Radio-Collared Elk Study in the Upper Snoqualmie Valley

The Snoqualmie Valley has many recreational and educational opportunities for its citizens.  One such opportunity that is unique to our area is the presence of a large herd of elk that reside in the Snoqualmie Valley.  A group of local citizens, tribe members, land owners, public representatives and state agencies have come together to help manage this amazing resource.  This group of individuals has become the Upper Snoqualmie Valley Elk Management Group (EMG). 
The mission of the EMG is to work collaboratively to minimize property damage and public safety risks associated with elk and to manage elk for a variety of recreational, educational and aesthetic purposes including hunting, scientific study, cultural and ceremonial uses by Native Americans, wildlife viewing and photography.

The first goal of the EMG is to develop an adaptable, sustainable long-term elk management plan for the upper Snoqualmie Valley. Certain objectives will assist the EMG in reaching this goal:

· Continue annual surveys to document elk numbers, the types and location of habitat being used, and possibly the types and location of habitats being avoided.

· Work with landowners and cooperators to designate and promote areas for public viewing of elk.

· Identify key elk use areas that could benefit from establishing protection through lease agreements, easements, landowner incentives, fee purchase, or other means.

The second goal of the EMG is to educate the public and to work with the public to create solutions to issues associated with elk-related property damage. 

The Education, Public Awareness and Outreach subcommittee was created within EMG to address the second goal.  One of the main purposes of this subcommittee is to work with local schools to involve students in their own community.  Students at both the high school and elementary level have had to opportunity to learn about field investigations, wildlife signs, habitat requirements for local wildlife and proper field techniques for gathering information.
Another important aspect of this subcommittee is to allow the public easy access to be able to participate in the EMG.  It is the desire of EMG to help our community understand elk management concepts and the effort it requires.  To this end, a website was created that details all of the activities that the EMG is involved with, including past meeting minutes and complete listings of identified stakeholders.  This website is www.SnoqualmieValleyElk.org
Scientifically credible information on population and home-range size, daily movement, and migration of the elk in the upper Snoqualmie Valley is lacking. Attaching radio-collars to elk will help us gain more knowledge in all these areas and provide the opportunity for students to participate in important fieldwork. 

 

Estimating population size is the foundation for developing hunting season regulations and setting harvest levels. Tracking daily movements of elk can help identify what group of animals is causing property damage and where there is a greater potential for vehicle/wildlife collisions. 

 

We hope to gain information on elk migration to determine where the animals spend time when absent from the valley floor. Such findings could lead to the discovery of important calving areas and forage sites which need to be protected through land-use decisions. The protection of these areas may help keep elk out of areas where conflict occurs.

 

Other important information is determined during the capture/collaring process. By measuring pregnancy rates and body condition of captured animals, we should be better informed about potential nutritional limitations of these elk. 

Knowing population size is the foundation for setting permit levels or quotas so as not to overharvest populations and allow them to meet management objectives.  In addition, in urban/suburban settings elk populations can create problems for property damage, vehicle/wildlife collisions and a threat to the public.

We propose to develop a tool to document changes in population size as well as a tool to estimate population size which will serve as a guide to setting hunting season regulations and harvest levels that will prevent overharvest.  Additionally, we hope to differentiate between urban/suburban resident elk vs. transient elk or migrating elk, habitat uses and migratory routes.

Increasing elk populations within and surrounding the cities of Snoqualmie and North Bend, WA, have created the need for such a study as a result of increased vehicle/elk collisions and property damage complaints.

Little is known about this population, Snoqualmie Sub-Herd of the North Rainier Elk Management plan and as a result of this study, information on population size, cow/calf and cow/bull ratios, seasonal habitat usage, and migratory routes can be determined. 

By directly measuring pregnancy rates and condition indices of captured animals, we should be better-informed about potential nutritional limitations of these populations.  

Data on movements, migrations, and home ranges in the Snoqualmie Valley is lacking.   No radio-collared elk work has been done explicitly in the Snoqualmie Valley

LAND USE:

The Upper Snoqualmie Elk Management Group is engaging in a comprehensive public process to plan for the long-term management and protection of elk and minimization of conflicts between elk, humans and human uses in the upper Snoqualmie Valley.  While the activities of the group to-date have been more immediate, focusing on research necessary to inform decision making, a critical component in achieving the broader objectives of the group lies in developing informed land-use planning and land-use management recommendations.  

The group is participating in the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife's update of the North Rainier Elk Herd Plan, of which the Snoqualmie elk herd is a part.  This plan’s purpose is to provide direction for managing the   North Rainier elk resource into the future.  Three primary goals guide the North Rainier Elk Herd Plan: (1) to manage and enhance elk and their habitats to ensure healthy, productive populations; (2) to manage elk for a variety of recreational, educational, and aesthetic purposes including hunting, scientific study, cultural and ceremonial uses by Native Americans, wildlife viewing and photography; and (3) to minimize property damage and public safety risks. 
 

In addition to participating in the development of the Elk Herd Plan, the group will be developing specific recommendations to land use managers at the local, county, state and federal levels on land use issues that relate to elk management.  The group will be working with King County, the Washington State Department of Natural Resources and the US Forest Service, as well as participating private forestry land owners to identify and plan for elk migratory and habitat corridors and specific elk habitat enhancement areas in locations away from human settlement.  The intent of this is to provide enhanced habitat that benefits elk, but in areas that draw the elk up out of the Snoqualmie Valley where the majority of conflict with humans and property damage is occurring.   

The group is also looking into ways to enhance the abilities of the public to view the elk in known elk habitat areas on public lands, while minimizing disturbance to the elk and maintaining public safety and traffic safety.  These land-use related efforts are being coordinated by the Land and People Management Committee of the Upper Snoqualmie Elk Management Group.

