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ABOUT THE SPECIES AT RISK COMMITTEE 

The Species at Risk Committee was established under the Species at Risk (NWT) Act. It is an independent committee 
of experts responsible for assessing the biological status of species at risk in the NWT. The Committee uses the 
assessments to make recommendations on the listing of species at risk. The Committee uses objective biological 
criteria in its assessments and does not consider socio-economic factors. Assessments are based on species status 
reports that include the best available Aboriginal traditional knowledge, community knowledge, and scientific 
knowledge of the species. The status report is approved by the Committee before a species is assessed. 
 

ABOUT THIS REPORT 

This species status report is a comprehensive report that compiles and analyzes the best available information on 
the biological status of northern mountain caribou in the NWT, as well as existing and potential threats and positive 
influences. Full guidelines for the preparation of species status reports, including a description of the review 
process, may be found at www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca. 

 

Environment and Natural Resources, Government of the Northwest Territories, provides full 
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ASSESSMENT OF NORTHERN 
MOUNTAIN CARIBOU 
The Northwest Territories Species at Risk Committee met on April 22, 2020 and assessed the 

biological status of northern mountain caribou in the Northwest Territories. The assessment was 

based on this approved status report. The assessment process and objective biological criteria 

used by the Species at Risk Committee are available at: www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca. 

Assessment: Special Concern in the Northwest Territories 

Special Concern ɀ May become threatened or endangered in the Northwest Territories because of a 

combination of biological characteristics and identified threats. 

Reasons for the assessment: Northern mountain caribou fit criterion (b) for Special Concern. 

(b) ɀ The species may become threatened if negative factors are neither reversed nor managed 

effectively.  

Main factors: 

¶ The range of this species is remote and relatively undisturbed outside of localized areas. 

However, northern mountain caribou in the Northwest Territories are subject to a 

number of important threats.  

¶ Northern mountain caribou are vulnerable to the effects of climate change, particularly 

the already noticeable decline in ice patches in the Mackenzie and Selwyn mountains. 

These areas, used to escape insects and cool down in the summer, are considered critical 

habitat components.  

¶ Other threats include harvesting, recreation activities, resource development, and 

disrespectful harvesting behaviour. Although most of these threats are localized at the 

scale of the whole range of northern mountain caribou, they are expected to result in 

measurable negative impacts in some significant portions of the range, including within 

the calving and summering range of the Redstone herd, the largest herd in the 

Northwest Territories. 

¶ There is strong local interest and support for management interventions in the range of 

northern mountain caribou. However, there exists strong concern that this is not being 

translated into meaningful management actions. 

¶ Northern mountain caribou have a number of limiting biological characteristics that 

make them particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change in particular (e.g., 

http://www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca/
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cold-adapted, reliance on ice patch habitat) and can limit population recovery in the 

event of a decline (e.g., low reproductive capacity, high levels of calf mortality).  

¶ Northern mountain caribou have the potential to become Threatened if the effects of 

climate change continue within their habitat and localized threats are not managed 

effectively.  

Additional factors: 

¶ Population declines or displacement have been reported by Indigenous knowledge 

ÈÏÌÄÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÈÔĭ ÁÎÄ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÒÅÇÉÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÎÏÔÉÃÅÁÂÌÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ 

last 10-12 years for the Redstone herd. However, much of the scientific population data 

are outdated. 

¶ Although rescue from neighbouring populations is possible, the NWT contains the two 

largest subpopulations of northern mountain caribou in Canada and would more likely 

act as a source population.  

Positive influences to northern mountain caribou and their habitat: 

¶ Cross-regional community conservation planning, including the draft Nąǲo Nö 0ȭönÅȜǲ 

BeghÜrï Shĭhta ṋepÅȜǲ NarehỹÜ ɀ Trails of the Mountain Caribou Management Plan and the 

$Ïą 4ȭÏÈ 4ÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ 0ÁÒË ÁÎÄ #!./, (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 4ÒÁÉÌ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ 0ÌÁÎ. 

¶ Two large protected areas (Nahanni National Park Reserve and NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ National 

Park Reserve) protect almost 35,000km2 in and adjacent to South Nahanni, Coal River, 

La Biche, and Redstone caribou ranges.  

¶ Land protection is being pursued by the 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁ #ouncil in the Yukon, 

and the TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓ ṁehdzo Got'ąȜnö (Renewable Resources Councils) in the 

Sahtú region of the Northwest Territories, for important northern mountain caribou 

habitat such as seasonal ranges and calving grounds. 

¶ Clean-up of some contaminated sites in parts of the range. 

¶ A large portion of most ranges are remote and relatively undisturbed (i.e., not accessible 

by road). 

¶ There are low levels of harvest in most areas of the range. 

¶ In the NWT, northern mountain caribou ranges have low densities of other ungulates. 

This is positive in contrast to the southern portion of their distribution where higher 

densities of moose and deer support higher predator densities.  
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Recommendations: 

¶ Much of the available population data for northern mountain caribou in the Northwest 

Territories are outdated. Enhanced monitoring and updated population estimates are 

essential to understand trends in herd composition and detect possible declines in herds.  

¶ Enhance research on the effects of climate change on seasonal habitat and caribou 

health and behaviour. 

