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  STRATIFICATION OF HABITATS FOR IDENTIFYING HABITAT SELECTION 
BY MERRIAM’S TURKEYS

 Mark A. Rumble’ and Stanley H. Anderson2

 

ABSTRACT.--Habitat selection patterns of Merriam’s Turkeys were compared in hierarchical analyses of three levels of
habitat stratification. Habitat descriptions in first-level analyses were based on dominant species of vegetation. Habitat
descriptions in second-level analyses were based on dominant species of vegetation and overstory canopy cover. Habitat
descriptions in third-level analyses were based on dominant species of vegetation, overstory canopy cover, and structural
stages (dbh categories). First-level analyses showed turkeys selected for ponderosa pine and selected against meadow
habitats. No conclusions could be drawn regarding forest management on habitat selection of turkeys at this level of habitat
stratification. Second-level analyses showed that selection of ponderosa pine and aspen/birch habitats varied among seasons.
Implications for forest management activities on turkeys at this level of habitat stratification could be made. Third-level
analyses added little to conclusions of habitat selection patterns drawn from second-level analyses and increased chances
for Type II errors. Habitat selection patterns of Merriam’s Turkeys were best described when habitats were stratified by
dominant species of vegetation and overstory canopy cover.

Key words: Merriam’s Wild Turkeys, Meleagris gallopavo merriami, habitat descriptions, forest management, habitat
selection.

Habitat use and management of Merriam’s timber resources, emphasis on old-growth
T u r k e y s  (Meleagris gallopavo merriami) in  resource values, and improved technology for
northern latitudes have been studied in South harvesting timber have potential to impact
Dakota (Petersen and Richardson 1975) and Merriam’s Turkey habitat (Shaw 1986). There-
Montana (Rose 1956, Jonas 1966). These early fore, stratification beyond dominant species of
studies were limited to direct observation of vegetation is necessary to elucidate the effects
birds when assessing habitat use, and data con- of forest management on turkeys. Merriam’s
tained biases in the assessment of the birds’ Turkeys in southeastern Montana demonstrated
habitat needs (e.g., Jonas 1966, Bryant and Nish an apparent preference for pole-size (<23 cm
1975, Petersen and Richardson 1975, Shaw and dbh) ponderosa pine habitats (Jonas 1966).
Smith 1977). Telemetry has allowed collection Merriam’s Turkeys in Oregon avoided habitats
of data on habitat use patterns in an unbiased that had been logged by clear-cut or shelter-
manner, but few studies have addressed the wood methods (Lutz and Crawford 1989). To
detailed stratification habitats. our knowledge, no researchers have stratified

Studies of habitat use and selection patterns habitats in terms of size and density categories
by Merriam’s Turkeys have delineated habitats of tree species. However, on lands managed by
based primarily on the dominant species of veg- the USDA Forest Service and other public
etation (DSV) (Jonass 1966, Bryant and Nish agencies, methods of habitat stratification that
1975, Scott and Boeker 1975, Mackey 1982, include structural stages (SS) and overstory
1986, Lutz and Crawford 1989). Because timber canopy cover categories (OCC) have been
management activities seldom result in conver- described (Thomas 1979) to further stratify hab-
sions of vegetation types, understanding habitat itats.
selection patterns at this level precludes under- The objective of this study was to determine 
standing the effects of forest management activ- the level of habitat stratification that best
ities such as logging or thinning on Merriam’s described habitat use and selection patterns of
Turkeys. Increased value of ponderosa pine Merriam’s Turkeys in the Black Hills.

 

‘USDA  Forest Service, 501 E. St. Jose h St., South Dakota School of Mines, Rapid City, South Dakota 57701.
2USDI Cooperative Fisheries and Wildlife Research Unit, University of Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming 82071.dle
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METHODS

Study Area

This study was conducted in the central
Black Hills of South Dakota, 16 km west of
Rapid City. Most of the land is under manage-
ment by the Black Hills National Forest, Pactola
Ranger District. Some private holdings associ-
ated with ranch operations are present in the
meadows, and several private homes and cabins
are located in the study area.

