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	Project Title: Absaroka Bighorn Sheep Population Assessment
	Project Type: Other: population assessment and research
	Affiliate: Wyoming Game and Fish Department
	Location of Project: Wyoming Bighorn Sheep Hunt Areas 1-5
	Description Of Project 1: The Absaroka bighorn sheep herd is the largest population (~4,000) of native bighorn sheep in the lower 48 states. The herd unit encompasses over 1,930 square miles of occupied sheep habitat from the Montana state border to Dubois.  The majority of the habitats used fall within three wilderness areas including the North Absaroka, the Washakie, and the Teton.  Other important habitats occur on lands administered by the BLM, private landowners, the state of Wyoming, and the Wyoming Game and Fish Commission.  Since 2010, this herd has declined by an estimated 38% and this has concurrently resulted in a 43% decline in available hunting licenses. Bighorn sheep managers are concerned about this population especially given recent events that have or may cause disease outbreaks in this herd.  Therefore, the Wyoming Game and Fish Department believes it is important to bolster management data to better understand this population’s dynamics and to provide a baseline for future management decisions.  Collecting consistent and reliable population data in this herd has been difficult primarily because of the large area and remote terrain bighorn sheep occupy throughout the herd unit.  In addition, bighorn sheep utilize habitats throughout the herd unit differently.   A majority of bighorn sheep utilize high elevation areas for both summer and winter ranges.  A smaller number of bighorn sheep migrate to low elevation areas to winter.  Very little is known about the demographics of the bighorn sheep that summer and winter on high elevation habitats in significant portions of the herd unit.  This has greatly limited the ability to reliably estimate bighorn sheep population size.  A reliable population estimate for this herd is critical and will allow WGFD managers to better formulate management decisions/strategy, track population change over time, and understand the impacts of disease outbreaks.  Currently,  WGFD collects sex and age ratios (lambs/100 ewes and rams/100 ewes) and some survival data in the herd unit. These data are important in understanding population size, growth potential, population change, and effects of environmental conditions and disease outbreaks .  WGFD managers use these data and estimates as a basis for long-term management goals and hunting season construct.  Ratio data is typically collected via helicopter during the winter months. Within the herd unit, the collection of this data has been constrained due to the huge expanse of habitats utilized including at high elevations, limited flight budgets, and weather conditions.  Estimates of survival are very limited to those adult ewes that have been collared in the low elevation areas of the herd unit.  There is no information on lamb birth rates and survival in this herd unit. In order to collect adequate and representative data to better understand population demographics and distribution for the Absaroka herd, WGFD is proposing to conduct intensive and thorough summer and winter flights.   Two “sets” of flights will be conducted throughout the herd unit.  The first in late July of 2020 (preseason) and the other in March of 2021 (postseason/winter).  These flights have been designed using existing bighorn sheep collar and other observation data in concert with WGFD personnel knowledge and will cover about 4,000 miles of winter range  and about 5,000 miles of  summer range.  The data collected during these flights will provide the following: 1) The ground work to design a rigorous “sightability” population estimate that will anchor future population size estimates based on ratio and survival data making them more reliable;   2) Information to determine the best season (before or after the hunting season) to collect demographic data (i.e., lamb:ewe and ram:ewe ratios);3) A minimum population size (the number of bighorn sheep counted);4) A minimum number of adult rams based on the count; and5) A basis to better understand lamb survival rates from summer to winter.This information will provide a solid foundation for future data collection methods/timing in this herd unit, allow managers  to best formulate management construct and decisions, and monitor population change as a result of mortality events such has disease outbreaks or other environmental factors (i.e., weather).  In addition to conducting an intensive flight mission to obtain a “sightability” population estimate in the near future, additional intensive flights/surveys may take place perhaps every 3 to 5 years if the data collection is deemed successful and meaningful and/or if conditions change that cause a dramatic population size change and warrant a “recalibration” of population size projections.
	Problem to be Solved 1: Since 2010, this herd has declined by an estimated 38% and this has concurrently resulted in a 43% decline in available hunting licenses. Bighorn sheep managers are concerned about this population especially given recent events that have or may cause disease outbreaks in this herd. 
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	Solve the problem: WGFD is proposing to conduct intensive and thorough summer and winter flights.   Two “sets” of flights will be conducted throughout the herd unit.  The first in late July of 2020 (preseason) and the other in March of 2021 (postseason/winter).  These flights have been designed using existing bighorn sheep collar and other observation data in concert with WGFD personnel knowledge and will cover about 4,000 miles of winter range  and about 5,000 miles of  summer range.  The data collected during these flights will provide the following: 1) The ground work to design a rigorous “sightability” population estimate that will anchor future population size estimates based on ratio and survival data making them more reliable;   2) Information to determine the best season (before or after the hunting season) to collect demographic data (i.e., lamb:ewe and ram:ewe ratios);3) A minimum population size (the number of bighorn sheep counted);4) A minimum number of adult rams based on the count; and5) A basis to better understand lamb survival rates from summer to winter.
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