¶ Further investigation of subpopulation and genetic structure of northern mountain 

caribou using the northern portion of the Mackenzie Mountains is needed. 

¶ Further scientific and Indigenous knowledge research to document critical caribou 

habitat, such as calving grounds, is needed. 

¶ Limit access to minimize disturbance to caribou habitat. 

¶ Increase public and hunter education on the status of caribou to reduce damage to 

habitat and promote respectful caribou harvesting practices. 

¶ Implement protective measures outlined in applicable management plans, such as the 

$ÏÉ 4ȭÏÈ 4ÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ 0ÁÒË ÁÎÄ #!./, (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 4ÒÁÉÌ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ 0ÌÁÎ, immediately.  

¶ Protect important areas left out of NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ National Park Reserve boundaries. 

Without conservation zoning or other protection, northern mountain caribou could be 

impacted by mineral exploration and development activities in these areas.  

¶ Promote the use of Indigenous guardians to conduct monitoring of caribou and maintain 

the important relationship between northern mountain caribou and Indigenous peoples.  
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Executive Summary 

Traditional and Community Knowledge Scientific Knowledge 

Description 

Northern mountain caribou are described as 

similar to, but larger than, other types of 

caribou. While the appearance of northern 

mountain caribou was not well covered in 

the sources reviewed for this report, 

differences in size, colouration, antler 

morphology, and behaviour are noted for the 

different herds, supporting the idea of herd 

complexes or more sub-herds than the herd 

definitions usually provided in the scientific 

literature for this area (e.g., Bonnet Plume, 

Redstone, South Nahanni). 

Northern mountain caribou are medium-

sized members of the deer family. Their 

colour can vary throughout the year and 

among individuals, but caribou are generally 

darker (tawny to dark brown) on their backs, 

sides, legs, and heads, with white on the 

neck, mane, snout, and on the rump just 

under the tail. Caribou are unique within the 

deer family in that both males and females 

grow antlers. Males have larger antlers than 

females and shed their antlers after the 

breeding season, while females generally 

shed their antlers after calving. Northern 

mountain caribou in the northern portion of 

the Mackenzie Mountains are smaller than 

their counterparts in the southern portion of 

the mountains but are larger than the 

neighbouring Porcupine barren-ground 

caribou population. 

Distribution  

Several herds of northern mountain caribou 

are found within mountainous regions of the 

Northwest Territories (NWT) and eastern 

Yukon. Their range extends from the Arctic 

Red River in the north to Fort Liard in the 

south (see Figures 1 and 2 for place name 

locations)Ȣ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÒÓ ÓÅÅ northern 

mountain caribou around the head of the 

Hart, Wind, Gayna, Arctic Red, Cranswick, 

and Snake rivers, as well as the Ogilvie 

Northern mountain caribou are almost 

exclusively found in western Canada in 

British Columbia (BC), NWT, and Yukon, 

with a small portion of the range overlapping 

eastern Alaska. In the NWT, northern 

mountain caribou occupy the western part of 

the territory in the Mackenzie Mountains 

area and are distributed across six 

subpopulation ranges: the Bonnet Plume, 

Redstone, Tay River, South Nahanni, Coal 

River, and La Biche ranges, all of which 
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Mountains. Shúhta Dene1 knowledge 

indicates that there are at least five different 

groups or herds of northern mountain 

ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ +ȭÜ Tủǲ area (an area of 

willow flats that is an important traditional 

use area for ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö, Métis (from TuląǲÔȭÁ 

and Norman Wells)ȟ ÁÎÄ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ $ÅÎÁ 

(from Ross River, Yukon)). In the Dehcho 

region, sources indicate caribou frequent the 

Prairie Creek area. 

overlap both the NWT and Yukon. The 

Redstone, South Nahanni, and La Biche 

ranges lie primarily within the NWT, while 

the currently delineated ranges of the 

Bonnet Plume and Tay River subpopulations 

lie primarily within Yukon. The Coal River 

range is relatively equally distributed 

between the NWT and Yukon. The higher 

elevation portions of their ranges along the 

NWT/Yukon border are an area of overlap 

between several NWT/Yukon and Yukon 

subpopulations. Distribution of northern 

mountain caribou in the NWT is continuous, 

with adjacent ranges overlapping each other 

and ranges in Yukon. The current 

subpopulation range boundaries are based 

on a combination of radio-collared caribou 

locations and information from aerial 

surveys. Although the total distribution of 

northern mountain caribou in the NWT is 

likely mostly represented by the current 

combined subpopulation ranges, further 

refinement of subpopulation range 

boundaries and subpopulation structure is 

needed. There is some evidence that some 

NWT northern mountain caribou 

subpopulations could potentially be further 

divided into migratory and sedentary groups, 

and that northern mountain caribou occupy 

areas beyond the current southeastern range 

boundary. 

Biology and Behaviour 

Northern mountain caribou move between a 

variety of widely scattered seasonal ranges: 

Generation time for northern mountain 

caribou is approximately 9 years. Adult 

 
1 Includes ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö and Métis from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓ ɉ.74Ɋȟ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2iver) Dena, and other 
Kaska Dena (Yukon). 
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calving, post-calving, summer, and rutting 

range, generally in alpine habitats, and 

winter ranges, typically in forested habitats 

at lower elevations. Forage varies 

throughout the year, but primarily includes 

lichen, sedges/grasses, mushrooms, and 

willows. Other habitat features such as ice 

patches, wind-exposed ridges, and mineral 

licks are also important. Winter range is in 

areas of relatively low snow pack, and 

considered to be essential habitat by most 

knowledge holders.  

