Large tracts of dense forests may
provide excellent thermal and
biding cover, but may not pro-
wide sufficient forage to support
productive elk herds. Recent
research indicates that open, tree-
less areas with abundant forage
interspersed with forested areas
Jfor security provide superior
babitat for elk. In Washington,
Sforest management is a key tool
for creating such conditions
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New Findings in Wildlife Research Suggest
Food Supply May Be More Important to Elk
Populations Than Dense Forest Areas

T hrough modern forest management, foresters are able to enhance

wildlife habitat by strategically thinning, reforesting to control

species mix, and controlling harvest unit size and location. These and

other silvicultural techniques help create forest structures and vege-

tation composition favorable to specific wildlife species. Besides main-

taining mixes of forest and open areas to encourage forage growth

and providing hiding areas from preda-
tors, forest managers for the past few
decades have attached great importance
to creating conditions where forest stands
provide “thermal cover”™—dense conifer
cover that provides some protection for
elk from harsh weather. This practice has
been based on elk research published in
the 1970s and 1980s suggesting that
thermal cover was an important part of
elk habitat. Recently, however, experts
have been paying particular attention to
new research findings in this area.

A controlled experiment by Dr. John
Cook and Dr. Larry Irwin of the
National Council for Air and Stream
Improvement has raised questions about
the role of thermal cover and suggests
that other factors such as forage supply
and hunting should be given far greater
consideration in habitat models. This
change in thinking could have a major
impact on forest management in western
Wiashington because rules governing the
treatment of elk habitat affect a huge
amount of forestland in the state. “In
terms of actual timber supply,” said Irwin,
“providing good elk habitat actually
involves more federal forestland in the

West than that of the spotted owl.”

Cook and Irwin, along with three co-
authors, won a national award from the
Wildlife Society for their report on the
study, “Forest Cover and Elk Condition.”
The authors acknowledge that although a
dense canopy may moderate both hot and
cold weather conditions to some extent,
the effects are not sufficient to apprecia-
bly influence the overall energy balance
of elk. Forest management, therefore,
should increase emphasis on the quantity
and quality of forage because these fac-
tors have a much greater effect on energy
balance, body condition, and health than

does thermal cover.

Experiment Changes Assumptions
Cook and Irwin conducted the study in
cooperation with Dr. Larry Bryant and
former head of the U.S. Forest Service
Dr. Jack Ward Thomas (then with the
Pacific Northwest Research Station), and
Dr. Robert Riggs, a wildlife biologist
with Boise. For over four years, the team
monitored such factors as water con-
sumption, weight change, amount of
activity, fat levels, and body composition
of a herd of trained elk in northeastern
Oregon.






