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By mid-January, the Game and Fish
Department had already registered more
people for darkhouse spearfishing than in
any other year since we began offering this
opportunity in 2001.

That’s a notable benchmark because the
previous record was just last year. But it’s not
necessarily surprising, either, as I believe that
if North Dakota had a separate ice fishing
license, the numbers this winter would shat-
ter any of those from the past as well.

We’re experiencing one of those rare phe-
nomenons this season when all the stars are
aligning. We went into winter with a record
number of managed fishing lakes in North
Dakota, with many of them having adequate
to excellent walleye, perch and/or northern
pike populations.

Now, that’s not much different than what
has been the case the last five years or so.
While the number of fish or fishing waters
may not have been at the same level as this
year, we still headed into recent winters with
good prospects.

In 2010-11 much of the state had heavy
snow and access to many promising lakes
was limited or shut off entirely. This year lake
access has been about as good as it can get.

In 2011-12 snowfall around the state was
well below average and access was good, but
freeze-up was slow to arrive and it was close
to Christmas or after before people were able
to safely venture out onto most lakes with
vehicles.

'This year, the early cold spell that began
during the first week of deer season in
November, while not a welcome development
for hunters, put down a solid layer of ice that
allowed foot travel on most waters before
Thanksgiving and vehicle travel shortly
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thereafter. And then it warmed up.

So basically what we're experiencing this
winter is great fishing prospects, plus ideal
lake access conditions, plus several weeks
of additional fishing time because of an
early, prolonged cold spell in November,
plus warmer than normal temperatures in
December and January, providing many days
when people can be on the ice without the
need for shelter.

I wrote last month about the need for a
winter just like this, not so much as a catalyst
for record ice fishing activity, but as a sort of
a breather for our resident wildlife like deer
and pheasants.

You can get a pretty good comparison of
winter severity by looking at records of deer
depredation cases. These are primarily Game
and Fish efforts to reduce or prevent deer
from eating stored livestock feed supplies.
Through the last week of January this winter,
Game and Fish wildlife personnel had
responded to just nine depredation cases —
four for white-tailed deer, three for elk, and
one each for turkey and moose.

By the last week of January in 2011, Game
and Fish had dealt with 199 deer depreda-
tion cases, and by the end of February of that
year, the number was more than 300.

So we're catching a break on several fronts
this year, at least through the first week in
February, and I am thankful. There is a lot
more to good fishing and good wildlife
populations than just the weather, but it’s
such an important factor.

And while as always at this time of year
we're all looking forward to spring, continu-
ing nice weather will give us more opportuni-
ties to enjoy North Dakota’s winter outdoor
resources.
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While deer populations
go up and down in North
Dakota, what stays the
same is the desire by
many hunters to draw a
mule deer buck license in

the badlands.

By R Wlilian

> ROBERT FENSTERMACKER



700 A108 AF12104 /'/,-'n—' ‘in a row,
hunters in North Dakota were allowed only
one license for the 2014 deer gun season.

With deer numbers down in much of the
state and wildlife habitat on the decline, col-
lecting just one license in the Game and Fish
Department’s lottery drawing was an accom-
plishment.

The Department made available just 48,000
licenses for the regular gun season last year,
the lowest total since 1980. All told, 68,241
hunters (2,016 of whom were nonresidents
vying for 480 licenses) applied for the 48,000
licenses.

There was considerable debate in 2014, both
for and against changing how deer licenses
are distributed during these times of low deer
numbers and high hunter demand for licenses.

In late 2014, Game and Fish officials
announced the Department would not imple-
ment a proposal to limit hunters to only one
deer license of any type in 2015. The process
by which hunters have garnered deer gun,
muzzleloader and archery licenses for years did
not change.

/7//4(? was considorable debate i 07" Z
bolh /M and againad ehanging fow dees
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Sfuntor demand, /M Lieenaen,

licensing manager, after 12,579 gratis licenses
and 476 nonresident licenses were subtracted
from the overall license allocation, only 17,452
buck licenses remained for the 56,815 hunters
who applied for them as their first choice in
the lottery.

While drawing a mule deer buck license was
again a priority for some hunters, for the third
year in a row in 2014, the Department did
not allow hunting for antlerless mule deer in
eight badlands hunting units as the population
continues to show signs of recovery.

The spring mule deer index in 2014 was 19
percent higher than 2013, but still 7 percent
lower than the long-term average. The fawn-
to-doe ratio observed in fall was the highest
since 1999, and above the long-term average.

Another highlight in 2014 was a limited
pronghorn hunting season, the first since 2009.
'The season was open in only one unit in the far
southwestern corner of the state.

A total of 250 any-pronghorn licenses were
available, and the season was split into an
early “bow-only” portion, and a later gun/bow

season.

o %%

With more than 100,000 deer gun licenses
made available to hunters from 2001 through
2011, drawing a license in North Dakota has
been more difficult the last three years.

And getting a buck license during that
stretch certainly hasn’t been easy.

According to Randy Meissner, Department

After 73 gratis licenses were subtracted
from the 250 total pronghorn licenses, 177
remained. Meissner said nearly 6,000 hunters
applied for those remaining licenses.

RON WILSON is editor of North Dakota
OUTDOORS.
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Percent of applicants who received their first choice of license in
the 2014 spring turkey drawing.

2014 Turkey License Lottery Results

Percent of applicants who received their first choice of license in

the 2014 fall turkey drawing.

POINTS POINTS
LICENSE TYPE O 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OVERALL LICENSE TYPE 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OVERALL
02 S 100 100 100 100 02 F 225 775 60 100 36.3
03 S 100 100 100 03 F 100 100
04 S 47.3 91.7 50 56.4 04 F 544 68.8 100 57
06 S 100 100 100 06 F 529 100 61.9
18 S 100 100 100 100 13 F 100 100 100
17 S 63 81.8 64.5 17 F 67.9 100 100 72.3
19 S 100 100 100 19 F 100 100 100
25 S 100 100 100 25 F 100 100 100
27 S 51 90.1 100 100 59.7 Wa F 443 81.6 100 50
30 S 96.5 100 96.7 30 F 100 100 100
31 S 100 100 100 31 F 100 100
37 S 434 81.7 813 100 51.4 37 E 55.6 96 100 62.8
40 S 100 100 100 40 F 63.9 100 73.5
44 S 100 100 100 44 F 100 100 100
45 S 100 100 100 45 F 100 100
47 S 100 100 100 47 F 574 100 65.5
50 S 414 831 100 100 53.8 50 F 49.5 88 100 574
Sl S 100 100 100 51 F 100 100 100
53 S W N 35.3 98 F 71.3 100 72.8
98 S 55.4 83.1 100 59.6 99 F 76.3 76.3
99 S 100 100 i ) 100
i
’ 2014 Pronghorn License Lottery Results
Ny = : '_-“.'_,H m' Percent of applicants who received their first choice of license in
R e d Tf;‘?‘;-i. the 2014 pronghorn drawing.
" . AN Tt ( s
e, W, ‘*, P ..--: ® o POINTS
X fat s 3 : LICENSETYPE 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  OVERALL
2 ‘” o AP L, 04 AA 04 80 1 24 194 298 417 75 333 3.6

How it Works

Despite the lowest number of deer
gun licenses in nearly 35 years, the lottery
process did not change.

