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Between June 30 and July 8, 1981, a team of 
rangers and scientists at Olympic NP successfully 
live-captured 52 mountain goats (Oreamnos ameri­
canus) and transferred them by helicopter from high 
atop Klahhane Ridge. The animals were distributed 
elsewhere under the direction of the Washington De­
partment of Game. The operation initiated a three year 
experimental attempt at Olympic to reduce the number 
and impact of mountain goats on Klahhane Ridge and, 
in the process, to develop information leading to an 
overall management plan for this exotic species. 

Mountain goats are large herbivores adapted to 
mountains throughout the Pacific Northwest and 
Alaska. However. they never occurred in the Olympic 
Mountains of northwestern Washington until 11 or 12 
were introduced by man in the 1920s, well before the 
Park was created in 1938. The Olympics have been 
isolated by continental glaciers and, more recently, by 
lowlands and saltwater of the Puget Sound trough. A 
number of mammals, including the mountain goat, in 
the high Cascade Mountains of central Washington, 
were unable to reach the Olympic Peninsula. Other 
mammals unable to cross the Puget trough barrier in­
clude btghorn sheep, pika, grizzly bear, wolverine. and 
lynx. Alpine isolation in the Olympic Mountains also 
i,;d to unique life forms, including 11 endemic plants 
and four mammals. 

For many years goats were only occasionally re­
ported in small numbers from a few remote locations. 
However, by the late 1960s increases were noted. 
Studies by NPS and University of Washington scien­
tists in the 1970s confirmed an estimate of a wide­
spread goat population of 600 to 700 _ 90 percent of the 
goats were found in the park, with the remaining tO 
percent on adjacent U.S. Forest Service lands. 

Intensive research begun in 1977 on Klahhane 
Ridge, in the north central mountains, documented a 
presence of at least 200 goats, or about 40 per square 
mile -one of the heaviest concentrations recorded in 
North America. Observations of marked animals show 
much movement from Klahhane Ridge to other parts 
of the mountains. Five of nine monitored subpopula­
tions showed increases in 1980. On Klahhane Ridge, 
contracted studies by University of Washington plant 
scientists under Dr. L.C. Bliss, documented disturb­
ance by goats, including numerous trails, dusting 
wallows and related erosion, endemic plimts, grazing, 
declineS in abundance of preferred forage species, 
and other changes to the structure and productivity of 
affected plant communities. 

To complicate problems, goats are attracted to 
people, whose perspiration and urine deposits are 
eagerly sought as salt. As goats increase, more re­
ports are received of disruptive and even potentially 
hazardous encounters between salt-hungry goats and 
backcountry hikers and campers. Moreover, in­
creased trampling and erosion is occurring along 
popular routes, such as the Klahhane Ridge trail, as 
groups of goats and curious visitors continually 
interact. 

In February 1981 , an environmental assessment for 
public review of these problems was completed. Three 
management alternatives were considered: (1) no ac­
tion, (2) control goats to limit their impact, and (3) 
remove goats to restore the native environment. Al­
though no single alternative was chosen, an experi­
mental program was recommended to test the feasibil­
ity of control or removal as alternatives. To assist in 
presenting the problem to the public, an audio-visual 
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Goats gather at the salt lick under the capture netting. 

program entitled "Olympic's Alpine Transplants: 
Blessing or Blunder" was prepared. This proved help­
ful in nine public meetings and 19 other presentations 
throughout western Washington during March and 
April. Over 750 people attended these meetings. Of 
these, nearly 350 wrote comments indicating they op­
posed no action (75%), and favored control (84%) 
over removal (38%) as an alternative. Most (76%) also 
favored an experimental management approach, 
which was presented in a questionnaire and described 
in public briefings. 

A decision was reached by Superintendent Roger 
Cantor in mid-April, 1981, to embark on an experimen­
tal program over three years using small-scale herd 
manipulations to evaluate the relative effectiveness 
and cost of various control strategies. Each year, 50 to 
60 goats will be removed from the dense Klahhane 
Ridge subpopulation, which is also believed to affect 
abundance elsewhere. The reproductive ability of 
goats to compensate for these known removals will be 
closely monitored to estimate levels of control re­
quired. Field experiments will be conducted on the 
practicability of tubal ligation and other reproduction 
inhibiting procedures as indirect controls. Hypotheses 
about recovery changes in various plant communities 
following releases from grazing pressure also will be 
tested on Klahhane Ridge. 

A ma,lor incentive to experiment with various con­
trol procedures at Olympic is the tameness of goats 
and relative ease of capture. Scientists here have cap­
tured and marked well over 200 goats, using simple 
rope foot-snares placed around sa~- To capture family 
groups, a large drop-net measuring 40 by 40 feet was 
spedally des1gned and constructed. It is erected tent­
like, atop conduit poles tightly moored in place over a 
capture site. Manual trigger-lines pulled at the corners 
and a center pole rapidly collapse the net around 
animals lured beneath to salt. This makes possible the 
capture of six or more goats at one time, including 
small kids (the preferred grouping for release at the 
transfer sites.) 

The safe capture and relocation of 50 to 60 large 
animals required close planning and teamwork be­
tween park rangers, scientists, various collaborators, 
and volunteers Eleven NPS employees were princi­
pals in the 1981 operations_ Team roles included: pub­
lic information, equipment preparation, and site secur­
ity; animal restraint, measurement, and care; crating 
and helicopter transfers. and truck coordination and 
hauling to release sites. A medical protocol developed 
by Dr. James Foster, veterinarian at the Woodland 
Park Zoo in Seatt1e, contributed to minimal injuries and 
prevention of animal loss. Scientific meaurement of 
the animals, as well as before-and-alter census of the 
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Crated goat swings beneath airborne helicopter. 

population, was the responsibility of Doug Houston, 
Pacific Northwest Regional scientist assigned to 
Olympic. 

Total cost to the Service for the 1981 transfer oper­
ation on Klahhane Ridge was $19,482, or $364 per 
goat. A recurrent cost estimate (total minus capital 
equipment and training) reduces costs to about $274 
per goat. Helicopter costs were lowered approximate­
ly 30 percent by combining goat flights with other park 
flying needs. 

On July 1, a "press day" was held at the capture site 
for 25 to 30 news representatives, who were hiked to 
the top of Klahhane Ridge to photograph and report on 
the event. Very positive coverage was given to the op­
eration by the media. A press-packet, given to each 
news person, provided background information and 
particulars about the operation. 

The program in 1981 is off to a good start. Manage­
ment and sc1ence are in a close-working partnership at 
Olympic and public support of the program has grown 
as information is developed and made available. 
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GOAT ECOLOGY TREATED 
IN NATURAL HISTORY 

For an informative, well-illustrated article on moun­
tain goat ecology in the Olympic NP, see the January 
1981 issue of Natural History and the article by Mi­
chael Hutchins and Victoria Stevens. 


