The “Science” of Gobbling

Why do turkeys gobble and what role do regulations play in influencing gobbling activity? These questions are debated annually by most folks who head to the woods from March – May in search of America’s greatest game bird everywhere he can be found.  These debates can also become quite heated. Nearly every biologist who’s joy it is to claim responsibility for the management of the turkey resource in his or her region will quickly tell you that turkey hunters can be as fickle as the beasts they pursue. Hunters in general and turkey hunters in particular are very passionate about their sport and therefore very concerned about management decisions that may influence the centerpiece. There is a good reason for this; these animals are directly responsible for significantly influencing the quality of life that we hunters are blessed to enjoy. We can not imagine our lives without these privileges. They consume our thoughts, provide the catalyst for lifelong friendships, galvanize families, and, in recent years, provide significant economic opportunity for thousands of individuals. Therefore, it is easy to understand why proposed regulations changes can create such a stir among hunters; each with their individual beliefs concerning the facts and fictions governing their success and thus the quality of their lives.  The most common argument for turkey hunters usually revolves around season timing. Is it too late? “they’re all gobbled out when the season comes in!” Here in Missouri we can also get into arguments that can come to blows with regards to all day vs. half-day hunting. “They gobble better here than anywhere else. It’s not broke so don’t fix it!” 

Although the origin of these opinions is obviously mixed, in general, it appears that the strongest support for moving the season up and opposition to all day hunting is in the southern portion of the state.  This would make sense because things green up a bit sooner and the Mark Twain attracts a lot of turkey hunters from all over. An earlier green up would result in earlier gobbling and the perceived additional pressure afforded by all day hunting should logically result in quieter gobblers in an area already crowded. Another perception that seems to prevail is the belief that regulations are designed to favor north Missouri. Although it may appear that way because the harvest is higher and the regulations for some species are more liberal in north Missouri, this is simply a function of a more productive landscape producing a larger surplus for hunters to access. 

Eastern turkeys prefer a landscape that is 60% open to 40% forested with the open portion including a mosaic of row crops, pastureland, and CRP and the forested portion consisting of mature open diverse mast producing species. In other words…they prefer north Missouri. With these ideal habitat characteristics, turkey densities can exceed 50 birds per square mile. However, when you drift away from this ideal very far in either direction, turkey densities decline. The truth of the matter is that you could probably throw about any combination of regulations at north Missouri’s deer and turkey populations and it would not matter much because these landscapes are so productive. However, in the interest of keeping regulations as easy to follow and enforce as possible, they are usually tailored with a “one size fits all” policy. Therefore, the Missouri Department of Conservation designed the regulations to give turkey hunters exactly what they asked for while still offering adequate protection for regions of the state with lower turkey densities. Based on a hunter survey that the department mails out every 5 years to 7,000 Missouri turkey hunters, what turkey hunters want is a reasonable opportunity to harvest a mature gobbler. Although every Missouri turkey hunter is entitled to their own opinion and are encouraged to voice it, I offer the following explanations as to what I believe are the reasons why turkey hunting is better here than anywhere else on planet earth and what regulations are doing to ensure this:  

· Monday opener (69% participation vs. 95% if it opened on a Saturday OR 90,000 hunters to share the woods with vs. 130,000). First, let me agree with what the opposition believes; hunting pressure makes turkeys get quiet. This has been proven time and again and anyone who hunts turkeys much at all, especially on public land, could not come to any other conclusion.  However, gobblers get quiet as a result of a stimulus response reaction to encountering hunters while they are actively gobbling (i.e. during the period of the day that currently is and always has been open season). Eastern turkeys do not actively gobble much in the afternoon whether they are being hunted or not.  Therefore, the Monday opener creates a situation where turkeys are getting 26% less exposure to hunting pressure during the a.m. when it is having an affect as a result of the Monday opener.

· One bird the first week (by Wednesday 35% of the harvest has occurred OR 45,000 hunters are no longer out there with you). In addition, since the out-of-state license is $190.00, most non-residents can not stay for more than 7 days or come twice, most do not show up until the end of the first weekend.  If both tags were good for the entire season, the woods would stay crowded, a larger percentage of turkeys would be getting pressured early in the season, and the tailing-off in gobbling activity would happen more rapidly. 

· The late season opener. Turkeys gobble better here because we have at least twice as many as most other states. This is thanks largely due to the superior habitat quality in Missouri and the relative continuity of this habitat nearly state-wide. We take this for granted because many of us know no different. There are many places that turkeys live where habitat is fragmented and populations are scattered and not as vigorous. However, another reason we have more adult gobblers is because of the “late” season. Most other states hit their birds straight out of the gate and don’t stop hitting them until it’s pretty much over. This is particularly true in the southeast. This harvest strategy is called hunting the hatch. In other words, 2 years after a great hatch you have a good year or two of gobbler hunting. However, 2 years after a poor hatch or two, adult gobblers are hard to come by because you hit them when they were at their most vulnerable. There is no question that moving the season up a week or two would result in an increased harvest. However, by timing the season to hit during the period of peak incubation (the second peak), gobblers are still vulnerable to calling but not as vulnerable. Therefore, more will survive and these surviving gobblers act as a savings account  that can offset a few successive below average hatches.

