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Friends of the Dunes Supports Elk Movement Research Study  
By Dewane Mosher 

     Elk began showing up on the floor of 

the San Luis Valley in the vicinity of the 

Great Sand Dunes (GRSA) in the 90’s and 

have increased in numbers since then. Pre-

viously most of the elk in the area were 

altitudinal migrants that spent the majority 

of their spring through fall at higher eleva-

tions in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains 

only coming down to the valley floor in 

winter. Current estimates indicate winter-

ing elk numbers within Great Sand Dunes 

boundaries are approximately 3,000 ani-

mals. A number of these elk are thought to 

be year round valley floor residents, and 

are spending a significant amount of time in sensitive wetland areas which are impacting the same wetlands habitat 

that numerous plants, birds and animals depend on. 

     Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve resource managers are initiating a study which will monitor distri-

bution and migratory patterns of elk on the Park and Preserve. The study will use Satellite GPS collars to report the 

elk’s locations twice a day and will have a lifespan of over 5 years. Overall, the data that is collected will enhance un-

derstanding of elk distribution patterns and allow resource managers to follow the distribution of elk on the landscape 

throughout the year and help determine whether additional protection of these vital resources is needed.  In addition, 

the locations recorded from these collars will help park resource managers to 

1) Determine appropriate management strategies for dealing with the possibility 

of increasing numbers of elk over the next decade, and  

2) Determine the elk population impacts to plant communities and other birds 

and animals that depend on these sensitive wetlands. 

     Partnerships conducting the research and acquiring the supplies and resources 

is integral to making this project a success. The park is currently partnering with 

the National Park Service’s Rocky Mountain Monitoring Network to document 

wetland ecological integrity and determine if there have already been impacts to 

wetland resources.   

     With the gracious support of the Friends of the Dunes, fourteen Satellite GPS collars were purchased and an addi-

tional seven collars were purchased by the Western National Parks association. These contributions were extremely 

timely and instrumental in getting this project started. Installation of the collars is slated for late March through May 1. 

For more information about this project, contact Dewane Mosher, Park Biologist, at (719) 378-6363 or via email at 

Dewane_Mosher@nps.gov. Look for events, newsletter articles, and lectures sponsored by the Friends of the Dunes 

to highlight the progress of this important research project. 

Adopt an Elk 

You can help support  

this research study!  

See page 3 for a  

unique opportunity. 



A Short Eared Owl and a Wilsonõs Snipe made 

their first appearances to the  annual count in 

over twenty years.  
     The three photos on this page courtesy Cornell Lab  of 

Ornithology. 

     On December 30th 2017 Great Sand Dunes National Park and 

Preserve hosted the 118th annual Audubon Society Christmas Bird 

Count, the longest running citizen science project in North Ameri-

ca.  Participants met at the GRSA visitor’s center to sign in and pick 

up their bird count lists and to enjoy drinks and refreshments pro-

vided by Friends of the Dunes. 

     Birders have been braving the cold to come out and conduct the 

count at the Great Sand Dunes during the 2 weeks surrounding 

Christmas every year since 1992. This year’s count marked the 25th 

anniversary of the count on the Great Sand Dunes Circle.  

     This year 19 participants observed 394 individual birds belonging 

to 30 species. The number of species reported was about average 

but the number of individual birds counted was lower than usual, 

probably due to the warm dry winter and lack of snow in the Sangre 

de Cristo Mountains. Highlights of the count included a Short Eared 

Owl, which had not been reported on a Christmas Bird Count since 

1994, and a Wilson’s (common) Snipe which had not been recorded 

on a count since 1997.  

     The annual count event is open to the public and is a fun event 

 for anyone interested regardless of level of experience.  

Annual Christmas Bird Count Well Supported by Volunteers  

By Dewane Mosher 

Bird Count Provides Reminder of Diversity in Parkõs Ecological Zones 
By Dirk Oden  
 

     Reviewing the official count data from this past winter’s annual Audubon Christmas Bird Count provided 

an interesting reminder that the park includes most of the ecological zones found in Colorado, a diversity 

rare among national parks. What images that come to mind as you think about Great Sand Dunes? What is 

the first bird you think of?  It probably isn’t the bird that was seen in more numbers than any other bird on 

the count day—the mallard! Yes, in this high mountain desert valley, wetlands are found in and near the 

dunes, and are home to numerous waterfowl and shorebirds.  

     But the mallard, with 70 individuals sighted, earned its top spot by a bit of a technicality. In second place 

was the Dark-eyed Junco, 61 individuals sighted. The century old Audubon Christmas Bird Count traditional-

ly recognizes the five different varieties of juncos as individual species. 

