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Fossil evidence suggests that ancestors of the pronghorn 
antelope have been on the North American continent for the 
past 25 million years. Reports by early explorers show that at 
one time pronghorn ranged over much of North America 
west of the Mississippi River. In Canada, antelope were 
reported as far north as Edmonton, Alberta, and Carlton 
House, Saskatchewan, from the foothills of the Rockies in 
the west, east to the Red River, Manitoba. 

Before European settlement of North America, prong horn 
numbers were estimated by Ernest Thompson Seton to be 
30-40 million, equal to or in excess of those of the bison 
(Mitchell 1980). At the end of the 19th century, with the 
increase of human settlement on the western rangelands, the 
pronghorn decreased drastically. This has been blamed on 
increased fencing, agricultural development, improper stock 
grazing practices, drought, market hunting, and illegal year 
round hunting. In Canada, completion of the Canadian 
Pacific Railway in the 1880's and the subsequent expansion 
of ranching and settlement, contributed to the decline of the 
pronghorn and other wild ungulates. Livestock range use is 
often more intensive than that of wildlife and wildlife had no 
time to adapt to livestock and their grazing patterns. The 
livestock industry spread rapidly during the late 1880's, and 
by the turn of the century, domestic grazing was an impor- 
tant factor influencing wild ungulate ecology. Abusive range 
use was most severe from 1880-1930, when unrestricted and 
selective grazing by livestock led to widespread alteration of 
soils and vegetation. Locally, winter mortality, disease and 
predation were also important for reducing antelope numbers. 

Pronghorn were numerous in Alberta at the beginning of 
the 20th century with a population estimate of 10,000 animals 
(Mitchell 1980). The most severe winter recorded in Western 
Canada occurred in 1906-1907, during which domestic stock 
and uncounted antelope perished. Many pronghorn were 
forced by storms into Montana and many failed to return to 
Canada in the spring. In fact, pronghorn antelope range in 
Alberta was virtually unused in 1907. Pronghorn numbers 
continued to decline and in 1913 legislation was used to 
close pronghorn hunting in Alberta. The season remained 
closed until 1935. However, after three more severe winters, 
by 1924 there were only an estimated 1,030 antelope remain- 
ing in Alberta. 

Because of the precarious situation of the pronghorn pop- 
ulations, two areas in Alberta were set aside as pronghorn 
antelope preserves, Nemiscam National Park, and Wawas- 
kesy Park. Also, a series of Orders-in-Council were passed 
by Alberta Legislation allowing Charles J. Blazier to capture 
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pronghorn for relocation to Banff National Park and Wain- 
right Buffalo Park. These orders also allowed Blazier to cap- 
ture pronghorn neonates and raise them on a pronghorn 
antelope farm at Lake Newell in Alberta. These raised 
pronghorn were used for the next ten years to replenish 
stocks at various areas in Alberta and the United States. 

By 1932 an estimated 2,400 animals ranged in Alberta and 
Saskatchewan. Despite low numbers, crop damage was 
being reported as early as 1927 and 1929, and a number of 
the farmers in Alberta wwere demanding reductions of some 
local herds. 

By 1937, the population in Alberta was estimated to have 
risen to 15,000 animals. This estimate and the 21,000 prong- 
horn estimate of 1945 are considered too high because of the 
severe losses during the drought years of 1933-1937, but 
they show a trend of increased numbers in the late 30's and 
early 40's. 

After 1945, pronghorn numbers declined once more. 
Aerial survey estimates by G.J. Mitchell in 1955-59 show that 
pronghorn populations fluctuated around 11,000 animals. In 
1964, pronghorn antelope reached their peak abundance in 
Alberta at some 21,000 animals. Useable range area in 1964 
was much smaller than that of the early l9 century, being 
concentrated in the southeastern corner of the province. 
After 1964, a downward trend in numbers began. By 1974 the 
population levelled off at between 10,000-11,000, where it 
remains today. 

