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o BARREN-GROUND CARIBOU RESURVEY
1955

by
John P, ‘Kelsall

Information on the findings of the 1955 barreneground ceribou resure
vey in Menitoba and the esstern part of the Northwest Territories is not in the
authorts hand at the time of writing, and 1t appears likely thet it will not be
availsble in time for incorporation in a single report prior to late June, when

- ——4%he suthor goes on enmal leave, This report is designed, therefore, to cover
the most importent findings in the western Northwest Territories, Alberta, and
Saskatchewan for preliminary scrutiny, end for possible correletion with the
preszently missing data, at head office,

Only tmo primary findings of the resurvey are dealt with below; these
relate to caribou mumbers and distribution. The data clearly indicetes that
these are crucial matters of immediate importance,

Itinerary

Plying on the 1955 resurvey commenced on March 3 with operations from
Yellowknife, With interruptions due only to unfavourable weather or alreraft
difficulties, it proceeded until May 13, In late March and early April J.S,
Tener, Mammalogist for the Eastern Arotic, also operated on the resurvey from
Yollowknife in & second aircraft. In late April Thomss Harper and Robert Ruttan,
Game Biologisis with the Saskatchewsn Govermment, opsrated in their Province
from a base at Uranium City,

The extent of the country covered and of the job involved may possibly
best be judged by consideration of the following hours and mlleages contributed
by the various field parties. Not included ars hours which Tener flew on musk-
cx survey and which wers helpful to the caribou resurvey,

Honth Hours ¥lown Aepxox, #iles
Maroh 186 21,390
Apri) 108 12,960

May -l a3

| Hothoda

The methods used in conducting the 1955 resurvey were those which the
Canadian Wildlife Service hes used for a munmber of years and little enlargement
on their application is necessayy here, The country was covered by alrcraft
carrying two observers each, Often the pilot was counted as the second cbger-
ver, Within ereas of caribou occupancy, otrip census technigues were used to
gample the population and to obtain figures from which an estimate of total
population could be developed., Predeternined courses were flown over occupied
areas at known altitudes, Ceribou wers counted within e known distance of
either side of the aircraft - the distance being governed by referance to
angle lines marked on the windows and struts of the airoraft, Thus at the
commonly-used altitude of 500 feet, with an observation angle of 759, the ,
width of the strip was 1,866 fest ocut from each eide of the aireraft - a total
gtrip width of .71 miles, Boundaries of occupied ereas were marked on the maps
used in flight so that the total ayresa of occupancy could be eslculated accur-
ately. Once the total size of an occupied area was known, and a caribeu per
square mile figure obtained from the sample transects, the totel mumber of

{_‘—s__.animals present was readily celculated by multiplicaticn,

)

Loverage

The Cres, Hoose, Wollaston, and Reindeer Lake areas in Saskatchewan
were covered by provincial blologists and a preliminary, unofficial report
of their findings gives information used in this report, \WILDLIEE <ERVICE
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The area surveyed from Yellowknife i¢ shown on #ap No, 2, I was
extonded north and west to caver all possible caribou range areas in these
directions and in the south it included the caribou~occoupled part of Alberta
and a small part of northern Saskatchewan to overlap the provinciael survey
erea, The eastern Boundery is artificiel, Caribou ranges farther to the
east were to be coverad by Manitoba representatives and by A.G, Longhrey of
the Canedian Wildlife Service operating from Churchill, ‘

The entire area shown was searched for caribou, For the most part
transects were no more then 15 to 20 miles spert., In some areas; notably
north of Great Bear lLake, 2 great deal of country wes coversd by commercial
pilots on other business at the time of the survey, and it was possible to
reduce transect flying so as to £ill in sreas which were not already seen
and reported on by others,

: Transests spaced evenly at more than 20 miles apart wore adequate
on the barrens, HNost search transects were flown at right sngles to lmown
caribou movements, Uven if thers were animals out of sight between tran-
sects; thely trails could be readily spotted and followed if their mmbers
warranted, Within tree-line, transects were conasistently spaced closer
togethsr, hardly ever more than 20 miles end generally mors nearly 15 milea
apart, .

