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DESCRIPTION OF THE AREA

The general area that will be referred to Is the southwest corner of
idaho encompassing Owyhee County (Fig. 1). Malheur County, Oregon borders
the western edge of the region and Elko County, Nevada farms the southern
border. The Snake River forms the northern boundary and Twin Falls County
is to the sast.

The entire area is sparsaly populated. The main population centers
lie adjacent to the Snake River on the extreme northern edge. The vast
majority of the land is Matural Resource Land administered by the Bolse
Diserict of the Bureau of Land Management. Grazing of domestic livestock
and Irrigated farming are the major usas of the land.

The topography varies from relatively flat on the Snake River plains
to rolling hil)l country assoclated with extensive plateaus In the Owhyes
uplands to steeap mountainous terraln near the Oregon border. Elevations
wvary from 2,500 feat at Homedale, ldaho to 8,000 feet on War Eagle Mountain.

The major dralnages which dissect the area are the Dwyhee, Bruneau, and
Jarbidge rivers. The canyons assoclated with these water courses are
extremely rugged and In some places over 1,200 feet desp.

Plant communities represented Include primarlly a sagebrush=-grassland
type with salt desart shrub vegetation at lower elevations. Soma juniper=-
pinion and Douglas fir communities are represented at higher alavations.

Precipitation varies from B Inches te 15 inches a year. Most of it
falls as snow In the winter and rain In early spring and late fall. Snow
depths at lowar elavations rarely exceed 12 inches for any length of tCime.
Temparaturas vary from lows wall balow 09 in January to over 1009F In July
and August.

HISTORIC RECORDS AND DISTRIBUTION

Eighorn sheep wera common in southwestern ldahe prior to settlement by
the white man. Archasological axcavatlons and occasional sightings of sheep
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Figure 1. Map of southwest Idaho (Owyhee County).
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skulls Indicate bighorns were found In Salmon Falls Creek, the Jarbidge
River, and Castle Creek, a tributary of the Snake River.

In 1972 a rancher living in Oneal Basin unearthed a cache of bighorn
skulls on the South Fork of 5almon Falls Creek. This site Is approximately
20 miles south of the ldaho border in Mevada.

The Hevada 5tate Huseum, in an archaeological excavation of Deer Cresk
Cave on the West Fork of the Jarbidge River, collected numarous blgharn
sheep bones. They found that native Americans had cccupied the cave off and
on for well over 3,000 years. The abundance of sheep bones Indicate bighorns
were thelr predominant food Item. The cave lies just belew the Jarbidge,
Nevada town site only a few miles from the ldaho state 1ine (Shutler and
Shutler 1963).

An archasological excavation headed by the University of Washington
has just recently unearthed bighorn bones In Brown's Creek, a tributary of
Caitle Creek. In 19664 an old bighorn skull was found by a Bureau of Land
Management employee, also In the Castle Creek drainage.

Petrogylphs depicting bighorn sheep carved by native Americans on rock
walls in the Deep Creek drainage provide even further evidence of the past
distribution of bighorns In soythwestern Idaho.

POPULATION DECLIME

Several Factors contributed to the decline and eventual disappearance
of bighorns in the early 1900's.

In 1863 silver and gold were discovered in upper Jordan Creek. The
subsequent mining boom brought the country to [ts peak human population.
Silver City was the largest settlement and became county seat In 1866,

The local populace undoubtedly hunted wild sheep for subsistence and
contributed to their decline.

The population growth was responsible for the establishment of the
livestock industry existing today. Owvergrazing by cattle and domestic sheep
played a part in the demise of the wild sheep. Over 100,000 cattle were
found in the county In 1889 (Rinehart 1932). Range deterioration and poor
nutrition may have made the sheep more susceptible to diseases.

There are conflicting opinions as bo what disease killed of fF whole bands
of sheep. Scables was suspected. The scabies mite, Psoroptes equl, was
introduced Into the area by doméstic sheep. Buechner (1960) indicated another
subspecies of mite was endemic to highorns. Either one could have caused the
wholesale die-offs if the sheep's nutritional plane sank too low. The winter
aof 1BB4-85 was one of the worst epidemics according to Bailley (1936).

The beginning of the Twentieth Century Found the bighorn selll dwindling.
Some of the last verified sightings recorded in the literature were around
Red Canyon in the Juniper Mountain area in 1915 (Bailey 1936) and lower
Battle Creek In 1920 (Cowan 1940).
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Two interviews with pioneer Idaho residents have added to our knowledge
of past bighorn distribution and their eventual disappearance. Hr. W. Wilson
of Bruneau, ldaho saw a bighorn ram on the lower end of Duncan Creek sometime
betwean 1910 and 1920 (Shaw, personal communication). Hr. G. Dickerson of
Parma, ldaho reported that he killed a bighorn ram east of Battle Creek in
1927. He further stated that this was the last sheep he heard of in Owyhee
County (Morall, personal communication).

