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PROBLEX OF SURPLUS ELK | [>-45%
IN I
| YELLOWSTONE NATTONAL PARK /G § O STORAGE

Early History of Elk in the Park: Earliest observations and historicel records
indicate thnat very few elk wintered in the park prior to 1878. By 1881 small
bands totalling about 400 wintered in the Lemar region. Ten years later, in
1891, elk wintering in or near the perk hed increased enormously, their numbers
being estimeted et 25,00C. During eech of the severe winters of 1891-92 and
1898-99, it weas estimated that 5,000 elk died of starvation. Some 15,000
drifted out of the park to lower country. One of the most disastrous winters
of record, 1919-20, brought losses estimated at nearly 60 percent of the entire
herd.

In the meantime, more and more intensive settlement of grazing and farm
areas outside the park took.place. Ranching developments excluded elk from
vast tracts of their former winter renge. Surviving elk werc forced to remain
for longer and longer winter periods within the limited range of the park.

Overgrazing of Park Range: As early as 1911 it was recognized that limited
aveilablc winter ronge in and cdjecent to tho park would require rcduction

and control of clk numbers. During the folloving ycars (up until 193L) 3,590
elk werc trapped in the pcrk and transplanted throughout Montenc and many other
stetes, Additionol thousands wore token through logel hunting outside the park
boundrrics. Those rcmovals, howcver, did not sufficicntly roducec thc herd,
Deterioration of the winter renge continucde In 193l ennuol reductions wereo
inerccsed by cxtonded hunting scason and slaughter within the park,

Meconwhiley investigntions ond studics hed been carriocd on to dotermine
grozing capreity of the winter reonge in the northorn nrea of the park. By 1938
it wos tontrtively determined thet rveilable renge both inside and immedistely
outsido the perk in the northorn arce could not support morc than about 7,000
olk, in addition to tho deer, bighorn and buffclo which rlso subsistcd in the
some ercase. Although substonticl periodic roductions hcve been mede, winter
elk populrtions have always greatly excceded the 7,000 objectivo. For the pest
cight ycrrs, or since 19,2, rn rnnurl rvercpe of more then 2,000 oxcoss clk
have contributcd to further cxecssive Acteriorcotion of the wintor renge lconds.
The impact of this overlocd has reduccd the corrying ceopoeity of the winter
ranges Dircet offcects of scrious overgreazing creo cpperent in the roduction of
the most tasty and productivc grasscs cnd browse plentss Qucking ospen ond
willow cro moling their last stond throughout the winter rengee. Scgebrush on
tho lower rnd morc crid ronge is in ¢ similer conditione Choice gresses have
boon reduced by heavy use rnd rcplaced by grossces which arc less productive ond
generelly shorter cnd lcss aveilable during the wintor. This heos occurred
cxtonsively over the winter renge.

In somo arors which heve supportcd the clk through oriticel poriods, tho
vegotative cover has beon broken up so that only woeds rnd cheat grass survive.
Such plents provide prectienlly no forage during the winter cond orc fer less
offective in prescrving tho soil than crc the bettor gresscss On some south
slopes tho vegotetion is so sparse that thc soil is vulnerablc to orosion by
wetcr end wind,
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Almost permanent chenges toke plece in the soil if plent retrogression is
cllowcd to continue. Trempling by the wild animrls is more severe as they are
requircd to grcze constrntly over the srme rrecs in search for food. Gradually
the humus in the top soil is rcduced. The cbility to absorb and retain moisture
lessens upon exposure. Finally physicol romovel of the soil occurs through the
action of rain, melting snow ond vinde Such chonges have occurred to voarying
dogrecs on the northern Yellowstone winter rangee Immedictc cetion to arrest
this unnctural movemont of soil is nccdede Reduetion in plant production can
often be corrected by proper groazinge. However, soil breckdown is difficult to
errcst ond restorction often would roquire longer thon o lifotimece Objeetive
should be to maintain a vegetative cover which will presecrve both the clk and
the soile. Precsont range condition rcquires that only about 5,000 elk be moine
tained on the northern Ycllowstonc winter ronge.

