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C A N A D I A N W I L D L I F E S t R W ^ 

AN APPRAISAL 0? THE ELK SITUATION IN 
THB ATHABASCA VALLEY ' 0 ? JASPER PARK 

IITTRODUCTI ON 

^ This v/ork v/as done f o l l o w i n g i n s t r u c t i o n s r e c e i v e d 
/from the C h i e f , Canadian V / i l d l i f o S e r v i c e . The purpose 
vaS to c o l l e c t i n f o r r . a t i o n on the c o n d i t i o n s of the 
Athabasca V a l l e y V/inter Ranges so as to recoriiaend manage-
nent procedures. I t vas o r i g i n a l l y intended t h a t a 

q u a n t i t a t i v e range survey be Eade i n J u l y p r i o r to the 
jjraseau t r i p . As the south boiindary i n s p e c t i o n t r i p 
v;as cond\icted e a r l i e r than had been a n t i c i p a t e d , t h i s vas 
postponed, '.•/hen the work i n tho Athabasca v a l l e y was-
begun on September 30th, the v e g e t a t i o n was too f a r advanced 
f o r q u a n t i t a t i v e data on p l a n t composition to be coraparablo 
^ o th a t obtained i n previous years. The v T i t e r t h e r e f o r e 
jaado a reconnaissance of the p r i n c i p a l ranges and evaluated 
c o n d i t i o n on the b a s i s o f : p l a n t d e n s i t y , abundance of good 
forage s p e c i e s , presence and ab\indance of invader species» 
p l a n t v i g o u r and p r o d u c t i o n , h-dging of browse, and s o i l 
e r o s i o n . . . 

Sopte:r.ber 30th, the Henry House F l a t s and Tal b o t Lake 
range areas were i n s p e c t e d . October 1 s t , w i t h Vi'arden Frank 
Berstrom, the v/ritor drove to Devona, and inspected raiiges 
a t Kobcrley F l a t s , Windy Poi n t and Devona. October ?nQ, 
v.rith Warden Dawson, the range ajrea at tho f o o t of the C o l i n 

•^'ange was chocked. October 3rd tho ?Iiette area v/as v i s i t e d 
and recoiinaissance of the ranges r.ade. 

. COTTDITIO'i OF PA'^GES ; ' ; 

Data on tho p l a n t coniposition and d e n s i t y of the 
^Athabasca v a l l e y ranges are a v a i l a b l e f r o a surveys made by 
Cov/an 1/ i n 19^6, B a n f i e l d 2/ i n 195?, and l/ebb i n 195^. 

' Cowan, I.I'cT, 19^6, General r e p o r t upon w i l d l i f e s t u d i e s i n 
the Rocky riountain " a t i o n a l Parks i n 19̂ 6̂. Nat. Parks 3ur., 

#pTD. 1-19, (lairneo). 
' Bp.nfield, A»v;.?. 195?, Range S t u d i e s , Jasper Nat. Park. Report 

to Can, V / i l d l i f e S e r v i c e , pp. l-lh (typev/i'itten). 
' V/ebb, H. 19?3. Range S t u d i e s , Jasper Nat. Park.. Aug. 1953. 
Report to Can. V / i l d l i f e S e r v i c e , pp, 1-6 ( t y p e ^ A ^ r i t t e n ) , 
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f^g provide i n f o r m a t i o n on past trends i n range c o n d i t i o n , 
^^range study areas w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n the saise order 

^''they vrero presented by those workers. 

j/ette Slopes 
/ B a n f i e l d notnd a d e c l i n e i n the grass-sedge cover 
on t h i s area i n the p e r i o d betv/een 19̂ -6 and 1952. a.i 

This vn:*iter was unable to l o c a t e an e x c l o s u r e i n 
the area..' - . .•„•. :.• • ^ ... :, 

