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Craig Jourdonnais: Here in the Bitterroot Valley we have a long-term data set for elk from all the way back into the ‘60s.
Craig Jourdonnais: (On Camera) Three, Four years ago we noticed a very severe decline of elk in this West Fork of the Bitterroot.  In combination with that we had valley-wide record low calf recruitment, calves that are born and essentially survive their first year and so obviously there’s some red flags there that we felt where in need of a closer look.
Mike Gurnett: Last winter, here in the Bitterroot valley, biologists captured 44 cow elk.  They recorded their vital signs and equipped each animal with a radio collar.  And now that it’s spring time biologists are using the signal 
Mike Gurnett: (On Camera) generated by those radio collars to help them hone in on the elk’s calving ground.
Mark Hebblewhite: Really the most important thing we are doing with capturing calves is ear tagging them.  The point of ear tagging them is to be able to monitor them daily.  

Mark Hebblewhite: (On Camera) Then, in the case of a mortality, to figure out what was the cause.  And so that helps us hone in and do telemetry on the ground and then actually find the site where the mortality event occurred and then we can figure out what caused it.  And so one of the things we know in general from previous studies and other work is one of the biggest sources of mortality for these neo-nate, one to two month old elk calves, tends to be bear predation.

Craig Jourdonnais: Wolves may certainly be a part of it.  Obviously wolves kill elk.  But we also have a healthy mountain lion population.  We have a healthy black bear population and there may be some habitat issues at play that are kind of confounding this whole thing.

Mark Hebblewhite: One of the most amazing things we have learned this spring is the variation in birth-weight of calves.  So we have caught calves on the same day anywhere from 9 to 24 kilograms.  So while we might have 9 kilogram elk calf killed by a wolf or a bear or a cougar, if you wend at what killed it you won’t really understand the link between calf survival and habitat. 

Mike Gurnett:  The ear-tag transmitters used in this study are designed to send a signal for 12 to 14 months with field data being generated by new-born calves each year for the next consecutive 3 years. This is Mike Gurnett, out among Montana’s fish, wildlife and parks.