Even so, with new hunters venturing
afield every year, there are always ques-
tions concerning how the lottery system
works. Using deer as the example, though
turkey works the same way, here is a
reminder.

If you fail to draw your first license
choice in any given year, but apply within
the next two years, you receive a bonus
point. You do not have to apply in the
same unit, or for the same deer type, to
qualify. You get an additional bonus point
each year you apply and do not receive
your first license choice, as long as you
have applied in the first drawing at least
once in the previous two years.

You receive additional chances in the
drawing for each bonus point accumu-
lated. For points one through three, you
are entered in the drawing two times
the number of points you have. So, if
you have two points you would get four
additional chances to be drawn, compared
to a person who got his or her first choice
the previous year. If you're both compet-
ing for the same license, you have five
chances, he or she has one.

When you accumulate four or more
points, the number of additional chances
is determined by cubing your bonus
points. So, when you have four points,
you will be in the drawing 64 additional
times, 125 times if you have five points,
and so on. Bonus points are accumulated
as long as you do not draw your first

license choice and apply in the first draw-
ing at least every other year. You do not
receive bonus points in years you do not
apply.

Each drawing is still random, but the
more bonus points you have, the better
your odds. When you receive your first
license choice, you lose your bonus points
and start over. Bonus points can only be
earned, or used, in the first drawing for
each species in each year.

The license lottery consists of four
separate drawings, one for each choice on
the application. First, we hold a drawing
for the first unit/first deer choice. When
those have been issued, we draw for the
first unit/second deer choice, then the
second unit/first deer choice, and finally
the second unit/second deer choice.

4 ND Outdoors
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Percent of applicants who received their first choice of license in the 2014 deer drawing.

2014 Deer License Lottery Results

POINTS POINTS

LICENSE TYPE 0 1 2 3 4 &) 6 74 OVERALL LICENSE TYPE 0 1 2 3 4 5) 6 7 8  OVERALL

1T AAnyBuck 132 352 54.9 83.3 2.3 3C " A Any Buck BECRRBING 2750 p2108°90.9° 100 100 14.2

1 B AnyDoe 934 100 100 94.3 3C B AnyDoe 622 909 100 100 68.5
2A A Any Buck 2.8 JOr=-133%00s b Siaisl00 14.8 3C C WIT BUSSESUORESLs "05.74 100, 100 100 61.1
2A B Any Doe 24 38NNty 0 0 39 3C D WT Doe 99.5 100 100 100 100 99.6
2B A Any Buck A, 2398 7Y 3298 100L " T00 18.7 3D1 A Any Buck 18 34 61.7 66.7 100 100 35.7
2B B AnyDoe 554 719 87.1 857 100 100 100 59.2 3D1 B Any Doe 100 100 100 100 100
2C A Any Buck 2.6 104 154 18 100 8.4 3D1 C WTBuck 848 962 100 100 88.6
2C B AnyDoe 323 60.9 85 39.1 3D1 D WT Doe 100 100 100
2D A AnyBuck 121 29.8 51.6 714 20.5 3D2 A Any Buck 4.6 | 23 342 92 100 20
2D B AnyDoe  87.6 93.5 100 100 88.8 3D2 B Any Doe OUEt DB7,.33.3 1 () 90.4
2E A Any Buck 14 33 51 47 40 0 3.9 3D2 C WTBuck: 287 42 672 66.7 100 100 45.1
2E B Any Doe 72% 587 ,89. 3 JOURSIN 76.8 3D2 D WT Doe 96.4 100 100 97
2F1 A AnyBuck  31.1 634 86.1 83.3 100 43.8 3E1 A AnyBuck 185 383 73 84 100 50 34.2
2F1 B AnyDoe  97.8 100 100 98.1 3E1 B AnyDoe  96.8 100 100 100 971
2F2 A AnyBuck 145 30.6 485 622 100 27 SEI S CRWIRBUCIS 74427, 99:1 % 100 100, 81.2
2F2 B AnyDoe 922 914 92 100 92.1 3E1 D WT Doe 95.7 100 96.4
2G A Any Buck 47 144 26 179 Wy 3E2 A AnyBuck 44.6 80.8 89.7 87.5 100 100 58.3
2G B AnyDoe 822 762 100 100 82.4 3E2 B AnyDoe 94.4 929 100 94.3
2G1 A Any Buck 6 173 243 37.5 100 100 17 3E2 C WTBuck 994 100 100 100 99.5
2G1 B AnyDoe  55.7 821 92.6 87.5 b2t 3E2 D WT Doe 100 100 100
2G2 A AnyBuck 147 34.8 482 60.6 100 100 100 v 3F1 A AnyBuck 298 652 90.5 80 100 100 471
2G2 B AnyDoe  91.1 86 100 100 90.6 3F1 B Any Doe 100 100 100 100 100
2H A AnyBuck  29.7 625 789 853 100 100 45.5 3F1 C WTBuck 989 97.9 100 100 98.7
2H B AnyDoe  91.1 100 100 100 929 3F1 D WT Doe 100 100 100 100
2l A AnyBuck 13.7 40.2 46.7 555 100 100 29.5 3F2 A AnyBuck 303 689 89.7 824 100 100 472
2l B AnyDoe 942 943 100 100 100 94.5 3F2 B Any Doe 97.9 100 100 98.3
2J1 A Any Buck 5.8 18.8 332 426 97.1 833 85 3F2 C WTBuck 99.3 100 100 100 99.4
2J1 B AnyDoe 937 86.7 100 100 100 93.2 3F2 D WT Doe 94.4 100 95
2J2 A AnyBuck 267 561 793 90 100 43.8 4A  C WT Buck 17.5 323 627 70.8 100 37.5
2J2 B AnyDoe 949 96.6 100 95.2 4A D WT Doe 96.3 75 100 100 921
2K1 A Any Buck 6.9 257 337 424 100 100 100 100 23.1 4A  E MD Buck 0 26 65 122 613 722 066.7 15.6
2K1 B AnyDoe 893 941 90.9 75 100 89.8 4B C WTBuck 244 70.7 81 100 100 47.8
2K2 A AnyBuck 17.2 40.8 61.1 67.5 100 100 34.1 4B D WT Doe 100 80 100 100 95.5
2K2 B AnyDoe  96.4 100 100 97 4B E MD Buck 05 13 26 34 258 554 733 100 100 10.7
2L A AnyBuck 297 642 826 75 45.2 4C C WTBuck 393 69.8 857 100 100 100 54.3
2L B AnyDoe  98.8 100 100 98.9 4C D WT Doe 83.3 100 85.7
3A1 A Any Buck 05 1.8 57 44 324 491 100 8.8 4C E MD Buck 0.4 1 25 27 186 285 588 065 9.5
3A1T B Any Doe* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4D C WTBuck 765 100 100 100 100 83.4
3A2 A AnyBuck 347 70.6 845 87 100 100 489 4D D WT Doe 100 100 100 100
3A2 B AnyDoe 982 97.7 100 100 98.2 4D E MD Buck 05 07 34 37 247 43 391 100 100 9.7
3A3 A Any Buck 3.6 49 15 17.8 851 100 143 4E  C WT Buck 100 929 100 66.7 100 98.3
3A3 B AnyDoe 918 795 100 70 75 89.6 4E D WT Doe 100 100 100 100
3A4 A AnyBuck 19.2 47.1 672 71.1 100 100 343 4E  E MD Buck 0.6 91 7.6 149 733 50 100 14.6
3A4 B AnyDoe 919 100 100 100 93.1 4F C WTBuck 984 100 100 100 98.6
3B1 C WT Buck 23 72 148 177 66 100 100 15 4F D WT Doe 100 100
3B1 D WT Doe 0 83 45 333 100 8.8 4F E MDBuck 149 421 621 60 100 100 34,7
3B1 E MD Buck 49 144 305 37.2 941 100 100 20.7 MUZ C WT Buck 0 03 04 08 54 111 162 26 50 4.2
3B2 C WTBuck 21.1 30.7 60.8 50 100 100 31.5 MUZ D WT Doe 27.9 67.1 86.1 95 100 100 100 100 479
3B2 D WTDoe 981 80 100 96.7  *All available doe licenses were issued to gratis applicants prior to the lottery drawing.
3B2 E MDBuck 11.7 30.5 625 50 100 100 100 28.7
3B3 A Any Buck 8.3 283 289 481 100 213
3B3 B AnyDoe 885 83.3 100 100 87.9
3B3 C WT Buck  64.8 96.8 100 100 100 100 74.9
3B3 D WT Doe 99.5 100 100 100 100 99.6
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ENFORCEMENT
Di1visioN REVIEW

