ISSSSP Summary Report:
2012 Winter Surveys for Wolverines in the Wallowa Mountains of NE Oregon

October 30, 2012

Introduction:
This work is a continuation of the survey that was initiated in the fall of 2010. Three individual
wolverines were detected during the first winter field season.

The wolverine (Gulo gulo) is a Forest Service Region-6 sensitive species; a “Candidate” species
for the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and was found to be “warranted but precluded” for listing
as endangered or threatened in December 2010; and the species is listed as “Threatened” on the
Oregon Threatened and Endangered Species List, but general opinion is that the species is absent
from Oregon with the exception of rare vagrants.

Very little is known about the distribution, habitat requirements/preferences, ecology, and
limiting factors for wolverines in the contiguous United States. In Oregon, the Blue and
Wallowa Mountains may provide an important linkage or range extension for wolverines that
inhabit central Idaho and the Rocky Mountains of Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho.

Climate change may have implications to this species if we confirm suspicions about their
requirements for persistent spring snow pack for reproduction.

Knowledge gained from this survey can contribute to the conservation of this species as follows:
1) add to our knowledge of the ecology of this species in the inter-mountain west; 2) improve our
understanding of large scale movement patterns of the species that could have implications to
how we address connectivity and landscape permeability for wide-ranging species; and 3) refine
our methods for the use of camera stations, DNA collection, locating den sites, sampling design
that can aid in population estimates; and maximizing the useful data that can be collected from
camera stations.

The results from this project would be applicable to land and resource managers and NGOs
across the range of wolverines in the contiguous western United States, which includes northern
California, Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and northern Utah and
Nevada.

Project Objectives:

e Monitor camera stations where three wolverines were detected in 2011 to determine if
these individuals are still present.

e Install and monitor new camera stations in high elevation sites to document the presence
of lactating females.

e Conduct aerial surveys in high elevation (>2000m) areas within the Wallowa Mountains
from October through February to locate areas where wolverines and mountain goats are
active and where camera stations are likely to be effective in detecting wolverines.

e Test a new technique that uses small transmitters to locate wolverine den sites.



e Collect DNA from wolverines at camera stations to determine relatedness to other known
populations, and familial relationships between individuals.

Background:

Wolverines occur at low population densities, even in portions of their range where they are
considered most abundant. Another characteristic of this species is its insatiable propensity to
travel long distances, often covering hundreds of square miles. Low densities and large home
ranges combine to create challenges to detect wolverines using conventional, ground based
survey techniques.

Dr. Audrey Magoun is a recognized authority on wolverines. She speculated that the Wallowa
Mountains of northeastern Oregon were suitable for a resident population of wolverines. She
approached the US Forest Service (USFS) and Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife
(ODFW) about entering a cooperative effort to survey for wolverines using proven techniques
that she was instrumental in developing.

Beginning in fall of 2010 we initiated wolverine surveys using a combination of camera stations
and aerial tracking. Surveys in the winter of 2010/2011 detected at least three individual
wolverines on cameras, and documented tracks that added to our knowledge of where wolverines
were traveling on the landscape.

Dr. Magoun’s use of camera stations provides a great deal more information than thought
possible when these tools entered the wildlife survey scene nearly 20 years ago. Using a run
pole structure, suspended baits, and hair snares, Dr. Mcgoun’s methods are capable of gathering
previously unattainable data from non-invasive means. These methods are capable of collecting
DNA and determining gender, age (mature or juvenile), reproductive status, and individual
unique markings.

The continuation of this survey effort through the fall/winter of 2011/2012 was to determine if
the wolverines detected in 2010/2011 were still present a year later, and whether additional
individuals inhabited the study area. The 2011/2012 survey employed many more cameras
(approximately 30) than the previous year in an effort to maximize coverage of the most suitable
habitat.

Methods:

Camera stations were used in areas with the greatest probability of detecting wolverines. “Trap”
nights were be used to assess effort, detection rates, and probability of detection of the target
species.

Aerial surveys focused on areas frequented by mountain goats due to the close association
between wolverines and mountain goats in some areas.

Specific field methods for camera-trapping and DNA collection are discussed in “Wolverine
Images: Using Motion Detection Cameras for Photographing, Identifying, and Monitoring
Wolverines” by Mcgoun et. al. 2011, Blurbhttp://www.blurb.com/bookstore.

Evidence of a lactating female would have been followed up with efforts to locate a den.



http://www.blurb.com/bookstore

Results:

One of the young male wolverines, nicknamed “Stormy”, from the 2010/2011 survey was
detected numerous times in 2011/2012. Numerous American marten detections were also
recorded, which is valuable information for this management indicator species. A lactating wolf
was detected at a camera station, which provided ODFW with information on a previously
unknown pack.

By 10 August 2012, the total number of operable camera days at winter camera stations was
4,770 (average=183; range 99-269). Only 1 wolverine (Stormy) was photographed this season.
The major drainages where this individual was detected include the Lostine River, Hurricane
Creek, Big Sheep Creek, and West Eagle Creek. Within the 4-sided convex polygon that
encompasses all camera stations visited by Stormy this season, Stormy visited 10 of 12 stations.
The 2 stations within the polygon where he was not detected were <2 km from stations were he
was detected. The greatest distance between any 2 camera stations visited by this male was about
20 km, between West Eagle and Big Sheep Creeks. Multiple visits to the camera stations were
typical for this male. The last date he was detected at a camera station was June 17, at about
7200’ elevation, where snow still persisted around the camera station (Fig. 1). The encounter
history for this individual (dates and times of camera detections) will be available in the final
report.

ter field season. This
photo was taken on June 17 when snow was still present at this camera station.
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Figure 2: Despite their best efforts, bears did little damage to the camera station equipment.

There were 22 other species detected at the camera stations, 17 mammals and 5 birds. The
average number of species detected at the camera stations was 6.2 (range 3-11). Factors affecting
the number of detected species included location of the camera station, length of time and
number of months the camera was operable, snow conditions at the site, and position of the
camera relative to the ground. A lactating female wolf was detected on June 4 and June 16 at one



camera station. Marten were detected at 23 of the 26 stations, at one of the lowest elevations
(4993’) and at the highest elevation (7373”). The most common mammal detected was red
squirrel, having been detected at all but 1 station. Other mammals included black bear, mule
deer, elk, coyote, cougar, bobcat, red fox, snowshoe hare, flying squirrel, short-tailed weasel,
wood rat, chipmunk, and deer mouse. Birds commonly detected were Steller’s jay, gray jay, and
Clarke’s nutcracker. Although bears were common at camera stations after March (11 stations
were visited by bears), they caused little damage to the camera stations ( Fig. 2). In fact, red
squirrels were more of a problem in the spring and summer than bears because squirrels chewed
up the plywood placards and the boards on which the cameras were mounted.

Potential Next Steps:

The USFS and ODFW will use camera stations around the Eagle Cap Wilderness over the next
five years to determine if wolverines continue to be resident in Oregon, to detect new
individuals, and aid in documenting reproduction in the survey area.
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