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wasn't until Fehruary 9,
IT 1811, at the present lo-

carion of Kootenay Park
in Canada, that the firse white man
saw the American goat-antelope
with characteristics of both, ver
closely related to neither. Tes clos-
est relatives are the European
chamois and the Asiaric gorals and
serows. The only member of its ge-
nus, Oreamnos, has been ealled
white goat, Old Man of the Moun-
tains, American chamois, and
Rocky Mountain goat. 1 prefer
American mountain voat {(or just
mountain goat) hecause its specific
name is americanus, and it inhah-
its both the coastal and Rocky
Mountain ranges of the United
States and Canadi.

Although it oceurs onlv in
North America, the mountain goat
evolved in Asia and is one of the
Pleistocene immigrants to our con-
tinent across the Bering Land
Bridge at a time when the waters
of the Pacitic Ocean were 300-
400 feet lower than at present.

It arrived perhaps 100,000
years ago, and survived
south of the Cordil-

leran ice sheet
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at the peak of the massive Wiscon-
sin glaciation.  Fossils of s
ancestors have heen found as far
south as Calitornia and Nevada.
By definition, the mountain
aoit is a mountain dwelling rumi-
nant, physically adapted for rock
climhing and surviving arctic al-
pine weather condirions, with «
highly diverse dier. Tt has a social
structure consisting of a1 well-de-
fined  dominance  hicrarchy
organized into loosely associated
female-subadult eroups.
Males are solitary or
found in
small hach-
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clor groups during much of the year,
Without question, the mountain
goat is the ace of alpinists. North
American sheep, although agile in
the mountains by ungulate (hoofed
animal) standards, possess neither
the unique physical adaprations
nor the raw ahility of the
mountain voat on

clifts and crags.
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sheep bound crisply across moun- | lates. As the goat descendsarocky | — on a summit measuring only
tain slopes and outcrops, the goat | face or steep snowfield, the toes | eight inches square. Then he
is more of a plodder and inclined | spread apart improving balance | raised a hind foot, scratched he-
to stick to steeper terrain. Lever- | and providing friction in an out- | hind an ear, and shook the dust
age, friction, and balance are the | ward as well as downward | from his coat.

tools of his trade. The sheep are | direction. During descents, the Rock climbing requires a
free-climbing scramblers; the goat | goat lowers its hindquarters to re- | combination of strength, skill, and
is a technician. duce its center of gravity and to | confidence (mental attitude). To

Specialization begins with | bring the large dew claws into con- | successfully spend a ten- to twelve-
the hooves. Unlike mountain | tact with the substrate, increasing | year life span on cliffs requires one
sheep or any other North Ameri- | friction and contral. other ingredient: patience. Natu-
can ungulate, the mountain goat Specialized hooves are only | ral selection and good parental
has hooves superbly adapted to a | the beginning of the mountain | training have given mountain
life on the rocks. The outer por- | goat's adaptations. lts overall build | goats remarkable patience. Goats
tion of the hoof is a hard, bony | includes short, stacky legs set rela- | “choose” their routes. Their
material; but the bottom surface of | tively close together, and a | climbing is methodical, even