Different herds of northern mountain 

caribou have different behaviours and 

movement patterns. Some groups are more 

sedentary than others, primarily moving up 

and down in elevation but otherwise 

travelling little across the landscape, from 

season to season. These sedentary groups 

are usually referred to as woodland caribou. 

Others (mountain caribou) use major river 

drainages as migration corridors, and travel 

many miles over the course of a year. No 

comprehensive or definitive information on 

herd distribution or movement patterns was 

found in the sources, but some observations 

are provided. There is evidence for both 

ȬÍÉØÉÎÇȭ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÁÖÏÉÄÁÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 

northern mountain caribou and boreal 

woodland caribou.  

Grizzly bears and wolves are the usual main 

predators of mountain caribou. The inter-

relationships among caribou, other 

ungulates, and wolves, often mediated by 

snow, are understood, but not well 

documented. Variations in environmental 

conditions, such as snow depth, the timing of 

females usually do not start breeding until 

they are at least 2 years of age and typically 

give birth to one calf. Northern mountain 

caribou in the NWT breed in October and 

calves are born in late May/early June. 

Caribou generally form dynamic rutting 

aggregations, which can include one or more 

adult males and larger numbers of adult 

females.  During calving, as an anti-predator 

strategy, female caribou use mountainous 

terrain where they space themselves away 

from each other, and from other prey and 

predators that are at lower elevations.  Soon 

after calving, females and calves can form 

large post-calving aggregations, which break 

up into smaller groups by July.  Although 

specific information is not available for NWT 

northern mountain caribou, most calf 

mortality occurs within the first few weeks of 

life, with predation as the leading cause of 

calf mortality.  Predation is also typically the 

leading cause of adult mortality.  The density 

of moose and other prey around northern 

mountain caribou ranges in the NWT is 

currently relatively low and unlikely to lead 

to altered predator/prey interactions that 

result in increased predation risk to caribou 

as they do in southern portions of northern 

mountain caribou distribution in Canada. 

Caribou are highly adapted to their 

environment and cold winter conditions.  

Their large feet, with prominent dew claws, 

act like snowshoes for walking in snow, and 

as shovels for digging through snow to 

access lichens growing on the ground. Their 

thick hollow hair provides insulation.  During 

winter, northern mountain caribou mostly 

eat lichens and have adapted to extracting 
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snowfall and snowmelt, as well as human 

activities can further complicate the picture. 

Caribou may adapt their distribution, habitat 

use, behaviour, and/or group size in response 

to predation pressure.  

Caribou are particularly sensitive to noxious 

insects, notably warble flies, bot flies, and 

mosquitoes. Distribution and movements of 

caribou in the summer are heavily influenced 

by the occurrence of these insects. Caribou 

typically host warble fly larvae, the effects of 

which are not very well understood. There is 

increasing concern about the invasion of 

non-endemic parasites and diseases, to 

which caribou have not previously been 

exposed, that may weaken or kill caribou.  

Some elders are of the opinion that caribou 

do not accumulate fat in comparison to 

moose due to their more nomadic lifestyle. It 

is well-known that caribou body condition is 

influenced by the availability of, and access 

to, lichens. This is particularly evident in the 

winter when cows shift their diet almost 

entirely to lichens, which is associated with 

weight gain. Environmental changes that 

limit the distribution and abundance of 

lichens, or result in changes in snow 

conditions (depth and hardness) that impact 

cratering and movements, may have a 

significant impact on body condition, and 

therefore productivity. 

the nutritional content from them.  Lichens 

are slow growing and are poor competitors 

against other plants and mosses, and grow 

best where growing conditions for other 

plants and mosses is poor, and where they 

are not subjected to physical disturbances. 

Population 

Shúhta Dene indicate that some caribou 

herds/sub-herds in the Macmillan PaÓÓȾ+ȭÜ 

Tủǲ area of the Mackenzie Mountains have 

declined, or vacated some preferred 

The current population estimate for northern 

mountain caribou in the NWT is about 

21,800 individuals, although most 

subpopulation estimates are outdated.  
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habitats, over the last several decades. The 

decline or displacement has been especially 

dramatic over the last 10-12 years. This was 

reported for the Redstone herd in particular. 

In addition to a decline in the number seen 

and the group size, Shúhta Dene elders and 

harvesters say there are fewer large bulls 

ÔÏÄÁÙ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȢ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÁÌÓÏ 

note a decline in abundance. Knowledgeable 

people from both regions say these declines, 

or the displacement from key areas, 

correlate with increased hunting pressure, 

and the escalating use of off-road vehicles.  

Some outfitters operating in other areas of 

the Mackenzie Mountains have observed 

fluctuations in abundance and distribution, 

but have not observed an overall change or 

trend. They indicate that caribou can 

ȬÄÉÓÁÐÐÅÁÒȭ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ 

time, but do not know whether this is a 

localized decrease in abundance or a shift in 

habitat/range use. 

