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Pronghorn  (Antilocapra americana) 
are an endemic North American 
species and are the sole surviving 

member of the family Antilocapridae. 
Historical records describe populations 
in the millions across their range, which 
spread through two-thirds of Texas. As 
western expansion entered this historical 
range, populations began to decline.

Within Texas, populations decreased due 
to unregulated hunting, drought, parasites 
and the degradation, fragmentation and 
loss of native grasslands. Th roughout the 
20th century, Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Department (TPWD) used translocations in 
an eff ort to restore pronghorn populations. 
By the time those eff orts stopped in the late 
1980s, Trans-Pecos populations were more 
than 17,000. By 2011, these populations had 
once again fallen to below 4,000, leading 
TPWD to reinitiate translocations into the 
Trans-Pecos from surplus populations in the 
Texas Panhandle. 

Th ere have been six translocations since 
2011, with the focus being on relocating 
females into the Trans-Pecos population. On 

When pronghorn give birth, it is usually to twins. Here, a pronghorn doe leads her twin fawns 
across their desert home. 
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Researchers from the Borderlands Research Institute attach trackable collars to a captured pronghorn in preparation for translocation. 

average, TPWD has moved roughly 100 
females per translocation year. Pronghorn 
are harem breeders, needing only one buck 
to mate with several does, and does have 
a high instance of giving birth to twins 
(about 97 percent).

Moving females into the Trans-Pecos 
increases the reproductive impact on the 
population. During each translocation, 
researchers from the Borderlands 
Research Institute (BRI), at Sul Ross State 
University in Alpine, Texas, fitted about 
40 percent of captured individuals with 
trackable collars in order to study survival  
and movement.

Some published research has predicted 
extinction for Trans-Pecos populations 
within the next 50 years. Our research 
objective was to use data we have 
on resident Trans-Pecos population 
dynamics, combined with survival 
rates of translocated pronghorn, to 
evaluate translocation as an effective 
tool in restoring Trans-Pecos pronghorn 
populations.

We also wanted to compare different 
translocation strategies to determine 
if there are any regional pronghorn 
management units that would be the 
strongest as candidate release sites. In 

order to do this, we built a model that 
simulates the Trans-Pecos pronghorn 
population. The model was a female-
only model and simulated 20 years into 
the future in order to obtain estimated  
population projections.

Within the Trans-Pecos, TPWD 
has defined 11 large-scale pronghorn 
management units, each of which are 
composed of smaller, annually surveyed 
“core” management units. There are 
extensive survey records that account for 
the number of observed bucks, does and 
fawns in these core units. This survey data 
gives a glimpse into not only population 
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estimates for the region, but also into fawn 
production estimates.

Our model featured 11 sub-models, each 
designed to replicate the performance of 
the surveyed units over a 20-year period. 
Th e survival of resident pronghorn in the 
model was based on the limited research 
that exists into this component of Trans-
Pecos pronghorn population dynamics 
and was compared to other research within 
their range. Th e model also accounted for 
the potential introduction of translocated 
individuals into any of the 11 management 
units. Translocated individuals were held 
separately from the resident population 
in each of these 11 sub-models, in order 
to account for the unique stressors that 
captured individuals experience that 
aff ect mortality. 

By examining data trends, we were 
able to rank and identify units that have 
displayed above average survival and 
fawn production of this historical 20-
year period. We also established target 

populations for each 11 management 
units by using historical averages and by 
calculating the area of grasslands contained 
within each unit.

We simulated the model 20 years 
into the future and tested 13 diff erent 
translocation scenarios. Th ese scenarios 
used diff erent criteria to determine 
which of the 11 management units would 
receive a translocation. Th e model only 
translocated for the fi rst 10 years of the 
20-year simulation. Six of the 13 models 
translocated 50 pronghorn per year, six 
translocated 100 per year, and one version 
of the model featured no translocations 
in order to establish a baseline against 
which we could compare the impacts of all 
translocation scenarios. 

Of all 13 translocation scenarios that 
we tested, all scenarios showed growth in 
the regional population. Th ere were three 
scenarios, in which we allowed the model 
to translocate 50 female pronghorn per 
year, that ultimately showed no diff erence 

in growth compared to the scenario in 
which no translocations occurred. Th ere 
was one scenario that produced population 
projections which were signifi cantly 
higher than the rest. In this scenario, 100 
females per year were translocated for 10 
years into only the management units that 
have shown long-term success, and which 
were closest to their target population. 

Th is research was not intended to predict 
exact outcomes, but instead evaluated 
relative diff erences to diff erent techniques. 
Th e model suggests Trans-Pecos pronghorn 
population declines can be reversed if we 
focus continued translocation eff orts on 
management units that have historically 
performed better on average than other 
management units in the region. By 
translocating pronghorn into these units, 
they have the best chance at surviving, 
reproducing and ultimately contributing to 
the persistence of an encumbered species 
that is truly a unique part of the identity of the 
American west. 

Resident pronghorn and translocated pronghorn (with red ear tags) on the West Texas landscape. 