' T e r r a c i n g vas s t i l l e v i d e n t on the east f a c i n g s l o p e s . 
However, there v/as a f a i r l y dense cover of grasses p r i n c i p a l l y 
wheat grasses (Arropyron snp. )^ and bror.ie (Bronur. S T ^ . ) , w i t h 
a good production of forage". There were a l s o l i i : i i t e d ecounts 
of rose (Eosa s n . ) , shrubby c i n q u e f o l l ( P o t e n t l l l a f r u i t l c o s a ) , 
and s i l v e r b e r r y (Sleacnus prfenier^)» 

The south f a c i n g slope on the n o r t h side of the 
Moosehorn R i v e r v/as found r a t h e r s e v e r e l y t e r r a c e d by e l k 
trampling rnd g r a z i n g . I t c a r r i e d a f a i r growth of grass. 
Hov;ever there v/as a l a r g e p r o p o r t i o n of k i n n i k i n i c k ( A r c t o s t a p h y l u ; 
uva u r s i ) ^ ond some slirubby c i n c u e f o i l , 

2, K i e t t e F l a t s 
B a n f i e l d ' s f i n d i n g s showed a d e c l i n e i n grass-sedge 

cover i n t h i s area i n the p e r i o d betv/een 19^6 ajid 195^. 

The 8 f o o t square e x c l o s u r e v/as found by the v r r i t e r . 
The poles v/ero r o t t e n but the fence v;as s t i l l s t a n d i n g , and 
e x c l u d i n g gajae. The v e g e t a t i o n i n s i d e the e x c l o s u r e vas 
a dense cover of grass of './hich brone v/as doriinant. Tliere 
v/ere t r a c e s of pasture sage (Arj^?iIiij.iS. f r j g i d a ) ^ and pussytoes 
(Antennar;.?. sp.) The grass cover o u t s i d e ohe e x c l o s u r e v/as 
less dense than i n s i d e and there v;ere higher p r o p o r t i o n s of 
pasture sage and pussytoes. There v/ere a l s o , on the F l a t s , 
l a r g e stands of vigorous s i l v e r b e r r y (I'leri^nus a r p e n t e a ) , 
and l a r g e amounts of B u f f a l o b e r r y (Sheperdia Canadensis) i n 
good c o n d i t i o n . 

3* Devona F l a t s ..... 

B a n f i e l d found t h a t the grass-sedge cover on t h i s 
range shov/ad s l i g h t ir-provonent between 19'+6 ano 1952. I'ebb's 
r e s u l t s i n d i c a t e d a very pronounced improvement i n 1953. T" 
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fsv^ i n the lat t e r case the apparent increase i n grass 
',t have been p a r t i a l l y due to the survey having been 

^̂ '̂̂ ucted later i n the SQZi.'S>on^ rather than to actual range 
^^^Jroveraent. 

/ The 8 foot square, pole exclosure on Devona Flats 
VaS located. This i s s t i l l standing and excluding gane but 
i t i s , very shaky and the poles rotten. The vegetation inside 
the exclosure i s a f a i r l y dense cover principally of vheat-
grasses, v/ith a f a i r l y large proportion of sage. Outside 
this exclosure the plant cover i s s l i g h t l y less dense and 
growth less Ixixuriant indicating lov/er vigour of the grass 
plants. Plant composition i s siciilar to that inside the 
exclosure but there are a few patches of needle-and-thread 
gross (Stina sp,), a grass v/hich i s often mechanically 
injurious to zx^.zlnz animals, and which tends to invade over­
used ranges, 
Devona Slones 

The 8 foot square, pole exclosure on the slope at 
Devona was also located. This fence i s in better condition. 
The vegetation inside tho exclosure i s a f a i r l y dense cover 
of grasses, the dominant of which vas brome. There v/ere 
also appreciable av.ounts of l i l y zigadene (Zigpdenus ele.e.^ns), 
Outside this exclosure was a grass cover coniparable i n density 

. and production to that inside. Kov/ever there was a very low 
proportion of brome here, and more v/heatgrasses and ryegrass 
(Elyraus inii^j,:,aili^. Alsocrosent v;ero other grass species, 
coarse sedges (Carex snjo. 5 and l i l y zigadene. 

