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Background Information  
Elk were abundant when this area was settled in 1860, but, through market hunting, were eliminated by 
1875.  In 1913 and 1914, before the park was established, 28 elk from the Yellowstone National Park 
area were reintroduced here. By that time, the gray wolf and grizzly bear no longer occurred in the 
area, and elk flourished in the absence of its major predator, the wolf.  Concern about the size of the 
population first arose in the early 1930s because vegetation conditions on the elk winter range 
appeared to be deteriorating. From 1944 through 1968, elk populations were controlled.  Since that 
time, elk in the park and the surrounding Estes Valley have increased, particularly during winters. 
 

Data Analysis  
The data table & graph below show aspen density in plants per square kilometer and elk density in elk 
per square kilometer in the core winter range in five-year intervals from 1968, the year RMNP stopped 
managing elk populations, to 2003.  
 

Year Aspen Density (plants/km2)  Elk Density (elk/km2) Key  
1968 330,000 20  
1973 275,000 24 Aspen Density (plants/km2) 
1978 210,000 51 u 
1983 190,000 69  
1988 170,000 53 Elk Density (elk/km2) 

1993 130,000 41  

1998 115,000 65  
2003 60,000 72  

 

Aspen and Elk Densities 1968 - 2003 (Core Winter Range- RMNP) 

 
 



Elk & Vegetation Management – Draft Alternatives 

Alternative 1  

Alternative 2  

Alternative 3  

Alternative 4  

Alternative 5  

 
Analysis Questions  
(Answer the following questions in complete sentences on loose-leaf paper and staple it to this sheet.) 
1. Explain the connection between aspen density and elk populations. 
2. Explain the relationship between aspen density and elk density between 1968 and 1983. 
3. What happened to elk density between 1983 and 1993?  Why?  Think in terms of what you know 

population ecology.   
4. What happened to elk density between 1993 and 2003?  Why?  Think in terms of what you know 

population ecology.   
5. Based on the overall trend in aspen density from 1968 through 2003, if the management plan that 

was implemented in 1968 were allowed to continue indefinitely, what would happen to the aspen 
community within the core winter range?  

6. In what ways would changes in the aspen community impact the functionality of the ecosystem? 
Be specific. (Remember Trophic Cascades) 

7. What is the point of the Elk and Vegetation Management Plan/Environmental Impact Statement? 
8. Which alternative do you think is the best choice? 
9. Which alternative do you think is the worst choice? 
10. Read the Elk Vegetation Management Plan (Final) and write a complete summary. 
11. Which alternative was chosen? Do you agree or disagree with this choice? Why/why not? Explain. 

 


