
Home Hunting Small Game

SAGE GROUSE
Season Dates: As a result of the continual decline in the number of male sage grouse observed during the spring lek 

survey, the sage grouse season will remain closed in 2014. 

The Greater Sage grouse are found in limited numbers on native prairie in northwestern South Dakota. They are a 

large, rounded-winged, ground-dwelling bird, up to 30 inches long and two feet tall, weighing from two to seven pounds. 

They have a long, pointed tail with legs feathered to the base of the toes. Females are a mottled brown, black, and 

white. Males are larger and have a large white ruff around their neck and bright yellow air sacks on their breasts, which 

they inflate during their mating display. 

The sage grouse is very dependent on sagebrush for food and shelter. Loss of that habitat has lead to a decline in their 

numbers. Ironically, over the past several years South Dakota hunters have provided valuable information to GFP 

biologists during their limited hunt. 

The sage grouse hunting season in South Dakota is very restrictive. In the past: 

a two-day season in late September (Wednesday and Thursday)

one bird season limit per hunter

open only on public lands (U.S. Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, State School and Public 

Lands, and private land leased by SD GF&P for public hunting as Walk-In Area) in all of Harding and those located 

west of US Highway 85 in Butte County  

Because of the low number of sage grouse present in South Dakota, there is a sector of the public which believes an 

annual hunting season adds unnecessary mortality to an already distressed bird population. On the other hand, the 

restrictive 2-day season is looked upon as a trophy hunt to a small but avid group of grouse hunters. However, setting 

aside the social issues involved with a season, research suggests that a harvest of less then 10% of the annual fall 

population will not have a negative impact on the population, and most importantly the following spring breeding 

population.
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SAGE GROUSE POPULATION DYNAMICS
Prior to European settlement, this species was considered abundant in parts of the state. Although considered less 

common, sage grouse were thought to be found in several counties east of the current range. As land-use changed 

with settlement, the sage grouse range shrunk as more sagebrush was lost to cropland expansion and altered by 

livestock grazing which impacted the natural vegetative communities and reduced available cover. 

 

Early hunting records are sparse; however it is thought that high harvest in the early 1900s contributed to the decline of 

sage grouse. Department records indicate that the sage grouse season reopened in 1955 where 59 birds were 

harvested. Thereafter, the season was open and closed with little information available in respect to harvest. The 

season was again closed from 1980-1999, and re-opened in 2000. Since then, an average of 36 hunters per year take 

the field with an average of 18 sage grouse harvested annually. Hunters are interviewed in the field and biological data 

is ascertained to determine age and sex information, providing some insight to reproduction; although acquired from a 

limited sample size.

Current Staus

The current range of both sagebrush habitat and sage grouse are quite similar to that of 30 years ago. The majority of 

sage grouse are found in Harding and Butte counties, although smaller numbers exist in Perkins and northwest Meade 

counties. One known lek in Fall River County continues to be monitored; however it seems that sage grouse numbers 

continue to decline in that area. 

Sage grouse are monitored by spring lek counts. Observers count the total number of males on each lek and this 

information is used as a reference point to compare current numbers to the previous year and historical numbers. In the 

spring of 2007, a total of 31 leks were surveyed, 24 were considered active and had displaying males, with a total of 

560 males counted. Through data collected by spring lek counts and current research projects conducted by South 

Dakota State University, the estimated breeding population of sage grouse in the spring of 2007 was 1,500.

HUNTING

Purchase a License

Pheasant

Other Small Game

American Crow

Bobwhite Quail

Common Snipe

Cottontail Rabbit

Mourning Dove

Partridge

Prairie Chicken & Grouse

Sage Grouse

Tree Squirrel

Deer

Other Big Game

Public Hunting Maps

Waterfowl

Youth Hunting

Predator / Varmint

Trapping Furbearers

Hunting Regulations

Hunting Reports

Harvest Reports

Complete Hunter Survey Online

ADA / Accessible

More Information

Learn More About Sage Grouse 
South Dakota Sage Grouse Hunting

Issues and Concerns

  Search  

HUNTING FISHING & BOATING STATE PARKS WILDLIFE & HABITAT OUTDOOR LEARNING

LICENSES & PERMITS AGENCY INFO & SERVICES THINGS TO DO EVENTS CALENDAR NEWS SHOP CONTACT

Page 1 of 2SD GFP | Hunting | Small Game | Sage Grouse Population Dynamics

06/20/2014http://gfp.sd.gov/hunting/small-game/sage-grouse-population-dynamics.aspx

-4-



Privacy Policy | Disclaimer | Site Map | Contact Us

South Dakota Sage Grouse Management, Recent Research.

