag limits 
in 2002, 3) emergency closure of three counties in 2003 due to a West Nile virus outbreak, 4) 
expansion of the SE Wyoming closure in 2007, and 5) additional restrictions recommended 
for 2008. 
 
The USFWS examined the effects of hunting on greater sage-grouse in their status review of 
the species. In its January 2005 finding on whether or not to list the species as threatened or 
endangered under the Endangered Species Act, the USFWS determined that hunting as 
currently regulated by state wildlife agencies was not a significant threat to the conservation 
of sage-grouse. The expert panel used by the USFWS to make this determination ranked 
hunting 17th out of 19 potential threats. In the attached letter dated January 30, 2008, the 
USFWS states, “We are not aware of any new information that would change the results of 
that analysis,” and, “it would not be necessary or appropriate to apply the PECE (Policy for 
Evaluation of Conservation Efforts When Making Listing Decisions) framework to 
conservation actions related to hunting that have already been demonstrated to be effective 
and do not threaten the species.” 
 
Harvest of greater sage-grouse currently occurs in 10 of the 11 states in which they reside. 
Additionally, Wyoming boasts the largest and most widespread populations of grouse of any 
of the states.  Sage-grouse hunting has generally become more conservative in recent decades 
in response to generally declining sage-grouse populations over the last half-century. 
 
Harvest of greater sage-grouse provides population data not easily obtained except through 
costly radio-telemetry studies of specific populations. Wings from hunter-harvested birds are 
used to determine the ratio of hens to chicks, which provides an index to annual chick 
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production. In conjunction with population trend counts, these data contribute to 
understanding the dynamics of sage-grouse populations. 
 
Hunting creates a constituency of sage-grouse advocates who are interested in seeing the 
needs of grouse populations are met and license fees provide revenue for management. 
Wyomingites are generally supportive of a multiple-use management philosophy on public 
lands. Regulated hunting, as recommended by state and local conservation plans, is a 
sustainable multiple-use activity similar to well-managed grazing and energy development. 
Eliminating hunting would also eliminate an ally in the effort to prevent the need for listing 
under the Endangered Species Act. 
 
No studies have demonstrated that hunting is a primary cause of reduced numbers of 
greater sage-grouse. However, sage-grouse are a relatively long-lived species where survival 
outweighs reproductive output.  This strategy is contrary to most upland and small game 
species where long life and survival are sacrificed for high reproductive output. Sage-grouse 
demonstrate high over-winter survival, which limits the applicability of the concept of 
compensatory mortality with regard to hunter harvest. Therefore, the biology of sage-grouse 
suggests conservative harvest management practices should be implemented compared to 
harvest strategies for species such as pheasants or partridges. 
 
Sage-grouse populations have declined in Wyoming and across the West over the last half-
century.  Over the last decade however, the average number of males at leks has increased in 
Wyoming reflecting a generally increasing population. The same is true for the most recent 
three-year period. Sub-populations more heavily influenced by anthropogenic impacts (sub-
divisions, intensive energy development, large-scale conversion of habitat from sagebrush to 
grassland or agriculture, Interstate highways, etc.) have experienced declining populations or 
extirpation. 
 
Recommendations for 2008 include: 1) close an additional 5.9 million acres in northeast 
Wyoming that do not meet the population thresholds identified in Wyoming conservation 
plans and management guidelines, 2) reduce season length in northeast Wyoming open for 
hunting, 3) approve a hunting season of September 20-30 with a daily/possession limit of 2/4 
in areas not identified in items 1-3 above, and 4) close falconry season on January 31 rather 
than March 1. 
 
These sage-grouse hunting recommendations take into account biology, formal public 
involvement via state and local planning efforts, and informal public perceptions. 
Consequences of varying greatly from these recommendations, e.g. closing large areas not 
supported by existing plans, could undermine local sage-grouse conservation efforts in 
Wyoming. Severely restricting or closing hunting seasons could create a public perception 
that sage-grouse populations in Wyoming may indeed require protection under the 
Endangered Species Act. Conversely, not recognizing real, but biologically unfounded, 
concerns about hunting impacts could threaten voluntary industry-led conservation initiatives 
and/or generate resistance to comply with federal land use stipulations/regulations. Efforts to 
inform all stakeholders of the issues associated with sage-grouse hunting should be increased 
in addition to continuing generally conservative sage-grouse hunting seasons. 
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Preliminary recommendations for 2008 Wyoming sage-grouse hunting seasons. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Area Season Dates Daily/Poss. Limits Falconry 
1 Sept. 20-Sept. 30 2/4 Sept. 1-Jan. 31 

2, 3  Closed Closed Closed 
4 Sept. 20-Sept. 26 2/4  Sept. 1-Jan. 31 
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