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Abundance of barren-ground caribou Rangifer tarandus groenlandicus in 

the Northwest Territories (NT) is known to fluctuate widely at regular intervals, 

based on surveys conducted since the 1970s, other scientific studies such as 

dendrochronology, and eldersô traditional knowledge.  The last period of major 

declines was in the 1970s.  Most herds in the NWT and Nunavut grew in size in 

the 1980s, peaked in the 1990s and declined in the early 2000s.  Declines in 

wildlife populations like caribou often bring hardship to the people who depend 

on them for subsistence or their livelihood.  Criticism of the evidence for a decline 

in wildlife abundance is not unusual.  The current decline of the Bathurst barren-

ground caribou herd was detected in 2003. Some big-game outfitters did not 

believe that the Bathurst herd had declined, and questioned other aspects of the 

Government of the Northwest Territoriesô (GNWT) barren-ground caribou 

programs. The outfittersô strongest contention was that the Bathurst herd had not 

declined but rather that the Department of Environment and Natural Resources 

(ENR) had divided the Bathurst herd into the Bathurst and ñnewò Ahiak herds.  

This report reviews comments from the outfitters made during 2003 ï 2007 about 

the Ahiak and Bathurst herds and details a response to their comments.  The 

report addresses issues specific to these two herds, and reviews studies across 

the North American range of barren-ground caribou.  The Bathurst and Ahiak 

herds have geographically separate calving grounds based on aerial surveys 

conducted between 1986 and 2008. Satellite telemetry (1996-2006) of adult cows 

from the two herds has also confirmed the annual use of separate calving 
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grounds and separate rutting areas.  Over 30 years of surveys and evolving 

ecological research have supported the definition and management of barren-

ground caribou as separate herds defined by individual calving grounds. 
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Declines in wildlife populations often bring hardship to the people who 

depend on them for subsistence or their livelihood. Given the importance of 

wildlife, it is not uncommon for controversy to arise and for some stakeholders to 

question or reject population estimates when the data suggest populations are 

low or declining (for example: Weeks and Packard, 1997; Freddy et al., 2004).   

Based on surveys conducted since the 1970s, other scientific studies such 

as dendrochronology, and eldersô traditional knowledge, the abundance of 

barren-ground caribou Rangifer tarandus groenlandicus in the Northwest 

Territories (NT) is known to fluctuate widely at regular intervals.  The last period 

of major declines was in the 1970s.  Most herds in the NWT and Nunavut grew in 

size in the 1980s, peaked in the 1990s, and declined in the early 2000s. 

The Bathurst herdôs annual range crosses jurisdictional boundaries with 

Nunavut and areas under several different land claim agreements (Figure 1).  

The herd is relatively accessible to people from ten communities including 

Yellowknife (Figure 1).  Based on counts of breeding females on the calving 

grounds, the size of the herd was determined to be low in the mid-1970s, 

increasing in the mid-1980s and stable in the mid 1990s (Case et al., 1996; Gunn 

et al., 1997). Censuses in 2003 and 2006, supported by other evidence, showed 

that the herd was declining (Gunn et al., 2005a,b; Nishi et al., 2007).  Some big-

game outfitters did not believe that the herd had declined and subsequently 

questioned broader aspects of barren-ground caribou management in the 
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Northwest Territories, including the methods used to define and count caribou 

herds.   

The administrative and legislative context for caribou management in the 

NWT is complex and has changed greatly in the last decades.  Barren-ground 

caribou hunting is managed by the Government of the Northwest Territories 

(GNWT), working in partnership with regional co-management boards and 

Aboriginal governments.  Under land claim agreements (e.g. Sahtu Dene and 

Métis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement 1993, Tlicho Agreement 2003) and 

through case law, priorities for harvest allocation are highest for land claim 

beneficiaries, second for residents, and last for commercial use.  Hunting by 

licence-holders (residents, big-game outfitting and commercial harvesting) is 

regulated by the GNWT Department of Environment and Natural Resources 

(ENR).  Regulations passed by the GNWT are subject to change when caribou 

numbers increase or decrease.  The complex nature of caribou management in 

the NWT may have both enhanced and hindered communication about the 

caribou decline and subsequent management actions. Ineffective communication 

may, at the least, contribute to wildlife controversies (Decker and Chase, 2001). 
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Figure 1. Annual range of the Bathurst caribou herd based on satellite telemetry 
(2000-2007), communities, jurisdictional boundaries and wildlife management 
zones. 

 

 
In this report we summarize ENR responses to critiques expressed during 

the period 2003-2007 by outfitters who hunt barren-ground caribou in the 

Bathurst herdôs range.  Our main objective is to examine the outfittersô comments 

and concerns and explain the contested information, specifically for the Bathurst 
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and Ahiak herds. To provide context for comments on the outfittersô concerns, we 

review relevant background information on barren-ground caribou ecology and 

management from herds across their North American range. We begin with a 

brief history of barren-ground caribou outfitting operations in the central 

Northwest Territories and then provide a point-by-point explanation for the 

individual points raised by the outfitters.  (Table 1; Appendices A ï G).  

Table 1. List of sources for points to be explained and appendices where 
comments are listed in response. 

 

Source Appendices 

Caribou Information Sheet (Mr. Boyd Warner 
14 January 2004) 

Appendices A and B. 

Mr. Boyd Warnerôs comments on the 
Bathurst Caribou Management Plan 

Appendix C. 

Mr. John Andre's presentation to and 
questions at WRRB public hearings 
(transcripts 13-14 March 2007) 

Appendix D. 

Mr. John Andreôs  May 18, 2007 Final Submission 
to the Wekôeezhi Renewable Resources Board 

Appendix E. 

TerraMar Environmental Services Ltdôs report 
24 May 2007 

Appendix F. 

Mr. John Andre's PowerPoint Presentation to 
ENR Minister Miltenberger 6 November 2007 

Appendix G. 

 
 

 
Non-residents (Canadian citizens who live outside of the NWT or 

individuals who live outside Canada) require an outfitter and licenced guide to 

hunt barren-ground caribou in the NWT.  The hunting season for these hunters 

runs from August 31 to October 31 with most hunts completed by the first week 

of October.  Reporting of harvest is mandatory for outfitters.  There is some 

seasonal overlap in the ranges of barren-ground caribou herds in summer and 
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early fall, but radio-collar locations of cows indicate that the barren-ground 

caribou outfitters primarily access the Bathurst herd in August and September 

(Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 2. Ranges used August 15 to September 30 by the Bluenose-East, 
Bathurst, and Ahiak herds, based on satellite collar locations from 1996 to 2006.  
Main camps used by outfitters are shown as triangles. 

 
Outfitted hunting for barren-ground caribou started in 1982 when 80 tags 

were issued for Wildlife Management Unit R.  This was during a period when the 

Bathurst herd had started to increase (Table 2).  The number of annual tags 

issued increased seven times between 1982 and 2000.  Between 1982 and 

1996, photographic surveys of the calving grounds and calf recruitment data 

indicated an increasing or stable trend in the numbers of caribou in the Bathurst 


