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Abstract: This paper summarizes the population trends as wel l as research and management programs for woodland cari­
bou {Rangifer tarandus caribou) i n Y u k o n . Most herds are stable although not all are counted regularly and systematic 
monitor ing of herds remains an essential need. Over the past decade the Southern Lakes, A i s h i h i k , and Finlayson herds 
have been well studied and provide valuable models for g u i d i n g Y u k o n management programs. Over harvest and the 
spread of agriculture, forestry and m i n i n g are ongoing human activities are of concern to caribou managers. 

K e y w o r d s : w o o d l a n d c a r i b o u , N o r t h A m e r i c a . 
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Introduction 
T h i s paper s u m m a r i z e s the most recent p o p u l a t i o n 
trends a n d research and m a n a g e m e n t p r o g r a m s for 
w o o d l a n d c a r i b o u {Rangifer tarandus caribou) i n 
Y u k o n . W o o d l a n d c a r i b o u i n Y u k o n are classif ied 
as the mountain/terres tr ia l ecotype based o n the i r 
w i n t e r f o r a g i n g behavior ( E d m o n d s , 1991) a n d re la­
t ive to b a r r e n g r o u n d c a r i b o u occur at l o w e r d e n s i t i ­
es, f o r m smal ler aggregat ions , m a k e less extensive 
seasonal m o v e m e n t s and disperse rather t h a n c o n ­
centrate at c a l v i n g . Studies indicate that the l i k e l i ­
h o o d of p o p u l a t i o n change due to i n t e r - h e r d m o v e ­
m e n t is l o w , at least for present densi t ies . 

F i r s t N a t i o n harves t ing r ights are assured u n d e r 
the Y u k o n A c t a n d thus unres t r i c ted by l a w necessi­
t a t i n g v o l u n t a r y restraint by F i rs t N a t i o n hunters 
where restr ic t ions are r e q u i r e d . A s w e l l , u n d e r the 
Y u k o n L a n d C l a i m A g r e e m e n t i n d i g e n o u s and sc i ­
ent i f ic i n f o r m a t i o n are evaluated w i t h i n a c o - m a n a ­
g e m e n t f r a m e w o r k c o m p r i s e d o f 14 loca l 
R e n e w a b l e Resource C o u n c i l s and a Y u k o n - w i d e 
F i s h a n d W i l d l i f e M a n a g e m e n t B o a r d . Fur ther , 
because Y u k o n is a T e r r i t o r y o f C a n a d a the Federal 
G o v e r n m e n t re ta in j u r i s d i c t i o n over l a n d , water and 
t i m b e r resources, l i m i t i n g the a b i l i t y o f Y u k o n to 
manage c a r i b o u habitats . These factors great ly 
inf luence harvest m a n a g e m e n t o f c a r i b o u w i t h i n 
Y u k o n . 
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Caribou inventory and research 
W o o d l a n d c a r i b o u studies essent ia l ly began i n 
Y u k o n i n 1980 w h e n the first systemat ic i n v e n t o r y 
of herds was es tabl i shed. T h e p r i m a r y objectives o f 
this p r o g r a m were to i d e n t i f y d i s t i n c t seasonal 
m o v e m e n t s a n d d i s t r i b u t i o n of herds, secure r e l i a ­
ble p o p u l a t i o n est imates, m o n i t o r p o p u l a t i o n 
trends t h r o u g h a n n u a l or p e r i o d i c w i n t e r census a n d 
assess herd c o m p o s i t i o n t h r o u g h f a l l b r e e d i n g sea­
son surveys. 

C a r i b o u studies have increased m a r k e d l y over the 
last 3 years ( F i g . 2) i n response to p u b l i c concern for 
the welfare o f w i l d l i f e exposed to e x p a n d i n g h u m a n 
set t lement and i n d u s t r i a l ac t iv i ty . A t o t a l o f 2 3 6 
a n i m a l s have been c a p t u r e d , r a d i o - c o l l a r e d and 
m o n i t o r e d since 1993 and an a d d i t i o n a l 90 have 
been col lected to p r o v i d e data o n c a r i b o u p h y s i c a l 
c o n d i t i o n a n d the presence o f c o n t a m i n a n t s 
( G a m b e r g & S c h e u h a m m e r 1 9 9 4 ; G a m b e r g 1 9 9 3 ; 
F l o r k i e w i c z , 1993) . A tota l o f 128 r e lo ca t io n sur­
veys were flown since 1993 p r o v i d i n g 2 2 0 0 contacts 
w i t h rad io -co l la red c a r i b o u . A s w e l l , 77 census and 
sex/age c o m p o s i t i o n surveys have been flown. 