Below is a graph of the data for the first three years of the MDC/NWTF cooperative gobble study.  About 400 volunteers from across the state participated in this study that will occur annually over the next 2 years.  Participants selected a single convenient listening station. The observer recorded the number of gobblers and gobbles heard from 45 minutes prior to sunup until 30 minutes prior to sunup twice a week from the middle of March until the middle of May. Weather parameters (wind, cloud cover, precipitation) were also recorded. 
Preliminary data analysis shows our opening days of turkey hunting (April 16, 2007; April 21, 2008; April 20, 2009) are catching gobblers after the peak in gobbling, which on average occurs in mid-April (week 5, Figure 1).  Although this might be disappointing to hunters, the season timing is a compromise between the short-term interest of hunters and what’s best for turkeys.  The season is timed to coincide with the onset of incubation by hens, usually starting around the 3rd week in April, ensuring that most hens have bred and many are on nests, protected from harvest.  These birds are the source of the poults that replenish the population each year, so their protection is very important.  Gobblers are more vulnerable in early April, and a later season ensures that we don’t overharvest mature gobblers—this is in the long-term interest of hunters.  

Although gobbling has peaked before the hunting season, gobbling patterns in 2007 and 2009 were similar, but very different from 2008, the year spring arrived late.  I suspect the 2007 and 2009 gobbling patterns are close to what the average actually is over time.  The late spring in 2008 had a tremendous effect, however, with peaks in gobbling occurring almost two weeks later in April.  For hunters, 2008 was a mixed bag—the peaks in gobbling were much lower than in 2007 and 2009, but the late spring resulted in more gobbling during the hunting season, weeks 6, 7 and 8.  Our most recent memory is of the 2009 season.  Gobbleteers heard as much gobbling as in 2007 during mid-April (the 5th week of the study), but then 2009 gobbling went into a freefall during the hunting season, with a slight bounce up during the last week of the season. Gobbling activity is a weather dependent phenomena and things change from year to year which is why this study was initially proposed to be conducted for 5 years. It was hoped that after 5 years of data collection, the annual “noise” in the data could be accounted for and a trend that would apply annually could be assessed.  
Although results from this study did not provide hard data documenting gobbling activity throughout the state that was hoped for, it did still shed some light on the issue. In southern Missouri, there does appear to be 2 gobbling peaks with the second occurring during the first week of the season. In other regions of the state, the trend is a gradual increase peaking the first week of the season. This trend is what was expected and reflects the logic behind setting the season timing as it currently exists. We’ve got a great thing going here in Missouri and cooperative efforts designed to study and management this valued resource can only improve it.

To learn more about the study, go to the MDC web site (http://www.mdc.mo.gov/) and search on ‘gobbling.’

[image: image1.emf]0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Gobbles per 20 

minutes per Week

STUDY WEEK 

(beginning mid-March & ending last Friday of hunting season)

Fig. 1.  Statewide summary of Missouri turkey gobbling during 2007--2009.
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Study week/hunting timing:  study week runs Saturday-Friday, and hunting seasons begin on Monday.  Study ends the last Friday of the hunting seasons, which end on Sunday.



Gobbling peaked much higher in 2007 and 2009 (about 43 gobbles heard per observer per week; week 5) than in 2008 (30 gobbles; week 4).  Most of this difference was due to a large amount of gobbling heard in northern Missouri during week 5 (graph displayed later).  Gobbling patterns for 2007 and 2009 were similar, with gobbling peaks being followed by a steep decline during the hunting season.  This pattern is consistent with the idea that hunting should not take place during peak gobbler displaying periods.  The post-peak decline in gobbling is also consistent with hunter contentions of less gobbling.  The early opening day in 2007 (4-16-2007) did, however, place hunters in the field when gobbling was at it’s peak.  Under the current opening-day formula(third Monday in April) the average opening date will be 18 April and the opening dates for spring turkey season range from April 15-21.  For the next 5 years the opening dates will be April 19, 18, 16,15 and 21.





The 2008 gobbling pattern was substantially different, possibly because of the ‘late spring.’  The 2008 gobbling peak was much lower than in 2007 and 2009, but then gobbling  declined at a slower rate, resulting in substantially more gobbling during the hunting season.



During 2009, the low gobbling observed during week 7 coincided with much rainfall.
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Fig. 1.  Statewide summary of Missouri turkey gobbling during 2007--2009.
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