It was sometime between 1920 and 1930 that they finally disappeared.
EESTABLISHMENT

The ldoho Department of Flish and Game [In cooperation with the Bureau
of Land Management began a reestablishment program In 1963 In an attempt to
restock historic habltat with bighorn sheep. Callfornia bighorns (Ovis
canadensis callfornlana) were chosen as the subspecies to fill the unoccupied
niche that existed.

The California bighorn was originally distributed from southern British
Columbia southward through Washington and Oregon, northwestern California
and along the Sierra Mevada. Their range extended eastward, probably includ-
ing northwestern Hevada and southwestern ldaho.

Thare are conflicting opinicons in the literature as to which subspecies
af bigherns inhabited southwestern Idaho. Bailey (19358) belleved that the
California bighorn was historically distributed throughout suitable habitat
in southeastern Oregon. Cowan (1940), who conducted a taxonomic study of
avallable bighorn skulls, concurred with Bailey's opinion. 1F this was the
case, It would be legical te conclude that the same subspecies inhabited
southwestern Idaho since the aress are similar and no real barrier to dispersal
occurs between the states.

Hall (1946) examined the skull of & mature ews taken From the Jacksen
Mountains in northwestern Mevada. He classified the animal as & Rocky
Mountain bigharn I:_‘ L. canadensis) bubt he noted characteristics of both
the California bighorn and the desart bigharn [{] C. nelsoni). A skull
taken from the Owyhee mountains and measured by Dr. C. H. Merrian was
classified as canadensis. These sources would support a conclusion that
the Rocky Mountain bighorn was originally distributed In southwestern idaho.

Although the original subspecies distribution will probably never be
known exactly, evidence indicates that southwestern ldaho was an area of
intargradation betwesn the California and Rocky Mountaln subspecies. For
purposes of reestablishment, either subspecies could probably have baen
successful. The selection of the Callfornia bighorn was probably tha bast
considering that this subspecies Is much less abundant than the Rocky Mountain
bighorn.

Oragon and Mevada have either introduced, or plan to introduce, Callfornia

bighorns adjacent to southwestern ldaho, so the chances of subspacies intar-
grading today is slighe.
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Although limited In scope, |daho has had a vary successful resstablish=
mant program. Currantly two separate populations have been reestablished
In Owyhes County. The potential for additlional reestab)ishments appears
great with much historic range unoccupled.

EAST FORK OMYMEE RIVER (Fig. 2)

In 1962 Department biologists picked the first transplant sites for
the reestablishment of California bighorns. Tha British Columbia Fish and
Wildlife Branch of the Department of Recreation and Conservation had surplus
animals and no place to relocate them. The Department agreed to furnish some
money To trap chem and In return was to receive 100 shoep.

The East Fork of the Owyhee was plicked for three reasons. |t was felt
at that time this area was historic californiana habltar; a domescic sheep
allotment was in a non-use capacity; and the canyon complexes provided adequate
stands of native, perennial grasses.

In 1963 the Department received 19 bighorns, 9 more In 1965, and 10 in
1966 (Table 1). All bighorns were live trapped near Williams Lake, 3ritish
Columbia, Canada. The releases in 196% and 1966 supplemented the original
19 animals. Al] sheep were released in approximately the same area.

After the releases, the Department's aerial surveys and occasional
sightings indicated the animals were becoming established and the population
expanding. John Drewek, a former graduate student at the Universicy of ldaho,
collected data from June 1968 to November 1969, In an effort to determine the
population increase and factors acting upon It.

A minimum of 80 bighorns of all classes were present In the area as of
November 1969. ODrewek (1970) felt the population was expanding at the rate
of 20 animals per year.

The research by Drewek (1970) indicated the transplant was indeed
successful. MNo factors appeared to be seriously restraining the population
at the time of the study. Partly due to Drewek's fFindings, the Idaho Fish
and Game Commission authorized the First bighorn sheep hunt ever held in
Dwyhee County the Fall of 1969.

LITTLE JACKS CREEK (Fig. 2)

In 1967, 12 additional sheep were obtained from British Columbia and
released in Rattlesnake Creek, a tributary of Little Jacks Creek approximacely
0 miles northeast of the East Fork site (Table 2).