Changes in the demography of mountain 

caribou have not be rigorously assessed. In 

some areas, local hunters and observers have 

noted a decline in the number of large bulls, 

and concern has been raised that the loss of 

older and experienced caribou has a negative 

effect on productivity and movement 

patterns. The ratio of calves to cows in the 

summer and fall appears to change within 

years, and from year to year, but this is not 

unusual. There are few observations about 

sex ratio ɀ the point at which disparate sex 

ratio limits birth rates or the timing of calving 

is not documented. 

Population trend is unknown for the NWT 

population and for most subpopulations, 

except for the South Nahanni subpopulation, 

which is likely stable or possibly increasing.  

Population trend inferred from calf survival 

estimates based on observations from non-

resident hunters suggests that the Redstone 

and Bonnet Plume subpopulations may be 

stable, although there has been a slight 

decline in calf survival since 1991.  Most 

information on population size and trend is 

outdated and may not reflect the current 

population condition.  Although population 

rescue from neighbouring subpopulations is 

possible, the NWT contains the two largest 

subpopulations of northern mountain 

caribou in Canada and would more likely act 

as a source population to rescue 

neighbouring or other smaller 

subpopulations.  The condition of NWT 

northern mountain caribou subpopulations is 

crucial to the condition of the overall 

northern mountain caribou population in 

Canada. 
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Habitat  

Several key areas of caribou habitat are 

identified throughout the range of northern 

mountain caribou. These include some of the 

core seasonal ranges as well as isolated 

features within their range, such as mineral 

licks, summer ice patches, wind-exposed 

ridges, calving grounds, rutting grounds, and 

preferred or traditional movement and 

migration corridors. Winter range is 

considered critical habitat, particularly in 

years of deep snow.  

The Mackenzie Mountain range is considered 

relatively intact habitat; nonetheless, habitat 

fragmentation from infrastructure and 

industrial development as well as other 

human activity does impact some herds 

through elevated noise and increased 

hunting access/pressure. There is 

intensifying localized habitat destruction 

occurring in areas frequented by hunters on 

all-terrain vehicles, which is increasing as off-

road vehicles become more common and 

more capable of penetrating the wilderness. 

This problem of increasing hunting pressure 

appears to be a result of caribou hunting 

closures elsewhere, and a shift in hunting 

pressure into accessible areas of the 

Mackenzie Mountains. Concern has also 

been raised about contamination due to 

pollution and dust created by human 

activities, but there has been no effort to 

measure these health effects. The impact of 

habitat loss and displacement due to human 

activity is thought to expose caribou to 

During winter, northern mountain caribou in 

the NWT primarily use open spruce forests in 

valley bottoms where they forage mostly on 

lichens that grow on the ground.  In low 

snow winters, some caribou in some ranges 

may remain at high elevations in alpine or 

subalpine habitat along the NWT/Yukon 

border or in Yukon.  Low elevation winter 

ranges of the Redstone, South Nahanni, Coal 

River, and La Biche subpopulations are found 

exclusively in the NWT and are generally 

located in the eastern portions of their 

ranges.  During spring migration, caribou 

generally use low elevation valley bottoms 

for travelling where snow depth is lower than 

it is at high elevations. Most northern 

mountain caribou in the NWT undergo long 

distance migrations and can travel up to 250 

kilometers (km) between winter and summer 

ranges, while some individuals are more 

sedentary and remain close to their winter 

ranges all year round. Calving ranges for 

migrating caribou are found primarily in the 

western portions of ranges along the 

NWT/Yukon border.  During calving, females 

are highly dispersed in mountains where 

they use subalpine open woodland, spruce-

lichen woodland, subalpine shrubland, and 

alpine. During summer, caribou move to 

more open habitats at higher elevations and 

use snow patches to avoid insects.  For the 

Redstone subpopulation, many caribou 

move east during summer and by the rut, are 

generally found in areas closer to their winter 

ranges.  Caribou from the other 
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greater health risks as a result of stress, 

nutrition, and higher levels of predation.  

The greatest concerns about habitat change 

are related to climate change, such as 

increased wildfires (especially on winter 

range), decreased occurrence of ice patches 

(perhaps exacerbated by higher densities of 

noxious insects), unfavourable snow 

conditions (depth and hardness), and rapid 

run-off that creates dangerous river 

crossings. There are also complex 

predator/prey interactions associated with 

climate change that result in some species 

expanding their range northward into 

northern mountain caribou habitat, or 

endemic species shifting their distribution. 

For example, more willows at higher 

altitudes might result in moose shifting their 

distribution, with a corresponding shift in 

wolf distribution.  

Many knowledge holders indicate they are 

witnessing changes in caribou distribution 

and movement patterns in recent years, yet 

it remains unclear whether these changes 

are a result of environmental changes. 

Overall, Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

knowledge holders alike say that patterns in 

mountain caribou distribution and habitat 

use are hard to predict, as they often vary 

from year to year. It may be that one of the 

greatest threats of climate change is the 

unpredictable nature of these environmental 

changes, and an increasing frequency of 

unfavourable conditions, such as snow 

depth, snow crusting, delays in snow melt, 

etc. Perhaps caribou, conditioned by 

subpopulations generally remain near their 

calving ranges during summer and fall. 

Most of the northern mountain caribou 

range in the NWT is relatively undisturbed.  