Since the 1980s, however, those varieties are considered subspecies 

rather than distinct species. All together, there were 113 individual 

juncos seen on the count day. And even if you don’t know this bird, 

you have likely seen it feeding on the ground in the picnic area near 

the main dunes access area at the park. 



Adopt an Elk to Support the Elk Movement Monitoring Study  

You can support this important five-year research study by adopting an elk. There are two 

levels of adoption: 

Co-Adopt An Elk. For a one-time $50 donation to this project, you (and up to four other 

donors for the same collared elk) will receive: 

1) Periodic updates about the data received on your adopted individual elk, includ-

ing both “day in the life” movement information and “big picture” migration 

movement. 

2) Recognition on the Friends of the Dunes website for supporting this project 

(unless you prefer to remain anonymous). 

Adopt An Elk. For a one-time $250 donation to this project, you will receive: 

1) Periodic updates about the data received on your exclusively adopted individual 

elk, including both “day in the life” movement information and “big picture” mi-

gration movement. 

2) The opportunity to name your adopted elk if you wish 

3) To the extent possible, a photo of your actual elk. 

4) The opportunity to spend a morning or afternoon with a park biologist in the 

field learning more about the elk movement study and what has been  learned 

from your elk. 

5) Recognition on the Friends of the Dunes website for supporting this project 

(unless you prefer to remain anonymous). 

 

To Adopt an Elk, complete the following form and return it with a check for your donation. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

YES! I would like to support the Elk Movement Research Study at Great Sand Dunes  

National Park and Preserve at the following level:  

    Co-Adopt An Elk  ($50)                                            Adopt An Elk  ($250)  

   Neatly Printed Name_______________________________________________________ 

    Address _______________________________________________________________ 

     _______________________________________________________________ 

    Neatly Printed Email Address _______________________________________________ 

                ____Check here if you prefer your name NOT be mentioned as a supporting donor on the Friends website 

Send this form along with a check for your donation to:  

        Friends of the Dunes, P.O. Box 1437, Alamosa, CO  81101-1437              Elk photo (top) by Patrick Myers, NPS 

Elk collars like this one 

communicate with 

GPS satellites and 

send important elk 

movement data back 

to biologists. 

Upcoming Events  

¶ Saturday, April 14  - Annual Robotics Challenge, 8:30am - 12pm. Each spring, NASA and Adams State University sponsor a robot-

ics challenge, where college student teams compete with their own homemade rovers and learn about the technology of Mars rovers! 

The competition takes place in the Medano Creekbed, outside the designated wilderness area of the dunefield.   

¶ Saturday, April 21 – Enjoy a fee free day at Great Sand Dunes in honor of National Parks Week. 

¶ Friday, May 18 – Summer Ranger Programming begins.  

¶ Friday, May 25 ð September 3 – The visitor center will be open extended hours daily from 8:30am to 5pm. 



 

 

 

 

I would like to join or renew my membership in Friends of the Dunes 

at the following level: 

 ___Friend      $25 

 ___Associate      $50 

 ___Family            $75 

 ___Patron     $100 

 ___Lifetime   $1000 

I’d also like to contribute $_________ to the following: 

 ___Wheelchair Fund 

 ___Student Research Grant Fund 

 ___General Operations Fund 

Contact information:         ____Check here if label is correct;  

                                                otherwise, please complete: 

Name_________________________________________________ 

Street_________________________________________________     DATE______________ 

City, State, ZIP__________________________________________ 

Email_________________________________________________ 

        (Please print clearly enough for someone not familiar with the address to read) 

Ã Check here to receive the Hourglass newsletter by email instead of by hard copy through postal mail.  

 

 

Friends of the Dunes, Inc. 

PO Box 1437 

Alamosa, CO 81101-1437 

Membership and Contact Information  NEW Friends Members receive 

the following for joining as a 

Ý FRIEND —Great Sand Dunes 

pin, triannual newsletter, ad-

vanced notices and invitations to 

special events. 

Ý ASSOCIATE —Copy of The 

Shape of the Wind by Stephen 

Trimble. 

Ý FAMILY —Annual pass to Great 

Sand Dunes 

Ý PATRON —All of the above. 

Ý LIFETIME —All of the above 

plus a special gift from the Great 

Sand Dunes bookstore. 

Come join us in protecting and enjoying 

a unique and special place. 

Contact the Friends:  info@greatsanddunes.org                                      Visit us online:   www.greatsanddunes.org 

Friends of the Dunes Board of Directors  
Lucy Adams, President (laadams@adams.edu) ¸ Lynne Young, Treasurer ¸ Dirk Oden, Secretary (wdoden@gmail.com) ¸ Reginaldo Garcia) ¸ Loree’ Harvey 


