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7.  MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS

TASK 7:  RECOMMEND CHANGES IN MANAGEMENT THAT WOULD IMPROVE OR MAINTAIN THE

VEGETATIVE  RESOURCE AND MINIMIZE CONFLICTS BETWEEN ELK AND LIVESTOCK AND IDENTIFY WHAT

CONDITIONS WOULD TRIGGER THOSE CHANGES

This section outlines ERG’s recommendations for conserving the vegetative resource, ways to minimize
conflict, and conditions to trigger change in management.  Overall, resource values have been protected in
the Kimber and North Crow EHUs, however, there are some minor problem areas and potential for the
expansion of noxious weeds.  For the future, maintaining and improving, the health and productivity of the
rangelands in the Elkhorns should be the priority.  In the near future, ERG recommends the EWG take an
active role in the HNF’s upcoming Forest Plan revision process, in order to ensure management in the
Elkhorns continues to protect the vegetative resource as well as domestic livestock grazing.

7.1 VEGETATION RESOURCE

Habitat improvement opportunities discussed in this section include: (1) avoiding and controlling noxious
weed invasions; (2) reducing conifer encroachment created by long-term fire suppression; (3) simultaneously
retaining elk security in desirable locations; and (4) grazing management recommendations for upland
utilization standards, methods to predict forage
production, and for reducing conflicts on
winter ranges.

7.1.1 Weed Control Recommendations

• Immediately deal with the Dalmatian
toadflax infestation at the mouth of Shep’s
Gulch

• Ensure the HNF’s Final Weed EIS allows
for treatment of all existing, and potential
weed infestations

• Within the upcoming Weed EIS,
anticipate, prepare for and approve new
registered herbicide formulations 

 
• Conduct a complete weed mapping

program Figure 7.1.1-1 Dalmatian toadflax locations
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• Spray and pull weeds

• Monitor effectiveness of treatments

• Prioritize treatment areas.  Treat trailheads,
roads and other disturbed areas first.

As discussed at the field data days (August 31,
2004, and July 28, 2005), most if not all of the
management efforts become a moot point if
significant weed infestations are allowed to
develop and spread, reducing production and
ecological condition of rangeland habitats.  The
elk/cattle potential conflicts are small in
comparison to the potential change in rangeland
habitats if weeds are left unattended.  After two
years of field work, it is obvious that weeds are
not presently causing any large scale problems,
but that weeds are present and scattered in a
manner that the potential for future infestations
is great.  The most common weeds found
during the mapping of rangeland habitats were
musk thistle, Dalmatian toadflax, spotted
knapweed, and cheatgrass. Figures 7.1.1-1
through 7.1.1-3 present SI locations which
recorded the presence of three of these species:
Dalmatian toadflax, spotted knapweed, and
Musk thistle.

We believe the most problematic weed
infestation located during the two years of field
work was a patch of Dalmatian toadflax which
extended from the mouth of Shep’s Gulch
nearly to the top of the ridge, above the Iron
Mask.  Management of Dalmatian toadflax
needs to be implemented immediately
throughout this area and the entire Elkhorns.
According to Sherry Lajeuness, Montana Weed

Figure 7.1.1-2 Spotted knapweed locations

Figure 7.1.1-3 Musk thistle locations
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Control Association, the toadflax species are unpredictable, variable weeds.  High genetic variability enables
this weed to adapt to a wide variety of conditions.   Even in pristine areas and on rangeland in excellent
condition, new infestations of Dalmatian can establish in naturally occurring disturbances or small openings.
Once the highly competitive vegetative growth begins, the condition of the rangeland will probably do little
to slow expansion of the infestation.

The economic impacts of Dalmatian toadflax are primarily on rangeland and wildlife habitat, especially on
winter range.  Although deer have been observed to browse Dalmatian toadflax and seed is used by some
species of birds and rodents, it is not known to be heavily used by any native species.  If left unchecked the
impacts on the Elkhorns could be devastating to resource values.

Not only is it important to immediately address the toadflax but it is also critical that efforts be made to detect
new invaders in the Elkhorns.  Specifically, if any leafy spurge, Sulfur cinquefoil or orange hawkweed
infestations are found they should be dealt with immediately. 