The total ground area adequately surveyed for an absolute count
of caribou was close to § per cent, This was adewuate for searching for
caribou~occupled areas, and the financial limitations of the survey would
allow no more intensive search, Wherever possible this coverags was in-
creased over occupied arees, In Table 1 will be found the per cent cover-
age given to each of the earibou concentrations found, They run from 4.6
per cent coverage of total area to 20,3 per cemt, It was hoped initially
to give 20 per cent coverage to all ocoupied areas, but as flying progressed,
it became clear thet finances would not allow this,

Fortunately, caribou on most occupled areas were much more scat-
tered than is usually the case, This was particularly true on such large
sreas as those designated in Teble 1 as Athsbasca-Great Slave (9) and Fort
Fronklin (4). A scattered end random distribution greatly increases the
accuraey of population estimates even with a relatively low sempling of
the area,

Su Ro

The areas in which caribou were found are shown on May No, 1.
The deta for each occupied area shown is presented in Teble 1, For conven-
lence each eccupled area has been assigned a name, used in the Table, relat-
ing to somo topographical feature of prominence which is either included
in the srea or is nesar by. Each area has aelso been aseigned a number which
is ugsed for reference in both map and table,

The area covered by Saskatchewan repressntatives is not shown on
ths map, It included gll caribou-cccupied areas in the province scuth of
the limits shown, Garibou in the area covered by Saskatchewen represente-
tives mst have been in some mesgure continuocus with the Mizekuma Leke (10)
concentration shown on the map, Duplication of animals in meking estimates
of numbers there is not likely, since boundary areas were flown at nearly
the same time,

Caribon wers sesn in the survey area in addition to those account-
ed for in the wapped areag of ooocupsney. Their mumbers were, however, very
small, and their inclusion would not inerease the totel population figures
slgnificantly, All would be classed es Strays and many were far from any
area of concentration., Examples were seven caribon seen on Adelaide Pene
insula and eight seen near Gros Gap on Oreat Slave Lake, Stray animels
will be considered in compiling a later, and fuller, report on the resurvey,
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‘ To fastlitate ccaparizon of the present dads with that gathored in
the past 1% will be considered Yy avess os followss

Only three groups of caribou wore found porth of Great Bear Leke.
ihﬁéx:h Mﬁﬁinﬁ: BY® saz;ga ga %p No, 1 &% their g?gggtm prase g0 in Table
1. The largest group of the throe mubersd only 2,358 anfmala and together
they make up #n eotimated population of a 1ittle leas than 5,000 animels,
Banfield's sestimste of caribou posbers in this avee, developed from informse
tion derived from verdcus sources in 1950, wao 35,000, Subsequent sevial
susveys condimmed thia and the follosing summurizes the findings of the
varicus surveys: ‘

Benfleld « 1950 35,000 _

Ioughyay « 195152 24,200 to 29,200

folzall - 194453 34,00

Kelaall < 198488 &,ﬁm

The last figurs was deternined fyom ths most thoveogh of all the
surways north of Crest Bear Lake, daring which boith winter and sueser renges
wore coverad within a perfod of & weell, Flizht Lines wers somcbimes 30 o &0
milss apart, but intorvenitg arens were edomately covared by pilots of come
sepains) eiroraft on porthern scastructicn work. The only caridbon zean by the
a@@iga?. ather pllote interviewed were thozo oloo sesn Ly the garibon resuryvey
posty.

 Bunll, goattered groups of ooribou wars ssen within hunting redins
of Purt Cocd Bope throughoat the winter, and gome of these were teken by hune
tare, Two sueh groups, and tvecks of othera, were seon during the resurvey.
The animale asen were woodland gariben.

Evan should the population eetimates sbove be fap from corvect thore
is oo doubt whatever that the caribou population hee recently bsen very drmatli-
oxily reduced, It may bs yeoplled that o survey in the winter of 199854 failed
to find sy caridon north of Creat Dear Laks, AU the time Wils was pot thought
parbicularly resarkeble and 1% is still not bellieved ¢o indisate positively
thet a geduotion was under way &% that 4ine, LAttlo over 1,000 miles ware
flown st that tine and only prize wintey venges wive covered, end there were
sany thouzands of squaye niles left unsuyveyed which oculd heve conteined the
g&zﬁm The yefuction could, however, have ptartod e eariy a8 the spring of

o

Pive groups of caribou wore found in the ardse betuesn Byent Dunp end
Grast Sleve lLekes, Theiy positions are shosn on Hay No, 1 end their stalistlos
in Table 1. The lmygest group of the five mumbered only about 26,000 and o=
gother they sre eslimeted to rmber only 58,952. This ie the ouly eres do
which the relatively susll cumbers enconnterod in 1953 were no sixprise, The
various estimstes of rumbare for the enimalo wintering In ths ores since 1949
have shown e progressive decrease, They ave glven below:

Bonficld « 194849 209,000
Eslenll » 195081 .. 147,000
Kelsall » 1982.88 53,000
Kelsell = 198458 89,652

