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Are these poputar big game animals disappearing from
parts of Montana? FWP research biologists search for
better ways to track population trends while learning what
causes the large, !o:ng_..wieg:ged forest dwellers to die.

BYTOM

very year during his three
decades as the areawildlife biol-
dgist in THompson Falls, Brucé
< Sterling hasfaced § mobse man-
- arrement dilemnma. “On one
hand H wonderlﬂ mi issutirg more hunfingi-
censes than th(, moose papulatipn can sup-
port,” he says. “On the other; if the population
can withstand a high'e'r harvesp-and [ don’t
issiie enough licenses, P'm denying hunters
the hunting opporfudity of alifetime.”
Sterling isn’t-alorie, Acrogs Montana's
movse range, wildlife managers hampered
by sparse data struggle to manage the laige,
charismatic game anfmals. Most fitistrating.
is potliowing how modse populations are
“trending,” or inctensing ot d'e'cré'as'ing-in_
size: Without that data, biologists can’tknow

with certainty to-what éxtent they shouid m-
creast or deerease hunting harvest from year.
to year, according to Justin bude haad of
FWP wildlife reseaich, What's more, says.

Gude, “if they don’t. Kiiow which factors are

diiving populaions, whether i's prédators or
habitat successioh ot sormething elge, they
have gtough fime kngwing how to respond
when'moose numbers start'dropping.”
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MOLET UNDER THE BADAR

For décades moose management in Man-
tana ambled along much fike moose thern-
selves—slowly, quictly, and largely cut of

view: Alces wlces is a popular animal. A sight-

ing can be the highlight of a vacationer’s

stitnmer, aild honters compete for scarce

meose tags. Eack year roughly 25,000
huntets.apply for the 500.to 1,000 moose
hunting licenses that FWP provides. Yet
gbundant elk amd deeratfract far more at-
tentmnfmm.huntem,.mldhfe-watchets,-c_a_nd_
FWP biologists. In 2010, hunters -_és'_im_t
25000 elk and 95,000 white-tailed and
‘mule-deer conibinted, The moopse harvest
was just 292

Modse emerged into the spotiight in the
middé*}ds, ‘wher hunters and landowners
began reparting fewerof the animals in parts
of western Montaria. At the. same time,
hunter harvestsuccessrates began dedining,
and §iccessfil hunters spent moie days
afiskd to kill theit moose, Then came the
drought and hightemparatures of the 2000

Moose requite cold, wet climdtes; making
‘much of Montana too warim and:dry for their
survival. Diwmng the drought years, summer
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and winter températures hiv record highi
while fdin and snow were sparge. Iri-ahother

mouse state, Miinesoia, biologists ‘had

begufi- documenting moose population deé-
clines during the droughtdecade. It seemed

logical the same would be true'in Montana.

What’s more, logging and wildfires had
been curtailed. In previous decades those’
forest disruptions had opened targe chunks™ £

dfeanopy to sunlight, boasting growth of the

willow shrubs that miosé eat in winter. Nowr
those garly succession forests were dging. To
topii off, wolves, black bears, grizzly bears,

and mourntain lions were increasing.-across
Montana's mooserange. Adding up the an-
ecdotdl evidenee; it appeared: that mopse

-mightbe:in trouble. “The thing s, wedidn't

know for sure,” says:Gude. “"And if popula-

tions-were in fact declining, we didn’t know

why. We needed tofind out.”
Other moase states-and provinces with

Tom Du Ie;mz s ed;ro; of[\iontana Outdoors.

simitar congerns had begon. sedrching for
answers. In recent yvears Minnesota, Hn-

tario; North-Dakota, Wyoming, and Utah

had evalnated the status and management

of their moose populations and begus field:
research to learn more. Now it wag Mot-
tana’s turh.

ENTRAL CLEARINGHOURE
FWP’s fitst step-was.to consolidate the de-
partment’s moose information. Because no,
FWP. biclogist. was dedicated solely to
moose, information was scattered among
more than a dozewarea offices. Data resided
in typed reporrs, computer-files, and even
h_a_nd‘-wltiUen'-ﬁglﬁ_.bool<s- half a centaryold.
To dathe legwotk, Gude hived Ty'Smucker,

a research assobidte at Montana State

Uritversity’s (M8U) Ecology Deépartment.

‘Smucker’s job was to interview state and

federal biologists In Montana’s mocse range
anid pore over survey information, harvest
repotts, and other data. The goal was to

identify knowledge gaps hampering moose

conservation and management.