7.1.2 Conifer  Encroachment Recommendations

• Develop prescribed burns to control conifer encroachment where elk security cover is not significantly impaired

• Adopt weed control strategies for control burns 

Numerous, broad-scale ecosystem assessments (Hessburg et al., 1995; Losensky, 1995; Samson et al., 2000)
have categorically concluded that inland, coniferous forests have, as a result of long-term fire suppression,
become: 1) older; 2) denser, and/or more structurally complex; and 3) have encroached onto lands that were
historically non-forest.  This conclusion, while generally valid at large landscapes, (i.e. mountain ranges), has
substantial exceptions at smaller scales.  For instance, areas that have had concentrated timber harvest may
exhibit younger-than-historic age classes (Hillis et al., 2003a).  Also, higher-than-normal-fire severity  years
of 1988, 2000, and 2003 resulted in landscapes with age classes and stand structures that were substantially
younger or more open than the historic mean (Hillis et al., 2003b).  Nonetheless, such exceptions tend to
represent a minority of landscapes within inland forests and tend to be represented within rather small
landscapes of a Hydrologic Unit Code (HUC6) or less.  

Since the onset of fire suppression within interior forests, numerous researchers have documented substantial
encroachment of conifers onto lands formerly dominated by grass or sage, and increases in structural
complexity within stands that were historically open and single-storied.  In western and eastern Montana,
Gruell (1983) compared late 1800s and early 1900s photographs taken on grass and sagebrush-dominated
sites, and re-photographed in the 1980s to document how those sites had been taken over by dense stands of
conifers.  Losensky (1995) back-dated timber inventory data from the 1930s to establish conditions present
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in 1850, and then compared those conditions against current vegetative conditions to demonstrate that forests
across the West had become substantially older and denser.  Grafe and Horsted (2002) re-photographed
locations on the Black Hills that were first photographed during the Custer expedition in 1874, to demonstrate
substantial increases in both forest stand structural complexity and forest coverage.

In the Phase II study area we used aerial photos from the 1950s through 2005 and identified areas of conifer
encroachment, we modeled HRV with SIMPPLLE and have quantified acres of encroachment  via the use
of Barrett’s (2005) data overlayed on 2005 timber, all of which was presented in Section 5.  Barrett (2005)
concluded that the stand structural complexity of Douglas-fir stands had increased dramatically due to
decades of fire exclusion.  While observations by ERG personnel corroborate Barrett’s finding, the SILC3-
generated FRCC data were not of sufficient accuracy to test Barrett’s finding.  Nonetheless, field observations
consistently suggest Douglas-fir stands are substantially more structurally complex, (i.e. generally dense, and
either two-storied or multi-storied), than the open, single-storied conditions that Barrett describes as the
historic norm.

Losses in forage productivity from conifer encroachment and increased crown closure 

Numerous studies have demonstrated a reduction of forage production with increased forest cover.  Arno and
Gruell (1986) concluded that “episodes of tree invasion undoubtably reduced carrying capacity and forage
for livestock and big game.”   Observations by ERG personnel within Douglas-fir communities corroborate
this conclusion.  

Positive effects from delayed curing 

Grasses are less palatable and nutritious after they “cure” than while still green (Hessburg, 1999).   Palatable
grasses cure quicker when exposed to direct sunlight than when growing in shade or partial shade.  Biologists
have observed (Marcum, 1975; Baty, 1995) that the foraging behavior of elk on spring ranges shifts from
openings to forested stands, once forage cures within openings, to accommodate this preference for uncured
forage.  Thus, having a mix of forested and unforested foraging sites on spring ranges may be desirable for
elk.  This suggests that some tree cover on spring ranges, even if it is the result of encroachment due to fire
exclusion, is desirable.  Given, however, that the Douglas-fir cover type naturally provides good opportunities
for delayed curing, and that this cover type is abundant on spring ranges in the Elkhorns, it’s unlikely that
additional conifer encroachment provides any increased benefit, that would offset the loss in forage
productivity.

ERG had determined a need for prescribed burning to reduce encroachment.  However because burning and
especially wildfires may have adverse affects on hunting recreation associated with  reduced security cover
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provided by tree cover, ERG will present site specific burning recommendations (in Section 7.1.3) only after
a full elk security and hiding cover analysis. 