, the hoof is a pliable pad, convex | compact torso with the forequar- | painstaking. They are not averse
; in shape. It conforms to uneven | ters decidedly larger than the | to abandoning a route and seek-
[ surfaces, providing gripping abil- | hindquarters. Although it may | ing an alternative should the
i : ity. The four “toes” (digits two and | trot or lope when startled, this is | footing become treacherous.
1 three comprising the cloven hoof, | notan animal built forspeed. The | Goats are renowned for perform-
and digits one and four being the | compact, short-legged body pro- | ing “walk-overs” when a cliffledge
l ; elevated “dew claws” on the rear | vides a low center of gravity, narrows to nothingness. A quick
h of the foot) are large for the goat’s | balance, and uncanny agility on | lurch to position their forefeet
‘) = : body size. These provide a large | narrow ledges with nothing but | against the cliff face, followed by
| surface area for traction on rock | thin air below. The heavily | walking the feet above the head
o and support on snow. Digits two | muscled shoulders and forelegs | across the face, and they're am-
= and three of the cloven hoof are | help it trudge through deep snow. | bling back along the ledge nibbling
more flexible than in other ungu- I've watched a goat climb to | on sedges and groundsels.
the top of a dizzying pin- While studying mountain
nacle and stand —all | goats in Montana’s Selway-Bitter-
four feet together | root Wilderness, again and again [
was amazed by their patience. High
on the cliffs one winter day,
stalked a nanny I wanted to immo-
: bilize with my dart gun. I planned
my stalk from the canyon bottom
to the ledge where she was feeding
some 1,000 feet of elevation above
me. An hour later, she and I met
on the ledge. Startled, she ran out
of sight before I could get off a shot.
[ waited several minutes, then fol-
lowed. Just beyond an angle in the
cliff where the ledge ended in a 75-
_ foot vertical drop, she stood
facing me. | couldn’t immobi-
- lize her there for fear she
£ e=F" . would plummet from the
Lot vEn s ledge when she lost con-
~-¥ o wol of her limbs. So 1
s
LT retreated some
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50 yards and sat, dart gun ready,
behind a boulder. Surely she would
retrace her steps and I'd dart her as
she passed by. Three hours later,
with the sun sinking into Idaho, my
hands and feet numb, and my pa-
tience played out, she remained at
the same location. [ bid her good
night before descending in the twi-
light. The next morning | spotted
her grazing near the boulder where
[ had waited.

Beyond its specializations for
climbing, the mountain goat’s
most obvious adaptation is
its coat. The coarse outer
“guard” hairs shed wind and
snow and provide the
distinctive “goat-like” ap-
pearance. Longest on the
lower legs, sides of the lower
jaw, and along the back
(where they stand erect
over the shoulders), the six-
to seven-inch guard hairs
provide the Old Man of the
Mountains with panta-
loons, beard, and shoulder
hump. Beneath the guard
hair is an underfur of wool as luxu-
rious as cashmere. This dense layer
(goats patented the idea of layer-
ing for warmth) insulates him from
subzero temperatures and winds of
six-month winters. During par-
ticularly wet weather, the lee side
of outcrops, overhangs, and caves
offer goats refuge. Goat caves ['ve
found in Montana's Bitterroot
Range and Glacier National Park
were carpeted with a decomposing
layer of goat dung.

During May, June, and July,
goats seem to metamorphose from
shaggy beasts of winter into the
close-cropped attire they sport in
summer. The guard hair of the
rump, pantaloons, and front of the
beard are often last to shed. With
a fresh half-inch of wool adorn-
ing the rest of the body, the
American mountain goat looks
less than elegant, if not comical,
as the molt progresses.

The white coat reflects
rather than absorbs solar radiation
on summer days, enabling them to
remain in the security of steep, ex-
posed terrain, rather than seeking
the coolness of forests below. Still,

on August afternoons, goats may
retreat to the shade of cliffs or
lounge on remnant snowfields to
stay cool.

The ruminant digestive sys-
tem of the mountain goat and
other members of the cattle and
deer families, with its four-cham-
bered stomach, is highly efficient
compared to the simple digestive
systems of other mammals such as
humans and horses. Their diges-
tive efficiency permits mountain
goats to utilize a variety of coarse

BY definition, the mountain goat is a
mountain dwelling ruminant, physically
adapted for rock climbing and

surviving arctic alpine
weather conditions, with JEES
a highly diverse diet. k )

plants in winter when the avail-
ability of nutritious green forage is
limited in temperate and subarc-
tic regions. Although a specialist
in many ways, the goat is a gener-
alist in diet. Winter fare includes
grasses and sedges, shrubs, forbs,
twigs of deciduous and coniferous
trees, mosses, ferns (including rhi-
zomes that are pawed from the
soil), and lichens stripped from
trees and nibbled from rock sur-
faces. The diet composition of
each food item varies with location
across the mountain goat’s range,
with snow depth, and with stage
of growth or curing of each plant.

