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	Other Description: 
	Narrative: The Absaroka bighorn sheep herd is the largest population of native bighorn sheep in the lower 48 states, with an estimated ~4,000 individuals. The herd occupies over 1,930 square miles of designated habitat, extending from the Montana border to Dubois. Much of this habitat lies within federally designated wilderness areas, including the North Absaroka, Washakie, and Teton Wildernesses. Despite historically robust population levels, recent declines have raised significant management concerns. Since 2010, bighorn hunting licenses within this herd unit have been reduced by 43% due to declining population trends, low lamb recruitment, and decreasing adult ram numbers. Additionally, localized sub-herd declines—such as the Wapiti Ridge sub-herd in Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD) Hunt Area 3—have led to a reduction in licenses from 40 in 2017 to 20 in 2024.

Because of the vast, rugged terrain occupied by the Absaroka herd, reliable data collection has historically been difficult, leading to challenges in making well-informed management decisions. To address this issue, we propose a focused population monitoring project to refine our understanding of herd dynamics and improve the accuracy of management strategies.

In 2020, with partial funding from the WBGLC, we conducted a study to assess the feasibility of using a population sightability model to estimate both total herd and sub-herd population sizes. The project provided key insights:

Refined Aerial Survey Methods: The study identified the most effective timeframes and survey designs to maximize detection probability while minimizing costs.

Validation of Population Sightability Modeling: Results confirmed that integrating flight data with a sightability model is a viable and cost-effective method for estimating bighorn sheep populations.

Seasonal Considerations: Flights conducted during the summer produced the most reliable population estimates.

Given the importance of independent population abundance estimates in validating statistical models, we propose a follow-up study to reassess population size using these refined techniques. This effort will allow us to determine whether the herd has continued to decline and provide updated demographic data necessary for informed management decisions.

Building upon the findings of the 2020 study, we propose a focused aerial survey effort using a population sightability model to assess current population size, herd composition, and potential changes in sub-herd distribution using a more cost effective survey that would give us reliable population estimation information without flying the entire area. These updated estimates will serve as critical anchor points for the Integrated Population Model (IPM) we are developing to project future herd dynamics. The study will utilize aerial surveys with refined sightability modeling techniques to provide accurate population estimates across the herd and sub-herds. We will collect demographic data, including lamb and adult ram numbers to assess overall population health. Additionally, we will use this data in an Integrated Population Model (IPM), a hierarchical Bayesian framework that enhances population forecasts by incorporating multiple data sources, such as survey counts, survival rates, and reproductive metrics. This methodology will establish a long-term monitoring framework, enabling intensive surveys to occur every 5 years rather than annually, thereby reducing long-term costs while maintaining reliable population trend tracking.

This project will provide updated population estimates for the Absaroka herd and its sub-herds, ensuring that management decisions are based on the best available data. Improved license allocation strategies will allow for greater confidence in season-setting decisions. Additionally, enhanced predictive modeling through the integration of aerial survey data with an IPM framework will strengthen long-term conservation efforts. Finally, the development of a cost-effective monitoring plan will reduce the need for frequent, resource-intensive surveys while maintaining accurate tracking of population trends.
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