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	Other Description: 
	Narrative: The Teton Range population is Wyoming's smallest core-native bighorn sheep herd and managers need reliable demographic and genetic information to determine if, when, and how they need to intervene to ensure the population's persistence into the future. Managers obtain population estimates for the Teton Range bighorn sheep population from a periodic winter aerial survey; however, this method provides no measure of reliability in the population estimate. Annual variation in counts, particularly declines, cannot be readily attributed to true population declines or lower visibility of animals. Wildlife managers require accurate demographic data to properly manage populations; yet such information can be difficult to obtain for populations that occur at low densities, across broad areas of rugged, remote, and inaccessible terrain.

Typically, rigorous estimates of demographic rates in small ungulate populations require capturing and radio-collaring or tagging animals, which constitutes a recurring cost of money, time, and risk. Noninvasive sampling of fecal pellets is a relatively new method to determine demographic parameters by using DNA on the surface of the pellets to identify individual animals without physically capturing animals. This approach has been used in recent years to obtain mark-recapture population estimates for bighorn sheep (Shoenecker et al. 2015, Pfeiler 2019) as well as other mountain ungulates (Harris et al. 2010, Poole et al. 2010). Pfeiler (2019) showed that fecal sampling was the most cost-effective method to obtain reliable population estimates in a small desert bighorn sheep population. Furthermore, this general approach has been applied over multiple years to also estimate survival and recruitment (e.g., Woodruff et al. 2016, Pfeiler 2019), providing a relatively complete picture of a population’s demographic parameters. 

We can utilize the same pellets used to estimate demographic parameters to assess the herd’s genetic status. A genetic assessment of Teton Range bighorn sheep completed in 2010 determined that the Teton Range bighorn sheep population actually consists of two genetically isolated subpopulations that have moderately low genetic diversity. Improved genetic tools now exist and new measures for some genetic metrics are available. Enough time has elapsed to warrant a reevaluation of the population’s genetic status. For example, genetic diversity of one or both subpopulations may have decreased over time or, conversely, the north and south segments could now have genetic interchange.  

The overall objectives of this project are to:

1) Estimate annual abundance of bighorns sheep in the Teton Range 2019-2022
2) Estimate annual survival and lamb recruitment rates. 
3) Evaluate genetic diversity of northern and southern Teton Range bighorn sheep. 
4) Evaluate population structure (i.e., presence of sub-populations) within northern and southern Teton Range bighorn sheep. 
5) Evaluate genetic connectivity between northern and southern Teton Range bighorn sheep
6) Evaluate genetic connectivity between Teton Range bighorn sheep and bighorn sheep from the ‘Jackson Herd’ (Hunt Area 7) and the ‘Yount’s Peak Herd’ (Hunt Area 4). 

Sample collection for this project has concluded and we are striving to use what we’ve learned thus far to improve the final products. Accordingly, the specific objectives related to this proposal are to: 

1) Establish small financial contract with Dr. Mary Conner at Utah State University to facilitate continued assistance on analyses to estimate abundance, survival, and recruitment. 

2) Expand genetic panel from 9 sites to 16 sites for 100 individual bighorn sheep to ensure accurate identification of individuals and improve resolution of the genetic evaluations. *See additional information section for further explanation.
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	Title: Teton Range Bighorn Sheep Fecal Genetics
	Total Project: 293835
	County: [Teton]
	Nearest Town: Jackson
	Miles/Acres: 
	Monitoring: A goal of this project is to inform a long-term bighorn sheep population monitoring plan for the Teton Range using, in part, fecal genetics. The monitoring plan will likely entail intensive fecal sample collection at regular inter-annual intervals (e.g. every 3 years). 
	Text14: This project was funded by Wyoming Wild Sheep Foundation in June 2019 for $5,000, December 2019 for $5,000, and $10,000 in 2020. When we submitted an invoice in $9,990 for genotyping services in March of 2022 our intention was to have $5,000 taken from the December 2019 grant and $5,000 from the December 2020 grant, leaving $5,000 from the 2020 grant available for future project expenses. Unfortunately, we may not have specified how to reconcile the accounts and we did not submit an invoice before the funds were turned back in Fall 2022. For this grant, we are requesting a total of $8,200. This represents the $5,000 we inadvertently turned back and an additional $3,200 to cover extended genotyping for more of our samples. We plan to use $3,000 to compensate Dr. Mary Conner who has provided statistical assistance in study design and data analysis and $5,200 to cover the cost of extending genotypes on approximately 100 samples. As described above this study uses bighorn sheep fecal pellets collected non-invasively at mineral licks throughout the Teton Range to obtain genetic material from bighorns. The fecal samples are then genotyped to identify individual sheep and the genotyping results are used in a capture-recapture modeling framework to obtain a population abundance estimate. In the initial years of the study, the lab genotyped the samples at 9 loci. This is a standard number of loci to use for preliminary analyses and one that prior bighorn sheep studies suggested was sufficient for distinguishing individuals. In Fall 2022, our partners at Oregon State University extended the number of genetic loci from 9 to 16 for a subset of our samples to pursue the project goals related to genetic health. Upon extending the loci for these samples, the lab discovered that samples from our study had relatively high levels of allelic dropout compared to other bighorn systems they have studied. Allelic dropout is a common phenomenon and occurs when only one of the two alleles present amplifies at a heterozygous locus. Errors in identifying genotypes (individuals) due to allelic dropout can lead to overestimating population abundance. To address this issue, we seek to have the lab extend the genotyping from 9 loci to 16 for all individuals identified in our dataset(approximately 100 individuals have only been genotyped at 9 loci thus far).  
	Text15: We will share past and future annual progress reports detailing results for each year of the study. At the conclusion of the study, we plan to prepare a final report summarizing the results from 2019-2022 and will share that document upon completion. We also hope to publish this research in a peer-reviewed journal that will be available to WWSF. 

Biologists Carson Butler and Sarah Dewey provided a Grand-in-Aid Update for this project that was published in the Spring 2020 Rampage.
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