
Bighorn Sheep - Ovis canadensis

Introduction
Bighorn sheep occupy portions of the Cascade and Sierra Nevada Ranges and throughout the Rocky Mountains, 
south of the Peace River in British Columbia to Mexico (Lawson and Johnson 1982).  In Wyoming, the 
subspecies (o. c. canadensis) occurs in eight core, native herds in the northwest portion of the state, in the 
Absaroka, Teton, Gros Ventre, and Wind River Ranges.  Seven herds which have been augmented or re-
established via transplants occur in the Wyoming, Snowy, and Sierra Madre Ranges, near Laramie Peak, along the 
Lander Front, in the Seminoe/Ferris Mountains, and on the west slope of the northern Bighorn Mountains.  
Post-season 2008, the estimated statewide population (excluding Yellowstone National Park) of bighorn sheep 
was 6,035 (population objective = 8735 ).  However, numbers of sheep in some herds cannot be determined, so 
this is a conservative estimate.  The large, core, native herds of bighorn sheep in the northwest corner of the 
state account for over 90% of Wyoming’s statewide total.  Transplant herds in the previously-mentioned ranges 
account for the remaining 10% of Wyoming’s statewide population.

NatureServe:  G4 S3S4Status:  NSS4 (Bc)
Population Status:  Population size and distribution are restricted or declining but extirpation is not imminent; 
some herds have experienced disease outbreaks or other declines, while other herds appear to be stable or 
increasing, some of which is due to translocations
Limiting Factor:  Habitat (both quantity & quality) and association with domestic sheep and/or goats are major, 
primary limiting factors for wild sheep management, west-wide. Habitat problems can exacerbate nutrition, 
disease and parasite issues, with population-level effects.
Comment:  Change is due primarily to new matrix definitions, specifically limiting factors.

Habitat
Bighorn sheep in Wyoming occupy a variety of seasonal ranges.  In northwest Wyoming, they use primarily 
alpine tundra and associated rocky escape cover during summer.  In winter, they use lower-elevation open, grassy 
benches and southerly slopes, with some herds wintering on wind-swept ridges at high elevations.  Bighorn 
sheep in central and southeastern Wyoming are typically non-migratory and use open, grassy areas associated 
with escape cover as year round habitat.  Bighorn sheep evolved in open, high-visibility habitats that allowed 
efficient foraging and enhanced detection of predators.  Conifer encroachment and vegetative succession in the 
absence of periodic fire (either naturally-ignited or prescribed) have diminished habitat quality for bighorn sheep 
in many parts of Wyoming, and throughout their range in the western U. S. and Canada. Noxious weeds have 
invaded some crucial bighorn habitats, reducing availability and production of favored perennial bunchgrasses. 
West-wide, conifer mortality (i.e., "bug-kill") may open up new bighorn habitats, leading to expanded 
daily/seasonal movements.
Problems

West-wide, association between bighorn sheep and domestic sheep and/or goats has resulted in respiratory 
disease transmission (primarily Pasteurella/Mannheimia bacteria, causing pneumonia); many consider 
interaction between wild and domestic sheep/goats the most significant management challenge for long-
term bighorn persistence. Bighorn sheep habitat quality and quantity has been adversely influenced by 
alteration of natural fire cycles, conifer successional changes, invasion of noxious weeds, and effects of long-
term drought. Coyotes and golden eagles are effective predators on bighorn lambs, while mountain lions and 
wolves prey on adult bighorn sheep; typically, predation loss is not significant enough to hamper population 
performance, unless lamb recruitment/survival is severely compromised.

h

Conservation Actions

h Formed in 2000, the Wyoming Statewide Domestic Sheep/Bighorn Sheep Interaction Working Group has 
worked collaboratively to identify specific issues and locations around Wyoming where temporal and 
physical separation between bighorn sheep and domestic sheep and/or goats, while still allowing domestic 
sheep/goat grazing to occur on national forest and/or BLM grazing allotments.

Monitoring/Research

Abundance:  Common

Species Accounts Wyoming Game and Fish Department Mammals

Wyoming State Wildlife Action Plan - 2010 Page IV - 2 - 7

juapeters
Line

juapeters
Line



Better and more consistent data collection on bighorn demographic parameters (e.g., lamb production and 
recruitment, adult bighorn survival, herd trends and estimated herd size) and disease surveillance would enhance 
Wyoming's wild sheep populations and management. Flight budget limitations often result in alternate (or every 
3rd or 4th) year aerial surveys; fortunately, wild sheep conservation organization (e.g., Wyoming Wild Sheep 
Foundation, Wyoming Governor's Big Game License Coalition) donations supplement agency flight budgets. 
Genetics research has been completed in the Targhee bighorn herd in the Teton Range, Wyoming's most 
isolated, at-risk core, native bighorn population. Resource selection function (RSF) analysis has been completed 
for bighorn sheep in the Laramie Range, Devil's Canyon area, Teton Range, and Seminoe Mountains, leading to 
more accurate assessment of bighorn sheep habitat selection, helping target and design habitat enhancement 
projects/programs.
Recent Developments
Since 2004, supplemental transplants of bighorn sheep have occurred in the Devil's Canyon area, Laramie Range, 
and the Seminoe Mountains. In each instance, additional effort was made to closely match habitat selection 
characteristics and lambing chronology of "source" bighorn herds (often out-of-state) with habitats that occur in 
"target" release sites, to enhance likelihood of success. Change from a "3/4-curl ram" to an "any-ram" harvest 
limitation has significantly enhanced hunting opportunities and the quality of rams harvested under Wyoming's 
limited quota management system. Recent addition of reduced-price Type 6 "ewe/lamb" licenses will allow more 
flexibility in managing number and density of bighorn sheep on select winter ranges, which should improve 
overall herd health, lamb recruitment, and population vigor. Focused efforts to achieve separation between 
bighorn sheep and domestic sheep/goats have enhanced long-term persistence of core, native herds in 
northwestern Wyoming, while identifying opportunities for further work in other portions of the state.
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