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ABSTRACT

Based on surveys carried out fn 1981782, it s estimated that about 6,000
bighorn sheep inhabitat provincial lands in Alberta, another 4,000 are known to
exist in Wational Parks. Currently about 200 to 250 rams and 250 to 300 ewes
are harvested annually. Population estimates for B.C. are based on
questionnaires sent to regional biclogists. It 1s assumed that the current
population sfze is between 4,000 and 4,500 sheep of which about 62% are
California and 38% are Rocky Mountain bighorns. The present harvest consists
of 60 to 65 rams and 40 to 45 rams of these two subspecies, respectively.
Certain populations in both B.C. as well as Alberta, have experienced die-offs
in recent years.

INTRODUCTION

The relative status of bighorn sheep populations in Canada and the U.5.A. has
been examined periodically in the MWorthern Wild Sheep and Goat Council
Proceedings since about 1970. FPopulation estimates have varied from quesses to
stratified surveys with replicates.

The variability of past status reports fs still evident in the assessment of
bighorn population status in 1984. Quantitative status assessments are not
available for most populations in British Columbia, negating quantitative
trend assessment.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
ALBERTA

Alberta bighorn sheep populations were surveyed in 1981/82 on their winter
ranges. It appears that populations have significantly {increased since 1976
due to a series of mild winters. Currently, there are approximately 6,000
sheep on Provincial land and another 4,000 in the Natiomal Parks.

Since the last survey, a major die-off of sheep occurred in southern B.C. 1in
1981 and spread into southern Alberta in the fall of 1982. Sheep populations
south of the Crowsnest Pass, including Waterton MNational Park, declined
significantly. Mortality figures from & aerial surveys estimated the dec)ine
at 75 - 80 percent of the late 1970's level, or approximately 300 sheep. 01der
individuals and lambs were most severely affected.

During December 1983, the lamb:ewe ratio was 25:100. It 15 anticipated that
the affect of the die-off will decline in 1984 and sheep populations will begin
to recover. Translocation of northern sheep to the affected area may be
possible and necessary.

The Ram Mountain herd of approximately 100 animals has been able to sustain an
ewe harvest averaging B percent of the annual winter population. The sheep
herd has compensated for this mortality through high survival, high lamb
production and production from yearling ewes. Resident hunters harvest only 2
- 3 trophy rams each year from this area.

In 1982, the Sheep River winter range maintained about 150 sheep. There f{s
evidence of overcrowding and over utflization of this limited range and lamb
development and survival appear related to lungworm burdens of the respective
dams.

In 1982, 2,862 trophy sheep licenses were sold and 238 rams were harvested (83%
by residents]. Approximately 792 non-trophy permits were issued in the same
year and the hunter sample estimated that 270 sheep were harvested.

BRITISH COLUMBIA

The status of Rocky Mountain and California bighorn sheep populations was
evaluated with questionnaires from Regfonal Wildlife Biologists (Table 1}. In
general, sheep populations are increasing or stable in Regions 3, 5, 7 and B,
where a major die-off (Region 4) has not occurred. Most of southern B.C. has
undergone mild winters for the past 5 = 7 years. In addition to mild winters,
enhancement projects have been undertaken on approximately 21 to 34 sheep
ranges.

In specific instances (Junction, Vaseux, Ashnola) populatiens have {increased
substantially. This may be due to low harvest mortality, mild weather,
enhancement projects or winter feeding.

In the majority of populations, estimates are not due to aerial or ground
survey information and composition fnformation may be from an unknown portion
of the population. In most cases, population numbers are based on quessas or
crude estimates.
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Bighorn rams in Jasper National Park
Photo: M, Hoefs

Bighorn ewes in Jasper National Park
Photo: M. Hoefs
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A major die-off in Region 4 has affected at Teast B of 17 Rocky Mountain
bighorn populations. The die-off reduced populations 1n the sourthern portion
of the Rocky Mountain Trench while populations morth of Columbia Lake and those
fn the E1k Valley and Simpson River do not appear to have been affected. To
date, California Bighorn sheep populations in B.C. have not heen affected by
die-o0ff.

Mountain and California bighorn sheep populations number approximately
4,000 - 4,500. Of this total, approximately 62% are California bighorn sheep
and 38% are Rocky Mountain bighorns. Population recovery from the die-off of
the East Kootenay bighorns should increase the bighorn proportion to about 45%
of the total. The harvest of bighorn rams is about 40 - 45/year or Z.4% of the
population. Currently, &60-65 rams and 5-7 ewes, about 2.6% of the population
are harvested each year from California bighorn sheep populations throughout
the Province.
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