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Abstract:
A study was conducted on the East Front of the Rocky Mountains in northcentral Montana from June
1980 to September 1981, Tt was the second phase of a 2-part investigation designed to collect
quantitative baseline information on mule deer seasonal distribution, movements, population
characteristics, and habitat use on a representative portion of the East Front subject to gas and oil
exploration and development. Six, and possibly 7, population units were delineated by winter range
origin. A total of 6,000 to 7,000 mule deer were included in these units. Monitored deer showed a high
degree of fidelity to seasonal ranges. Three out of 78 marked deer were known to have dispersed from
one winter range to another. Mean winter home range size for females was larger in 1980-1981 (6.0
km^2) than 1979-1980 (4.6 km^2). Three summer range segments were confirmed from previous work.
Of 22 radio-collared deer, 14% were residents, 59% summered east of the Continental Divide, and 27%
summered west of the Continental Divide. Mean summer home range was 6.4 km^2 in 1979, 3.5 km^2
in 1980, and 1.4 km^2 in 1981 for female deer. Population estimates indicated that the population
wintering on the study area increased by 6% from 1980 to 1981. Ratios of fawns per 100 adults were
lower (49.8 in early winter, 49.8 in late winter) in 1981 than in 1980 (69.3 in early winter, 61.7 in late
winter). This decrease was attributed to a higher proportion of non-productive yearlings in the
population. The age structure and high proportion of males (19 antlered per 100 non-antlered) indicated
a healthy population that could withstand greater harvest than occurred during the study. At least 90%
of deer summering north of the Sun River and west to the South Fork of the Flathead River winter on
the study area. Winter ranges were separated by low deer use zones. Low deer use zones had a lower
percentage of moderate to steep slope categories and a lower proportion of southerly aspects than core
winter ranges. Mule deer apparently preferred moderate slopes, higher elevations., south and east
aspects, and limber pine timber types within core winter ranges. Impacts of gas and oil exploration
were difficult to assess due to the low intensity of activity, the mild winter conditions, arid low density
of deer in the vicinity of the only active well sites during this study. Implications of more intense
development were discussed. 
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