Finally, I should add a few
words about the mountain goat's
horns. They are black, upright, dag-
ger-like, and are eight to eleven
inches long in adults. The hornsare
neither spiralled (as in true goats)
nor arced (as in wild sheep). They
appear similar in both sexes (fact is,
there is little difference in appear-
ance between the sexes). The horns
constitute formidable weapons
when the head is lowered against a
would-be predator. However, their
primary function is associated with

dominance establishment and main-
tenance in the goat’s social
hierarchy. A high social position
confers breeding rights, access to
optimum feeding sites, and relative
freedom from challenges by other
group and herd members.

The annual cycle of the
mountain goat begins with the birth
of offspring during late May and
early June on winter ranges. A
nanny will isolate herself from other
goats and produce a single snow-
white kid, or rarely twins. Kids are
born in particularly rugged,
steep terrain, probably as an
anti-predator strategy. From
the moment of birth, their
surroundings are seen as ver-
tical, and this may leave a
lasting impression of the way
their environment should
be oriented.

Newborn kids weigh
just six to seven pounds, but
are quite precocious. Just
thirty minutes after its birth,
[ watched a kid scrambling
to follow its mother across a
fell field strewn with bathroom-
sized boulders. Being born into
such an environment means more
than a few bumps on the chin, but
predators are relatively few on the
cliffs and nannies are doting moth-
ers. When moving across steep
slopes, nannies often position
themselves just downslope of their
kids, presumably to protect against
miscues by their youngsters.

Newborns quickly gain
strength. Within a week or two of
birth, the spring migration to sum-
mer range begins as winter’s snow
recedes from the high country.
Summer range offers abundant, nu-
tritious forage (grasses, sedges, and
forbs), enabling goats to recover
from the previous winter, produce
milk for their young, and to lay on
fat for the coming winter.

Summers are short in the
mountain goat’s domain, and the
fall migration precedes or coin-
cides with the November breeding
season. Heavy snows precipitate
the return to winter range.

Fidelity to seasonal ranges —
particularly winter ranges — is
characteristic of goat herds. Ra-
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dio-collared individuals have fre-
quented the same section of cliffs
year after year, even returning to
favored bed sites. Recently intro-
duced goats may exhibit some
tendency to wander since they do
not have traditional ties to sea-
sonal ranges in their new homes.
For example, mountain goats in-
troduced to Montana’s Absaroka
Mountains in 1960 have colonized
contiguous portions of Yellowstone
Narional Park. Likewise, goats
transplanted to Idaho's Palisades
Range have been observed 20 to
44 airline miles to the north in
Grand Teton National Park. This
creates a dilemma for Park Service
managers, because mountain goats
are not native to Grand Teton and
Yellowstone. Had colonizing goats
originated from pioneering native
populations, they would have been
welcome. Instead, they are con-
sidered exotic species.
Government efforts to control
goats transplanted to Olympic
National Park have met with lim-
ited success and significant public
opposition, despite National Park
Service concerns that endemic
plants of the Park are threatened
by feeding and dust-bathing activi-
ties of mountain goats.

Mountain goats are polyga-
mous, but males do not gather
harems. In romance too, patience
is virtuous. Billies cautiously ap-
proach and sniff females to
determine their reproductive sta-
tus. Submissive posturing is
characteristic of male advances.
Females not in estrus will threaten
or charge their suitors once their
personal space of six to eight feet
is violated.

The peak of mating occurs
near Thanksgiving Day. Once
mating is accomplished, males
wander off to spend much of win-
ter solitarily or in bachelor groups.

Females, their kids, and sub-
adults (yearlings and two-
year-olds) associate in small groups
of changing membership. The
nanny-kid bond is the only endur-
ing union in goat society, lasting
11to 12 months. In general, adult
females with kids are at the top of
the dominance hierarchy, followed

by barren females, two-year-olds,
and yearlings. Dominance is es-
tablished and maintained in the
pecking order by ritualized dis-
plays, postures, and threats. The
most intense involve horn contact,
which can cause serious injury or
death. Displays and avoidance
therefore settle most issues of so-
cial order.