Vegetation of the study area is primarily pure
ponderosa pine forest (84%). Meadows and
aspen/birch  (Populus tremuloides/Betula pa-
pyrifera) habitats occur in drainages.

This study was conducted over a three-year
period beginning March 1986 and ending Janu-
ary 1989. Because analytical methods used to
make statistical tests were goodness-of-fit tests
and nonsignificance indicates fit by the pro-
posed model, hypotheses tested have been
stated appropriately. The hypotheses tested rel-
ative to Merriam’s Turkeys in the Black Hills of
South Dakota were that each of the following
habitats depict patterns of use and selection by
Merriam’s Turkeys: (1) habitats stratified by
DSV, (2) habitats stratified by DSV and OCC,
(3) habitats stratified by DSV and SS, and (4)
habitats stratified by DSV, SS, and OCC.

TRAPPING AND LOCATIONS.-Turkeys were
trapped in late February or early March of each
year of the study with rocket nets and drop nets
over corn bait. This study was primarily con-
cerned with hens since they are the reproduc-
tive segment of the population. Forty-four (36
females and 8 males) of 82 turkeys trapped were
fitted with backpack radio transmitters weigh-
ing approximately 108 g.

Locating birds began after a one-week
period of adjustment to the radio transmitters
(Nenno and Healy 1979). Each bird in the study
area was located three times each week, once
during each of the following time periods: sun-
r ise -1000  hr ,  1001-1400 hr, and 1401 hr-
sunset. Birds that emigrated from the defined
study area were located at least monthly to mon-
itor their activities and determine if they had
moved back into the study area. Locations were
determined by plotting 2+ bearings (frequently
5+) from known locations on USGS 1:24,000
contour maps in the field using a hand-held,
two-element yagi antenna. Bearings were usu-
ally taken from positions within 300 m of the
estimated location. Each location was assigned

to a habitat unit (see below) based on maps and
Universal Transverse Mercator coordinates
recorded to the nearest 100 m in the field. To
achieve independence of observations (All-
dredge and Ratti 1986), only one location was
recorded for each bird on any given day and
most were two days apart.

Habitat Descriptions  

Habitats were numerically identified geo-
graphical units approximately 4-32 ha (10-80
acres) in size. Boundaries were usually defined
by watershed topography such as ridges and
drainages. Obvious changes in vegetation type
also were used to define boundaries of habitats.
In all, 513 habitat units were delineated.

Vegetative descriptions of habitats were
determined from five plots located within each
defined habitat unit. These plots were marked
on unit 1:24,000 contour maps in the lab and
distributed evenly across each habitat. Some
habitats were too small to effectively place five
plots, so fewer plots were used. Each plot was
then located in the field and sampled to deter-
mine tree basal area.

Habitat descriptions were made based on
DSV, SS, and OCC according to criteria devel-
oped by the USDA Forest Service, Region 2
(Buttery and Gillam 1983). DSV categories
were ponderosa pine, aspen/birch, oak, spruce,
and meadows. SS categories were pole timber
(trees 2.5-22.8 cm dbh) and sawtimber (trees
greater than 22.8 cm dbh). OCC categories
were 0-40%, 41-70% and 71-100%. OCC was
estimated based on the following equation:
OCC(%) = 0.51*BASAL AREA (FT2/AC) -
1.94 (Bennett 1984). Depending on the level of
stratification included in the analyses, 5-12 hab-
itats were delineated.

Analyses

Data pertaining to use of habitats described
above were stratified into seasons: December-
February (winter), March-May (spring), June-
August (summer), and September-November
(fall). Chi-square test of independence was used
to test the hypothesis that habitat use patterns
of Merriam’s Turkeys were similar among sea-
sons. Because this test was significant (P < .001),
tests of habitat selection at different levels of
habitat stratification were made within seasons.

