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BIGHORN AND DOMESTIC SHEEP – WHAT 

SEEMS TO BE THE PROBLEM? 

 

 

 

Similar to Europeans coming to North America and infecting 
Native Americans with smallpox, measles, mumps, bubonic 
plague, etc., to which the Native Americans had little immunity – 
domestic sheep carry pathogens that are harmless to them, but 
have been shown to cause major bighorn sheep herd die-offs 
and reduction in lamb survival. 

 

This has been a very controversial issue, as up until recently, 
there was no scientific evidence to prove this conclusively. 



THE RECISSION ACT OF 1995 

 SEC. 504. (a) SCHEDULE FOR NEPA COMPLIANCE.-
-Each National Forest System unit shall establish 
and adhere to a schedule for the completion of 
National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 
U.S.C. 4321 et seq.) analysis and decisions on all 
allotments within the National Forest System unit 
for which NEPA analysis is needed. 

 South San Juan Sheep and Goat Allotments and 
North San Juan Sheep and Goat Allotments – both 
high elevation sheep grazing allotments located in 
or near bighorn sheep habitat. 



SOUTH SAN JUAN ANALYSIS 

 2001- 2006 

 Domestic sheep grazing had occurred since the late 1890’s in this 
area, and to a much greater extent. 

 No issues had ever surfaced in regards to bighorn and domestic 
sheep. 

 Domestic sheep allotments were not being managed to prevent 
contact between domestic and bighorn sheep (lack of data on 
bighorn sheep locations, and not seen as a big issue at the time). 

 This NEPA decision implemented some measures to prevent contact, 
and allowed for further modification. 

 USFS sought participation from Colorado Division of Wildlife and 
Sheep Grazing Permittees (as well as the general public), to make 
sure we were accounting for everything that we could, as we tried to 
design solutions for this issue. 



NORTH SAN JUAN ANALYSIS 

 2006-2010 

 The “issue” becomes more of an ISSUE 

 The Rio Grande National Forest has partnered with the 
adjacent San Juan National Forest and the Division of 
wildlife to survey for bighorn sheep (and our location data 
begins to exponentially increase). 

 Bighorn sheep are located in many places where no one had 
ever seen them. 

 Bighorn sheep become designated as a regionally sensitive 
species. 

 Research is getting closer to showing a link between nose to 
nose contact between bighorns and domestics, and disease 
transmission. 

 



DATA GATHERING 



NEW INFORMATION 



BLACK OR WHITE? 

 National Wildlife Federation - Battle for Bighorns 
Conservationists are struggling to protect bighorn 
sheep on public lands from disease-carrying 
livestock  

 Idaho Statesman – BLM Orders Sheep out of 
Bighorn Land 

 The Wildlife News - BLM sheep permitting kills 
another bighorn herd 

 Sheep v. Sheep - A legal battle over Hells Canyon 
grazing could determine the future of wild sheep 
and sheep ranching across the West 

 

 

 



AS A MULTIPLE USE AGENCY, WITH EMERGING 

DATA, HOW DO WE PROPOSE TO MANAGE THIS? 

 Brought affected parties to the table – sheep 
grazing permittees, Colorado Division of Wildlife, 
San Juan National Forest. 

 Focused away from the argument of disease 
transmission, and towards the goal of physical 
separation, to avoid even the possibility of any 
germ transmission or blame to the domestic 
sheep permit tees. 

 Talked about long-term consequences of the issue:  
potential loss of native bighorn sheep genetics as 
well as potential loss of sheep grazing heritage.  



BASIS FOR PARTNER BUY-IN 

 High data standards - Developed a risk analysis mapping 
exercise to show where our lowest, moderate, and highest 
risk of contact occurred across the landscape, working with 
the little information and resources available. 

 Flexibility was built into the process so that changes in the 
situation/information could be incorporated into 
management.  This remains a key factor for success. 

 Communication - Worked with partners throughout the 
process, providing honest facts, so that there were no 
surprises to anyone (permittees, Division of Wildlife, etc.)  

 Focus - Worked towards common goals that everyone could 
agree with, instead of focusing on conflicting desires that no 
one could agree on. 



 In the end, we had a good balance of the public satisfied 
as dissatisfied, making us feel that we had struck a 
good balance. 

 The process we developed began to be recommended 
for use region-wide. 

 Wildlife and Range Staff received a regional award for 
working together through the issue. 

 We continue to monitor, communicate with all involved 
parties, and adjust our management to stay true to the 
decision that was made. 

 We are managing this issue for the first time ever in this 
area. 

 



POLITICS STILL MAKING THE NEWS NATIONWIDE 

 

Cronyism: Mike Simpson renews 
Bighorn Sheep Disease rider in 
2013 Interior Appropriations Bill. 

On June 21, 2012 By Ken Cole  

Update: June 27, 2012  

Congressman Mike Simpson has 
withdrawn his proposed new rider 
which the story below is about. He 
said he is going to try to bring 
people together in a roundtable 
soon. He also said his new rider 
had amplified the rhetoric on the 
issue which was not what he 
wanted.  

http://www.thewildlifenews.com/2012/06/21/cronyism-mike-simpson-renews-bighorn-sheep-disease-rider-in-2013-interior-appropriations-bill/
http://www.thewildlifenews.com/2012/06/21/cronyism-mike-simpson-renews-bighorn-sheep-disease-rider-in-2013-interior-appropriations-bill/
http://www.thewildlifenews.com/2012/06/21/cronyism-mike-simpson-renews-bighorn-sheep-disease-rider-in-2013-interior-appropriations-bill/
http://www.thewildlifenews.com/author/buffaloed/


LOCAL SUCCESSES 

 We now are implementing a viable method to balance 
these multiple uses! 

 Our method is fluid and relies on influx of new 
information which will therefore likely equal long-term 
sustainability of this process!  

 All of our partners understand their roles and continue 
to cooperate towards a solution! 

 The method we are using to manage requires minimal 
resources to maintain! 

 We were able to develop a process prior to the political 
pressure becoming more influential than the science 
and collaboration! 

 



QUESTIONS?? 