Status of caribou 
W o o d l a n d c a r i b o u are es t imated to n u m b e r a p p r o ­

x i m a t e l y 28 0 0 0 - 3 5 0 0 0 i n Y u k o n , w i t h i n 22 
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F i g . 1. The distribution of caribou herds in Y u k o n . (Numbers refer to herd numbers, Table 1). 
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N O . C O L L A R E D 
R E L O C A T I O N F L I G H T S 

_ _ _ _ _ _ P O P U L A T I O N C O U N T S 
~ i i i i i i i i i i i 1 1 r 

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 
YEAR 

F i g . 2. N u m b e r of caribou radio-collared, relocation flights, and population counts conducted to inventory Y u k o n 
woodland caribou between 1980 and 1996. 

recognized herds r a n g i n g f r o m 180 to perhaps 
10 ,000 i n d i v i d u a l s ( F i g . 1, Table 1). F i f t e e n herds 
have been surveyed d u r i n g the 1990s and of these 4 
are increas ing , 7 are stable, 1 is decreas ing, a n d 3 
are of u n c e r t a i n status. F o r the other seven herds 
o n l y crude estimates of p o p u l a t i o n size a n d t r e n d 
are avai lable . T h e latter are p o p u l a t i o n s i n remote 
local i t ies and the i r d i s t r i b u t i o n s are con jec tured 
f r o m superf ic ia l survey a c t i v i t y and/or anecdotal 
i n f o r m a t i o n f r o m people w i t h l o n g t e r m loca l 
k n o w l e d g e of the area. 

A n n u a l l i censed harvest o f c a r i b o u has d e c l i n e d 
and become m o r e erratic i n the last 5 years a n d has 
averaged 271 ( S D = 47) a n i m a l s c o m p a r e d to 3 3 6 
( S D = 28) i n the 1980s ( F i g . 3). M u c h o f th is 
change is due to increased r e s t r i c t i o n o n c a r i b o u 
harvest. H a r v e s t has been res tr ic ted to males o n l y 
since 1984 , and more recently, six herds have been 
closed to h u n t i n g (Table 1). Present ly quotas are 
b e i n g f o r m u l a t e d for l i censed outf i t ters w h o g u i d e 
non-res ident hunters . T h e average a n n u a l harvest 
by residents (« = 162) is greater t h a n non-res ident 
hunters (»= 154). F i r s t N a t i o n s harvest is u n k n o w n 
b u t is suspected to equal that o f l i censed hunters 
harvest. E n f o r c e m e n t of c o m p u l s o r y r e p o r t i n g by-
a l l l i censed hunters began i n 1994 . 

Research and management programs 
A n u m b e r of h e r d ranges are k n o w n to over lap w i t h 
adjacent j u r i s d i c t i o n s and j o i n t m a n a g e m e n t efforts 
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are u n d e r w a y w i t h A l a s k a (Chisana herd) , B r i t i s h 
C o l u m b i a (Carcross, A t l i n , and L i t t l e R a n c h e r i a 
herds) a n d w i t h the N . W . T . ( N a h a n n i herd -
N a h a n n i N a t i o n a l P a r k ) . H o w e v e r , there are no for­
m a l m a n a g e m e n t agreements i n place at present. 
W h i l e these i n f o r m a l m a n a g e m e n t arrangements 
appear adequate at th is t i m e , m o r e f o r m a l manage­
m e n t plans m a y be r e q u i r e d where harvest a n d l a n d 
use issues persist be tween n e i g h b o r i n g j u r i s d i c t i ­
ons. T h e Reds tone h e r d remains a p o t e n t i a l m a n a ­
g e m e n t p r o b l e m w i t h moderate to h i g h levels o f 
harvest and m i n i m a l p o p u l a t i o n i n f o r m a t i o n avai la­
b le . 

