
Wild Turkey Restoration 

The eastern wild turkey originally inhab­
ited much of the pre~uJement land east of the 
Mississippi River and was a valued resource 
for settlers and native Americans. North­
western Indiana supported wild turkey pop­
ulations throughout the 1800s; however, wild 
turkeys were extirpated thereafter, following 
loss of habitat due to intensive logging oper­
ations aTJd exploitation by settlers, native 
Americans, trappers <!!ld hunters. 

By the early 1940s wild turkeys did not 
exist in Indiana (USFWS 1987); however, 
since then, Indiana has restored the wild 
turkey to much of its original range where 
suitable habitat exists. 

Wild turkey restoration is a successful 
management technique that involves live 
trapping the birds and transporting them to 
suitable habitat areas where no turkeys are. 
Mid western states that have reported success 
with such programs include Missouri, Wis­
consin, Michigan, Ohio and Illinois. In fact, 
wild turkeys now are known to occupy oak­
savanna type habitats in Illinois, similar to 
the oak-savanna habitat found at Indiana 
Dunes National Lakeshore (Sullivan and 
Robinson, 1993) . Suitablehabitatappears to 
beoneofthe key limiting factors to successful 
wild turkey restoration. 

Indiana's restoration efforts began in the 
mid 1950s and have accelerated rapidly dur­
ing the 1980s, with an estimated 1 ,923 re­
leased birds at 127 sites throughout Indiana 
(Backs and Eisfelder, 1990). Wild turkeys 
now are present in more than 60 counties in 
Indiana and their nurn bers and range contin­
ue to grow (Ind. Div. of Fish and Wildlife, 
1993). Successful statewide reintroduction 
of the wild turkey by the Indiana Departrnen t 
of Natural Resources (IDNR) suggested that 
restoration could begin at Indiana Dunes NL. 
GIS analysis was used to evaluate the habitat 
suitability for wild turkey restoration in the 
East Unit of Indiana Dunes NL based on 
IDNR's guidelines. 

Wild turkey population growth and dis­
persal in newly restored areas is influenced 
by land use, human population levels, and 
physiography, among other factors. Selec-
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Young male ("jakes") wild turkeys (left) 
strutting and preparing for the spring breeding 
season. (Photo by Randy Childers) 

Wild Turkey Hen (right) is intrigued by the 
camera. (Photo by Eddie Childers) 
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tion of suitable release areas became an 
important topic of investigation for IDNR 
wildlife biologists as public pressure to con­
sider marginal quality turkey habitats in­
creased throughout Indiana (Backs and 
Eisfelder, 1990). Consequently, criteria and 
guidelines for wild turkey release priorities in 
Indiana were developed by IDNR to help 
agency personnel and the public better un­
derstand how restoration priorities are deter­
mined in Indiana. IDNR's guidelines for 
wild turkey restoration criteria are given for 
three levels: Levell (optimum),Level2 (less 
than optimum), and Level 3 (poorest), based 
on the estimated potential for wild turkey 
establishment and growth at a proposed re­
lease site (Backs and Eisfelder, 1990). 

The GIS analysis used the 68 previously 
classified plant communities for the East 
Unit of the National Lakeshore and reclassi­
fied them into the IDNR Level 1 habitat 
category types, that included forested (hard/ 
soft mast-producing species; scrub/brush seral 
stages; openland (meadows, pastures, fields); 
human development (paved areas); and oth­
er habitat types (e.g. open water). The total 
area for each of the habitat types was gener­
ated for the East Unit of Indiana Dunes NL 
and compared with the IDNR guidelines to 
evaluate habitat suitability, using r.reclass 
and r.report (GRASS 4.0, 1991). 

The wild turkey habitat in the East Unit 
meetsmostofthearearequirementsrnandat­
ed by the IDNR. Forest cover, including hard 
and soft mast-producing species, shrub and 
brush sera! stages, openland, and human 
development are all within 5 percent of the 
recommended ranges of Level I (optimum) 
habitat recommended for wild turkey resto­
ration. 

The East Unit does not meet the human 
development criteria, defined as <12 people 
and <0.8 km rural roads/km2. Human pop­
ulations also are much higher than IDNR 
guidelines specify, due to the Dune Acres and 
Beverly Shores communities located within 
the boundaries of the National Lakeshore; 
however, barriers to wild turkey population 

expansion within the East Unit are minimal 
or nonexistent if these criteria are not consid­
ered. 

The East Unit does meet other primary 
Level 1 criteria established by the IDNR, 
including requirements that the proposed 
release areas are between 25 and 50 km2 in 
size and are currently unoccupied by wild 
turkeys. TotalareaoftheEast Unit is approx­
imately 43 km2 and no wild turkeys exist 
there today. 

Reintroducing wild turkeys to the East 
Unit of the National Lakeshore would pro­
vide the added benefit of protection of a 
small, newly established population from 
hunting and poaching. Hunting is not per­
mitted at Indiana Dunes. Furthermore, the 
population could increase in size within the 
National Lakeshore from an initial stocking, 
expanding and migrating to areas outside 
park boundaries, thereby providing hunting 
opportunities to residents on private lands in 
northwestern Indiana were none exist today. 

The influence of wild turkeys on plant and 
animal communities within the National 
Lakeshore will be assessed before an active 
wild turkey restoration project is implement­
ed. While impacts on plant and animal 
communities may be minimal, the effects 
wild turkeys have on endangered plant spe­
cies and other communities are presently 
unknown. 

Childers is with the National Park Service, 
Indiana Dunes NL. 

References 

Backs, S.E., ard C. H. Eisfelder. 1990. Criteria ard Guide· 
lnes for Wild Turkey Release Priorities in lndana. lli 
Proceedngs of the 6th National WildT lrl.ey SymposilXII. 
National Wild Turkey Federation. Edgefield, SC. 

GRASS 4.0, Geographic Resources .Analysis ard Support 
System. July 1991. U.S. Army Corps of Engileers Con· 
struction Research Lab. Champaigr1, IL. 

lrdana Division of Fish ard Wildife. March·April 1993. 
FOCUS. Bimonthly publication of the Indiana Dept. of 
Natural Resources, lrdanapolis, IN. 

SUiivan, J. ard S. Robinson. 1993.11inois Savanna Birds.lli 
Ecosystem Recovery Plan (DRAFT), Oak Savanna ard 
Woodl<lld of the Midwest. 

U.S. Dept. of the Interior, Fish ard Wilclfe Service. 1987. 
Restoring America's Wildife. U.S. Govt. Printing Off., 
Washington, D.C. 394 p. 

19 