© Copyright State of South Dakota 

Page 2 of 2SD GFP | Hunting | Small Game | Sage Grouse Population Dynamics

06/20/2014http://gfp.sd.gov/hunting/small-game/sage-grouse-population-dynamics.aspx

-5-



Home Hunting Small Game

SAGE GROUSE ISSUES & CONCERNS
 

Habitat/Vegetation: Continued sagebrush loss is occurring due to the reduction or elimination for improved grazing 

lands, conversion to cropland acres, over-grazing that has occurred over the past century, and the effects of drought 

conditions. It will be important to document the sagebrush range through mapping efforts to assist with future sage 

grouse management and specific management practices.

Population Monitoring: Continued monitoring of sage grouse numbers is essential to future management plans and 

practices. Current method of monitoring includes spring lek surveys which focus on the number of displaying males. 

Considerations for future monitoring need to include multiple visits to leks, prioritization of leks to be counted, and 

exploration of existing and new leks established. Active leks need to be identified, along with associated habitats, and 

management plans developed to minimize disturbance or alterations to these areas.

Harvest Management: Due to continued declines in sage grouse numbers across its range, many individuals are 

concerned that hunting mortalities may be causing unnecessary harm to the population and negatively affecting the 

population status. Although the South Dakota season is very restrictive (2 days, 1 bird limit) and removes only a small 

percentage of the overall population, it will be important that monitoring remains in place and appropriate actions are 

implemented if proven necessary. Although a small sample size, annual harvest data does provide long term 

population structure information, as well as some recruitment statistics for any given year.

Grazing Management: Livestock grazing over the past two centuries has drastically altered the sagebrush range; in 

some cases eliminating sagebrush, other cases altering the plant composition, including the necessary under-story 

grass species and associated forbs. Although grazing can have positive effects, it will be imperative to apply grazing 

management which considers weather conditions such as drought so that these habitats are not adversely affected, 

and which also consider sage grouse in their grazing plan.

Disease: Over the past five years the prevalence of various diseases effecting gallinaceous species has become quite 

prominent; none more prominent than West Nile virus (WNv). Sage grouse have been identified to be highly 

susceptible to the WNv, causing high mortality rates in certain locations. It is of high importance that continued 

monitoring takes place and considered when making future management decisions.

Noxious Weeds/Invasive Plant: Herbicide use on noxious weeds is the most commonly used method for weed control 

on both private and public lands. Although effective at removing target plants, the indirect effects of removing desirable 

plants such as forbs that are necessary for sage grouse chick survival can be quite damaging.

Energy and Other Development: Continued energy exploration and development, accompanied by fragmentation 

created by roads and other barriers, are known to have negative impacts on sage grouse populations. Active lek sites 

and critical habitats should be identified and provided ample buffers to avoid negative disturbances.

Outreach and Education: Efforts to inform the public and landowners on the importance and management of 

sagebrush are critical in maintaining the sage grouse population. Increased collaboration between private, state, 
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SAGE GROUSE MANAGEMENT
The goal for sage grouse management in South Dakota is to monitor and maintain a sage grouse population and 

habitats consistent with the ecological, social, and aesthetics values of South Dakota citizens while addressing the 

concerns and issues of both residents and visitors of South Dakota.

South Dakota Greater-Sage Grouse Management Plan 

Objectives listed in the South Dakota Sage Grouse Management Plan include:

Monitor sage grouse on an annual basis to determine any changes in population status and distribution.

Use current and past lek counts and harvest information to set the annual hunting season.

Maintain the existing status and range of sagebrush habitat in South Dakota.

Develop a list of research needs and prioritize on an annual basis.

Determine the impacts and develop management responses to disease issues affecting sage grouse population.

Develop a public outreach and educational plan that informs the public, landowners, and wildlife/conservation 

agencies on sage grouse management and the issues of highest concern.

LINKS TO RECENT SAGE GROUSE RESEARCH PROJECTS

Nesting and Brood-Rearing Success and Resource Selection of Greater Sage-Grouse in Northwestern South 

Dakota.

Greater Sage Grouse on the Edge of Their Range: Leks and Surrounding Landscapes in the Dakota's

Nesting and Brood-Rearing Habitat Selection of Greater Sage-Grouse and Associated Survival of Hens and Broods 

at the Edge of Their Historic Distribution

FIGURES AND TABLES 

Sage grouse distribution in western South Dakota. Counties with hash markings are those where leks have been 

identified and included in annual spring lek counts. 
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Number of active leks, males per active lek and total males counted on selected priority leks that have been counted 

each year 2005-2012.

 
 

The average number of males/lek derived from lek counts conducted in Butte, Harding, and Fall River County from 

1990 -2012 using the leks chosen as priority leks to be counted on an annual basis. 
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Historical harvest data of sage grouse in South Dakota. 
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