The last Cigira above 42 s3111 aubjoot 3o some yevision, which de
1ikely to be upaard, but nob significantly so. Thers has besn @ progressive
disinztion of coribou in this ares ever aince the comtiming study was inle
tieted in 19830 and this hes besn the subject of much commont end speculation
in previocus veports, The decrecse canncd be Gus €0 lunting pressure, &Xoe
in part, and hag not beun thought due to discsse. There has beod some posltive
gvidence thnt 4t oight de accounted for in tems of wovesent to othey rengs
sreas b0 the sastward, ,



(.‘ ) o “

t’
~

-l =

It 45 interasting to note that half the caribou in this reglon were
in a velatively small area of 3,900 squars miles in the extreme northwest,
They, unlike most other groups, wore subject to constent hunting pressure from
Pranklin Indiens during the past winter, The other occupied areas were widely

scattersd,

The concentration at Indien Hountain Lake might well be a smell sege

 ment from the larger herds south of Great Slave Lake rather than from animals

regularly wintering north of tho lake, For this reason no eignificance is
placed in the fact that the 1955 estimate of mmbers is larger then the 1953
egtimate, o

There is new no doubt that the animals between OGreat Bsar and Great
Slsve Lakes are so reduced in mmber thet they can stend only very light usage
from natives in the arsa., In come winters in the past the Rae Indiens slons-
have been recorded as having used over 9,000 caribou, Ons or two such winters,
with the population et its present level, would spell disaster.

 The most satisfactory caribou populations found Suring the resurvey
from Yellowknife were beiween Gveat Slave Lake end Lake Athabasca and in the
scutheast toward the Manitcba boundery., Even 6o, the munbers were not as large
a® expeoted, %Their positions are shown on Mep Ro, 1, and their statistlcs on
Table 1. As can be sesn on the map, the ersn of occupency is & very large one,
Actually it was contimous, although two edjacent svees, rather than a single
large one, are shown on the map., This was done becanse the consentration of
aninale was much heavier in the small area designated as Misekuma Leke (10)
than it was over the rest of the ares, A more accurate estimation of total
mmbers should result from treating the two degrses of concentration separ-
ately, .

This area has not been subject to contiming study end the enly prior
estimate of numbers for it are Banfield's, Included in the evea are Banficld's
winter ranges for Haubury, Athsbasca, Saskatchewan and (in scme years at lesst)
Brochet herds, '

,Bmfiel&'é estﬂmét.e including Brochet herd - 315,000
Kslgell, Rutten and Harper, 1955 - 79,534 -

~ The latter figure will be subject to ‘some revieion when complete data
is ip from Saskatehewan and it is belioved that the revision is likely to be
upward, '

The distribution and movement of the caribou in this avea during
the time of the survey - April 13 to 25 - was somewhat remarkeble. With very
few excoptions the caribou in the Athsbasca-Great Slave (9) and Misekums (10)

aress were heading southwest. At that time they are ususlly expected to be

heading north, Trails and feeding areas indicated that the southwest movement
had not been progressing long and hed been preceded by a brief northward move-
ment, Distribution in the Athabasea-Great Slave (9) occupied area was exceed-
ingly rendom and scattered, No tendency to form large groups, which is normal
st that time of year, was noted, Caribou hed ectuelly dispersed and scettered
widely shortly before the survey, from & few areas whore it was obvious that
they had been concentrated during the winter, Thie was, of course, ideal, if
unexpected, for making a population estimaste from strip counts.

Within the huge expense of barrven-grounds shown as Region 4 on Hap
No, 2, Banfield listed only ons vegulerly wintering herd - the Adelaide Penin-
aula herd mumbering 500 animals. He did not preclude the posagibility of parts
of other of his ligted herds being in the barrens.
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The suthor hae found caribou mumbsering in the tens, even hundreds,
of thousands wintering in the barrens, particularly slong the south of Core .
onation Gulf, in the Bathurst Inlet area, and scuth of Queen Meudo Gulf., In
the epring of 1950 herds mmbering between 126,000 and 176,000, which could
scarcely have wintered anywhere but on the barrens, crossed Bathurst Inlet in
migration., In the winter of 1951-52 Loughrey did not receive reports of heavy
wintering populations, but in 1952-53 & wintering population of more than
100,000 between Kent Peninsula and the Murchison River was indicated. In
that winter, reascnebly accurate reports indicated that natives killed over
9,000 caribou in a few months,

Caribou were in the barreno during the 1955 resurvey in widely scat-
tered and omall rumbers, Three arens contained enough animals to mske & pop-
ulation estimate profitable, These were the sand ridge and esker country
along the eastern Back and Bullen Rivers, the rolling country east of the
Thelon across the Glarke Rivey and 2 small arca of tundra and tree~line eant
of Fort Reliance (Table 1 and Map Ho. 1), Altogether caribou involved mume
bersd 12,009, ‘

