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FINAL REPORT (RESEARCH) 

State: Alaska 

Cooperator: Lyman Nichols Project Title: Big Game Investi~ations 

Project No. : W-17-7 and W-17-8 

Job No. : - 12.1R Job T i t l e  : Mountain Goat: Study 
Area Selection 

Period Covered: July 1, 1974 to June 30, 1976 

SUMMARY 

The area lying between Ptarmigan Lake and Trail Glacier in the Kenai 
Mountains, and containing a resident herd of over 100 mountain goats, 
was selected as a study area representative of interior Kenai Peninsula 
goat habitat. One mechanical weather station was established in the 
area and data collection begun. A reference collection was made of 
plants from goat swmner and winter habitats. 



The l i f e  h i s t o r y  and s t a t u s  of the  mountain goat (Oreantnos americanue) 
are r e l a t i v e l y  unknown i n  Alaska desp i t e  the long-time importance of the 
species to b ig  game hunters. With the  exception of two exce l l en t  but 
l imited s t u d i e s  (Klein 1953, Hje l jord  1973), no s i g n i f i c a n t  l i t e r a t u r e  
s p e c i f i c  t o  goat ecology i n  Alaska could be found. Pe r iod ic  r e p o r t s  by 
the Alaska Department of Fish and Game have c w e r e d  the  r e s u l t s  of annual 
goat  harves ts  and sporadic a e r i a l  surveys. 

Hunting pressure  was relatively l i g h t  i n  the  past: and l i t t l e  emphasis 
was given t o  increasing our knowledge of t h i s  species  i n  the b e l i e f  
t h a t  populations were not being adversely af fec ted .  Recently, however, 
hunting pressure  has increased and i t  has been discovered t h a t  goat herds i n  
severa l  p a r t s  of t h e  s t a t e  have declined (Alaska Dept.  Fish and Game, 
1973, 1974, 1975. Ann. Reports Survey-Inventory A c t i v i t i e s ) .  Whether 
these  decl ines  were the  r e s u l t  of hunting harves t ,  severe winters ,  
o r  o the r  f a c t o r s  w a s  unknown. It was, i n  f a c t ,  suspected that some 
apparent population changes were due t o  inconsis tencies  i n  suntey accuracy. 

The decision was made t o  conduct s t u d i e s  designed t o  determine the basic 
techniques needed t o  assess  the s t a t u s  and dynamics of goar populations, 
t o  l e a r n  Ehe h a b i t a t  requirements and b a s i c  l i f e  h i s t o r y  of the mountain 
goar on the  Kenai Peninsula and elsewhere i n  Southcentral Alaska, and 
t o  l ea rn  what f a c t o r s  limit goat  d i s t r i b u t i o n  and abundance. 

Before such studies can commence, s u i t a b l e  herds for s tudy must be i d e n t i f i e d  
and t h e i r  seasonal  ranges roughly defined. Ideally, these  herds must 
be of adequate size t o  fu rn i sh  meaningful population data. They should 
be restricted, i f  possible, t o  d i s c r e t e  h a b i t a t s  and be  access ib le  
f o r  year-round study. Both c o a s t a l  and inland h a b i t a t s  should be represented. 
f t wauld also be  b e n e f i c i a l  t o  locate a t  least one herd near or 
overlapping Da l l ' s  sheep ( h i s  & Z Z i )  range s o  habitat requirements 
could be compared between pure goat hab i t a t ,  habitat shared by both 
species, and pure sheep h a b i t a t  (already examined under other s t u d i e s ) .  

The objective of t h i s  job was t o  l o c a t e  one o r  more goat herds s u i t a b l e  
f o r  f u r t h e r  s t u d i e s  which w i l l  then be i n i t i a t e d .  Because w e  planned 
t o  examine gross cl imate i n  the  h a b i t a t s  chosen, establishment of a t  
least one mechanical weather s t a t i o n  on a represen ta t ive  site i n  each 
habitat type w a s  a f u r t h e r  ob jec t ive  of t h i s  job. 

