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Everyone Loves  
Mountain Goats, 
Don’t They? 
 
Aren’t they majestic and 
beautiful?   
 

The little one  is so cute! 
 
Isn’t it thrilling to see a large, 
native mammal adapted to 
survive in an extremely  harsh 
environment? 
 

That’s what I thought when I 
first saw them 15 years ago in 
the Tushar Mountains 
 
Since then, I’ve learned a few 
things about goats.... 

Oreamnos americanus – Rocky Mountain Goat 



Mtn. Goats are Non – 
Native, They Aren’t 
Even Goats 
 
Mtn. goats are not native to 
Utah 
 

Their native range extends from 
SE Alaska south to central Idaho 
 

They were first brought to Utah 
by helicopter from Olympic NP 
 

Introduced for trophy hunting – 
that’s right, the meat is not 
good to eat! 
 
Mtn. goats are related to cows 

Wildlife biologist going to net a tranquilized  Mtn. 
goat for transplant by helicopter 



 A Money Maker?? 
 
 DWR claims they raise 
revenue from hunting to 
benefit wildlife, but that 
money is used to move large 
game around the state  - just 
for hunting 
 

This money would be better 
spent on anything else the 
state needs.  Moving goats 
around by helicopter is 
incredibly expensive* 
 
There are over 2,000 goats in 
Utah already available for 
hunting 
 notice where this goat has scraped vegetation away 

where it lies down 



Habitat 
 
Mtn. goats live in the 
highest alpine sites - in 
Utah that’s between 
11,000’ and 13,000’  
 
This is the area at or above 
tree line 
 

Mtn. goats prefer sites that 
are close to “escape 
terrain” – steep talus 
slopes and cliffs which are 
inaccessible to predators 
 

 



What do Mountain 
Goats Eat? 
 
Diet consists of flowers, stalks, 
seeds, pods and roots of 
grasses and forbs;  they also 
eat lichens and mosses 
 

Alpine plants have a high 
nitrogen content, making 
them more nutritious than 
plants at lower elevations, 
thus more desirable 
 
In spring and early summer, 
they dig up and eat plants as 
they emerge from melting 
snow banks* 
 
 
 



Known Impacts 
 
All goats dig up and remove 
vegetation to create bedding 
depressions which they use to 
sleep in 
 

Goats have parasites in their 
coats that make their skin 
itch, so they take “dust baths” 
to relieve the itching 
 

Continual use of bedding sites 
and dust bathing sites 
denudes large areas of 
vegetation 
 
 
 

Mountain goat taking a dust bath 



Reasons Why Putting Mtn. Goats in 
the La Sals is a Bad Idea 

 
Insufficient Habitat 

Designated Research Natural Area 
Drought 

Sensitive Plant species 
Sensitive Mammal species 



Size Comparison of Utah Mtn. Ranges that Currently 
Have Transplanted Mtn. Goats to the La Sals 

 
Range 

 
Length in Miles 

 
Width in Miles 

Uintas 96 30 

Wasatch 130 25 

Tushars 37 22 

La Sals 12 4 



Insufficient 
Habitat 
La Sals elevation > 
11,000’ = 8,000 acres 
 
That works out to 40 acres 
of alpine habitat per goat 
 
Only about 15% is  
vegetated.  The rest is 
unvegetated talus slopes 
 

DWR plans on a target 
population of 200 goats.  
That comes out to about 6 
acres of alpine vegetation to 
consume per goat* 
 



Uintas Elevation > 
11,000’ = 213,000 
acres 
 
As of 2011, there were 
nearly 1,000 Mtn. goats in 
the Uintas 
 
That comes out to 213 
acres of alpine habitat per 
goat* 
 
The Uintas have 26 times 
the alpine habitat of the La 
Sals, but only 5 times the 
target number of goats* 
 



Subalpine 
Subalpine is the vegetation 
zone below the alpine or 
below treeline 
 
In the La Sals this is 
between 10,000’ and 
11,000’ 
 
It is characterized by 
clumps of trees and some 
open meadows 
 
 It can also include dense 
forest with no understory 
vegetation 



Mt. Peale Research 
Natural Area (RNA) 
 

The high peaks of the La 
Sal Mountains support one 
of the few true alpine 
communities in the region 
 
In 1988 the high summits 
and ridges of Mt. 
Mellenthin, Mt Peale  and 
Mt Tukuhnikivatz were 
designated as a USDA 
Forest Service “Research 
Natural Area” (RNA)* 

Stunted trees in an avalanche path below Mt. Peale 



RNA’s are part of a national 
network of sites designed 
to facilitate research and 
preserve natural features 
 
The Mt. Peale RNA was 
established specifically to 
protect ecosystem 
structure and function in 
representative alpine and 
subalpine habitats 
 
Mtn. goats will be living 
within the boundaries of 
the Mt. Peale RNA 
 

Foot trail in the Mt. Peale RNA 



Currently in the La 
Sals.... 
 
