Wyoming Wild Sheep Foundation & WGFD 13th Annual BHS Summit  

Burgess Junction/Bear Lodge 

June 26, 2015
Attendance: Scott Talbott, Scott Smith, Doug McWhirter, Ryan Amundson, Steve Kilpatrick, Hank Edwards, Mary Wood, Holly Ernest, Aly Courtemanch, Doug Brimeyer, Daryl Lutz, Greg Anderson, James Hobbs, Tim Woolley, Alan Osterland, Dan Hinz, Bob Sundeen, Leslie Schreiber, Bart Kroger, Joe Sandrini, Kevin Hurley, Jim Collins, Jerry Galles, Kurt Eisenach, Joni Miller, Sara Domek, Mike Porter, Cole Benton, Dean DiJenno.    
Welcome, Introductions 

2014 Minutes & Action Items
Project Presentations/Updates - Completed/Ongoing/New
Population Management
· 2014 BHS Status Report 
Doug M gave an update on statewide bighorn sheep harvest from the 2014 season.  A total of 166 rams were taken by 213 hunters, for a success rate of 78%.  Sheep hunters expended an average of 11.3 days per ram harvested.  All areas with less than 4 licenses (6, 12, 17, 18, 21, 20) experienced 100% success in 2014.  Two ewes were harvested by 4 hunters in 2014, for a 50% hunter success rate, and 6.5 days/ewe harvested.
Although statewide sheep hunter numbers in 2014 (213) were well below the peak of 366 averaged from 1983-1991 (a drop of 42%), the number of rams harvested in 2014 (166) was only 26% below the average ram harvest from 1983-1991.  This was made possible by a 28% increase in hunter success and a 46% decrease in hunter effort.

· Devils Canyon to Seminoe BHS Transplant 

Leslie S gave a presentation on the recent sheep transplant from Devils Canyon to the Seminoe Mountains.  On March 6, 2015 25 sheep (3 young rams, 21 ewes, 1 ram lamb) were captured via helicopter net-gunning and slung to two waiting trailers at the Cottonwood Campground.  The sheep were loaded and left the campground by 12:00, and were overnighted at the WGFD Lander Regional Office before being released the next morning into the Seminoe Mountains.  One ewe was killed by a mountain lion within the first few weeks after release, and 4 individuals crossed Seminoe Reservoir to join a small group of sheep residing in the Bennett Mountains.  By early June, 2015 these sheep had returned to the Seminoe Mountains. 
Leslie S and James H discussed efforts to increase ram hunting opportunities.  James H showed how access to consistently occupied habitats of rams involves crossing private lands, either from BLM lands below or USFS lands above. This situation requires a good working relationship with private landowners.  Their concerns involve desires to not have too many hunters in the area at one time (along with the access fee they allow hunters to use various private cabins while hunting), and to have the sheep season over with by the time family and friends arrive to hunt elk and deer on October 15.  Too many hunters at once is a concern shared by WGFD, as all rams in the hunt areas seem to be found in only 2-3 groups.  The possibility of opening earlier (August 15) and running 2, 1-month seasons was discussed, as was the possibility of opening another season after the elk and deer seasons closed (November 15).   
As part of the management of this herd involves keeping numbers in check and minimizing the potential for commingling with domestic sheep, other means for reducing ram numbers were discussed (76 rams were seen during 2014 surveys).  These included transplanting mature rams, although it was generally agreed that such translocations would likely result in wandering sheep.  The question came up if moving mature rams during the rut would increase the likelihood of them remaining attached to the sheep at the release site.  Other options included the Thorne-Williams Research Center and making an offer to other states.  There is interest within WGFD to increase hunting permit levels beyond the substantial increase adopted for 2015, but advancing incrementally in order to maintain positive landowner relations is felt to be the appropriate approach at this time. 
· Bighorn Sheep/Mountain Goat Herd Unit Objective Reviews

The Devils Canyon bighorn sheep herd was approved for a shift from a postseason population estimate of 200 sheep to a mid-summer trend count of 175 sheep.  This would be a running 3-year average, with an acceptable range of +/- 20%, which would equate to 140 – 210 sheep.  No negative comments were received.  A discussion took place regarding the bighorn sheep-domestic sheep monitoring that is part of the management of this herd unit and it was suggested that some real-time radio-collared sheep should be kept on-line in order to monitor movements. There was discussion of the possibility of deploying some real-time collars on both males and females as part of population monitoring efforts.