The second release site that Department blologists pleked and got
approval for from the Bureau of Land Management was the Big Jacks-wWickahoney
Creek complex. There waere three reasons for selecting this area: adequate
parennial grass forage; excellent canyon complex for escape cover; and
minimal livestock confllicts due to lack of adequately distributed water
sources. Livestock use [s seversly limited by the lack of water and tha
canyon complex |s deep and diverse, providing an excallent interspersion of
cliffs and benches,
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Figure 2, PRESENT DISTRIBUTION OF CALIFORNIA
BIGHORN SHEEP IN SOUTHWEST IDaHo,

1, EasT Fork OwyHEe River
2., LitTLE Jacks Creek
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Initially, It appeared that this transplant may have been a fallure.
Early aerial surveys showed no sheep. The flirst verified sightings were of
five sheep Iin May 1968. Periodic reports from cattlemen and hunters were
received from 1969-71. In 1972 it became apparent that the area contalned
enough sheep to warrant a closer look at the population.

During April 1973 and February 1974, intensive surveys of Little Jacks
Creek and associated draineges were conducted with the aid of a helicopter.
Approximately 20 sheep were found on each survey==the great majority beling
rams In both cases. In August 1974 the Department and Bolse District,

Bureau of Land Hanagement, cooperated in radio collaring several sheep to
locate swe-lamb bands and to determine the extent of thelir seasonal distri-
bution, Forty-eight different sheep were classified during the radio collar-
ing operation. This represented the largest nusber counted to date and
indicated the populetion was successfully establishing itself.

Personnel in charge of the project tracked the sheep from September to
February 1975. Despite some difFficulty with radios, the Following data was
compiled. There were 81 sheep sights made from August 23 to January 22--
34 ewes, 17 lambs, 30 rams. Using these classes, the ratios of lambs and
rams per 100 ewes §s 50 and B8, respectively. OF the 30 rams classified,
20 (67 percent) were legal rams.

In January 1975 the Department proposed a hunt For Little Jacks Creesk
sheep. The population appears to have established ftself and has a good

complement of rams. The [daho Fish and Game Commission concurred with the
recommendatian.

HAB I TAT SITUATION
East Fork Owyhee River

The vegetation and topography encompassing thils blghorn range was
described by Drewek (1970). The area |s grossly characterized as a high
plateau. Elevation is roughly 5,500 feet. The major dralnages flow through
steep-wal led canyons up to 400 feet deep. The terrain appears flat but is
genarally rolling and broken with desp lateral draws branching off the main
canyons.

The major portion of the bighorn habitat is classified as rockland,
rough broken canyon,and escarpment. The landforms are mostly canyons of
major streams and assoclated draws. The flats adjoining the canyon are
covered wlth deep to shallow, well drained solls.

The sagebrush-grassland (Tisdale et al. 1969) vegetative type describes
the extensive plateau or benches. Deeper solls support blg sagebrush,
Artemisia tridentata, as the dominant shrub. Where the solls are shallow
and ponrfv drained, low sagebrush Artemisla arbuscula Is doeminant. Blue-
bunch wheatgrass Agropyron spicatum [s the dominant grass on south and
east slopes. Morth and west slopes are dominated by l|daho fescue, Festuca
idahoensis. Other grasses commonly occurring are Sandberg bluegrass, Poa
IlnErﬂ”i squirreltall, 5ltanlon hystrix; and cheatgrass, Bromus tectorum.
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Canyon bottoms aré typically flat, with the streéams winding from cliff to
cliff. Stream banks are usually lined with willow, Salix spp.

Orewek {Iﬂ?ﬂ] found the following in regards to the sheep's diet.
Blusbunch wheatgrass and giant wild rye, Elymus cinereus, were the species
the bighorns were most commonly cbssrved eating year-round. Through the
winter months the cured leaves of these two grasses made up the bulk of the
bighorn diet. Leaves and new Stem gromth of willow, Salix erigna and S.
lasiapdra, were a fTavored [tem. Other shrubs uwsSed were Ribes spp.; Service=
Berry, Amelanchier alnifolia; and both specles of sage previously mentloned.
Forbs uSed included buckwheat, Eriogonum spp., Thelypodium spp., and other
Cruciferas, and various Compositae.

Domestie cattle appeared to be the sheep's major competitor (Drewek
1970), with the conflict area being the sagebrush flats ismediately adjacent
to the canyon rims and the bottoms of draws, washes, and canyons. At the
time, Drewek (1970) could not pinpoint any deleterious affects from cattle-
Bighorn competition For forage. However, recent observations Indicate that
groups of shesp have moved out from the release site area and are occupyling
areas of batter range condition. However, the topography belng the way |t
is precludes a lot of competition as the cattle cannot utilize a lot of the
area the sheep oceupy.