Chi-square goodness-of-fit tests with correc-
tion for continuity (Cochran 1963) were used to
test hypotheses regarding the level of habitat
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stratification that best depicted habitat selection
patterns of Merriam’s Turkeys in a hierarchical
structure. Bonferroni confidence intervals
around proportion of use (Neu et al. 1974, Byers
et al. 1984) were used to determine habitat

l selection patterns that deviated from expected
use. We determined differences from expected
use of habitats for which utilization was 0 by

  examining chi-square residuals with G-stan-
dardization and Bonferroni correction to the
Z-statistic (Mosteller and Parunak 1985). An
array of structural stages occurred only for
ponderosa pine habitats. Therefore, the test
for DSV x SS level of habitat stratification
was analyzed using data from ponderosa pine
habitats.

Initial chi-square tests of use versus avail-
ability for DSV x SS, DSV x OCC, and DSV x
SS x OCC were made with oak, aspen, and
spruce habitats ooled to reduce as much as

gpossible the num er of cells with fewer than five
expected observations. Selection of these hab-
itats by turkeys was evaluated individually with
Bonferroni confidence intervals for comparison
tests. The significance of confidence intervals
holds regardless of the overall chi-square test
(Neu et al. 1974).

RESULTS

Habitats Determined by DSV

The hypothesis that habitats stratified by
DSV depict patterns of habitat use and selection
by Merriam’s Turkeys was rejected (P = .06).
Meadows were selected less than expected
across all seasons (Table 1). Ponderosa pine
habitats were selected more than expected
during winter, spring, and fall; they were equal
to what was expected during summer. Aspen
habitats were selected more than expected
during summer. Oak habitats were selected less
than expected during spring, while spruce hab-
itats were selected less than expected during
winter and spring.

Habitats Determined by DSV and OCC

The hypothesis that habitats stratified by
DSV and OCC depict patterns of habitat use
and selection by Merriam’s Turkeys was
rejected for all seasons (P = .04). Stratifying
habitats by DSV and OCC did not alter the
results for meadow, oak, or spruce habitats
(Table 2). Oak and spruce were not represented

across all overstory canopy cover categories on
this study area.

Aspen/birch habitats with 41-70% OCC
were selected more than expected during spring
and summer by turkeys in the Black Hills. Infre-
quent use of aspen/birch habitats with 71-100%
OCC was noted over all seasons. But statisti-
cally, this was less than expected only during
spring. Open ponderosa pine habitats (0-40%
OCC) were selected less than expected during
the winter and spring. Turkeys selected pon-
derosa pine habitats 41-70% OCC more than
expected during spring. Dense ponderosa pine
habitats (71-100% OCC) were selected more
than expected during fall and winter and less
than expected during summer.

Habitats Determined by DSV and SS

The hypothesis that habitats stratified by
DSV and SS depicted patterns of habitat use and
selection by Merriam’s Turkeys was not rejected
for winter, summer, and fall. During spring,
ponderosa pine habitats with stems greater than
23 cm dbh were selected more than expected.
Otherwise, no differences were apparent in the
habitat selection patterns of turkeys when pine
habitats were stratified based on dbh.
Aspen/birch, oak, and spruce habitats were not
adequately represented across structural stages
to make comparisons.

Habitats Determined by DSV, SS, and OCC

The hypothesis that habitats stratified by
DSV, SS, and OCC depict patterns of habitat use
and selection by turkeys was rejected (P = .03)
during winter, spring, and summer (Table 3).
Data from fall indicated observed differences
from expected at P = . 11. Since several habitat
categories were pooled to achieve minimum
sample size in the overall chi square test, P = .11
was considered sufficient indication of differ-
ence from expected to proceed with the
Bonferroni confidence intervals.

Use patterns of meadow, oak, and spruce
habitats by Merriam’s Turkeys were unchanged
from previous levels of habitat stratification.
However, because more habitats were included
in the analyses, selection of spruce during
winter and aspen/birch habitats with 41-70%
overstory canopy cover during summer no
longer differed from expected.