By Robert Timian

During the open water season, North
Dakota Game and Fish Department
Watdensspend o considesable amount of

fime patrolling the MissGOM River System

and other waters across the state.

6 ND Outdoors

Photos by Mike Anderson

FOR MORE THAN 45 YEARS Norrr Dakora OUTDOORS

has carried an annual account of game and fish viola-
tions handled by state game wardens.

For all the years from the late 1960s up through
2009, those reports were compiled based on the
state’s fiscal year, which runs from July through the
following June. As such, when the report was eventu-
ally published in the annual report issue in January
or February, the information was six or seven months
old.

Starting in 2010 we switched our reporting to
cover a calendar year, and for the past four years we've

published the enforcement annual review in the May
magazine, but still, the information on citations was a
few months old by then.

'This year, due to advances in the system we use to
log violations and track citations, we’re now able to
provide that information much sooner.

What the numbers tell us is that North Dakota
game wardens cited anglers, hunters and others with
a record number of violations in 2014. The grand
total of 2,712, is up nearly 300 from the number of
violations in 2013.
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‘The number one violation for the past few years
has been fishing or hunting without a license, and
closely related, fishing or hunting without having the
license “on your person.”

Until a few years ago, boats not having enough
personal floatation devices on board was more often
than not the most prevalent violation each year. With
176 of those violations in 2014 that’s still in third
place, but it’s a distant third compared to more than
300 for each of the licensing violations.

We have been trying to determine why those

February 2015

licensing violations have increased so much in recent
years. We don’t think it is the price, because a North
Dakota fishing license is relatively inexpensive.
Where else can you for a few dollars get a license
that you can use 12 months out of the year?

And of course, North Dakota has more people
than it had 10 years ago, but most of our new resi-
dents, plus nonresidents who fish here, come from
places where licenses are required, so there shouldn't
be any confusion about whether an adult would need
a fishing license.

ND Outdoors 7




Warden Jeff Violett,
Mandan, patrols
his district during
the always busy
deer gun season

in North Dakota.
(Below) Warden
Tim Larson, Turtle
Lake, checks an
ice angler’s license
on Lake Audubon
earlier this winter.

What the numbers also show
us is, as you can see in the accom-
panying sidebar, that McKenzie
County again led the state in the
number of citations. That isn’t
necessarily surprising, but what
did surprise us is how large an
increase it had from last year. It
was the number one county by
almost double the second place
county.

Of the nearly 400 violations in
McKenzie County in 2014, nearly
300 of those occurred within
the Lewis and Clark Wildlife
Management Area. Those ran the
gamut from typical Game and
Fish violations or WMA viola-
tions to arrests for drug violations
and outstanding felony warrants.

By law, North Dakota game
wardens enforce all state laws on
property that the Department
owns or manages like our WMAs,
and also on state sovereign land.
Game wardens are licensed peace
officers and they are also often
called upon to assist other law
enforcement agencies as well.

Not all of the increase in
violations can be attributed to
McKenzie County. We also noted
increases in the area around Dev-
ils Lake. Part of that is because
Devils Lake is a popular fishing
lake year in and year out, and
part of it is because we put some
additional effort into that area,
trying to increase our presence
and visibility.

Every year we make those same
decisions on where to periodically
concentrate our staff time, with
hopes that it will lead to more
compliance and fewer violations
in the future.

ROBERT TIMIAN is the Game and

Fish Department’s enforcement division

chief.
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The Missouri River is always a busy place during the open water months,
especially when the fish are biting. Warden Jackie Lundstrom, Bismarck,
checks an angler’s catch as he leaves the river in Bismarck.

What the numbers tell us is that North Dakota game wardens cited anglers,
hunters and others with a record number of violations in 2014. The grand total of 2,712,
is up nearly 300 from the number of violations in 2013.

Incidents 2014 — Top 10 Counties  Citations 2014 - Top 10 Counties Citations Statewide

* McKenzie - 293 (up 46 from 2013) * McKenzie - 399 (up 123 from 2013) * 2009 - 1,675
* Burleigh — 266 (up 73) ~ * Williams - 190 (dowmow
« Williams — 211 (down 20) * Stark — 140 (down 5) « 2011 -2,165
* Cass — 211 (up 102) * Ramsey — 140 (up 7) * 2012 - 2,568
* Morton — 203 (up 11) * Burleigh — 110 (up 7) * 2013 — 2,430
o Stark — 193 * Stutsman — 108 * 2014 -2,712
* Ward - 171 * Mclntosh — 93

* McLean - 160 * Morton — 92

* Richland — 136 * Barnes — 88

* Stutsman — 134 * McLean — 86

(An incident is defined as any situation that requires a response from a game warden. It does not have to be a crime, the situation could be, for
example, a stranded boater. )
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When pneumonia hits a bighorn sheep
population, it doesn't play any favorites.