Litele Jacks Creek

This bighorn range has extensive steep, Isolated canyons with pristine
grass stands, a variaty of forbs, and browse. Cattle graze the more
accessible portions, particularly ad]acent plateaus which border the canyon
rims. However, there are extensive areas within and adjacent to the canyon
complex whare cattle use is 1ight if grazing occurs at all.

The malin differance between Little Jacks Creak and East Fork Owyhee
River s the canyom structure. The East Fork has '"U" shaped canyons whareas
Little Jacks Creak s terraced.

The alevation of the plateau associated with Little Jacks generally [s
between 5,000 and 5,500 feet. Tho main canyon is 1,200 feet desp In places.
Bighorns occupy the canyon but are cccasionally observed on the flats up to
1/2 mile from the rims. Pellet group transects established In the spring of
1875 by the Boise District, Bureau of Land Management, show some bighorm
sheep are utilizing areas on the east plateau up to 13 miles from Little
Jacks Creek.

Because of a lack of water on some of the Tlats alongside the canyon,
the grazing season s rather short. This insures little competition between
sheep and cattle. It has Indirectly contributed to the preservation of
relict climax bunchgrass-sage comunities. Some of the finest stands of
grass in Owyhee County occur on the flats between the junction of Rattlesnake
Creck and Little Jacks Creek on the south and west and the E| Paso gas
pipeline on the east.

Sagebrush-grassland is the dominant vegetative type on the flats.
Bunchgrass thrives on benches within the canyons. Along the streams in most
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places willow Is present, WMo intensive habitat mapping or food habits
analysis has beén done. Contact with cattle occurs on the flats and foothills
betwean the mouths of Little Jacks and Shoofly cresks. Competition for

forage |s probably not great as the cattle make |lttle use of the stesper
slopes and move out during the susmer. Howaver, there |s evidence of

intens ive 1livestock use on the big plateau complex weast of Litele Jacks

Creek.

Due to the relative flatness of both areas, no migration from summer
to winter ranges occurs. Lateral movemsnts along stream courses and vertical
movemants [n and out of the associated canyons are the extent of the bighorn
travels. Consequently, their home ranges are relatively small and must
provide adequate forage yearlong. The most noticeable movement that has
baen detected §is in the spring whan pregnamt ewes travel to tha more remote
canyans to have their young.

PRESENT STATUS AND HAMAGEMENT

It appears thact the East Fork Owyhee River sheep population may be
stabillzing. Alcthough the total numbers observed during the 1974 surveys
ware siightly higher than in the past, age composition of the ram component
has shifted to faver elder animals.

The East Fork of the Owyhee River population has stabillzed around 250
animals. The Little Jacks Creek herd is expanding slowly and numbers roughly
75 head.

Winter aerial surveys are conducted biennlally to gather herd distri=
bution, sex and age composition, and number of legal rams In the male
component. Infreguent ground inspections are made on the bighorn range to
ocularly assess range conditions, areas of llvestock concentracions and
Ilvestock trespass. The Bolse District, Bureau of Land Management, has
established 12 miles of ground transects to help assess the movement and use
of sheep on the flats above Little Jacks canyon.

At present there are no investigations on bighorn food habits, behavior,
range compet ition or attempts to determine any limiting factors on populations,
The Bolse District has Initiated an intensive Inventory and analysis of the
Little Jacks Creek ares and a draft Habitat Management Plan is in preparation.

The East Fork sheep are stil] being hunted on a permit system. Seasons
run for 30 days from the first Saturday in September to the first Sunday in
October. After starting with 5 permits, the season In the East Fork ran
b years before the permit level was raised to 7. The kill has varied from
I to 3 with an average of 2.2 rams per year. A total of 15 sheep have been
takeén. Present regulations limit the harvest to 3/h curl rams or better.
It is the Department’s policy to manage bighorn sheep In ldaho as a trophy
species. Hunter Information is sollicived from successful permittess. A
fol low up contact by conservation officers is made to Insure a 100 percent
sample. Present regulations also reguire a successful hunter to surrender
horns for inspection and measurement in order for the Department to compile
a data base of all sheep Kills.
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A hunt was authorized for the Little Jacks Creek shesp the fall of
1975 by the ldaho Fish and Bame Cosmission. Three permits weres issuad but
nd rams ware taken.

The following are offered as reasons for the success of both releases:

I. Adequate stands of perennial bunchgrasses.

2. Adequate escape cover.

3. Abundance of free flowing water.

. Conservative use of highorn ranges by domestic |ivestock.

