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Early History 2.£ Elk !.:: the Park: Earliest observat ions ~nd historical records 
indicate that very few e!lc"wintered in the park prior t o 1878. By 1881 small 
bands totalling about 400 wintered in the Lamar region. Ten years later, in 
1891, elk wintering in or near the pE>rk had increased enormously, their numbers 
being estimated E"t 25,000. Uuring ePch of the severe winter s of 1891-92 and 
1898-99, it was 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, broughtlosses estimated at nearly 60 percent of the ent ire 
herd. 

In the meantime, more an.d :nore intensive settlement of grazing and farm 
areas outside th-J park too~ple.ce. Ranching developments excluded e lk from 
vast tracts o:f' their f~ruu;r winter rcnge. Surviving elk were forced to remain 
for longer and longer winter periods within the limited range of the p~rk. 

Overgrazing of Park Range: As early as 1911 it was recognized that limited 
availr.ble winterronge in nnd o.djncent to tho purk would require r eduction 
o.nd control of elk numbers. During the follo,·!ing yco.rs (up until 1934) 3,590 
elk were trnppod in tho p, .rk nnd tro.nsplanted throughout Mont£'.nr nnd mnny other 
st£1.tes. Addi tiono.l thousnnds were tnken through legd hunting outsido the po.rk 
boundr.ries. Those removnls, however, did not sufficiently reduce the herd. 
Deterioration of the winter rcngo continued. In 1934 rnnuol reductions woro 
incroesed by extended hunting sc nson nnd slnue htcr within the po.rk. 

Meanwhile, investigntions end studies ht'.d been co.rriod on to dete rmine 
grnzing cnprcity of the winter r nnge in .the northern nroo. of tho p a.rk. By 1938 
it wns tontrtively determined thr.t r vdlnb l e rr.nge both inside nnd immedinte ly 
outside the pc.rk in tho northern nron could not support more thnn nbout 7 ,-000 
olk, in addition to tho door, bighorn nnd buffr.lo which r lso subsisted in the . 
some f'.rons. Although substcntit>l pe riodic reductions hr vc been mr.de, winte r 
olk populrtions hove £\lwo.ys gre ntly exc eeded t he 7, 000 objective. For the p r st 
eight ycrrs, or since 19l.i2, rn rnnur l rvc r r ~c of more t hr.n 2,000 exce ss e lk 
hnvo contributed to furthor exce ssive ~ct c riorr tion of the winter rnngo l ends. 
The impnct of this overlor.c. ht',S r educed the Ct'.rrying ct>.pr.oit y of the winte r 
ro.ngo. Direct effects of serious overgr~zing ere rppnrent in the reduction of 
the most tnsty nnd productive grr.ssc s f'.nd browse plc.nts, Qur.king n spen C' nd 
willow rre mr'.l:ing their kst str nd throughout the winte r rr.nge. St'.gobrush on 
tho lower r nd more f'.rid r ::'.nge is in ec similf'.r condition. Choice gr r sscs hnvo 
boon reduced by henvy use rnd r cpla.oed by grr,ssc s which nre less productive r.nd 
genort'.lly shorter r.nd less nvC'.ila.ble during the winter. This hr.s occurred 
extensively over the winter rrnge. 

tn somo o.ror.s which hr.vo supported the elk through oriticr.l periods, tho 
vcgeta.tive cove r hes been broken up so thr.t only woods rnd cheo.t grass survive. 
Such plrnts provide prr.ctionlly no foro.go during the winter r.nd a.re fr.r loss 
effective in preserving tho soil tho.n ere tho bettor grnssos. On some south 
slopes tho vcgotr.tion is so spnrse thr.t tho soil is vulnerable to erosion by 
,vr:tc r nnd wind• 
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Almost permnnent cht:'.nges take plrco in the soil if plrnt retro~cssion is 
allowed to continue. Trrmpling by t he wilo nnimrls is more severe ns they o.re 
required to grrze constrntly ove r the srmc rre~s in seo.rch for food. Gro.dunlly 
the humus in the t op soil is r educed. The cbility to o.bsorb nnd retnin moisture 
lessens upon exposure. Finnlly physicnl romovv.l of the soil occurs through tho 
o.ction of r n in, molting snow r.nd .-,ind.. Such cr..nnges hnvo occur:rod to vo.rying 
degrees on t he nort hern Yollmvstono winter r o.ngo. Immecir-.+;c r,ction to arrest 
this unnr'.turcl movement of soil is needed. ReductiJn in plnnt production co.n 
of.'ten be corrected by prope r gro. zing. Hovwv er, soi:!. brcr.lcu.own is difficult to 
r.rrest c.nd r e store>t ion often would require longer then n lifetime. Objective 
should be to mnintnin n vegetn.tive cove r which will preserve both tho elk o.nd 
tho soil. Present r nngo condition r equ ires thnt only nbout 5,000 elk be mo.in• 
tnined on the :1orthern Ye llowstone winter rrngo. 