In general, the f l a t s and gradual slopes at Devona 
were found i n good condition. However, the c r i t i c a l slopes 
on the north side of the Snake Indian River are i n rather 
poor condition, v/ith considerable erosion pavement. These 
areas are used heavily by sheep and their condition i s pro­
bably due mostly to tvz^ra-^\lnz by this species, 

V. Windy Point 
Banfield noted a very definite increase i n the grass-

sedge cover of this range area. 
An exclosure v/as located here. It v/as 30 feet square 

of poplar poles, nov/ rotted and collapsed on one side so 
that the area i s exposed to grazing, Ihe exclosure was 
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f .,ted p a r t l y i n a g u l l y and the area contained was, i n 
opinion of t h i s w i t e r , too f a v o r a b l e a s i t e to be 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the s i U T O u n d i n g range. 
The range i n the Windy P o i n t area i s i n f a i r to poor 

-onditlon. On the grassland of the slopes i s a h i g h propor­
tion of sago i n the cover and there are ex t e n s i v e patches 
Jf needle-and-thread grass. T e r r a c i n g , and e r o s i o n by both 
vind and water, are severe on many p a r t s of the slopes and 
a l a r g e p r o p o r t i o n of the groiind i s bare s o i l or e r o s i o n 
pavement, K i n n i k i n i c k i s the raain p l a n t cover on the ero d i n g 
slopes and i s h e l p i n g to s t a b i l i z e the s o i l although i t i s 
poor as forage. Tranipling by both sheep and e l k are pro­
bably the main f a c t o r s preventing range re c o v e r y on these 
c r i t i c a l s l o p e s . _ _ ' 
Moberley F l a t s 

B a n f i e l d ' s f i n d i n g s i n d i c a t e d a s l i g h t d e c l i n e i n 
.the grass-sedge cover on t h i s range between 19U6 pnd 1952. 
Webb noted a f u r t h e r d e c l i n e the f o l l o w i n g year, -

The 30 f o o t square pole e x c l o s u r e was found i n t h i s 
area. The poles are r o t t i n g and the ex c l o s u r e i s i n a t o t t e r i n g 
c o n d i t i o n . I'his e x c l o s u r e was b u i l t around a cliT-p of aspen 
poplars (Por.ulus t r e n u l o l d o s ) i n the ir.i.ldle of the f l a t s . 
The aspen had been barked by e l k before the fence was e r e c t e d . 
L i t t l e i n f o r m a t i o n on trends i n p l a n t cover could be obtained 
from.exanining t h i s e x c l o s u r e as the shaded s i t e beneath the 
aspen canopy docs not provide c o n d i t i o n s comparable to the 
remainder of the F l a t s . 

The F l a t s were i n f a i r c o n d i t i o n . There were a few 
.sprouts 01 aspen and saskatoon (Ar.olanchier a l n i f o l i a ) . 
Grasses o c c u r r i n g were v/heat grasses, rye grass, needle-and-
thread grass, and f o i i t a l l (Hordeua .lubrtum), v/hich i s a l s o 
an invader s p e c i e s , o f t e n m e c h a n i c a l l y i n j u r i o u s to g r a z i n g 
animals. There v/as a f a i r l y l a r g e p r o p o r t i o n of sage 
i n the p l a n t cover. S e e d l i n g s of white spruce were i n 
evidence on the pe r i p h e r y of the meadov/s. 

In general the forage p r o d u c t i o n on the Kob e r l e y F l a t s 
t h i s year has been good. 