The Jackson bighorn sheep herd is currently going through the objective review process, and is proposed to shift from a postseason population estimate of 500 sheep to a mid-winter trend count of 400 sheep.  This would be a running 3-year average, with an acceptable range of +/- 20%, which would equate to 340 – 480 sheep.  The intent of this proposal is to maintain sheep numbers at approximately the current level of 500 estimated sheep.

The Palisades mountain goat herd is also going through the objective review process, and is proposed to be increased from a postseason population estimate of 50 goats to a mid-summer trend count of 120 goats.  This would also be a running 3-year average, with an acceptable range of +/- 20%, which would equate to 96-144 goats. Secondary objectives include managing for an average age of harvested males between 4 and 6 years of age, and to keep female harvest less than 30% of the total harvest. There is concern over the possibility that maintaining mountain goat numbers at their current level will still allow for expansion of goats into the core native bighorn sheep populations in the Teton and Gros Ventre mountain ranges.  The intention of the WGFD is to manage for a stable population of mountain goats in the Snake Range and to address the issue of expansion into core native bighorn sheep herds through the use of unlimited or general license mountain goat hunting in specific areas.  Doug B. and Tim W. have been tasked with gathering information and developing suggestions for legislative changes allowing for the implementation of a general license mountain goat hunt.
Habitat

· Iron Mountain Prescribed Fire (Ryan Amundson)

This project experienced difficulty in getting launched due to ESA issues (Preble's Meadow Jumping Mouse), cultural clearances, missing weather windows, etc.  Chapparal herbicide applied in 2012 to kill true mountain mahogany on steep hillsides to improve line of sight visibility adjacent to escape terrain.  Burned in spring 2015 thru combo of ground and helicopter ignitions.  Results were less than optimal due to fuel moistures and also opting for PSD (ping pong balls) ignition versus helitorch.  Herd of 25 - 30 head of bighorns utilize areas year-round.  Will burn 1,000 acres on Limestone Rim this fall to wrap up project.  Cost at $50 per acre for project. 

· Elk Mountain Cheatgrass (Ryan Amundson)

A total of 1,200 acres were planned for treatment, 718 acres actually sprayed on lower 1/3 of mountain on south facing aspects.  Costs of $30 per acre.  Monitoring to happen in July 2015.  Hoping to complete remaining 500 acres (and hopefully more additional acres) on LAK Ranch and adjacent State Lands section in 2015 or 2016.

· Bennett Mountain Guzzler (Ryan Amundson)

Completed in 2012 with group of 20 volunteers from several NGO's including WY-WSF.  Cost of $12,500 for materials, and all labor in-kind.  Great partnership / team building project with requests for more projects like this one from NGO groups.  

Plans for Seminoe Guzzler in Summer 2016.  BLM has requested to use funds that were allocated for a prescribed burn be re-directed to the guzzler project.   Water For Wildlife Foundation also assisting with funding in addition to BLM, WY WSF. 

· Red Rock Fire & Ungulate Nutrition (Aly Courtemanch)

MORE INFO
Disease

· Disease Surveillance – 2013-2015 Results (Hank Edwards)

MORE INFO
· Captive BHS Disease Research (Mary Wood)

MORE INFO
· Thorne-Williams Wildlife Research Facility Improvements (Mary Wood)

MORE INFO
· Southern Absaroka Mountains BHS Monitoring (Doug McWhirter)
On 3/9/2015 5 rams and 5 ewes were captured in the southern Absarokas to determine bighorn sheep distribution and movements in relation to current domestic sheep grazing on private lands in the Owl Creek drainage.  These captures are also part of the statewide disease surveillance effort.  The 5 rams were fitted with Iridium GPS collars, while the ewes were fitted with store-on-board GPS collars.  When last downloaded (6/19/2015), 2 of the rams captured on BLM lands on the South Fork of Owl Creek/Rock Creek divide remained on this divide between Washakie Needles and the mouth of Rock Creek.  The other 3 rams (2 of which were captured on the Wind River Indian Reservation-WRIR) all moved back and forth across the WRIR boundary, but still spending most of their time on the South Fork of Owl Creek/Rock Creek divide.  One continued to move northward, ultimately ending up near the head of the East Fork of the Wind River and the head of the Middle Fork of the Wood River.