7.1.3 Elk Security

• Assure elk security levels are adequate

• Prescribed burning be used to reduce or eliminate the areas of encroachment identified in the Elkhorn
Vegetation Study

• Begin active weed control at a minimum of one year before the unit is burned. 

As discussed in Sections 4 and 5, elk security habitat is essential in maintaining the spectrum of hunting
opportunities in the Elkhorns.  Hillis et al. (1991) recommended that cover be available on the winter range
to provide security during those uncommon situations when early, severe storms force elk onto the winter
range while the hunting season is still underway.  As conifer stands have encroached due to fire exclusion,
it’s conceivable that some of these stands meet security definitions and should receive some protection.  To
test this possibility, security was mapped using methodology described in Hillis et al. (1991), and as discussed
in Section 5.3.

Figure 7.1.3-1  represents the starting point for calculating elk security, with roads and present timber cover.
Present timber was determined from a variety of sources: SILC, updated SILC (provided by the HNF),
TSMRS  (provided by the HNF), and the 2005 color aerial photos (which were used by ERG for large scale
digitizing).  The 2005 timber coverage, produced by ERG, is the most accurate and up to date timber cover
for the east side of the Elkhorns, and was used in all GIS analysis.
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Figure 7.1.3-2 Open roads buffered by one half mileFigure 7.1.3-1 Present timber cover with roads

Figure 7.1.3-3 Elk security for the Kimber and North
Crow EHUs

Figure 7.1.3-4 Hiding cover and conifer
encroachment
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Figure 7.1.3-2 represents the second step in the elk security exercise; open roads were buffered by one half
mile and the timber inside these buffers was ignored from the security analysis.  Timber outside the buffered
roads was evaluated for patch size and lineararity.  The minimum patch size which is classified as elk security
is 250 acres (Hillis et al., 1991).  Patches of timber less than 1,200 feet wide were removed, which removed
narrow tails of larger polygons of security from the analysis.  

Figure 7.1.3-3  represents the resulting areas we identified as  elk security cover.  There are 12,743 acres of
security cover in the Kimber EHU and 11,296 acres of security in the North Crow EHU.  Figure 7.1.3-4
presents elk hiding cover for the two EHUs, and quantifies the amount of hiding cover which is the result of
encroachment.  Encroachment was determined by overlaying 2005 timbered areas on Barrett’s mountain
grassland BpS.  A full description of how areas of encroachment were identified is found in Section 5.2.1.
Results for security and hiding cover can be found in Table 7.1.3-1.

Note that the overlap of encroached areas on areas of security is minimal (See Figures 7.1.3-3 and 7.1.3-5 and
Table 7.1.3-2).  This suggests that treatments to reverse conifer encroachment will have no impact on the
amount of security in the area, or that such treatment will impact hunting recreational opportunities.  

De facto security that doesn’t meet standard definitions

Hillis et al. (1991) defined security as large patches of non-linear hiding cover away from open roads.  They
also concluded that no definition of security can encompass all the situations where elk can escape pursuit
by hunters.  Burcham et al. (1999), identified situations where elk were able to avoid hunters within posted,
private lands, and within small patches of hiding cover that hunters merely overlooked as possible places to
pursue elk.  Therefore, small patches of hiding cover that are the result of conifer encroachment should not
be overlooked as contributing to the overall pattern of security.  
 
Table 7.1.3-1 Elk Security and Hiding Cover Results

Elk Herd Unit Total Acres
Extended WMU

Acres
Hillis et al. (1991)

Security
Hiding Cover

Kimber 39,638 (28,488)
12,743 acres 8,490 acres

32% (45%) 21% (30%)

North Crow 97,373 (39,470)
11,296 acres 14,311 acres

12% (29%) 15% (36%)
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Table 7.1.3-2 Security and Hiding Cover Encroachment Analysis

Elk Herd Unit
Hillis et al.