Despite the much larger size
of adult males (150-200 pounds
compared to about 125 pounds
for adult females in the lower 48
states), billies assume a subdomi-
nant role when they encounter
female-subadult groups. As a re-
sult they often occupy habitat
peripheral to the rest of a herd.
This reserves the best habitat and
food resources for the reproduc-
tive segment of the herd and
their offspring.

Mountain goats find security
in steep rocky terrain and they are
seldom far from it. Their evolved
survival strategy includes pat-
terned behaviors that enhance
security on the cliffs. As Montana
goat researcher Douglas Chadwick
explained: “The normal activities
of mountain goats are interspersed
with behavior patterns that have
developed as anti-predator de-
vices. These include: the habirt of
raising the head to look around at
intervals while feeding, a procliv-
ity for walking on the outside edges
of ledges and overhanging snow
cornices to gain a better view of
the situation below, pausing on
high vantage points during feed-
ing and traveling to gaze for long
periods of time and test the wind
before going on, the selection of
bed sites that overlook the land-
scape and have a high wall behind
them, a routine of carefully survey-
ing their surroundings for several
minutes before bedding down, and
rising and turning every half hour
or so to scan the terrain anew and
then re-bedding to face a different
direction than before (though this
is probably for the sake of reliev-
ing stiffness too).”

As its behavior suggests, the
mountain goat relies mainly on
sight and smell for detection of
danger. In the goat's noisy environ-

ment of wind, falling rock, cascad-
ing water, and snowslides, small
noises rarely draw its attention.
With a cliff at the goat's back that
only it can climb, it seldom looks
for danger above. Furthermore,
daytime air currents generally carry
upslope. Herein lies his vulnerabil-
ity. Most of my successful stalks,
whether for observation, photogra-
phy, or immobilizing animals, were
approaches from above. More of-
ten than not, this involves a climb
up the cliffs out of view of the
stalkee, a traverse, and then descent
to the last observed location.
Sometimes the fruits of this labor
are warm droppings in an aban-
doned bed site. However, this
technique often rewards the stalker.

Despite this vulnerability to
approach from above, successful
attack on this ledge-dweller is
quite another proposition. Preda-
tion is a relatively unimportant
source of mortality in most goat
herds. Likewise competitors are
scarce in the goat’s chosen habi-
tat. On winter ranges, mule deer
are occasionally seen. Mountain
sheep may occur in the same gen-
eral area but prefer windblown
ridges rather than cliffs. However,
where mountain goats have been
transplanted to ranges with limited
cliffy terrain, they may compete
with native sheep herds.

Mountain lions, golden
eagles, and occasionally even bears
and wolverines may prey upon this
gentle mountaineer. The primary
sources of natural mortality among
goats, however, are the perils of
spending winter in steep, snow-
bound habitats. Winter tends to
weed out the weak and less fit of
most species in northern latitudes.
Winters are just a little longer and
more treacherous if you are a
mountain goat. As snow blankets
winter ranges, food becomes
scarce, and the goats must expend
more energy to travel and paw for
their next meal. Thus their catho-
lic diet.

Prime feeding sites are on
steep slopes and narrow ledges
where radiant energy and gravity
remove snow. Food occurs in small
patches. Given the rigid organiza-



tion within goat soci-
ety, it is impractical
for large groups to ex-
ploit patchy food
sources on cliffs. As
winter progresses,

: State/Frovince
snow crusts. Pawing [t

becomes difficule. S
Forage becomes de-
pleted. More calories [REI
are expended to fill
the rumen. And the [REN
nutritional quality of
the diet declines. If [ymm—
the weather does not
break by_egrly spring, - [
malnutrition begins
to. affect some T
animals.

Kid goats enter
winter weighi Utah

reighing

a mere 30 to 40
pounds—considet-
ably smaller than
young of any of our
other northern lati-
tude ungulates. At
this size, the surface
to volume ratio (and
therefore heat loss) is
high; stamina to paw
for food is limited;
and legs are too short
to move efficiently
through deep snow.
Kids are dependent
on their mothers to
break trail; to paw
feeding craters; to
provide protection
from larger, more
dominant goats; and
for some measure of
body heat and wind
protection when
bedded. Still sur-
vival can be problematic when
you're 35 pounds and winter lasts
six months. Annual winter mor-
talicy among kids ranges from 30
percent to 60 percent in studied
goat herds. The more severe the
winter, the higher the death rate.