One relocation flight was conducted on 5/4/2015 to locate store-on–board collars.  Of the 5 ewes captured on the WRIR. 1 remained near the area it was captured, while 3 moved to the northwest, but remained on the WRIR.  One ewe moved to the divide between the East Fork of the Wind River and the East Fork of the East Fork of the Wind River.  Discussions continue with private landowners that involve enhancing water developments so that the need to graze domestic sheep near the mouth of Rock Creek is minimized, if not eliminated.  The landowner is also interested in capturing more bighorn sheep on their private lands to learn more of bighorn sheep movements. 
· USFS/Region 4 - Risk of Contact Modeling (Scott, Doug, Doug, Aly)

Scott S, Doug M, Doug B, and Aly C. were all present at a meeting in Jackson held to discuss the USFS Region 4 risk-of-contact analyses.  The meeting did not deal much with the results of the modeling effort, but rather focused on how the USFS could adopt the Wyoming Plan into the risk analyses.  An MOU between USFS Region 2/USFS Region 4 and the State of Wyoming adopting the Wyoming Plan as a guideline to address bighorn-domestic sheep risk of contact will be explored.
· Wyoming Plan Map Revisions (Doug McWhirter)

There are currently four separate maps that pertain to bighorn sheep management in Wyoming.  These include; 1) Hunt area/herd unit maps, 2) seasonal range overlay maps, 3) management area maps from the Wyoming Statewide Bighorn Sheep – Domestic Sheep Interaction Working Group Final Report (Wyoming Plan), and 4) occupied habitat maps completed for WAFWA/USFS mapping and domestic sheep risk of contact assessments.  Recently, complications have arisen because these maps do not mesh with each other.  For instance, bighorn sheep herd unit maps do not match Wyoming Plan maps (core-native herds, cooperative review herds, non-emphasis herds, non-management areas), which has created difficulties in applying bighorn sheep-domestic sheep management strategies.  This has become increasingly important since the Wyoming Plan has now been adopted as state law. Similarly, existing seasonal range maps do not match occupied habitat maps, primarily as a result of the all-encompassing or “catch-all” nature of spring-summer-fall habitats in some areas.  Therefore, revisions are necessary that bring all these mapping efforts into alignment.  These revisions will be made and then brought before the Statewide Interaction Working Group at the December, 2015 meeting.
Genetics

· Wyoming Statewide BHS Population Genetics (Holly Ernest)

MORE INFO
Research
· Population Parameters of Elk Mountain BHS (Joe Sandrini)

MORE INFO
· Greater Yellowstone Area Mountain Ungulate Project 

Dr. Bob Garrott provided an update on the Greater Yellowstone Area (GYA) Mountain Ungulate Project, an effort involving Montana State University, the Wyoming Game & Fish Department, Montana Fish, Wildlife, & Parks, Idaho Fish & Game, Yellowstone National Park, Grand Teton National Park, and the national forests that surround the parks (Shoshone, Bridger-Teton, Custer, Gallatin, Targhee).  This effort began with a compilation of existing observation (22,000 bighorn sheep observations, 6,000 mountain goat observations) and survey records (680 bighorn sheep surveys, 121 mountain goat surveys).  Recently, occupancy surveys were used to generate a mountain goat habitat model and predict future mountain goat distribution.  A total of 551 occupancy surveys covering over 50,000 grid cells were conducted in the northeast and northwest portions of the GYA.  These efforts resulted a potential increase in the number of mountain goats from the current level of 2,100 to somewhere between 5,300 – 8,900 mountain goats (a 2.5x – 4.2x increase).  The potential for adverse impacts to bighorn sheep exists, as the predicted distribution of mountain goats encompasses 75% of the occupied habitat of bighorn sheep in the GYA.  A total of 207 radio-collared animals (157 bighorn sheep and 50 mountain goats) are currently on-line, and will shed light on potential competitive interactions between bighorn sheep and mountain goats and the effect of bighorn sheep migration strategies (seasonal migrants, low elevation non-migrants, high elevation non-migrants) influences disease susceptibility.  
· BHS Nutrition and Disease 

Kevin M. provided an update from the initial captures during March 2015.  Body fat was greatest among Cody sheep, averaging approximately 10%, while Dubois sheep averaged 9%, and Jackson sheep 8%.  Pregnancy rate followed this order, with 100% of Cody sheep, 90% of Dubois sheep, and 83% of Jackson sheep pregnant.  Age, total body mass, fetal eye diameter, and the total array of disease samples were also collected from these individuals.  They were fitted with GPS collars and will be recaptured next fall.  Information from these repeated captures will shed light on the relationship between body condition/nutritional status and disease status.
Miscellaneous

· BHS Drop Nets (Martin Hicks)
Martin Hicks purchased 2 nets in winter 2014 -2015 for ground capture efforts.  Attempted at Iron Mountain with no success.  Will repeat capture attempt in fall 2015.  Net partially destroyed by high winter winds, and WY-WSF assisted with replacement parts.  Total project cost of $12,790, partnering with WGBGLC, WY WSF. 

