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THE BARREN-GROUND CARIBOU TAGCING PROGRAM

IN THE NORTHWEST TERRITORIES

by

John P. Kelsall

8ince 1959 barren-ground caribou (Rangifer tarandua

groenlandicus) have been ear tagged annually in Manitoba and
at various points in the Northwest Territories. The tagging
aites and the namea given them here are shown on Mapa 1 and
2. The tagging operations have been adequately and repeat-
edly described in annual reportse by people involved {n the
field operations (Miller, 1965; Ruttan, 1965). This report
deals with the results of the work in the Northwest Territor-
ies as shown by tagging and tag return records on Canadian
Wildlife Service files in Edmonton. *

Numbere of caribou tagged and returns received.

Tabla 1 shows the numbers of ceribou tagged in Mani-
toba and in the Northwest Territoriea. At the time of writ-
ing there is no formal report on the 1965 operation in the
Northwest Terrltorlies, and figures ahown for that year in
the table and elsewhere are from oral reports by Mr. R. A.
Ruttan, who was in charge of tagging.

* Data from Manitoba, used for clarification and comparison,
is provided through courtesy of the Manitoba Game Branch.
Tabulated data from all sources is complete to February 8,

1966. Mapped data, complete to January 31, has 16 fewer
returne.



The figures given for some years in the Northwest
Territories (1962-65) may be slightly higher than 1s actually
the case. 1In some reports it seems possible that full allow-
ance was not made for tags which were broken, otherwise
damaged, or losat, and that the total number of tage usad was
essumed to equal the number of caribou tagged. Thua Ruttan
(1965) ehowed Thomas ase having apperently used 242 tags 1in
hie oparations in 1960, Reference to Thomas'as (1960) reports,
fn Canadien Wildlife Service files, show that 215 caribou
were actually tagged in that year. For practical purposcs
it 18 assumed that the fipures shown in Tabla 1 and elsewhare
are accurate.

Table 1 shows that 8,405 caribou have now been tagged,
5,966 of them in the Northwest Territories. Weaell over two-
thirde of these were tagged in the past three years, and
approximately half in the past two years. Since we are etill
receiving tags which were applied to curibou more than five
years ago, we can expect a continuous flow of useful data from
prescntly tagged animalas, until 1970 at least.

Table 2, in part, showse the numbers of caribou tagged
in the Northwest Territories by tagsing seite and year.

Table 1 showed that 2,439 caribou had been tagged at Nejanil-
ini Lake in Manitoba. 1t 1ie apparent from these figures and
from return data below, that for purposes of demonstrating
movement, hunting pressurec areas, longevity, and herd diescreet-

ness there are now adequate numbers of caribou carrying tags



in the east. The 2,439 caribou tagged in Manitoba have given
ue 85 returne (Table 3) from that group of caribou which
calves in the Kaminuriak Lake area. The 5,601 caribou taggcd
at Mary Frances Lake and on the Thelon River have provided
204 returns from that caribou group which calves in the
Beverly Lake area. 1In all probability more than double the
present returns will be received from those caridou over the
next five years. It is aleo apparent that inadequata numbers
of caribou have been tagged in the weet, among those animala
that calve at Bathuret Inlet. At present rates of return,

we can expect only about two dozen returna from the 365 animals
tagged at Contwoyto Lake.

The per cent of tags returned is variable from area to
area. Returns from Manitoba tagged animale are similar in
ratio to those from animala tagged in the Northwest Territor-
ies generally (Table 3). The usefulness of Manitoba returne
fe greater, however, when used to ahow movement. Virtually
all returne there are from areas other than the tagging site
vhile the aame is not true in the Northwest Territories.

Table 2 shows s remarkably high tag return (8.7X)
from the few animals tagged at tary Franccs LlLake, a poor
return (1.1%) from those tagged at Contwoyto Lake, and an
average of 3.6 per cent returned from those tagged on Thelon

River. However, the latter figure containe a esubstantial

bias.