Turkeys selected open ponderosa pine habi-
tats in both structural stages less than expected
during winter, and the 2.5-22.8 cm dbh structural
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DISCUSSION

The highest level of stratification of habitats
that added new information to use and selection

  
patterns of Merriam’s Turkeys in this study area
was by DSV and OCC. Despite statistical signif-
icance of differences when habitats were strati-

 fied by DSV, SS, and OCC, trends in habitat
selection were similar to analyses for which data
were pooled across SS categories. Shaw and
Smith (1977) noted apparent habitat selection
by Merriam’s Turkeys in Arizona when pon-
derosa pine habitats based on diameter classes
were ignored. However, pole-size ponderosa
pine habitats were used more than other size
classes by turkeys in Montana (Jonas 1966).
Within our study area, 12 of the 372 ponderosa
pine habitats had an average dbh of less than 15
cm (6 in); the lowest average dbh was 10.7 cm
(4.2 in). Thirty-seven of the ponderosa pine
habitats in the study area had dbh greater than
30 cm (12  in), of which the majority were in the
0-40% OCC category indicative of large over-
mature trees. Most of the study area had been
logged in the past one hundred years. Because
excellent germination conditions for ponderosa
pine in the Black Hills result in overstocked
stands with reduced growth rates (Boldt and
Van Duesen 1974), ponderosa pine habitats
larger than 30 cm dbh were rare. Ponderosa
pine habitats in this study were representative
of a narrow range of the potential tree dbh
classes for ponderosa pine. However, they did
represent the size classes of ponderosa pine
throughout the Black Hills.

 

  

The tests of the model for DSV x SS sug-
gested good agreement between the model and
observed use by turkeys from a statistical point
of view. These results suggest random selection
of habitats when stratified by DSV x SS. Non-
random selection of habitats had already been
demonstrated. We also believe that stratifica-
tion of habitats by DSV x SS obscured biologi-
cal patterns already demonstrated by the test of
DSV x OCC. Many of the relationships of OCC
were contrasted between high and low OCC.
These results were pooled, resulting in the
apparently good fit of the DSV x SS model.

Our approach to these analyses was hierar-
chical in nature; and since patterns of habitat
selection by turkeys had been demonstrated at
higher levels, it would not be prudent to ignore
those biological patterns. However, to ensure
that no oversights were made, we made tests of

habitat selection based on habitats stratified by
SS, OCC, and SS x OCC. The test of the model
for SS was not rejected. Tests of the model for
OCC and SS x OCC were rejected, but were
influenced by the preponderance of the study
occupied by ponderosa pine (84%) and the
range of dbh classes in the Black Hills. Interpre-
tations of results from these latter tests were
similar to tests of DSV x SS and DSV x OCC.

Stratification of habitats beyond that neces-
sary to depict the dispersion patterns of the
animal decreases the sensitivity of tests and
increases the probability of Type II error in the
analyses (Alldredge and Ratti 1986). The effect
of adding stratification factors is to dilute the
sample sizes in individual cells, thus increasing
the chance of Type II error. Apparent Type II
errors occurred in the determination of habitat
selection patterns when habitats were stratified
by DSV x SS x OCC. At the highest level of
habitat stratification, apparent differences from
expected use for three habitat categories disap-
peared from the analyses.

A CKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research was supported by the USDA
Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Forest and
Range Experiment Station; National Wild
Turkey Federation; Black Hills National Forest;
and South Dakota Game, Fish and Parks. We
extend special thanks for the support and
encouragement of Dr. A. J. Bjugstad
(deceased). Technical assistance of R. Hodorff,
T. Mills, C. Oswald, K. Thorstenson, K. Jacob-
son, and L. Harris was appreciated. M. Green
volunteered his time throughout this study, and
R. Taylor allowed access to his property for
trapping and data collection. Dr. G. Hurst,
Dr. R. Jonas, and H. Shaw reviewed earlier
drafts of this manuscript.

L ITERTURE C ITED

ALLDREDGE, J. R., and J. T. RATTI. 1986. Comparison of
some statistical techniques for analysis of resource
selection. Journal of Wildlife Management 50: 157-
165.

