Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
Region 2 Wl|d|lfe Quarterly

February 2017

" Technical Bulletin No. 7



Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
Region 2 Wildlife Quarterly

20 February 2017

cMomtana Fislhy .
Wildlife (B Parks Region 2, 3201 Spurgin Road, Missoula MT 59804, 406-542-5500

Region 2 Wildlife Staff

Liz Bradley, Wildlife Biologist, Missoula-West, lbradley @mt.gov, 406-542-5515

Dave Dickson, Wildlife Management Areas Maintenance, ddickson@mt.gov, 406-542-5500
Kristi DuBois, Wildlife Biologist, Nongame, kdubois@mt.gov, 406-542-5551

Julie Golla, Wildlife Biologist, Upper Clark Fork, jgolla@mt.gov, 406-381-1268

Scott Eggeman, Wildlife Biologist, Blackfoot, seggeman@mt.gov, 406-542-5542

Chris Hagen, Wildlife Management Areas Maintenance, 406-693-9083

James Jonkel, Bear and Cougar Management Specialist, jonkel@mt.gov, 406-542-5508
Kendra McKlosky, Hunting Access Coordina tor, kmcklosky @mt.gov, 406-542-5560
Rebecca Mow ry, Wildlife Biologist, Bitte rroot, rmowry @mt.gov, 406-363-7141

Tyler Parks, Wolf-Carnivore Management Specialist, tparks@mt.gov, 406-542-5500

Tyler Rennfield, Conservation Specialist, tre nnfield@mt.gov, 406-542-5510

Brady Shortman, Wildlife Management Areas Mainte nance Supervisor, bshortman@mt.gov 406-693-9083
Mike Thompson, Regional Wildlife Manager, mthompson@mt.gov, 406-542-5516

Bob White, Wildlife Management Areas Maintenance, 406-542-5500

Bob Wies ner, Cougar and Bear Management Specialist, 406-542-5508

Statewide Research Staff Housed at Region 2 Head quarters: =
Nick DeCesare, Wildlife Biologist, Moose Research Project, ndecesare@mt.gov, 406-542-55 ‘H
Ben Jimenez, Research Technician, bjimenez@mt.gov, 406-542-5500 . * ) .
. | #
Communication & Educatiorg Division: ) 7' "

Vivaca Crowser, Regional Iﬁfo rmation & Education Program Manager,
vcrowser@mt.gov, 406-542-5518 r
T

The Region 2 Wildlife Quarterly is a product of Montana Fish, Wildlif!e & Parks; 3201 Spurgin Road; Missoula 59804. Its
intent is to provide an outlet for a depth of technical information that normally cannot be accommodated by comme rcjah
media, yet we hope to retain a readable product fora wide audience. W hile we strive for accuracy and integrity, this is
not a peer-refereed outlet for original scie ntific resea rch, and results are preliminary. October 2015 was the inaugural

issue.

]



™

One hundred and forty pronghorn is a big bunch, whether on the plains of Eastern Montana or a hundred miles this
side of the Continental Divide, near Drummond, as pictured here. This accounts for about one-third of the free-
ranging pronghorn found west of the Divide in Montana, with most of the rest living closer to Deer Lodge and Butte in
the winter. During summer, smaller groups range from Bearmouth north into the Blackfootand southeast to Garrison
or beyond. These animals likely descend from 49 pronghorn that were transplanted from Winston, south of Helena, to
the Deer Lodge area in 1947, and another 119 brought from Wheatland and Musselshell Counties in Montana to the
Warm Springsarea in 1948. They are part of the story of Montana’s legacy of wildlife restoration, where the 3,000
survivors of market and subsistence hunting in the eary twentieth century were restored to more than 220,000 ani-
mals by the start of the twentyfirst (Picton and Lonner 2008).
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These pronghom in west-central Montana are a public re-
source supportedalmost entirely on private land, and during the win-
ter they depend on ranches mostly between Drummond and Gold Creek,
where families pasture their cattle on the native grasslands in the summerand grow
crops to feed their cattle in the winter. In winter,and often in spring and fall, large numbers of
elk and mule deer share the land as well, where ranchers have made their livings for generations. It’s
a place where habitat is alternately shared and partitioned among species, ina coexistence born of necessity
and, in the case of the landowners, great generosity of spirit and empathy for another life making a living out in the
elements in a sometimes harsh environment that we call home.
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" Browsing by whuchspe:les 'Is res-pms&lq: Raa gowih fosial Rocky Mountain juniper shown at the top of this pho- |
‘tograph? Is it the elk, feeding closest to the woo lantlnqpesnon? Is it the mule deer, feeding at left, nearby? %
Could it be the pronghorn thatshare this winter range? Oris it a relic of tilization by cattie in the summer and fall?