It was determifed during an intensive
inventory lasti@ll during the rut, just weeks
after the first l@@RIted pneumonia death in
July, thatthe of the mature rams
targete ] Bl

DARCY KRAMLICH



PNEUMONIA

hile it’s uncertain exactly how many

bighorn sheep have died of pneu-

monia in the northern badlands
since the middle of last summer, Game and
Fish Department officials believe the die-off is
significant enough to close the hunting season
in 2015.

'The hunting season for bighorn sheep, an
animal that was reintroduced in western North
Dakota after considerable effort more than a
half-century ago, has run uninterrupted for 30
years.

Jeb Williams, Department wildlife division
chief, said it would be irresponsible on the
Department’s part to issue once-in-a-lifetime
bighorn licenses without further investigating
the status of the population.

“The main thing is that we know pneumo-
nia is in the northern bighorn population and
that we've lost a large number of sheep,” Wil-
liams said. “It’s going to take time for Depart-
ment biologists to see what’s out there on the
landscape.”

Furthermore, nearly all, if not all, of the
mature rams targeted by hunters are gone.

Brett Wiedmann, Department big game
biologist in Dickinson, did an intensive inven-
tory of adult rams during the rut last fall.
What he found, weeks after the first reported
pneumonia death in July, was discouraging.

“Mature rams typically live in the rough
backcountry and you don't see much of them
until the rut,” he said. “What I found is that
we lost virtually all of our mature rams. I saw
one, and that’s it.”

Wiedmann said based on the number of
bighorns with radio-collars, which emit a
mortality signal no matter the cause of death,
anywhere from 30 to 40 percent of the popula-
tion north of Interstate 94 is dead.

“That’s 100 sheep or more, and the out-
break is ongoing,” he said. “Groups of ewes

R Eunn P) | \ F BNIJTLT T
AL Bisnorn Hunmne SEASON

By Ron Wilson

and lambs that I spotted before, now consist
of some ewes with snotty noses. Most of the
lambs are gone.”

Western North Dakota is home to two
bighorn sheep populations, located south and
north of the interstate. The animals to the
north make up about 85 percent of the state’s
population.

Wiedmann said there were about 350 big-
horns before the pneumonia outbreak, and the
population was set to take off, set to shatter the
state’s record count. That, unfortunately, is not
going to happen

'The state’s bighorn sheep program, Wied-
mann said, went from champion to some-
thing considerably less than that in just a few
months.

“Our bighorn sheep population today is a
long way from what it was,” he said.

It’s difficult to assess at this stage how
North Dakota’s bighorn population will
respond to the outbreak, but similar pneumo-
nia eruptions across the West suggest any-
where from 30 to 90 percent of the wild sheep
population could be lost.

“It’s discouraging because we know that
pneumonia has spread through the entire
northern population,” Wiedmann said.

Williams said identifying the exact source of
the pneumonia outbreak is difficult. Based on
nationwide research, pneumonia outbreaks in
wild bighorn sheep populations are most often
the result of contact with domestic sheep.

Postmortem examinations determined
the dead bighorns in the northern badlands
were infected with Mycoplasma ovipneumonae
(M-0vi). This bacteria that leads to the death
of bighorns is common in healthy domestic
sheep and goats.

Williams said the Game and Fish Depart-
ment has no control over what people have on
their land, yet it’s the agency’s responsibility to

Bighorns
Radio-collared

In early February,
the Game and Fish
Department deployed
radio-collars on 21 big-
horn sheep throughout
the badlands.

Considering a
number of collared
sheep have died from
pneumonia since July,
Department wildlife
officials said it was
necessary to add new
collars to the popula-
tion to continue to
track the bighorns and
monitor the influence
of the disease outbreak.

Brett Wiedmann,
Department big game
biologist, said blood
and swab samples were
collected from each
captured and collared
animal for disease test-
ing.
Wiedmann said the
capture crew noted that
none of the sheep they
handled had nasal dis-
charge and all seemed
to be in good health.

“So, we remain
hopeful, but not opti-
mistic,” Wiedmann
said.

February 2015
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These bighorn sheep (top) were trapped in Montana and released
in the badlands in 2006. Today, moving bighorns in from elsewhere

with an ongoing pneumonia outbreak isn't an option.

This bighorn ewe (bottom) was one of 20-plus sheep trapped in
Alberta and released in the badlands in winter 2014. The animal
died on August 26, 2014 in the badlands of pneumonia.

CRAIG BHRLE

BRETT WIEDMANN

educate landowners on the risks of contact between
wild and domestic animals.

“We've been doing this for years,” Williams said.
“In the majority of situations it has worked out
well. The vast majority of landowners in bighorn
sheep country are supportive of the bighorn pro-
gram and want them around.”

Department protocol calls for a 10-mile buf-
fer between domestic and wild sheep, as the latter,
mostly notably males, will wander some distance
during the breeding season.

Williams said protocol also calls for killing any
bighorn suspected of commingling with domestic
sheep.

“We have done this a number of times over the
years,” he said. “We had to lethally remove one just
last spring.”

Dr. Dan Grove, Department wildlife veterinar-
ian, said pneumonia can kill some wild sheep in
as little as a few weeks, or it might take months to
kill others. Animals have difficulty breathing, suffer
nasal discharge and literally drown in their own
fluids.

Every animal is a little bit different and some
infected sheep do survive. However, these sheep still
harbor the bacteria, which can be shed, or expelled
into the environment, during times of stress, such as
inclement weather and the rut.

'This is just the second pneumonia outbreak in
North Dakota’s bighorn sheep population, the first
coming in 1997 when about 100 sheep died south
of Interstate 94. That die-off was severe, but today’s
ongoing pneumonia eruption to the north will
likely be worse.

Wiedmann said the population south of the
interstate, which was initially exposed to domestic
goats, has struggled for years and never bounced
back.

“It’s basically a sedentary, stagnant population,”
he said.

While it will take months to fully evaluate the
status of the northern badlands bighorn population,
Wiedmann said looking ahead, options for rebuild-
ing the herd are few.

In bigger states with more sheep, Wiedmann
said wildlife officials have gone in and depopulated
affected areas and then reintroduced healthy sheep
from elsewhere in the state.

“That’s not an option for us because we don’t
have a source of healthy bighorns in our state,” he
said. “And we can't bring in sheep from out-of-state
because we don't want to introduce healthy sheep to
sick sheep.”

Wiedmann said there are some cases in other
states where bighorn sheep populations have

12 ND Outdoors
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rebounded quicker than expected from pneumonia
outbreaks. Yet, considering the expected severity of

the disease event in the badlands, he’s not holding  soon.
Even so, Williams said the Department is still

his breath for a quick turnaround.