, Fo survey was necessary to testify to the greatly reduced mumber
of caribeu in Eskimo-occupied barren-grounds during the winter of 195453,
Great hardship prevailed everywhere, Humen starvation was not reportsd but
many dogs were lost. Even experienced white trappers like Matt Murphy and
Ceorge Magrm lost doge and reached near starvation conditions. The spectacle
of the Bekimos arriving at Burnside Harbour for the enmual Baster celebrations,
which the suthor and his pilot witnossed, was pitiful. In some ingtances two
oy more families had pooled their remaining dogs, and even with men helping

doge the komatiks barely made headway,

Bisenegion

It is pointless to give clese and criticel analysis to the resurvey
resulis presented above until information from all sources and areas can be
correlated and put together in one complete report, However, one thing is
certain: since Banfield's original work in 19/8-1950 the caribou populetions
in the areas consideved sbove have grestly diminished either through migra=
tion or mortality, The veduction iz mmbers was first noted between Great
Beasr and Great Sleve Lakes as long ago as 1950-51, but it was not hitherte
suspected thet the decrease extended cver so wide an area, or on so great a
scale, It was actually anticipated that more caribou would be found east of
Slave Lake, in areas not covered by the contimuing etudy, than hed besn found
by Benfield, A comparison of the two estimates has been presented sbove in
the discussion of arens but it is here presented again in summeriged forms:

1950 Present
North of Great Bear Lake _ : 35,000 4,928
Between Great Bear and Great Slave Lakes 219,000 55,952
(reat Slave-Athsbasca Lakes and east 315,000 79,534
Barren-grounds —0 324000
Totals : 569,500 152,423

It 1s thought thet no significance is attached to the apparent in-
erease of barpen~ground wintering caribou since 1950, The mmbers of barren-
ground wintering caribou appear to show wide variaetion under all eircumstances,
Neither should it be inferred that the present estimete is particularly accurw
gte because the author has chosen not to reduce the rumbers to round mubers.
The total of 152,423 and ell its component figures are subject to wide, and
regrettably uncalculeble, margins of error. Banfield considered his estimates
sinimum ones., The now estimates are also considered minimum. It is believed,
however, that the latest figures should be esubject to less ervor than the ori-
ginal ones, since they are bassd on the experience gained in the original study
and in five years of contimuing study.
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Table . Transest data and caribou population estimates for the varicus caribou-cccupied aress located during
survey flying in darch, April, and ay, 1955.
% Figure includes a concentrated group of 2,900 ecaribou edded to the estimate from transect data, '
. BB, The total figures in columns 5 and 7 above are average figures calculated from the other totals,

Size Gecupied ~Viath of No. Sqmare ¥ Coverags  Total  Caribou per  Ectimated Totsl
_ of Occupied Caribon  Survey - = No, om aw&.g
: A3 4 Area Seen Sousre Wile n Avea
1 - inderson River 8 o om 7.1 O ue 305 29 2,09 2400 “
2 - Tsoke Lake . 736 49 et ) m?m 47 112 3.2 . 2,355 2,400 ©»
3 = Caribou Point 2 @w & 07 w@.a Hm.w . (A 1.6 . 14 SO ¥
4 - Fort Frasklin 3,904 60 O Skt n6 2@ 59 25,34 ¢ 2000 &~
5 - Lac Grandin 612 2  on 653 9 288 4ub Czem 3,000
6 - Lever Lake 1,328 184 0,50 @N.n.. 69 - 485 53 .. 7,088 . 1090
7 - Gordon Lake 1,152 330 0.71 2343 20.3 B T W 300 70
8 - Indian Bountain lake 224 %  om 18.5 82  1,3% 79 106 0100
9 - Athebasca-Great Slave 27,242 1,79 0,71 1,263.1 a 46 1,886 1.5 40,863 yo, ¢ -
10 - Hisclama Lake 1,376 A 0.71 66.7 © Ad 1,434 22 29,171 24,200 =
FI1 - Fort Reliamce 1,984 180 .07 1926 9.7 329 1.7 3313 Lo “
V12 - Clarke-Thelon Rivers 3,516 278 1.32 367.0 10.4 629 1.7 5,977 pree ¥
\13 - Back-Bullen Rivers 6,648 394 132 520,1 7.8 210 Bud 2,659 9. 500
sib. gvi . 9,500
4,125 3,364.9 6.8 10,554 3.1 152,423
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