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Abstract:
Elk habitat use, activity patterns, and winter distribution, before and after energization of a 500-kV AC
powerline which crosses critical winter range in southwestern Montana, was studied during the mild
winters of 1983 and 1984. Methods included 24 hour continuous radio-monitoring, track and pellet
group counts, and direct ground and aerial observations. Habitat use by the elk herd, which apparently
was at or above carrying capacity, was influenced by weather parameters, distribution of available
forage (as influenced by snow conditions and cattle grazing), and population density. The powerline
crosses a bunchgrass range at about the level where timber begins, and elk typically crossed the
powerline corridor twice a day while traveling between bedding and feeding areas. Powerlihe
construction in the spring of 1983 displaced radioed elk prior to spring migration. ' Four of 11 elk with
functional radios did not return to the study area to winter in 1984 after the powerline was energized.
The physical presence of the powerline did not alter elk distribution or activity patterns, however, noise
generated from corona discharge off the conductors during precipitation caused elk to hesitate and
show excitability before crossing a "noisy corridor" , and may alter basic elk daily activity patterns
during storms. It is not expected that elk will further acclimate to precipitation noise levels because the
rate of animal exposure is low on the relatively arid North Boulder range, and the corridor itself is not
an attractive forage source. The level of impact from corona noise may change with more severe winter
conditions if elk are forced by deep snow to congregate on lower elevations entirely below the
powerline corridor. The number of hunters declined from historical figures in the area after powerline
access roads were built. Hunter distribution also changed, however, total harvest remained the same.
Placement of future extra high voltage (EHV) lines should consider not only the effect of the physical
presence of the corridor and towers on wildlife, but also the potential impacts of electro-magnetic fields
and corona discharge. It is recommended that future EHV lines are not placed across concentrated big
game use areas. 
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