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1.0  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
 

The Bathurst caribou herd declined rapidly in the last 3 years from 
more than 100,000 in 2006 to an estimated 31,900 in June 2009.  
The herd is important to many hunters and communities across the 
Northwest Territories (NWT), and its annual range covers nearly 
350,000 km2 in the NWT, Nunavut and northern Saskatchewan. As 
part of a process of developing co-management plans for recovery 
of the Bathurst caribou herd, GNWT Environment and Natural 
Resources (ENR) organized two 2-day workshops in Yellowknife on 
Oct. 1 & 2 and 5 & 6, 2009. The purpose of the workshops was to 
review information about the herdôs decline and explore 
management actions to promote the herdôs recovery.  Participants 
represented communities and organizations that value this herd or 

are involved in managing it.  This report includes much of the material presented at the workshops, 
along with summaries of key comments from participants. 
 
Barren-ground caribou have traditionally gone through wide swings in 
numbers (cycles), based on Traditional Knowledge and technical studies 
across their North American range.  All herds monitored by GNWT 
reached peak numbers in the 1980ôs and 1990ôs and declined in the 
2000ôs, some to very low numbers.  Many factors ï fire on the winter 
range, disease, timing of spring, predators, hunter harvest, industrial 
development ï likely affect each herd, but every herd experiences 
individual conditions.  Workshop participants reviewed the material 
presented and commented on the likely importance of these factors to the Bathurst herd. 
 

Declines in 2 NWT herds (Cape Bathurst & Bluenose West) show 
a pattern of decline similar to that of the Bathurst herd: slow 
decline followed by faster decline at lower numbers.  Although the 
Cape Bathurst and Bluenose West herds would likely have 
declined between 2000 and 2006 for natural reasons, a hunter 
harvest that stayed at about the same number as the herd 
declined had an increasingly large effect at lower herd size.  By 
recommendation of co-management boards, all harvest on the 
Cape Bathurst herd was closed in 2007 and harvest of Bluenose 
West caribou was reduced and shifted largely to bulls.  The result 
is that both herds showed initial stability from 2006 to 2009, based 
on July 2009 surveys.   
 

The Bathurst herd declined gradually in the 1990ôs when it still 
numbered over 300,000.  However, its rate of decline accelerated 
to 22-23% per year from 2006 to 2009.  The Bathurst herd would 
likely have declined in the early 2000ôs for natural reasons, in part 
due to low calf survival.  When the herd was much larger in the 
1990ôs, the estimated annual harvest was likely a small 
percentage of the herd (3-5%).  However, as the herd grew 
smaller, the harvest likely did not decrease, aided by easy access 
on winter roads and many skidoos and trucks.  
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A harvest of 5000-7000 caribou/year, mostly cows, would by 2009 
result in an annual harvest rate of 15-22% of the herd.  The 
Bathurst Caribou Calculator, a population model, indicates that if 
the herd continues to decline at its current rate and the harvest 
continues at the same level, the herd could disappear in 4-5 years.  
All workshop participants recognized the urgency of taking 
management actions to allow the herd to recover.  The importance 
of reducing harvest was recognized but action on other factors 

(e.g. fire on the winter range) was also recommended by participants. 
 
Workshop participants discussed how various communities and groups might 
cope with hardships resulting from a reduction of the Bathurst hunt.  Some 
communities south of Great Slave Lake have a variety of country food sources 
such as moose, muskoxen, bison, or fish.  Other communities, particularly 

Lutsel Kôe and the off-road Tåîchô communities, have higher food costs and 

have few alternatives to caribou, and management will need to address 
alternatives for these communities.   
 

      
 
Many participants stressed the need for further meetings in all the communities.  Formally, 
management actions for the Bathurst herd are likely to be recommended by the  
Renewable Resources Board in early 2010. Everyone will have opportunities to help the Bathurst 
herd recover its numbers. 
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3.0  INTRODUCTION 

 

A story from Danny Beaulieu: A long time ago, when caribou could speak, a bull caribou came down 
from the tundra.  When he reached the tree line he saw a tent.  The caribou was curious so he 
approached the tent.  As he drew near, he could hear a woman crying inside.  The caribou wanted to 
know what was wrong, so he changed himself into a man and entered the tent.  He asked the woman 
why she was crying.  The woman said that her whole tribe had died and all that was left was she and 
the children; they were all alone.  The caribou said that he would stay and live with her and help her 
build up her people and teach them how to live.  But there were two conditions, that nobody could 
hunt with him and that some day he would have to leave.  So the caribou stayed with her and over 
time her people became strong again and learned how to hunt.  Then the day came when the caribou 
told the woman that he had to leave.  She accepted what he said and he left in the night.  But the 
woman changed her mind and decided to follow him to try to bring him back.  She followed his tracks 
down to the ice.  When they reached the ice, the tracks changed to hoof prints and went off across 
the lake.   
 
