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Cover Photo: Te8m effort is required to handle and 
mark adult deer ar Craters of the Moon National Monu­
ment. Seasonal Park Ranger Mary Laspina and Park 
Ranger Neil King assist Research Biologist Brad Gnf· 
fith in attaching radio collar to adult doe. 
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By Brad Griffith 
istorically, Craters of the Moon National Monu­
t area was inhabited by grizzly bears. bighorn 
p, and mule deer. After the turn of the century. 
estic grazing and subsistence hunting by local 

ers created pressures that severely depressed the 
ulations of these three large native mammals. 
blishment of the monument in 1924 eliminated 
e pressures but the grizzly bear and bighorn 
p never recovered and now are extinct within the 
ument. 
e mule deer were a different story. They not only 
ived, but increased in numbers. In 1967 the total 
ulation was estimated to be about 350 animals and 
opulation now totals 500 to 600 animals. 

y the late 1970s, deer were being killed regularly 
e crossrng the highway, were leeding extensively 
esidence lawns, and were using forested areas 
vily for bedding. Park managers became con­
ed that protection !rom hunting and lack of compe­
 from other ungulates would allow a population 
ase that could result in range deterioration Ac­
ingly, they requested some kind of long term deer 
ulation and habitat monitoring systems that could 
arried out through routine park operations. They 
 asked for estimates of population levels and pro­
ivity and for an evaluation of deer usage of the 
rness areas so that impacts on deer hab1tat of a 
osed fire management plan could be evaluated. 
eld research designed to satisfy management re­
ts began in May 1980, and has continued through 

ember 1981. Morning and evening deer census 
s and monitoring procedures were implemented 
four clusters of line-intercept transects were 

blished to monitor long term trends in deer habitat. 
sonal classification counts were used to estimate 
uctivity; wilderness area utilization was deter­
d from relocations of 18 radio-collared and 55 

tagged deer. From the proportion of marked deer 
rved on regular censuses, the population level 

 estimated. Sources and magn~udes of mortality 
 were investigated to identify factors limiting the 
 size. 
udy results indicate that the Craters deer herd rs 
mely productive and experiences little fawn mor­
 related to nutrition. In addition, 1t was found that 
eer use two distinct summer home ranges within 
onument and sutter a greater degree of hunting 

tality than might be expected. Together, these 
rs identify a herd with fasc1nating, complex char­
ristics. 
cause of excessive snow depths, mule deer are 
ents of the monument only in summer. The study 
shown the Craters herd to be composed of deer 
 at least two separate winter ranges on BLM and 
te lands. Approximately half of the current popu­

n (500-600) winters 40 miles to the south and the 
r half winters 20 miles to the northwest. 
er begin arriving on the monument summer 

e in early April; by late April they are distributed 
ghout the monument's 35 square miles of deer 

tat. Approximately 70 percent of the range is With­
e wilderness portion of the monument, where little, 
y, free water is available. Permanent water sour· 
are limited to melting tee in lava tubes- water not 
ssible to the deer. Currently, it is assumed that in 
g and early summer deer us1ng the wilderness 
in their moisture from temporary water sources 
h as rain puddles) and from consumed vegetation. 
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 the summer progresses, vegetation becomes 
ry to sat1sfy deer moisture requirements. When 

O

JS 
curs (in late July, as indicated by depressed fuel 
re readings from fire weather stations), wilder­
eer migrate 5to 10 miles north to ranges in the 
portion of the monument. Free water from two 
 IS available there. The deer occupy the new dry 
n home ranges during August and September. 
 fall rains green up the wilderness vegetation, 
er migrate back to the same wilderness home 
 they occupied in the spring and early summer, 
rng there until December when they migrate to 
 ranges. 
 mid-summer northward migration causes a 
rary four-fold increase in deer density for the 
rn non-wilderness portion of the monument. 
April through July, when uniformly distributed 
hout the monument, deer densities average 15 
uare mile - a normal density for intermountain 
eer on good summer range. In August and Sep­
r, however, densities in the northern portion of 
nument approach 60 per square mile, account­
 the large numbers of deer observed by park 
nel. Censuses conducted in 1981 commonly 

