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April 23, 2026 
 
 
To Whom it May Concern: 
 
The Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD) strongly supports this proposal submitted by 
Art Lawson and the Shoshone and Arapaho Tribal Fish Game to continue operations conducting 
Test and Remove and assessment of its effect in bighorn sheep in the Wind River Mountains.  This 
work is imperative to address continued and chronic disease in bighorn sheep throughout the Wind 
River Mountains both within the WRR and in the Whiskey Mountain and Temple Peak herd units. 
It complements on-going test and remove management done in collaboration between the 
Shoshone and Arapaho Tribal Fish and Game and WGFD in the Whiskey Mountain herd to address 
continued and dramatic bighorn sheep population decline in these populations. 
 
 
With regard, 

 
Daryl Lutz 
WGFD – Lander Region Wildlife Management Coordinator 
Chair WAFWA Wild Sheep Initiative 
Co-chair WGFD’s Bighorn Sheep Working Group 
307-335-2616 
 
 
 
 



 
United States Department of the Interior 

 
FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE 

Lander Fish & Wildlife Conservation Office 
170 N. 1st St., Lander WY 82520 

307-332-2159 
 

April 29, 2026 
 

Wyoming Chapter Wild Sheep Foundation 

 
RE: Support letter for Restoration of Bighorn Sheep on Wind River 
 

 
To Whom It May Concern, 
 
Please accept this letter of earnest support for expanding the restoration of bighorn sheep on the 
Wind River Reservation. As a biologist supporting sheep conservation for 3 decades, I have 
witnessed the overall progressive decline of bighorn both on and off the Reservation. Our recent 
collective implementation of test and removal of sheep testing positive for Mycoplasma 
ovipneumoniae (Movi), the primary culprit of pneumonia, low lamb survival and herd decline, 
has shown promise in reversing this trend. This inter-jurisdictional, highly collaborative effort 
has given us hope that we may be able to reverse declines of bighorns with this intervention.   
 
Because sheep move and interconnect with other subherds, it is critical that Movi testing and 
removal be expanded to cover the remainder of bighorns within the Wind River Mountains on 
Reservation lands.   

We look forward to working together on this important conservation work with our partners 
and appreciate your consideration in this funding request. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Pat Hnilicka 
Project Leader & Wildlife Biologist 
Pat_hnilicka@fws.gov 
307-413-6355 mobile 
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	Source1: WY Governor's Big Game License Coalition
	Source2: National Wild Sheep Foundation
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	Total Request: 27500
	Funding Priorities Link: 
	Narrative: The Wind River Reservation, home to the Eastern Shoshone and Northern Arapaho Tribes, encompasses more than 2 million acres of high quality wildlife habitat. Bighorn sheep are a culturally significant Tribal Trust Resource whose importance dates back to the Tukudeka (“Sheepeaters”), a band of Mountain Shoshone whose livelihood centered on these animals. Today, bighorns remain highly valued by Tribal members for hunting, viewing and other cultural reasons.

Historically, bighorns were abundant in the Wind River Mountains. However, a pneumonia outbreak in the early 1990s caused an 80% decline in the Whiskey Mountain Herd, which fell from more than 2,200 animals to an estimate of less than 600 today. The Red Creek subherd declined from roughly 130 animals in 2005 to about 25 presently. These declines persisted for decades due to chronic poor lamb survival linked to Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae (Movi), a bacteria that causes pneumonia in lambs and is transmitted primarily from infected ewes to their offspring. A University of Wyoming lamb survival study (2019–2020) found that more than 50% of lambs died from pneumonia, and the Red Creek subherd produced almost no surviving lambs from 2017–2021. No vaccine or treatment exists for free ranging bighorns infected with Movi.

To break this cycle, our Dept, the Wyoming Game & Fish Dept, US Fish & Wildlife Service Lander Office, and the University of Wyoming initiated a Test & Removal (T&R) program in the Red Creek subherd in December 2021. T&R produced immediate biological benefits: over the next 4 years the number of lambs counted increased from an annual average of 0.8 lambs/year pre-T&R to 5 lambs/year with T&R. We have documented that these lambs are now recruiting into the population as yearlings and 2 year olds.

Based on these encouraging results, we collaboratively expanded T&R in February 2024 to the broader Whiskey Mountain Herd. Partners, with a primary lead from WGFD, have since captured, tested, and collared 118 ewes, with 24% removed due to Movi infection. Early removals were performed from the ground, but as efforts moved into remote, high elevation terrain, contractor helicopter removals became essential for both efficiency and personnel safety.

Most Wild Sheep Foundation and Big Game License Coalition funds listed on page 1 have been spent. All BIA and 1/2 of the Coalition funds will support deployment of 70 additional GPS collars and continuation of T&R. However, additional resources are needed to fund helicopter removals associated with these collars. We request $12,500 to remove ewes related to these 70 collars beginning in winter 2026–27.

Because lamb recruitment is a primary metric for guiding decisions as to where, when and for how long to continue T&R, accurate lamb counts and classification data are essential. Aerial Infrared (AIR) surveys are becoming a cornerstone of this process. An AIR survey in February 2026 was conducted within a large portion of the Whiskey Mtn Herd. The survey successfully classified 259 sheep in remote terrain, improved data quality, reduced risk associated with helicopter surveys, and enabled a mark-resight estimate of approximately 450 bighorns within the survey area.

Given the effectiveness of AIR, we request $15,000 to contract Owyhee Air for an expanded AIR survey in winter 2026–27. The project area includes subherds from Bull Lake Canyon on the Wind River Reservation to the Jakeys Fork near Dubois.

This combined approach—Test & Removal paired with AIR monitoring—offers an effective and scalable strategy to address chronic pneumonic suppression and restore sustainable bighorn populations in the greater Wind River Mountains.





	Miles/Acres: 
	Monitoring: Starting in the winter of 2021-22, we implemented the first round of T&R of Movi chronic carriers in the Red Creek sub-herd. Given it's success at increasing lamb ratios, we expanded to other sub-herd in the Whiskey Mtn Herd in Feb 2024. We intend to continue to expand our T&R efforts and collect classification and population estimate data.
	Text15: Updates will be presented at annual meetings with both the WY-WSF membership and the public. Information will also be shared through other platforms such as The Rampage and the Wyoming Wildlife Magazine. 
	Text14: With WY-WSF's generous contribution of $27,500, we will conduct the following: 

      $15,000 - Aerial Infra-red Surveys conducted Jan 2027 by Owyhee Air. Provides classification and population data
                       to be used to analyze effectiveness of T&R.

      $12,500 - Contracted Helicopter removals of Movi positive ewes in areas unaccessible by ground removal methods.
                      Cost of a minimum of $700/ewe plus ferry time, fuel truck mileage and per diem.
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