We are the descendants of the caribou.  The caribou once helped our people to recover ï now 
itôs our turn to help them. 
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The Bathurst caribou herd has declined rapidly over the past six years to a current population of 
about 31,900, based on a survey in June 2009 on the calving grounds.  Although caribou populations 
increase and decrease according to natural cycles, the decline since 1996 has accelerated steeply in 
recent years and suggests that management actions need to be taken swiftly to give the Bathurst 
caribou herd the best chance to recover its numbers. 
 
The Bathurst herd has economic and cultural importance to many northern communities.  Two 
communities in Nunavut harvest the herd when the herd is nearby during spring migrations or post-

calving.  Communities in the Tåîchô and North Slave region harvest the herd in the fall and 

particularly in winter when the herd is on its wintering grounds.  Aboriginal hunters from the South 
Slave and Dehcho regions harvest Bathurst caribou during the winter when their wintering grounds 
are accessible by ice road.  The aboriginal harvest is not well documented and varies from year to 
year. 
 
Since 2006, resident hunters may harvest up to two barren-ground bull caribou each year.  Non-
resident hunters may harvest up to two bull caribou per year but must use the services of a licensed 
outfitter.  In the Inuvialuit, Gwichôin and Sahtu Settlement Areas, resident and outfitted hunting has 
been closed in response to declines in other herds. 
 
Because of the low numbers recorded during the 2009 Bathurst survey and the herdôs rapid decline, 
ENR held two workshops over four days, October 1-2 and 5-6, 2009, to review the information on this 
decline and consider management actions.  As the two workshops were similar and were organized 
to discuss the same issues, they are treated as one workshop in this report. Participants were 
communities and groups with an interest in the Bathurst caribou herd. 
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3.1  SEASONAL RANGES AND COMMUNITIES OF THE BATHURST CARIBOU HERD 
 
The combined calving, summer and winter ranges of the Bathurst caribou herd include nearly 
350,000 km2, based on satellite radio-collar locations from 2000 to 2007 (above).  The calving 
grounds have been southwest of Bathurst Inlet (in Nunavut) since 1996.  The summer range is mostly 
north of tree-line on the tundra, and presently has 3 active diamond mines (Ekati, Diavik and Snap 
Lake).  Most of the hunter harvest is in winter when the herd is accessible by all-weather and winter 
roads.  In some winters Bathurst caribou have ranged into northern Saskatchewan. 
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3.2  GOALS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE WORKSHOPS 

 
The goals of the workshop were to review the critical decline in 
the Bathurst herd and to discuss possible management 
options for recovery.  The discussions during the workshop 
were considered in the development of a joint caribou 
management proposal by the Government of the Northwest 
Territories ï Environment and Natural Resources (GNWT-

ENR) and the Tåîchô Government to the  

Renewable Resources Board (WRRB) in Nov. 2009. 
 
 

The objectives of the workshop were to: 
 

i) share information on the status of the Bathurst caribou herd and other herds; 
ii) discuss factors that may be contributing to the decline of the Bathurst herd; and 
iii) consider management options to prevent further declines, including harvest 

management. 
 
The order of presentations at the workshops varied somewhat between the two workshop 
sessions; the material has been re-arranged slightly in this report to follow a logical sequence. 
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3.3  EARLY OCTOBER 2009 BATHURST CARIBOU WORKSHOPS ð WHERE DO THEY FIT IN? 
 
The Bathurst caribou range covers a vast range, with its calving ground and part of its summer 
range in Nunavut, a large part of its summer, fall and winter range in the NWT, and occasionally a 
portion of its winter range in Saskatchewan. Management of the herd must take into account all this 
range and the various jurisdictions within which the range falls. 
 

