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Abstract: This paper reports on past and present habftat conditions of a
bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis) range in central Colorado along Taylor
Rivar. Hihbs and Woodard (1969) analyzed habitat conditions. The Colorado
Division of Wild11fe (DOW) have made winter counts of the herd since 1940
{Fig 1). These counts show a cycling population usually crashing whan the
population nears 100. Both summer and transitional range have become
avergrown with conifers due to lack of fires within the past B0 years. The
I.S. Forast Service (USFS) has started a program of habitat improvement to
improve tha range thru a variety of manfpulatfon techniques. This program
and future plans are discussed.

AREA DESCRIPTION

Tha Taylor River bighorn herd uses a 25 km long segment along the
Tayler River from the town of Almont north to Taylor Reservelr. The winter
ranga consists of stecp Mosozoic rock formations with loose shale sl1ides
aleng the Tayler River. The winter range is approximately 8 km In length
and .5 km in width. Ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosal. Douglas fir

(Pegudotsuga menziesii). and juniper (Juniperius scopulorum} are scattered
along the east and south facing cliffs. Understory is dominated by fringed

sagebrush (Artemisia frigida) big sagebrush (Artemisia fridentata) and
rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus spp.). The most common grasses include Indian

ricegrass (Qryzopsis hvmencides). mountain muhly (Mublenbergia mountana).
needle and thread grass (Stipa comataz)s and sedges (Carex spp.).

At the top of the cliffs the terrain changes to big sagebrush flats with
a minor understory of rabbitbrush . Gresses in the understory include

western wheatgrass (Agropyron smithii) and Junegrass (_Kosleris cristata).

The summaer range, someé 15-20 km up rivers s dominated by an overstory
of lodgepole pine (Blnus contorta) and Engelmann spruce (Bicea
gngelmanniil. Only 208 of the entire summer range area 1s nonforested. with
a majority of this nonforested area being barren. The openings which are
present near timberline are dominated by Thurber fescue (Festuca thurberi).

vetch (¥icia spp.)s and sedges.

YEGETATIVE HISTORY

Since the early 1900's, tha habitat has progressively converted to a
timbered stand through natural succession and the lack of any large fires.
The available summer range is becoming fncreasingly fsolated with heavy

gtands of timbar forming barriers between these "fsland habitats".
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Risenhoover and Bailey (1980, 1985) and Bafley (1980) point out the
importance of visib11ity In grazing areas and along migration corridors.
¥is1bi11ty for tha Taylor River bighorns has decreased to the point whera
abandonment of the susmer range fn the future 1s a possibility.

The winter range. while not as heavily timbered, 1s showing the same
trend towards reforestation.

HERD HISTORY

Hard size has been cyclics, starting from a Tow of 25 and gradually
building up to arcund 100 whén a crash usually occurs (Feuerstein, eat. al.
1980 and USFS 15940-1585). The herd 1s fnfected with Jungworm though not at
an apidemic staga. In comparing with othar herds in Colorado. the Taylor
River hard appears quite healthy (Bear and Jones 1973). Soma sheep are now
starting to remain on the winter range yearround however and speculation Is
this 15 due to the migration routes closing fn with tress. The USFS is
concerned that the migration pattern may be lost.

Thera has been only one transplant into this herd. In 1969 10 sheap were
brought in.

HABITAT HISTORY AND MANAGEMENT

At The turn of the centurys the Taylor River drainage experienced
extensive wildfires. The summer range and transitional range was almost
totally {nundated with fire during this time. Lodgepole pine has since
invaded this range to 1ts present dense conditfon.

In 1976, the USFS became concerned with conflicts between sheep and
pecpla. Consequently, since 1976 the winter range has been officially closed
to 211 human use from December 1 to March 31.

Actual habitat improvement for the bighorn sheep began in the spring of
1983. A 50 acre sage flat in the upper winter range was burned to test
response of both vegetation and the sheep to the burn. A herd of 22 sheep
lmmediataly moved into this burned flat and grazed throughout the summer and
fall on the itipas Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis) and Thurber fescue
which came up after the burn.