Of the 198 useable returns from animals tagged on the
Thelon River from 1960 to 1964 inclueive, no less than 68
(34%) were taken within two months of tagging and within 100
miles of the taggihg eites. Moet were taken within a few
daye of tagging and within a few miles of the eites. For
most purposes these returns are useless. They simply show
that a substantial hunt 1s conducted by local Eskimos during
the period when caridou are bunched along the Thelon River
region. They aleso suggest that tagged caribou may be partic-
ularly vulnerable to shooting for a short while after tagging.
Some are known to be injured:; esome may be disoriented through
separation from parents or through being driven in a direc-
tion opposite to that of the general movement. Some Eakimos
ara thought to selectively shoot tagged animale for the
reward. In view of the above the per cent of returne that
are useful for moat purposes from animals tagged on the
Thelon River are much leass than Table 2 indicates. A com=-
parieson of total returns with those judged to be useful 1is
given in Table 4.

it is strongly suspected, from tag returns, from
ecrutiny of maps showing returns, and from comparison with
Manitoba resulta, that some Northwest Tarritories hunters
may not be returning tags. There is reportedly antipathy to
the program among some Indians in the Great Slave Lake area,

and the present reward of $1.00 is not a strong incentive.



There 1is a belief among some Indiana that the presance of a
tag causes caribou to sicken ox die. Certainly the number

of tags returned from the general area of the eagst arm of
Great Slave Lake (Map 2) looks sparse in view of the known
hunting habits of tiie¢ Indians involved and the known patterns
of movement of the caribou, which aro essentially the same
general group which have provided many returns from the Sask~
atchewan - N. W. T. border area. In pddition there may be
reluctance on the part of some Mackenzie District people to
turn in tags for fear that they may have shot a reindeer.

In times past marked reindeer have reportedly been shot {n
the vicinity of both Grecat Bear and Great Slave lakes, and
all residents are well aware of the fact that reindeer are
protectecd bLy law.

Distribution of ear tag returns.

(a) Age and sex data.

pata relating to age and sex 1s so confused and per~
haps blased, as to be almost completely worthless. 1In the
Northwest Tervritories, at least, it is known that many errors
in recording age and sex of tagged animals have been made.
The reports of taggers, of independent observers of the tag~
ging operation, and discrepancies between ages given by
taggers and ages a8 determined from returned jaw bones all
indicate that this is so0.

Furthermore, the gsex as reported by taggers and return-

ers provides strong reason for lack of confidence in age and



sex data. Table 5 shows the pertinent data in regard to sex.
The first two columns show the number of instances where both
tagger and returncr agrced on the sex of a given animal.

The third column shows inmstances where the two disagreed.

The last column shows cases where one or the other, and some-
timea both, did not show sex at all. The total number of
discrepancies (36) is not too far short of the total cases
where there was agreement (48). 1t might be expected that
huntera would be blased toward giving male reports, fearing
legal action for shooting females, but the returns do not bear
this out. In a good many cases the hunters returned an animal
2 8 female where the taggers reported a male. There was
sgreement in more cases where males were involved than females,
but there is almost certainly a bigs favoring the tagging of
males because of their greater catchability when antlered,

and there may be a bias on the part of hunters toward shooting
them because of thelir greater eize.

Despite the foregoing, one observation does appear
pertinent. Adult malee do appcar to he the age and aex classe
of animals most apt to be taken beyond the confinea of the
"normal"” range for the group of animals within which they
wvere tagged. Also, with some c¢xceptions, where tharo is
agreement on sex hetween taggers and returnar, those animals
from the southern peripheries of wintexr range are males.

(b) Contwoyto Lake returns.

There are only four returns from the 365 animals



tagged at Contwoyto Lake in 1960 and 1965 (Tablc 3 and Map 1).
Two of thesce were taken at Concession Lake approximately 60
miles northwest of the tagging site. One (tag 247A) was
tagged in 1965 and shot within two months; the other (529)
was tagged in 1960 and ahot slightly over five years later.
Number 536 was shot at Aylmer Lake several months after tagging
in 1960, snd number 128A was shot close to the settlement of
Coppermine about three months after tagging 1in 1965.

While few in number, the returns do show that caribou
movements, following the southward crossing of Contwoyto
l.ake in summer, may be varied, The two distant returns atre
from exactly opposite directions, and from the extreme edges
of the range of thoge animals that usually calve at Bathurst
Inlet. The 1965 return from Cobpermine was taken from a sub-
stantial herd, cstimated to number up to 10,000 animals.
Simultaneously a.second hkevd, known to have crossed Contwoyto
Lake from the north, had established far to the south at
Indin Lake.

(¢) Mary Frances Lake.

