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     The North American elk is one of the most iconic big 
game species found on the continent.  While most people 
associate elk with the Rocky Mountains of the west, 
elk were formerly found across most of North America.  
Throughout their historic range, elk occupied diverse 
landscapes ranging from coastal rainforests in the Pacific 
Northwest to grassland prairies in the Great Plains.  As 
a result of unregulated market hunting and habitat loss, 
elk, alongside other big game species, faced large-scale 
population declines throughout most of North America.  
After these declines, elk were only found in the most 
remote and rugged forested mountains of western North 
America.  Thanks to changes in modern wildlife manage-
ment, habitat restoration, and reintroduction efforts, we 
are seeing elk again in their historic range and beyond.  
     Here in Texas, historical records indicate that elk 
roamed the Trans-Pecos and Texas Panhandle regions 
until extirpation in the state at the start of the 20th century.  
However, shortly after this, private landowners in Texas 
started reintroducing elk into various mountain ranges 
throughout the Trans-Pecos region.  Today, free-range elk 
can still be found throughout the Trans-Pecos region.  

The first bull elk collared in the Texas panhandle.  L. Heffelfinger 
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     At the other end of their historic Texas range, despite no 
known reintroduction efforts, elk seem to be recolonizing 
the Texas Panhandle region.  It is believed that this popu-
lation is naturally expanding from bordering or nearby 
states such as New Mexico, Colorado, and Oklahoma.  
Many questions still exist about the Panhandle elk popula-
tion, including what resources they use, how they interact 
with other species, and what role they play in the spread 
of wildlife diseases. 
     To investigate these questions, and the growing con-
cern around a fatal disease that impacts deer and elk in 
the area, known as Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD), the 
North Texas Research Program of CKWRI alongside Texas 
Parks and Wildlife Department initiated the Spatial Ecol-
ogy of CWD Project in the Texas Panhandle.  This project 
is in collaboration with Texas Tech University, Borderlands 
Research Institute at Sul Ross State University, Texas 
A&M Department of Veterinary Medicine and Biomedical 
Sciences, the Mule Deer Foundation, the Rocky Moun-
tain Elk Foundation, Houston Safari Club International, 
and many private landowners. 
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     Since the start of the project in 2025, we have captured 
and GPS-collared 78 white-tailed deer, 85 mule deer, and 
51 elk in the northwest Texas Panhandle.  These efforts 
mark the first time an elk has been collared in this area.  
The GPS collars are programed to record a location every 
two hours for three years.  While most of the collars are 
still on the animals, collecting locations, we can learn a 
lot from the first year’s data.  For example, elk move a lot 
more in comparison to the white-tailed deer and mule 
deer we have collared in the area.  Not only that, but the 
Panhandle elk are using much larger ranges in compari-
son to other elk populations in mountainous and forested 
ecosystems throughout North America.  On average, 
Panhandle bull elk have a monthly range of 7,492 acres 
and cow elk have a monthly range of 4,072 acres. 
     As the project progresses, we will explore how elk 
interact with other wildlife species in the region and how 
those interactions may contribute to the spread of CWD 
in the Texas Panhandle and beyond.  This research was 
a crucial first step in understanding elk populations in 
Texas that can be used to understand elk throughout the 
Southern Great Plains.  We look forward to continuing this 
research and providing important knowledge for conserv-
ing deer and elk in the Lone Star State. ~

CKWRI News

The CKWRI Ocelot Conservation Facility

     Construction of the CKWRI Ocelot Conservation Facility 
continues to progress nicely, and the building is on-
schedule to be completed by the end of the year. 

Quail Associates 2.0 
 

     Membership is now open for the 2026 Quail Associ-
ates 2.0.  If you are interested in joining this exclusive 
group of dedicated quail enthusiasts who will be at the 
forefront of Texas quail research, please visit the Quail As-
sociates 2.0 page on the CKWRI website.  Membership is 
not limited to those who are contributing data.  

20th South Texas Wildlife Conference 

     Join us for the 2026 South Texas Wildlife Conference: 
The Intersection of Wildlife & Livestock Management, 
August 28 at the Alexander Convention Center in Cotulla, 
Texas.  

     Register today at www.ckwri.tamuk.edu/south-texas-
wildlife-conference

Early Registration $80
Late Registration $100 (after 7/31)
Student Registration $40

     Don’t miss this fantastic opportunity to hear from re-
searchers and wildlife managers about the latest devel-
opments in South Texas wildlife management.

