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THE MYTH OF ALASKA'S SHEEP HUNTERS: RICH, EXPERIENCED, SUCCESSFUL, AND
DEDICATED?

SARAH M. WATSON, Alaska Department of Fish and Game, 1300 College Road,
FPairbanks, AK 99701

Abatract: A mail survey of 2,079 Dall sheep (Ovis dalli dalli} hunters in
1983 has provided demegraphic insights. Some common perceptions about
sheap hunters are comparaed with survey regults. Fipdings suggest sheep
hunters had higher than average {(for Alaska)l annceal houdschold incomes and
gpant S=17% of thelr anncal income on the hunt. Hunters in low ingome
categories gpent proportionally more for thelr hunts. EResident hunters
tended to be inexperlenced and relafively new to Alaska. Socosga rate was
higher for hunters with experience or & guide. A high level of interest
wag shown by most hunters in  hunting sheep again in Alaska.

Who hunts sheep? Are sheep managers familiar with the characteristics
and potential needs of their hunting public? Many of us probably have some
general ideas about who hunts sheep in Alaska, but it is seldom that we
have the ability to compare our ideas with data. It can be uaeful to check
our perceptions to make sure we are still in touch with all of the hunting
public, not Jjust awarae of the wviews of a4 wocal fow. W can servae the
public batter if we andarstand their attitudes and noeds.

When I firat began Dall sheesp (Ovis dalli dalli) research and
management work, I had little idea who hunted shesp., But within & months,
I acguired some gansral perceptions about sheep hunters. My subjective
perceptions were derived largely from listening to co-workers and meeting
hunters.

I thought sheep hunters must have high lneomes. After all, weren't
hunters who ususlly flew into hunting areas rich? Certainly, the amount of
sheep meat obtained could not balance the cost of the hunt and the amount
of sffort esxpended climbing mountains. Therefore, I reagoned that sheep
hunters had to be rich.

I also thought sheep hunters wars likely to be successful at getting a
sheep. Harvest information collected by the ARlaska Departmant of Fisgh and
Game (ARDFEG) showed shesp hunters had higher success rates than hunters of
any other cosmon big game species such as moose, bears, or caribou. Ewven
though sheep hunting is generally difficult, the success rate appeared to
be high.
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It seemed to me that sheep hunters had to be experienced to be =o
guccessful, From my time in the field, I krew shesp hunting required
strength, stamina, and knowledge about shesp habits. One rarely just
stusblad onte a group of lagal vams. Ona had te spend time in the
mountaine to learn about shesp or go with somssone, such as a guide, who had
already taken the tims and who had the ninimem 5 years of experionce
ragquired by Alaska law.

I also believed that sheap hunters were dedicated to shesp hunting.
Thay seemed to really enjoy sheep hunting and they hunted because thay
couldn't stay away. Some individuals were openly enthusiastic when coming
by the ADF&G office for information and help in planning a trip to the
pountains, Other hunters, especially those whom I knew were experienced,
had an attitude that suggested sheep hunting was an integral part of their
lives. The Alaska Mational Interest Lands Conaervation Act [(ANTLCA) . which
put 25% of the huntable sheep inte unhuntable Hational Parks in 1980, was
wtill fresh in many sheep hunters' minds and many were concerned about the
future. Dedication was alss shown by their interest in and support for
good reasarch and proper management. Some shesp hunters, such an membsrs
of the Foundation of North American Wild Sheep went mo far as to put their
money and tims into supparting these sfforts.

Thora idean about income, nmuccens, experience, and dedication hava
bean aither reinforced or eroded since I began sheep work. It was not
until results from tha Dall sheesp hunter guesticnnaire provided more
ohjective inmights into the characteristics of shesp hunters, that I
reexamined my initial impressions.

