
Sustainable Wild Meat Harvests in 
North America    
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Wildlife on the North American continent was relatively abundant at the time of the arrival of European settlers.  We know this from historic accounts written by the earliest settlers and explorers.  While far from perfect, virtually every such account from both the east and west coasts of the continent  describes remarkably rich wildlife with prolific populations of mammals, fish, and shellfish.
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These animals were subsistence resources for Native Americans, relied upon for much more than just food (as is illustrated by the bison), and had been regularly hunted by indigenous people for 13,000 years before the arrival of European settlers.  Yet, the archaeological record shows that after 13,000 + years of exploitation by skilled, knowledgeable hunters, game populations were still exceptionally robust across the continent when the Europeans first arrived.
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Europeans moved inland from the whale and cod fisheries and westward across the continent, seizing wild resources, taking by force or trickery what they desired and using unrestrained violence and virulent disease to assault and displace indigenous populations.  Driven by a European economy hungry for exotics, a powerful domestic market, and a naïve notion that the continent’s wildlife resources were inexhaustible, early post-colonial North America was subject to a prolonged period of unregulated natural resource harvest that decimated many species including the iconic plains bison and passenger pigeon. By the late 19th century, these tidal surges of exploitation had laid waste the wildlife capital of North America and crippled the once proud and independent indigenous cultures that relied upon it.
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This 1871 engraving depicts the shooting of bison on the line of the Kansas-Pacific railroad.  An estimated 20 to 30 million bison once dominated the North American landscape.  By 1889, there were just 1,091 animals remaining.  The species had been hunted nearly to extinction.
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The Passenger Pigeon was not so lucky.  At one time, it was likely the most numerous bird on Earth with a population estimated at between 3 and 5 billion individuals.  They travelled in massive flocks which darkened the skies and took days to pass overhead.  It is said that first-time observers would sometimes fall to their knees in prayer, believing the spectacle heralded the end of existence.  Despite even this abundance, the passenger pigeon could not withstand the tremendous exploitation that occurred between 1875 and 1902, with the last likely wild sighting happening in Ontario. While other factors contributed, it is largely agreed the passenger pigeon was hunted to extinction.Other extinctions included the Carolina Parakeet, Heath Hen, Newfoundland Wolf, Sea Mink, and Labrador Duck.



1. Wildlife resources are a Public Trust. 
 

2. Markets for game are eliminated. 
 

3. Allocation of wildlife is by law. 
 

4. Wildlife can be killed only for a legitimate purpose. 
 

5. Wildlife is considered an international resource. 
 

6. Science is the proper tool to discharge wildlife 

policy. 
 

7. Democracy of hunting is standard. 
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People began to realize that there were limits to North America’s wild abundance and the fates of many cherished and iconic species hung in the balance.  Had there been anything like an Endangered Species Act at the time, elk, mule deer, wild turkeys, wood ducks, pronghorn antelope, white-tailed deer, and many other familiar species would have been listed. Slowly, but surely, a primordial conservation philosophy was provoked by the reality of wildlife disappearing on such a massive geographic scale.  This emergent sensibility was aroused further by expansive landscapes denuded of timber, favoured streams stifled to suffocation, and a host of other environmental abuses.The recognition of resource crisis helped amalgamate a revised sense of social responsibility, both in the US and Canada.  The citizen-conqueror was eventually replaced with the citizen-steward, a champion for rational use, even preservation when necessary.  Initially slow to take root, this movement was led by a rising class of hunters committed to democratic access to nature, the sustainable use of wildlife for personal rather than market purposes, and a European standard of fair chase in hunting.  Together, these beliefs can be viewed as the first North American conservation ethic.  The social and political movements for wildlife and sustainable use that were thus set in motion eventually coalesced into a systematic arrangement of conventions, policies, and laws that we recognize today as the North American Model of Wildlife Conservation, a model for incentivized conservation that facilitates sustainable consumption.
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Personal responsibility and natural limits became the cardinal precepts supporting a philosophy of resource use.  Hunting for personal use was enshrined as the basis for wildlife recovery, and the central citizen engagement with wildlife that has ensured social and political activism on its behalf.  Collectively, the principles of the Model have not only helped recover and restore a wild abundance to the continent, but developed a stable, well-funded and well-supported conservation program that has been effectively managing wildlife for more than a century.Along the way, these principles helped create an astounding economy that delivers significant employment and capital while still protecting the resource.  The growing US outdoor recreation economy generates more than $646 billion annually.  Hunting, fishing and wildlife watching, alone, create more than $144 billion in annual expenditures and support more than 600,000 livelihoods, many of these in rural areas where employment may be otherwise scarce.  In Canada, the 3 activities combined contribute approximately $14 billion annually to the national economy.The Model has also spawned international treaties, systems of land protection, incentives to landowners to safeguard wildlife, and many non-profit entities that support and contribute considerable resources to conservation activities.  Significant fundraising has occurred in both public and private sectors, and a proliferation of monetary strategies that include taxation and philanthropic donations of immense scale and variety.In the US, the Pittman-Robertson Wildlife Restoration and Dingell-Johnson Sport Fish Restoration Acts, which enact excise taxes on firearms, bows and ammunition, and sport-fishing tackle, some boat engines, and small-engine fuel, respectively, had generated more than $18 billion for state conservation projects by 2016.  More than $5 billion has additionally been raised through sales of hunting and fishing licenses.The National Wild Turkey Federation, a conservation based hunting organization, invested $454 million in North American wildlife conservation between 1975 and 2015, while the Wild Sheep Foundation contributed more than $100 million to wild sheep conservation.  Ducks Unlimited raised more than $86 million in philanthropic revenue for fiscal year 2017 in the US alone, which will be used for waterfowl habitat conservation.
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Regulated, sustainable wild meat harvests continue in the U.S. and Canada and continue to be guided by the North American Model. While there is generally a lesser reliance on subsistence hunting in the U.S. and Canada today than in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, and commercial hunting is widely disallowed, the fact remains that the harvest and consumption of wild meat continues to play a significant role in the food security of millions of North Americans. In fact, there are still more than 50 million American and Canadian citizens who embrace the opportunity to hunt and fish each year. Hunters most often name “the meat” as their most important reason for hunting, and that percentage of hunters who hunt mainly for the wild meat continues to grow, having nearly doubled over the past decade. This latest research on North American hunter motivations reconfirms the value of wild harvested meat as a source of sustainable, organic food, in addition to its economic, social, and ecological benefits. Wild meat harvests in temperate regions, such as North America, should be studied alongside tropical and subtropical regions.  They may provide valuable insights and help guide solutions to address unsustainable harvests in other parts of the world.