OBJECTIVES 

To select goat  populations and habitats s u i t a b l e  f o r  f u r t h e r  study, 
t o  de l inea te  seasonal  ranges wi th in  these  areas, and to e s t a b l i s h  
automatic weather-recording instruments wi th in  the  selected areas, 



PROCEDURES 

Aerial surveys of s e v e r a l  in land and c o a s t a l  Kenai Peninsula goat count 
areas were conducted during summer 1974. Further  a e r i a l  counts 
were conducted i n  summer 1975, of the  area between Ptarmigan Lake and 
T r a i l  Glacier  (Fig.  1). These counts were flown i n  a Piper  PA-18-150 
Supercub wi th  the  pi lot-observer  recording a l l  observations on a tape  
recorder f o r  l a t e r  t r ansc r ip t ion .  Count r e s u l t s  were reported under 
survey and inventory activities. 

Fur ther  a e r i a l  reconnaissance surveys of goat h a b i t a t  were flown during 
winter  and sp r ing  t o  search f o r  and p l o t  winter  ranges. These were 
located  by the presence of goa t s  and/or t racks  and p l o t t e d  on 1:63,360 
topographical maps, as were t h e  loca t ions  of a l l  goats  observed during 
the summer 1975 surveys. 

One MRI (Meterology Research, Inc.,  Altadena, Cal i fo rn ia )  Model 1071 
mechanical weather s t a t i o n  was es tab l i shed  i n  goat  win te r  range on the  
nor th  s i d e  of Grant Lake (Fig. 1) i n  June, 1976. 

A c o l l e c t i o n  of p l a n t s  from goat summer and winter  ranges was undertaken. 
Specimens were preserved f o r  f u t u r e  reference  use i n  d i e t  s t u d i e s ;  
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of specimens was begun. 

E 

A technique was developed f o r  a s sess ing  percent  snow cover from a e r i a l  
photographs. A s e r i e s  of photographs was begun during winter 1975-76 
inc luding habitat: occupied by sheep only, by both sheep and goats  and by 
goata only. One f o o t  t r i p  was made into the v a l l e y  east of Ptarmigan 
Lake t o  a s s e s s  access f o r  f u t u r e  work i n  the  area.  

FINDINGS 

Data on weather and snow cover w i l l  be presented i n  f u t u r e  progress 
reports of more d e t a i l e d  s tudies .  

Aer ia l  goat d i s t r i b u t i o n  surveys flown i n  1974 and 1975 indica ted  a 
populat ion of a t  l e a s t  100 goats i n  the  a r e a  bounded by Ptarmigan Lake 
and Ptarmigan Creek on the  south,  T r a i l  Lake and T r a i l  River on the  
w e s t  and northwest, T r a i l  Glac ier  on the  north,  and Snow River Glacier  and 
Snow River on the east.  Both the  Ptarmigan Creek and T r a i l  River drainages 
presented physiographic b a r r i e r s  t o  any s i g n i f i c a n t  goat  movements 
and i t  d i d  not appear l i k e l y  t h a t  goats  crossed the  Snow River. Movements 
across Snow River Glacier  and T r a i l  Glac ier  appeared poss ib le ,  b u t  
no ind ica t ions  of such movements were observed during these  i n i t i a l  surveys. 

Access i n t o  t h i s  a r e a  i s  poss ib le  from s e v e r a l  po in t s  although, a s  i n  
a l l  goat h a b i t a t  i n  t h e  Kenai Mountains, foo t  t r a v e l  w i l l  be d i f f i c u l t .  
Because of the  number of goats i nhab i t ing  the  area ,  its apparent 



Eenai Mountains nor theast  of Seward, Alaska,  location 

- Area selected for interior habitat  s t u d i e s  
- Area tentatively se lec ted  f o r  coastal  habi tat  studies 8 - Site of weather s t a t ion  
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natural boundaries and r e l a t i v e l y  good access (compared t o  o ther  areas 
examined), I se lec ted  i t  a s  a primary study a r e a  for an in land goat  
population (Fig.  1) . 
In addi t ion ,  t h a t  por t ion  of t h e  a r e a  between Ptarmigan Lake and the  
northern f r inges  of Grant Lake drainage contain a herd of a t  l e a s t  
50   all's sheep. No sheep w e r e  seen regu la r ly  nor th  of the Grant 
Lake drainage. Thus, i n  t h e  southern hal f  (approximately) of the  study 
area ,  goat and sheep ranges overlap, while the  northern ha l f  could be 
considered goat range only. 