MM * The responsible species might be any or all of the above. This juniper, along with the native
grassesand sagebrush pictured on this winter ran, t to mention the slope and elevation, illustrate the ap-

) pgﬂ'ﬁﬁyegqﬁered in nature for a number of wildlife spet eoexist withina limited area. While an
individual of one species may seem to rubshoulders with an individual from‘% nother specoesa,{*
o they may be using dlﬁereﬁtand somewhat sepa rate resources wlthm the same land-

i scape. It’s called resource partitioning (Baty 1995}
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Partitioning

Resources may i

be partitioned by vegetation categari :&It

Elktend to prefer grasses when grasses are ava
Viule deer tendllo'hrefe rs hrubs in winter, though li kQ elk,

theylwi-th n grassesas wellas browse. Pronghom tend to

forage lower in tionand off slopes such as these. Cattle, too, prefer to be

on uentleralnpas clmer.n water, as indicated here by the amount of grass IQﬁDVI'L‘ﬁ!‘ wuldll-ie
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S AR ' Rocky Mountain Junipere=

As if magnetized, pronghornswarm a Rocky Mountain juniper (above) along their trail to feed in harvested cropland.
The feeding bout was brief, lasting for perhaps five minutes. Mule deer (at left) are fine feeders as well, selecting the
mostsucculent tips of the current year’s growth. Juniper are widely scattered on this winter range, and while some
juniper plants show evidence of heavy, historic browsing (as on page 5), most juniper plants look like those pictured
on the preceding page and abowe—either lightly browsed or generally unbrowsed. One would expect that a truly
preferred forage species in short supply on the winter range, and browsed by multiple wildlife species, would be ex-
cessively browsedand damaged with far greater frequency than we see on juniper across this winter range. Biolo-
gists call species like these juniper “ice cream plants,” meaning that they are beneficial and consumed when conven-
ient, but are not essential as food for wintering ungulates on this particular winter range. The relative importance of
forage species varies from place to place, depending on the menu that is available. Although juniper may not be as
important to wintering ungulates on this winter range between Drummond and Gold Creek, where bitterbrush is
available as the preferred fare, juniper might be more important on winter ranges where bitterbrushand other pal-
atable shrubs are uncommon or absent.

Bitterbrush

From a distance, the growth form of bitterbrush (pictured at left) may be mistaken for sagebrush. Like sagebrush, ;;
bitterbrush is important winter forage for antelope and mule deer. The distribution of bitterbrush in Montana, west =~ &
ofthe Continental Divide, is sparse, making this native habitat between Drummond and Gold Creek highly valuable

for wintering ungulates. Biologists from Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks in Region 2 monitored browse utilization an-
nually in this general area (Hunting District 291) from 1967 to 1990, and 100 percent of the current year’s growthon
bitterbrush plants had been nipped, primarily by mule deer, in 1994,






their black cheek patches, as seen on the trailing two animals (abovel

Both sexes have horns, though the males’ are larger. Pronghorn are unusual among horned animals because theyshed
the outer hornsheaths in the late fall. The bucks on these pages have shed their horn sheaths and are in the process of
growing new ones. According to Picton and Lonner (2008]:

Pronghorns have an extraordinary number of adaptations for running. Their ability to process oxygen is five

greater than a domestic goat and several times that of a world class human athlete. Speed of a prong-
horn running over native prairie has been measured at 53 miles per hour. This compares to 49 miles per hour
aﬂﬂreﬂu thoroughbred race hgrses on the smooth prepared track of the Kentucky Derby and 22 miles per
hour for the best human sprinters. Specializations in their muscle cells, brain cooling mechanisms needed for
long distance exertion, as well as adaptations such as a heart and lungs with two to three times the capacity of
other mammals af equal size give pronghorn extraordinary endurance.

.






Pronghom of all ages want to duck under fences, rather than jump, which is why wildlife friendly fence designs
call for the bottom wire to be at least 18 inches above the ground. Elk calves—to nearly one year of age—also
duck under fences ifatall possible, as do deer fawns. It is often said that pronghorn won't jump a fence.

However, pronghorn are capable of jumping a fence if necessary, as observed in January on the winter range be-
tween Drummond and Gold Creek. The barrier was sheep fence (below}—a woven wire design that prevent ani-
mals from ducking under or between the wires. And, about 140 pronghorn jumped it, with difficulty (left).

The herd milled ata low spot where the top wires had been broken down, possibly by elk crossing. Then, one by
one, individuals took flight. It was apparent that this species is notadapted to bound over obstacles or across
rocky terrain to escape predators. It seemed from a distance that the animals confidence in the loca-
tion of the top wi hough the fence app ite low in the loca crossing occurred,
the pron ard for the actual

eap as high uired for clearance.

Altho v indivi i ' likely that repea
eluctance and a

ssings by pronghorn
s while jumping.




By all appearances, this field of cultivated pasture grasses would be the primary pronghorn feeding destination for
the evening, having trailed a mile or more from their midday bedding area. Although dried vegetation was available
above the snow, their feeding seemed focused on something beneath the snow surface. They pawed feeding cra-
ters in thesnow toaccess their desired forage, which comes at a cost. Winter is a balancingact, when ungulates
spend as little energy as possible to obtain the best forage available. Generally, ungulates such as pronghorn burn
stored fat reserves for their energy in winter because the food they are able to obtain in the winter typically offers
only maintenance calories at best. It’s a marathon race between the capacity of their fat reserves, accumulated
from green vegetation in the summer,and the duration of the winter. If winter outlasts the fat reserves, gravid fe-
males will resorb or abort their fetal offspring, or give birth to underweight fawns that will be less likely to survive.
Snow condition is a critical factor, and when a hard crust forms, it may not be worth the energy for animals to paw
for food beneath the surfaceand they may have tosettle for less digestible foods, such as juniper, for example.




Severe cold consumes stored calories and compels the pronghorn toseek food if quality food is reasonably available. In
this case, without knowing for certain, we’d guess that these animals are pawing for green growth that sprouted in the
fall. We received needed fall moisture and enjoyed an extended period of relatively warm, snow+free weather into
Thanksgiving weekend, which would have been conducive to green growth emerging at the bases of ungrazed, unhar-
vested grasses, or regrowing from the crowns of grazed plants. This unseasonably succulent growth would be found
close to ground level, where it sometimes freezes green when winterarrives abruptly, as appeared to be the case in
late November. Such growth is somewhat comparable in digestibility to the first shoots of spring, and if our hypothesis
is true, then these animals are able to conserve their fat reserves for another day.
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Elk, pronghornand mule deer segregated themselves somewhat spatially when using the same or similar foods, atleast
during the periods when we observed them between Drummond and Gold Creek in January. Here, elk feeding craters
in the snow are apparent in the background and foreground in this irrigated field located not far east of the pronghorn,

and downslope from the mule deer. Elk made repeated visits to this particular field in January, while the pronghom
generally worked a bit farther west-

Interspecific competition refers to competition between differentspecies inhabiting the same generalarea. We've
seen examples of resource partitioning between different species using the same space, as well as examples of spatial
separationasanother strategy toalleviate the potential for interspecific competitian.

