
CWS-2?-5r K e l s a l l , John P. 
r-j-vjj-^ Barren-ground cari b o u resurvey 1955. 

[ Y e l l o v f k n i f e , Canadian W i l d l i f e S ervice^ 
1955. 

7 I. t a b l e s . 

1. Caribou - Pop\ilation d i s t r i b u t i o n - M T 
2 . Caribou - Surveys - NWT. I . T i t l e . 



1955 
by 

John P. Kelean 

Information on tha findings of the 1955 harrwi-ground c&rib<m i^sur-
vey i n Manitoba and the eaa(t«ni part of the Horthwest Territoriea i s mt i n th© 
author* a hand at the time of writing, and i t appears l i k e l y that I t w i l l not be 
available i n tia© for iacorporation i n a etogl© report prior to late 3m@s »hen 
-the eathor goes on asmal leave, This report i s designed, therefore, to cover 
the most important finfllnge i n the western Korthwest Territories, laLberta, and 
Saskatchewan for prelininaxy ecrutinQf, and for posaible correlation with the 
presently adssing data, at head office. 

Only tvo priaaxy findings of the resurvey are dealt with belo«$ these 
ndate to caribou msabars and diatribution. The data clearly indicates that 
thsae are crucial stattera of inmediate importance. 

FJylng on the 1955 resurvey coiBBenced on March 3 with operations frca 
Xellowknife. With intermptiona due only to unfavourable weather or aircraft 
d i f f i c u l t i e s , i t proceeded u n t i l May 13. In let® March and early A p r i l J.S. 
Tener, Mammalogist for the Eastern Arctic, also operated on the resurvey from 
YelloBknife i n a second ai r c r a f t . In la t a April Thoaaffi Harper and Boberfc Rattan, 
Game Biologists with the Saskatchewan Goverment, operated i n their Province 
from a bass at fTraniuffl City. 

The «9ctMit of the country covered and of the job inve^Ved « ^ possibly 
best be Judged by consideration of the folloving hours and mileages contributed 
by the various f i e l d parties. Hot included are hours which f ener flew on suak* 
ox survey and whieh were helpfoOL to the caribou resurvey, 

MMi Hffpr^, ̂ ^^^ imm*.Mlm 

March 166 21,390 
A p r i l 108 12,960 
May ^ ,.3i79g 
Total 327 38,US 

The methods used i n conducting the 1955 resurvejr were those which the 
Canadian Wildlife Service has used for a xBariber of years and l i t t l e enlargement 
on their application i s necessary here. The country was covered by aircraft 
carrying two observers each. Often the p i l o t was counted as the aecoud obser
ver. Within areas of caribou occupancy, s t r i p census technicstes were used to 
saaiple the population and to obtain figures ttm which an estiimte of t o t a l 
population could be developed. Predetermined courses were flown over occupied 
areas at known ̂ t i t u d e s . Caribou were counted within a knoim distance oS 
either side of the aircraft - the distance being governed by ret@tmm& to 
angle lines marked on the windows and struts of the a i r c r a f t . Thus at the 
ctssBonly-iUBed altitude of 500 feet, with an observation angle of 7$^, ISje 
width of the s t r i p was 1,866 feet out from each side of the airex^ift - a t o t a l 
strip width of .71 n i l e s . Boundaries of occupied areas were saxked on the maps 
used i n f l i g h t so that the total area of occupancy could be calculated accur-
a t ^ y . Once the to t a l siee of an occupied area was known, and a caribou per 
s^are mile figure obtained from the sample txsnsects, the t o t a l naaaber of 

-annals present was readily calculated by multiplication. 

fhe Ore®, Soose, Wollaston, and Saindeer Lake areas i n Saskateh^an 
were covered by provincial biologists and a prellffliimyy, u n o f f i c i ^ report 
of their findings gives iaoformation used l a thia report, .,,,r.ncf SERVICE 