Yearlings fare only slightly
better. At only half of adult size,
and no longer enjoying the social
rank of a protective mother, they
must remain alert to aggression
from all other members of female-
subadult groups. During one winter

Washinglon

Wyoming

Alherta

MW, Tarritories

Yukon

British Columbia 3,260°

in 1936 ! 5
662°  452-B62 None

12 82120
mature goals
b9 64 Hone

260-330 Hone

4-5 Nooe
20 10-20 None
Minimam 4"

horn fength
12 812 None

106 106-325

0-35 Mot Applicable

2,024- None
3,268¢

Kids are
protected

in Montana’s Selway-Bitterroot
Wilderness, over-winter mortality
of yearlings was 29 percent.

Once winter subsides in late
March and April, the mountain
goat is not over the hump. In fact,
spring can be the most treacher-
ous time of year for young and old,
male and female alike. This is the
season of avalanches. The sliding
of snow on goat winter ranges can
be an awesome spectacle when
conditions are right. During the
day, exposed rock absorbs solar

Encourage
taking males
Encourage taking None

Nannigs with
kids are pratected
Encournge
taking males
None Encourage taking
adult males
Encourage taking
atult mals
Encourage taking
atlult males
Encourage nof taking
nannies with kids
Encourage taking
adult males
Not Applicable

Encourage taking None
atult males
Hone Nona

HUNTING REGULATIONS FOR
ROCKY MOUNTAIN GOATS

Application Harvest
Limitations Criteria
Hone 2-10% of
observed goats®
5-8% of
population
Less than 5% of
non-kid goats®
None®

b-yaar wait 1o reapply
if you harvest a goat
Can harvest anly ane
goat in lifetime
-year wait o
draw again
Can draw only ane None
permit in lifetime
Can draw only one
permit in lifetime
Can draw only one
permit in lifetime

Loss than 5% of
known population
None®

Less than 4% of
points awarded  known population
5-year wait lo None

draw again
Not Applicable

None, preferenca

Not Applicable

2-0% of estimated
population
None Hone

Nannies with kids None None
are protected

A Maska effers thee types of gaal permits: drawing permits (numii2rs shown in (his columa, drawn by foltery),
reqistralion permits, which can be obtaingd directly al specified vendors and have ranged (ram 1.882-2,237 in recent
years; and limited mumbers of tier I} permwils for subsistence hunting, which bave ranged hiom 4B-103 in recent yeans
B Varies with productivity of individual heeds.
£ Mso ug to 5% of non-kid naals can be harvested if twinning rale exceeds 0% ol females; and anly herds with at
[east 58 goats ate subject 1o harvest.

0 Varies with papulation praductivity

E Goats only previously hunted during 15651968,

T Mountain goat season has been closed since 1387,
G British Columbia offers limited entry peimits (numbers shown in this column), and genzial apen seasen permils
(na limitatians on permit numbers) in the orthea (hind of 1he pravince.
H W restrictions on permit numbers but very little imterest in guat hunting in Horthwes! Teritaries.

[ The Yukon olfers limited entry peemils (numbers shown in this colume), and general open season permits {57-35
issued annually during past 10 years} for very inzccessible areas

heat and melts adjacent snow,
which flows and freezes under large
snowfields. Fluctuation of tem-
peratures around the freezing point
causes slabs of snow, both small
and immense, to slide off ledges,
crash over cliffs, and plunge down
debris chutes, carrying ice, rock,
and vegetation along for the ride.
This is not a good time to live on
a cliff.

But the shedding of snow by
the mountains is both a blessing
and a curse. Avalanches expose
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AN ADULT NANNY GOAT AND
HER NINE-MONTH-OLD KID
DURING EARLY SPRING. KiDs
GENERALLY REMAIN WITH
THEIR MOTHERS FOR 11 T0 12
MONTHS, FEMALE SUBADULT
GROUPS ARE COMPOSED OF
ADULT NANNIES, THEIR KiDS,
YEARLINGS, AND TWO-YEAR
OLDS OF BOTH SEXES.