Here we see anapparent expression of intras pecific competition, which is competition between individuals of the same
species. That elk would have the energy tospar over a feeding crater suggests that these animals have retained good
body condition to this point in the early winter. And a look at the necks and carriage of the entire group would support
that suggestion.



Elk likely exert the greatest competitive stress in this environment, not only on pronghorn and mule deer, but also on
each other and on the livestock operation. Elk numbers are high, andasa generalist specizs—able to use a variety of
habitats and feed upon a wide variety of plants, as well as some of the coarser portions of the plants—elk are capable
of overwhelming habitats and microsites that may be of critical importance and limited in availability to mule deeror

pronghormn

Elk occur in high enough numbers on this winter range that they could damage their native range through overuse.
Elk numbers are buoyed here by the abundance of high quality foods that they consume on croplands in the spring,
summer and fall, which allows them to build sufficient fat reserves to endure winter for some years or decades ona
substandard or declining winter rangse.

Landowners, hunters and FWP are working together to manage elk numbers on private lands and restore a balance.
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Winter ecology in a white-tailed deer system

is different than in the pronghornsystem of the
Drummond-Gold Creek area. On the Blackfoaot-
Clearwater Wildli
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The prevailing wisdom going into Baty’s research was that deciduous browse species, suchas serviceber
chokecherry and willow, were the primary food source for white-tailed deer, mule deer and elk
in a forested environment with deep snow. To our surprise, Baty found that at 2-3 tons per
sguare mile, annual production of deciduous browse on the Blackfoot-Clearwater winter
range would support the estimated 72 cervids (deer and elk) per square mile far
only about 9 days. However, carcasses of deer and elkat winter's end were fewi:
less than 2-3 per square mile. Clearly, deer and elk depended on forage
other thanand inaddition to deciduous browse to sustain them
through 120 days of winter.

Here, a shed buck feeds ona deciduous
shrub—perhaps serviceberry. The
ipped end of a recently browsed twig
be seen beside the deer’s mouth.
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The whitetail buck uses its tongue to draw the desired )'/ .
plant part into the desired location within its mouth.

'

Lacking upper incisors at the front of its mouth, the tongue is

used to position the twig across its molars, or cheek teeth (below). =

When drawn back in the mouth, the buck uses its /-—'
molars to snip the buds and twig (next page].

Conifers were traditionally considered to be

a last resort as deer forage—a starvation fo

and an indicator of overstocked winter range.
However, Baty found that white-tailed deer
and mule deer consumed highamounts of

L

Douglasfir, primarily,and ponderosa pine in
January, before deciduous browse had been
depleted. Elk diets also included conifers

throughout the winter period.
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Hangingtree lichens were
consumed by deerand elk an
a daily basis. Lichens are a focd

that enhances the overall digestibility
ofthe winter diet, and account far
much of the attraction of cervids to
windthrownand logged tree tops.

Although deer and elk distribution
overlapped on this winter range,
white-tailed deer selected for
sites withshallower snow, less
crustedsnowand higher daily
temperatures than mule deer ar
elk. Mule deer were more toler
of deep snow at the upper elevations of the .
winter range, but used dense subalpine fir cover, mature Doug asfir,

and north-facing slopes to combat snow~crusting and for abowe-snow forage.
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k preferred to feed on grasses until snow depth and

crusting rendered grazing unprofitable (next page].

For the latter half or more of the winter period, elk retreated
with the deer species to the forest. Elk generally were

more tolerant of open forest canopies than either
deerspecies, which reduced competition. In

addition, deer benefitted by following behind

long-legged elkin deepsnow, thereby

conserving energy.









