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The dominance of u small nunlrer of ramy in
a bivhorn sheep popudation car exagyerate
vencrie problems in isoluted shevp populationy
The iger of udidiy e the popalazion may even-
awdly boe affected us d resnln of inbreeding
tRamny Dy LuRey Parker: oene and lemds on
previons page b ot Wi

M
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downstream from the abandoned town
of Garret, Wyoming. The two ewes
and the ram were beautiful in their
light wintar coars but tough to see
against the snow.

he ram and the other 2we wok off
atour approach. leaving their fallen
companion. [twusn't long before we'd
collected bloud ~amples, atached o
radio collar, and recorded Houres on

age. weight. and condition.

Dan Hengel has been studying six
herds of sheep in the Laramie Peak
area since July 3, 1989, for the Univer-
sity of Wyoming's Cooperative Fishery
and Wildlife Research Unit. Dan said
our day of darting over the weekend
of Feb. 24-253 was a "typical” one.

it kes vou forever 1o get a shot,
seens Hhe!™ he suid



We hadn't seen 2 single sheep the
duy before. in an even more rugged

area inhabited by znother herd.

Half of the time. Dan never gats a
shot. Seven of the fourtezn radio col-
lars placed on the sheep to track their
movements were bolied on after the
sheep had been cupwured with a net gun
fired out of a helicopizr in August of
1439,

*“Chasing sheep (on the ground) is
pretry tough.” Dan said. “This is neat
country geographically. Topographic-
ally speaking. it'll kili you”

Bighorn sheep were native 1 the
Laramie Peak area before they were
extirpated in the nineteenth century.
known as the Age of Exploitation
among wildlife biologists and sym-
bolized by the wholesale slaughter of
American bison by hired hunters like
Buftalo Bill Cody.

The Wyoming Game and Fish De-
partment has transplanted 168 big-
horns from the 1.000-member Whiskey
Mountain herd to the Laramie Peak
area since 196+4. The last group of
twenty was transplanted in 1989 and
collectively make up the Marshal herd.
Five other herds have been established
in the Duck Creek. Upper North Lara-
mie, Lower North Laramie, Black
Mountain, and LaBonte Canyon areas
of Laramie Peak.

Bighorn sheep transplants have been
going on in Wyoming since 1934 when
twenty sheep were moved from Flat
Creek Canyon in Teton County to the
Big Horn Mountains, said Johs Em-
merich, a Wyoming Game and Fish
Department biologist in Lander. The
first bighorns were transplanted from
Whiskey Mountain in 1949, Emmerich
said.

Dan Hengel's study runs from 1989
to 1992, Thirty radio collars will allow
him to collect data on seasonal move-
ments of the bighorns and to foliow
them around and collect population
data on lambing rates, survival rates,
sex ratios, numbers of animals lost 0
predation, accidents, and disease. The
study’s other objectives include collect-
ing data on seasonal diet and habiat
use.

Ultimately. the study will irv to
determine how successful the trans-
planting of sheep to the Laramie Peak
area has been. Preliminary population
daa indicate that the herd recently has
been declining in numbers. Hengel
said.

A populatior model used by biolo-
gists Joe Bohne and Rich Guenzel esti-
mates the 168 transplanted animals
should have grown to about 223 in-
dividuals. Hengel's low population
estimate is 181, his high, 235.

Dan Hengel's toughest work is track-
ing the Duck Creek herd. So far, only
two radio collars have been attached
to ewes there, via the helicopter net
gun technique.

“Finding them’s one thing—getting
up on ‘em so you can get a shot's
another,” he said.

The ratio of lambs to ewes in the
Duck Creek area has declined from
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tive lambs per ten ewes in June to
about two lambs to ten ewes now, Dan
said. In the herd overall. it would be
sood 10 see one lamb per ewe and a
survival rate of fifty to sixiy percent
instead of the fifesn w twenty-five per-
cent Dan now estinutes.

According to reports given at sym-
posia of the Northern Wild Sheep
Council. trensplanting bighorn sheep
has hecome 2 common method to try
o inerease bighorn sheep herds in the
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Rocky Mountain region. Populations
of Rocky Moualain bighorn sheep
have sieadily decreased since the turn
of the century due to the social and
agriculmral activities of mun, deterior-
ation of habitar and range. and various
diseases, aecording to researcher Terry
Spraker.

Not much information i» availuble
on whart leads o success or {uilure in
bighorn sheep transplants,

But in an carlier study of ~everul

bighom herds near Encampment. Wyo-
ming. John Coox concludad that the
main limiting factor on bighorn popu-
lations is the avaiiabilinn of quality
forage. particularly during the summer
lambing season. Juveniles were most
vulnerable o a lack of quality food.

