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Key Findings
•
•
•
•

Mapped over 25,000 km of fence line in 363 townships in southeastern Alberta; fence
density was almost two times higher in grassland townships compared to those dominated by
cultivation.
Initiated an evaluation of the effectiveness of fence modifications designed to improve
pronghorn movement across fence barriers.
Used 42 trail cameras placed in random locations along fence lines to observe the response of
pronghorn and other ungulate species to fence modification for 156 events. The vast majority
of pronghorn did not cross an unimproved fence line within camera range.
Prioritized key areas where fences limit pronghorn movement and shared this information
with Alberta Fish and Game Association to guide fence modification work to be done as part
of their Pronghorn Antelope Travel Corridor Enhancement Project.

Introduction
The pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) is the most specialized and representative large
mammal that is considered to be endemic to the Grasslands Natural Region of Alberta. Having
evolved on the prairies of North America, pronghorn have not developed an instinct to jump
vertical obstacles. The onslaught of fencing that followed cattle ranching into Alberta poses a
serious barrier to pronghorn movement. Pronghorn may cross under fence lines in some
locations, but it slows down their movement making them susceptible to predators, it may strip
hair off their backs causing lacerations and making them vulnerable to infection and frostbite, or
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it may result in them becoming entangled and trapped, and potentially result in their death. A
solution to these problems is to replace the bottom wire with smooth wire and move the bottom
wire higher; however, this method is expensive and requires a lot of effort. There are alternatives
that should allow pronghorn to freely cross a fence, although most have not been tested. Our
project is helping to identify fences that need to be fixed, exploring different ways to do that
more efficiently and increasing the public’s understanding of the conservation challenges
pronghorn face in Alberta.
Primary objectives for this work are to 1) map fence lines that inhibit pronghorn movement, 2)
evaluate fence design alternatives to improve movement for pronghorn, 3) share our information
with our partners, particularly those working to modify existing fence lines along key migration
routes, and 4) increase the profile of pronghorn and the conservation challenges they face in
Alberta through presentations and publications.
Methods
We mapped fence lines using ArcMap geographic information system (GIS) software by
drawing lines in a separate shapefile by identifying thin linear features on the Valtus
images. The features on the image represent trails that are created when cows or wildlife
repeatedly walk parallel to a fence. We provided Alberta Fish and Game Association with
recommendations for where their Pronghorn Antelope Travel Corridor Enhancement
Project could address serious fence issues.
Along chosen fences on Canadian Forces Base Suffield, we randomly selected sections of
fence to set up trail cameras and then monitored them for a month. We then randomly
applied a goat bar (which holds the bottom fence wire up) to half of the sections of fence
and continued to monitor how pronghorn reacted to the enhancement. We entered data
into a customized database.
Results
We mapped 25,015 km of fence lines in 363 townships in southeastern Alberta. A preliminary
analysis suggests that grassland townships have almost twice as much fence line (275
km/township) as townships in agricultural areas (145 km/township).
After the installation of 42 trail cameras in October, we had 3,108 trap days and cameras
recorded 156 events for six species. We have recorded attempts to cross but failed, successfully
crossed under, successfully crossed over, and paralleling the fence for four ungulate species for
both the control and enhanced sections (Figure 1). After the initial month of monitoring the
enhanced fence sections, we have not yet recorded a successful cross at these sites by any
ungulate. We will continue to monitor the 21 control and 21 enhancement sections until May
2012 and have begun to enter the photo information into the database to facilitate analysis.
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Figure 1.

Number of attempts to cross, successfully crossed over, successfully crossed under,
and paralleling the fence (both control and enhanced sections) by pronghorn, elk,
mule deer and white-tailed deer on Canadian Forces Base Suffield as part of the
fence modification evaluation project, October 3 to December 16, 2011.