The main disturbances include fire and 

industrial activities (mineral exploration and 

mining, seismic lines, resource roads).  Fire 

activity and seismic lines are located 

primarily in the lower elevation portion of 

the range along the eastern boundary, with 

most of the area burned in the 1990s.  The 

North Canol Road and Canol Trail traverses 

the Redstone caribou range.  Mineral 

exploration and mining activities are located 

primarily in the area around the NWT/Yukon 

border, especially in areas accessed by the 

South Nahanni Range Road and the North 

Canol Road.  Available information on 

habitat trends in northern mountain caribou 

ranges in the NWT is limited.  Also, there is 

not enough reliable technical information to 

assess whether the currently defined 

northern mountain caribou ranges in the 

NWT differ from the historical distribution.  

Differences between historically defined 

ranges and current ranges are more likely 

due to refinement of northern mountain 

caribou range boundaries in response to new 

and more detailed information becoming 

available, than to actual changes in 

distribution.   
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tradition, are unable to readily adapt to 

these changes. 

Threats and Limiting Factors 

Threats to caribou in the Mackenzie 

Mountains include excessive localized 

hunting pressure (including harvesting 

pressure, and all-terrain vehicle use causing 

displacement and habitat damage), 

industrial activities (including disturbance 

and increased road access), and 

environmental changes. Impacts of hunters 

and recreational activities are seen as 

increasing in some areas of northern 

mountain caribou range. There are 

indications that industrial exploration and 

development will increase in the near future; 

this is already underway in the Yukon portion 

of the range. 

Habitat change appears largely to be an 

outcome of climate change ɀ greater 

frequency of wildfires, more frequent 

unfavourable snow conditions, 

shrubification, rapid snowmelt that results in 

dangerous river crossings, and in some cases 

a drying of the tundra. The timing of 

seasonal movements may be disrupted, 

leading to a chain of events that influence 

distribution. Ecological changes may also 

alter the distribution of ungulates and 

predators, further threatening caribou. For 

example, some elders are worried that 

earlier spring weather might bring bears out 

of hibernation earlier, creating greater 

predation pressure during the calving period. 

Also, as caribou begin to suffer from 

environmental changes, they may become 

The greatest threat affecting northern 

mountain caribou across their distribution in 

Canada is wide scale habitat alteration and 

associated linear features resulting from 

human activities, which affect abundance, 

habitat use, and movements of predators 

and other prey.   

In the NWT, the main threats to northern 

mountain caribou include: predation; 

industrial activities, primarily mineral 

exploration and development and associated 

linear features (e.g., roads); hunting; and 

climate change.   

Roads and other linear features associated 

with industrial activities also result in 

increased predator travel rates and hunting 

efficiency, and increased access for humans 

that could result in displacement of caribou 

from preferred habitats and direct mortality 

from vehicle collisions, hunting, and 

poaching.  

Although the current harvest rate across the 

distribution of northern mountain caribou in 

the NWT is relatively low, both non-resident 

and resident harvests have increased in both 

the NWT and Yukon in recent years.  

Concentrated harvest associated with access 

roads could impact caribou that use these 

localized areas, especially for sedentary 

groups and for groups that demonstrate a 

high degree of fidelity to traditional rutting 

areas.   
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more susceptible to other factors, such as 

predation and parasites, and they may be 

less productive. 

Climate change may result in changes in 

frequency and severity of natural 

disturbances, changes in vegetation 

composition, changes in distribution of other 

ungulates, increased incidence of icing, 

increased incidence of disease and parasites, 

degradation of permafrost, heat stress for 

caribou in summer, and reduced size, 

number, and persistence of snow patches. 

Positive Influences 

Positive influences are most apparent in the 

form of a joint caribou planning initiative, 

initiated by the Sahtú Renewable Resources 

Board (SRRB) ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÔÉÏÎȢ 

A number of actions have been proposed 

that will likely have very positive outcomes, 

if the parties can agree to act. The parties to 

the joint caribou planning project include 

three communities in the Yukon and NWT, 

the Government of the Northwest Territories 

(GNWT), Yukon Government, Parks Canada, 

the SRRB, and a number of non-

governmental organizations. Several 

projects, including signage and education, 

hunter permitting, and development of an 

Indigenous Guardians Program, have already 

been initiated and have brought public 

attention to the status of northern mountain 

caribou. There are also proposals to identify 

and establish Indigenous protected areas, to 

protect important northern mountain 

caribou habitat in the Yukon and NWT, as 

×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÈÅÌÐ ÍÅÅÔ #ÁÎÁÄÁȭÓ ÂÉÏÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ 

targets. In addition to conservation planning, 

there has also been some clean-up of 

The three primary positive influences to 

northern mountain caribou in the NWT are: 

the remote and undisturbed nature of a large 

portion of most ranges, two large protected 

areas (Nahanni National Park Reserve and 

NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 0ÁÒË 2ÅÓÅÒÖÅɊȟ and 

inherently low densities of other ungulates. 
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contaminated sites in parts of northern 

mountain caribou habitat. 
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Technical Summary 

Question (TKCK; Science) Traditional and Community 

Knowledge 

Scientific Knowledge 

Population Trends 

Generation time (average 

age of parents in the 

population) (indicate years, 

months, days, etc.). 

Not reported from TK/CK 

sources. 