Security
Encroachment in

Security
Hiding Cover

Encroachment in
Hiding Cover

Kimber 12,743 acres 142 acres (1%) 8,490 acres 565 acres (7%)

North Crow 11,296 acres 103 acres (1%) 14,311 acres 2,042 acres (14%)

Hiding cover that didn’t classify as elk security was then evaluated to determine if it provided any de facto
security during the hunting season, recognizing it didn’t meet security definitions based on either Hillis et
al. (1991) or the adapted version.  Two situations may warrant protection of such small patches of hiding
cover:  

• If security is lacking within the herd unit, it may be prudent to protect such small patches of hiding cover, even
where its occurrence is the result of tree encroachment due to fire exclusion, on the assumption that more
security is better than less; and/or

• If elk harvest rates are accelerated, or bull carryover is inadequate, additional security may be needed, even if
the patches don’t meet established criteria.

Neither situation is present in the Elkhorns.  Security levels are more than adequate as a minimum by Hillis
et al. (1991- see proceeding Table 7.1.3-1).  Bull harvest rates and bull carryover are within MTFWP Elk Plan
standards.  Consequently, there is no obvious reason to recommend protecting these patches of hiding cover,
especially when such patches are the result of tree encroachment, and where their presence indicates an
unhealthy rangeland condition, i.e. reduced forage productivity and elevated wildfire risk.

It is our recommendation that prescribed burning be used to reduce or eliminate the areas of encroachment
identified in the Elkhorn Vegetation Study.  In addition, we recommend that when prescribed burns are
planned to reduce conifer encroachment, the potential of such small patches of hiding cover be evaluated to
determine if some patches might contribute to the landscape pattern of security, and if some should therefore
be retained. 

Prescribed burning poses unique challenges when it comes to management of invasive species.  When
planning a prescribed burn it is critical to address weed issues in both pre and post burn plans.  Weed issues
that need to be addressed include determining the fuel load and potential for the fire to burn too hot, which
may damage soil; the reduced competition that will result from the burn; and increased light and nutrients.
All of these issues have the potential to stimulate increased reproduction of invasive species. 



ELKHORN VEGETATION STUDY
Phase II

Final Report

7-9June 2006 ECOSYSTEM RESEARCH GROUP

While one management recommendation for the Elkhorns is to use prescribed burning to address
encroachment, it is the recommendation of ERG that no prescribed burning programs be implemented unless
the prescribed burn plans include funding for the implementation of adaptive weed management both pre and
post burn.  The potential risk of exposing areas to invasive species is too great.   ERG recommends that the
adaptive weed management strategies be followed for all prescribed burning.  At a minimum the following
should be included in the plans.

• Inventory - Map the prescribed burn unit and a one-half mile buffer around the burn unit to get an accurate
inventory of the weeds in the area.

• Weed Control - Pre Burn - Begin active weed control at a minimum of one year before the unit is burned. 

• Revegetation - The unit should be inspected to determine if seeding following the burn will increase
competition with weed species, decrease re-invasion of weeds or establish desired plants that help meet the land
use objectives.

• Weed Control - Post Burn/Monitoring - Following the prescribed burn and associated restoration, sites
should be visited yearly for two to three years to monitor and treat weed infestations.  The original inventory
and treatments, if any, should be used as a baseline to monitor weed activity for increased infestations, control
successes and to map new invaders.  This information can then be assessed and used to improve or adapt the
current weed management goals and objects to better address the weeds associated with prescribed burns. 

7.1.4 Forage Projections

• Utilize percent of normal precipitation figures to predict annual production.

Instead of developing an index or model to predict vegetation production, a better system of adaptive
monitoring should be considered.  Models might be helpful for long term planning but actual utilization and
the monitoring will better define current use regardless of forage production.  That will mean in years of less
than normal production the utilization will be met earlier, requiring destocking or removal of cattle.  In years
of greater than normal production, ranchers will be able to take advantage of increased forage with potentially
longer grazing seasons.  In essence, this adaptive monitoring will allow herbivory to be used at a tolerable
level regardless of production.  As a more theoretical approach, beyond the scope of this project, permittees,
local stakeholders, university researchers and agency specialists should develop a projected vegetation yield
index.  This  index would be used as a method to characterize the antecedent growing conditions coupled with
current and projected growing conditions to predict forage for the current year.  The index would allow early
planning to increase or decrease domestic livestock and wild ungulate numbers so that the grassland resource
is protected and used properly.  In times of anticipated continuing drought, livestock numbers and elk
numbers should be reduced.  
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7.1.5 Upland Utilization Standards

