Burro Impact On
Bighorn Habitat
Studied

By Charles L. Douglas

A study of ecosystem alteration within a national
park by an exonc species of animal — eight years in
the building and stilf five years from completion - is
yielding information vital 1o the management of hig-
harn sheep and burro populations in Death Valley,
and with implications far management af similar
exolic intrusions elsewhere in the National Park
System.

The problem of exotics is widespread in the Park
System - ranging from mongoose, rats and feral
goats in Haweiian parks to feral pigs in the Great
Smoky Mountains and feral burras in Grand Can-
yon, Bandelier, Lake Mead and Death Valley. Exotic
plants, hirds and mammals have been established
almost everywhere, and unfortunately they often
survive at the expense of native species.

Qur studies in Oeath Valley ([CEVA! began in 1973,
(lvergrazing by feral burros had led to reduction in
hahitat of the endangered desert bighorn, and
management needed to understand the nature,
sevenly, and consequences of burro-bighom interac-
tion there. Burro control stepped in the 1950s and
the herd had increased steadily, while the highorn
decreased commiensurately.

Burro impact is a degradative process, ingidious
and severe. It affects plant species composition and
cover, promotes andity by increasing erosion
through soil compaction and surface disturbances,
and adversely affects water sources by fouling and
usurpation.

Subtle changes in the ecosystem such as changes
in soil organisms, losses of invertebrate segments of
the food web, changes in small mammals, impacts
on ground-nesting birds, and overall effects on
nuirient and energy axchange, may never by fully
understood. Perturbations reverberate throughout
the system, and deserts are especially sensitive and
vulnerable 1o changes. Recovery may require cen-
turies; however, enlightened management may he
able 1o shorten the recovery pericd.

Managers also need information on endangered
plants as well as a detailed vegetational map of the
park. To amass these data, we staried in the
southernmost mountains on the east side of the park
and then worked counter-clockwise, range by range.
Graduate investigators now are completing thesis on
flora and community structure in the first twao
ranges; a third study is underway ... all providing
data impartant in evaluating the extent and candition
of bighorn habitat.

We hope within another five years, to complete
vegetational mapping, bighorn habitat evaluation,
population assessments, and management recom-
mendations for the entire park — an area encom-






