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Abstract:

Pronghom (Antilocapra americana) rarely if ever remove sufficient forage
to affect cattle (Bos bos), and ever since Buechner (1950) reported “overgrazing
by cattle appears to have little effect upon the pronghomn,” wildlife managers
have stressed the compatibility of the two species. Although the pasturing of
domestic sheep (Ovis ovis) has been shown to be detrimental to pronghom, the
effects of expanding populations of large, wild ungulates on pronghom remain
relatively uninvestigated. To address this knowledge gap, we examined the
possible effects of a rapidly expanding elk (Cervus elaphus) population on a
declining pronghorn population on Anderson Mesa, Arizona. We found a strong
negative (r*=0.41, p<0.001) relationship between estimated elk biomass and
pronghom productivity independent of rainfall and other variables. This
relationship, together with data from other semiarid grassland areas, suggests
that expanding populations of large, wild ungulates can reduce pronghom
productivity and limit pronghorn population levels. Coyote predation may affect
pronghorn productivity on an annual basis, but long term declines in productivity
appear more related to ungulate competition and drought. We postulate that the
decline in pronghom productivity on Anderson Mesa was due to increased
competition for nutritious forage, particularly during the late winter and early
spring.
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