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35. HIMALAYAN TAHR

Hemitragus jemlahicits (Smith, 1826)

Banwell (1999) has re-iterated his argument that 'tahr' and not 'thar' is the correct spelling
for Hemitragus jemlahicus. The debate seems irrelevant within New Zealand, where there is
never doubt as to which species is being referred to with either spelling. Within the international
literature only 'tahr' is used.

History of colonisation

Recent work (Forsyth & Duncan in press) has shown that the outcome of ungulate introductions
into New Zealand depended upon the number of individuals released. Releases of six or more
individuals always established, but fewer than six animals failed more often than they
succeeded. Hence, the four tahr released at Franz Josef Glacier in 1913 were unlikely to
establish a population; descendants of the Mount Cook introduction have since colonised
valleys around Franz Josef Glacier. The three tahr released near Rotorua in 1909 probably
never reached the central North Island mountains, which appear to be suitable habitat for
tahr.

Distribution

World

The Himalayan tahr is still threatened (populations are "declining" and "fragmented"), but
not yet endangered, in its native range (Shackleton 1997). In Bhutan and Pakistan, its status
is unknown; in Nepal tahr were classified as "not threatened", and in India, "indeterminate"
(Shackleton 1997).

New Zealand

Fraser et al. (2000) estimated the 1996 breeding range of tahr to be 4259 km2. Both tahr and
chamois were successfully introduced near Mt. Cook, but the historic range of tahr has
always been much smaller than that of chamois, because they disperse more slowly (Parkes
& Clarke 1993) and are more susceptible to helicopter-based hunting (see below).

The current breeding range of tahr has changed little since 1990, except for the new
population south of Haast Pass (Fig. 1). Female tahr are now present in most of the central
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Fig. 1 Geographical distribution of the established range of tahr in New Zealand and point locations
for new populations of this species, with DOC Conservancy boundaries also shown. The map is based
on data collected prior to 1996. (From Fraser et al. 2000).

Southern Alps between the Rakaia and Whitcombe Rivers (in the north) and the Hunter and
Haast Rivers (in the south). South of Haast Pass, female tahr are present in the headwaters of
the Matukituki (East Branch), Wilkin, and Waiatoto Rivers, and on Minaret Station, apparently
as a result of one or more illegal introductions (P. Hondelink, pers. comm.). Regular search-
and-destroy operations appear to have prevented female tahr from re-colonising formerly-
occupied range north of the Rakaia and Whitcombe Rivers, although male tahr are observed
as far north as the headwaters of the Wilberforce River (S. Cross, pers. comm.).

Habitat

Seasonal habitat selection by tahr was studied in Carneys Creek (Two Thumb Range, eastern
Southern Alps) between December 1993 and February 1996 by Forsyth (2000). Snow
covered Carneys Creek in winter (85% cover), when the only vegetated habitats available to
tahr were shrubland, grass bluff and rock bluff. Snow cover persisted well into spring (49%).
In summer and autumn the dominant habitats were scree (44%), rock bluff (24%) and grass
bluff (12%). Shrubland constituted only 4% of the catchment in summer and autumn. Scree
and snow were generally avoided in the seasons in which they were available. In every
season, grassland, grass bluff, rock bluff and shrubland were either used in approximate
proportion to their availability or preferred by tahr. The most preferred habitat among all
seasons was shrubland in winter. When analysed by sex, habitat selection differed significantly
in spring and summer. During spring and summer, male tahr preferred grassland more, and
shrubland less, than did females. In spring, females selected grass bluff more than males.
Habitat selection by male and female tahr was similar during autumn and winter (Forsyth
2000).

Tahr in Carneys Creek apparently had a broader niche than chamois (Forsyth 2000), and if
real this implies that, in the absence of hunting, tahr would occupy more of the Southern Alps
than has previously been assumed. Indeed, where hunting has been restricted on leasehold
properties in the eastern Southern Alps, female tahr live year-round on rock bluffs at low
altitudes (c. 1000 m; D. M. Forsyth, pers. obs.).
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Tahr live in tall shrubland and forest in the western Southern Alps. In the upper
Landsborough River, some female-juvenile groups live on small rock bluffs in the Nothofagus
forest, apparently seldom utilising open habitats (D. M. Forsyth & J. Mead, pers. obs.). Thus,
despite their reputation as a high-alpine dweller, tahr in New Zealand live in a variety of
habitats.

Food

Parkes & Thomson (1995) analysed the rumen contents of 253 tahr shot mainly in the eastern
Southern Alps during 1989-1994. Grasses, particularly snow tussocks, constituted 48-65%
of the diet according to season and area. Herbs were more important than woody plants only
during summer. Chionochloa spp. other than C. flavescens were eaten most in winter (40%)
and least in summer (13%); Poa colensoi and Rytidosperma setifolium showed the reverse
pattern.

The amount of woody plants in the diet increased from summer to spring. The most
common woody plants (>2%) were Hebe spp., Gaultheria erassa, Carmichaelia spp.,
Coprosma spp., and Podocarpus nivalis.. The trend for herbs was the opposite: they formed
a greater proportion of the diet in summer and autumn. The most important herbs (>2%) were
Celmisia spp., Aciphylla spp., Ranunculus lyallii, and Astelia spp.

Fewer woody plants were eaten by tahr collected near Mt. Cook compared to those from
Rangitata/Rakaia and the West Coast. The grass species eaten varied between the three areas,
presumably reflecting local abundance more than changes in the preferences of tahr. For
example, West Coast tahr ate more Chionochloa spp. than did tahr from Rangitata/Rakaia
and Mt. Cook.

During April-September, when the sexes are aggregated (see below), the diets of adult
male (>3 years) and female tahr from the Rangitata/Rakaia catchments were not significantly
different. During the remainder of the year, when the sexes are segregated, their diets were
significantly different (Parkes & Thomson 1995). Males ate less grass and sedge (mainly
Poa/Rytidosperma and Schoenus pauciflorus) but more herbs {Aciphylla montana, Ranunculus
lyallii and Carmichaelia spp.) when segregated. Females ate more Hebe spp. than males
throughout the year, and more Celmisia spp. only when segregated.

The seasonal changes in food availability characteristic of tahr range in New Zealand are
associated with an almost doubling of the surface area of rumen papillae available for
absorption from winter to summer, and the pattern is similar between sexes (Forsyth & Fraser
1999). This probably increases the efficiency of processing large quantities of high-quality
food in spring and summer, while minimising the maintenance costs of extra papillae in
winter, when tahr apparently survive on smaller amounts of lower quality food (Tustin &
Parkes 1988).

Social organisation and behaviour

Activity

The daily cycle of feeding at lower altitudes in the evening and then climbing up to the safety
of bluffs in the morning, previously described for tahr in the eastern Southern Alps (Tustin &
Parkes 1988; Tustin 1990), may not be true for many tahr in the western Southern Alps.
Some female groups in Westland utilise rugged shrubland and higher-altitude forests, emerging
to feed on tussock faces and slips in the evening. At daybreak the groups return to the safety
of the shrubland and forest (D. M. Forsyth & J. Mead, pers. obs.). This behaviour may be a
response to intensive ground and/or helicopter-based hunting (Douglas 1971).