BENNETT , D. L. 1984. Grazing potential of major soils
within the Black Hills of South Dakota. Unpublished
master’s thesis, South Dakota State University, Brook-
ings. 199 pp.

BOLDT, C. E., and J. L. VAN DUESEN. 1974. Silviculture of
ponderosa pine in the Black Hills: the status of our
knowledge. USDA Forest Service Research Paper
RM-124. Fort Collins, Colorado. 45 pp.



BRYANT, F. C., and D. NISH. 1975. Habitat use by Merriam’s
Turkey in southwestern Utah. In: L. K. Halls, ed.,
Proceedings of the Third National Wild Turkey Sym-
posium 2:6-13. Texas Parks and Wildlife Department,
Austin.

BUTTERY, R. F., and B. C. GILLAM. 1983. Forest ecosys-
tems. Pages 43-71 in R. L. Hoover and D. L. Wills,
eds., Managing forested lands for wildlife. Colorado
Division of Wildlife, in cooperation with USDA Forest
Service, Rocky Mountain Region, Denver, Colorado.
459 pp.

BYERS, C. R., R. K. STEINHORST, and P. R. KRAUSMAN.

1984. Clarification of a technique for analysis of utili-
zation-availability data. Journal of Wildlife Manage-
ment 48: 1050-1053.

COCHKAN, W. G. 1963. Sampling techniques. John Wiley
and Sons, Inc., New York. 413 pp.

JONAS, R. 1966. Merriam’s Turkeys in southeastern Mon-
tana. Technical Bulletin 3. Montana Game and Fish
Department, Helena. 36 pp.

LU T Z, R. S., and J. A. C H A W F O K D. 1989. Habitat use and
selection of home ranges of Merriam’s Turkey in
Oregon. Great Basin Naturalist 49: 252-258.

MACKEY, D. L. 1982. Ecology of Merriam’s Turkeys in south
central Washington with special reference to habitat
utilization. Unpublished master’s thesis, Washington
State University, Pullman. 87 pp.

-------. 1986. Brood habitat of Merriam’s Turkeys in south-
central Washington. Northwest Science 60:108-112.

M O S T E L L E K, F., and A. PA K U N A K. 1985. Identifying
extreme cells in a sizeable contingency table: probabi-
listic and exploratory approaches. Pages 189-224 in
D. C. Hoaglin, F. Mosteller, and J. W. Tukey, eds.,

Exploring data tables, trends, and shapes. John Wiley

NENNO. E. S.. and W. M. HEALY. 1979. Effects of radio

Management 43: 460465.
N E U, C. W., C. R. BYERS, and J. M. PE E K. 1974. A tech-

nique for analysis of utilization-availability data. Jour-
nal of Wildlife Management 38: 541-545.

PETERSEN, L. E., and A. H. RICEIAKDSON. 1975. The wild
turkey in the Black Hills. Bulletin No. 6. South Dakota
Game, Fish and Parks, Pierre. 51 pp.

RO S E, B. J. 1956. An evaluation of two introductions of
Merriam’s Wild Turkey to Montana. Unpublished
master’s thesis, Montana State College, Bozeman. 37
pp.

S C O T T, V. E., and E. L. B O E K E K. 1975.  Ecology of
Merriam’s Wild Turkey on the Fort Apache Indian
Reservation. In: L. K. Halls, ed., Proceedings of the
Third National Wild Turkey Symposium 3: 141-158.
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, Austin.

SHAW, H. G. 1986. Impacts of timber harvest on Merriam’s
Turkey populations. Problem analysis report. Arizona
Department of Game and Fish, Tucson. 44 pp.

SHAW, H. G., and R. H. SMITH. 1977. Habitat use patterns
of Merriam’s Turkev in Arizona. Federal Aid Wildlife

,

Restoration Project W-78-R. Arizona Department of
Game and Fish, Tucson. 33 pp.

THOMAS, J. W. 1979. Wildlife habitats in managed forests:
the Blue Mountains of Oregon and Washington. USDA
Forest Service Handbook553. U.S. Government Print-
ing Office, Washington, DC. 512 pp.

Received 24 June 1991