The sheep hunter gquestionnaire was funded in part by the Foundation
for Horth Amecrican Wild Sheep and the Alaska Department of Fish and Gama.
The sditorial comments of R. Bisheop, J. Brown, L. de Vauva, W. Heimar,
J, Fruse, L. McManug, 5. Murphy, 5. Petarson, W. Regelin, R. Stephanson,
B. Towngend, R. Weeden, W. Workman, and ona anonymous reviower are
gratefully acknowledged. D. Reed also provided technical assistance with
data analysis.

METHODE

In February 1984, ADF&C mailed a guestionnaire to all of 1983°s Dall
gheep hunters in Alagka to determine economic values of Dall sheep hunting
in MAlaska (Watson 1984). The gquestionnalire asked huntars to provide
demographic information to aid in the analysis of the economic results
[{Appendix 1}. This information is not available from hunter harvest report
forms.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Iroome

Eighty=three percent of the year's Dall sheep hunters ([(82% of the
residents, BS% of the nonresidents) returned completesd guestionnaires. The
following results are based on thix sample group.
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Boms msheap hunters do have relatively high incomes, especially some of
the nonresidentz (Fig. 1}. This is not surprising when; by law,
popresidents must hire a guide unleas hunting with a resident relatiwve
within the second degree of kindred., A professional guide geperally costs
at leasgt 54,000-5,000. Twenty-ocna percent of the nonreszident respondente
raid they had incomes over 5140,000. However, the romaining 79% of the
neareeidants had income levels similar to repidsnts.

I compared the inceme lavels of reasident sheep hunters with the
inesmas of all Alaska residents. Alaska census daka from 1980 lists Ehe
average lneome for all hoosoholds in Alaska In 1979 as £26,780 (U.E. Dep.
Commeres). The average income for the state was probably higher by
1983 but probably not as high as the average income for resident sheep
hunters, at leagt $46,000,

Mot all sheep hunters spent the same amount on their hunt. They spent
anywhere From 25¢ (the cost of & hunting license for the head of a
walfars=-assistod household) to 562,400 (for one nonresident) on their sheep
hunt in 1983, To determine if the amount a hunter spant was relatad to
income, I caleulated the percentage of incose applied toward the hunt.

Residents spent an average of 5% of their annual household fncome on
sheep hunting im 1983 (Tablal ). Resident hunters with le=sz than the
avarage annual incoss for Alaska spent more than 5% rather than reducing
their costa. Six percent of the resident hunters had incomes over 5100,000
and spent only 3% of their income on their sheep hunt.

Monresidents spent an average of 17% of their income hunting Dall
sheap in Alaska. Again, those in the lower income categories spent propor-
tionally more money on thelr hunt. Compared with residents; only a small
(17%) percentage of the nonresidents had incomes under 530,000, but thess
hunters gpent over a third of thelr incomes on their hunt. Soms,
especially thoee with Incomes of legs than $10,000, may have had thelr hunt
paid for by someons alge (e.g,, tesnagers accompanying parents). But for
most, their Ball sheap hunt was probably a cnoe=in=-a=lifetime experience,

Onea third of the nonresidents had incomes of ower 5100,000. These
hunters spent only about 7% of their income hunting sheep.

Buccess and Experience

Forty percent of those who answered the questionnaire said they killed
& ram, [(Ganeral harwest statistics shew that enly 37% af all shesep hunters
in 1983 were successful, so the questionnaire data may be alightly biased
in favor of those who weare successful.] Tt is interesting to note who gob
8 ram. Seventy percent of the nonresidents killed a ram while only 33% af
the residents were successful. The most likely reason for this is that
most nonresident hunters were profesmicnally guided. The residents® I3
Buccass rate is good comparad to other types of hunting, but T would have
thought residents would be mors succassful given my perception that sheep
hunters are supposed to ba exparianced.
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Table I, Percentage of annual household income spent on hunting Dall
sheep in Alaska im 1983 ag reported by resident and nonresidentc
regpondents to Dall sheep hunter questionnaire.

