
Montana Bighorn Sheep 
Conservation Strategy

Wildlife Division  •  Helena, MT 59624

406.444.2612

January 2010



Montana Bighorn Sheep 
Conservation Strategy

2010

Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks

Wildlife Division

1420 East Sixth Avenue
Helena, Montana 59620

For more information, visit: fwp.mt.gov
Copyright ©2010, by State of Montana. All rights reserved.



TABLE OF CONTENTS
List of Tables ........................................................................................................ vi
List of Figures ..................................................................................................... vii
Contributors ...................................................................................................... viii
Acknowledgments .................................................................................................1
Executive Summary ...............................................................................................2
     Mission of FWP ...............................................................................................4
     Statewide Objectives ........................................................................................4
     Process for Changing Population Objectives and Regulation Packages .............5
     Initial Public Participation ................................................................................5

Chapter 1: Background Information for Bighorn Sheep Conservation Strategy .....8

Wild Sheep in North America ...............................................................................8
     Origin ..............................................................................................................8
     Early Distribution and Classification ................................................................8
     The Audubon Sheep .........................................................................................9
     Early Explorers and Early Recorded Distribution ...........................................11
     The History of Bighorn in Montana ...............................................................11
     Role of Hunting in Bighorn Sheep Management ............................................16
     Comparison of Other State and Canadian Province Regulations and 
          Seasons ......................................................................................................23
     Boone and Crockett Records ..........................................................................27
     Trapping and Transplant Program .................................................................28
     Trapping and Transplant Techniques and Methods ........................................30
     Capture and Handling Recommendations ......................................................31

Population Monitoring ........................................................................................33

Population Management .....................................................................................36
     Population Management Through Ewe Harvest .............................................37
     Ram Harvest Characteristics ..........................................................................38

Criteria for Reopening Hunting in Populations Having Gone Through 
     Major Declines ..........................................................................................39
Other Opportunities .......................................................................................40

Metapopulations – Positive and Negative Aspects ...............................................40

Health Monitoring and Management ..................................................................43
     Introduction ...................................................................................................43
     Diseases and Parasites of Rocky Mountain Bighorn Sheep .............................45
     Proposed Bighorn Sheep Herd Health Program ..............................................48
     Statewide Protocol for Resolving Situations Where Bighorn Sheep and  
          Domestic Sheep and Goats Commingle .....................................................49       
     Montana FWP Recommendations Regarding the Use of Domestic Sheep
          and Goats for Noxious Weed Control in the Vicinity of Bighorn Sheep ....51
     Response to Bighorn Sheep Die-Off Protocol .................................................54

iii



Genetics ..............................................................................................................57

Translocation Program ........................................................................................59
     Introduction ...................................................................................................59
     New Site Habitat Evaluation Procedure (HEP) ...............................................60
     Protocols for Trapping and Transplanting Bighorn Sheep to New Areas
          and Augmenting Existing Populations .......................................................64

Habitat Monitoring and Management ................................................................68
     Habitat Description ........................................................................................68
     Habitat Use ....................................................................................................71
     Food Habits ...................................................................................................71
     Major Habitat Issues ......................................................................................72
     Monitoring and Management of Habitats ......................................................73

Law Enforcement ................................................................................................79

Chapter 2: Individual Management Plans for Hunting Districts and 
     Unhunted Populations ....................................................................................81
Kootenai Falls (Hunting District 100) .................................................................84
Ural Tweed (Hunting District 101) ......................................................................89
Galton Range (Hunting District 102) ..................................................................93
North Clark Fork (Thompson Falls) (Hunting District 121) ...............................98
Clark Fork Cut-Off (St. Regis Cut-Off) (Hunting District 122) .........................105
Cabinet Mountains ( Berray Mountain) (Hunting District 123) ........................111
Paradise (Hunting District 124) .........................................................................117
Wildhorse Island ...............................................................................................124
Grave Creek Range (Hunting District 203) .......................................................127
John Long Range  (Lower Rock Creek) (Hunting District 210) .........................132
Garrison (Hunting District 212) ........................................................................138
Lost Creek (Hunting District 213) .....................................................................143
West Rock Creek – Quigg Peak (Upper Rock Creek) 
     (Hunting District 216) ..................................................................................148
West Fork Bitterroot (Hunting District 250) .....................................................154
Skalkaho (Hunting District 261) .......................................................................158
East Fork Bitterroot (Hunting District 270) ......................................................162
Lower Blackfoot (Hunting District 283) ............................................................168
Gallatin – Yellowstone, South Absaroka, Hyalite, South Yellowstone 
     (Upper Yellowstone Bighorn Sheep Complex) (Hunting Districts 300, 
     303, 304, 305 and Mill Creek Un-hunted Population) .................................172
Spanish Peaks (Hunting District 301) ................................................................186
Hilgards (Hunting District 302) ........................................................................191
Tendoy (Hunting District 315) ..........................................................................196
Highland  (Hunting District 340) ......................................................................202
Elkhorn (Hunting District 380) .........................................................................208
Sleeping Giant (Hunting District 381) ...............................................................214
Greenhorn .........................................................................................................220
Deep Creek, Castle Reef, Gibson Lake North, Ford Creek (Southern 
     Rocky  Mountain Front Elk Creek – Teton River Complex) (Hunting 
     Districts 421, 422, 423, 424) .......................................................................223