The serious situation of grass rcnge cnd soil deterioretion described above=-
due to overgrozing by cxcessive numbers of clk for mony yecars--cpplies olso ta
somc 10,000 ccrcs of winter elk renge in the northwost corner of Yollowstone
National Park, known mgtthe Gnlletin crene Herc an clk herd, which has veried
in numbers from 1,500 to 3,000or morc during the past twonty years, wintors
perticlly within the perk cnd pertinlly within the adjacent Golleotin National
Forestes Studics conducted by the United Stotes Foreost Sorvice and the Montana
Fish and Goeme Deoportment indiefte thet the winter corrying capoacity of this
entire orec is not more thon 1,500 elk., This caprcity hos beon greetly excoedod
for mony yerrs ond extremely scrious dmmerse to park lends has occurred in a
restricted erer where the clk first congregrte in the frll and spring migrations
and wherc considercble numbers remein nll winter. Even if future manegement is
successful in meintaining the Gollatin herd ot a moximum of 1,500 herd, it is
doubtful if desired rccovery of drmeged park londs ccn be fully ~ceomplished
bceausc of rostricting topogrophy which forces excessive use of this migration
corridore

Similer Problems in Othcr Arens: The surnlus clk problem in Yollowstonec is not
matericlly differcnt from similcor situntions in other areas. In the Sun River
region of northern Montana serious overgrazing by a lerge clk herd has occurrod.
A few yorrs cgo the Fish and Geme Department of Montfna found it nccessary to
cut thc clk numbors by one half. This herd is being mointained on reduced besis
by reguloted hunting. Such measures have been nccessory with respeet to severanl
smaller clk herds throughout Montano. Control of elk numbers is & recognized
management measuve in most of the mountain stotes where elk herds existe.

Prescrvotion of Natural Conditions Requireds The besic Act of Congréss creating
YeIlowstonc Notionol Pork (18(72) stipulctes that cll features within the cree
shall be preserved in their noatural condition. Thus (among other responsibili=
ties) it is incumbent upon the Nationeal Park Service to mointcin all species of
onimals cnd their enviromment in originel or primitive charceter.” In the north-
ern Yellowstono arcn proscrvetion of the bighorn, the anteclope, the bisom, the
dcer, the mocsoc cnd thec clk requires such manrgement thet no one specics will

be threctencd with extinction through oxcessive competition with the others.

The numbers of each cannot be permitted to incrcase to the point whero the
natural food supply becomes insufficient to support thome
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Yellowstone i&lk llanagement Objective: Present depleted range condition makes
it imperative that effort be directed to reduction of the northern Yellowstone
elk herd to about 5,000 animals, The Gallatin elk herd should not be permitted
to exzceed 1,500 animals. It will be necessary to maintain the herds at reduced
levels until the range warrants increased forage use,

Through cooperation of all agencies concerned it is believed that the elk
herds can be stabilized in balance with a healthy range condition. When this
point is reached there will continue to be an annual surplus in the amount of
seasonal increase. Under present conditions the elk herds incrcase at the rate
of approximatcly 207, per yoar. Thus, with a herd of 5,000 elk, the annual
surplus would be 1,000, With 6,000 elk it would be 1,200, with 7,000 elk, 1,400,

lost dosirable methods of controlling size of the olk herd arc (1) by live
shiprnent of surpluscs to other arcas or (2) by logal hunting as thc animals
migratc beyond the park boundarics. If thesc two methods should fail to rcmove
surpluscs, slaughter within the park might becomc the only altcrnatives

Livce shipments cannot Le expectod to romove morc than a small percentagoe
of the annual surplus. Legalizod hunting outside the park on tho othor hand, has
proved an cxcellont nethod of substantial reduction, cxccpt during mild winters
when clk have failed to migrate from the park. It follows that (if hunting is
to be rclicd upon as a principal mcans of controlling clk numbers) large rc-
ductions must bc made by hunters outside the park in thosc irrcgular periodic
winters when strong migrations occur, Averaged with small rcductions of light
wintors, thesc rcmovals over a poriod of ycars should naintain the wintoring
hords at the deosircd level,

dstimation of Currcent 1k Numbers - Northern Yeollowstono Hord: Counting of tho
clk throughout thc cxtensive arca of tho northern Yollowstonc range is a diffi-
cult task. In rocont yoars, counting notliods have been improved., Changes in
the number and boundarics of counting units have beon made to facilitatc cover-
agc without duplication of counting. Cooporation of various agencics, organiza-
tions and individuals has madc it possiblc to give morc intcnsive coverage to
counting units,.

In the past cight ycars, four wecll-organizcd and intcnsive clk counts have
been held. Complete rocords have also been maintained on annual rcductions.

By taking into account thc numboer of animals romoved and the numbor countod
immcdiatcly after this roduction, the absolutc minimum sizc of the herd for the
provious fall can be mathematically determinced.

Thus, cach of the four rcecent clk counts of thc Northorn hord (1943, 1946,
1948 and 1949) have clearly shown that previous forocasts of fall populations
invariably have been low, Actual minimum sizc of the fall hord has been under-
cstimated by 1,500 to ncarly 2,000 animals. Theso cxcess animals have croatod
a scrious ovcrload upon the winter range. Naturally, thce rangoc has shown
continuing damago.

