Administrative Guidelines
For
Winter Wildlife Closures and Restrictions
BETWEEN
Blaine County, Bureau of Land Management, Idaho Department of Fish and Game,
Blaine County Recreation District, Wood River Land Trust,
the City of Bellevue, AND the City of Hailey

I.

It is agreed by all parties that there is a need to minimize disturbance to wintering big
game. Temporary OHV closures and human activity restrictions in some areas is
important to allow big game such as deer, elk, and moose to conserve energy and survive
the winter.

II.

Idaho Department of Fish and Game’s (IDFG) mission is to protect, preserve, perpetuate,
and manage Idaho’s wildlife resources. Therefore, it is the appropriate party to advise on
selective seasonal closures and restrictions in Blaine County.

III.

All parties agree there is a need for public education in the early winter and throughout
the season in regards to the human/wildlife interface. Education may be focused on two
topics: 1) mitigate the residential/wildlife interface and 2) precautions to take regarding
the recreational/wildlife interface. Educational information provided by the IDFG is
attached as Attachment I and II. BLM has provided Attachment III from the USDA
regarding feeding wildlife and the urban rural interface.

IV.

There are many areas throughout the Wood River Valley that are used for public access
to public lands. These areas consist of land within the jurisdiction of the City of Hailey,
City of Bellevue, Blaine County, and the Bureau of Land Management. In addition, Blaine
County Recreation District and Wood River Land Trust own and/or manage properties
within these jurisdictions.

V.

Recreational use can be incompatible with wintering wildlife. Wintering wildlife benefit
when the habitat is free of interactions with humans and pets. Please see Attachment I
and II for more information.

VI.

Selective management of winter recreational activities can minimize wildlife disturbance
and help wildlife conserve energy needed for survival.

VII.

Selective management of winter recreation may be advised by IDFG in areas where big
game are present and a need is determined.
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VIII.

The parties agree there is a need for best practices and coordinated efforts during
stressful winters for regional big game habitat areas.

IX.

Closures and restrictions could include:
a. Motorized vehicles including over-the-snow
b. Human entry
c. No dogs
d. Humans limited to existing and/or designated summer trail corridors, i.e., no off
trail use such as backcountry skiing.

X.

IDFG agrees to monitor winter conditions and consult with the parties if suggested
closures are recommended.

XI.

Upon agreeing that OHV seasonal closures and/or human entry restrictions are
necessary and in which locations, the land manager for the affected property will place
signs or advise the public through media or online media notifying trail users of the
seasonal closures, and educating them on the importance of complying with seasonal
closures, as well as alternative public access. Signs and online communication may
include:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Educating people where they shouldn’t go and why,
Recommending where they could go for a similar recreation experience,
Explaining acting with awareness in certain areas,
Educating how to minimize impacts in general areas/circumstances, and
Who to contact for more information.

XII.

The appropriate party shall notify local media when a seasonal restriction is implemented.

XIII.

All parties may attend/or disseminate information to the parties after attending the
annual IDFG Winter Feeding Advisory Committee meeting at the beginning of each
winter.

XIV.

IDFG will work with the affected parties to determine when the selected seasonal
closure(s) should be lifted but will be no later than April 30.
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Attachment A-1
The Wood River Valley is a special place year-round, but for many residents, including its
wild inhabitants, it is particularly important during winter, albeit for different reasons. For
human occupants, winter offers many outdoor recreational opportunities, including skiing,
snowshoeing, and snowmobiling. For deer, elk, and moose however, the Wood River Valley
is something more. For thousands of years, deer, elk, and moose have weathered the
year’s harshest months on historic winter ranges in and around Ketchum, Hailey, and
Bellevue.
Each year, deer and elk summering at higher elevations in the Smokey, Pioneer, White
Cloud and Boulder mountains migrate to lower elevation winter ranges. The fat reserves
these animals accrue in the summertime is in large part all they have to sustain them
through the winter, which is the most stressful time of year for wildlife. Deep snow, scarce
food, and sub-zero temperatures force animals to draw on their fat reserves to survive.
Conserving energy and minimizing loss of these fat reserves is crucial, and offers the best
chance of survival for deer and elk. There are several ways you can help wintering wildlife
in the Wood River Valley:
•
•
•
•

•

Abide by seasonal closures that are for the benefit of wintering wildlife
Choose to recreate in areas that are not occupied by deer, elk, or moose, regardless
of whether a closure is in place or not
Keep your dog(s) on a leash so they cannot chase wildlife
If you do encounter wildlife, understand how to minimize the chances of the
interaction becoming a negative one
o Always give wildlife an escape route. Fight and flight play critical roles in
wildlife survival, and if you are in the way of a frightened animal, they may
resort to a fight response in order to escape.
o Do not recreate with earbuds in. Impaired hearing limits your awareness of
your surroundings. Wildlife almost always give signals of stress when they
feel cornered, but if you do not see them and you cannot hear them, you may
put yourself and that animal in danger.
o Rules vary depending on the species of wildlife you encounter. Know what
the recommendations are for deer, elk, and moose vs bears and mountain
lions.
Encourage your peers to practice wildlife-friendly recreation

We have many places to ski, snowmobile, and walk our dogs, but elk, deer, and moose rely
on undisturbed areas to survive the winter. We can easily get in our cars and go
someplace else, but for a deer or elk, moving even a couple of hundred yards through deep
snow can exhaust an already malnourished animal, particularly a fawn or calf trying to get
through its first winter.

