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Abstract:
The impacts of winter recreationists on wildlife in Yellowstone National Park were investigated from
1978-80, Total winter visitation has increased 995 per cent since 1966 and exceeded 50,000 visitors the
winter of 1979-80. Winter recreation includes such activities as snowmobiling, cross-country skiing,
snowshoeing, winter camping, and snowcoach tours through the park. The number of private oversnow
vehicles entering the park ranges from 20,000 to 30,000 per year.

Over 15,000 snowcoach passengers travel through the park each year.

The general responses of wildlife to disturbance include: Attention or alarm response, flight response,
and aggressive response. Only two instances of aggresssive responses were recorded. Flight and
attention responses varied with the species involved. The response of wildlife to snowmobiles was
more intense and more frequent in the control area than along the groomed snowmobile trail. Wildlife
reactions were more frequent and intense during the preseason period than during the recreation season.
Much of the wildlife-snowmobile interaction occurred while elk or bison traveled on the groomed trail.
Elk were the most frequently encoutered wildlife species followed by bison, coyote, mule deer, and
moose. Ninety-four percent of the encounters were within the 0-60 meter encounter distance range.
Ninety-one per cent of the distances of flight recorded for all species were less than 100 meters.
Wildlife-skier interaction per mile skied and the per cent of wildlife responding by fleeing was greater
than for snowmobiling. Average encounter distance and average distance of flight for all species
combined were greater for approaches by skiers than by snowmobile. Wildlife-skier interaction was
greater off the trails than on the established trails. Wildlife developed crepuscular activity patterns in
response to winter recreation activity. Winter recreation activity in Yellowstone was not a major factor
influencing wildlife distribution, population, or movement. Some displacement of wildlife from areas
adjacent to the trails was observed. Wildlife movement across the trails was inhibited by intense traffic
and by the berm created by plowing and grooming operations. Harrassment of wildlife by snowmobiles
and skiers increased energy expenditure of wildlife. Elk, mule deer, and bison were observed to
habituate to the snowmobile noise. The observed effects of winter recreationists on the physical
environment include: minor air and snow pollution by snowmobile exhaust, litter, noise pollution, and
limited physical damage to soils and plants. 
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