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The wild turkey is a significant contributor to 

north American wild harvest  
 

We continue to make great progress with 
the Wild Harvest Initiative® Database. To 
illustrate its practical relevance, we will 
regularly feature species profiles, harvest 
statistics, and conservation histories for 

North American wildlife in our quarterly 
updates, beginning with the Wild Turkey. 

 
. 

 

 

North American wild 

turkey Harvest 

Wild Turkey Harvest in the United States 

A widely harvested and delicious source 

of holiday meat, nothing says 

Thanksgiving more than a turkey. While 

most holiday birds are procured from the 

local supermarket, their wild harvested 

counterparts cannot be forgotten.  
 

Wild turkey is hunted in every state, 

except Alaska, an area outside the 

turkey’s native range. Based on data 

compiled for the Wild Harvest Initiative®, 

over 706,000 wild turkeys are harvested 

annually in the United States, with 

records available from 46 of 49 states that 

harvest these birds. This average harvest 

is equivalent to 0.3% of the U.S. national 

industrial production, 1.6% of the 

turkeys eaten in the U.S. at Thanksgiving 

(the nation’s largest turkey consumption 

day), or 3.2% of the turkeys eaten at 

Christmas. 
 

Based on U.S. harvest data for the 2014 – 

2015 period, approximately 2,094,000 

kg (4,600,000 lbs) of wild turkey meat 

was harvested in total. With a typical 

serving size of 100g (3.5 oz), this amounts 

to 20 billion servings or enough to feed 

every Floridian for a year. 
 

Wild Turkey Harvest in Canada 

Canadians enjoy turkey, too, and harvest 

wild turkeys in five provinces including 

British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario,  

 

Quebec, and Manitoba. The wild turkey’s 

range in Canada is far more restricted than 

in the U.S. and the total Canadian harvest 

averages approximately 20,000 birds, 

which is less than 3% of the U.S. annual 

harvest.  
 

Figure 1: Wild Harvest Initiative® Database 

Harvest Density Map for wild turkey (Meleagris 

gallopavo) in the United States and Canada. 
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A Healthy Choice for Everyone 

In addition to being flavorful, wild turkey 

is a healthy source of protein that is low in 

cholesterol and harmful fats. This majestic 

bird spends its entire life grazing on a 

broad range of plants and insects, and is 

free of steroids, antibiotics, and other 

synthetic chemicals. Wild turkey is also a 

great source of minerals, vitamins, iron, 

and riboflavin.  
 

A conservation success 

story 

Natural History  

In addition to playing an important role in 

the diets and cultural traditions of many 

North Americans, the North American 

wild turkey also represents a conservation 

success story. Prior to the arrival of 

Europeans to the continent, the species 

was historically plentiful in its historic 

range. Pre-Columbian estimates of wild 

turkeys in the United States were 

conservatively estimated at 10 million 

birds. The species represented an 

important resource for North America’s 

indigenous peoples who used the animals 

 

Wild Turkey: Species Profile 
• Meleagris gallopavo 
 

• Six subspecies: Eastern, Osceola, Rio Grande, 

Merriam’s, Gould’s, and South Mexican 
 

• Average weight is 6kg 
 

• Average life span 2.5 years 
 

• Diet of seeds, fruits, vegetation, insects 
 

• State game bird for Alabama, Massachusetts, 

Oklahoma, and South Carolina 
 

• 1st meal on the moon was roast turkey with all the 

trimmings 
 

• Very powerful legs and can run at speeds of up to 

25 miles per hour; top flight speed is 55 miles per 

hour 
 

• 1 of only 2 birds native to North America that has 

been regularly domesticated and is now raised for 

food all over the world 

 
 

 

 

for food, clothing, tools, and ceremonial 

purposes. Early colonial reports 

frequently mention wild turkey 

abundance and the species predictably 

became a significant food source for 

settlers.  
 