No large ungulates graze 
in the alpine or upper 
subalpine – not even 
cattle are allowed 
 
All grazing allotments are 
below 10,000’ with the 
exception of a small area 
on Geyser Pass and La Sal 
Pass which cattle use to 
cross over* 
 



Fenced Off From 
Cows 
 
Burro Pass was fenced off 
in the 1980’s due to 
overuse of a narrow strip 
of subalpine area and 
because the subalpine 
plant,  larkspur was killing 
the cows 
 
Mt. Peale RNA in Gold 
Basin was fenced to cows 
in accordance with that 
designation 

Subalpine meadow above Burrow Pass fence 



Did Any Large Ungulates 
Historically Graze the La 
Sals? 
Mtn. goats are not known 
to have ever inhabited the 
La Sals  
 
Rocky Mtn. Bighorn sheep 
are recognized to have 
inhabited northern and 
central Utah 
 
Desert Bighorn sheep were 
found in Southern Utah 
 
Desert bighorns inhabit 
the slickrock canyon areas 
of southern Utah * 
 Desert bighorn sheep habitat does not include alpine 

or subalpine mountains 



Sightings? 
 
If Rocky Mtn. bighorn 
sheep occasionally 
wandered into the alpine, 
it appears to have been  
incidental 
 
Bighorn sheep have not 
been in the La Sals for 
nearly 3/4  of a century 
 



DROUGHT 
La Sal Alpine Grasses 

In these photos, alpine grasses are brown in early July.   The La Sals are a “sky 
island” perched above a desert which cannot grab moisture as easily as a long 
mountain range , making the La Sal Mountains drier than other ranges in Utah 



Precipitation Comparison of Utah Ranges that 
Currently Have Transplanted Mtn. Goats to the La Sals 

 
Range 

Average Annual 
Precipitation 

20 Year % of 
Average Annual 

Precipitation 

Uintas 40” 96% 

Wasatch 37” 84% 

Tushars 37” 80% 

La Sals 26” 74% 



Sensitive La Sal 
Plants 

Erigeron mancus – La 
Sal Daisy 
 
Restricted to windswept 
ridges in the alpine zone -
right where the goats will 
be making their home 
 

Found nowhere else in the 
world 
 

Status and trends not 
known 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Erigeron mancus – La Sal Daisy 



In 2008, USFS researchers discovered a new plant that had not previously 
been found in the La Sals, Aquilegia scopulorum ; and a new plant that 

formerly was not known for Utah,  Artemisia pattersonii.  Both species are 
restricted to the alpine 

Aquileja scopulorum – Rock 
columbine 

Artemisia pattersonii  - 
Patterson’s sagewort 



There are also at least 10 alpine plant species in the La Sals that 
represent the only known populations of those species in the 

state of Utah.  

Besseya alpina – Alpine kittentails Saxifraga brochialis – Spotted saxifrage 



Alpine Plant Ages 

I’ve already mentioned the uniqueness 
of the La Sal alpine ecosystem in our 
region 
 
Another thing to consider is how long 
lived alpine tundra plants are 
 



 

Plant age increases 
with elevation 
 
This is due to the very 
slow growth of these 
species, which is a 
result of harsh climatic 
conditions paired with 
a short growing 
season  

Thlaspi montanum – Mountain cress 



 
 
 
Cushion Plants 
  
  
A cushion plant is a compact, 
low growing, mat forming 
plant found in alpine 
environments around the 
world 
 
They are adapted to slow 
growth with poor 
reproductive adaptations 
 

Silene acaulis  - Moss campion 



 
  
 
Alpine cushion plants can 
reach very old ages 
 
With expansion rates of 
only a few millimeters per 
year, some species are 
estimated to be from 
several hundred to several 
thousand years old 
 

 
Arenaria obtusiloba – Rydberg’s sandwort 



 
Long life cycles represent 
the most important reason 
why ... 
 