Antelope Antelocapra americana Ord. 
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Pronghorn range is found in the mixed prairie, or short 
grass plains. This biome is important for beef production in 
Alberta and Western Canada, and this is the largest source of 
conflict in range management for pronghorn and other wild- 
life species found in the Great Plains Region. The major 
browse species of pronghorn antelope are pasture sage 
(Artemisia frigida) in the spring and summer, and silver sage 
(Artemisia cana) in the fall and winter. These are replaced by 
big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata) in the United States. 
Because these species are highly unpalatable to cattle, they 
are considered weed species and are often removed from the 
range. 

Range management involves range improvement and 
grazing management practices. Brush management, revege- 
tation and fertilization can significantly increase grass yields, 
whereas manipulation of grazing time and intensity often 
results in relatively minor productivity changes. But over 
large areas, seeding and brush removal are not feasible, so 
range management must be practiced. Management can 
occur at the animal or plant level. Manipulation of the envi- 
ronment by animals can occur in several ways, one being the 
use of different kinds of wildlife, to reduce less desirable 
species temporarily. Another is to change the grazing 
regime. Studies so far indicate that rest rotation, or deferred 
grazing is least harmful to wildlife and may even be benefi- 
cial. During deferment, the range vegetation is ungrazed by 
livestock throughout the growing season. Range improve- 
ments including brush control and reseeding can be imple- 
mented during either the rest or deferred periods. Cattle are 
better competitors than wild ungulates on poor range for 
native forage, especially on continuously grazed areas. 
Allowing the range to rest increases opportunities for both 
wild ungulates and domestic livestock. 

Habitat degradation Is considered the key pronghorn 
management problem today. To complicate this, pronghorn 
in Alberta use widely different ranges throughout the year, 
but most occupy specific wintering areas. Preferred habitat 
consists, on the average, of 88% native grassland vegetation 
with varying densities of silver sagebrush cover (Barrett 
1981). This is especially important for fawns when choosing 
bedding sites. The best protection is afforded when on the 
mixed grass prairie, with or without low densities of silver 
sagebrush. Cultivated land is used very rarely. 

The ultimate limiting factorof pronghorn antelope popula- 
tions is food availability in the winter, although summer and 
fall ranges determine fat reserves (Barrett 1981). Areas pre- 
ferred are those with shelter from the wind, where snow does 
not accumulate to a great depth. Such areas include the lee 
sides of hills or ridges. These are areas that cattle tend not to 
graze due to the relative unpalatibility of the vegetation. If 
these areas were left in shrubs including sage, suitable wild- 
life habitat would remain and some brush control would be 
maintained. 

In southern Alberta, nitrogen and nitrogen plus phospho- 
rus treatments have been used on pronghorn winter range 
(Barrett 1981). A general increase in the density of Artemisia 
cana was produced, but the protein levels of the plants 

remained constant. Antelope showed a preference for these 
treated areas. 

In Alberta as elsewhere in Canada, game is the property of 
the Crown, but the private land owner is in full control of the 
habitat. If wildlife is to compete for space, ways must be 
found to reimburse private land owners if they maintain habi- 
tat in a way suitable for wildlie production. 

Wildlife, as a land-use form, falls almost entirely into the 

category of an incidental product for which practically no 

developmental funds are expended. Yet, in addition to govern- 
ment revenue from hunting licences and the economic value 
of both resident and nonresident hunter spending, wildlife 
has an aesthetic value which can not be priced. 

In Alberta, Crown range improvement projects are aimed 

primarily at increasing carrying capacity for cattle, not for 
multiple use. Increased interagency and resource user 

cooperation is necessary to correct his problem. Economics 
are important when making decisions for wildlife. A standard 
on which the value of range for production of a species in 
relation to other raw material and species would also be 
useful. Then emphasis (in multiple use management) could 
be placed on management in proportion to expected returns 
from all sources. 

I would like to conclude by letting you know what is being 
done in Southern Alberta today. In fact, little range research 
is being conducted on multiple land useorthecattle-wildlife 
competition problem. Work has been done with pronghorn 
antelope with a recommendation for further management 
research. The recommendations were to regulate the extent 
of cultivation, fall and winter grazing, fence construction, 
industrial development and for the development of accesses. 
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