A Dramatic Decline  

As human populations grew, so did the 

demand for wild turkey meat. Both 

subsistence and commercial hunting went 

unregulated. As a result, excessive 

slaughter, combined with habitat loss, 

soon took a terrible toll on North 

American wild turkey populations, which 

experienced a dramatic decline. 
 

By 1920, the wild turkey had disappeared 

completely from 18 of the 39 U.S. states 

they originally inhabited, and had also 

been extirpated from Ontario, Canada. 

By 1940, only vulnerable populations 

existed across the U.S. and Canada and 

continental populations had declined by 

more than 90%.   
 

An Incredible Recovery  

Efforts to restore wild turkey populations 

 

 

began in the 1930s and these efforts were 

assisted by social changes that proved 

beneficial to wild turkey recovery. 

During the Great Depression, some 14 

million rural Americans left their homes 

in search of employment elsewhere. 

Family farms were abandoned and as these 

farms slowly reverted to native grasses, 

shrubs, and trees, wild turkey habitat 

began to take shape. 
 

Hunting organizations pushed for early 

legislation that paved the way for effective 

wild turkey conservation and restoration. 

First attempts at restoration were 

frequently based on the release of pen-

reared turkeys. This approach, while 

costly, proved ineffective. Advanced 

capture techniques, however, allowed 

trap and transfer of wild turkeys to 

unoccupied habitat and truly began 

population restoration. With the 

assistance of the hunter-founded National 

Wild Turkey Federation in 1986, a 

sophisticated system of state-to-state 

transfer was perfected. This led to the 

development of an aggressive system of 

trap and transfer programs which, over 30 
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Figure 3: Wild Harvest Initiative® Database summarized by jurisdiction 

 

 

 

 

 

   

years, restored wild turkeys in both the 

United States and Canada. By the early 

2000s, their numbers had recovered to 

near pre-colonial abundance and, today, 

there are more than 7 million wild turkeys 

in the U.S. and Canada. 
 

Figure 2: Range Map for wild turkey (Meleagris 

gallopavo) in the United States and Canada 

 

  

ensure the quality and completeness of 

hunting harvest data and to identify gaps 

or inconsistencies prior to analysis. We 

hope to have all completed forms 

returned prior to the end of next quarter. 
 

Data Quality Assurance Specialist 

In October, Conservation Visions sought 

candidates for the position of Data Quality 

Assurance Specialist for the Wild Harvest 

Initiative®. Following a review of  

applicants, Hannah Munro, a soon-to-be 

PhD biology graduate, specializing in 

animal disease, from Memorial University 

of Newfoundland, was hired. Hannah is 

currently tasked with ensuring (1) the 

scientific rigor of our biomass estimates, 

(2) the accuracy and completeness of our 

harvest records, (3) the validity of our 

calculations and assumptions, and (4) the 

quality of our reference sources.  
 

Angling Data 

In mid-September, we began to add 

angling data to the database, starting with 

the entry of commercial fishing data from 

the state of Florida, and have made 

considerable progress in this regard.  
 

Social Sharing Index 

This past summer, we began working on 

a social sharing index to quantify the 

number of American and Canadian 

citizens with whom recreational wild 

harvest is shared. We will work with 

state and provincial agencies to develop 

and administer surveys at the 

jurisdictional level to effectively address 

this large and complex task and, as part 

of the initial effort, we finalized a hunter-

sharing survey protocol for the state of 

Texas in late September.  
 

Hunting Data Analyses 

We are now working to calculate harvest 

biomass. We have completed the 

compilation of species’ body weights and 

have identified dressed and consumable 

weights for all frequently consumed 

species. Dressed weight typically omits 

the head, feet, hide and internal organs 

for all species, and the feathers for birds. 

Only parts regularly eaten are included 

for consumable weight estimates. Values 

for less frequently consumed species will 

be added next. This information is 

imperative to analyses of total biomass 

 
 

 

Wild Harvest Initiative® 

Database 

Jurisdictional Harvest Verification Forms 

We continue to expand and refine the 

Wild Harvest Initiative® Database. 

