
AERIAL GEHSUS OF BIG G A M E 4 RIDING M O g K T A I H „ | r A B K / l/^CM 

-art.n̂ en:al Ob;:;^ - j ^ ' / Febi^uary - X958 

I n t r o d u c t i o n ^ "^^fi?/./, x̂ 'o'̂ *̂ '̂ ^ 

E a c h w i n t e r s i n c e 19^, w i t h one except*OfrU95Jl) 
a e r i a l s u r v e y s have been conducted i n R i d i n g M o u n t a i n N a t i o n a l 
Park i n o r d e r to f o l l o w f l u c t u a t i o n s i n the number o f e l k and 
o t h e r b i g game. 

B a n f l e l d i d e s c r i b e d a s i t u a t i o n which d e v e l o p e d i n 
the p e r i o d l e a d i n g up to 19^7when e l k In the park r e a c h e d a 
peak p o p u l a t i o n and a heavy w i n t e r d i e - o f f o c c u r r e d . The f o r a g e 
r e s o u r c e s were so b a d l y overused t h a t s c a r s o f t h a t c a t a s t r o p h e 
a r e s t i l l In e v i d e n c e on the r a n g e . 

The main purpose o f a p e r i o d i c b i g game census i s 
tp d e t e c t any i n c r e a s e o f e l k beyond a s a f e l e v e l . I f s u c h i s 
d e t e c t e d some a c t i o n can be taken t o reduce the h e r d and so 
a v o i d a r e p e t i t i o n o f ^he 19^7 o c c u r r e n c e . 

P r o c e d u r e 

T h i s y e a r , a l l \ o f the 33 t r a n s e c t s o r i g i n a l l y 
p l o t t e d by D . G . C o l l s were f l o w n . Even though p a s t s u r v e y s 
were conduc ted i n March I t was d e c i d e d t h i s y e a r t o conduc t 
i t e a r l i e r when complete snow c o v e r would make a n i m a l s more 
r e a d i l y v i s i b l e , E a r l y i n J a n u a r y the snoi^ c o v e r was v e r y 
l i g h t but vhien i a r r i v e d i n Mani toba J a n u a r y 26 t o make the 
s u r v e y R i d i n g Moi in ta in ir/as e n t i r e l y b l a n k e t e d i ^ t h snow. 
D u r i n g the f o l l o w i n g two weeks, low c l o u d o v e r the h i g h e r s l o p e s 
p r e v e n t e d f l y i n g much o f the t i m e . 

T r a n s e c t s I-I8 were s u r v e y e d on F e b r u a r y 3 under 
c o n d i t i o n s which were f a i r l y c a l m , w i t h an o v e r c a s t s k y . On 
F e b r u a r y ^ , t r a n s e c t s 19-2'+ were f l o w n under c o M i t i o n s o f an 
o v e r c a s t s k y and v a r i a b l e w i n d . V/hen t r a n s e c t s 25^33 were s u r ­
veyed F e b r u a r y 6 t h e r e was a c l e a r s k y , . v a r i a b l e wind^ 
f r e s h snow on the g r o u n d . V e g e t a t i o n on t r a n s e c t s 19-2 •̂ c a r r i e d 
h o a r f r o s t but on t r a n s e c t s 25-33 t h i s c o n d i t i o n 'tra.s s p o r a d i c i n 
o c c u r r e n c e . 

1 B a n f i e l d A . W . F . 19^9* An i r r u p t i o n o f e l k i n R i d i n g Mounta in 
N a t i o n a l P a r k , M a n i t o b a . J o u r . W i l d l . Mgt . 13 (1) ? 127-13^ 
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A Cessna 170^ p i l o t e d by H e c t o r B u r t o n , was c h a r t e r e d 
f rom Maple L e a f A v i a t i o n i n Brandon f o r the o p e r a t i o n . 

F l o o k o b s e r v e d f rom the f r o n t s e a t on the r i g h t s i d e 
o f the p l a n e . The l e f t o b s e r v e r ' s p o s i t i o n i n the r e a r s e a t 
o f the a i r c r a f t was o c c u p i e d b y M r . J . A l l e n , C h i e f Warden, 
on F e b r u a r y 3 and 6 and by Mr* N . G , P e r r e t on F e b r u a r y h. 

In o r d e r to s u r v e y a s t r i p o n e - q u a r t e r m i l e w i d e , t ape 
markers were p l a c e d on t he s i d e windows and on the wing s t r u t s 
a t an a n g l e o f 5 9 degrees f rom the v e r t i c a l . An a t tempt was 
made to m a i n t a i n a h e i g h t o f H-00 f e e t above the ground t h r o u g h ­
out the s u r v e y , thus the p i l o t d i d no t s e a r c h f o r a n i m a l s , but 
c o n c e n t r a t e d on k e e p i n g the p l a n e oh c o u r s e , a t the c o r r e c t 
a l t i t u d e , and a t an a i r s p e e d o f about 8 5 m . p . h . 

M r , P e r r e t judged the t e c h n i q u e u s e d i n t h i s s u r v e y t o 
be comparable to tha t o f l a s t y e a r ' s s u r v e y . 

P o p u l a t i o n 

The numbers o f each game s p e c i e s counted i n the c u r r e n t 
s u r v e y a r e p r e s e n t e d by t r a n s e c t ' i n t a b l e 1, i 

The a r e a w i t h i n the sample t r a n s e c t s was s q u a r e 
m i l e s ; the t o t a l a r e a o f the park i s 1,1̂ -8 square m i l e s . 