9 years (from calculation in 

COSEWIC 2014). 

Number of mature 

individuals in the NWT (or 

give a range of estimates). 

Numbers not available from 

TK/CK sources. 

Estimated more than 17,000. 

Amount of change in 

numbers in the recent 

past; Percent change in total 

number of mature individuals 

over the last 10 years or 3 

generations, whichever is 

longer. 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. However, some 

TK/CK sources indicate that 

northern mountain caribou 

numbers in certain areas are 

declining and have been 

declining since the 1930s. In 

particular, ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö, 

-ïÔÉÓȟ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ 

Dena, and other local 

knowledge holders in the 

Mackenzie Mountains attest 

that specific subpopulations 

of Redstone caribou have 

been in serious decline in the 

last 10-15 years. Some 

knowledge holders also 

indicate that there are fewer 

prime bulls in some locations 

in recent years. 

Unknown (past population 

estimates for most 

subpopulations are not 

reliable enough to determine 

trend). 

Amount of change in 

numbers predicted in the 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. However, 

Unknown (no population 

viability analyses have been 
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near future; Percent change 

in total number of mature 

individuals over the next 10 

years or 3 generations, 

whichever is longer. 

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö, Métis, Tu 

lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁȟ ÁÎÄ 

other local knowledge 

holders in the Mackenzie 

Mountains indicate that 

urgent action is needed to 

address declines in the herds 

they encounter, suggesting 

the near future will likely 

experience continuing 

declines if no action is taken. 

conducted to predict future 

population change). 

Amount of change 

happening now; Percent 

change in total number of 

mature individuals over any 

10 year or 3 generation 

period that includes both the 

past and the future. 

Some indication that the 

habitat is changing, and 

localized hunting pressure is 

increasing, but no certainty 

on how these changes are 

currently impacting caribou. 

Unknown (a population trend 

could not be determined for a 

10 year or 3 generation 

period). 

If there is a decline (in the 

number of mature 

individuals), is the decline 

likely to continue if 

nothing is done? 

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö, Métis, Tu 

lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁȟ ÁÎÄ 

other local knowledge 

holders in the Mackenzie 

Mountains indicate that 

urgent action is needed to 

address recent, current, and 

future declines around 

Dechenla (Macmillan 

Pass/Caribou Pass area). It is 

likely that the source of 

current and recent declines 

will continue to impact 

northern mountain caribou. 

Not applicable (a population 

trend could not be 

determined). 

If there is a decline, are the 

causes of the decline 

reversible? 

Some knowledge holders 

feel like over-harvesting and 

habitat damage from human 

activities is responsible for 

Not applicable (a population 

trend could not be 

determined). 
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some of the decline; those 

causes could be reversible. 

Other causes are less well 

understood; some, such as 

climate change, are unlikely 

to be reversible. 

If there is a decline, are the 

causes of decline clearly 

understood? 

The interactions of specific 

causes of the decline are not 

clearly understood, but some 

factors are particularly 

worrisome ɀ harvesting 

practices, industrial and 

linear developments, and 

climate-related 

environmental changes that 

are modifying habitat and 

potentially altering 

ecosystem processes, 

including the distribution of 

ungulates and predators. 

Not applicable (a population 

trend could not be 

determined). 

If there is a decline, have 

the causes of the decline 

been removed? 

The decline is still occurring. 

Potential causes have not 

been removed. 

Not applicable (a population 

trend could not be 

determined). 

If there are fluctuations or 

declines, are they within, 

or outside of, natural 

cycles? 

Shúhta Dene state that the 

land and the caribou have 

changed in a way that is 

worrisome. The changes are 

outside of normal population 

cycles. 

Not applicable (a population 

trend could not be 

determined). 

Are there extreme changes 

in the number of mature 

individuals? 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. However, the lack of 

specific mention may 

indicate that this sub-species 

does not typically experience 

extreme fluctuations. 

Unknown. 
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Outfitter knowledge of 

population fluctuations are 

that they are not extreme. 

Distribut ion Trends 

Where is the species found 

in the NWT? Estimated 

extent of occurrence in the 

NWT (in km2).  

The Mackenzie Mountains 

are home to several herds of 

northern mountain caribou, 

covering a range that 

stretches from the Arctic Red 

River in the north to Fort 

Liard in the south. Individual 

First Nations and outfitters 

tend to encounter caribou 

from particular herds; no 

effort was made to use 

specific information to 

generate a comprehensive 

distribution from the TK/CK 

sources that were available. 

Approximately 150,500 km2. 

How much of its range is 

suitable habitat? Index of 

area of occupancy (IAO) in 

the NWT (in km2; based on 2 

x 2 grid).  

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. However, there are 

concerns that some habitats 

are becoming less suitable 

due to climate change. 

Approximately 122,000 km2. 

How many populations are 

there? To what degree 

would the different 

populations be likely to be 

impacted by a single 

threat? Number of extant 

locations in the NWT. 

TK/CK sources indicate that 

there may be more than four 

herds and that the 

populations as currently 

understood by biologists 

may not accurately describe 

the herds of northern 

mountain caribou. Specific 

information about the 

degree to which each herd or 

group would be impacted by 

Locations could not be 

determined. 
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any threat was not available 

from TK/CK sources; 

however, the sources 

indicate that currently, the 

threats are acting differently 

on different herds. Over-

harvest or poor harvest 

practices, for example, are 

seen in areas where 

motorized access is easier. 