A d e c l i n e i n the grass-sedge cover of t h i s area i n 
the T J e r i c d between 19^6 a n d 1952 was noted by B a n f i e l d . 
(k s l i p h t i i i iOTOve-ient was noted by Webb i n 1953). - ^ ^ - i " ^ , ^ ^ -
w r i t e r f o i i n d ' t h a t there a r e s t i l l some areas of bare a r i f t -

sand. However the presence of yomig planus s t a b i l i z i n g 
- ^ - ^ ^ - ^ - . . . i ^ v p a I n d i c a t e d a c u r r e n t i.c:provenient 

Probabll' a c e r t a i n ' " • " ^ " r . " "ept by sand--bearins 
J w g e s i n - ^ i l J ^ - ^ l J ^ - ^ c o n S i u i n of t h i s range vhen 
? f s i S d ' v a s ' n o f c o S e r e d s a t i s f a c t o r y . 

lienrv n o u ; ^ o ... . . . . 

Cowan noted r. s e r i o u s d e c l i n e i n the grass-sedge 
cover of t h i s area betv/een 19^3 ?nd 19^6 and B a n f i e l d 
noted a s l i g h t d e c l i n e between 19'̂ 6 and 1952. Webb's r e s u l t s 
i n d i c a t e d a s l i g h t inprovenent i n 1953. 

The w r i t e r found t h i s range i n f a i r c o n d i t i o n . 
Shrubby plaj"its present v/ere: K i n n i k i n i c k , shrubby c i n c u e f o i l , 
and b u f f a l o - b e r r y (Sheperdia cr.nr'fionsi_s). These v.'ere a l l 
i n a f a i r l y p r o d u c t i v e c o n d i t i o n , The grass cover v/as of 
moderate d e n s i t y v/ith l a r g e p r o p o r t i o n s of invaders i n c l u d i n g 
,sage, and pussytoes. The c u r r e n t forage p r o d u c t i o n of grass 
was f a i r , 

. The e x c l o s u r e on t h i s range was not l o c a t e d . 

8 , C o l i n Range - .. „ 
B a n f i e l d noted an a p p r e c i a b l e i n c r e a s e i n grass-sedge 
on t h i s range between 19^6 and 1952. cover on t h i s range uK3\.n^^.. 

The w r i t e r found the ground cover r a t h e r sparse. 
The .main forage p l a n t s were wheat g r a s s e s , r y e g r a s s , and 
brome. Undesirable p l a n t s present i n f a i r l y l a r g o amounts 
were pussytoes, needle-and-thread grass ar^d needle grass 
( S t i p a spp.). The g r a s s e s , although sparse, had a t a l l 
— . ^ . . T f - v i . The aspen po p l a r s i n the area were a l l nature and 

-^—^ ivi.-^^TR i s no s p r o u t i n 



(EleaS23i§. s f g e n t a a ) , some dead and ot h e r s showing s i g n o f 
recovery. 
Rpjiee C o n d i t i o n i n General ..- .. - "? 
• In snrrjnarizjrig, v/inter ranges v;ere found g e n e r a l l y 
i n f a i r c o n d i t i o n . G e r t a i / i c r i t i c a l slopes are i n poor 

, c o n d i t i o n and sone of tho l e v e l tieadows ^.ro i n good con-
; d i t i o n . -

" Current range trends aro probably a gradual ir^prove-
jnent except f o r c r i t i c a l s lopes v/here recovery i s prevented 
by t r a m p l i n g and g r a z i n g by elk ajad sheep coupled w i t h 
r u n - o f f and wind, • . , 

" The c u r r e n t years growth c f grass forage vas g e n e r a l l y 
good, as a r e s u l t of p l e n t y of moisture e a r l y i n the season. 

Previous e l k s l a u g h t e r s i n the Athabasca v a l l e y are 
summarized i n t a b l e 1. 