Within the North Slave region, the Tåîchô government implements the Tåîchô agreement within the 

Tåîchô Settlement Area. The Wek Renewable Resources Board is the co-management board 

responsible for natural resource management within , which is the majority of the settlement 

area.   
 
The GNWT remains ultimately accountable for wildlife management in the NWT, and is responsible 
for consulting with the other communities and aboriginal organizations, with and without settled land 
claims (e.g. Metis Nation, Lutsel Kôe, Yellowknives Dene) that hunt the Bathurst caribou herd. 
 
The Bathurst caribou workshops on Oct. 1 & 2 and 5 & 6 were set up primarily to share information 
among all parties and discuss management options to assist in the recovery of the Bathurst caribou 

herd.  There has been a series of meetings and other workshops in the Tåîchô and other 

communities since the June survey of the herd, and these will continue into winter.  Representatives 
from all affected communities were invited to the workshops, as well as representatives from 
Nunavut and Saskatchewan. 
 
There is also a more formal process to determine management for the herd, as described on the 
following page. 

Bathurst Caribou Range, Jurisdictions, & Communities 
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3.4  BATHURST MANAGEMENT PROPOSAL, WRRB HEARINGS & CONSULTATION 
 
The diagram above shows how management actions for the Bathurst herd are being developed in 
2009.   
 

1. The workshops described in this report are part of information sharing (meetings, workshops) 
between all parties in summer and fall (top left corner). 
 

2. The  Renewable Resources Board (WRRB) has asked the Tåîchô government 

and GNWT to prepare a joint caribou management proposal. 
 

3. GNWT will consult with other communities and stakeholders on the joint proposal in 
November-December 2009. 
 

4. The WRRB will hold a hearing to obtain public input on the proposal, as required by the 
Tlicho Agreement (top right corner). All organizations and individuals may submit information 
and make presentations at this hearing. 
 

5. The WRRB will then provide a set of management recommendations to both the Tåîchô 

government and GNWT (bottom right corner).  The GNWT and Tåîchô government will then 

consult on the implementation of these recommendations. 
 

Development of Bathurst Caribou 
Management Actions in 2009 
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NWT/Nunavut Barren-ground Caribou Herds,
1985-2008 

(mapped by J. Nagy, GNWT ENR)

4.0  STATUS OF CARIBOU HERDS AND CARIBOU CYCLES 
 
4.1 STATUS OF NWT/NUNAVUT BARREN-GROUND CARIBOU HERDS 

 

The workshop began with a review of the status of the NWT barren-ground caribou herds.  The map 
above shows the annual ranges of 6 herds in the NWT and Nunavut.  These are based an 
accumulated radio-collar locations for each herd over time.  A computer program is used to draw 
outside boundaries for each herdôs range.  The calving ground for each herd is the solid shape at the 
north end of the range.  Herds are defined based on the fidelity of radio-collared cows to calving 
grounds. Collared cows typically return to the same calving ground 96-98% of the time.  
 
The map also includes population estimates for each herd between 1985 and 2008 and for 2 herds 
not on this map ï the Porcupine range to the west and the Qamanirjuaq herd to the east.  All the 
herds on the map have shown declines in recent years, some more rapidly than others.  The greatest 
decline has happened in the Beverly herd, with extremely low numbers found in 2007, 2008 and 
2009, and limited evidence of radio-collared cows shifting to the calving grounds of the Ahiak herd to 
the north.  The few radio-collared Beverly cows appear to now be mixed with the much more 
numerous Ahiak caribou.  A population survey of the Ahiak caribou has not been done but is planned 
for June 2010 as a joint effort between Nunavut and NWT. 
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4.2 CYCLES IN CARIBOU NUMBERS ï TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE  (graph & photos D. Beaulieu) 
 