As such, herds with 

motorized access may be at 

graver risk due to that threat. 

More global threats may 

impact all herds/groups more 

evenly. 

Is the distribution, habitat , 

or habitat quality showing 

a decline that is likely to 

continue if nothing is 

done? Is there a continuing 

decline in area, extent, 

and/or quality of habitat? 

Northern mountain caribou 

distribution is changing, 

although it is unclear 

whether this change 

constitutes a decline. TK/CK 

holders indicate that ice 

patches (a habitat 

component of critical 

importance to northern 

mountain caribou) and 

glaciers are disappearing 

quickly due to environmental 

change. This habitat decline 

is expected to continue. 

Wildfires are increasing, 

which has a negative impact 

on habitat quality and 

availability. This trend is 

expected to continue. 

Negative impacts to habitat 

from human activities such 

There is insufficient 

information to determine 

whether a continuing decline 

in area, extent, and/or quality 

of habitat is occurring. 
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as off-road vehicle use and 

industrial resource 

development are also 

expected to continue. 

Migration routes are 

expected to change, for 

other reasons. 

Is the number of 

populations or amount of 

occupied area showing a 

decline that is likely to 

continue if nothing is 

done? Is there a continuing 

decline in number of 

locations, number of 

populations, extent of 

occupancy, and/or IAO? 

The delineation of 

populations is not well 

covered in TK/CK research. 

The amount of occupied area 

is likely to be affected by 

wildfire and some harvesting 

practices if nothing is done. 

There is no decline in the 

number of populations. There 

is insufficient information to 

assess whether there is a 

decline in extent of occupancy 

or IAO. 

Are there extreme 

fluctuations in the range or 

the number of 

populations? Are there 

extreme fluctuations (>1 

order of magnitude) in 

number of locations, extent 

of occupancy, and/or IAO? 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. 

Unknown. 

Are most individuals found 

within small and isolated 

populations? Is the total 

population severely 

fragmented (most individuals 

found within small and 

isolated populations)? 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. 

No. Based on available 

information, subpopulations 

are moderate to large in size 

and with overlapping ranges. 
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Immigration from Populations Elsewhere 

Does the species exist 

elsewhere? 

Northern mountain caribou 

are also found in Yukon and 

northern British Columbia. 

Yes. Northern Mountain 

Caribou Designatable Unit 

(DU) are also found in Yukon 

and British Columbia. 

Status of the outside 

population(s)? 

Many Shúhta and Kaska 

Dena report declines in 

northern mountain caribou 

populations in their areas of 

Yukon. Published sources 

indicate that across 

northern, central, and 

southern mountain caribou 

populations alike, most 

traditional knowledge is in 

agreement that mountain 

caribou herds have been 

declining since the early 

1900s. 

Special Concern (COSEWIC 

2014). 

Is immigration known or 

possible? 

Several herds occur in both 

the NWT and Yukon, with 

distributions that span these 

jurisdictional boundaries 

(information on these herds 

has been included together 

in this report and is not 

considered immigration but 

part of regular distribution 

and movement patterns). 

Information regarding 

immigration from northern 

British Columbia was not 

available from the TK/CK 

sources. 

Immigration is possible. 
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Would immigrants be 

adapted to survive and 

reproduce in the NWT? 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. 

Yes. Caribou in neighbouring 

Hart River and Finlayson 

caribou subpopulations in 

Yukon are genetically 

indistinguishable from NWT 

subpopulations. Ranges from 

neighbouring subpopulations 

are overlapping and share 

similar seasonal movement 

and habitat use patterns. 

Is there enough good 

habitat for immigrants in 

the NWT? 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. 

Yes. Most of the northern 

mountain caribou ranges in 

the NWT are very large with 

low levels of disturbance, 

which should provide 

adequate conditions to 

support immigrants. 

Is the NWT population self-

sustaining or does it 

depend on immigration for 

long-term survival? 

Not available from TK/CK 

sources. 

There is insufficient 

information to assess 

whether the NWT population 

is self-sustaining, but based 

on the estimated size of the 

population, it is likely capable 

of being self-sustaining. 

Threats and Limiting Factors 

Briefly summarize 

negative influences and 

indicate the magnitude 

and imminence for each. 

TK/CK holders are concerned 

about various threats, but 

the extent and interaction of 

these threats for each 

population are not clearly 

understood.  

Knowledge holders indicate 

that the most urgent threat 

is over-hunting and poor 

The primary threats and 

limiting factors are:  

¶ Predation 

¶ Industrial activities 

(primarily mineral and 

hydrocarbon exploration 

and development) and 

associated linear features 
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harvest practices, which 

have recently become more 

common in localized areas 

and are being exacerbated 

by all-terrain vehicle use, 

noise, and trails. This threat 

is already occurring and is 

causing serious impacts to 

herds that can be accessed 

by roads.  

Wildfire is damaging 

northern mountain caribou 

habitat, especially winter 

range. Wildfires are 

increasing in number and 

damage. This threat is 

already occurring and may 

be causing serious impacts to 

some herds.  