Six returns from the 69 animals tagred at Mary Francea
Loke are a remarkably good rccord. They are plotted on Map L,
The returns were submitted five months, 16 montha, 20 months,
2)5 yecars, 3-3/4 ycars and 4% years after tagging. The dis-
porsal of the returned tags 18 also remarkable. Number 427
was returned 16 months after tagging from near GCordon Lake,

well within the range of animals normally csalving at Bathurst



Inlet. Number l4 was returned 44 years after tagging from
the weatern portion of the winter range of the animals which
calve at Kaminuriak Lake. The balance were returned from
within the winter range of the herd calving at Beverly Lake,
to which they would be expected to belong. Even so, as the
Map showsa, all but one were near the peripheries of that
range.

(d) Thelon River.

Tagrging on the Thelon River hase variously been con-
ducted east and west of Aberdeen Lake with the moat distant
saites about 60 miles apart. It is assumed that all animals
involved belong to that group recognized as the Beverly Lake
calving herd.

Map 2 shows a pattern of tag returns that 1s almosat
entirely compatible with what was known of the annual dis-
tribution of those caribou from extensive obaservation
(Kelsall, 1960). The normal winter range of those animals
has long been known to be bounded to the north by the east
arm of Creat Slave Lake and Artillery Lake, and returnsa to
date show no exceptions to this for animals tagged on the
Thelon. In the soutihecast ragular returns are received a few
miles further east (e.g., Snowbird Lake, Hatchet Lake) than
the winter range was 'usually thought to extend.

In the north, lesa than half the returns shown are
precisely located by data given by the tag returners. Many

were returned aimply from Baker Lake, whan they were probably



secured many mf{lesa from that point. !lowever, with fow excep-
tione the returns conform to repeaktedly observed summer dis-
tribution of the animals involved. From the usual calving
grounds 1in the Beverly Lake arca there 18 a post-calving
movement east as far as Baker Lake between latitude 64° and
65° 15' north. Several animals have reliably been reported,
on the north side of the Thelon water system only, as far
eastward as Quoich River. One animal, number 6920, tagged
in 1964, waa reported tmken 15 months later far to the north
on the Back River in longitude 96° 30'.

The temporal distribution of the tags recovered on,
or near, the Thelon River has some points of interest. There
are 102 returns from there having reasonably precise dates.
Seventy-seven of these were apparently recovered before the
end of the year in which the animals were tagged, scventeen
of them in September and one as late as mid-Octodber, Twenty
tags were recover¢d between one and two years after tagging,
four between two and three years, and one over three years.
Several of the animals taken in Scptember were taken late in
that month in different ycars, and 15 or more miles north of
the river, While theore 18 no other evidence that such might
be the case, it seems probablc that some animals winter on
the tundra, and perhaps join the group which regularly winters
between the Thelon and Back Rivers (Banfield, 1954; Kelsall &

Loughrey, 1955).
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There are a few tag recovaries beyond the castern
limites of tha range of the Baverly Lake calving group. Moat
notably number 6253 was tagged on the Thelon in 1963 and
rocovered a few miles northwast of Churchill 18 montha later.
Number 6255 was tagged in 1963 and recovered in June two
yeara later at Fcrguson Lake. Three animals (7807, 7956
and 8279) were tagged in 1964 and recovered eight months later
in the genearal area of Lac Brochet. Number 5673 was tagged
in 1963 and recoverad six months lateér {in the same area. All
of the¢se, when takcn, were among those animale wlhi¢h calve at
Kaminuriak Lake.

In summary, the distribution pattern of recoveries of
Thelon River tagged animals shows regular range limits very
much as they wore known to be before tagging. Less than four
per cent of recoveries are from outside rcgular range limits.
It is worth noting in passing that very much the same might
be said of Manitoba tagged animale. Whaere tag returns do not
indicate range limits it i3 generally in areas wherc there
are known to be few 1f any regular hunters.

Returna from animals taggod at Mary Frances Lake, while
few in number, are so widaspread &as to make one wish that a
great many more returns were available to clarify matters.
One third of the returns are from well outside the regular
limits of the animals, and three out of four of the balance
are on the margina of the range. While the Contwoyto Lake
tag returns are also few in number (4 only), two of those are

from opposite sides of the range extremities.
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Longevity and tag returns.

It is early to analyze ear tag returns sa they relata
to longevity, and unresolved questions of tag retention suggest
caution at present in accepting mortality rates from the data.
llowevor, it 1a interesting to look at what is avallable.