Winter concentrations of goats were found along the southfacing,  
broken c l i f f s  j u s t  north of both Ptarmigan and Grant Lakes. Another 
concentrat ion occurred along t h e  south s i d e  of T r a i l  Glacier  on a 
northfacing slope. A few goats wintered i n  the  Moose Creek drainage. 

The T r a i l  Glacier  herd o f f e r s  good p o t e n t i a l  f o r  winter  observations. 
Both the  Grant and Ptarmigan Lakes herds can be observed from the  lakes 
a f t e r  freeze-up. Access i s  poss ib le  t o  these  areas i n  winter  by ski-plane 
and snowmachine. 

Surmner concentrations were found a t  the head of Ptarmigan Creek Valley, 
accessible by he l i cop te r  o r  f o o t  t r a v e l  from Ptarmigan Lake, and above 

Only one site could be  found for t h e  establishment of a weather s t a t i o n  
which was s u i t a b l e  from the standpoints of access and represent ing 
goat winter  hab i t a t .  This w a s  on a shoulder above Grant Lake at  about 
3,000 E t .  (914 m) elevation.  The s i t e  can be reached i n  winter  by 
ski-plane, bu t  requires  he l i cop te r  t r anspor ta t ion  i n  o ther  seasons. 
It is wi th in  goat winter  h a b i t a t  and i s  exposed t o  p reva i l ing  winds, 
A mechanical weather s t a t i o n  was es tabl ished t h e r e  i n  June, 1976, 
which records temperature, wind v e l o c i t y  and wind di rec t ion .  

An attempt was made t o  c o l l e c t  specimens of most species  of p l a n t s  
occurring i n  goat summer and winter  habitats. Collect ions were made 
i n  Ptarmigan Valley, west: of Nellie Juan Lake, and above Johnstone 
Bay on the  coast  e a s t  of Day Harbor. A l l  specimens were mounted for 
preservat ion and many were i d e n t i f i e d .  I d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of the  remaining 
plants continues. The p lan t  c o l l e c t i o n  is  intended f o r  use as reference  
material i n  f u t u r e  range and d i e t  s tudies .  

-- 

T r a i l  Glacier ,  access ib le  by hel icopter .  Smaller groups of goats  summered 
i n  Moose Creek drainage and elsewhere i n  the area.  

Another a r e a  i n  the  v i c i n i t y  of Por t  Dick, southeast  of Seldovia, 
was t en ta t ive ly  decided upon as a study a r e a  represent ing coas ta l  
h a b i t a t .  However, i t s  use was abandoned due t o  last minute l o s s  of 
an t i c ipa ted  personnel and financing. The Resurrection Peninsula east 
of Seward (Fig. 1) may prove s u i t a b l e  f o r  f u t u r e  work i n  c o a s t a l  population 

. 



and h a b i t a t  s t u d i e s ,  being closer t o  t h e  primary study area. It contains 
a herd of over 150 goats which winter along the coastal c l i f f s ,  They spend 
t h e  summer i n  t h e  higher mountains surrounding c o a s t a l  va l leys .  It 
appears t h a t  access will requ i re  he l i cop te r  t r anspor ta t ion  f o r  the  most 
pa r t .  I n  view of the presently limited staffing and funding fo r  t h i s  
study, i t  does not seem likely that both i n t e r i o r  and c o a s t a l  study 
areas can be utilized i n  the near fu ture .  Consequently, f i n a l  s e l e c t i o n  
of a representa t ive  c o a s t a l  area can be delayed u n t i l  the  need a r i s e s .  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

I recommend t h a t  mountain goat populat ion and h a b i t a t  s t u d i e s  be commenced 
i n  the  se lec ted  study a r e a  represent ing i n t e r i o r  h a b i t a t  condit ions and 
t h a t  final s e l e c t i o n  of a represen ta t ive  coas ta l  ares/populat ion be  
postponed u n t i l  adequate s t a f f i n g  and funding are made a v a i l a b l e  f o r  
a tudy expans ion. 
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