• Rework upland use standards for areas that have transitioned to non-native grass communities 
• Identify and manage Kentucky bluegrass communities

The USFS has set upland utilization standards for all allotments located within the Kimber and North Crow
EHUs.  These standards are spelled out in each AMP, and stipulate acceptable use levels for upland sites.
Table 7.1.5-1 below presents an example of upland utilization standards taken from the North Crow AMP,
and used in all AMPs within the two EHUs.  ERG recommends that areas which are rated at a low stand stage
due to an increase of non-native grasses should have higher utilization levels, and, conversely, areas of high
ecological condition should not necessarily be receiving the highest permitted levels of use so that their “high
ecological condition status” can be maintained.  Assigning low use levels to areas with the potential for
restoration makes perfect sense, but for areas which have transitioned into an irreversible state due to
Kentucky bluegrass, such low utilization standards do not make sense.  Kentucky bluegrass can withstand
high levels of use, and it is very unlikely that management can remove Kentucky bluegrass, without an
extreme input of energy. 

Table 7.1.5-1 Upland Utilization Standards for USFS Allotments

Herbaceous
Vegetation

Timing of Use1 Timing of Use2 Timing of Use3

Early Mid Early Mid Late Season long

Stage 1 50% 45% 60% 50% 40% 45%

Stage 2 45% 35% 50% 40% 30% 35%

Stage 3 35% 25% 35% 30% 25% 20%

Stage 4 0—5% 0—5% 0—5% 0—5% 0—5% 0—5%
1 These levels assume that the area is used only a portion of the year every year;
2 These levels assume that the area is used only a portion of the year every year and NOT every year (receives periodic rest);
3 This level assume that the area is used for the entire grazing season.

It is ERG’s recommendation that the USFS’ upland utilization standards be reevaluated.  We recommend that
the USFS stipulates in their stand stage ratings which areas with low ratings could be rehabilitated versus
which areas have transitioned into an altered or irreversible state, due to non-native palatable grasses.  We
further recommend that the USFS relax the upland utilization standards for areas which have transitioned to
non-native grasses and where restoration to a native bunchgrass community is unlikely.  Many of these areas
are dominated by “naturalized” species and the goal of management should be to use these areas at higher
(but appropriate levels of use) and manage to conserve the natural bunchgrass types.
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7.2 CONFLICT MINIMIZATION

Supplee (1996) summarized her article about Steering Committees with the statement, “Understanding and
supporting the human dimension is ultimately the key to successful land and wildlife stewardship.”  While
this observation appears generic and all encompassing, it nevertheless represents a continuing and powerful
message.  Mitchell and Lauckhart (1948) wrote, “…describe a cooperative approach by bringing all interested
parties together for a thorough analysis of the problem and agreement on methods of solution.”  Knight
(1996) observed that advisory groups succeed when “…individuals making up the groups are oriented toward
solutions rather than toward perpetuating controversy.”  In summarizing the “Common Ground” projects,
Lyon and Christensen (2002) noted, “The common denominator of most of the successful projects has been
collaboration to enhance the range resource, rather than competition to control the grazing.”  Initiating a
functional advisory group may require the use of public meetings, newspaper articles, and repeated open
discussions to develop trust between local stakeholders and all levels of government (Porter, 1996).

As a prelude to the other recommendations that follow, it is worthwhile to point out some of the major hurdles
that have to be overcome in Steering Committee considerations.  Cooperative management of a geographic
area that supports livestock and wildlife has benefits beyond increased resource utilization.  Steering
Committee meetings virtually always result in cordial relationships, or even friendships, between people who
might otherwise never meet.  At the same time, Steering Committees always have two bottom lines with
potential for creating deteriorating relationships.  One of these, as noted by Grover and Thompson (1986),
is that “Cattle grazing is the most easily manipulated variable.”  It is important that committee members
recognize cattle are not the only variable that can be manipulated, and, further, that manipulation of cattle
should not necessarily be the first choice among management options.  The second, as stated by Metzger
(1996) at the second “Common Ground” symposium, is the general failure to “admit that wildlife costs
landowners and lessors something - either lost production or higher production costs, or both.”  In the degree
possible, every management project should consider potential economic effects.

