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FOOD HABITS AND HABITAT USE OF PUTORAN SNOW SHEEP., (OVIS NIVICOLA BOREALIS).

Fedosenko, A.E., Central Research Laboratory of the Main Hunter Administratiom,
Moscow, USSR

Abstract: Data from the central Putoran Plateau during Hay=June 1983 are
presented along with data from other ressarchers. Food habits were determined
from analysis of rumen contents and feeding sites. In May-TJune, graminaceous
plants and lichens were the predominant forages and comprised 70 and 20-25X of
the diet, respectively. The diets of males and females differed due ro
vegatational avallability diffeéerencés reélated to diffeéerential habitat use.
Following green-up, legumes bécamé the préferred forage. During laté summey¥ and
garly fall, snow sheep used a wilde varlety of forage plants. As the season
progresged, cured forages again becama dominant, The proportion of the winter
diet mads wup by lichens was Inversely related to the amount of grasses and
reflected the declining forage quality of grasses during the winter. Snow sheep
feeding sites during May=June were usually om the south slopes and therefore
snow=frae. When snow was present, sheep fed by pawing through the snow and
pccasionally digging into the soil to uncover roots and rthizomes. The actual
manner of feeding is described.

Various authors have vreported on different aspects of anow sheep ecology
(Hichurin and Mironenks 1966, Pavloy 1977, Borzhonov et. al. 1979, Larin 1983,
Fedosenko 1985). Despite that, knowledge of Putoran snow sheep (Ovis nivicola
borealis},; habitac use and food habits are limited.

In general, females occupy the upper parts of che slopes during and inm che firsc
wesks following lambing. Malea use the lowver slopes and high river terraces at
this time. During green-up, females occupy the entire slope.

Larin (1983} observed that females with lambs and subadults occupy sites within
the 900 to 1100= rone during summeér and early avtumn. The animals feed on
mountain tundras in close proximity to rocky ocutcrops which are used as escape
cover and protection from foul weather. Adult males occurred at elevations
abowe 1400m at that cime.

Winter hahitat use data are very limited. Borozhonov (1979) found tracks and
feeding sites on lower elopes in denae larch foreats in the middle fork of the
Eholokic River.

The purpose of this report im to describe the food habitats and habitat use
during May-June 1983 in tha Central part of the Putoran Platean and to bring
together the results of other similar studies.

STUDY AREA
The Futoran Plateau is situated in the southern part of the Taimyr Peninsula.
The boundary of the plateau is dissected by narrow canyon-like gorges with steep

rocky slopes. The primary study ares was in the central part of the platean
near Ayan lake.

Znow shecp occur here a8 small, scattered bands the oceurrence of which im
determined by the distribution and availability of those steep, rocky slopes.
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RESULTS

Food Habits

Food habits of Putoran snow sheep were determined from examination of rumen
contents and sheep feeding site analysis (Fedosenko et, al, 1985, Michurin and
Mironenko 1966, and Larin 1983). A list of the various foods consumed is given
in Table 1.

Cured grasses and sedges and lichens were the most important foods in rumen
samples of males in early May, comprising 70 and 20-25% of the rumen contents,
reapectively. Cortongrass and sedges were the predeminant graminaceous foods,
Cladonia and Certraria were the more important lichens. Shrubs and mosses wera
relatively unimportant, 4-5% by volume of rumen contents.

Examination of feeding aites of males in early May showed similar trends.
Important grasses were Cobresia simplicuscula, Festuca rubra, Trisetum spicatum,
Luzula sp., and Carex tupescens. Lichens included Cladonia deformis, %ﬁEEEETTh
varmiculatus, and Stersocaulon alpinum. The main forbs in the diet were Silens
povciflora, Oxytropis spp., and, rarely, Arnica {1jinii. Oxytropis was eaten by
digging the roots along read cuts.

The food habits of male and female snow sheep in early May were quite different,
geflececing availabilicy based on differences in habitat use. PBecause males
occupy the lower slopes near or in the forest border, lichens played a mare
imporcant role in chelir diec.

Snow sheep food hablts change markedly with green-up in early June and
leguminous specles, especlally Astragulus and Oxtropis, were favored, During
summer and early fall, a wide varlety of graminaceous plants, forbs, and shrubs
were used (Table l}. Lichens and green mosses were lightly used during thae
pericd.

Cured grasses, sedges and cereals predominaced in the rumen contents of a male
killed In early September (54.5X) (Larin 19831). Forbz and shrubs comprised 13
and 103, respectively, of the rumen contents. Lichens, mosasea and fall grecn-up
were telatively unimportanc.

The rumen contents of two males, killed in November, were examined (Michurin and
Mironenko 1966). Owver 80X of che diet was cured forages. Shrubs, shrub willew,
birch and lapland willow comprised 10X of the diet, and 5% of the diec were
lichens.

Salt licks were used in spring and summer.
Feeding Behavior

The pattern of feeding varied seasonally and females generally spent more time
feeding than males. In early May and June, snow sheep fed throughout the day
with feeding periods alternating with rest perieds. Initially, about 2/3 of the
time is spent feeding and 1/3 ix spent resting. As the season progressed, the
relative amount of time spent feeding decreased, although they alwave spent more
cime feeding than resting.
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The manner of feeding was similar to that of the Siberian ibex (Fedosenko 1983).
Frior to green-up, sheasp fod in & small area. After gresn=-up, they used the
vhole slope while feeding.

Snow was usually abment from the feeding sites in Hay-June. When it did oceur,
sheop were forced to dig for food, which they did by pawing with the forelegs.
Females usually dug without raising their muzzle and generally pawed 2Z-3 times
between bites (x=3.5). The animals rake snow rather intensively for an average
of 30 seconds per period. The diggings of two adult males were 22 to 28 cm deep
and covered areas of J30x50 and 100=250 cm. Different foods were found In each
hole.

From early May on, as the soils thaw, sheep, especially males, dug for roots and
rhizomes. Four to 7 strokes (one serial) were made bertween bites and two males
vere observed to make 9 and 13 serials, respectively, in 6 minutes,

Seanonal nutrition varied from fall and winter to spring, especially for males.
The dacranse in use of cured grasses and the resultant inecrease in use of
lichens reflected the declining nutritional qualicy of the graminaceous plants.
Putoran snew sheap nutritional characteristics were similar to those of Yakut
and Chucotka snow sheep (Egorov 1965 and Zhelezhovy 1981) which swiceh from
Icelandic moss to lichens. Only on Eorvak is the role of lichens felt te be
unimportant (Cheravaviski 1963).
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