WYOMING WILD SHEEP FOUNDATION
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Prior to completing this application, please review the Funding Priorities located here.

Project Title: West Side Story
80 character limit

Organization Name: Monteith Shop, Haub School of Environment and Natural Resources, University of Wyoming
Additional Point of Contact (if different from Project Lead):
Name

Project Lead:
Name Kevin Monteith
Email kevin.monteith@uwyo.edu

Email

Phone (605) 690-4214

Phone

Mailing Address 804 East Fremont

Mailing Address

City, State, Zip Laramie

WY

Project Type (select all that apply):
✔ Research
Habitat
Other:

City, State, Zip

82072

Captures & Transplants

Education and Outreach
Conservation Easement

Population Monitoring

Project Location(s) Information:
County: Sublette

Nearest Town: Pinedale, WY

Project Phase (if applicable): Two (2)
Budget Information:

of Two (2)

Project Timeline: 03/01/2020

Total WY-WSF Request $

$ 20,000.00

Total Project Cost: $

1,683,740.00

to 12/30/2025

If yes, list each grant received for five years
Has this project been funded by the Foundation previously?

Yes

June 2020, 22K;

Other Project Contributions or Matching Funds:

In Hand

Source please see budget details below

Amount $

Source

Amount $

Source

Amount $

Source

Amount $

Source

Amount $

Source

Amount $

Requested

Project Objective and Narrative:
funding priorities

The Whiskey Mountain bighorn sheep (WMBS) herd encompasses the northern Wind River Mountain Range in west
central Wyoming and is divided into 3 hunt areas (Figure 1). Recognized for years as the largest congregation of wintering
bighorn sheep in the country, the herd has been an important component in bighorn sheep management for Wyoming and
other western states for many decades. Traditionally, the bulk of sheep in the herd winter in hunt areas 9 and 10 on the
northern side of the herd unit near DuBois, Wyoming. These sheep are largely migratory, moving to higher elevation
summer ranges as snow recedes. A smaller sub-population of WMBS residing in hunt area 8 are believed to be largely
non-migratory, and winter on high elevation windswept slopes in the Upper Green River drainage.
During the winter of 1990/91, the WMBS herd experienced a pneumonia outbreak that resulted in significant mortality of
the migratory sheep in hunt areas 9 and 10. In contrast to other bighorn sheep die-off events throughout the West that
gradually recover from pneumonia outbreaks, the WMBS herd has continued to slowly decline presumably because of low
lamb recruitment over the past decades. Due to the remote location of the non-migratory segment of WMBS that winter in
hunt area 8, little is known about impacts of the pneumonia outbreak on this group of sheep. Helicopter surveys are
conducted most winters in the WMBS herd, and trend counts of hunt area 8 sheep have not declined proportional to that of
sheep counted in hunt areas 9 and 10. Additionally, lamb:ewe ratios observed during 2019 surveys in hunt area 8 were
34:100, compared with 22:100 and 5:100 observed in hunt areas 9 and 10, respectively.
Although a wealth of research on the effects of disease on bighorn sheep have been conducted, pneumonia continues to
be one of the most poorly understood diseases. Recurring mortality within chronically infected herds are likely dependent
upon certain ecological or environmental conditions, and understanding these interactions could yield management
alternatives to help reduce the frequency of epizootics and dampen fluctuations in abundance. To determine the potential
interplay among density, nutrition, and immune function for disease in the WMBS population, the Wyoming Game and
Fish Department (WGFD) and the University of Wyoming (UW) initiated a lamb survival study in hunt areas 9 and 10 in
2019. While this research targets the sub-populations of sheep in the herd most likely impacted by disease, insight may be
garnered by contrasting data from the relatively better performing sheep in hunt area 8. Indeed, to fully comprehend
population dynamics and the interaction among density, nutrition, disease and migration in the WMBS herd, we must
capture and include animals from hunt area 8 in ongoing research to develop the ‘West Side Story’.
Objectives
The goal of the proposed research is to continue to unravel the processes underpinning the dynamics of sheep
populations by maintaining a longitudinal study design and better understanding the contributions of summer nutrition,
predation, disease and migration on survival of young sheep in the WMBS herd. Knowledge of limited resources or other
factors affecting sheep in the Whiskey herd will be used to guide future management actions to support sustainable
populations for future generations.
Specific project objectives include:
1) Determine seasonal ranges and potential migration corridors, and evaluate life history strategies for WMBS residing in
hunt area 8.
2) Estimate nutritional carrying capacity of WMBS populations to assess the capacity of habitats to support sheep.
3) Assess survival and cause-specific mortality of adult female and neonate sheep.
4) Evaluate intrinsic and extrinsic factors affecting vital rates (e.g., pregnancy, seasonal survival, migratory status,
recruitment of young).
5) Assess longitudinal changes associated with disease, nutrition and immunocompetence.
6) Evaluate diet, forage quality (including micronutrients) and abundance during summer.
7) Evaluate the effects of naturally occurring browsing, intense browsing, and fire on forage quality (including
micronutrients) and biomass of forage on summer ranges.
Anticipated Outcomes
Respiratory disease has afflicted populations of bighorn sheep for the past century and, despite substantial research on
the topic, pneumonia continues to be one of the most poorly understood diseases that afflict wildlife in North America. Our
work seeks to understand how we can more effectively manage chronically infected populations of bighorn sheep. Implicit
with our continued work is calibrating models of animal-indicated nutritional carrying capacity for Wyoming sheep, which
will increase the toolset for managers to understand how habitat, density, and extrinsic factors such as predation or perhaps
disease are regulating these and other populations. Our work to date has demonstrated that infected populations are not
immune from fundamental nutritional dynamics and instead, suggests that nutrition may be a key explanatory factor, along
with disease, of the disparity in performance across sheep herds in Wyoming.

Miles/Acres Affected (if applicable):

Miles

Acres

Describe Any Current or Future Monitoring/Management (if applicable):
Projected finish to fieldwork of winter 2022-23, with subsequent products coming following years

Describe how you will share your learned info with us
We will distribute and share various products associated with our work through social media, our outreach platform the
Ungulate Compendium, additional Rampage stories, project updates, and peer-reviewed publications. Essentially, we look
forward to helping share and spread information regarding what we are learning with this work.

Additional Budget or Project Information for Consideration (if applicable):
Project Partner Amount
Wyoming Governor's Big Game License Coalition $75,000
Wyoming Wild Sheep Foundation $22,000
Wyoming Game and Fish Department $149,000
Total $286,000

Attachments and Supporting Documentation:
Please select the types of attachments included:
Map(s) required

Letter(s) of Support

Project Design

Photos

Monitoring/Management Plan Permit(s) / NEPA Compliance
✔ Other: Full proposal, project update

Please submit applications and attachments via email to: Info@wyomingwildsheep.org
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