Tablec 6 shows the temporal spacing of returns received
from caribou tagged from 1959 to 1962 inclusive. More returns
will doubtiess be received for aome of those years, but not
enough to make groat difference in the¢ results, judging from
present rates of return. Cumulative mortality percentages
are also shown on the table, It appears that the average car-
ibou lives between one and two years after tagging. Seventy-
five por cent are dead within a short period after two years
from tagging. Illowevar, at least two thirds of the animals
(1f mature and female) live long enough to produce one calf,
and ovar 25 per cent live long enough to produce two. It is
unfortunate that thia sort of data cannot yet be analyzed by
age and sex of the animals tagged.

Recommendations.

1. People should be Btimulated to turn in caribou ear
tags, particularly in the west where there 13 a suspect lack
of returns in some areas. To effect this, and to improve
the quality of data given with tag returns, {t is recommended
that:

(a) the incentive reward be raised, perhapa to $5.00,

for a tag return,
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(b) there be a concurreant publicity drive throughout
the north, and

{c) special effort be made to gain cooperation among
natives in the Great Slave Lake area, perhaps by
hiring special non-government personnel to visit
and talk with them.

2. in the cast, wheve large numbersof caribou are now
carrying tags, quality rather than quantity tagging should ba
conducted from now on. Taggers should systematically and
accurately agsign sex to gsnimals tagped, if neceagary at the
exponse of more personnel and fewer animals tagpged.

3. Y¥n the west the nced 18 for quantity tagging until at
lcast 2,000 animals are taogged. Tagging in the weat should

have priority over tagging in the east until this is achieved.
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YEAR MANITOBA N. W. T. TOTAL
1959 bl 112
1960 226 215 441
1961 530 Nil 530
1962 478 618 1,096
1963 N1l 1,641 1,641
1964 543 1,692 2,235
1965 550 1,800% 2,350

2,439 5,966 8,405

TABLE 1. The numbers of barren-ground
caxibou tagged by the Canadian
Wildlife Service (N. W. T.),
by the Manitoba Game Branch
(Manitoba), and in total since
1959.
* Approximate figure from oral

report only,
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NUMBER NUMBER
POINT OF TAGGING YEAR TAGGED RETURNED X RETURNED
Mary Francea Lake 1960 69 6 8.7
Contwoyto Lake 1960 24 2 2.1
1964 21 Nil Nil
1965 250%* 2 0.8
Sub-total 365 4 1.1
Thelon River 1960 52 2 3.8
1962 618 23 3.7
1963 1,641 108 6.6
1964 1,671 51 3.1
1965 1,550* 14 0.9
Sub-total 5,532 198 3.6

TABLE 2. Per cent of caribou ear tags returned by year,
and by point af tagging in the Northwest
Territories.

* Approximate numbera from oral report.
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NO. CARIBOU RETURNS
PLACK TAGGED TACGED RECEIVED X RETURNED
Manitoba 2,439 8s 3.5
N. W. T. 5,966 208 3.5
TOTAL 8,405 293 1.5

TABLE 3. Caribou ear tags returned, and per cent returned,
from caribou tagged in Manitoba, in the N. W. T.
and in total, as per returns filed with the Can-

adian Wildlife Service, Edmonton on February 8,

1966.
TOTAL USEFUL
RETURNED % RETURNKD RETURNED X RETURNED
1960 2 3.8 2 3.8
1962 23 3.7 22 3.6
1963 108 6.6 67 4.1
1964 51 3.1 25 1.3
TOTALS 184 4.3 116 2.9

TABLE 4. Caribou ear tag returns from animale tagged on the
Thelon River showing total returns, and "useful”
returns where animals killed near tagging sites

within two months have been subtracted.
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AGREED ACREED SEX NOT
PLACE OF TAGGING MALE FEMALE D1ISCREPANCY WEPORTED
Northwest Territories 27 17 27 138
Manitoba 2 2 9 72
TOTALS 29 19 36 195
TABLE 5. The number of funstancee where tagprers and returners
agreed on the sex of fadividual caribou, the number
of cases whore there wag discraopancy, and the number
of cuses where there was no sex given by one or both
parties.
9o8. Aok?  ¥¥E. BRd. gRs.  §xe. il
1959 1 1 3
1960 4 1 9 3 2 2 1
1961 4 8 b [t} 4 3
1962 8 8 19 8 3
TOTALS 16 18 42 16 11 2 b}
Cumulative
Mortality 15.1%2 32.1% 71.7% 86.8%Z 97.2% 99.1% 100%
TABLE 6. Temporal distrilbution of caribou ear tag returas

from anfmals tagged from 1959 to 1962 inclusive,

at half yearly {(lst two data columns) and yearly

intervals and as cumulative mortality pevrcentages.
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