Past cxpcrionce now indicates that cach clk count must bo carcfully cvalua-
tcd. lstimatc must be madc for thosc olk missod, or not socn, by obsorvers.
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As cveryono who has perticipated in an clk count knows, somc inventoriocs
arc more complcte than others. Wecther concitions, snow depths, distribution
of thc animrls rnd other factors--cll heve an importent bearing on human ability
tn» make o goed census, or count.

On the basis of present knowledge, elk counts cnd cstimotes for the past
eight yerrs hove beoen c-refully anclyzeds This analysis is graphicecally shown
on the accompanying chort,

Beecouse of cxtrome snow depths, conceontrotion of clk, fovoreble weather
end gzood crgenizotion, the clk count of the Northern Yellowstono hord conducted
iz the spring of 1943 is rcgnrded as tho most compleote inventory ever made.
Exporienccd obscrvers who prrticipated thet yecr cstimated that clk presont
but misscd in thc count would number cn cdditional 5 per cent. On the scme
bosis, the crunts held in 19L6 cnd 1948 con be rotod as good (but not "oxcol-
lont," as in 19L3,) with animals present but not sccn probnbly emounting to an
additionel 10 per cent. Acturl ccunt firures werc uscd in tho census of 1919.

On the basis of the above census evolurtions, frll oné loter winter popu-
lotions for the prst six yeers hove beon computed for the Northern Yellowstone
her? s shown on the chirte These recclculcted frll estimetes not only check
rather clesely with periodic ceturl fipurcs obtrine” by ecnsus nnd rcductien,
but clso rpprnximrte the minimum number ~f rnim~ls required in ¢ basic herd to
procducc the In~wn cverege cnnucl drein.

Following thce abeove pottorn, size of the northern Yellowstone clk herd in
the spring of 1950 is estimrted ot 10,000. Averrgo cnnucl herd inercnsc in
this crea through birth cnd survivel of erlves to the nge of 8 or 9 months
appeers to be cbout 20%. Thus, it is estimnted that the frll population of
the Northern Yellowstonc olk herd will be 12,000,

Considoring that an ecnnucl cverrge of morc thon 2,000 cllk in oxcess of the
corrying cepreity determined in 1938 hes boen cerricd for the pnst cight years
ns cn overburden on o deteriorcting roenge, it is now impcrotive that not more
than 5,000 clk bc corried on the Northern Yellowstone winter renge until such
timc es vegetative recovery ond soil steobilizetion mey indiccte that this
maximum number cen scfcly be increcscde.

Prcpared by:

Curtis K. Skinner
Chief Ranger
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Record of Flk Reductions For FPast l&iYears

Northern Yellowstone Elk Herd

Period: Actual REDUCTIONS
Spring to  Count:
- Spring_ _ Spring. . _Hunting: _Slaughter:; _Trapping:_ Winter Kill:_ Total
193L~35 10 647 2 598 223 Ll - 3 265
(1934)
1935-36 10 112 2 287 *6 551 89 2 933
(1935) (1936)
193%6=37 10 281 257 39l 18¢ 15 8L6
(1936) (1937)
1937-38 8 794 3 587 *11 225 89 3 912
(1937) (1938)
19%8=39 10 976 2 971 307 553 3 811
(1938) (1939)
193910 NONE 122 16 68 206
(1539) (19L0)
19L0«41 NCNE 275 12 10 297
(1940) (1941)
19L1-42 NCNE 2 071 145 108 2 %2,
(19L1) (1942)
19L2-13 NCVE 6 539 691 872 8 102
(1942) (19L3)
1943« 8 235 125 10 100 235
(19L3) (19L4)
194),-1i5 NCNE Lo3 300 703
(19LL) (19L5)
1945 -L6 HONE 2 o9l 73 250 2 la7
(19L5) (1546)
19L6-L7 8 513 3 069 76 L75 3 620
(19L6) (1947)
1947-L8 NCNE 970 39 375 1 384
(19L7) (1948)
1948«4L9 7 815
(19L:8)
TOTALS 27 368 1 325 2 r78 3 20l 3L, 055

*Killed for museum specimense
Minimum Basic
Herd Required
Annual Average Drain For Past 1L Years sueeeees 2 432 13 900
Annual Average Drain For Past 10 Years «ecev.ei 2 3180 13 200

Annual Average Drain For Past 5 Years :ceces.. 1 671 9 550
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Northern Yellowstone Elk Herd - Fall and Spring FPopulations l

e,

m Reductions - (Hunting, Trapping, Slaughter and Natural Mortality) * 3
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