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Executive Summary 

A dramatic decline in open range and open forest habitat used by bighorns spring, fall 
and winter range has occurred in the past 60 years due to effective fire suppression 
activity by the Ministry of Forests. Historically, frequent low intensity burns had 
occurred in the Interior Douglas fir biogeoclimatic zone of the East Kootenay Trench and 
the adjacent Montane spruce zone on the western edge of the Rocky Mountains. Most 
wild fires have been controlled by the Ministry of Forests, since creation of a Fire 
Protection Branch in 1946. 

Ministry of Environment staff recognized that forest encroachment and in-growth were 
reducing suitability of bighorn sheep winter range in the East Kootenays and initiated 
prescribed burning on Wigwam Flats in 1978. Restoration of bighorn sheep winter range 
was expanded in the 1980's through a Rocky Mountain Bighorn sheep restoration 
program funded by the Habitat Conservation Fund (now Habitat Conservation Trust 
Fund, Davidson 1994). Prescribed bums, logging, slashing and seeding were used to 
improve the suitability of bighorn sheep winter ranges while translocations, anti-parasite 
and trace mineral treatment were used to stimulate population growth. 

Between 1990 and 1996, habitat restoration efforts on bighorn sheep range were limited 
and forest in-growth was rapidly reducing suitable open range and open corridors 
between seasonal ranges. The Ministry of Forests initiated Ecosystem Restoration Plans 
for the entire East Kootenay Trench in 1997. The Provincial Government established the 
Rocky Mountain Trench Ecosystem Restoration Steering Committee in 1998 with the 
responsibility for planning and delivering a strategic restoration plan for fire maintained 
ecosystems in the Rocky Mountain Forest District (Blueprint for Action 2006). 
Committee members were selected from government ministries, timber licencees, 
stakeholder organizations and program funding agencies (Blueprint for Action 2006). A 
sub-committee of the Steering Committee called the Operations Committee was formed 
to deliver site-specific restoration activities. Habitat restoration priorities for bighorn 
sheep were evaluated against all other restoration priorities in the Rocky Mountain Forest 
District. 

With the designation of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep as a blue listed or vulnerable 
species in 1999, (Identified Wildlife Strategy of the Forest Practice Code), both the 
Ministry of Environment and the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Compensation 
Program have placed a renewed emphasis on habitat management for bighorn sheep. 

The Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Compensation Program issued a contract in 
September 2006, to enhance Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep range located between r Mause Creek and the mouth of Diorite Basin east of Premier Lake. This plan identifies 
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the location of proposed habitat restoration activities, proposed habitat enhancement 
techniques to be used, priority areas for proposed work and factors which may influence 
desired outcomes to improved range suitability. Stand management prescriptions were 
completed on three winter range areas recently used by bighorn sheep so that restoration 
work could commence in 2007 and 2008. 

Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep populations wintering between Mause Creek and Premier 
Lake have declined from an estimated population of 260 in 1991 to 70 in 2005. A 
transplant of 25 Rocky Mountain bighorns was done form Stoddart Creek to the Premier 
ridge herd in February 2005 in order to reduce the dramatic decline in population. 
Proposed habitat enhancement activities will help to ensure that this population will 
increase in number and have suitable range to support future population growth 
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r 1.0. Introduction 

1.1 Objectives 

The objectives of this project were to: 
1. Identify potential sites for habitat enhancement on bighorn sheep winter range located 

between Mause Creek and the mouth of Diorite Basin; 
2. Identify types of enhancement required and desired habitat after enhancement; 
3. Prioritize areas and years of treatment of habitat; 
4. Develop detailed enhancement plans (Two Stand Management Prescriptions) on 
several areas so that habitat enhancement activities can proceed in 2007 and 2008. 

1.2. Background Information 

1.2.1. Population Trend and Probable Cause 

Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep numbers have declined from an estimated population of 
270 animals in 1991 to less than 70 at present in the Wildhorse, Estella and Premier 
Ridge herds. (Teske 2005-Table 1, Appendix 0; Figure 1: Overview Map of Area of 
Interest-Insert). The rapid decline in bighorn numbers are postulated to be the result of 
loss of open range, particularly fall, winter and spring range. The loss of open range is 
directly related to forest encroachment and in-growth which has steadily occurred since 
major fires of the 1920's and 1930's in the East Kootenays. The Wildhorse, Estella 
Mountain and Premier Ridge herds winter at lower elevation on the western side of the 
Rocky Mountains where reduced snowfall, chinook winds and higher solar radiation tend 
to keep snowfall depth low. Stand maintaining fires in the East Kootenay Trench 
Ecosection and stand replacement fires in the adjacent Montane spruce biogeo climactic 
zone on the western edge of the Rockies have been suppressed by the Ministry of Forests 
for about 60 years. The resultant buildup of forest cover has had several negative impacts 
on bighorn sheep range. One of the direct impacts is a loss of productive bunch grass 
when canopy closure exceeds about 25% (Ross pers com). Dense forest in-growth 
dramatically reduces sight lines for bighorns making them totally vulnerable to predators. 
Steep, rocky terrain is sought for escape terrain from predators. Bighorn sheep have high 
visual acuity and can spot predators from distances of over a mile in open country. 
Effective sight lines are reduced to several meters in closed canopies, resulting in 
increased predator effectiveness. The change in forest cover and increased predator 
effectiveness has also been coupled with high predator populations in this area. Deer and 
elk numbers have steadily increased on winter ranges used by bighorn sheep during the 
past 10 years (since the deep snow winter of 1995-1996), due to mild winter conditions 
and a conservative hunting season. It is understandable that predator populations would 
increase in response to an increasing prey base. 
Viable populations of bighorn sheep in the area of interest (Figure 1) now only exist in 

the Premier Ridge/W asa Mountain areas where suitable escape terrain is readily 
accessible. According to Pete Lum (pers. com.) bighorn sheep did not winter on Premier 


























































































































































































