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METHODS 
 

Female ptarmigan were trapped, aged and radio tagged in April and May . 

The birds were divided in two age groups, yearlings and adult (2+ years).  

The radio tagged ptarmigans were monitored every week from the beginning 

of May until the beginning of September. Responsible predators of killed 

ptarmigans were determined by bite marks on feathers and bones, including 

defecation characteristics of the predator. Ptarmigans were flushed from the 

nest and the eggs were counted after about two weeks of hatching . The nest 

was visited after hatching to see how many eggs had hatched.  Brood count 

was made by flushing the young at the age of 5 weeks.  

RESULTS 
 

The mortality was significantly higher in the south-west compared to the 

north-east, 43% and 17% respectively. Generalist mammalian predators 

were responsible for most of the predation in the south-west while in the 

north-east mammals, raptors and cars caused most of the mortality. Yearlings 

suffered a higher mortality than adults in the south–west but mortality was 

not significantly different between age groups in the north-east. The per 

capita reproductive success was much higher in the north-east.  The low 

mortality and high breeding success resulted in 3.5 fold increase from spring 

to autumn in the north-east, but only a 1.5 increase in the south-west.  

DISCUSSION 
 

The dynamics in the south-west are comparable to the tetraonid dynamics in 

Fennoscandia while the mortality and nest predation in the north–east are 

much lower and similar to what has been previously found in Iceland. The 

ptarmigan population in Iceland shows a cyclic fluctuation but in recent 

years ptarmigans in the south-west have not been increasing like in the rest 

of Iceland. It appears as the ptarmigan in the south-west are now facing a 

new type of predator to which it is poorly adapted, the generalists.  

INTRODUCTION 
The rock ptarmigan (Lagopus muta) is the only grouse species in Iceland and 

the main prey for the gyrfalcon (Falo rusticolus). It is an important part of 

the Icelandic culture and is traditionally served at Christmas. Historically, the 

export of harvested ptarmigan was important to the local economy and 

presently it is the most popular game species in Iceland. Survival and 

breeding success of female ptarmigan was studied in two different parts in 

Iceland, in the south-west in 2007 and in the north-east in 2009 and 2010.  

The population in the south-west has declined and breeding densities are 

lower compared to the north-east where the most important breeding grounds 

for ptarmigan are found. 
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Figure 3. Survival of female ptarmigans in north-east and south-west Iceland 

from early May to early September. 
Figure 4. Mortality causes for female 

ptarmigan  in north-east and south-west 

Iceland. 

Figure 1. Radio tagged female ptarmigan incubating in north-east 

Iceland. 

Figure 2. Successful female ptarmigan with her fullgrown chicks in 

north-east Iceland. 