The first step in developing a cooperative approach could be formal training and inclusion of private
landowner elk counts.  Currently, many landowners keep their own elk sighting diaries.  By standardizing
sampling protocol and providing training seminars, MTFWP would have the means to supplement data.
Furthermore, by including landowner information on seasonal distribution, numbers, and habits of elk,
MTFWP could increase their knowledge of the elk herd in the WMU.  Elk observations on private land could
be included in the MTFWP database.  Development of a Web site to document and map these locations could
also be useful. 

ERG offers the following recommendations to help minimize conflicts between wildlife and domestic
livestock on rangeland habitats.
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7.2.1 Modify/Change Season of Use

• ERG recommends shifting the seasons of use toward later in the growing season

• Systematically shut down water developments on Kimber Ridge to keep cattle from congregating in one
location for too long and reassess the placement of salt 

• Pasture realignment to better control utilization of Kimber Ridge 

One option is to use the normal early pastures for late season use.  Pastures generally used early in the grazing
season are commonly the areas receiving concentrations of elk in the winter and spring.  Fall cattle grazing
could be used to enhance spring grazing in these areas for elk by reducing residual litter and stimulating
succulent/nutritious regrowth (Short and Knight, 2003).  For allotments with smaller acreage or fewer
pastures, using the normal “late” pastures first is not always an option due to the effects of elevation and
aspect on the growth curve of rangeland plants.  In cases like this, realigning fences so pastures have less
elevation gradient, or combining allotments, would maximize the ability of managers and permittees to vary
the timing of use a piece of ground receives from year to year.

7.2.2 Cattle Distribution

• Continue current adaptive allotment systems, rather than strict range management plans

Since the conception of the USFS, grazing on public land has been among the fundamental multiple uses,
which the USFS has been required to provide.  Private grazing on public lands has many benefits, including
stimulating the local economies and providing fuels reduction to aide in wildfire prevention and suppression.
Special designations of the Elkhorns over the years has removed timber harvest from the “multiple uses”
provided, but has maintained cattle grazing as a tool for land managers to meet vegetative goals.  

ERG recommends maintaining cattle grazing on public land and using cattle as a tool for achieving wildlife
management goals.  Grazing programs should be developed to minimize elk/cattle conflict.  Cattle grazing
can be used as a technique to improve forage quality for wintering elk, leaving enough forage on public land
to help minimize elk impacts on private land.  This will be key for the future of the Elkhorns.  The current
guidelines for cattle grazing leave at least 40% of the forage for the elk.  Depending on timing of use and the
stage of the herbaceous vegetation, up to 95% of forage could be left on site.  These guidelines are adequate,
but more intensive grazing during the correct season could prove beneficial to elk winter range by increasing
the succulent fall regrowth of rangeland grasses.
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Continue to use the existing and
established grazing management systems
as developed and modified over the last
several years instead of instituting formal
and arbitrary range management plans.
During the two year project there were
discussions about preparing strict rest
rotation and/or deferred rotation systems.
These grazing management systems make
great sense as a suggested beginning
point.  However, in the specific case of
the Elkhorns, we believe that the current
use of an experienced USFS range
conservationist provides more flexibility
in range management decisions than a
formal unbending grazing management
plan.  A corollary to this recommendation is that the USFS ensures and commits to continue providing an
experienced range conservationist to the EWU.

Over the years the USFS and permittees have worked together to improve the distribution of cattle within the
allotments.  There have been many water developments established in locations to optimize the utilization
of upland sites.  Since the establishment of riparian and upland grazing standards in the early 1990s,
permittees have been forced to come up with innovative methods to better utilize upland sites, since the
riparian utilization standards are usually met before upland use standards.  If permittees can keep cattle from
exceeding riparian utilization standards, the herd can remain in a pasture longer. 