The pop ia la t ion es t i ina tes based on the s u r v e y are'j 2 6 5 3 
e l k , 7 7 3 moose, and .103. d e e r . . These i r i d i c a t e l i t t l e change i n 
e l k number, and a d e c l i n e in .mops'e . A l t h o u g h o n ! 
$een o u t s i d e the park t r a c k s " w e r e i n abundance a l l a round the 
b o u n d a r i e s . T h i s would i n d i c a t e t h a t e l k have been l e a v i n g the 
park t o f o r a g e , „ -

; . . ^Th i r teen d e e r were .counted, on the t r a n s e c t s t h i s ' y e ^ r 
as .compared ..to 3 . l a s t y e a r . T h i s may r e p r e s e n t a n a c t u a l i n - . 
c r e a s e i n d e e r numbers.. p o s i t i v e l y 
i d e n t i f i e d were . w h i t e t a i l s , .In a d d i t i o n to the^^d^ 
the t r a n s a c t s , seven .wer^ ;just o u t s i d e the p a r k b o u n d a r i e s . 
In f l i g h t s between the park and Dauphin and between the park and 
Brandon d e e r were, o b s e r y e d . f a i r l y f r e q u e n t l y i n a s p e n b l u f f s , 

T a b l e 2 p r e s e n t s p o p u l a t i o n e s t i m a t e s o f .e lk fo^r 
e a s t and west h a l v e s o f the park i n each y e a r s i n c e a e r i a l Surveys 
were s t a r t e d i n 19^0. F o r t h i s c o m p a r i s o n the park a r e a has been 
d i v i d e d by a l i n e m n n i n g n o r t h and s o u t h . T a b l e 3 p r e s e n t s 
s i m i l a r i n f o r m a t i o n f o r moose. 



Inspection of table 2 shows that elk have not consistently 
favoped either the east or the west end of the park be<?aixse from 
survey to survey the distribution has apparently shifted back 
and forthi It may b© that within any one year there is con­
siderable shift of distribution and had the survey, been eondueted 
at a different time i t might have shovm a different distribution. 

Mr. Perret has commented that*during the 1 9 5 5 count the 
elk were hard to see because tha't/shad reduced the snow coyer. 
I t is believed however that the 1956, 1 9 5 7 aad 1 9 5 8 survey 
estimates are f a i r l y reliable. A peak population i s indicated 
during the summer of 1 9 5 6 * Mr. Perret described the 195^5-56 
winter as extreme and quoted wrden's reports ©f heavy winter 
mortality, followed by a low calf crop i n the spring, Daring 
1957-58 reproduction has apparently been balanced by mortality. 

From an inspection of table 3 i t appears that in 1 9 5 P 
moose were equally distributed betx^een the east apd west .halves 
of the park. In 1 9 5 1 j 1 9 5 2 , 1 9 5 3 and 1 9 5 8 moose were seen con­
sistently in greater numbers in the east half. Data concerning 
moose distribution are not available for the 1 9 5 5 , 1 9 5 6 and 1 9 5 7 
surveys. 

The estimate of 1 1 0 0 moose in 1 9 5 7 was the highest 
obtained so far in the park. Apparently, adverse conditions 
have reduced their numbers during the past year because the 
current population estimate was only 7 7 3 animals. • 
Management 

: It i s the practice of the Manitoba Game Br̂ ^̂  
the.elk season i n lands adjoining the park when d^ep snow on 
Riding Mountain plateau .causes elk to disperse, onto ad|a<30ni, 
private land, Sirppping .of surplus elk i n this manner benefits 
a l l interests because i t helps to stabilize the elk population 
and thus to safeguard against an elk buildup such as occurred i n 
the period leading up to 1 9 ^ 7 . 

;.... .|p..have. .the,.park;.Staff attempt,,a'j^educiion of'elk-In ' 
the park Would be an expensive task. In the Rocky Mountain parks 
elk slaughters are f a c i l i t a t e d by the winter concentrations of 
elk on the grassland areas in the valley bottoms though even there 
the operation is an arduous one,*. Ih Biding Mountain ̂^̂^̂  during 
Winter elk are scattered over the whole plateau and organized 
hunting would be too d i f f i c u l t to be feasible* 



- if -

Re coggaenda t i o n s 

"In o r d e r t o s t a b i l i z e the u n g u l a t e p o p u l a t i o n s i n the 
park wolves and c o y o t e s s h o u l d be p r e s e r v e d , In a d d i t i o n t o t h e i r 
v a l u e i n h e l p i n g to c o n t r o l t h e numbers o f e l k , d e e r and moosej 
t h e s e s p e c i e s a r e i n t e r e s t i n g members o f the n a t i v e fauna o f 
Man i toba and' I gee no j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r t h e i r r e m o v a l . 

The p r a c t i c e o f the Mani toba Game Branch t o a d j u s t 
e l k seasons to u t i l i z e e l k which d i s p e r s e f rom the park i s d e s i r a b l e * 
In v iew o f the l a r g e a r e a o f tM park and the e x t e n t o f i t s e l k 
w i n t e r range t h e r e i s no danger o f d e p l e t i n g the e l k th rough 
h u n t i n g o u t s i d e the b o u n d a r i e s . The l a r g e r the h a r v e s t t h a t ca.n 
be removed i n tha t way, the b e t t e r , bo th i n terms b e n e f i t i n g 
Mani toba s p o r t s m e n , and o f s t a b i l i z i n g t h e park e l k p o p u l a t i o n o 

(Sgd) S o n a l d R, P l o o k 

Dona ld R. F l o o k , 
W i l d l i f e B i o l o g i s t , 

Edmonton, 
March 26 , 1958. 
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