Please respect wildlife and their habitat. If you see deer or elk in the area you were
planning on recreating, your decision to leave them in peace and go elsewhere might mean
the difference between life and death for them. Do not prioritize your own need for
recreation desires over the survival of your wildlife.

WINTER RANGE DISTURBANCE
Fact Sheet #17
Photo: Bruce Stillings

OVERVIEW

Mule deer attempt to minimize their energy
expenditures in winter because of reduced
available habitat and low quality forage. Winter
disturbance by humans can require deer to
expend unnecessary energy, which can affect
survival and reproduction. Lower survival and
reproduction can ultimately reduce the number
of deer available for hunting and viewing.

BACKGROUND

Outdoor recreation and energy development are
increasing throughout the West. These activities
can disturb mule deer and prevent them from
using preferred habitats. For example, activity and traffic associated with energy development have been shown
to displace mule deer from higher quality range to lower quality habitat. Recreational activities such as hiking,
running, mountain biking, skiing, snowshoeing, snowmobiling, and shed-antler hunting can also be a source of
stress and avoidance behavior in mule deer. The predictability, consistency, and level of threat associated with a
disturbance will influence the avoidance response. Research has shown that people recreating off-trail can cause
greater avoidance behavior by mule deer than on-trail activities. Additionally, recreating with dogs can further
increase stress on mule deer because they often react more strongly to the perceived threat from dogs.

EFFECTS

Photo: Andy Holland

Even under favorable conditions, mule deer typically eat less and lose weight during winter months. During severe
winters, mule deer limit their physical activity to conserve energy which increases their chances of survival until
vegetation green-up in the spring. Human disturbance forces mule deer to use more energy and can reduce their
body condition to levels that influence survival or reproduction. In addition to increased energy use, reacting to
human disturbance also diverts time away from important behaviors such as feeding and resting. Finally, females in
poor condition may have smaller fawns that are
less likely to survive than fawns born to females in
good body condition.
Land managers are encouraged to promote
practices that protect mule deer and their
habitats. On federal lands, this protection is
often accomplished through land management
planning. Minimizing disturbance to mule deer
should be a high priority when balancing energy
development, recreation, and other uses on mule
deer winter ranges.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESPONSIBLE RECREATION
Photo: David Thompson

• Keep your distance from mule deer and
other wildlife – winter is the most crucial
time for many mule deer populations.
• Recreate responsibly and legally by only
using open roads and trails.
• Focus winter recreation in areas without
wintering big game animals.
• Keep dogs leashed.
• If you see people harassing mule deer,
report it to state or provincial wildlife
officers.
• If deer are moving away from you, you are
too close!

ENERGY DEVELOPMENT RECOMMENDATIONS

Photo: Andy Holland

• Critical winter ranges on federal lands should be accurately mapped so they can be considered and if possible
avoided in leasing decisions.
• Develop a comprehensive energy development plan that considers the needs of wintering mule deer. Avoiding
crucial habitats, consolidating facilities, and minimizing the amount of vehicular traffic needed for project
maintenance and operations are strategies that can reduce the effects of energy development on wintering mule
deer.
• At a minimum, land management agencies should coordinate closely with state or provincial fish and wildlife
agencies regarding limiting energy development activities during critical winter mule deer survival periods
(Nov 30 – April 30), including management of vehicle access that may affect important mule deer habitat.
• If avoiding and minimizing disturbances are not possible, effects should be mitigated with habitat enhancement
projects.
• Limit traffic to the extent possible during periods of mule deer activity (within 3 hours of sunrise and sunset).
• Recommend energy companies train staff on how to minimize disturbance on winter range.
CONCLUSIONS
Our activities can affect the reproduction and
survival of the animals we care about. Actions that
disturb wintering mule deer should be avoided.
Recreational travel on winter range should be
managed through close coordination with the state
or provincial fish and wildlife agency to reduce
disturbance when deemed harmful to mule deer.
The collaborative development of best management
practices that reduce disturbance will benefit mule
deer populations and conserve this important species
for future generations.

More information on mule deer can be found at www.muledeerworkinggroup.com
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