What he hopes to see someday is 25 percent
lamb recruitment for three consecutive years.

“When we have that many lambs surviving for
three years in a row, it’s a good indicator that the
disease has worked its way through the popula-

tion,” Wiedmann said.

however, Wiedmann said reopening the hunting
season in the badlands likely won't happen anytime

committed to the state’s bighorn sheep program

that has been around for nearly 60 years.

western North Dakota.”

Based on the number of rams lost and the likeli-

hood of poor lamb recruitment for some time,

There are gaps, milestones, setbacks
and triumphs in the saga of bighorn
sheep in North Dakota.

Bighorn sheep, historians tell us,
were extirpated from the state in 1905, a
century after a member of the Lewis and
Clark party was credited for being the
first white man to identify one of these
animals negotiating the
rugged badland’s terrain
high above the Missouri
River.

After an absence of
nearly a half-century, 18
bighorns were trapped
in British Columbia and
transported to Magpie
Creek in western North
Dakota in November 1956.

“On or about April
24,1957, a blessed event
took place deep in the
heart of the badlands west
of Grassy Butte, North
Dakota ... the first lamb
to be born in the wild in
this state since the early
1900s arrived on sched-
ule,” wrote Arthur Brazda,
North Dakota Game and
Fish Department big
game biologist, in Nor#h
Dakota OUTDOORS in
1957.

According to “Big
Game in North Dakota,”
a Game and Fish Depart-

ment publication, the

“Bighorn sheep are a symbol of the badlands,”
Williams said. “Like the rugged land in which
these animals inhabit, bighorn sheep belong in

RON WILSON is editor of North Dakota OUTDOORS.

A Brier History

last of the original sheep from British
Columbia was found dead, tangled in a
barbed wire fence in the South Unit of
Theodore Roosevelt National Park in
1969. An ear tag in the old ram con-
firmed his identification.

To create a healthy, sustainable big-
horn sheep population in the badlands,

A dozen once-in-a-lifetime bighorn sheep licenses were made
available to hunters during the state’s first modern day bighorn
hunting season in 1975. Scott Wilcox (far left) of Fargo was just 15
when he shot this mature ram on the fourth day of the season.

Department biologists and others have
moved sheep instate from here to there
dozens of times in more than 50 years.
In that same time period, bighorns have
been trapped outside our borders and
relocated to North Dakota roughly 10
times.

The first modern-day bighorn sheep
hunting season in
North Dakota was
held in 1975. The
main objective of
the season, while
at the same time
providing coveted,
once-in-a-lifetime
hunting opportuni-
ties, was to lower
the sex ratio by
harvesting surplus
rams, according to
text in “Big Game
in North Dakota.”

‘That first year, 12
licenses were made
available to hunters.
License numbers
have varied over the
years and have cer-
tainly gotten more
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conservative of late.
In 2014, the Game
and Fish Depart-
ment allotted five
licenses to hunters,
one more than 2013.
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Devils Lake has long been a fayorite
of walleye anglers across North : !
Dakota and beyond. MR e

TODD CASPERS
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By Todd Caspers and Randy Hiltner

evils Lake is one of the top walleye fish-

ing destinations in North America. In

the past decade or more, creel surveys

have routinely documented more than 1
million hours of fishing use per year on the big lake.

It wasn't always this way, as significant environ-

mental changes have occurred since the North Dakota
Game and Fish Department began conducting fish
population surveys on the lake in 1992. Devils Lake
has dramatically increased in size and depth in 23
years. Rising water levels created changes in fish habi-
tat quality as well. These physical changes have helped
to mold the walleye population into what it is today, a
“walleye factory.”

Changes Over Time

In the early 1990s, low lake and high salinity levels
contributed to poor walleye reproduction. With fewer
adult and young-of-the-year walleye (Figure 1), stock-
ing was necessary to keep the population going.

However, as water levels increased, creating favor-
able spawning conditions, the walleye population

In 2008, walleye
were growing

at about the

same rate as the
North American
average, but
growth has slowed
the past few years.

increased with it. The first large walleye year-class
occurred in 1997 and a number of good year-classes
followed.

Some of the year-classes were wholly the product
of natural reproduction. The 2009 year-class, the larg-
est ever recorded at Devils Lake, is a good example.

Stocking, while not as important as it once was, is

still an option, especially if natural reproduction is low
for several years.

While some year-classes fail to reach expectations,
which is typical for walleye populations, most year-
classes since about 2000 have been relatively good.
The exceptions were the 2003-05 year-classes, which
were all fairly small.

As spawning conditions improved over time, the
overall walleye population began to increase starting
in 1997 and has been on a general upward trend. The
population is still relatively high, but has declined a
bit in the past few years.

Walleyes of 10 to 14.9 inches show a similar trend
as their numbers began increasing in 1997 as well,
although catches of fish this size tend to be more vari-
able. The number of 15-inch-plus walleyes declined in
1994 and have been relatively lower since, except for
an increase from 2006-09 when their numbers rose
substantially.

The changes in the walleye population are a mixed
bag. For example, even though there are more walleye
today, the fish tended to be larger in the past. During

CRAIG BHRLE

the early 1990s, the adult walleye population consisted
mainly of 15-inch-plus fish. Walleye measuring less
than 15 inches were uncommon, which was a concern
for future recruitment.

As time passed and water levels increased, the adult
population gradually included a larger percentage
of smaller, younger fish. The walleye were also more

February 2015
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In the last 10
years or more,
creel surveys

at Devils Lake
have routinely
revealed more
than 1 million
hours of fishing
use per year. This
collection of empty
boat trailers was
photographed at
Graham'’s Island
State Park.

robust in the past. Body condition values have shown
a decline over the years. Generally, a body condition
value for a walleye that is more than 100 is very good,
whereas values from 85-95 are more typical.

'The declining body condition values are likely due,
in part, to the increasing numbers of walleye in the
lake. Each fish simply has less available food when
more individuals are present, almost like having too

survey on Devils Lake, about 84 percent of the har-
vested walleye were 12-16 inches, with the average
harvested fish about 15 inches. The winter period
was similar, with about 80 percent of harvested fish
measuring 12-16 inches, with an average length of 14
inches.

Devils lake anglers seem to prefer these eater-sized
fish, as about 84 percent of all anglers throughout the

many cows in a small pasture.
Devils Lake walleye have also

shown a growth decline (Fig-

ure 2). In 2008, walleye were

growing at about the same rate

The walleyes in Devils
Lake have dramatically
increased in size and
depth in 23 years.

year indicated that they would
prefer to keep five 15-inch
walleye instead of two 20-inch
fish, assuming that total weights
were similar. While larger wall-

as the North American average,

but growth has slowed the past

few years. This is likely the result of a more abundant
walleye population, as well as competition from other
fish species. Despite the decreases in body condition
and growth, the walleye population is still in pretty
good shape. Fish are not going hungry and are still
growing, just at a slower pace.

