Bighorn Study
Identifies Two
Viable Herds

A four year study of bighorn sheep in the Sierra
Neveda was completed recently by DOr. John
Wehausen as part of his doctoral research a1 the
University of Michigan. Supponed by & contract
from Sequoia and Xings Canyon Nationst Parks, the
study identified two viable herds of bighom remain-
ing in the Siarra Nevada.

Minimum herd sizes of 217 and 30 individuals were
estabiished for the Mt. Baxter and Mt Wililamson
herds, The Mt Baxter herd ig of special nterest 10
park managers because the sheep summer primarily
within the park along the Siarran crest. In winer
they drop into the foothills above Owens Valley on
land administered by the Inyo Nationat Forest.

The study was undertaken primarily to determine
the present statug af the Sierra bighom as well as
make recommendations regarding ther future
manegement. Known te he widely distributed belore
the appearance of Europeans in the ares, it has been
hypothasized that compeiition with domestic sheep,
impact of increasing recieational use and hunting all
have had a hand in the drastic decline of the popula-
fion.

imensive figld study indicates that the Baxter herd
hgs hean increasing since the 1560's. Lungworm in-
fection is weil befow the levels known from ather
aress and there iy nu indication that dstases

presently play & sgniticent role m the dynamics of
the herd. Simdarly, theve appears to be litile signifi
cant competition for forage on either the summer or
winter ranges. Neither predation nor human distur-
bance appear to be significant factars in fimiting the
popuiation,

Because natural colonization of new ranges is ram
in higharn sheep, it was determined that imtroduction
would be requred f expansion of bighomn range in
tha Siarra Nevada is desired. As part of his study,
Wehausen identified a number af likely reintroduc-
tion sites based on historical distrution and abifity
ol areas agein to support sheep. He alse recom-
mended that the Baxter herd was, at the time,
heslthy enough 1o serve as stack for relnsroduction,

During the iast two yaars a total of 40 sheep have
been trapped from the winter range of the Baxier
herd. Alt but 10 of these have haen relocated to two
sites within their histoncal range. Many of the sheep
have bean radio-colared and their movements cur-
rently are being followed by California Depariment of
Fish and Game personnel.

Another management action stemming diractly
from Wehausen's research s closure of all ands
above 10,000 feet within the bigharn range to cross
couniry travel. This joint action by Park Senvice and
Farest Service personnad has resulizd in significamt
restrictions on peak climbing in the ares,





