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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

Mostly uncommon in California. Three subspecies occur: California bighorn sheep (O. c.
californiana), peninsular bighorn sheep (O. c. cremnobates), and Nelson bighorn sheep (O. c.
nelsoni). Up to 1979, California bighorns consisted of 2 native herds in the southern Sierra 
Nevada (Mt. Baxter and Mt. Williamson herds). Subsequently, Mt. Baxter herd has been used
as a source for reintroductions, into Inyo Co., and into the South Warner Wilderness (Modoc
Co.). Peninsular bighorns occur in the Peninsular Ranges from the San Jacinto and Santa
Rosa Ranges (Riverside Co.) south into Mexico. Nelson bighorns (also called desert
bighorns) occur in desert mountain ranges from White Mts. of Mono and Inyo cos., south to
San Bernardino Mts., thence southeastward to the Mexican border. An isolated population
occurs in the San Gabriel Mts. Habitats used include alpine dwarf-shrub, low sage,
sagebrush, bitterbrush, pinyon-juniper, palm oasis, desert riparian, desert succulent shrub,
desert scrub, subalpine conifer, perennial grassland, montane chaparral, and montane
riparian (DeForge 1980, Monson and Sumner 1980, Wehausen 1980). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Graze and browse on a wide variety of plant species. Green, succulent grasses
and forbs are preferred; browse is important all year, especially for populations in arid
habitats. Some populations use mineral licks, and some may be limited by phosphorus.
Feed in open habitats, such as rocky barrens, meadows, and low, sparse brushlands
(Dunaway 1972, Monson and Sumner 1980, Wehausen 1980, Ginnett and Douglas 1982,
Lawson and Johnson 1982). 

Cover: Use rocky, steep terrain for escape and bedding. Remain near rugged terrain
while feeding in open habitat. 

Reproduction: Use steep, rugged slopes and canyons for lambing areas (Wehausen
1980). 

Water: Water is critical in arid regions. Use springs, water in depressions, and
human-made sources. The latter are significant means of enhancing habitat (Leslie and
Douglas 1979). 

Pattern: Prefer open areas of low-growing vegetation for feeding, with close proximity to
steep, rugged terrain for escape, lambing, and bedding, an adequate source of water, and
travel routes linking these areas. 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Active yearlong; mostly diurnal activity. Move to bedding areas at night. 
Bad weather may restrict activity. Desert sheep are least active during the hot midday, when 



they remain near water (Lawson and Johnson 1982). 

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Migrate between winter and summer ranges. Montane 
populations spend the summer in alpine habitats, moving downslope into canyons in winter. 
Desert bighorns are restricted to the vicinity of water during the hot summer, dispersing at 
other times of year (Leslie and Douglas 1979, Monson and Sumner 1980, Wehausen 1980, 
Tilton and Willard 1982, Wehausen 1983). 

Home Range: Home range includes summer and winter ranges and routes of travel 
between. Winter range generally is smaller, but desert bighorns have smaller ranges in 
summer because of water restrictions. Sheep in Yellowstone National Park moved 3-5 km 
(2-3 mi)/day in summer. Welles and Welles (1961) reported desert bighorns remained within 
a radius of 32 km (19 mi) during their lifespan. 

Territory: There is no territorial defense. Groups of ewes stay in distinct ranges, with little 
interchange between groups. Rams may travel between groups, particularly during the rut 
(Geist 1971, Lawson and Johnson 1982). 

Reproduction: Polygamous. Rutting occurs in November and December in northern 
populations, and may be yearlong for desert bighorns, peaking in August and September. 
Gestation is 5.5-6.0 mo. Lambing season is mid-April to early June, depending on conditions. 
Desert bighorns may give birth at any time, but most births occur from January to April. Twins 
are rare. Ewes reach sexual maturity at 2.5 yr, possibly as yearlings under good conditions. 
Rams reach sexual maturity at the same age, but are unlikely to mate until larger. A 
recruitment rate of 25-30 lambs/100 ewes is common in static populations. 

Niche: Extremely sensitive to disease. A herd at Lava Beds National Monument was lost 
to pneumonia in 1980. Diseases, particularly those of livestock, may be the major factor in 
decline and loss of populations. Feral ungulates and livestock compete with desert bighorns 
for water, and may compete for forage. Predation may be an important loss in very small 
populations, such as recent transplants. Loss of any critical habitat (e.g., lambing and feeding 
areas, escape terrain, water sources, travel routes) also may result in serious decline or loss 
of populations (Hicks and Elder 1979, Jessup 1981, Seegmiller and Ohmart 1981, DeForge et 
al. 1982, DeForge and Scott 1982, Dunn and Douglas 1982, Ginnett and Douglas 1982, 
Wehausen 1983, Shackleton 1985). 

Comments: Under special legislation, a few Nelson bighorn rams were harvested 
beginning in 1987. 
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