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Crucial Habitat Area Narrative

	Region:
	Sheridan 

	Habitat Priority Area Name:
	South Big Horn Mountain Foothills Shrub and Pine Communities

	Habitat Area Type:
	[bookmark: Check1]|_| Aquatic     |X| Terrestrial    |_| Combined
Ponderosa pine, limber pine, curlleaf mountain mahogany and sagebrush.

	Habitat Values:
	The foothills shrub and pine communities located on the southern portion of the Big Horn Mountains provide valuable winter habitat for mule deer and elk.  
Crucial winter elk and mule deer habitats occur within this area, as well as important transition habitats for these species. The mixture and juxtaposition of conifer cover (ponderosa and limber pine), valuable winter browse (curlleaf mountain mahogany and big sagebrush sub-species) and topographic diversity of foothills terrain, make this an ideal area for mule deer to survive winter.  

	Reason Selected:
	This area is extremely important to mule deer management in the Sheridan Region, due to the quality of mule deer habitat and publicly accessible land. This area provides substantial recreation opportunities for deer hunters.  It provides crucial winter and transitional range for elk and mule deer and a number of SGCN identified in the SWAP report.
Issues regarding wildlife habitat include:
· Plant community succession
· Loss of natural disturbance regimes
· Decrease in forage quality and quantity of desired species
· Improper grazing practices

	Area Boundary Description:
	Sheridan Front Range Habitats- Big Horn Mountain Foothills, Ponderosa and Limber Pine Community Type- Mountain Foothills, Curlleaf Mountain Mahogany Community Type and Adjacent Types within ½ mile Buffer. The Ed O. Taylor and Bud Love Wildlife Habitat Management Areas occur within the boundary of this area. 

	Primary species or assemblages of species within area:
	Elk and mule deer.

	SWAP Tier 1       species:
	Bald Eagle, Burrowing Owl, Common Loon, Ferruginous Hawk, Greater Sage-grouse, Mountain Plover, Northern Goshawk, Townsend's Big-eared Bat


	Solutions or actions:
	1. Develop cooperative management agreements with BLM, USFS, State Land Board, private landowners, and other interested parties to maintain open spaces and healthy ecosystem functions.  These agreements may include grazing strategies, timber management, travel management plans, prescribed fire, noxious and invasive weed management, and reestablishment of native vegetation following disturbance that benefit wildlife habitat conditions.
2. Seek conservation easements with willing private landowners.
3.  Ponderosa pine retention and restoration is a priority for the WGFD, BLM, TNC and other interested parties.  The USFS is also working on a plan to reduce fuel loads in this type.  Collaborative efforts between the agencies, TNC, other partners and the Department will be pursued to maintain and enhance these communities.
4.  In cooperation with BLM, grazing permittees and private landowners, we may use portions of the Ed O. Taylor WHMA as a grass-bank to provide opportunities for habitat management and enhancement in the Middle Fork Management Area.  Adjacent allotments that are properly managed will be the first priority.
5. Continuing the work with conservation groups (e.g. TNC and RMEF) to pursue and accept development-limited easements on crucial habitats is a primary strategy for protecting these areas.  The WGFD and RMEF could also purchase development-limited easements on important State of Wyoming lands.

	Additional Information:
	During the winter period mule deer and elk are nutritionally and energetically stressed, which can lead to mortality.  Several factors contribute to increased mortality during this critical time including:
· weather
·  animal nutritional condition
· seasonal forage quantity (affected by grazing by herbivores and snow cover) and quality
Important plant communities include:
Ponderosa Pine
· Fire is the main driving factor in controlling succession change in these communities.
· Wildlife benefit from setting back succession due to increased herbaceous yields.
· Fire removes shading and litter which promotes herbaceous yield, including forb and shrub growth which is crucial for mule deer population production.
· Ponderosa Pine communities typically occur on south facing aspects located in mule deer transitional habitat.
· Due to topographical features of these areas, early spring green up and late fall regrowth with precipitation is common.
· Provides a food source that is crucial to recovering from winter malnourishment and building fat reserves following lactation.
· These communities are important to a large array of species.  The Lewis’s woodpeckers’ major breeding habitat is the open or park-like ponderosa pine forests.  
Curlleaf Mountain Mahogany
· Food habits and nutritional studies have demonstrated the importance of curlleaf mountain mahogany to wild ungulates on winter range, particularly mule deer.  
·  Mahogany provides a high protein diet for wintering ungulates, and unlike other browse species, the protein levels in curlleaf mountain mahogany remain high over winter.
·   Sustained protein levels provide considerable value to wintering ungulates, especially in late winter when heavily utilized winter range encourages physiological stress.
Limber Pine
· Limber pine is a valuable cover type found on mule deer transition and winter ranges and most of these pine communities are declining due to the white pine blister rust, which is a lethal, nonnative disease of 5-needled pines.
· The disease has caused extensive and permanent changes to ecosystems in many areas, affecting wildlife and other values.
Strategies to correct problems affecting mule deer and elk on crucial winter ranges found in the BLM’s Middle Fork Powder Habitat Management Plan area have been identified and documented in a WGFD report titled Middle Fork Powder River Big Game Winter Range Study. Recommendations in this document can be implemented.

	Land ownership and surface area:
	BLM: 167,046 ac (37%), 
USFS: 18,716 ac (4%), 
State: 68,350 ac (15%), 
Private: 192,957 ac (43%), 
Total area: 447,069 ac