Tho s e rious s ituation of grnss r r ne;e rnd soil dctoriorr.tion described o.bove•­
due to overgrc.zing by cxcessi vo numbers of' e lk for mf'.ny ycnrs--npplios nlso to 
some 10 ,000 £'.crcs c f wi nter elk rrnge in tho northwest corne r of Ye llowstone 
No.tiono. l Pnrk, known CC&_t.the Gnlla.tin r.reu. Herc nn e lk herd, v1hich hns vnried 
in numbe rs from 1,500 t o 3,0(bor more during the po.st twenty yenrs_, winters 
p C' rtiC'.lly within the pe rk e:.nd prirtinlly with i n tho C'.d j ncont Gc.llc.tin Nntielno.l 
Fore st. Studios conducted by the United Str.tes Forest Service nnd the Montano. 
Fish o.nd Gnmc Dcpru-tment indicrtc thrt the winter crrrying cnpncity of this 
entir e a. r oe. is not more thc.n 1,500 elk. This cnprcity hf's boon grcntly excoedod 
for ml:'.ny yerrs r-nd ext reme ly serious d11mc ~e t o p nrk lr.nds hns occurred in o. 
re strict ed r..re r where t he e lk first con~r egrto in the fo.11 o.nd spring migro.tions 
nnd where considcr r.blc numbers rcmn in ull wi nter. E....-en if future mnnrgemont is 
succe ssful in nw.intnining tho Go.llntin herd e:.t n me>ximum of 1.,500 ho£'d 1 it is 
doubtful if desired r oco'ITe ry of drmc.ged p urk l f' ncls c r n be fully f' Ccomplished 
bccnus c of r e stricting t opogr".phy whi ch forc es oxcessi~,c use of this migrntion 
corricor. 

Similr r Proble ms in Other Arens: Tho sur~lus e lk problem in Yellowstone is not 
n.'lltfa.ria.lly different from simil:'.r situCctions in other -o.rons. In the Sun River 
region of northern Montnno. serious ovorr,i·o.zine; by n l c.r gc olk hord ho.s oocurrod. 
A few yo!:'.rs r..go the Fish und Gcme Dcpr.r t mant of Pontrno. found it nocessnry to 
out the elk numbers by one hnlf. This he r d is be ing mnintuined on reduced be sis 
by rcgulC'.ted hun-t;:f.ng. Such meo.surcs hnvo be en noce ss r-.ry with respect to scvcrul 
smo.llcr elk herds throughout Manto.no. . Control of elk numbers is c recognized 
mo.nngement mensu~e in most of the mounto.in stCctcs where elk herds exist. 

Presc?"'Vntion of Nnturnl Cond i~ions Roquired t The be.sic Act of Congr~ss creo.ting 
Yellowstone Nc0fiono.1 Pcrk ( 1872) stipuic.tcs thnt r.11 fcntures within the ~reo. 
sho.11 be preserved in their n~turnl condition. Thus (o.mong ot~or responsibili­
ties) it is incumbent upon the NntionP.l Po.rk Service to mo.intr.in o.11 species of 
o.nimnls c.n~ their environment in oriGinnl o r primitive chtlro.cter.In the north­
ern Yellowstone a.ran preservc.tion of the bighorn, tho ante lope, tho bison, the 
door, tho moose r nr the elk r0quiros such mn nr.goment thrt no one species will 
bo threo.tcnod with extinction through exce ssive competition with tho others. 
The numbers of ench ounnot be permitted to incrcnse to tho point where the 
no.turo.l footl supply becomes insufficient to support thorn. 
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Yellowstone 21k Iuanagement 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 e:7..ceed 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 Hith a healthy range condition. \Then this 
point is reached there will continue to be an annual surplus in the amount of 
seasonal increa.se. Under present conditions the elk herds increase at tho rato 
of approximat oly 20~: per year. · Thus, with a herd of 5,000 elk, tho annual 
surpl11s would bo 1,000. \"Tith 6,000 olk it would be 1,200, with 7,000 elk, 1,400. 