Infrequent dispersal and specific
habitat requirements also limit sheep
populations. Researchers agree fire
suppression during the last century has
probuahly worsened forage and habitat



conditions for bigherns.

The timing of lamb births and the
green-up of annual grasses is critical
and must oceur simulaneoushy o max-
imize lamb survivel, Cook hy pothe-
sized that genetic diiferences may be
among the reasons zighorns have dis-
zppeared from many low-elevaiion
crzas where they thrived during the
nineteenth centurs. The eurlicr big-
o, which had o acsess to alpine
o5 probablhy wlapted to the Jower

alttudes by timing their birth pulses
with the annual green-up of grasses.
making lots of high-quality forage avai-
lable for lactating ewes when they
needed it maost o produce milk for
hupgry lambs. But transplanted big-
noms from alpine ranges such as Whis-
key Mountin may be less adapted 1o
the drv. low-clevation ranges where
they are released thun were nincteenth-
Jentury shreep.

Although foraze mas be abundant.
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The relationshiy 2emween bivihs and deaths
determines the rare 57 owth or decline in any
papulation. The swslth and productiviey of the
Jemale Ix generil e ke to this relarionship.
Laramie Peak’s Bisom ewes are having trouble
bearmy enongh o to stabilize the herd. The
greesifon is: Wi
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the specific plants needed 10 meeat
bighorn nuirient requirements may
not. Cook found that only five to fif-
teen percent of plants met the needs
of adult ewes with lambs.

Precipitation is critical to plant
growth and sheep survival: Cook pre-
dicts that a mintmum of sixieen inches
per year is needed. and that levels less
than ten inches per vear will prohibit
the successful establishment of a trans-
planted herd.

Hengel. Cook. and other researchers
agree on many of the criteria a poten-
tial transplant site should have in order
to establish successful bighorn herds.
Two primary limiting factors affecting
ransplant success are escape terrain
and high-quality summer forage.

Transpiant sites should have average
slopes of thirty-five to forty percent or
more: some studies show bighorns like
siopes two to three times steeper. Sheep
like rock outcrops ten to 100 feet high
and some larger rock walls of 160 feet
or more, open ridges which blow free
of snow in the winter, and open trave]
corridors from one seasonal habitat
type to another. Sheep prefer particu-
larly rugged escape terrain for lambing
and raising lambs, but water also must
be available through late summer.

Why were the sheep extirpated from
their historic range? Have these prob-
lems been corrected? Can a particular
reintroduction site support a minimum
of fifty transplanted sheep to establish
a viable population? These are critical
questions to answer, if possible, before
reintroducing sheep. Hengel said.

Cook said forested areas should be
avoided because sheep prefer open
habitats with good visibiiity. Bighorns
tend to cluster arcund isolated “is-
lands™ of suitable habitat within larger
areas of unsuitable habiat. Bur con-
centrating sheep faciliiates the spread
of disease and increases competition
for high-quality forage. Hengel added
that competition with other wild ungu-
lates and domestic livestock should be
avoided, where possible.

Cook listed several management re-
commendations for Rocky Mountain
bighorn sheep. Controlled burns in-

credse forage quality and should be
done on lambing-nursery arcas. prefer-
ably within 200 w 300 yards of rugged
eseape terrain w benefit summering
sheep. The idea is to decreuse suge-
brush. increase forbs, and mainiin
deciduous brovwse,

Deforestation may actually help big-
horns. but clearcuts should be near
escape terrain.

Techniques of transplanting should
be carefully planned to place sheep in
areas near the most suitable habitwt and
to spread sheep throughout a potential
range, Cook wrote. Sheep transplanted

to southcentral Wyoming sites have
been reluctant to disperse very far from
release sites, and some have faited 1o
ocecupy better ranges than those then
colonized. Therefore, Cook said mul-
tiple release sites should be considered.
This would encourage bighorn migra-
tions between alpine summer ranges
and low-elevation winter ranges. Both
size and distribution of bighorn herds
can be increased with multiple release
SIS,

Drug treatment of diseases such us
lungworm and a summer feeding pro-
gram w supplement diets when cwes

Oreaaliey firage s sritcally imporant o bighorn
vicep, Primces wrarers, the sheep require
PlONY Of gy e sieep escape cover in order
e prosper. Jrenotiee stopes or windswept
ridges are criticd o overwinter survival. (Ramn
and ewe by LuRay Parker).

+*
are lactating should be considered,
Coek said.

The jury is still out on the success
of the Laramiz Peak transplant, until
sometime atfier Dan Hengel's field
work is compieted in 1992 and he's
analyzed the population data.

But whatever the results. iU's certain
that simply transpianting bighorn sheep
W asite. even one they historically oe-
cupied. isn't enough to ensure their
stceess. A bizhorn reintroduction re-
guires careful management..0 & O
Fadd ey ¢
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