ed 40 deer per mile of census route. 
verage summer density of 60 per square mile, 
erved in northern portions of the monument, is 
al. Were the densities not transitory, range de­
tion certainly would occur. To date, forage com­
es in the northern part of the monument deer 
t do not show signs of excessive use. 
ge communities in the wilderness portion of the 
ent, where 70 percent of the fawning occurs, 

even less utilization than in the northern part. 
rush is widespread, abundant, and in excellent 
ion. Native bunch grasses are plentiful, the forb 
unity is diverse. and limber pine stands provide 
nt fawning cover. The forage communities pro­

xcellent nutrrtion for does during the critical last 
ird of pregnancy. 
 result of the h1gh quality nutrition available. ini­
ductivity in June IS h1gh. Nearly all does have 

 and triplets are not uncommon. On the average 
rd produces at least 200 fawns per 100 adult 
This level approaches the maximum biological 
ial for free ranging mule deer. 
ters herd fawns have a high survival rate during 
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an effective bait durmg hot dry weather. 

13 
r fawns typically have fat deposits on all key indi· 
reas of the body and arrive on adequate winter 
 in excellent condition. As a result, mortality on 

 ranges in 1979 and 1980 was not substantial. In 
ring of 1980 the Craters herd was characterized 
yearlings per 100 adult does and in 1981 the 
 ratio was 125 yearlings per 100 adult does. 
f any, mule deer herds have spring age ratios 
od. 
 such high productivity and survival figures the 
s herd would be expected to grow rapidly and 
ably impact its summer range. Since this has not 
ed, limiting factors must be acting to slow the 
 rate of the population. Some factors that may 
e growth rate are predation, disease, period1c 
 winters, dispersal, and hunting mortality. 
tion of the importance of severe winters and 

sal will require several years. Disease of signifi­
agnitude to limit the population level has not 
bserved thus far, and predator densities in the 
ent are low compared to surrounding areas. 

inary evidence suggests that hunting mortality 
e an important limiting factor. Areas adjacent to 
rthern boundaries of the monument are acces­
nd receive heavy hunting pressure. Deer move 
across the boundary and, as a result, the Cra­
rd does not receive complete protection from 

g. In the fall of 1980, tO to 20 percent of the 
 herd of 500 to 600 animals was killed by hunt­
ult females were harvested at a higher rate (15 
ercent were killed) than the population at large. 
adult females are the key to recruit numbers and 
 rate, hunter removal of them may serve to sup· 

the population growth rate. 
ed on the findings of high productivity. low nat­
ortality, and unusual home range utilization, re­
 on the Craters herd will continue. The long term 
ch goal will be to identify and evaluate factors 
 the population. Future emphas1s will include 
ent of hunting mortality estimates, food habits, 

e of dispersal and weather patterns in popula­
gulation, and the influence of winter range con­
 on herd dynamics. The deer population and 
t monitoring systems devised will facilitate long 
ocumentation of the interaction between the 
t six months of life. By August, less than 20 per­
ave died and 165 fawns per 100 adult does re­
Fawns experience little additional mortality from 
mber through November. 
r-winter fawn survival also IS high. By Sep-

deer population and the forage community. 
As demands for consumptive use of public lands in· 

crease, the value of national parks and monuments as 
baseline natural areas becomes more evident. 

The long term studies at Craters of the Moon will 
ation of ear tags and streamers leaves a trap. Salt 
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ntify the population characteristics that can be 
d of an intermountain mule deer herd not lim· 
 food. A complex relationship between the 

 deer and their unique volcanic habitat has 
ocumented by current studies. As further 

tanding of the Craters herd develops, more pre­
rk management direction can be defined. 

th is a PNR roving research biologist. assigneo 
s in the Region as the need arises. Photos are 
id R. Clark. 