1bst desirable methods of controlling sizo of tho olk herd are (1) by live 
shipnont of surpluses to other areas or (2) by legal hunting as tho animals 
migrate boyond tho park boundaries. If those t1110 methods should fail to remove 
surpluses, slaughter within the park might become tho only alternative. 

Livo shipments cannot bo oxpectod to romovo raoro than a small percentage 
of the annual surplus. Legalized hunting outside tho park on tho other hand, has 
proved an excellent nothod of substantial reduction, except during mild winters 
when elk have failed to migrate from tho park. It follows that (if hunting is 
to be relied upon as a principal moans of controlling elk nwnbers) largo re­
ductions must be made by hunters outside tho park in those irregular periodic 
winters when strong migrations occur, Averaged ·with small reductions of light 
winters, these removals over a period of yuars should flaintain tho wintering 
herds at the dosirod level. 

J:stiraation of Current :::!lk Numbers - Northern Yollowstono Hord: Counting of tho 
olk throughout tho oxtunsivo area of tho northern Yollowstono range is a diffi­
cult task. In recant yoars, counting motl1ods have boon improved. Chanc;os in 
tho number and boundaries of counting units have buon raado to facilitate cover­
age without duplication of counting. Cooperation of various agencies , organiza­
tions and individuals has made it possible to givo more intensive coverage t o 
counting units. 

In tho past eight years, four well-organized and intensive elk counts have 
been hold. Complet e records have also boon maintained on annual r eductions. 

By taking into account tho nwJbor of animals removed and the number counted 
immediately after this reduction, tho absolute minimum size of tho herd for tho 
previous fall can be mathematically determined. 

Thus, each of th,J four rocont elk counts of tho Northern herd (1943, 1946, 
1948 and 1949) have clearly shmm that previous forecasts of fall populations 
invariably have boon low. Actual minimum size of the fall herd has boon under­
estimated by 1,500 to nearly 2,000 animals. Thoso excess animals have created 
a serious overload upon the winter range . Naturally, tho range has shmm 
continuing damage. 

Past oxpcrionco now indicates that each elk count must bo carefully cvalua­
t..c.d. 2stimato must be ma.do for those olk missed, or not soon, by observers. 
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As everyone who ha.s perticipr.to<l in nn elk count knows, some inventories 
o.ro more cor.iplcte them others. Wor.thcr conc~itions, snow depths, c~istribution 
of the nnimr ls ::- nc other fr.ctors--dl hr-.vo nn importo.nt bonring on humo.n o.bility 
t0 mnkc n good census, or count. 

On tho bnsis of present knowledge, elk counts r'nd cstimC'..tos for tho po.st 
oii;ht ycr.rs hr.v e been c~rcfully nnclyzcc~. This o.no.lysis is grnphicr.lly shown 
on the nccompanying chc.rt. 

Bocr'.us o o f cxtrene sno,,1 c';cpths, conccntrc.tion r: f elk, fr.vor(l.ble wcr.thcr 
r.nr. 6oor1 ori;r.niz t'tion~ tho elk count of tho Northern Yellowst0no herd conducted 
i:.i:r the spr i n[; o f 1943 is roi;".r c1cc: a.s tho most complete inYentory ever mm~o • 
Experienced ob sor7crs who prrticip::-.toc~ tr.r.t ycrr cstimnted thr.t elk present 
but missc <l in tho count would number en r-dr"itionnl 5 per cent. On the semo 
br.sis, the cnunt s helc:1 in 19l.i6 r.nr1 1948 cr.n be rr.tod us g0od (but not "excol­
lont," ns in 19L:.3, ') with nnimn.ls present but not seen probnbly f'.mounting to nn 
ncc1itionnl 10 per cent. Ac t u r l cr.unt f _~;;ures wc::-e uscc1 in tho census o f 1949. 