Jurisdictional Harvest Verification Forms 

have now been circulated to all 63 states 

and provinces for which data have been 

acquired. These forms are a final check to  
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http://www.conservationvisions.com/wild-harvest-initiative 

and replacement costs using commercial 

alternatives and we will continue to refine 

our estimates over time.  
 

Public and Private Land 

We have recently begun compiling data 

on public and private land distribution for 

all 63 North American jurisdictions. 

These data will be used to determine the 

importance of land ownership with 

respect to wild harvest.  
 

Partnership building 

Pending Partners 

We currently have 25 partners supporting 

the Wild Harvest Initiative® and we 

continue to seek new additions to our 

growing coalition. Based on our most 

recent discussions, we expect to receive 

final confirmation of a partnership with 

Nevada’s Department of Wildlife by mid-

December. We also hope to confirm 2 

other partnerships early in the new year, 

as we finalize an agreement with 

Arizona’s Fish and Game Department and 

begin discussions with Missouri’s 

Department of Conservation. 
 

Communications 

Communications Strategy 

For the past several months, Conservation 

Visions has been reaching out to 

companies both in the United States and 

Canada in an effort to secure a 

professional marketing/public relations 

firm to develop and help deliver the Wild 

Harvest Initiative’s® formal  

communications strategy. To date, we 

have received proposals from four 

companies. We will review two further 

proposals before selecting the successful 

proponent. In the meantime, 

Conservation Visions is updating current 

marketing materials. 
 

Outreach 

Conservation Visions continues to seek 

new opportunities to engage with media, 

academia, special interest groups, and the 

broad public, to increase the Wild 

Harvest Initiative’s® profile by 

showcasing not just the project, but the 

benefits of wild harvesting, in general. 

Here are some recent examples:  
 

Web links to media mentions: 
 

https://proinle.com/recipe/202601/m

y-turn-the-importance-of-hunting 
 

http://www.wideopenspaces.com/wild

-meat-wild-harvest-speaks-importance-

hunting-food/ 
 

https://www.download-

geek.com/download/Wild+Harvest.ht

ml?aff.id=9001&aff.subid=100 
 

http://thepressnewspaper.com/2017/1

0/21/shane-mahoney-speech-on-the-

wild-harvest-initiative/ 

  

Press Release:   
 

Global Rescue 

http://losporcos.com/world-rescue-

helps-wild-harvest-initiative.html 

 

 

 

Podcasts: 
 

Lone star Outdoors Show 

https://player.fm/series/lone-star-

outdoor-show/trophy-hunting-then-and-

now-quantifying-wild-game-fish-harvest-

in-north-america-with-renowned-

conservationist-shane-mahoney 
 

Videos: 

 

The Wild Harvest Initiative®  

https://elknetwork.com/the-wild-

harvest-initiative/ 
 

Wild Meat, Wild Harvest 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/RMEF

1/videos/?ref=page_internal  

  

Speeches/Lectures:  
 

In late September, Shane Mahoney was 

invited by Missouri’s Department of 

Conservation (MDC) to speak about wild 

harvest and conservation leadership at an 

event celebrating MDC’s 80th 

anniversary. Mahoney presented the 

event’s keynote speech. 
 

In October, Mahoney was invited to 

present a public lecture at Michigan State 

University as part of the Boone and 

Crockett Lecture Series. The lecture 

focused on the guiding principles of and 

challenges to the North American Model 

of Wildlife Conservation, as well as 

recreational wild food harvesting. 
 

MSU Lecture 

https://vimeo.com/240854180  
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The Wild Harvest Initiative® partner roster 
 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“Well managed, our lands and waters provide many gifts….and wild food is one of the 
most important.” 

 

~ Shane Mahoney 