Photo by author.
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new patches of food to winter-
weary goats. But they are also the
single greatest cause of goat mor-
tality. Many researchers have
found the crumpled remains of
goats in avalanche debris in
spring. The carcasses serve as car-
rion for bears, coyotes, ravens,
and other scavengers.

Thus, the Old Man of the
Mountain pays a price for his se-
curity in the cliffs. The hoary
marmot, the mammal with which
the mountain goat's distribution
most closely coincides, avoids the
perils of winter by hibernating
from October to June. Far beneath
winter’s white blanket, it lives off
stored fat manufactured from last
summer's crop of glacier lilies and
sheep fescue. It never hears the
avalanches that thunder down the
mountains as it hunkers against
the cliffs.

Despite the rigors of long
winters and perilous springs, the
mountain goat has roamed the
North American cordilleras since
his ancestors crossed the Bering
Land Bridge from Asia. Today it
inhabits most of his historic range.
Transplants have expanded this
range to the states of Colorado,
Nevada, Oregon, South Dakota,
and Utah.

Until midway through this
century, there was so little concern
for goats’ welfare that only two
studies had been conducted on the
species. The possible misconcep-
tion that mountain goats were safe
from exploitation, due to the in-
accessibility of their habitat and
their relatively poor table fare, re-
sulted in their neglect as a species
to be “managed.”

Studies in the 1970s and
1980s in Canada and the United
States showed that: (1) harvest of
females (either-sex harvest had
been the rule in all states and prov-
inces with huntable goat
populations) may reduce productiv-
ity and recruitment in mountain
goat populations; and (2) removal
of goats from a population by hunt-
ing increases overall mortality,
rather than substituting for other
kinds of losses. This latter point re-
quires some explanarion.

For most hoofed big-game
species, wildlife managers recog-
nize that a harvestable surplus
exists. In place of the natural mor-
tality that would occur, they plan
to remove the annual surplus by
hunting. Some animals still die in
winter because hunters cannot
necessarily select the old, weak, or
less fit. With bighorn sheep, fe-
males, young, and subadults are
subject to harvest in only the most
productive populations. This is
the case because of the species
relatively low reproductive rate
and high winter mortality. By pro-
tecting the reproductive segment
of the herd, managers can provide
for a harvest without reducing herd
size over time.,

Like bighorn, mountain goats
have low reproductive rates and
high natural mortality — primarily
among kids and yearlings. But un-
like bighorns, the sexes are not
readily distinguishable in the field

without training and practice. As
a result, harvests of goats were tra-
ditionally not restricted to males,
and often removed nearly as many
females as males. Because the
mountain goat is considered a tro-
phy species, hunters primarily kill
adults, which have larger horns and
bodies than subadults. Thus, har-
vests erode some of the
reproductive potential of herds and
do not compensate for natural mor-
tality, which is concentrated in
younger age classes. This factor
combined with historically liberal
hunting regulations, uneven distri-
bution of harvest among individual
goat herds within large hunting
units, expanded road access to goat
ranges, and management prescrip-
tions based primarily on harvest
trends led to declines in mountain
goat populations throughout North
America during this century.
Hunter success — an impor-
tant ingredient in designing seasons



for plains and forest-dwelling un-
gulates — can be a weak and
misleading indication of population
trend and well-being of goats.
Three particular characteristics of
mountain goats account for this:
(1) their rigid social hierarchy in
which dominant females occupy
prime habitats, (2) fidelity of herds
and their offspring to seasonal
ranges, and (3) the goat’s reluctance
to colonize new habitats. Where
hunting occurs on or adjacent to
winter ranges, hunters tend to fre-
quent the most accessible
areas where they have seen
the most goats. These are
generally habitats occupied
by female-subadult groups.
Males may associate with
females if the rut is in
progress and some hunters
work to distinguish and bag
abilly. However, females are
inevitably harvested also,
under either-sex harvest
regulations. Removal of
several females vacates
prime habitats, which are
then occupied by the next most
dominant animals — other adults
and two-year-old females. Those
may be harvested in future years as
they and the hunters return to
prime goat habirats. Hunter suc-
cess may remain high, but the herd
is shrinking. Natural mortality con-
tinues among juveniles, With fewer
females in the herd, the number of
kids born each year declines. Har-
vest of nannies may also reduce the
chances of over-winter survival of
their kids. Thus wildlife managers
now recognize the importance of
surveying goat populations to esti-
mate population size, trend,
reproduction, and the recruitment
of last year's kids into the yearling
age class.