Most biologists teld Stiucker that maose
populations in their avea appeared tobe ei-

therstable or decreasing. Dﬁclmes wers, Ear-

tienlaily alartitig in the Gallatin and Big
Hole Vaileyq‘ hisrorically moose strong-
holds: Smucker found some euemons._.
Gary Otson, wildlifebiologistin Conrad, re~
ported seeing more moost along the Rocky
Mountain Fronti inrecencyears than dr any-
time during his 34 vears working there. And
Ryan Rauscher; wildlife biclogist in. Glas-
gow, was seelng growingnunibers ofmoose
in the state's hortheastern ¢ regian, likely mi-
grants from Sdskatchewan.

~ Statewide harvest data that Smiucker
corpiled told a.giimmer story, The number
of FWP-issued moose permits statewide-

dropped 48 percent from 1995 to 2010,

from 769 to 395. Siiccess rates also dropped,
from an average 685 pereent in-the 19905
to less than 70 percent in 2009 And
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suceessful hunters réquired more days to
bagamoosethanis prévi'o'us years, fromvan
average of 6.5 days in'the late 1980s to about
10 in the frst decade of the 2000s.

Whether thes e'ﬁgures.-reﬁ'ecte‘d_adecli_n-
ing statewide poplilatdon was -Open to de-
bate. In most of the state’s moose range,
biclogists say they can only guess at local
population numbersand trends, “And whin
there’s-dowb, biclogists have tobe very con-
servative with the bharvest quotas they set, »
says Gude,

For an animal that can weigh 1,000
pounids and stand 6 feet at the shoulder,.a
moose is surprisingly hard to spot, even
from the-air. Moose stay in thick timber,
which is cooler in surmmer and warter in
winiter- 41151 wherée their dar!_\_ .coats. fender
{hem nearly invisible. Moosé.are

Gude, and MSU ecology professor Bob Gar
rott tonchidéd that in order for FWP i set
hawvestguptas withinoré confidence and re-

spond to population déclines, the agency’

needs two things: additional anid more-reli-
able informition on long-term moosepop-
ulation trénds; and a better undérstanding
ofhow predation, habitat, disedse, parasites,
and cimate affect moose populations. Ag
FWEresearchproject starting this yearisde-
signed o provide thit ihﬁ:}_r‘iﬁgtioﬁ;

FINDING BETTER WAYS

1deally, ¢ach biologist in moose range could
regue §td pilo‘;ed helicopter at a moment’s
notice when viewing conditions are opti-
mal. But devial survey-work is costly, dime
c011=;um1ng, 4nd hard to predict. A goul of
the new study js to find less ex-

bestviewed from the alr, during
winter, but even then they
emerge into open areas infre-.
quently.

‘pensive ways of estimating pop-
ulation trends.

FWP biologists curtently use
funter har\fest information,

Smudker found that'in-;l_‘_iqst T{}tzﬂ Monta_n_a garhered each fall dvcheck sta-
of Montana, biologists have moose h.ary_es_t. tions and in winter from _p_h_one
done atleast some aenal migose m 2010 survevs. Yel rig one is sure how

monitoring, Unfortundtely, the
results often bave limited value for estimat-
ing population trends. The miost consisteny
helicopter and airplane surveys occur in the
Cabinet, Purcell, and Yagk areas im the
riorthwest and the uppet Big Hole Valley and
Gravelly Complex (Ruby River and Centen-
rilsil \xalleys) in the southwest. “Most other
survey work was spotty—done at widely
varying times of year, orin small areas; or
‘without information on an.wpa_ck orother
factors thatinfluence moose coneentratons
in'winger,” Smucker says.

After analyzing e findings, Smucker,.
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Dues. an lncrease

fiv hunter harvest
ndicate a growing
moose popuation?
FWF hiologlsts aren't
sufe. A new study
sheuld hélp answer
the guestion.

moose popldauon trénds. “Tust because only
60 percent of mooase huntars in a hunt1_11g
district were successfil dogsn’t necessarily
meanithere weven't many moose there;” gx+
plains Vanna Boceadori, FWP wildlife biol-
ogist n Butte.
conditigns were particularly bad that year,
or that trophy hunfers were passing on
‘smaller butls,”

The nigw study will compare harvest data
gver the past séveral decades-tp aeridl sup=
veysinp ortions.6f scathiestern and north-
westérn Mpntana that have Jong-rerm
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survey dgtd. Researchers will
‘see.if harvest success increases
inyearswhen biologists spotted
‘more moose from the air duting

“are the bwo rates of indréase
similar? i

statistical covrelation, then biol-

with agrial population surveys

the informarion corresponds to

‘ne fiow ageurately agrial sur-

“1-could be. that hunting.

the previous-winter. And, if 50,

the moose ré-
earchers. can detect 4 strony

ogists who-don't-d¢ aerial sur-
veys could make beuer use of
hunter harvest-dara fo-estimate
population trends.