T h e r e are present ly 3 p r o g r a m s d i r e c t e d at reco­
very a n d m a i n t e n a n c e o f w o o d l a n d c a r i b o u herds i n 
the Y u k o n ( F i g . 4) . 

Southern Lakes Caribou Recovery Program 
T h e S o u t h e r n Lakes c a r i b o u p r o g r a m is a i m e d at 
r e b u i l d i n g w h a t m a y be ca l led the ' u r b a n c a r i b o u 
herds ' (Ibex, Carcross , A t l i n ) that exist near 
W h i t e h o r s e , Y u k o n ( O ' D o n o h u e , 1996) ( F i g . 4a). 
S o u t h e r n Lakes c a r i b o u had d e c l i n e d i n b o t h n u m ­
bers a n d d i s t r i b u t i o n since h i s t o r i c t i m e s and the i r 
b i o l o g i c a l v i a b i l i t y h a d come i n t o q u e s t i o n . A 
m a n a g e m e n t p l a n to restore the herds was develo­
p e d i n 1992 w h i c h entai ls c o - m a n a g e m e n t w i t h 6 
F i r s t N a t i o n s whose t r a d i t i o n a l t e r r i t o r y boundaries 
i n c l u d e the herd ranges. H u n t i n g was p r o h i b i t e d 
( i n c l u d i n g F i r s t N a t i o n h u n t i n g by v o l u n t a r y c o m -
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F i g . 3. N u m b e r of woodland caribou harvested i n Y u k o n 1979 - 1995. 

pl iance) a n d m e a n i n g f u l i n p u t m a d e to l o g g i n g a n d 
a g r i c u l t u r a l l a n d use pract ices . I n i t i a l ind ica tors 
suggest that at least the Ibex and Carcross herds are 
n o w e x p e r i e n c i n g p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h as a result o f 
th is p r o g r a m . It is recognized that loca l harvest 
d e m a n d can never be satisfied by these herds a n d 
w i l l one day be a l l o w e d for c u l t u r a l a n d t r a d i t i o n a l 
c o n s u m p t i v e uses only. Never the less , the S o u t h e r n 
Lakes c a r i b o u herds offer enormous w i l d l i f e v i e w i n g 
benefit for tour is ts and people w h o reside i n the 
area. 

Aishihik Recovery Program 

T h e A i s h i h i k Recovery P r o g r a m began i n 1993 i n 
response to b o t h scientif ic and t r a d i t i o n a l i n f o r m a ­
t i o n i n d i c a t i n g that the h e r d had d r a s t i c a l l y d e c l i ­
n e d , and was s h o w i n g poor ca l f r e c r u i t m e n t and a n 
i m b a l a n c e d sex rat io (Hayes , 1992) ( F i g . 4b) . A n 
intens ive research and m a n a g e m e n t p l a n was deve­
l o p e d to a t t e m p t herd recovery u s i n g harvest p r o h i ­
b i t i o n ( i n c l u d i n g F irs t N a t i o n harvest) a n d w o l f 
c o n t r o l f o l l o w i n g the prov is ions a n d g u i d e l i n e s set 
out i n the p u b l i c l y deve loped Y u k o n W o l f 

RangiSer, Specia l Issue N o . 10, 1 9 9 8 

C o n s e r v a t i o n a n d M a n a g e m e n t P l a n ( Y u k o n W o l f 
M a n a g e m e n t P l a n n i n g T e a m , 1992) . A n i n i t i a l 2 
year e v a l u a t i o n f o u n d s igni f i cant increase i n ca l f 
s u r v i v a l f o l l o w i n g a n 8 0 % r e d u c t i o n i n wolves 
c o m p a r e d to untrea ted (no w o l f contro l ) c a r i b o u 
herds ( W o l f L a k e , Ibex, K l a z a , and C h i s a n a , F i g . l ) 
( Y u k o n F i s h a n d W i l d l i f e B r a n c h , 1994) . Surveys 
have fur ther d o c u m e n t e d i m p r o v e d a d u l t s u r v i v a l , 
based o n reduced m o r t a l i t y o f r a d i o - c o l l a r e d c a r i ­
b o u , n o r m a l i z a t i o n o f sex rat io a n d p o p u l a t i o n 
increase. W h i l e p r o v i d i n g va luable research o n p r e ­
dator -prey r e l a t i o n s h i p s , the A i s h i h i k pro ject has 
nevertheless been cont rovers ia l n a t i o n a l l y a n d i n t e r ­
n a t i o n a l l y because i t entai ls l e t h a l c o n t r o l o f wolves . 
L o c a l l y the herd is r e c o g n i z e d as a n i m p o r t a n t 
resource for subsistence hunters a n d as a n i n t e g r a l 
c o m p o n e n t o f one o f Y u k o n ' s most diverse large 
m a m m a l ecosystems. 