Parcentage of Annual Household Income Spent on 1983 Dall Sheep Hunt

Income Residents Monresidents
{in 51000°s}) fn = 1613) {n = 315}

<10 16 1.01
10=-1% 07 .34
20-29 «O5 - 30
3D=-39 04 217
40-49 03 17
50-89 «03 14
&0=69 .03 By
T0=T79 .03 .09
B0=89 02 =12
G=04 .03 .09
100=109 .03 .08
110=119 .06 0%
120=12% 03 07
Iiﬂ-li? L0 .09
1140 03 07
x = .05 .17

% 5145 was used as thae midpoint.
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The gquestionnaire asked hunters to list the years they had hunted
sheep in Alaska. I was surprized to find that 43% of the residents were
hunting Dall aheep for the firat time in 1983 (Fig. 2). Another 35% had
2=5% wyears of Dall sheaep hunting experienca. Thoge with eoven mpore
experience, incloding ene hunter with 44 years, composed only 22% of all
the resident sheep hunters.

Honresidents had less axperionce IuIthnugh moat were hunting with an
experienced guide). Seventy-eight parcent were hunting Dall sheep for the
first time in 1983. Given the cost and the percentage of their income they
put toward their hunt, it is not surprising that many nonresidents have not
made Dall sheap hunting in Alaska an annual affair. Honrsaaidentas who had
hunted in Alaska before (the maximum from this group had 6 years of
experiance) may have beaan fortunate to have hunted with a resident relative
and avoided the cost of hiring a guide.

I wae intrigued by the large number of resident firgt-tims honters. I
goparated residents into two groups:; these included first-time hunters
and theose with more than 1 vear of experience. On the average, first=time
hunters wore the same age as other hunters (30-39 years) but had lower
incomes, had lived in Alaska half as long (7 years), and tended to spend
less on thelr sheep hunt, The difference in costs can probably be
attributed to fewer taxidermy bills (due to lower success rate) and cheaper
transportation (due to choosing modes other than aircraft).

If a hunter had more prior sheep hunting experience, he or she was not
necessarily apt to be successful in 1983, I examined the success rate of
resident hunters who had more than 1 year of experience. The success rate
increased as the total number of years hunted increased until sxperisnce
equaled 10 years. Hunters with this much experience had a success rate in
1983 af 45%. But for hunters with more than 10 years of exXperience, tha
succass rate decrdassd to 31%.  This decreasce could be due to an increass
in age and/Sor €6 an inorease in hunter selsctivity. Success rate may not
be a good indication of hunting ability.

Dedication

Is sheep hunting as important to shesp hunters as I had presumed? An
indication of strong interest in sheep hunting is whether hunters planned
te hunt Dall sheep in Alaszka again, and, 1if so, how often. Hinety-five
parcent of the regidents {including 90% of the first-time hunters) did plan
to hunt sheap again, and 7% of the nonresidants were willing to again bear
the cost of hiring a guide or hunting with a relacive [Fig. 3). oOnly 1s of
the residents (which were all first-tisw hunters] and 10% of the
nonresidents did not Intend to hunt gheep in Alasks agaln. The remainder
did not know if they would hunt sheep again.

The frequency with which hunters intended to hunt shesp in the future
was different for residents and nonresidents, More than half of the
rasidents claimed thoy would go svery year while over half of the
nonresidenta said "only once or twice in the future.®

First-time resident hunters did not display as moch snthusiasm as
racidents with aven one additional year of sheep hunting experience. Only
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Figure ). The future plans for Dall sheep hunting in Alaska from the samnle
of Alaska's 1983 Dall sheep huntaors.

PLAN FUTURE HUNTS?

YES NO DON'T KNOW
RESIDENTS 1640 (95%) 12 (1%) 72 (4%)
NONRESIDENTS 235 (B7%) as (10%) 81 (23%)

IF YES,
HOW OFTEN?

100 1

L3

Monresidents

s04 Residents

231

TT77

PERCENT OF HUNTERS




34y said thoy would go sheep hunting annually while GO% of the hunters with
more gxperience said they would hunt sheep annually.

hnother indication of the value of sheep hunting was thes sconomic
value hunters placed on thelr hunt and future hunting opportunities. The
results of this evaluation show that hunters only pay about 808 of what tha
exporience is worth to them (Watson, in press).