Th© Bm^ mr90jQ& trm lelXowknif® i s shewn on i s p Ko. 2. i t was 
extended north and west to cover a l l possible cariboa mige area® i n these 
(Siraetions end i n the soul^ i t included the ce»ribou*oceupied part of Alberta 
and a saaU part of northern Saakatche»an to ot^erlap the provincial survey 
area. Th© eastern boundary i s a r t i f i c i a l , Caribow ranges farther to the 
east mere to be covexvd by Manitoba representatives and by A.jB*. hm^irey of 
the Ganadian Wildlife Service operatii^ from ChurehUJL, 

fh© entire area shewn waa eearohed for caribou, f o r ̂ ® most part 
tJfsnaecta were no more theai 15 to 20 miles apart. In stsae areas, notedbly 
north of Great Bear X̂ ake, a gr^at deal of eountsy ma covered by c<»piei<cial 
pilots on other business at the tine of the curv^, and i t vas ^ s s l b l e to 
reduce transect fl y i n g so as to f i l l i n areas which were not aliready seen 
and reported on by others. 

Tiwaects spaced evenly at more than 20 ^ l e s apart were adequate 
on l^e barrens. Most seaxvh transects were flown at r i ^ t angptea to known 
caribou t&oveiiients. Even i f l^ere were animals oat of ei{^t betReen t z ^ -
sects, their t n ^ l s oould be readily spotted and followed i f their ntinbers 
warranted. Within tree-line, transects were consistently spaced closer 
together, har^y ever more than 20 a l l e s and generally more nearly 15 miles 
apart. 

The t o t a l pround area adetpately surveyed for an absolute count 
of oaribou was close to 5 per cent. This was adequate for searching for 
caribou-occupied areas, and the financial limitations of the suirvey would 
allow no more intensive search. Wherever possible this covez^ige was i n 
creased over occupied areas. In Table 1 w i l l be found the per emt cover
age giv«a to each of the earibou oonoontrations found. They rtm from 
per cent coverage of t o t a l area to 20,3 per cent. I t was hoped i n i t i a l l y 
to give 20 per e«at coverage to a l l occupied areas, but as flpjag progressed, 
i t became clear t&at finances would not allow t h i s . 

?ortiU3ately, caribou on moat occupied areas were sruoh sotore scat
tered than i s usually the oaee. This was particularly true on euch large 
areas as those designated i n T«d}le 1 as Athabasca-Great Slave (9) and Fort 
Franklin (Ji), A scattered end random dlstrilmtion greatly Increases the 
accuracy of populaticm estimates even with a relatively low stsonpling of 
the area. 

The areas i n which oaidbou were found are shown on May Ho. 1, 
The data for each occupied area shown i s presented i n Table 1. For oonven-
ienoe each occupied area !ias been assigned a name, used i n the Table, relat 
ing to some topogrsjphici^ feature of premiinence which i s either included 
i n the area or i s near by. laoh area has also bean assigned a number which 
i s used for reference i n bol^ map sa& table. 

fhe airea covered 1^ Saskatchewan representatives i s not shown on 
the nsp. I t included a l l caribou-occupied areas i n the province south of 
the l i o i t s Miown. Caribou i n the area covered by Saskatchewan representa
tives must have been i n some measure continuous with the Misekusa lake (10) 
concentration shown on the map. Duplication of animals In making estimates 
of numbers t h e i ^ i s not l i k e l ^ , sinoe boundary areas were ilown at nearly 
the same time. 

Cariboa were seen i n the survey area i n addition to those account
ed for i n the mapped areas of oocupa)^. Their numbers were, however, vexy 
s»all, and their inclusion wcmld not increase the total population figures 
significantly* A l l would be classed as Strays and tumif ««3re far from ax^ 
area of concentration. Ssiamples were seven oaribou seen on Ad^alde Pen
insula and e i i ^ t se®Q near Gros Oap on Oreat Slfwe iake^ Stray animals 
w i l l be considered i n ctmipiling a late r , and f u l l e r , report on '^e resurvey. 



