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Pronghorns:

Built for Speed and Survival on the Great Plains

Carolyn Gaudet, Saskatchewan Prairie Conservation Action Plan

September is well on its way, as is the
pronghorn mating seascn or rut. In the
northern part of the pronghorns’ range,
in Saskatchewan and Alberta, the rut
occurs for approximately three weeks in
September and early October. It is a great
time to see large groups of pronghorms
as the males become more territorial and
aggressive, while herding does within
their terrtory. Pronghom are captivating
due to their history and fascinating
adaptations that have helped them
survive on the Prairies.

Considered a conservation success story,
pronghorn were almost extirpated by
1915 in North America. Their population
dropped to approximately 13,000
individuals in 1915 due to unregulated
hunting, fences, loss of habitat, as well as
competition for forage with sheep. The
low population numbers were overcome
with habitat protection, a hunting ban,
and captive breeding.

Three national parks were established in
Saskatchewan and Alberta as pronghorn
reserves, where pronghoms could breed
and be released to other areas. By 1936,
when pronghom numbers and their
range had expanded, the hunting ban in
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Saskatchewan was lifted and the
national parks were dissolved in 1947,
The pronghorn population is now
estimated at 750,000 adults and
considered stable.

Pronghom are well adapted to life on the
Prairies and have existed in North America
for 1.8 million years; they survived the

last ice age 11,000 years ago when many
species did not. Pronghorn commonly
feed on forbs, shrubs, grasses, and

cacti, including species that might be
unpalatable to other animals.

They also have large kidneys that help
remove toxins and extract water from
the vegetation they eat. This adaptation
allows pronghorn to go long distances
without drinking water, which is ideal in
a landscape prone to drought.

Pronghom are the fastest land animal in
Morth America, maintaining high rates of
speed over long distances. Some records
report pronghorms running at 60 to 30
kilometres per hour, for up to

15 kilometres.

Pronghom evolved in the Prairies with
predators induding the now extinct
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American Cheetah, as well as other
pre-ice age predators such as lions,
Jjaguars, and hyenas. Some of the
adaptations to achieve this sustained
speed include a heart twice as large for
their body size, increased lung capacity,
large airways, and thin bones.

It is a common misconception that
pronghorn go under fences because
they are unable to jump. Although they
have slender leg bones and narrow toes
that could make landing from a jump
hazardous, and they may lack the instinct
to jump over obstacles, video evidence
exists of pronghom jumping over fences.

In addition to being able to outrun any
existing natural predators, pronghorn
have large eyes that are positioned to
give themn a wide peripheral vision,
seeing predators in a 300-degree arc, up
to six kilometres away. Although these
adaptations served them across more
than a million years, these characteristics
dao not help pronghom with the current
threats of vehides, impassable fences and
roads, and severe weather events leading
to deep snow (Aikens et al 2025).

Winterkill was the most common
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cause of mortality in a study in Alberta,
Saskatchewan, and Montana from 2003
to 2011, followed closely by predation and
anthropogenic causes, mainly collisions
on roads or railroads (Jones et al 2020).

Projects with GPS-collared pronghoms,
led by the Alberta Conservation
Association, have been able to map
pathways across landscapes that are
used by pronghorn. Pronghorns in the
Canadian Prairies migrate between

300 and 800 kilometres per year.

The population is interconnected
across Saskatchewan, Alberta, and
Montana, where individuals collared in
one jurisdiction may end up in another
junisdiction, or all three jurisdictions,
through the course of a year.

These studies found the largest barrier
to movement in the Canadian Prainies is
the TransCanada Highway. A few collared
pronghoms did cross the TransCanada
Highway; however, there is one report of
a doe waiting up to 10 days to find a safe
way to cross the four-lane highway.

What can you do?

Wildlife friendly fencing allows pronghorn
to cross a fence line to avoid predators or
severe weather without being subjected
to injuries and infections from scraping
their hide on the barbed bottom wire.
Wildlife friendly fencing has a smoath
bottom wire at least 18 inches from

the ground.

Itis beneficial to improve fence lines

at known pronghorn crossings as they
remember the safe places to cross roads
or fences.

Restoring prairie habitat is also beneficial
for pronghorn, as well as all other wildlife
species. Being strategic about locations of
habitat restoration can also improve the
connectivity of this habitat.

There may be funding available for
wildlife friendly fencing in Saskatchewan
and Alberta. Programs at Nature
Saskatchewan and Alberta Conservation
Association have funding available for

wildlife friendly fencing. The Gowvernment
of Saskatchewan has published a useful
resource: “A Landowner's Guide to Wildlife
Friendly Fences: How to Build Fences with
Wildlife in Mind."

Pronghornxing.org is a great resource
for more information about improving
pronghom migration. g

REFERENCES

Aikens et al. 2025. Pronghorm movements
and mortality during extreme weather
highlight the critical importance of
connectivity, Current Biclogy, Vol 35

{8), Pages 1927-1934.22, ISSN 0960-

9822, https://doi.org/10.1016/].
cub.2025.03.010.

Jones et al. 2020. Annual Pronghom
Survival of a Partially Migratory
Population, The Journal of Wildlife
Management, Vol 84 (6), Pages 1114-1126,
https://wildlife.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1002/jwmg.21886

On August |5th, 2025, Morth
Bartleford conservation officers
received a call reporting that

an andmal had been unlasfully
harvested on private farmland
along the Baljennie grid, south of
Bartleford, Sk

Officers determined that a
wehicle had pulled onto a field
approach, shot an animal, and
then dove into the standing

field of canola to retrieve iL
Prior o beaving the area, the
wehicle drove approximately
two kilometres south to a more
secluded location where the
subjects fiehd dressed the animal.
Mo evidence of species was left
Ibehimd,

Officers determined that the
amirmal was shot within 500
metres of an oocupied dwelling.
A witness ar the scene reported
that three rifle shots were heard
in that area at approsimately
B:00 PM on August | 4th,
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