Traditionally, cattle water in the draws and find salt on ridges, this demands daily movements between the
valleys and ridges.  In the Elkhorns there are several areas where water developments have been placed on
ridgelines, usually tied to a underground pipeline.  This is very effective at keeping cattle out of riparian
areas, but it also causes some problem areas in the uplands.  During the summer cattle seek out ridgetops for
the cooling effects of the wind.  These windy areas also offer cattle a break from bothersome insects.  Cattle
which have water, salt, shade, and productive rangeland habitats available along, or near, ridgetops, have very
little incentive to move very far.  Circumstances like this have the potential for causing some “hot spots” of
extremely high use, and in areas receiving high levels of dual use these problems are exacerbated.  One such
situation can be found along Kimber Ridge, where a pipeline supplies water to five developments, all in close
proximity to the ridgetop, in both the Whitehorse and the East Pacific allotments.  Kimber Ridge is key winter
range for elk, and by the time the cattle enter the allotments there are already areas of moderate use along the
ridge (see Section 3 for utilization sites Kimber Ridge Private and Kelly Gulch).  As cattle begin grazing

Figure 7.2.2-1 Evidence of dual use along Kimber Ridge
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upland utilization standards are quickly met
and there is risk of overgrazing.  ERG
recommends systematically shutting down
these water developments in order to keep
cattle from hanging in one location for too
long and rethinking the placement of salt.  If
problem areas keep showing up along Kimber
Ridge, realigning pasture fences or potentially
combining the Whitehorse and the East Pacific
allotments, could allow cattle utilization to be
more closely controlled.  As the Whitehorse
Allotment is set up now, all three pastures
include the upper portions of Kimber Ridge;
realigning pasture fences along more of an
elevational gradient would allow cattle to be
turned on in lower elevation pastures while
the higher elevation pasture grasses mature.
Figure 7.2.2-3 presents a possible pasture
realignment for the Whitehorse Allotment,
offering a low elevation pasture for early
grazing; while Figure 7.2.2-2 represents the
Whitehorse Allotment at present.

The North Crow Allotment also has
opportunities for pasture realignment along
an elevational gradient.  However, ERG does
not recommend pasture realignment for the
North Crow Allotment for the following
seasons:

• North Crow is already operated under a
rest-rotation management system;

• There are three pastures to choose from,
which can receive early use; and

• A majority of the potential areas to develop early use pastures are areas of encroachment which are in low Stand
Stage ratings in hopes of recovery (south facing slopes above Crow Creek). 

Figure 7.2.2-2 Existing pasture realignment for the
Whitehorse Allotment

Figure 7.2.2-3 Potential pasture realignment for the
Whitehorse Allotment
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ERG recommends that development conditioning for cattle be investigated in attempt to achieve better
distribution across the landscape.  One example is culling herds based on detrimental grazing behavior (i.e.
congregating in riparian areas).  This method was used by a past president of the Society of Range
Management in Wyoming with excellent results.

7.2.3 Conflicts on Winter Ranges

• Make decision on appropriate measurement for elk (trend vs. population, Phase I Final Report)
• ERG recommends the EWG provide the political support to the USFS to fund a full time Elkhorn Coordinator

Based on the past history of winter range counts and trend count information for the Elkhorns, our
recommendation would be to continue the population survey method already in use.  In doing so, the EWG
must recognize this is only a trend count and not a census, and the probable degree of error is influenced by
snow cover at the time of the flights.  Population trend counts provide an index, while census counts provide
a total population.

In the event the working group would require a population census rather than a yearly population trend, the
best option appears to be the development of a sightability model for the Elkhorns.  Such a model, however,
will vastly increase the cost of the information obtained.  Unsworth et al. (1994) will provide guidance in
determining the number of animals that must be marked and the amount of helicopter time required.

The most easily adjusted variable to reduce conflicts on winter range are those of cattle stocking rates, season
of use, or both.  Elk populations can be controlled by hunting season regulations, but cannot be reduced as
quickly as cattle numbers.  All wildlife management, at present, is based on late winter aerial trend counts,
and elk population objectives are based on these trend counts.  If elk numbers are above objectives, they
cannot be controlled until the next hunting season.  It is ERG’s recommendation that the EWG decide what
measurement is appropriate for elk populations, trend vs. population (as was fully discussed in the Phase I
Final Report), and, after agreeing on the type of measurement, an interagency group of wildlife biologists will
be charged with agreeing on elk populations or trend.

