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Wild Turkey Movements During Flooding After Opening 
of the Morganza Spillway, Louisiana

Michael J. Chamberlain1,*, Michael E. Byrne2,3, Norman J. Stafford III4, 
Kevin L. Skow5, and Bret A. Collier5

Abstract - The opening of the Morganza Spillway in Louisiana on 18 May 2011 to relieve 

of acres of bottomland forest in the Atchafalaya basin. Since 2001, we have conducted 
Meleagris gallopavo silvestris (Eastern Wild Turkey) population ecology research on 
the Sherburne Wildlife Management Area, located approximately 30 km south of the 
Morganza spillway. In expectation of the Morganza spillway opening, between 11 and 14 

-

created by receding water on 16 June. A second female lived 21 days and made circu-
itous movements within the tree canopy before dying, and the lone male died after 31 

likely negatively affected Wild Turkey populations across the Atchafalaya basin through 

Introduction

-
tat for Meleagris gallopavo silvestris Vieillot (Eastern Wild Turkey; Dickson 
1992). Bottomland forests are inextricably linked to hydrologic conditions, often 

-
vial Valley, including channelization and construction of water control structures 
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to spend time in trees (Dalke et al. 1946), whereas Kimmel and Zwank (1985), 

-
ductive failure. Turkeys tended to concentrate activities in riverfront hardwood 
stands and in fragmented habitats not completely inundated, regardless of habitat 
type. Notably, the forest system studied in Kimmel and Zwank (1985) and Zwank 

where water rises are relatively gradual over time, and turkeys have access to dry 
ground on the river levee. 
 Since 2001, a comprehensive research program on Wild Turkeys has been 

in the basin has examined ecological and behavioral characteristics of females 
(Byrne and Chamberlain 2011a; Wilson et al. 2005a, b) and males (Collier and 

been documented to reduce nest success in our study area (Wilson et al. 2005a), 

spillway in 2011, resulted in complete inundation of portions of the Atchafalaya 

monitored during inundation of our study site. Our objective was to describe re-
sponsive movements of Wild Turkeys immediately before and during inundation 

Field-site Description

-

United States Army Corps of Engineers), and the Atchafalaya National Wild-

Methods

prompting the United States Army Corps of Engineers to open the Morganza 
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Spillway on 14 May 2011. Just prior to the spillway opening, we captured 5 Wild 

unit (Sirtrack Wildlife Tracking Solutions, New Zealand) programmed to collect 

marked birds for survival and movements. We released birds immediately at the 
capture site. All capture and handling procedures were covered under Louisiana 

 

began to inundate Sherburne, although lower-elevation sites had begun seeing 
increases in groundwater several days prior. During a 24-hour period between 
the afternoon of 18 May and 19 May, the entire study area was inundated with 

and receiver once weekly by boat to determine fate and approximate location of 

continued to rise, we used aerial telemetry weekly to locate birds.

Results

 One adult female (150.220) was killed by a Lynx rufus Schreber (Bobcat) on 

was captured before incubation and exhibited movements typical of movements 
within a breeding-season range or core area. 
 The adult male captured on 14 May was regularly located during boat and 
aerial surveys until 20 June when we detected a mortality signal. We were unable 

with azimuths recorded surrounding the bird’s location. We were not able to de-
tect a signal from this bird after June 20 by boat or air at the mortality location; 

 One (150.159) of the 3 females that were alive following 18 May died, where-

immediately after capture (10 May) and presumably continued incubating. On 

ended in mortality approximately 500 m from the original capture location 

the highest topographic areas within her observed range during her movements 
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black) overlaid with digital elevation imagery (higher elevations depicted as light areas, 

-
dated the area, the turkey moves to topographically highest part of her range, before 
moving throughout the area to other areas of higher ground.

-
ment Area, LA. Immediately after inundation (19 May 2011), the female moved to areas 

she had previously been found in.
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this manuscript.

Discussion

 As expected, the opening the Morganza Spillway in Louisiana and the sub-

surveys have indicated limited reproductive success within our study region 
as expected (Cobb et al. 1993). Likewise, of the 5 individuals we captured and 

water receded. Of the other 4, mortality occurred while the birds were still in 

have had to travel an average of 5800 m from where they were captured to reach 
-

ters and search for higher ground (Cobb et al. 1993), and inundations exceeding 

turkeys are not adapted to canopy foraging, so starvation-based mortality is 

to go locally extinct over a short time. 

-
ing that birds knew where regions of higher ground occurred. Birds on our study 
area, and throughout substantial portions of the Atchafalaya Basin, did not have 

the daily movement pattern shown by hen 150.159 indicated that she was still 

post inundation, up to the point where mortality occurred. We hypothesize this 
bird (150.159) recognized areas that had higher ground within her range (Cobb et 
al. 1993, Kimmel and Zwank 1985) and moved to higher ground initially, before 

-
way negatively affected Wild Turkeys within the Atchafalaya Basin through 
direct reductions in survival, although the magnitude of this effect is unclear. We 

the Wild Turkey population within the Atchafalaya Basin to assess population 
status. Metrics of reproductive success, such as female:poult ratios, should be 

that short-term reductions in harvest be considered in areas where populations 
were most negatively impacted or where total failures in reproduction occurred.
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