SAGE GROUSE

In Nevada

The Sage grouse  Centrocercus urophasianus  , also known as the sage hen or sage chicken, was once one of the most widely distributed and abundant game birds of the western United States.  In Nevada the sage grouse is distributed throughout most of the state in varying numbers with the greatest populations occurring in the northern and east-central counties.  Hunters account for an annual harvest of approximately 13,000 sage grouse.

Life History

The sage grouse is dark gray-brown on the back with a black belly patch and a long, pointed tail.  Cocks are larger and more distinctly marked than the hens.  In late February sage grouse gather in open strutting grounds where, at dawn, the males strut and display for prospective mates.  In strutting, the cocks spread their long tails into fans, drop their wings, and inflate and deflate air sacs on their neck and breast, making a strange “plopping” sound.  One male may mate with several females.

The nest, usually a depression under a sagebrush, contains from 7-13 olive-buff eggs spotted with brown.  Incubation takes about 25 days, and hatching is from mid-May to mid-June.  In favorable years brood sizes will vary from 6-8 chicks.  The young are active very soon after hatching.  The hen alone incubates the eggs and cares for the young.  Sage grouse are notably gregarious.  Only during the incubation period in the spring are the hens solitary; then the tend to nest in colonies.

The sage grouse is not migratory in the usual sense, but travels considerable distances at certain seasons.  They winter at lower elevations away from deep snow, and move to higher elevations in the spring.

Habitat Needs

Food – The sage grouse has a chin=walled stomach adapted to a soft vegetative diet.  All other gallinaceous (chicken-like) birds have a thick-walled gizzard suitable for grinding hard seeds.  For this reason, the sage grouse is linked to a diet of succulent shrubs and forbs.  About 75 percent (with seasonal variations) of the diet consists of sagebrush leaves – with silver sagebrush, big sagebrush, and low sagebrush s the most improtant species.  Insects are also important to the birds’ nutritional requirements, especially for chicks and sub-adults.

The following list of plants includes foods that are used importantly by sage grouse in Nevada.

Choice foods include the leaves of alfalfa, white and sweet clover, dandelion, prickly lettuce, sagebrush, milkvetch, and the fruits of serviceberry.

Fair foods include rushes, wild rose, snowberry, sunflower, and woolly eriophyllum.

Cover – Rangelands with sagebrush, grasses, and forbs are basic to sage grouse habitat with seasonal requirements varying in amount and kinds of each.  Wet meadows in sage grouse habitat are an important component of sage grouse production areas; broods utilize such areas intensely in search of dandelion and other forbs, and insects.  Because of their importance in the ecology of sage grouse, restoration of wet meadows offers one of the most positive means of habitat improvement of sage grouse.

Strutting grounds are a necessary part of the sage grouses’ habitat needs.  Such grounds have definite boundaries, are usually small clearing or low brush areas of from one-tenth acre to ten acres, and are used in the spring for courtship and mating.  

Water – While apparently not vital on a daily basis, water is important to the welfare of sage grouse.  Where water is limited, populations of sage grouse seem to decrease as the distance from sources increases.  During the winter, sage grouse no doubt use snow in place of water.

Planning Suggestions

Sage grouse exhibit a preference for legumes in their diet.  In improving habitat for sage grouse, select and propagate any of the following adapted plants – alfalfa, white and sweet clover, sainfoin, and vetches.  Sagebrush stands within one-fourth mile of strutting grounds or on important winter range should not be removed or treated.

Areas of sagebrush adjacent to aspen and willow thickets should be maintained, as they provide important habitat for sage grouse.  Meadow restoration offers one of the most important means for improving sage grouse habitat.  Sagebrush invasion into meadows can be controlled by spraying, water table regulation, or seeding to desirable species.  After plants have become established, moderate grazing of meadows by other wildlife or livestock is desirable.

Hunting

The successful hunter must cover a large area, as flocks are often widely separated.  A good dog can add to the pleasure of the hunt.

Look for sage grouse in sagebrush basins usually not more than a mile away from water.  Alfalfa fields, adjacent to sagebrush areas, often attract flocks for feeding.