Danny Beaulieu gave a presentation on caribou population cycles during the past 120 years, using 
traditional knowledge from Chipewayan elders and several generations of his family to recreate times 
when caribou were abundant and when they were scarce.  The Bathurst caribou herd has been 
increasing and decreasing in size on a cycle of about thirty years.  However, it seems that the 
population peaks reached by the herd are gradually decreasing.  Danny discussed the role of new 
technologies in the decline of the Bathurst herd.  He noted that in the past, when the caribou 
population declined, it was difficult for hunters to find the herd.  Hunters walked or traveled by dog-
team.  Communities used alternative sources of meat and the caribou herd was given time to recover 
from low numbers.  Hunters today use fast snowmobiles, trucks, and airplanes.  They have access to 
the herd along the winter road.  Today, hunters can always find the herd because they have the 
ability to travel long distances in search of caribou.  The harvest pressure on the herd has thus 
increased in recent years and is likely a factor causing the steep decline in the herd.  If hunting is not 
decreased, the next peak may be very low. 
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4.3 CYCLES IN CARIBOU NUMBERS ï THE GEORGE RIVER HERD, QUEBEC/LABRADOR 
 
Long-time caribou biologist Tom Bergerud used a variety of methods to re-construct periods of high 
and low numbers in the George River herd in Quebec/Labrador.  Surveys began around 1960 when 
the herd was estimated at 5,000.  The herd then grew to about 700,000 in the early 1990ôs and has 
been decreasing since then.  Bergerud used various sources of information: knowledge of the Innu 
and Inuit people of this region, trading post records, and records from river crossings where people 
hunted caribou.  In earlier days there were periods of starvation when hunters could not find caribou.   
 
Biologists in Quebec found that the roots of old spruce trees along caribou migration trails would 
show scars from caribou hooves on annual tree growth rings.  In years when there were many 
caribou, they found many scars on the spruce roots in that yearôs ring.  Over the period for which 
there was survey information, they found that spruce root scars tracked the overall herdôs numbers.  
With very old trees, they could then go back to about 1800 and estimate periods of low and high 
numbers in this caribou herd.  This added to the other information from Innu and Inuit people.   
 
The re-construction of the George River herdôs numbers indicates that this herd has gone through 
large changes in numbers several times over 200 years.  Sometimes the herd declined to low 
numbers, then did not recover for quite a few years.  The cycles did not always have the same length, 
and the peaks were not always as high, and the low points also varied. 
 
Information from Traditional Knowledge, government surveys and other sources all tell us that barren-
ground caribou have gone through big changes in numbers for a long time.  Conditions for 
neighbouring herds are not always the same: while the George River herd declined in the 1990ôs and 
2000ôs, its neighbor the Leaf River herd was increasing. 
 
(Reference: Bergerud, A. T., S. N. Luttich, and L. Camps. The return of caribou to Ungava.  McGill-Queenôs University 
Press, Montreal and Kingston, Ontario) 
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4.4  DECLINE IN THE BEVERLY HERD ï THE DANGERS OF REACHING VERY LOW NUMBERS 
 
It is worth looking at the decline of the Beverly herd, a herd once estimated at 276,000 in 1994.  Our 
understanding of what happened to this herd is limited because there were no surveys between 1994 
and 2002, and there were no radio-collars on this herd until 2006.   
 
What we can do is look at the numbers of caribou seen during systematic reconnaissance surveys on 
the calving grounds.  These are visual surveys where observers record every caribou they see along 
flight lines 10 km apart.  These surveys are not meant to give a precise population estimate, but 
because the methods are consistent, they can give an index of caribou numbers on the calving 
grounds over time. 
 
The last full population survey for the Beverly herd was in June 1994, when the herd was estimated at 
276,000.  That year about 5,700 caribou (excluding newborn calves) were seen on the systematic 
reconnaissance survey.  Less than half that number were seen 8 years later in 2002. Surveys in 
2007, 2008 and 2009 showed that the number of cows using this calving ground was at most 1% of 
the number in 1994 and indicated a catastrophic decline from 2002 to 2007.  In addition, very few 
calves were seen on the Beverly calving ground, and radio-collared Beverly cows have had 
exceptionally high mortality rates.  There is limited evidence from radio-collared Beverly cows of a 
shift to the calving grounds of the much larger Ahiak herd to the north. Outside of the calving period, 
the few remaining Beverly collared cows are now mixed with Ahiak caribou and no longer have their 
own separate seasonal ranges. 
 
We may never fully know what happened to the Beverly herd, but we should recognize that caribou 
declines may not always be followed by increases.  Unpredictable things can happen if caribou herds 
reach very low numbers.  

 

Beverly Traditional Calving Ground (outline) 
and area used in 2007-2008 (yellow-green) 

Aerial flight lines 
June 4-18, 2008 over 
the Beverly calving 
ground.  Two aircraft 
were used. 