EUMMARY

The following generalizations canm be pade based on the sample of
Alaska's Dall sheep hunters in 1983:

Dall sheep hunters tended to have higher annual incomes than the
average Alaskan. However, one=third of the resident hunters had lower than
average (<330,000) incomes. From 5 to 17% of hunters' incomes was spent on
sheap honting. Instead of significantly reducing costs, hunters in lowar
income Sategorias spent a proporticonally greater ascunt on their hunt than
did hunters in higher income catéegories.

Dall shesp huntsrs, though genarally more succesaful than other big
game hunters in Alaska, neverthelsss banafited from increased experience or
the earvices of a guids. Hunter success, however, may be affocted by
gelectivity as well ar axperisnce and genaral hunting abilicy.

Only 20% of all resident and less than 1% of the nonresident sheeép
hunters had hunted sheep mora than five times, Nearly half (43%) of the
resident and four-fifths (78%) of the nonremident Dall shasp hunters huntad
gheep for the first time in 1983. Firet=tima resident hunters had lived in
Alacka an average of 7 years (or sinea 1977).

Most regident huntors wanted to hunt sheep every year or every othar
year. Wonresidents generally Jdid not plan to return to hont sheep in
Alaska more than onoe or twice.

The Alaska Department of Fish and Game can use this and other
available information to improve relations with and services to the public.
Information and education programs can be reviewed and enhanced to better
suit the needs, for example, of the high number of first-time hunters. The
general public; as well ax wildlife managers, may also bepefit from more
accurate perceptions of hunters. TInforming and aiding the public can have
long-term benafits sech as increased coopsration and support for the
conservation and careful management of sheap populations.
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Appendix 1. Questions from the 1983 Dall sheep hunter guestionnaire
that provided demographic informaticon about income, success rate,
experisnce, and continued interest in Dall sheep hunting inm Alaska.

AL Which of the following categories best describas your household
income before taxea in 19837 Please check one.

__under $10,000 __§50,000 - 59,999 ___§100,000 - 109,999
__ %10,000 - 19,999 __ 560,000 - €9,999 ___S§io,000 - 119,999
__ 520,000 - 29,999 ___&§70,000 - 79,993 __5130,000 - 129,999

$30,000 - 19,999 $80,000 - 89,999 130,000 - 139,999
540,000 - 49,999 —__$90,000 -100,99Y —__$140,000 and higher

B. Hew much did your Dall sheep hont cost? Total cost C

€. If you came to Alaska for reasons other than to hunt Dall sheep, what
fraction of your sxpenses can you atrribute to your Dall sheep hunt?
Circle one: 1/8 1/4 3/8 172 5/8 3/4 778 (Asmked of nonresidents)

D Flaase lirt all the years you have gone shesp hunting in Alaska:

19863, .
E. How many times have you kllled a Dall gheoep In Alagka including
your 1983 hunt? timeg
F. Did you kill a Dall sheep in Alaska in 13837 YeEs no
G. Do you plan to hunt Dall sheep in Alaska in the future?
YEE 120 don't know
H. If yen, about how often in your life do you axpact to go? Check one:
onmce or twice more in my lifa avery other year
once every 5 years of my life BVECY Year

once every 3-4 years of my llifa

I. Where do you lived

o Which group below best describes your age?
under 20 10=38 50=59 TO=79
20=29 40=4% GO=63 BO and over

¥, Whare wasn your hunting area? Please check the mountain range

location(s) where you hunted Dall shéeep in 19837 The map of Alaska
may help you.

Alaska Range, east of Denali Hational Park

Alaska Range, west of Denall National Park

RBrooks Range

Chugach Mountains

Eenal Mountains

Talkeetna, Chulitna, Watana Mountsins

Tanana Hills=White Mountains

Wrangell Mountains

L. How many years have you bden a4 rasident of Alaska?
[Asked only of residents of Alagka.)

159