Since than. approximately 1,800 acres have been burned. Burns on the winter
range have resulted in a large Increaase in grasses and sedges. Seventy
acres on the winter range were reseodod with timothy (PFhloum sppls smooth
broms (Bromis inermis) and sweet clover (Malilotus officinalis). Threa
native plants fn the burn area (Stfipa., Carex and Wysthia), have been 1ightly
utilfzed since the burn.
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In May and June of 1985, the first large fire was completed in the
summar transitional range. Ovar 1,200 acres of lodgepole timber were burned
by ground créws using driptorchs and by using the helitorch: an aerial
fgnition devica. This burn recelived considerable attention from the Tocal
and national media. The media coverage was all positive and displayed the
needs for habitat Imprevement for the sheep.

PUBLIC RELATIONS

An intensive public relations campaign was initiated prior to and during
thasa burns. A1l landowners in the canyon were Tndividually notified and thae
project was explained. Ground patrols talked to the publiec during the burns
and distributed information shéets on the obJectives.

In addition: the USFS erected information signs whera burns were visibhle
from the Taylor Canyon road. These signs described what the USFS was trying
to accomplish and why.

FUTURE MANAGEMENT PLANS

The entire range for the shoop was analyzed in 1985 using the Ram 1
computer model (Hoover and Wills 1984). Fresent habitat capabiliity for
bighorn sheep after the 1,200 acre burn 15 268 of poteontial with a summer
population capability of 64 sheep.

The document which establishes management direction for USFS in this
area 1s the approved Land and Resource Management Plan for the Grand Masa.
Uncompahgre and Gunnison Hational Ferest. Minimum standards for bighorn
sheep habitat quality are described in this document. Habitat Tor bighern
sheep will be maintained at Teast st 40% or more of potentfal. In order to
meet the 40% level, 5.000 acres need to be returned to early successional
stages. Following determination of the need, the USFS analyzed Tocations
lnd1pnrunt1nl projects. Listed below are project plans resulting from our
analysis:

l. Proposed burning of 10.000 acres within the next ten years. (Past burns
hava shown that you nead to double the burm acreage You wanmt 1n order to
achieve your goal. Some acres won't burn no matter what you do. due to a

lack of carrying fuals.)

These burns would be predominantly fn lodgepole and are congidered Z stage
burns. The first burn's objective 1s to k111 as many mature trees as
possibie. Following the burns there w111 be a large amount of seed released
from burned conas. For tha next 20 years, there will be a buildup of
reganeratfon as the dead and dying timber falls down. The second burn will
attempt to burn the regeneration and slash resulting from the first burn.
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This burn should be much more axtonsive as the fuels w111 be Bore
centinuous.

2. Seeding of areas which experience intense fires. If the prescribed
fires are hot enoughs the cones will be burned up. resulting in a single
stage burn. At this time 1t will ba worthwhile to seod desirable grasses.

3. Clearcut: burn and seed spruce stands within the summar range. Fart of
the summer range has gentle topography where legging 1s possible and the
timber present makes the sale financially feasible. The cutting units would
be designed to imitate natural snowchutes,

Bacause of the burning and seading. we anticipate these units to be very
slow (20 years or longer) in reverting back to spruce. A1l roads would be
obl1terated following completion of the =ale.

4. Create openings in the migration corridor. This would be via small
timbar sales whare possible. and felling and burning where timber or
topography make the site unfeasible for commarcial harvest.

5. Maintain herd population at 100 sheep through trapping and hunting. The
Colorado DOW has agreed to keep the population at this level in hopes of
keeping down stress and maintaining the quality of the winter range.
Transplanting will continue to be the major management technigue as the DOW
is attempting to restock the histeric sheep ranges and supplement existing
herds state wide.

DISCUSSTION

Tha Tayler River bighorn sheep herd 1s at peak population Tevels. The
USFS 1s attempting to improve the range thru burning and logging. These
improvements wi11 hopefully put the sheep In better physical condition where

they will be able to withstand the winter. Trapping for trannsplant by
Colerade DOW should keep tha population down to a point where winter

carrylng capacity 1s not axceeded.

The burns which have been completed wers used by sheep within 1 growing
soason. The sead mixture used in reseading has proven to bhe very
successful.

To date, 1,800 acres have been burned with 3.100 acres planned for 1988.
Public response has bean very positive despite the iemansity and visibility
of the program. Much of this can be attributed to the intense public
relations campaign intitiated to inform the public.
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