Oely gsmpSi of osf^boa ««Kr9 fouled me^^ of Ch^t BWr 

t b i ^ tuice up m mtms^ pc^sSL&t&xm dl a i i i l ^ f t lm§ ̂ im B^M mS^mM, 
Bm^^W^ mmm^ ef oasplJbcsii wt^tem In thl«- nx«&, d^Rreiopia $mm 

ir^ioon mw«f§i 

Ua^xm • 1951-!© 84#a00 to 29̂ 5̂60 
l o l a ^ • l9Ur§3 4*9SS 

f l a i l t figurt vtts dtaitazviiMsd jfjcm m^t iHmvms^ of 

mm^- em»w&S i ! i t ^ & m^<>^ ^ mml^, f l l g i t 1iMm mm «a«eMs(Ss ID to 40 

smm^ p l l c t t intewri<s»ed -ajosa ®l9o soon tiy ssitibea, tmivw^ 

tatll, t o i ^ ^ t e d §3emipi ̂  Qwn'Shm wvm mm within ta^^tug fi^lsiiis 
t i i f n . fiio smh wmi^f and it!«€3i» of otbiira, wero ntwm daring r$miim^m 

i d so dcxM whik%m<ar that caxlbou popoletioa vtcK^tly h^n ' V A t ^ dmsti'* 
r e t e i d * Et iMiy b« r t ^ l a d ft suwig^ In tim »Snt«r ̂  19!ll«54 failod 

t# find i i i f oi»;^ta n{i?% of 6xmt Bear t>£^« M tho tlise l i l s sesi tigtl thoii#i% 
p ^ i t i t ^ l i ^ l ^ rstsa^i^lft and i t l a s t i l l m t ^oHi^c^ to l^io«it$ pimitimS;^ 
thtst a i^aSastioii watt tinder «ir that ̂ lfie« tMtl^ over I»m mm 
flmn m mS^ o i % « l ^ r :^6i9giiii wmi tmm^B m& w&m 

l i ^ ^ * 11@ s i ^ ^ ^ n oould, hoearer^ hmo sMi^ m met'^ m ilhe ^ ^ c i i ^ o^ 

f i v e f^m^ «f osriboo vm& imx^ i n ̂  &m hv^wm. if9»6. S i i i r toai 
dmsA Sl@?9 Ldc^» thet^ po(i&tioi}& are shoiii Ko* 1 ffioS th«ir s t i i t i e t i s s 
i n fitbl9 !• fhe I i o ^ i i t t iem& of ^ '«»t!i«red tkm^ %o« 
giUier .e«%iitated to msilimw 5f̂ t952"* t h i i i a the «f^^ -in 
t i M ^ the mS^t^if^ na^^ motmAmmd i n 1995 wei^ ^ s s p f t e . fm 
vmiimm e@liKî te9 m^m for tfoe eniiiiiie «lisl«i;4iiig i n ik» sres 194^ :' 

Ea l s a l l • im^n 147,000 
ielsi^« 19!P̂ «5I '" 5hm 

f l i d l ^ t f i g i ^ e i l b e ^ l a j^UH @%d»Jeot none mieili^,) itM^ iM 
%Mmly to IMS npeax^i but no^ eigt^ftraaEtly i ^ * 1^m9 hm hmn m 
4^ii^imMm &i oa^^yiioa In iM» i v ^ r ^ c e ^ i m t i n ttiidsr va^ 
tl@IM l a 1910 ms^' thle hiui been ̂  i9nb|ec% i : ^ eoiwagt m& epeoi^tioti 
^ pwmSmB f̂ »iVtt.» fhe te3»e»e dsimt be due ̂  Sitientii^ p^essure^ esioept 
i n psu^-f ^ !m» not been i^iougbt ̂  to <l|e@ii«ie. there hes'beon msm pasltlva 
«riilie»ee tliidi i t Siigit be oeodonted f o r in. tems cf n^v îsiimt to ot^ter r i ^ ^ 
teea® to «ie eastward. 