- Another way to détérmine
population trends may be
track observations of moosé by
eik and deer hunters. Re-
searchers a the new study wilh
compare hunter observations

to'see how well the two match
up. “If there’s a strong correla-
tion, that.could be real helpful,
becanse with hunters you have
a ot of accurate eyeballs
our there,” says Sterling, the
Thompson Falls bislogist
Résearchers will alss exam-

véys reflect actual moosé
nambers on the ground in vari-
ous habitar types. “When T
flying; 1 assume I'm seeing at
least the majority of the moose populaziz
down thers,” says Boccadon. “But Tm &

‘certain, sowe need totest that assamptic:

Researcheis will also lookat the feasit
iry-of surveying moose in“trend aieds” o
could reflect Jarger populations:-And 1
will determirie if tracking survival rates
moose cows and: calves canprovide inst
tntopopulation trerids. “The bottom line:

- the: ‘monitoring; portionof the: amdy 5ot

ways forus toget iiecuraié Hioose popula
trend E‘.atlmdtﬁ‘-'- without. spénding ¢ .
money,” says Gude :
The study’s cther lalf will look at fac
driving moose survival Over the next
yeats, FWT's new sooii- to—be-lnred m
research biologist and othier FWP staf
-capture and radig-collat. 30 cow oo
eachof three stiudy dreds—the. Edste: E
southof Libby, the Beaverhead Mounta
theupper Big Hol gtgjnci the-ch_ky Moy
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Frontfrom western Teton County northeast
fothe Sweet Grass Hills, They will theéhmon-
itok the fate of those moose dittirig the next
seven years, "If we don’t kiiow what drives
meaose: Swrvival and recriitment {the. per-

efitage of yowig that survive one year], then

we don’t know how to respond if numbers
are declining;” says Gude: “Do-we inérease

“prédator harvest? Worls with landownstsdnd

federal agencies toimprove mocse hahirat>

Decrease hunter harvest? We can’tdo every-

thing, and some things are much harderand

mire  expensive than others. We need to
know iftheyare wouth. dmng '

Reszarchers’ other goals for the arbi-
tious tén-year study:

- Learn how various habirats affect moose
survival, Researcheris will analyze fecal
peliets 1o learn what plants muoose 4re eat-
ing. To track the sutiitional quality of

those foods, fhey will use ultrasound
equipment to measure-bady fat in cap-
tured mioese akd monitor the percentage
of cow moose that give birth to twins.

Eind out to what 'e":'('te'nt parasites suchas
brazmm‘e (catried by white-ta
deery; arterial worms (_amed by mule
deer}, hver Hukes, and winter ticks'are
ktilmg MOOSE. T

: Exarmne “how heat. af'?ects mamc, which

beconie: tressed.at temperatures above:

23 degrees Fahfenlicit in winter and 59 study period. “This entire project is driven

degreas i

= Learn-iFbearsare killinga hlghﬂ‘l Propor-;

tign of newborn. moose along the Rocky
Mou_h__tajn-Frn:_}_nt_:_@'di.-EaSt-Cabiaje't'S; whiere
bear numbers are higher, than in the
upper Big Hole,

Determing whether predation by wolves

ishigherinthe Fast Cabinets, which-con-

sistently has.a higher number.of wolves
than the other twostudy-areas.

If researchers can securé -dadditional
funding, they will also try fo determine the
cause of moosecalf mortality, Ineach ofthe
three study ar-.'e'asl-rcseg_rchgr-s will capture:
and radio-colar 30 newly born mioose and
track the animals_:gvgrﬂ;é following yearito.
learn the cause of any deaths.

Gude says the research teati will share
their findings with biologists throughoutthe

by managementrieeds:” he saps..
Fur Sterling, theinformation won! ‘teome”
o mormeitt too soon, “Right now; T have very
limited data on the number of moase out
theee,” he says. “What we need i§ a'betier
comiort factor when we're sertmg_-_quqt_as_.-
That’s ‘what we want, and that’s what

‘hunters wadt:” B
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