§. Both areas relatively remote and Inaccessible.

&. MNo apparant long seasonal or altitudinal migrations.

7. Deep winter snows and prolonged cold spells relatively Infrequent.
8. Litele, IF any, illagal hunting.

FUTURE HAWAGEHENT DIRECTION

Transplant ing and reastablishing bighorns Is a muse if thalir populations
arg ever going to Increase substantially. Gaise (1971) Indicates that
recstablished populations behave much llke mnatural relle populations. Thay
remain small in number and generally faill to spread far from the releasa
sites. Occasionally, an animal (mostly young rams) can be seen a great
distance from the main population. Geist (1971) contributes this lack
of "pioneering'' to learned behavior handed down From older genarations.

This behavioral charactaristic can ba Ssen in tha Owyhaan County bighorns.
In spite of continuous avallable habitat, tha East Fork sheoep have disparsed
only 15 miles from the release sita in 12 years. As Far as can ba determined,
the Little Jacks Creek population has not moved more than 7 miles from the
release site In B years. Although population dispersal is slow, ultimately
it should be expected that the bighorns will occupy continuous sultable
habltat within these canyon complexes. Howaver, population establishment
within Isolated hablitats should not be expected without a transplanting
program.

Potential historic habltat exists In many places In southwestern ldaho.
Spurred by prior successes, the Department plans to expand bighorn distri=
bution into these areas that are acceptable ecologically to sheep and socially
to the public.

The following management objectives were agreed upon by the Department
and Bureau of Land Hanagement to properly plan for the continued resstablish-
ment of California bighorns into suiltable habitat In southwestern ldaho.

MANMAGEMENT DBJECTIVES

A. Objectives of the Idaho Department of Fish and Game

|. Catalog and delineate all aresas of suitable sheep habitat. FPrepare
an inventory and analysis of potential bighorn resstablishment areas.
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2. Extend the distribution of bighorn sheep Into historic habitat in
southwastern ldaho where suftable conditions still exist.

3. Transplant sheep from existing ldaho stock and whenever possible
obtain bighorns from other stocks.

§. Existing populations will be managed first to increase numbers and
sacondly to provide more hunting oppartunity in the futura.

5. Whan sultable stocks are established in ldaho and a population can
withstand removal, surplus sheep should be available to other
western states that desire to reestablish sheep or supplement
present populations.

B. Objectives of the Boise District, Buresu of Land Management

1. HMaintaln or Improve existing and potential bighorn habitat in south=
western Idaho so that viable sheep populations can be supported.

2. Davelop multiple use management plans that will blend various
resource potentials into a coordinmated program that is compatible
wWith bighorn sheep.

3. Review any Department bighorn sheep transplant proposals and develop
an Environmental Analysis Report (EAR) of potential impacts.

L. Encourage the reestablishment of bighorn sheep inte those habitats
found suitable and where compatible with other rescurce uses.

The following criteria will be used In picking suitable transplant sites
and assigning priority to them. Since both previous transplant sites have
successful ly established bighorns, they will serve as gulidelines for what
good habitat is:

1. Adegquate stands of bunchgrass.

2. Adequate escape cover--deep canyon complexes and associated rim
lands or steep, rocky mountainous areas.

3. Area to be wild and relatively inaccessible.

4. Conservative use of bighorn range by domestic |ivestock.

5. Landownership=-public domain.

6. Adequate water supply.

7. Analyze all land use practices present and projected in the vicinity.
B. Attitedes of vested interest groups.

Presently an inventory and analysis is being prepared for the West Fork
of the Bruneau River before the Department afficlally requests permission
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from the Bureau of Land Management to transplant sheep In that dralnage. It
should be completed sometime next spring. If a reguest i1s approved, the
Deparwment plans to capture bighorns from existing populations.

Othar arcas that show promise and will ba analyzed are: Scuth Fork
of the Owyhea River, Jarbidge River, East Fork of the Owyhes River in tha
viecinity of Red Canvon Creek, Sheep Creek, Big Jacks Creek=-Duncan Cresk,
Little Owyhea River, and the Morth Fork of the Owyhee River (Flg. 3).
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FIGURE 3.
POTENTIAL DISTRIBUTION OF

CALIFORNIA BIGHORN SHEEP IN 5, W. IDAHO
1, JARBIDGE--BRUNEAU COMPLEX

2, BIG JACKS CREEK--DUNCAN CREEK COMPLEX
3, SOUTH FORK OWYHEE RIVER

4, NORTH FORK OWYHEE RIVER

O BOISE

51lver

69



