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Abstract:
Seasonal habitat use, seasonal food habits, interspecific behavior, and population dynamics of bighorn
sheep (Ovis canadensis) mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus) and feral horses (Equus Caballus) in the
Pryor Mountains, Montana, centered on the Pryor Mountain Wild Horse Range and adjacent
rangelands, were examined during 1993-1995. Bighorn sheep used mountainmahogany, juniper, and
mountainmahogany/juniper complexes most frequently at elevations < 2200 m on northeast and
southeast aspects. Most slopes used were <45°° and at distances > 100 m from escape terrain.' Mule
deer used juniper and mountainmahogany/juniper complexes on the winter range and sagebrush and
conifer on the summer range. Elevations used on the winter range were < 1800 m and on the summer
range varied from 1400 - 2200 m. Southeast and southwest aspects. dominated use in winter and
northeast in summer. Slopes <31°° were commonly used on both summer and winter range. [Feral
horses used juniper and grasslands most frequently, and use varied in elevation depending upon the
season and portion of the herd. Winter was spent at elevations < 1800 m and summer elevation use
included elevations > 2300 m and < 1800] All aspects were used equally, except northwest which was
used least.

Bighorn sheep diets were dominated by browse (34.0% - 93.8%) in all seasons except spring, when
grass was the dominant (58.6% - 66.0%) forage class. Mule deer diets showed winter to summer
seasonal trends, with browse as the major winter, summer, and fall dietary component and forbs as the
major spring dietary component. Feral horses consumed primarily grasses (66.95% - 96.35%) during
all seasons and exhibited a high level (>20%) of browse use in the fall. Morista’s similarity index
suggested substantial dietary overlap between bighorn sheep and mule deer during fall and winter and
substantial dietary overlap between bighorn sheep and feral horses during spring and summer.

Twenty-one interspecific interactions were observed during the study. Ifhorses were involved in an
encounter and there was a dominant species, horses were the dominant species; bighorn sheep and
mule deer were not observed exhibiting dominant or subordinate actions towards one another during
the study.

The bighorn sheep population peaked at an estimated 211 animals in 1994 and declined in 1996 to an
estimated 125 animals. Lamb production by bighorn sheep was sufficient to increase the population
size; however, mean recruitment of yearlings was only sufficient to maintain the population in each
year except 1995, when recruitment fell below the maintenance level. The mule deer population peaked
at an estimated 780 animals during 1995 and decreased to an estimated 143 animals in 1996. Mean
mule deer recruitment increased each year from 1994-1996, from 37 fawns: 100 does to 44.8 fawns to
100 does. The feral horse-population peaked at a minimum of 177 animals during 1994. Removal of 51
feral horses yielded a minimum of 143 animals in 1995. Population growth rates for feral horses were
estimated at a maximum of 16.5%, 23.8%, and 21.2%, during 1993, 1994,-and 1995, respectively.
Population structure of bighorn sheep and mule deer indicated inadequate nutrition for lambs and



fawns, respectively. Feral horse population growth indicated adequate nutrition. - 
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