Projects milestones in blue are complete and milestones in brown are yet to be completed. 

The program will explore the economic, ecological & social benefits of 
sustainable wild meat harvests in North America in terms of food security; 

human health & fitness; wildlife, fish & habitat conservation; animal health & 
welfare; and the environment. 
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Conservation Visions’ Wild Harvest Initiative® is the first-ever attempt to synthesize and evaluate the combined economic, conservation and social benefits of recreational wild animal harvests in American and Canadian societies, where positive benefits accrue without commercialization. Though the hunting and fishing community in Canada and the United States represents more than 50 million citizens who recreationally harvest, consume, and share wild meat or fish, little effort has been made to assess the biomass, nutritional, social, or ecological values of this wild harvest, especially in rural and indigenous communities.  For example, what would it cost to replace this food through existing agricultural, aquacultural, and livestock production?Conservation Visions’ Wild Harvest Initiative® is the first-ever attempt to synthesize and evaluate the combined economic, conservation and social benefits of recreational wild animal harvests in American and Canadian societies, where positive benefits accrue without commercialization. Though the hunting and fishing community in Canada and the United States represents more than 50 million citizens who recreationally harvest, consume, and share wild meat or fish, little effort has been made to assess the biomass, nutritional, social, or ecological values of this wild harvest, especially in rural and indigenous communities.  For example, what would it cost to replace this food through existing agricultural, aquacultural, and livestock production?



1. To quantify the amount of wild meat and fish procured annually by 

hunters and anglers in each Canadian province and territory, and each 

U.S. state 
 

2. To determine the economic value of harvested wild game and fish for 

Canada and the U.S. 
 

3. To calculate a “sharing index” to estimate the numbers of citizens with 

whom this recreational wild harvest is shared 
 

4. To calculate the agricultural costs of replacing the wild harvest of game 

and fish with equivalents in beef, chicken, farmed salmon, etc. 
 

5. To provide evidence why hunting and angling remain relevant to citizens’ 

livelihoods and food security, and to the conservation of wild lands and 

waters in both countries. 



• Hunting harvest information from 63 government agencies referencing 

128 species has been compiled for 2014-15 and 2015-16. 
 

• Data were grouped into 6 categories: migratory game birds, big game, 

small game, upland game birds, fur bearing, and unspecified. 
 

• A custom database with graphic user interface was designed and created 

using Microsoft SQL Server. Data include harvest, species masses, 

reference sources, and other relevant information, i.e. land designations, 

method of take, and exotic/invasive species classifications.  With over 

10,000 individual harvest records and counting, the WHI database is the 

largest compilation of North American recreational animal harvest 

records in existence. 
 