We completed a brochure for the self-guided walk constructed along five sections of fence
in Writing-On-Stone Provincial Park to display a typical fence and four alternative
wildlife-friendly fencing types. The intent of the brochure is to highlight alternative
fencing designs that are more wildlife friendly and to showcase some of the work that
conservation groups are doing.
Conclusions
Pronghorn predominately cross under a fence, but if the bottom wire is too low the fence
becomes a barrier. We have initiated a study to examine fence enhancements that can be used to
facilitate movement across fences by pronghorn. As results become available, dissemination of
the information to stakeholders, wildlife managers and conservation groups will help to restore
movement patterns that have been relied on by pronghorn for thousands of years.
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Communications
Publications:
•
•

•
•

Anonymous. 2011. Wildlife and fences interpretive trail. Government of Alberta and
Alberta Conservation Association, Lethbridge, Alberta.
Gates, C.C., P. Jones, M. Suitor, A. Jakes, M.S. Boyce, K. Kunkel, and K. Wilson. 2012.
The influence of land use and fences on habitat effectiveness, movements and
distribution of pronghorn in the grasslands of North America. Pages 277 – 294. In: M.J.
Somers and M. Hayward (editors). Fencing for conservation: restrictions of evolutionary
potential or a riposte to threatening processes? Springer, New York, New York, USA.
Jones, P.F., M. Grue, M. Suitor, J. Landry-Deboer, C. Gates, K.A. Sheriff, D. Eslinger,
K. Morton, and D. Bender. 2012. Are pronghorn a native prairie obligate? Journal of
Mammalogy (draft).
Jones, P.F., M. Grue, M. Suitor, J. Landry-Deboer, C. Gates, D. Eslinger, K. Morton, and
D. Bender. 2012. Influence of roads on habitat selection by pronghorn. Journal of
Mammalogy (draft).

Presentations:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A year in the life of a pronghorn. Paul Jones, Friends of Fish Creek Park, May 26,
2011 (36 people).
Head and legs above the rest: the pronghorn antelope. Paul Jones, Writing-OnStone Provincial Park, July 29, 2011 (40 people).
Pronghorn Safari. Paul Jones, Field trip around Writing-On-Stone Provincial Park,
July 30, 2011 (5 people).
Head and legs above the rest: the pronghorn antelope. Paul Jones, Writing-OnStone Provincial Park, August 12, 2011 (55 people).
Pronghorn Safari. Paul Jones, Field trip around Writing-On-Stone Provincial Park,
July 30, 2011 (3 people).
Where are all the pronghorn fawns? Wildlife in the Wind Speaker Series, Paul
Jones and Jim Yoakum, Lethbridge Public Library, January 10, 2012 (35 people).
A million steps to make a mile: the life of the pronghorn on the prairies. Paul
Jones, Alberta Wilderness Association, January 26, 2012 (27 people).
Pronghorn friendly fencing. Blair Seward, Brooks Fish and Game Association,
February 4, 2012 (~260 people).
A million steps to make a mile: the life of the pronghorn on the prairies. Paul
Jones, Lethbridge Naturalist Society, March 14, 2012.

Media:
•
•

Article entitled “Wildlife and Fences”. Agri-News (distribution to 1,600 readers).
Article entitled “Under the Wire: Preserving Pronghorn Migration Routes” by Paul Jones,
Conservation Magazine, Fall/Winter 2011.
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Websites:
•
•
•
•

Article entitled “Wildlife and Fences” posted on Alberta Agriculture and Rural
Development website.
Article entitled “Under the Wire: Preserving Pronghorn Migration Routes” by Paul Jones,
Conservation Magazine, Fall/Winter 2011, posted on ACA website.
“Installing a Goat Bar” video posted on ACA website.
“Pronghorn Trail Camera” video posted on ACA website.

Volunteers:
•

Two volunteers contributed 50 hours to the pronghorn project.
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Photos (4):

Alberta Conservation Association staff member, Ashley Cutway, rolling up page wire. (Photo:
Paul Jones).
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Measuring height of each strand of wire. (Photo: Paul Jones)
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Roll of page wire removed from fence to allow passage by pronghorn. (Photo: Paul Jones)

Hair lost by pronghorn at a fence crossing point. (Photo: Paul Jones)

7