Austin Ibarra and Ashlyn Halseth-Ellis are graduate research assistants, 
and Levi Heffelfinger is Director of the North Texas Research Program and 
Assistant Professor at CKWRI.  ~

Guadalupe bass (Micropterus treculii) feed only on aquatic 
invertebrates as newly-hatched fry and shift to including 
more small fish in their diets as they mature.   
(Texas Parks & Wildlife Department. Wildlife Fact Sheets, Guadalupe Bass.  
www.tpwd.texas.gov)

What Do They Eat?

 	 The peregrine falcon (Falco 
peregrinus) can reach speeds of up 
to 200 miles per hour when it dives 
for prey, making it the fastest animal 
on Earth.
	 (Brittanica. Peregrine falcon. www.britannica.
com/animal/peregrine-falcon).

By The Numbers
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Research team releasing a bull elk following captures.  L. Heffelfinger  
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     What is something you do every day?  For many of us, 
it’s checking the weather — maybe on the radio, TV, or a 
smartphone app.  Depending on the forecast, we often 
plan our day-to-day activities around the predicted daily, 
weekly, or seasonal weather.  What decisions do you make 
based on the weather?  If it is going to be hot and humid, 
you might wait to run errands or go for a jog until night-
time when it’s cooler.  Gardeners might adjust when they 
plant, transplant, or water if it is predicted to be hotter and 
drier than usual.  The same goes for folks who raise live-
stock — if conditions are challenging, you might change 
irrigation schedules, provide extra feed and water, or even 
reduce herd size to deal with drier conditions.  Drought, or 
a prolonged period of unusually low rainfall, is not uncom-
mon and is becoming more frequent and severe across 
much of the United States, especially in South Texas.  
Drought can have many immediate and long-term im-
pacts on how we act.  Just like us, wildlife also must make 
choices and adapt their behavior to deal with drought.
     Drought drastically reduces the amount of food and 
water available to wildlife in their environment.  But, how 
wildlife change their behavior in response to the reduced 
abundance and distribution of resources remains poorly 
understood.  Recent research by the CKWRI has revealed 
interesting insights into how carnivores deal with drought.  
Our main goal was to see how three species — ocelots, 
coyotes, and bobcats — respond to drought by compar-
ing their movements during normal conditions and during 
drought.  We used GPS collars to track the total distance 
they traveled each day, the distance between where they 
began and ended their days (or in other words their net 
daily displacement), and the times when they were most 
active.  For example, if you have a long commute to work, 
but return home each night, your daily distance traveled 
during the day would be high, but your net daily displace-
ment would be low.  
     Tracking these movement patterns allowed us to under-
stand the behaviors these three carnivores use to cope 
with drought.  We found that each species responded dif-
ferently.  Coyotes traveled less overall but ended their day 
farther from where they started during drought, probably 
moving towards areas with more food and water.  Bobcats 
did not change where they started and ended their day, 
but they moved more overall to find enough resources.  
Ocelots traveled less each day, choosing higher quality 
habitat and reducing their physical stress from drought.  
During drought, all three species were more active at 
night.  However, bobcats were generally more active at 
dawn, and ocelots were most active at dusk.
     This research is part of the CKWRI and collaborators’ 
efforts to conserve the endangered ocelot in South Texas.  
Ocelots were more likely to limit their movement during 
drought, underscoring the importance of high-quality, 
concentrated resources that withstand reduced rainfall.  
These areas often have a mix of vegetation that help to 
retain soil moisture and provide shade to lower tempera-

Matt Smith is a Research Scientist and Research Assistant Professor at 
the CKWRI.  ~

tures and evaporation.  This work also emphasizes the 
impacts of competition on ocelots during drought, as both 
coyotes and bobcats become more active at night, poten-
tially leading to more negative interactions when all three 
species rely on the same resources in the same place at 
the same time.  Luckily, humans can predict and plan for 
drought in advance, but wildlife in South Texas must re-
spond in real time to find food and water.  It will be increas-
ingly important for us to be proactive in the management 
and conservation of wildlife in South Texas to account for 
the increasing frequency and severity of drought. ~
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Drought and the Impact on Wildlife Movement
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An ocelot traverses the dry South Texas brush.  Fin & Fur Films
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TAMUK is the Most Widely 
Connected Wildlife Research 

Entity in Texas

At the 2026 Texas Chapter of The 
Wildlife Society (TCTWS) meeting, Dr. 
Gabriel Andrade of Stephen F. Austin 
State University presented results of a 
project that captured trends in col-
laborations of research presented at 
TCTWS meetings from 2022 through 
2025.  His work showed that out 
of 691 abstracts TAMUK was more 
connected than any other institution 
to other research entities, such as 
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, 
East Foundation, and the Texas A&M 
University.   
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