Finlayson Herd Management Program 
M a n a g e m e n t of the F i n l a y s o n h e r d is the most 
advanced of a l l Y u k o n ' s w o o d l a n d c a r i b o u p r o g r a m s 
( F i g . 4c). H a r v e s t r e d u c t i o n a n d w o l f c o n t r o l were 
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F i g . 4. Dis t r ibut ion of the Southern Lakes', Aishihik 1 ' , 
and Finlayson' caribou herds. 

used to restore this p o p u l a t i o n i n the 1 9 8 0 s 
(Farne l l et al., i n prep. ) . T h e h e r d increased f r o m 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 1800 to 4 5 0 0 adul ts i n the span o f 7 
years ( 1 9 8 3 - 1 9 9 0 ) f o l l o w i n g an 8 0 % r e d u c t i o n i n 
wolves . T h i s was a c c o m p a n i e d by an increase i n the 
region's moose p o p u l a t i o n f r o m 3 0 0 0 to 10 0 0 0 . 
W o l v e s subsequent ly r e b o u n d e d a n d s t a b i l i z e d at 
2 5 0 , h i g h e r t h a n the p r e - r e d u c t i o n p o p u l a t i o n size 
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of 215. M e a n w h i l e the c a r i b o u herd appears to have 
present ly s t a b i l i z e d at 4 0 0 0 adul ts . E f for ts are n o w 
di rec ted at sustainable harvest m a n a g e m e n t and 
assessment o f p o t e n t i a l d i s turbance i m p a c t s f r o m 
recent large scale m i n i n g e x p l o r a t i o n ac t iv i ty . T h e 
range o f the F i n l a y s o n herd exper ienced a record 
16 0 0 0 n e w q u a r t z c la ims registered i n 1 9 9 5 - 9 6 
f o l l o w i n g d iscovery o f massive sulf ide ore deposits 
w i t h h i g h m e t a l values o n the herd's s u m m e r range 
( D e p t . o f N o r t h e r n a n d I n d i a n A f f a i r s , 1996) . T h i s 
d e v e l o p m e n t presents a n e w chal lenge to h e r d 
m a n a g e m e n t . F i n d i n g s f r o m dis turbance assess­
m e n t w o r k present ly b e i n g carr ied out cooperat ive­
l y w i t h m i n i n g companies m a y shed n e w l i g h t o n 
h o w i n d u s t r i a l d e v e l o p m e n t s can be m i t i g a t e d to 
lessen or a v o i d serious i m p a c t s to c a r i b o u . 

Research priorities and management 
needs 
P r e d a t i o n , p r i m a r i l y b y w o l v e s , has been cons idered 
l i m i t i n g for Y u k o n ' s K l u a n e ( G a u t h i e r & T h e b e r g e , 
1986) , A i s h i h i k (Hayes et al, 1994) , a n d F i n l a y s o n 
herds ( F a r n e l l et al, i n prep. ) . W o l v e s occur at 
natura l densi t ies i n Y u k o n a n d therefore p l a y an 
i m p o r t a n t role i n the i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h factors such 
as h u m a n caused m o r t a l i t y , c l i m a t e , and 
forage/nutr i t ion re la t ionships . 