- ^ -

I t i s interssting tonote that half the earibou In thia region «ere 
i n a relatively small area of 3,900 egaare miles i n the extrea® northwest, 
f h ^ , unlike most other groups, were subject to constant hunting pressure fresn 
Franklin Indians during the past winter, The other occupied areas were widely 
scattes^d. 

The concentration at Indian lfe»mtain talce night well be a emsll eeg* 
aesnt trm the larger herds south of Great Slave I»^e rather tiian fr<^ animals 
regularly wintering north of th© l ^ e . For this reason m si^ifieaae© i e 
plaeed i n the fact that the 1955 estimate of mcnbers i s larger than the 1953 
estimate, 

There i s noi no doubt that the anieedls betteen Oreat Bear and Great 
Slave I»akea are so reduced i n niMber that th@y can stand only ve>^ l i ^ t usage 
from natives i n the area. In soiae winters i n the past the Rae Indians alohe 
have been recorded as having used over 9,000 caribou. One or two such winters, 
with the popcd-ation at i t s prea«5t l e v e l , wcmld spell disaster. 
Between Athabaeci^ and Qre^t Slscve takes (Ho. 3 on Mao So. 2) i 

fhe most satiefaetosry caribou populations found dux^ng the resurvey 
fro» YeUowknife were between Great Slave iako end Uik& Athabasca and i n the 
southeast toward the Manitoba bounflaipy, Mvm ao, the maibers were not as largo 
as expected, fhekt p o s i t i o i ^ are shewn on Map Ho. 1, and ̂ e i r s t a t i s t i c s on 
TaKle 1. Aa can be seen on the mpg the area <Kf ooci:̂ >a&ĉ  i s a very large one* 
Aottt^y i t was continuous, elthouih two adjacent areas, souther than a s i a ^ e 
large one, ar© shown on the ms^p, This was done because '^le concentration of 
anliaala was much heavier i n the small area designated as Miselma Z«ake (10) 
than i t was over the rest of the area. A nore accurate estiaation of t o t a l 
numbeirs should result from treating the two degrees of concentmtion sepax^ 
ately* 

This area has not been subject to contiming study imd the onl^ prior 
estiiaate of nunbers for i t are Banfield* s. Included i n the area are Banfield* a 
winter ranges for Hanbury, Athabasca, Saskatchewan and ( i n some years at least) 
Brochet herds, 

Banfield* s estinate including Brochet herd - 315,000 
Eel e a l l , IftittM aad ilarpor, 1955 - 79,534. • 

fhe l a t t e r figure w i l l b© subject to sane revision when cosplete data 
i s i n irm Saskatch^an and i t i s believed that the revision i s l i k e l y to be 
upward. 

The distribution and laovement of th© oariboa i n this area during 
the time of the survey - ApriLl 13 to 25 - was somewhat reoai^aible. With very 
few SKCoptions the cadLbou i n the Athabasca-Great Slave (9) end Misekuma (10) 
areas were heading southwest. At that time they are usually €Kpected to b© 
heading north. T r a i l s and feeding areas indicated that the southwest movement 
had not been progressing long and had been preeeded by a brief northward move-
itteat, Piatribution i n the Athabaaoa-^reat Slave (9) occupied area was exceed
ingly randOTJ and scattered, Ko tendency to fora large ip-oups, which i a ja^rmal 
at that t ^ a of year, was noted, Garlbou had actually dispersed aajd scattered 
widely shortly before the survey, from ® few areas where i t was obvious that 
t h ^ had been concentrated during the winter. Thie was, of course, ides^, i f 
uneacpected, for makia^ a popilation estisate frosa s t r i p counts. 

Baryen-armmd Region (He. A on Map Ho.Mi 

Within the huge expanse of barren-frounda shown as Eegion 4 on Map 
So. 2, Banfield l i s t e d only on® regularly wintering herd - the Adelaide Penin-
a i l a herd numbering 500 anSaals* fie did not preclude the possibility of parts 
of other of his l i s t e d herds being i n the barrens.. 