In 1996, nine states and
three Canadian provinces sup-
ported huntable goat populations.
Qutside of British Columbia,
which harbors more goats, by far,
than any other province or state
(about 50,000), wildlife managers
either encourage or require the
harvest of male goats or at least dis-
courage the harvest of females with
kids at heel. Brochures and classes

help hunters learn distinguishing
characteristics of the sexes. Except
in some productive, introduced
herds, harvest rates are generally
held ro 5 percent or less of pre-sea-
son goat numbers.

Range expansion has been
accomplished in recent decades
solely as a result of transplants.
Transplanted into suitable ranges,
mountain goats can do very well
and reproduce at a higher rate than
native herds. This has occurred,
for example, since the introduc-

B*WVE watched a goat climb fo the top of 3
dizzying pinnacle and stand - all four feet
fogethier - on @ summit measuring

anly eight inches square.

Then he raised a hind foot,
scratched behiind an ear,and & &7
shook the dustfrom s eoat.

tion of 12 goats between 1969 and
1971 into the Snake River Range
of eastern Idaho. By 1983, the
herd had grown to 142 animals and
29 percent of the nannies pro-
duced twin offspring that year.
The lesson from past introductions
into unexploited habitat is that an
initial boom is followed by an
eventual bust. The population de-
clines dramatically and is slow to
recover — if it does. Instituting
well-conceived annual harvests
before a population approaches the
carrying capacity of its habitat can
avert this outcome. I[n 1983, the
first hunting season was imple-
mented in the Snake River Range
to try to stem the herd's rapid
growth. The herd has since been
hunted annually, now numbers
about 250, and also serves as trans-
plant stock for depleted native
herds in central Idaho.

Even when modestly har-
vested, native goat herds tend not
to over-populate their range as can
occur with pronghomn antelope and
deer family members. Mother Na-
ture continues to regulate herd sizes
through the delicate interworkings

of social behavior, fidelity to sea-
sonal habitats, and the hardships of
winter. The stability of populations
in the U.S. and Canadian national
parks suggests that populations are
self-regulating, left undisturbed on
historically occupied ranges. How-
ever, alterations of their habitat can
upset that stability. Energy devel-
opment and logging have directly
or indirectly precipitated declines
in remote goat herds in Alberta,
ldaho, and Montana. The inacces-
sibility of resources in goat country
has historically protected
them from extraction. How-
ever, creating access adjacent
to goat cliffs can be as devas-
tating to a herd as actual loss
of habitat. In more than one
case, overharvest and poach-
ing have followed after a
gravel road replaced a pack
trail to a herd’s winter range.
Roads punched along ridge
tops above goat cliffs render
goats particularly vulnerable.

Because of their spe-
cialized niche, mountain
goats can't just “go somewhere
else” when their wilderness haunts
are tamed by human enterprise.
“Somewhere else” will likely not
be suited to their specialized
lifestyle and may well subject these
cliff dwellers to additional stresses
in habitars to which they are not
adapted. Goat ranges are unique
wilderness areas inhabited by this
unique wilderness beast.

After observing, photo-
graphing, and studying mountain
goats during the past three de-
cades, I'm still inspired and amazed
by them. Their placid nature, su-
perb adaption to a vertical and
often inhospitable environment,
doting maternal care of their
young, respect of social position,
and independent spirit make them
a very special part of North
America’s wildlife heritage. In
many ways, the mountain goat is a
symbol of the American wilder-
ness, and like wilderness, presents
a clear challenge to us. The fu-
ture of both are braided together
— to conserve the animal, we must
conserve the wild places it cannot
do without.
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