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MONTANA FISH, WILDLIFE & PARKS 

HUNTING SEASON / QUOTA CHANGE SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
Elk  2027 

380-20 permit reduction 
 

 
Hunting Districts: 380 
 
1. Describe the proposed season / quotas changes and provide a summary of prior history (i.e., prior 
history of permits, season types, etc.).   

 
The proposal is to decrease the number of 380-20 either-sex elk licenses permits from 100 to 70.   
 See Table 1 for summary of prior HD 380 license/permit numbers and harvest.   (Figure 1) 

 
 

Figure 1: HD 380 permit and harvest information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What is the objective of this proposed change?   This could be a specific harvest amount or 
resulting population level or number of game damage complaints, etc. 

 
The objective of the proposed change is to increase the number of larger older age class bulls in the 
population by reducing the number of adult (2.5+ year-old) bulls that are harvested in the HD annually. The 
rationale for the proposed quota decrease is based on the following: 
1. The total number of brow-tined bulls is believed to have declined over the last several years (see Table 2). 
2. Based on voluntary tooth submissions from successful 380-20 permit holders, the average age of 
harvested bulls in 2025 was 6.6 years old and 6.5 years old in 2024. While still at or above the minimum age 
called for in the 2023 Elk Plan for HD 380, the average ages the last couple of years are both well below the 
average age of 7.5 years old for harvested bulls observed from 2012-2023. 
3. We observed (Table 2) a lower than desired number of yearling bulls in 2023, 2024, and possibly in 2025 
(incomplete survey) as well. We need an observed number of yearling bulls that is at least in the mid to high 
50s to sustain a 100 either-sex permits in HD 380. The yearling bulls observed in 2023 and 2024 would be 
6.5 and 5.5 years old respectively during the 2027 hunting season which is getting into the age classes where 
they typically start being potentially targeted by hunters who draw a 380-20 permit (see attached age 
distribution chart). 
(Figure 1) (Figure 2) 
4. The fact that the total number of brow-tined bulls reported harvested in HD 380 (see Table 1) continues to 
be significantly above the reported bull harvest with 380-20 permits (only legal BTB harvest in HD 380) in 
FWP’s harvest surveys year after year is somewhat disconcerting. Based on cases that area wardens have 
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made in HD 380 the last few years, we know that at least some level of illegal bull harvest is occurring in the 
HD. 
Given the limited number of permits in HD 380 and the older bull age class structure, the HD has developed a 
reputation as a “trophy” area. As such, there has come to be an expectation from permit holders of a 
considerable number of high-quality older age-class bulls being available for harvest. 
  

 
 

Figure 1: HD 380 elk survey information. 

 
 

Figure 2: HD 380 bull age distribution information 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. How will the success of this proposal be measured?   This could be annual game or harvest 
surveys, game damage complaints, etc.  
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Annual aerial elk surveys of HD 380 will monitor the overall status of the elk population in HD 380 including 
the number of brow-tined bulls and yearling bulls in the population. Overall harvest success on the various elk 
permit/license types valid in HD 380 is monitored via the Department’s annual telephone harvest survey.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What is the current population’s status in relation to the management objectives? (i.e., state 
management objectives from management plan if applicable; provide current and prior years of 
population survey, harvest, or other pertinent information).  

 
A total of 1,633 (137 BTBs, 54 yrl bulls, 1,106 cows, 336 calves) elk were observed during this year’s survey 
(2022) – see Table 2. This year’s total observed elk numbers (1,633) is below the observed population goal 
range of 1,700 – 2,300 elk for the HD; although an additional 60-100+ elk were known to be missed during 
the survey (elk observed during an elk capture operation in HD 380 but not observed during the survey).  
In response to overall declining elk numbers in the HD, significant changes were made to the antlerless elk 
regulations in HD 380 for the 2026 season. These changes include eliminating the 3-week general antlerless 
elk hunting opportunity off national forest lands in the designated North and South portions of the HD, 
eliminating the North and South portions and their corresponding elk B-license, and going to only one 
antlerless elk B-license that is not valid on national forest lands among other restrictions. These changes are 
designed to increase cow elk numbers in the HD particularly on national forest lands in the HD and on the 
east side of the HD where most of our elk winter range is on USFS or BLM lands. 
(Figure 1) As cow elk numbers increase, the number of elk calves produced on an annual basis will increase 
which will increase the number of spike bulls (non-branched yearling bulls) available for harvest in the 
following years. Provided the percentage of spike bulls being harvested (spike bull harvest allowed on a 
general license in HD 380) on annual basis doesn’t significantly increase, the number of yearling bulls being 
recruited into the brow-tined bull age class will increase over time allowing for the number of either-sex 
permits to be increased again at some point. 

 
 

Figure 1: HD 380 elk survey information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Provide information related to any weather/habitat factors, public or private land use or resident 
and nonresident hunting opportunity that have relevance to this change (i.e., habitat security, hunter 
access, vegetation surveys, weather index, snow conditions, and temperature / precipitation 
information). 
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The Elkhorns Cooperative Management Area (ECMA) within HD 380 is designated as a special USFS 
wildlife management unit (unique in the nation). The ECMA is managed cooperatively by the USFS 
(Helena/Lewis & Clark and Beaverhead/Deer Lodge National Forests), Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, BLM 
and the NRCS. Hunting access is generally good across the HD between all the accessible USFS, BLM, and 
DNRC land, and the 20+ FWP Block Management areas and EHAs in the HD. That being said, there are a 
few larger ranches in the HD where hunting access is restricted/limited and where larger numbers of elk can 
be found during the hunting season, which negatively impacts overall elk harvest in those areas.  
The weather was for the most part was very mild this past winter/spring so calf survival and overall elk 
survival should have been good. While snow accumulations were well below average in the HD, overall 
precipitation amounts are above normal for the year to date and forage production was pretty good this 
summer (2026). Obviously, given that this proposed change wouldn’t go into effect until 2027, it’s unknown 
what weather and forage conditions will be like this winter and next year.  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Briefly describe the contacts you have made with individual sportsmen or landowners, public 
groups or organizations regarding this proposal and indicate their comments (both pro and con). 

 
Members of the Elkhorn’s Working Group and the BEDRC (former Elkhorn’s Restoration Committee) were 
supportive of or at least apparently okay with the recommendation. The few comments received from other 
landowners and sportspersons contacted about the quota proposal were mixed with most folks being 
supportive of the quota reduction. The few folks who were opposed were primarily opposed based on 
philosophical reasons, as they feel that the spike hunting opportunity in the HD should be eliminated or at 
least significantly reduced to significantly increase the number of brow-tined bulls in the HD which over time 
would lead to more older, bigger bulls. Any potential change to the ‘spike’ bull hunting opportunity in HD 380 
would need to be addressed through the regular biennial season setting process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Submitted by: Adam Grove 
Date: 09/21/2026 