ERG believes that the USFS, in its AMPs, has provided adequate protection of winter ranges; based on
standards being met.  If allotments exceed standards set up for winter range protection, or if elk numbers
increase substantially, ERG recommends that the AMPs set more restrictive upland and riparian grazing
standards.  During the two field seasons of the Elkhorn Vegetation Study no large scale conflicts on winter
ranges were identified.

The nature of the differences between the North Crow and the Kimber EHUs is related to the differences in
winter range conflicts on the two EHUs.  The North Crow EHU has a much higher percentage of rangeland
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to timber, a much larger area which meets winter range criteria, and has to support fewer elk than the
neighboring Kimber EHU.  On the Kimber EHU, more elk are wintering on a smaller winter range with lower
percentages of rangeland than on the North Crow EHU.  Therefore, it makes sense that evidence of conflict
would show up sooner in the Kimber EHU’s winter range than on the North Crow.  ERG found minimal
evidence of conflicts on the winter range in the North Crow EHU.  We believe that conflicts on the Kimber
EHU’s winter range are minimal and can be resolved without reduced stocking of either species.  Field
personnel noted several small problem areas on the Kimber EHU’s winter range, which had received high
levels of use and were in lower ecological condition than the surrounding communities.  The problems could
be avoided in these areas with small changes in management (see discussion in Section 7.2.2). 

A recurring theme among stakeholder comments is that portions of Kimber Ridge exceed upland utilization
standards at the cattle turn-on date.  Kimber Ridge is a high dual use area, and along the ridge ERG has
identified some “hot spots,”  but as the USFS’ AMPs are written, no area can be over standards at the turn-on
date.  Just before the upland utilization standards in most AMPs are preceded by the statement, “The
utilization percentages in the following table reflect the amount of standing feed that is allowed to be removed
by grazing animals during the grazing period.”  It is recommended that this sentence, as well as the upland
utilization standards, be reworked, because it is important to allow rangelands, which have received high
levels of early use, a period of rest before they are used again.

7.3 CONDITIONS TO TRIGGER CHANGES

ERG presents conditions to trigger changes in management for less than normal precipitation, and provides
recommendations for protecting the value of working landscapes.

7.3.1 Annual Precipitation

• Develop percent of normal precipitation figure to plan for reduced forage availability

It is ERG’s recommendation that the EWG use precipitation data (presented in Section 6) along with the two
years of production data, to set a percent of normal precipitation figure which will serve as a threshold
triggering a special meeting of the EWG to discuss reducing the stocking rates for the upcoming grazing
season.  An example would be; if annual precipitation is less than 60% of normal on May 1st, then the EWG
would convene to discuss possible management such as reduced season of use and/or less numbers, for the
upcoming season.
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7.3.2 Continue Cooperative Approach to Management of the Elkhorns

Roundtable review of final data with agency specialists and stakeholders to discuss the pros and cons of
potential recommendations should be planned.  This could be done in conjunction with one of the regularly
scheduled EWG meetings.  This roundtable may help foster cooperative solutions.

The EWG should also conduct an annual field trip to view data sites, inspect problem areas and view
successful management implementation.

7.3.3 Value of Working Landscapes

Recognize the value that private lands play and their relation to public lands.  Develop a process or policy
that gives ranchers confidence that they will have long term access to federal grazing permits.  This long term
access promotes better management, and helps managers of these working landscapes to see a return on
investment.  It can be difficult to justify the cost of installing an extra mile of fence when the long term
commitment is uncertain.  Assure that ranchers will not be penalized by too many elk, and work with the
MTFWP elk plan to limit elk AUMs.

7.3.4 Promote Working Landscapes adjacent to the Elkhorns

One of the important aspects of wildlife conservation in the WMU is adjacent working landscapes. Wildlife
do not recognize jurisdictional boundaries and, where suitable habitat is adjacent to public lands, wildlife will
take advantage of it.  We must leverage the wildlife habitat benefits of public lands with those supplemented
by nearby or adjacent private lands to allow for holistic management of landscapes.  Whatever can be done
to promote the continued efficacy of working landscapes should be considered by the EWG.  Items to
consider include:

• Public outreach; benefits of cooperative management and dual use of grassland and timberlands
• Field days; other stakeholders such as sportsmen groups, conservation communities.
• Cooperative weed control programs
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