• Pfovious S l k Reduction Slaup-hters, Athabasca V a l l e y 
Remarks Object i v e N O , £.lk 

Slaughtered 
200 127 
200 0 
300 250 
250 197 

19^6-^7 - 700 -375 
19^7-^8 - hOO 219 
19i+B-if9 ^ 100 • 103 -
I9I+9-50 0 0 
1950-51 
1951-52 0 0 
1952-53'^ 75 78 
1953-5^- 100 60 
19 5lf-55;^ 200 137 

K l k d e c l i n e r e p o r t e d 

Furthe r d e c l i n e noted 
No i n f o r m a t i o n a v a i l a b l e . 
Poor c a l f crop. No s l a u g h t e r 

Open w i n t e r , h u n t i n g slow 
Open v/inter, h u n t i n g slow 
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, V/ardens i n the Jasper, Pocahontas, Snaring and Devona 
d i s t r i c t s , c l a s s i f i e d 2 X 5 e l k d u r i n g June, J u l y and August, 
and recorded them on o b s e r v a t i o n c a r d s . Of t h i s number, 
60 v/ere c a l v e s or 2 8 ^ , ( 6 0 x 100). I f i t i s assumed t h a t 

2 l 3 
the e l k c l a s s i f i e d r e p r e sent a cross s e c t i o n of the herd, 
then the annual i n c r e a s e can be estimated as 38^ of the 
p r e c a l v i n g p o p u l a t i o n . ( # of c a l v e s s e e n x 1 0 0 ) . 

# e l k seen y r , o l d d o l d e r 
This i s r e l a t i v e l y h i g h f o r e l k . 

No estimates of the s i z e of the e l k p o p u l a t i o n i n 
tho Athabasca V a l l e y are a v a i l a b l e . , 

• • J - . ' OBSERVATIONS 0? 5Iir:EP 
During t h i s work, f i v e sheep bands were observed. 

The greatest nui-jber of sheep seen i n each band on any 
one occasion v/as as f o l l o w s : 

M i l e 3 on East Highway 
Roche M i e t t e 
- \nndy P o i n t 
Devona 

- 2h 
- Ih 
• 22 
- 15 

75 

I t was re p o r t e d t h a t the sheep v/ere j u s t b e g i n n i n g 
to appear on the low e l e v a t i o n ranges at t h i s tir/.e, and 
many more could be expected l a t e r . The s e v e n t y - f i v e sheep 
were segregated as f o l l o w s : 

, Ewes ( a d u l t & tv/o-ye-ar-olds) - 37 
Lambs - 21 

" = .;' Y e a r l i n g s (both sexes) - 10 
Tv/o-Yaar-old rams - 7 

This r a t h e r l i m i t e d sample i n d i c a t e s a f a i r l y good 
r a t e of r e p r o d u c t i o n . L i t t l e can be concluded from t h i s 
sample regarding s u r v i v a l to y e a r l i n g stage. Smith 
pointed out t h a t ewe : y e a r l i n g r a t i o s taken through(5iit 
the summer do not represent a true c r o s s s e c t i o n of the 
po p u l a t i o n . 

1/ Smith, Dwight i i , 195^. Bighorn Sheen i n Idaho, Idaho F i s h 
and Game Department, W i l d l i f e B u l l e t i n N o , l , pp, 1-15^. 

•• K Z V ' ^ ? , ^ ^ por cant o f i±^lG'~^id:^ll3l^a 
--1̂ - V;u ^ a CI'3 Z 3 « 
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I t appears-that the ranges are w e l l stocked v d t h 
gp. Trampling, and gr a z i n g by c o n c e n t r a t i o n s of sheep 
be having as much e f f e c t as e l k use i n p r e v e n t i n g 

'^Jige recovery on c e r t a i n c r i t i c a l s l o p e s , 
- o:;" • - - r " ' ' ' " • 

-y ' RSCOHI-IHNDATIONS 
The v/inter ranges are not yet i n a s a t i s f a c t o r y 

