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                    The ruffed grouse is one of 12 species of grouse native to North America, with a range that extends from Alaska and the Rocky Mountains, east to New England and eastern Canada, and south into the mountains of north Georgia. Males of this game bird generally are slightly larger than females, and ruffed grouse spend their entire lives in wooded areas. In North Carolina, ruffed grouse occur only in the mountains, usually above 2,000 feet. Though ruffed grouse exhibit boom and bust population cycles throughout the northern portions of the species’ range, these cycles do not occur in North Carolina, where population densities are consistently low
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                    In western North Carolina, ruffed grouse typically inhabit young forests (5 to 20 years old) and the dense mountain laurel and rhododendron in the understory of some mature forests. During most of the year, grouse use the middle stages of forest succession, with extremely high densities of woody stems (i.e., many thousands of stems per acre). In the early spring, male grouse can be heard drumming (male beats his wings, making a drumming sound, for a mating call) in these dense forest stands, especially near ridgetops. Drumming grouse perch on large-diameter downed logs or rocks. Hens select nest sites in a variety of forest types and stand ages, though nests commonly are located in older and less densely stocked forest types than used other times of year. Grouse broods, similar to the broods of other game birds, seek out early successional openings dominated by herbaceous cover. These openings harbor invertebrate prey, an important source of protein for developing chicks. Hens with broods also seek out mesic forest types, often in coves or on the north and east aspects, because of the lush herbaceous layer and patchy shrubs present in these locations.
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                    Most adult male grouse have a home range of 10 to 50 acres. Females with broods, however, will range over 40 to 100 acres. Home range is determined by the quality of food, water, and cover. Habitat availability and quality, not hunting, limits grouse densities.
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                    Grouse fulfill their water needs from dew and succulent plants. Standing water is not necessary.
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                    Grouse are opportunistic feeders, but are primarily plant eaters. Although mostly browsers of woody plants, twigs, flowers, and buds, they also like to feed on fleshy fruits and hard mast such as acorns (Table 1). Insects are essential food for broods from late May through July, and grouse have been known to eat small reptiles and amphibians as well. Ruffed grouse feed on over 300 plant species. In the southern portions of the range, ruffed grouse populations may be limited by the availability of winter foods, especially acorns.




	
			Table 1. Examples of common ruffed grouse foods in western North Carolina.

			
	
			Acorns

				
			Beech nuts

				
			Buds and catkins

				
			Black cherry fruits

			
	
			Greenbrier fruits

				
			Christmas fern leaves

				
			Strawberry leaves

				
			Huckleberry fruits

			
	
			Cinquefoil leaves

				
			Mountain laurel leaves

				
			Grapes

				
			Serviceberry fruits
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                    The major cover requirements are for escape, nesting, brooding, and winter protection. Interspersion of cover types is very important. Escape cover is provided by young forest with high stem density and dense shrubs in the understory of mature forest - the denser, the better.


Nesting cover typically is not a limiting factor in western North Carolina, though hens often locate nests near brood cover. About three-fourths of grouse nests are located within 100 feet of an opening, including gated logging roads; nests also may be near drumming sites. Hens often place nests under or against logs or tree trunks.


Brooding cover is characterized by forbs, grasses, and shrubs such as huckleberry, often with a high density of midstory tree stems. Roadsides, lush mesic forest stands with extensive forb cover, recently thinned woodland, and forest stands maintained with repeated prescribed fires all provide brood cover.