The high walleye abundance and lower body con-
dition has made for high angler catches and harvests,
while not hurting the population as a whole. Anglers
who like eater-sized fish are benefiting from the cur-
rent walleye size structure.

During the summer portion of the 2013-14 creel

eye currently make up a smaller

proportion of the angler’s catch,
they are still present and offer the occasional nice
surprise.

Possible Future Changes

Game and Fish Department biologists have inves-
tigated the feasibility of using various length-based
regulations to perhaps increase the number of large
walleye in the lake.

Currently, there are no length-limit regulations
that would substantially increase the number of large
walleye in the lake. Also, there isn't a biological need

to implement a regulation, as natural reproduction is

16 ND Outdoors
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good and most anglers are satisfied with
the average-sized walleye in the lake.

However, conditions could change
and Department biologists will con-
tinue to monitor the walleye popula-
tion and make any necessary regulation
changes to protect the fishery if condi-
tions warrant it.

Future water levels will probably play
a major role in structuring the wall-
eye population. If water levels remain
relatively high, then the population will
probably remain similar to what it is
now. That is, consistent recruitment will

produce high numbers of eater-sized
walleye.

However, a steady, prolonged decline
in water levels would probably result
in a lower walleye population but with
fish of a larger average size. Only time
will tell what the future has in store
for water levels and walleyes of Devils

Lake.

TODD CASPERS is a Game and Fish
Department fisheries biologist and RANDY
HILTNER is a fisheries supervisor, both in
Devils Lake.

8

[
o

YOY WALLEYE CATCH RATE (FISH/NET) /i
3

0

+ @- North American Average ~#"—Devils Lake-2010
=@~Devils Lake-2014

AVERAGE LENGTH (INCHES)

February 2015

ND Outdoors 17



CRAIG BIHRLE

BUFFALOBERRY PATCH

By Greg Freeman, Department News Editor

SNOW GOOSE MIGRATION

Spring Light Goose Season

North Dakota’s spring light goose
season opened earlier this month and
continues through May 17.

Residents can hunt during the spring
season through March 31 with either a
2014-15 or 2015-16 license. However,
the 2014-15 hunting license expires
March 31. Residents will need the 2015-
16 license beginning April 1.

Nonresidents need a 2015 spring light
goose season license. The cost is $50 and
the license is good statewide. Nonresi-
dent youth under age 16 can purchase a
license at the resident fee if they reside
in a state that has a reciprocity licensing
agreement with North Dakota.

A federal duck stamp is not required
for either residents or nonresidents.

Licenses are available only from the
North Dakota Game and Fish Depart-
ment’s Bismarck office, the Department’s
website at gf.nd.gov, or by calling 800-
406-6409.

Availability of food and open water
determine when snow geese arrive in
the state. Early migrants generally start
showing up in the southeast part of the
state in mid- to late March, but huntable

numbers usually aren’t around until the
end of March or early April. Movements
into and through the state depend on
available roosting areas and the extent of
the snow line.

Hunters must obtain a new Harvest
Information Program registration num-
ber before hunting. The HIP number can
be obtained online or by calling 888-
634-4798. The HIP number is good for
the fall season as well, so spring hunt-
ers should save it to record on their fall
license.

The spring season is only open to light
geese — snows, blues, and Ross’s. Spe-
cies identification is important because
white-fronted and Canada geese travel
with light geese. The season is closed to
whitefronts, Canada geese, swans and all
other migratory birds.

Shooting hours are 30 minutes before
sunrise to 30 minutes after sunset. There
is no daily bag limit or possession limit.
Electronic and recorded calls, as well as
shotguns capable of holding more than
three shells, may be used to take light
geese during this season.

There are no waterfowl rest areas

North Dakota spring light goose
hunters can track general locations of
geese as birds make their way through
the state.

Hunters are able to call 701-328-
3697 to hear recorded information 24
hours a day. Migration reports are also
posted on the North Dakota Game and
Fish Department website, gf.nd.gov.
Updates are provided periodically dur-
ing the week as migration events occur,
until the season ends or geese have left
the state.

designated for the spring season. Hunt-
ers should note that private land within
waterfowl rest areas closed last fall may
be posted closed to hunting.

Nontoxic shot is required for hunt-
ing all light geese statewide. Driving off
established roads and trails is strongly
discouraged during this hunt because of
the likelihood of soft, muddy conditions,
and winter wheat that is planted across
the state.

To maintain good landowner rela-
tions, hunters are advised to seek permis-
sion before hunting on private lands or
attempting any off-road travel during
this season.

Sprouted winter wheat is considered
an unharvested crop. Therefore, hunting
or off-road travel in winter wheat is not
legal without landowner permission.

All regular hunting season regulations
not already addressed apply to the spring
season. For more information on regula-
tions refer to the 2015 Spring Light
Goose Hunting Regulations and the
2014 North Dakota Waterfowl Hunting
Guide.
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MIDWINTER
WATERFOWL SURVEY

The North Dakota Game
and Fish Department’s annual
midwinter waterfowl survey in
early January indicated 145,200
birds were in the state.

Mike Szymanski, Depart-
ment migratory game bird
biologist, said an estimated
87,700 Canada geese were
observed on the Missouri River,
and another 30,600 were scat-
tered on Nelson Lake. Lake
Sakakawea, declared iced-over
on January 6, had no geese on
the lake itself. Szymanski said
after summarizing the numbers,
118,500 Canada geese and
26,500 mallards were tallied
statewide.

“Conditions leading up to
this year’s survey were highly
variable, but lower than average snow
conditions resulted in more birds in
the state compared to the past couple
winters,” Szymanski said.

Harsh conditions in mid-November
pushed many geese through the
Missouri River System, Szymanski

said, and essentially all other waters

in the state, with the exception of a

few places with fast-moving or warm

water, were frozen at the time.
“However, moderate conditions

in much of December allowed for

ideal wintering conditions along the

Boats Need Current Registration

Boat owners purchasing watercraft
from private individuals this winter are
reminded to register it in their name

with the North Dakota Game and Fish
Department.

Registering a used water-
craft purchased from an
individual must include proof
of transfer of ownership, such
as a photocopy of the previ-
ous owner’s registration card,
a canceled check or a signed
note from the previous owner
stating transfer of ownership.

The prorated price to register motor-
boats under 16 feet in length, and all
canoes, is $12, motorboats from 16 feet
to less than 20 feet in length, $24, and

motorboats at least 20 feet in length, $30.

The current three-year boat registra-
tion cycle runs through Dec. 31, 2016.

In addition, boat owners who need to
renew their registration can renew online
at the Game and Fish website, gf.nd.gov,
by clicking the online services link, and
“watercraft registration and renewals”
under the watercraft heading.