Alpine vegetation is more 
vulnerable to any sort of 
disturbance than 
vegetation at lower 
elevations 
 

Hymenoxys acaulis – Old Man of the Mountain 



 
Long life in the alpine 
environment requires 
great resistance to the 
mechanical forces of snow, 
erosion and climate 
extremes 
 
These plants are not 
designed to withstand  
grazing and trampling by 
large animals  

Polemonium viscosum – Sky-pilot 



 
 
 

Once connections to 
the ground that were 
built up over centuries 
are broken, they have 
little or no chance of 
repair 

Trifolium nanum – Tundra or Dwarf clover 



Bare ground impairs 
plant establishment by 
over heating in the 
sun and by ground 
freezing 
 
So once gone, these 
species will never 
return 
 

Lewisia pygmaea – Dwarf Lewisia 



Sensitive La Sal 
Mammal 

 
The La Sal pika is a native 
hamster-like animal which 
does not hibernate. In Utah, 
its range is only in the La Sals 
 
Pikas live in alpine talus strips, 
using them for protection, 
den sites,  winter food storage  
and nesting 

 
Pikas feed close to home, 
venturing only up to 30’  from 
talus,  and up to 100’ for 
collection of food for storage 

 
 
 

Ochotona princeps lasalensis – LaSal pika 
a subspecies of the American pika 



Pikas in Peril? 
 
In 2009 the USFWS 
considered, then decided not 
to add, the La Sal pika under 
the US Endangered Species 
Act 
 

The USFWS goes on to say it 
“would be reconsidered if its 
habitat or range were 
threatened with destruction, 
modification or reduction” 
 

Mtn. goats  will be in direct 
competition with pikas for 
food* 
 
 

 

Pika collecting grass for a winter “hay pile” 



A “Species of 
Special Concern” 
 

A study by UDWR (2009) 
found that 92 percent of 
surveyed suitable pika 
habitat in the La Sal 
Mountains was occupied 
by them, so they are 
virtually everywhere the 
goats would be 
 

The UDWR considers the 
La Sal pika to be a Sensitive 
Mammal Species and a 
“Species of Special 
Concern” * 
 

Sentinal pika calling a warning 



Human / Mtn. Goat 
Interactions 
 

Mtn. goats are curious 
animals 
 
They have been known to 
chew up hikers’ backpacks 
for the salt on them 
 

They harass campers and 
follow hikers around to lick 
pee spots 
 

They can be aggressive on 
trails* 



 
 



Don’t Be 
Fooled... 
 
The DWR has stated 
“We would be foolish 
not to (introduce 
Mountain Goats into 
the La Sals)” 
 
The truth is the 
opposite.  We would 
be very foolish to 
introduce these exotic 
animals into our 
mountains* 



“Unless we practice conservation, those who come after us will have to pay the 
price of the misery, degradation and failure for the programs and prosperity of our 
day.”  Gifford Pinchot, First Director of the United States Forest Service, 1905-1910 


	Should Rocky Mtn. Goats be in the La Sals??
	Everyone Loves  Mountain Goats, Don’t They?
	Mtn. Goats are Non – Native, They Aren’t Even Goats
	 A Money Maker??�
	Habitat�
	What do Mountain Goats Eat?�
	Known Impacts�
	Reasons Why Putting Mtn. Goats in the La Sals is a Bad Idea
	Size Comparison of Utah Mtn. Ranges that Currently Have Transplanted Mtn. Goats to the La Sals
	Insufficient Habitat
	Uintas Elevation > 11,000’ = 213,000 acres
	Subalpine
	Mt. Peale Research Natural Area (RNA)
	Slide Number 14
	Currently in the La Sals....
	Fenced Off From Cows
	Did Any Large Ungulates Historically Graze the La Sals?
	Sightings?
	DROUGHT�La Sal Alpine Grasses
	Precipitation Comparison of Utah Ranges that Currently Have Transplanted Mtn. Goats to the La Sals
	Sensitive La Sal Plants
	In 2008, USFS researchers discovered a new plant that had not previously been found in the La Sals, Aquilegia scopulorum ; and a new plant that formerly was not known for Utah,  Artemisia pattersonii.  Both species are restricted to the alpine
	There are also at least 10 alpine plant species in the La Sals that represent the only known populations of those species in the state of Utah. 
	Alpine Plant Ages
	Slide Number 25
	���Cushion Plants�
	�
	Slide Number 28
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Sensitive La Sal Mammal
	Pikas in Peril?
	A “Species of Special Concern”
	Human / Mtn. Goat Interactions�
	�
	Don’t Be Fooled...
	Slide Number 38