· Ungulate Migration Initiative – Atlas & Migration Viewer 
Matt Kaufmann provided an update on the Ungulate Migration Initiative projects funded by the WGBGLC and WY-WSF.   Meetings with cartographers continue and the page pairs for the Migration Atlas are being compiled.  The On-Line Migration Viewer is up and running (see at http://migrationinitiative.org/content/migration-viewer .  Recent funding will make past VHF (Very High Frequency) radio-telemetry studies part of the migration viewer.  The Migration Initiative is an important storehouse for radio-telemetry data across the state, allowing for easy retrieval and future analyses.
~12:00    Break for lunch buffet @ Bear Lodge (compliments of WY-WSF)

2015 WGBGLC BHS Funded Projects [May 27, 2015 Total of $242,250 in 9 projects]
· Statewide Disease Surveillance of BHS ($97,575 requested, $90,000 funded)

· Devils Canyon to Ferris Mtns BHS Transplant ($35,250 requested, $35, 250 funded)
·  Wind River Mtns DS Allotments II ($20,500 requested, $20,500 funded)

· Sheep Nutrition and Disease ($60,000 requested, $60,000 funded)
· Wyoming Statewide BHS Population Genetics ($39,070 requested, $15,000 funded)

· Ultrasound Addition to BHS Research ($14,6250 requested, $10,000 funded)
· Database and Viewer “Historical Data” ($5,000 requested, $5,000 funded)
· Platte Valley Conifer Encroachment Veg Treatments ($10,000 requested, $5,000 funded)

· Harvest Records and Horn Size ($7,000 requested, $4,000 funded)

· Habitat Project Viewer ($1,000 requested, $0 funded)

· Nutritional Carrying Capacity of Wyoming’s Ungulates ($2,000 requested, $0 funded)
2015 WY-WSF Funded Grant-in-aids (GIAs) [June 6, 2015 Total of $40,000 in 


6 projects]
· Devils Canyon to Ferris Mtns BHS Transplant ($15,500 requested, $15,500 funded)

· Ultrasound Addition to BHS Research ($4,875 requested, $9,000 funded)
· Platte Valley Conifer Encroachment Veg Treatments ($10,000 requested, $2,500 funded)

· Harvest Records & Horn Size Analysis ($3,000 requested, $3,000 funded)

· Cheatgrass Herbicide Treatment Program ($10,000 requested, $10,000 funded)

· Seminoe Guzzler ($7,150 requested, $7,150 previously funded)

Future Project Prioritization (WGBGLC & WY-WSF)

Immediate Needs for 2015-2016 Winter

1) Temple Peak disease sampling & radio-collars.  Capture, sample, and radio collar 10 bighorn sheep in the North Fork of the Popo Agie River and the Washakie Reservoir area of the Wind River Indian Reservation.  This funding would need to come from WY-WSF in December, 2015 due to the time required to order radio collars.

2) Authorization to expend existing WY-WSF funds ($4,000) for aerial capture costs of mountain goats in the Palisades herd unit.  

3)  Purchase additional radio collars for Devils Canyon sheep to be released into the Ferris Mountains if Sybille cannot accept sheep and additional numbers are available.  Again, this funding would need to come from WY-WSF in December, 2015 due to the time required to order radio collars.

”Normal” Funding Cycle for 2016 
1) Statewide Disease Surveillance (shift away from NW WY to other parts of WY) 

2) Body Condition Project (Kevin M)

3) Statewide Genetics Project (Holly E)  

4) Transplants (?)

Project Status/Unspent Funds 
At the conclusion of the meeting time was spent rectifying WGBGLC and WY-WSF records (Specific to WGFD) to identify unspent project funds that could be rolled back and re-allocated to other projects.  Projects from 2012 have been closed out, and inquiries into 2013 and 2014 projects (that have until 12/31/2015 & 12/31/2016, respectively to expend funds) revealed that most if not all projects funds should be expended by the end of the grant period.
Upcoming Meetings 
· 2015 WY-WSF Winter Meeting (December 4-5, 2015)
· 2016 WSF Convention in Reno (Reno-Sparks Convention Center & Peppermill Resort & Casino Jan 19-23, 2016) 

· 2016 WY-WSF Convention in Casper (June 3-4, 2016)
· WY DS-BHS IWG (December, 2015)
· Date for 2016 WGFD/WY-WSF BHS Summit (June 23-24/2016)
3:00 PM      Wrapup – Jerry, Kevin, Doug, Ryan, all