Also, anyone buying a new or used
watercraft can register online and gener-
ate a 10-day temporary permit that is
valid until the registration is processed.
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Missouri River,” Szymanski said. “The
lack of snow cover was important for
allowing birds to feed without too
much trouble. Aside from a few brief
periods of inclement weather, win-
tering conditions in areas with open
water have been ideal for waterfowl.”

Regulations require the boat number
to be in contrasting color to the hull
in plain vertical block letters at least 3
inches in height, excluding any border,
trim, outlining or shading, and must
be maintained in a legible condition so
the number is clearly visible in daylight
hours. The number must read from left to
right, and groups of numbers and letters
must be separated by a space or hyphen
equivalent in width to the letter “M.”

In addition, a validation sticker issued
by the Game and Fish Department
must be displayed on the boat within 6
inches of the number toward the rear of
the boat. No other numbers should be
displayed in this area.

February 2015
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Hunting

and Fishing

Legislation on Web
'The North Dakota Game and Fish

Department is tracking hunting and

fishing issues during the 2015 legisla-

tive session.

Interested outdoor enthu-
siasts can follow proposed
outdoors-related bills by log-
ging onto the Game and Fish
Department website, gf.nd.
gov.

A brief description of each bill is
included, along with the bill sponsor
and hearing schedule. To view each

bill in its entirety, click on the hot-
linked bill number.

DARKHOUSE SPEARFISHING
CLOSES

Anglers are reminded that North

Dakolta’s d;l/f[khO}llle;Peafﬁshing s Remove Permanent Fish Houses
sori:l: d(i)\sr?;ualzr\;ho v&;oul d still like State law requires permanent fish Fish houses may be used after March

houses to be removed from North Dakota 15 if they are removed daily.

to get out for the first time this year o
waters by midnight March 15. In addition, it is illeg al to

must register with the North Dakota

Game and Fish Department. Reg- Anglers are advised touse  leave fish houses on any fed-
istration is available through the ionb 1d h ol refuse land

Department’s website, gf.nd.gov, or Cautlf)l.l ecause mi weather  eral refuge land or on any
through any Game and Fish Depart- | conditions can quickly result  state-owned or managed land
ment office. in unstable ice conditions. after March 15.

RON WILSON
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2014 Earth Day Patch Winner
Emily Ehlert, Williston

North Dakota Earth Day
Patch Contest

The state Game and Fish Department’s
annual Earth Day awareness campaign is
accepting entries for design of a 2015 Earth
Day patch.

North Dakota students ages 6-18 are eligible
to participate. The deadline to submit entries is
March 15.

'The Game and Fish Department will
announce a winner in three age categories —
6-9,10-13, and 14-18. Each winner will receive
a pair of binoculars. The final patch design will
be chosen from the three winners.

'The winning design will be used on a patch
given to members of Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts,
4-H clubs and any school participating in
Earth Day cleanup projects on state-owned or
managed lands in North Dakota in April and
May.

The patch should incorporate some aspect of
Earth Day — celebrated April 22 — or keep-
ing North Dakota clean. It must be round and
three inches in diameter. There is a limit of
Hunters can apply five colors on the patch, and lettering must be
printed. Name, address, age and phone number
of the contestant must be clearly printed on
the entry form. Only one entry per person is

and Elk Apps

Hunters interested in apply-
ing for a 2015 moose and elk
license should watch the Game
and Fish website in early March
for applications. The deadline for
applying is March 25.

online at gf.nd.gov. Application forms will also be avail-
able at license vendors, county auditors and Game and Fish

offices. allowed.

Moose and elk lottery licenses are issued as once-in-a-lifetime licenses Earth Day contest rules and entry forms are
in North Dakota. Hunters who have received a license through the lot- available on the Department’s website, gf.nd.
tery in the past are not eligible to apply for that species again. gov. For more information, contact Pat Loths-

There is no bighorn sheep hunting season in 2015 due to a low popu- peich by email at ndgf@nd.gov, or call 701-
lation. 328-6332.
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Purple martin

WATCHABLE WILDLIFE
CHECKOFF

North Dakota citizens with an
interest in supporting wildlife conser-
vation programs are reminded to look
for the Watchable Wildlife checkoft
on the state tax form.

The state income tax form gives
wildlife enthusiasts an opportunity to
support nongame wildlife like song-
birds and birds of prey, while at the
same time contributing to programs
that help everyone enjoy all wildlife.

The checkoft — whether you are
receiving a refund or having to pay
in —is an easy way to voluntarily con-
tribute to sustain this long standing
program. In addition, direct dona-
tions to the program are accepted any
time of year.

To learn more about Watchable
Wildlife program activities, visit the
Game and Fish Department website
at gf.nd.gow.

Blister beetles on purple coneflower

NASP State Tournament Moves

North Dakota’s National Archery in the
Schools Program state tournament is mov-
ing to a new venue in 2015.

Jeff Long, NASP state coordinator,
said he expects more than 500 students to
participate in this year’s state tournament,
scheduled for March 21-22 at the All
Seasons Arena in Minot.

“This event continues to grow each
year,” Long said. “The All Seasons Arena
in Minot is an ideal location to host the
tourney.”

Long said only schools offering NASP
lessons during school hours as part of their
standard curriculum are eligible to partici-
pate in the state tournament. Schools that
don't meet this requirement are encour-
aged to contact Long to get the program
started.

Schools enter teams and individu-
als in the following grade level divisions:
elementary (4-5), middle (6-8), and high
school (9-12). Teams must have 12-24

members, with a minimum of four from

each gender. If smaller schools wish to
form a team, archers may participate up
one grade division for team competition,
but they would compete individually in
their appropriate age category.

Recognition is given to
the top placing team in each
division, the top five males
and females in each division,
and the top scoring male and
female regardless of division.
Top scoring individuals are
given early registration and
receive priority in flights for
the national tournament held
in Louisville, Kentucky.

For more information regarding the
tournament, schools should contact Long
by email at ndgf@nd.gov, or call 701-328-
6615.To learn more, visit the Game and
Fish website at gf.nd.gow.
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STAFF NOTES r.

SUBSCRIBE TO
Anderson, Harling GAME AND FISH

Promoted

Casey Anderson, longtime Game and T E XT A |_ E R T S

Fish Department private land field opera-
tions coordinator, was selected in Novem-
ber to fill the Department’s assistant chief
of wildlife position. 12:00 m =
Nate Harling, private land biologist in
Bismarck, has replaced Anderson as the i
private land field coordinator. Harling has 468311
more than 12 years of experience with the
Department, and has delivered private land
programs in more than 30 counties.

NDGF ALERTS

Schmitz to Lonetree
Cordell Schmitz has filled a wildlife

technician vacancy at the Lonetree District
office near Harvey. Schmitz graduated
from Dickinson State University with
degrees in range science and natural
resource management.

