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The Taylor Canyon bighorn sheep herd
lives in a typical Rocky Mountain ecosystem
characterized by rugged mountains, canyons,
and small grassy valleys. Valley bottoms are
privately owned; most of the other higher terrain
is public land.

During the summer months, wildlife biolo-
gists estimated the bighorn sheep herd to num-
ber 250. This was the largest herd size in many
years. Numerous ewes with kids were sighted
in alpine meadows and scattered bands of rams
were noted at higher elevations.

Late-season (December) elk hunters in the
area reported lots of bighorns. All appeared
healthy, although there seemed to be few kids.
Many male rams were observed fighting other
male rams for females with whom to mate.

January brought heavy snows and cold
weather. Snow depths were up to five feet and
mid-day temperatures were as low as -20 de-
grees (F).

On January 18, wildlife biologists noted ski
tourists pulled off the highway taking pictures of
the bighorn sheep. One tourist came within ten
feet of a ram. Bitter cold and deep snows
persisted.

Ranchers noted that many of the bighorns
appeared to be tired, ragged, and weak. The
bighorns staggered and mucous discharge was
observed coming from their mouths and noses.
Many bighorns were coughing. On January 21,
one rancher notified wildlife officials.

Two days later, wildlife officers found eight
dead rams and two extremely sick ewes. Two
dead bighorns were sent to a university lab
where autopsies were performed to determine
the cause of death.

On February 5, ground surveys and aerial
fly overs found only 48 bighorn sheep alive.
Some of the remaining bighorn sheep were
netted and medically treated. Food was brought
in. No more deaths occurred.

What caused this dramatic population crash?
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MYSTERY QUESTIONS

1. How many bighorn sheep died be-
tween the summer and February 5?

2. What unusual wildlife behavior could
have been an early clue that something was
wrong with the herd?

3. Why did so many of the herd die in
such a short period of time (January through
February 5)?

4. Why did the rams die earlier than the
ewes?

5. Why were there only a few kids in
December, though there were many in the
summer?

6. How do bighorn sheep get lungworms?
What is the lifecycle of the lungworm?

7. Why don't all bighorn sheep die of
pneumonia/lungworm?

8. What is the relationship between the
pneumonia bacteria and the lungworm?

9. Who or what caused the die-off of the
bighorns?

10. From the role of an ecosystem man-
ager, discuss and/or write a management plan
about how you will prevent such a die-off in the
future. What will be the best management
practice(s)? What will be the least expensive
management practice(s)? How will privately-
owned land affect your plan? How will you
include others in your planning efforts? If you
don’t have suggestions for the preceding ques-
tions, how can you learn more so you can form
an opinion?
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(Cut the facts apart on dotted lines and
give one to each student.)

Fact #1
The autopsies revealed that the dead
bighorns had pneumonia-causing bacteria.

Fact #2
I Autopsies revealed dead bighorn were found
to have parasites called lungworms.
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j The elk hunters were riding snowmobiles.
| Bighorn are easily spooked by the presence
I of these noisy machines. They get nervous.

Fact #4

Heavy snows make travel difficult for
bighorn. Herds begin to congregate on the
few pieces of bare ground (or shallow snow
accumulation areas) available.
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Fact #5
When grazing, bighorn sometimes eat small
land snails by accident.

Fact #6

The lungworm larvae can move across the
placenta from the pregnant ewe into its

| fetus.
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Fact #7
Lungworms form open sores in the lungs.
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During cold weather, bighorn sheep spend
lots of energy trying to stay warm. Their
caloric needs increase.
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I Young lungworm larvae are excreted in |
I bighorn sheep fecal pellets. 1
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During the summer, bighorn sheep stay at
high elevations on public lands eating
nutritious alpine plants. When winter snows
arrive, they typically move down onto
private lands in the valleys and canyons.

Fact #11
Pneumonia causes bighorn sheeps’ lungs to
fill up with mucous. They try to cough it out.

Fact #12
During winter bighorn paw through the
snow to eat grass. This is tiring.

Fact #13
Even healthy bighorn sheep have the
bacteria that causes pneumonia.

Fact #14
The larval stage of the lungworm is found in
small land snails.
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Fact #15

The breeding season for bighorn sheep is
November and December. Rams actively
fight for the right to breed ewes.

Fact #16
The larval stage of the lungworm travels
from the bighorn’s stomach to its lungs.

Fact #17
Diseases spread easily among herds in
crowded conditions.

Fact #18
Generally speaking, only unhealthy wild
animals allow humans to get close.

Fact #19

I Bacteria that cause pneumonia can only
I cause this disease if it finds open sores in
: the lungs.
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Healthy bighorn sheep rarely get diseases.
Young or physically stressed animals are
more likely to succumb to diseases.
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Ranchers grazed large numbers of cattle on
their private lands in canyon/valley bottoms
during the summer.
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I Once in the lungs, the lungworms mate and
: lay eggs. When the eggs hatch, the young
I larvae are coughed up and swallowed.

Fact #23
High activity levels tire and stress bighorns.
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Fact #24

During the summer, one rancher sold some
of her valley land to a real estate developer.
A few homes were built that summer. A few
more are planned.
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