- ?. 
Th« awthor has foiatid carihou nianbarlng i n the tens, even hondyeda, 

of thousands wintering i n the barrens, particularly along the south of Cor
onation Gulf, i n the Bathurst l i i l e t area, and south of Queen Meade Gulf. In 
the spring of 1950 herds numbering between 126,000 aad 176,000, which could 
scarcely have wintered anywhere but on the barrens, crossed Bathurst Xhlet i n 
aigration. In th© winter of 1951-52 lioughr^ did not receive reports of heavy 
wintering populations, but In 1952-53 & wintering population of store thsaa 
100,000 between Kent Peninsula and the iSUrchison River was indicated. In 
that winter, reasonably accurate reports indicated that natives k i l l e d over 
9,000 caribou i n a few sionths. 

Caribou were i n ^ 9 barrens during the 1955 resurvey i n widely scat* 
tered and small nuabe»3. Three areas contained enou^ animals to make a pop
ulation estimate profitable. These were the sand r i d ^ and esker country 
along the eastern Back and Bullen Rivers, the r o l l i n g country east of the 
Thelon across the ©lark© River and a m a l l area of tundra and tree-lino east 
of Fort Beliance (Ts^le 1 and Map Ho. 1). Altogether earibou involved nt&B-
bercd 12,009. 

Ko a u r v ^ was necesaa^ to t e s t i f y to the greatly reduced maber 
of caribou i n iskisio-oceupied barrens-grouses dUflng the winter of 19§U»3$, 
Oreat hax^ship prevailed eveiywhere. Human starvation was not reported but 
mex^ dogs were l o s t . Even experionced white trappers l i k e Matt Murphy and 
George iiagmm l o s t doga and reached near starvation conditions. The spectacle 
of the SsMfios arriving at Buxnside Harbour f o r the annual Easter e(^ebmtions, 
which l^e author end his p i l o t witnessed, was p i t i f u l . In erae instances two 
or more fa a i l i e s had potted their remaining dogs, and even wit*» tsen helping 
doge the koaatiks b^ c^ly made headway. 

I t i s pointless to give close and c r i t i c a l ansdyais to the resurvey 
results presented above \mtil infonaation from a l l souxces end areas can be 
correlated and put together i n one complete report. However, one thing i s 
Certaini eince Banfield* s original wofk i n 194@-1950 the caribou populations 
i n the areas considered above have greatly dijiinished either t h r o u ^ migra
tion or aiortality. The reduction i n numbers was f i r s t noted betw^n Great 
Bear and Great Slave lakes as long ago as 1950-51, but i t was not hitherto 
suspected that l^e decrease extended over so wide an area, or on so great a 
sceile. I t was actually anticipated that more caribou would be found east of 
Slave Lake, i n areas net coveted by the contiming stuc^, than had been found 
by Banfield, A ecaparlson of the two estimates has been presented above i n 
the discussion of areas but i t i s hero presented again i n summarized foms 

1950 Present 

Horth of Great Bear Lake 35»O0O 4,928 
Betwet^ Great Bear mid Great Slave Lakes 219,000 55,952 
Great Slave-At^hi^asea Lakes and east 315,OOD 79,534 
Barren-grenmdai 500 12.009 
Totals 569,500 I52,ii23 

I t i s thou^tthat no signific« 3 C e i s attached to th® apparent i n 
crease of barren-ground wintering caribou since 1950« ^he narabers of barren-
ground wiixteilng earibou appear to shew wide variation under a l l circumstances, 
neither should i t be i n f esii^d that the present estimate i s particulnrlur accur
ate because the author has Chosen not to reduce the numbers to round numbers, 
The t o t ^ of 152,i423 and e l l i t s component figures are subject to wide, and 
3:%gr®ttably unoaloulable, margins of error. Banfield considered hia estimates 
minimum ones* The now estimates are also considered mixdaum. I t i s believed, 
however, that the latest f i b r e s ahouid be subject to less error than the o r i -
giiml ones, since they are based on the experience gained i n the origins^ s t u ^ 
and i n f i v e years of continuing etu^« 
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