Johnson Named
Fisheries Biologist

Mike Johnson has filled the vacant ‘]UST TEXT N DG F AI e rtS
southeast district fisheries biologist posi- TO 46 8 3 1 1

tion in Jamestown. Johnson has worked as
a seasonal employee for the Department
for several years, in both Williston and
Jamestown.

RECEIVE:

Application Deadlines

» Season Opening Dates

* Maximum Harvest Quotas
* Other Timely Updates

For more options to receive Game and
Fish news and information, visit the
Game and Fish website at gf.nd.gov.

Mike Johnson ()
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Heinle Receives
Pheasants Forever
Award

Renae Heinle, Department private land
biologist, Jamestown, has received the

Wildlife Professional of the Year award from
North Dakota Pheasants Forever.

Kevin Kading, Department private Renac Heinle
land section leader, said Heinle has

built an effective network of professionals in her district,
including Pheasants Forever, Ducks Unlimited, U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and other

conservatlon partners

“She has developed numerous posmve workmg relanonshlps with
private landowners, represents the Department at multiple agriculture
and sport shows, landowner workshops and other meetings,” Kading
said.

Rachel Bush, Pheasant Forever’s senior farm bill biologist, said she
is fortunate to have the opportunity to work with great individuals
such as Heinle.

“Speaking as someone who gets to work with Renae regu-
larly, it is such a benefit to landowners and to conservation in
North Dakota to be able to pick up the phone and share proj-
ect ideas, explore additional options, find alternatives, and
work together to get a project done and on the ground.” Bush
added. “I know that whenever I call her with a landowner
name or potential project she’s going to give it 100 percent
and do what she can through Game and Fish programs to
help the landowner.”

XMpe1L xiceus GRAND FORKS
ni —«g WDAZ - Wednesday - 5 pm

WILLISTON MINOT
KUMV - Tuesday - 10 pm KMOT - Tuesday - 10 pm
KXMD - Monday - noon ~ KXMC - Saturday - 6 & 10 pm; Monday - Noon

L ...’2.!
=2
sz @mﬁﬁs’ FARGO
DICKINSON ‘Se— KVRR - Sunday - 9 pm
KQCD - Tuesday - 9 pm (MT) KFYR - Tuesday - 10 pm
Qi sundaveeintiMI) KXMB - Sunday - 10 pm

CATV - Saturday - 9:30 am

on lelevision

NORTH DAKOTA GAME
AND FISH ONLINE

visit http://gf.nd.gov

PURCHASE

and Print Licenses
and Apply for
Lottery Licenses

North Dakota
OUTDOORS
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EXPLORE

North Dakota
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Outdoors
Online
R
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= GIS map creation
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and regulations
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NORTH DAKOTA
GAME AND FISH DEPARTMENT
100 North Bismarck Expressway
Bismarck, ND 58501-5095
701-328-6300
Email: ndgf@nd.gov
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There’s some debate before we get to the lake if
we'll have company.

With unlimited access, better than decent weather
and a remarkable number of northern pike swimming
in North Dakota waters, participation in darkhouse
spearfishing has taken a record leap this winter.

Nonetheless, save for an empty, padlocked ice
house, the northeast end of the lake, which shoulders
up against ND Highway 3, is deserted. Whether this
has to do with the temperature (12 below zero), our
timing (Super Bowl Sunday) or a combination of the
two, makes no difference.

With the door to the portable ice house zippered
and windows covered, it takes some time for our eyes
to adjust to the dim, not dark, interior.

The fish decoy hanging from a swivel and braided
line is white, with a red head. Its tail is permanently
cocked to the left, so the decoy swims counterclock-
wise when we jig it.

At first glance, it looks like we're spearing in about
3 feet of water, but it’s really deeper than that. We

February 2015

By Ron Wilson

than my thumb, are the first in the hole. While we
can count the dark, vertical stripes on the bigger fish
swimming lazily oft the bottom, it’s impossible to
count the perch. There’s just too many of them.

'The perch aren’t a good sign, someone in the dark-
house says, because these bite-sized fish wouldnt be
hanging around if pike were in the neighborhood. No
matter, they provide some entertainment, a look into
aworld that is mostly inaccessible.

It’s difficult to explain to a newcomer how to prop-
erly spear a pike. It’s not something you practice at
home. The tendency, when a northern swims into the
hole, looking bigger than it really is, is to get excited
and rear back and throw.

With one wild miss out of the way on a decent
pike that didn’t wholly commit to the red and white
bait, but rather hung on the margins of the hole, Jack
is ready for another try. The bag of party mix is sitting
on the ice between his feet, his hand is holding the
spear.

The next pike isn't as lucky.
We're out of the portable house 1
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The snowshoe hare, dressed all in
white, except for black-tipped ears,
can disappear into its snow-covered
surroundings in winter.

Beset by disease, these animals
literally vanished from the Killdeer
Mountains in western North Dakota
sometime in the 1940s.

Found today mainly in the Turtle
Mountains and Pembina Hills, the
disappearance of snowshoe hares
in the Killdeer Mountains didn’t go
unnoticed.

‘A die-off occurred ... and since
that time no snowshoe rabbits have
been observed in the Killdeer Moun-
tains. Hunters in this area enjoyed
the sporting and food values of the
snowshoe rabbits and missed them
after they disappeared. The Killdeer
Town Criers Activities Commit-
tee contacted the Game and Fish
Department during the summer of

1961 requesting assistance in re-
establishing snowshoe rabbits in the
Killdeer Mountains,” according to a
Department report.

The report continued, stating
that hares were live-trapped in the
Turtle Mountains, using lettuce and
cabbage for bait. The black and
white photo provided shows Depart-
ment biologists weighing one of the
20-plus hares captured over three
days in April 1961.

According to the release data,

11 female and nine male snowshoe
hares were released in the Killdeer
Mountains on April 20, 1961.

“A brief check of the release site
on July 20, 1961 showed some
droppings and cuttings. One young
snowshoe rabbit was seen, which
would represent a second litter.
From this evidence, it would appear
that the transplant was apparently

NORTH I’j_AKOTA GAME AND FisH DEPARTMENT ARCHIVE PHOTO

Baclea...

successful,” the report continued.

A second effort to move hares
from the Turtle Mountains to the Kill-
deer Mountains took place in 1962.
Fewer hares were released that time
around.

It's difficult to determine how long
snowshoe hares transplanted from
the Turtle Mountains made a go of it
in western North Dakota. Apparently,
no reports were written following the
live-trapping efforts more than a half-
century ago.

According to biologists today,
except for the heavily wooded
Turtle Mountains and Pembina Hills,
snowshoe hares are uncommon
elsewhere in North Dakota.

RON WILSON is editor of North
Dakota OUTDOORS.