On tho bnsis of tho o.bo v0 census cvc.luPtions, f'rll rnr. l ntor winter popu­
lntions for the pr st six ycC1r s hrve boon computec~ for the Northern Yc ll0wstone 
hcrf. rs shown on the chr rt. These rocr-.lcul r t 0r: fr 11 csti!llrte s not C'nly che ck 
r ::-.thcr clNely with pcrioclic rcturl fir,t1rc s obtrincr1 b:r census r-.nrl r eduction, 
but 0 lso r pprnxim."' to the minimum number "f rnim"" ls required in r. bnsic he rd to 
produce tho kn"vm f 'T"Crr cc r nnur 1 r''. r r in. 

Followin;; tho n.bovo pr.ttorn, size of tho northern Yollo·wstonc elk he rd in 
the sprir.g of 1950 is estimrtc c~ r.t 10,000. Avcrr,Go r. n.rtuc l he rd incrensc in 
this rrc0. throui;h birth rnrl survivr.l nf e r.bros to tho n.gc of' 8 or Q months 
nppec.rs to be c.bout 20%. Thus , it i s osth1r,toc1 thnt the frll populnti n of 
tho Northern Yellowstone elk horn will bo 12,000. 

Considering tho.t nn nnnur-.1 ::-.~.·erri;o 0f more thnn 2,000 elk in excess of tho 
c r..rrying crprcity dotcrmincc~ in 1938 hns boon cr.rricc for the pr.st eight yea.rs 
r.s r.n overburc1on on o. dcterinrr.ting rnnbe, it is now impe retivc thnt not mor e 
tho.n 5,000 e lk bo cr.rried on tho Northern Yellowstone winter rrnge t1ntil such 
time r. s v e ;;C'tntivc recovery nnc: soil str.bilizr.tion mC1y in( ic r tc tha.t this 
maximum number c nn s r fcly be incrc r. scc. 

Prcpnrod by: 

Curtis K. Skinner] 
Chief Rn n;;er 
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Record of F.lk Reductions For Past 14 Years ----· ------
Northern Yellowstone Elk Herd 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Period: Actual R E D U C T I O N 6 ---------Spring to Cocmt: 

- ~Prigg __ ~priug .. __ H~nti~gl _Sla~ght~r1 _Tra~ping:_ Y[iEt~r_Klll:_ Iotal 

1934-35 

1935-36 

1936-37 

1937-38 

1938-39 

1939-Lio 

1940-41 

1941-42 

1942-43 

1943 ... 1.J.+ 

1944 .. 45 

1945-46 

1946-47 

1947-48 

1948•49 

10 647 
(1934) 

10 112 
(1935) 

10 281 
(1936) 
8 794 
(1937) 

10 976 
(1938) 
NONE 
(1939) 
NONE 
(1940) 
NONE 

(1941) 
NCIJE 
(1942) 
8 235 
(1943) 
NONE 
(1944) 
HONE 
(1945) 
8 -513 
(1946) 
NONE 
(1947) 
7 815 
(1948) 

2 598 

2 287 

257 

3 587 

2 971 

122 

275 

2 071 

6 539 

125 

403 

2 094 

3 069 

970 

223 

394 

*11 

691 

551 

1ar. 

225 

307 

16 

12 

145 

10 

73 

76 

39 

89 
(1936) 

15 
(1937) 

89 
(1938) 
553 

(1939) 
68 

(1940) 
10 

(1941) 
108 

(1942) 
872 

(1943) 
100 

(19lJ+) 
3/"ICI 

(1945) 
250 

(1946) 
475 

(1947) 
375 

(1948) 

3 265 

2 933 

846 

3 912 

3 811 

206 

297 

2 324 

8 102 

235 

703 

2 417 

3 620 

1 384 

- - . - - - - - - - - - ~ . - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
TOTAL~ 27 ~68 l 325 2 C78 3 304 34 055 ... -- - - - .. - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

*Killed for museum specimens. 

Annual Average Drain For Past 14 Years ••••••• ! 2 432 
Annual Average Drain For Past 10 Years ••••••• ~ 2 3lt 
Annual Average l)rain For Past 5 Years • o•••••• 1 671 

Minimum Basic 
Herd RP.quired 

13 900 
13 200 
9 550 
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Reductions - (Hunt i ng, Trapping , .:;; laughter and Natural Mortality ) 

1943-
1944 

1944-
1945 

Population Exceeding the Grazing Capacity 

Grazing Capacity ,Blank .Area) 

1945-
1946 

1946-
1947 

1947-
1948 

* Esti~ated Populat i on Fal l 1950. 

12382 

1948-
1949 

1949-
1950 

*12000 
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