iv



North Fork Birch Creek – Teton (Hunting District 441) ...................................242
Beartooth Wildlife Management Area – Gates of the Mountains 
     Wilderness Area (Hunting District 455) .......................................................246
Boulder (Hunting District 500) .........................................................................252
Beartooth Mountains, Hellroaring (Hunting Districts 501 & 502) ...................259
Pryor Mountains (Hunting District 503) ...........................................................264
Fergus, Little Rockies, Middle Missouri Breaks, Chouteau – Blaine – 
     Phillips (Missouri River Breaks Complex) (Hunting Districts 482, 620,
     622, 680) .....................................................................................................268
Blue Hills (Region 7) .........................................................................................280

Literature Cited .................................................................................................282

Appendices ........................................................................................................292
Appendix A - Glossary of Terms .......................................................................292
Appendix B - Listing of Montana Bighorn Sheep Research ...............................294
Appendix C - Transplant History ......................................................................299
Appendix D - Bighorn Sheep License Auction Summary ...................................305
Appendix E – Bighorn Sheep Transplant Site Assessment Form .........................306
Appendix F – Biomedical Protocol for Free-Ranging Bighorn Sheep (Ovis 

canadensis) in Montana: Capture, anesthesia, tagging, sampling,
     transportation and necropsy procedures .......................................................308
Appendix G - Bighorn Sheep Survey Form ........................................................313

v



LIST OF TABLES
Table 1.  History of recent die-offs in Montana bighorn sheep populations, 
 1984-2008. ................................................................................................... 16
Table 2.  Summary of 2007 Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep hunting regulations
 in western states and provinces. .................................................................... 24
Table 3.  Summary of regulation types under different population criteria for 
 ewe harvest and population management. ..................................................... 39
Table 4.  Summary of potential ram harvest under different population 
 parameters and criteria. ................................................................................. 39
Table 5.  Comparison of lamb recruitment rates and ram ratios by ecological 
 region, excluding populations having recently gone through a die-off. .......... 71
Table 6. Population status of bighorn sheep by hunting district and various
 threats to these populations ........................................................................... 74
Table 7.  Total number of bighorn sheep observed, population objective by 
 hunting district and year(s) of any major die-off ........................................... 82
Table 8. Status of bighorn populations in relation to objective by 
 FWP Region .................................................................................................. 83

vi



LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1.  Distribution of bighorn sheep in Montana 1860 – 2008, 
 from Picton and Lonner (2008) ................................................................... 10
Figure 2.  Bighorn sheep transplant history in Montana, 1922-2008, 
 from Picton and Lonner (2008). .................................................................. 14
Figure 3.  Trend in the number of bighorn sheep in Montana, 1950-2008. ........ 15
Figure 4.  Distribution of bighorn sheep in Montana, 2008. .............................. 15
Figure 5.  Graphic depicting a legal ram according to Montana’s definition. ...... 18
Figure 6.  Number of ewe licenses and ewe harvest in Montana, 1974-2007. .... 21
Figure 7.  Total number of hunters, number of hunters in unlimited districts, 
 and ram harvest in Montana, 1956-2007. ................................................... 22
Figure 8.  Map of inductive GIS model predicting suitable unoccupied habitat 
 for bighorn sheep based on visual locations. ............................................... 61
Figure 9.  Example of seasonal range identification. ........................................... 63
Figure 10.  Distribution of domestic sheep allotments on 
 USFS and BLM-managed lands in Montana. ............................................... 64
Figure 11.  Ecological regions and bighorn sheep hunting districts in 
 each region. ................................................................................................. 69
Figure 12.  Bighorn sheep hunting districts, Montana, 2008. ............................. 81

vii


