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Abstract:
A study to determine the causes and extent of mortality among mule deer fawns and to evaluate how
behavior and habitat use affect early fawn survival was conducted in the Missouri River Breaks,
north-central Montana, during the summers of 1978, 1979, and 1980. Forty-nine fawns were equipped
with radio transmitters: 15 in 1978, 18 in 1979, and 16 in 1980. One-third of the total summer mortality
(1 fawn each summer) was attributed to starvation due to abandonment. Known and/or suspected
predation by coyotes resulted in fawn mortality rates of 16.7%, 11.8%, and 13.3% in 1978, 1979, and
1980, respectively. The low mortality occurred despite a stable to slightly increasing coyote population.
Dense growth of yellow sweetclover during 1978 and 1979, an abundance of alternative prey for
coyotes during all years, and changes in habitat use by fawns in 1980, apparently were important in
reducing predation and increasing survival during the study period as compared with 1976 and 1977.
Movements of fawns between relocations ranged from 0.00 to 3.85 kilometers, with an overall mean of
0.78 kilometers. Monitored fawns made greater movements in 1978 than in 1979 and 1980. Summer
home ranges of fawns varied in size from 23 to 350 hectares and averaged 133 hectares through the
study period. The average size decreased significantly from 211 hectares in 1978 to 100 hectares and
105 hectares in 1979 and 1980, respectively. Home ranges frequently overlapped, but complete overlap
was observed only in 1980. The extent to which fawns utilized cover types differed significantly
between early and late summer and between years. Decreased use of the open types occurred each year
as summer progressed. Fawns utilized the Pinus-Juniperus and Psuedotsuga-Juniperus cover types
earlier and to a greater extent in 1980 than in 1978 or 1979. Marked fawns selected bedsites that
provided an average of 69% concealment cover from 3 sides. The amount of cover surrounding fawn
bedsites did not differ significantly between years. Results indicated that predation patterns and rates
within and between years were not a function of coyote numbers alone, but reflected complex
interaction between coyotes, the availability and abundance of alternative prey, and environmental
conditions that determine the vulnerability of fawns. 
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