• Analyses will encompass the conservation, economic, and livelihood 

benefits of hunting and angling. 



Figure 1: Live biomass of harvest (kg) for the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 seasons 
combined by jurisdiction. Darker areas represent greater amounts of biomass 
harvested. 

Table 1: Number of animals harvested and live harvest biomass (kg) across the 
2014-2015 and 2015-2016 seasons combined by category 
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Preliminary Results:Harvest data from two hunting seasons – 2014/15 and 2015-16 - are depicted in Table 1 and Figure 1.  Table 1 shows the number of animals harvested and live harvest biomass (kg) across the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 seasons combined by category.  Figure 1 shows the live biomass of harvest (kg) for the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 seasons combined by jurisdiction. Darker areas represent greater amounts of biomass harvested.Preliminary estimates are based on existing harvest records in the database.Quality assurance testing is ongoing.Compilation of historical data is ongoing.General Relevance:The Wild Harvest Initiative® will provide new insights concerning the relevance of sustainable natural harvests in modern North American communities.  Communities may be geo-political or cultural-traditional.By exploring the sustainable use of wildlife and the role of the hunting and angling community in the context of food security, rural economies, human health and fitness, and nutrition, as well as wildlife conservation and environmental management, the Initiative will broaden the discussion of wildlife use to the widest possible community of stakeholders.Initiative outcomes will demonstrate how the recreational harvest community has improved wildlife conservation and human livelihoods in North America and thereby help build support for community conservation.Studies show the comprehensive value of wildlife, as realized by both consumptive and non-consumptive use, has been widely ignored or under-rated in the past by the international community, and one of the main threats to wildlife conservation is the failure to recognize the myriad benefits wildlife can offer (Chardonnet et al., 2002).  The North American system provides a good practice example of how incentivizing environmental stewardship can produce positive gains in biodiversity and ecosystem services, while the Wild Harvest Initiative® showcases these benefits.



North American Historical Circumstance (before North 

American Model of Wildlife Conservation) 

Tropical & Subtropical Regions 

Today 

Unsustainable hunting has proven key in driving wildlife declines. 

 

A wide variety of species have been negatively impacted. 

 

Wild meat harvests have been motivated in part by commercial 

demand. 

Wild meat harvests have been motivated in part by subsistence 

requirements and are important to food security. 

IPLCs reliant on dangerously depleted wild resources have been 

seriously and negatively impacted. 

Wild meat harvests have contributed to livelihoods and economic 

prosperity, especially in rural areas. 

There has been a lack of regional and national institutions to 

support sustainable use. 
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Slide is comparing the North American historical circumstance to the modern circumstances surrounding wild meat harvests in tropical and subtropical regions.Given circumstances, are the principles of the North American Model transferable to tropical and subtropical regions?  Evidence from North America, showcased by the Wild Harvest Initiative® shows that sustainable use of wildlife can be a tool for conservation in any geographic locale, so long as it is derived within the national and the local culture. Despite its many achievements, however, the North American system as a prescription for future conservation success requires thoughtful inspection. Many North American species still became extinct in the 20th century, even as the recovery of “game” or harvested species proceeded in spectacular fashion. Most of those lost were less visible invertebrates and/or species found in aquatic habitats, but there were also abundant terrestrial vertebrate species such as Bachman’s Warbler and the Eskimo Curlew that disappeared during that time. Traditionally, programs for non-harvested wildlife species are not as well funded in North America, and non-hunted species have received less conservation and management attention, and are less protected from a legislative point of view.Sustainable wildlife management in North America can appear to sectors of the wider public as primarily self-serving, where efforts preferentially target exploited species because they are exploited.While a principal of the NAM states that markets must be eliminated, there remains a commercial trade in reptiles and amphibians in North America for the pet trade.Perhaps most regrettably, the North American system has never emphasized nor acknowledged the already established systems of wildlife use and habitat management that a diverse assemblage of indigenous peoples had in play long before European colonization.



1. Good Governance 

2. Operative Institutions 

3. Public Education 

4. A Motivated and Engaged Public, which includes 

non-hunters & non-anglers  

5. Public-Private Habitat Conservation Partnerships 

6. Broad-based, Substantial Funding 

7. Taxa Inclusivity 
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Recognizing the strengths and weaknesses of the North American system is critical for assessing its relevancy and for ensuring that historical evidence is used effectively and impartially to improve future conservation and management efforts, in North America and elsewhere. It is also essential that we consider the basic criteria required for success, keeping in mind that any successful system of wildlife management must be viewed as dynamic.  To remain viable and relevant in the future, it must grow and evolve to address contemporary societal needs.