'' c o n d i t i o n and rec o v e r y i s slov/ i n s p i t e of repeated e l k 
reduction s l a u g h t e r s . I t i s t h e r e f o r e recor.nended t h a t 
a slaughter be c a r r i e d out i n the 1955-% w i n t e r w i t h a 
goal of tv/o hundred e l k . The k i l l should be d i s t r i b u t e d 
through the main Athabasca V a l l e y s i m i l a r l y to v/hat v/as 
done l a s t v/inter, .„ . , 

I t i s recoKiTnanded t h ^ t the hunt be n o n - s e l e c t i v e . 
E l k should be k i l l e d a t random as they are encountered. 
There are three reasons f o r t h i s -

1, I f a c r o s s s e c t i o n of the e l k p o p u l a t i o n 
j_g taken i t w i l l provide i n f o r r i a t i o n on 
the p r o p o r t i o n s of sexes and age c l a s s e s 
i n the herd. This i n f o r m a t i o n i s u s e f u l 

• i n rQanagonent, 
2, I t i s d e s i r a b l e to m a i n t a i n a normal 

d i s t r i b u t i o n of sexes and age c l a s s e s i n 
the herd. 

3, I f hunti n g excludes b u l l s i t tends to 
permit them t o . l i v e to o l d ago. Old 
animals tend to bo r e s e r v o i r s f o r d i s e a s e 
and p a r a s i t e s . 

I t i s the o p i n i o n of t h i s w r i t e r t h a t under the 
e x i s t i n g s t a t u s of e l k , sheep, and deer and present 
range c o n d i t i o n s , predator c o n t r o l i n the Athabasca 
V a l l e y i s not j u s t i f i e d . 

Range e x c l o s u r e s are u s e f u l as a means of s t u d y i n g 
and demonstrating the e f f e c t of g r a z i n g on the p l a n t cover. 
To be most v a l u a b l e e x c l o s u r e s must be permanent. I t i s 
th e r e f o r e recommended th a t e x c l o s u r e s t h i r t y f e e t square 



ight f o o t page wire on metal posts be erected a t the 
jiowi"? s i t e s : -

1. On the c r i t i c a l slope v.'est of the highway 
- .. ̂  and r a i l w a y t r a c k s at about m i l e three 

V n o r t h of Jasper. 
2. Eenry House F l a t s 
3. Moberley F l a t s • • • 

Windy P o i n t 
5» Devona ( p r e f e r a b l y two e x c l o s u r e s , one on f l a t s , 

one on s l o p e ) . 
6. M e t t e S t a t i o n ( p r e f e r a b l y tv/o e x c l o s u r e s , one 

_ on f l a t s , one on s l o p e ) . 
Number (1) w i l l be a nev/ l o c a t i o n f o r a range study 

area. I t i s p a r t l c u l a r i l y advantageous as a demonstration 
as i t i s v i s i b l e from the highway and on a key range f o r 
sheep and e l k . , 

The remainder of the e x c l o s u r e s should be l o c a t e d 
so as to in c l u d e the areas protected by the o l d pole ex-
c l o s u r e s . Exceptions to t h i s are i i o b e r l e y F l a t s and V/indy 
P o i n t , The pole e x c l o s u r e s on those ranges are on areas 
v/hich represent p e c u l i a r c o n d i t i o n s , i . e . , a clump of aspens, 
and a g u l l e y . They should t h e r e f o r e be r e l o c a t e d on areas 
t y p i c a l of the s\irrounding range, 

A q u a n t i t a t i v e " c o n d i t i o n and tren d " range survey 
should be made i n the Athabasca V a l l e y by the V a i d l i f e 
S e r v i c e next summer. The exact l o c a t i o n s f o r the e x c l o s t i r e s 
could be s e l e c t e d at that time and the e x i s t i n g c o n d i t i o n s 
of p l a n t cover recorded and photographed. 

R e s p e c t f u l l y submitted, 

Donald R. F l o o k 
Hammalogist, 

Edmonton, A l t a . , 
November l o , 1955. 
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