Winter cover usually consists of evergreens such as mountain laurel, greenbrier, and rhododendron, or dense young conifers. Regenerated hardwood stands (3 to 20 years old) also provide excellent winter cover.
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Tips for Improving Grouse Habitat


General


	Conduct clearcut or shelterwood harvests to regenerate small stands (10 - 40 acres)
	Distribute regeneration cuts across the landscape to maintain interspersion, making sure to conduct timber harvests at least every 10 years so that young forest always is present on the landscape
	In landscapes dominated by closed canopy forest, thin forest stands to promote a diverse understory
	During thinning, retain tree species beneficial to grouse (e.g., blackgum, black cherry, oak, beech) while removing less desirable species (e.g., maple, yellow-poplar, ash, sourwood)
	Use prescribed burning to promote herbaceous groundcover, especially following thinning
	When possible, limit prescribed burns to winter months to avoid grouse nesting and brooding activity, though season of burn is less of a concern when burning only small portions of the landscape 
	Maintain mature forest stands dominated by a diversity of oaks, including red and white oak species



Direct improvements


	Plant roads and logging decks with food plants, including cool-season grains (wheat and oats) and clover, avoiding perennial cool-season grasses like orchardgrass and tall fescue
	Disk or burn every 1 to 3 years to create and maintain early successional openings in areas where they are lacking



	Retain downed woody debris during forest harvesting, because it provides nesting structure and drumming sites for males





Numerous game and nongame species with similar habitat requirements benefit from ruffed grouse management. Rather than focusing solely on grouse, management plans should emphasize the communities of which ruffed grouse are a part. Ruffed grouse associates include:


	Black bear
	White-tailed deer
	Rabbits
	Foxes
	Chestnut-sided warbler





                
                

            
                
                    
			
				Working With Wildlife

				Skip to Working With Wildlife
			

                    

                    North Carolina State University Extension - Forestry


Working With Wildlife Series


Bats


Black Bear


Bobwhite Quail


Building Songbird Boxes


Eastern Cottontail Rabbit


Eastern Gray Squirrel


Endangered Species


Herbaceous Plants for Wildlife


Hummingbirds and Butterflies


Low Cost Habitat Improvements


Managing Beaver Ponds


Managing Edges for Wildlife


Mourning Dove


Owls


Pools for Amphibians


Raccoon


Ruffed Grouse


Snags and Downed Logs


Songbirds and Woodpeckers


White-Tailed Deer


Wild Turkey


Wildlife Terms


Wood Duck


Woodland Wildlife Nest Boxes


                
                

            

            
                
                Authors

                
                    
                        
                            	Christopher Moorman
	
                                    
                                        Professor  (Wildlife)

                                    
                                    
                                        Forestry & Environmental Resources
                                    
                                


                        

                    

                
                    
                        
                            	Mark Megalos
	
                                    
                                        Extensiion Professor

                                    
                                    
                                        Forestry & Environmental Resources
                                    
                                


                        

                    

                
                    
                        
                            	Liessa Bowen
	
                                    
                                        Wildlife biologist

                                    
                                    
                                        
                                    
                                


                        

                    

                
                

            

            
                
                    	Keywords:
	Wildlife
	Wildlife Management
	Grouse
	Bird


                

            

            
                
                Find more information at the following NC State Extension websites:

                    
                        
                            Extension Forestry
                        
                    

                

            


            
                Publication date: July 1, 2019

                
                Revised: July 8, 2019

                
                

            


        

            

            


            
                
                    
                        
                        
                        
                            
                        

                        
                    


                    
                        
                            Related Publications

                            

                        

                    

                    
                        
                             Browse Working With Wildlife
                        

                    

                    

                    

                


            

            
            
                N.C. Cooperative Extension prohibits discrimination and harassment regardless of age, color, disability, family and marital status, gender identity, national origin, political beliefs, race, religion, sex (including pregnancy), sexual orientation and veteran status.





            
                This publication printed on: March 20, 2024
                URL of this page

                
            


            


            
                 Receive Email Notifications for New Publications

            


        




    

    








    
        

            
                NC State Extension

                Where Next?

                	College of Agriculture & Life Sciences
	CALS News
	Extension at NC A&T
	Jobs
	Give Now
	County Centers
	Contact Us


            


                
                    
                        N.C. Cooperative Extension is based at North Carolina's two land-grant institutions,
                        NC State University and NC
                            A&T State University, in all 100 counties and with the Eastern Band of Cherokee
                        Indians. — Read our
                            commitment to diversity.
                    

                


                Read our Privacy Statement

        

    