Y u k o n has c o n d u c t e d w o l f c o n t r o l a n d f o u n d i t 
unacceptable to m u c h of the C a n a d i a n p u b l i c . 
Research focused o n d e v e l o p m e n t of m o r e h u m a n e 
n o n - l e t h a l c o n t r o l m e t h o d s m a y p r o v i d e a p u b l i c l y 
acceptable a l ternat ive to the t r a p p i n g or s h o o t i n g of 
wolves . E x p e r i m e n t a l f e r t i l i t y c o n t r o l is present ly 
b e i n g a p p l i e d to s low the recovery of 6 selected w o l f 
packs i n the range o f the A i s h i h i k c a r i b o u herd 
( B u b e l a , 1995). T h i s involves a r t i f i c ia l ly r e d u c i n g 
b i r t h rates b y s t e r i l i z i n g wolves whose terr i tor ies 
occur i n the c o n t r o l area. T h e object ive is to reduce 
w o l f n u m b e r s b u t also w o l f i m m i g r a t i o n f r o m o u t ­
side the c o n t r o l area. I f successful, th i s t e c h n i q u e 
c o u l d be a p p l i e d i n except iona l c i rcumstances w h e ­
re p r e d a t i o n m u s t be addressed to susta in c a r i b o u 
herds. 

P r o b l e m s associated w i t h l o g g i n g a n d a g r i c u l t u ­
ral d e v e l o p m e n t (increased access, d i rec t loss o f 
habi ta t , c h a n g i n g predator/prey re la t ionships) are 
r a p i d l y s p r e a d i n g n o r t h w a r d i n t o Y u k o n . 
F o l l o w i n g experience i n B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a a n d 
A l b e r t a , i t is expected that these ac t iv i t i es c o u l d 
prec ip i ta te decl ines i n Y u k o n c a r i b o u i f manage­
m e n t act ions are not taken to m a i n t a i n p o p u l a t i o n 
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levels . It is therefore essential that basel ine i n v e n t o ­
ry data be used to develop specific t i m b e r harves­
t i n g quotas and g u i d e l i n e s , a n d to d i rec t a l l o c a t i o n 
o f a g r i c u l t u r e l a n d i n a w a y w h i c h m i n i m i z e s thre ­
ats to c a r i b o u . Y u k o n ' s c a r i b o u i n v e n t o r y effort 
s h o u l d proceed i n a l l cases before c a r i b o u ranges are 
des ignated for l o g g i n g a n d a g r i c u l t u r a l d e v e l o p ­
m e n t . L o n g - t e r m m o n i t o r i n g o f specif ic herds 
s h o u l d also c o n t i n u e to p r o v i d e basel ine assessment 
of changes over t i m e . 

Increased m i n i n g e x p l o r a t i o n a c t i v i t y i n centra l 
Y u k o n is cause for some concern . B e h a v i o r a l 
responses to d is turbance associated w i t h m i n i n g 
a c t i v i t y c o u l d result i n range a b a n d o n m e n t a n d 
subsequent ly c o m p r o m i s e c a r i b o u a n t i p r e d a t i o n 
tactics and/or f o r a g i n g strategies. M o r e o v e r , post 
e x p l o r a t i o n d e v e l o p m e n t a n d p r o d u c t i o n a c t i v i t y 
m a y result i n d i rec t losses of c a r i b o u where such 
a c t i v i t y traverses w i n t e r range c o n c e n t r a t i o n areas. 
Because o f the n o r m a l l y h i g h a d u l t m o r t a l i t y rates 
i n these c a r i b o u herds, any increased m o r t a l i t y 
c o u l d result i n lost h u m a n harvest o p p o r t u n i t i e s . 
W h i l e perhaps acceptable to the resident h u n t i n g 
fraternity , this w o u l d be unacceptable to loca l F i r s t 
N a t i o n s . 

P r e l i m i n a r y c a r i b o u d is turbance assessment is 
u n d e r w a y i n cooperat ion w i t h m i n i n g proponents . 
C a r i b o u d i s t r i b u t i o n , peak of c a l v i n g date, a n n u a l 
ca l f r e c r u i t m e n t levels, and p o p u l a t i o n size are 
b e i n g m o n i t o r e d to assess p o t e n t i a l behaviora l and 
d e m o g r a p h i c responses to advanced e x p l o r a t i o n 
ac t iv i ty . I n p u t to the l o n g - t e r m access a n d seasonal 
a c t i v i t y plans of m i n i n g companies is absolute ly 
essential to avo id p o p u l a t i o n dec l ine . 
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