Climate-driven 

environmental change (e.g., 

warming, shrubification, 

shrinking ice patches and 

glaciers, variability in snow 

pack, timing of melt, icing), 

is already occurring and is 

believed to be causing 

serious impacts to some 

herds (e.g., changes to 

migration, displacement, 

insect harassment).  

Mineral exploration and 

development is increasing 

across the north, and the 

level of disturbance within 

northern mountain caribou 

range is expected to 

¶ Hunting 

¶ Climate change 

¶ Fire 

¶ Recreational activities 
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increase. Secondary effects 

of development are also a 

concern (e.g., increasing 

access for predators and 

hunters, increasing 

prevalence of moose and a 

corresponding increase in 

wolves). This threat is 

currently occurring and may 

be having a serious effect on 

the population.  

Other threats identified 

include lack of available 

research, poor policy 

coordination and 

implementation, and lack of 

capacity in organizations 

with management 

responsibility. 

Positive Influences 

Briefly summarize positive 

influences and indicate the 

magnitude and imminence 

for each. 

The remoteness of northern 

mountain caribou habitat in 

the NWT is considered a 

strong positive influence on 

this species.  

Indigenous-led management 

is a positive influence that is 

already occurring (e.g., 

cross-regional community 

conservation planning, 

indigenous hunting permits). 

This kind of collaboration is a 

positive step toward 

protecting key caribou 

Positive influences include the 

current remote nature of 

most of the area within 

ranges, protected areas, and 

low densities of other 

ungulates. 
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habitat and minimizing 

impacts on caribou.  

Several already occurring or 

land use planning and 

conservation initiatives are 

expected to have a positive 

influence on northern 

mountain caribou with their 

implementation (e.g., Kaska 

Dena land use framework, Tu 

lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ,ÁÎÄ 5ÓÅ 0ÌÁÎ).  

Beyond facilitating habitat 

protection, these are 

expected to include 

initiatives related to harvest 

monitoring, access, 

education, communication, 

and habitat protection.  

Two protected areas (i.e., 

Nahanni and NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ 

national park reserves) are 

helping protect important 

caribou habitats. In the 

future, if approved, the 

following areas could protect 

more key caribou habitat: 

$Ïą 4ȭÏÈ 4ÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ Park and 

the CANOL Heritage Trail 

(whose remediation is also a 

smaller positive effect) and 

several Indigenous protected 

areas proposed by the Ross 

River Dena Council and the 

Sahtú Renewable Resources 

Board. 
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PLACE NAMES 
The below maps (Figures 1 and 2) can be referred to for both the Traditional and Community 

Knowledge and Scientific Knowledge components of this status report. They are intended to 

help provide context to readers who may be unfamiliar with the geographic features (e.g., 

mountains, rivers, lakes) and place names referred to in this status report.  

 

Figure 1. Geographic features and place names referred to in this status report that occur in the northern portion of 

northern mountain caribou range (range data from Government of the Northwest Territories [GNWT] [R. Gau, N. 

Larter, R. Popko], Government of Alberta [L. Neufeld, D. Hervieux, D. Cichowski], Government of British Columbia 

[BC] [D. Seip, T.M. Williams], and Government of Yukon [T. Hegel, K. Russell])  (map courtesy B. Fournier, 

Environment and Natural Resources [ENR]).  
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Figure 2. Geographic features and place names referred to in this status report that occur in the southern portion 

of northern mountain caribou range (range data from GNWT [R. Gau, N. Larter, R. Popko], Government of Alberta 

[L. Neufeld, D. Hervieux, D. Cichowski], Government of BC [D. Seip, T.M. Williams], and Government of Yukon [T. 

Hegel, K. Russell]) (map courtesy B. Fournier, ENR).  
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TRADITIONAL AND COMMUNITY 
KNOWLEDGE COMPONENT 

Preamble 

Regional/Cultural Background 

In the Northwest Territories (NWT), First Nations that have traditional and community 

ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ɉ4+Ⱦ#+Ɋ ÏÆ ÎÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ɉ4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÎÄ 

'×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎɊȟ 3ÁÈÔĭ $ÅÎÅ ÁÎÄ -ïÔÉÓȟ $ÅÈÃÈÏ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ !ÃÈÏ $ÅÎÅ +ÏÅ &Érst Nation, 

and Nahanni Butte Dene Band. The locations of these First Nations are shown in Figure 3, along 

with the known scientific range for northern mountain caribou.  

)Î 9ÕËÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎȟ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ .Á-cho Nyak Dun, Kaska Dena (including Ross 

2ÉÖÅÒȾ4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ $ÅÎÁɊȟ ÁÎÄ ,ÉÁÒÄ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÌÉÁÎÔ ÏÎ ÁÎÄ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÁÂÌÅ 

about northern mountain caribou herds that are found (at least seasonally) in the NWT. Further 

details on the regional/cultural background of each Nation are provided in the pages that follow; 

information is organized geographically, moving from north to south. 

First Nations from other areas also travel to the Mackenzie Mountains to harvest and have 

knowledge of these caribou; however, Indigenous knowledge that is specific to areas of caribou 

use that are far from the NWT border have not been included in this report.  
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Figure 3. Map showing BC, Yukon, and NWT First Nations that regularly encounter and have knowledge of northern 
mountain caribou (NWT Centre for Geomatics 2007a and b; Natural Resources Canada [NRCan] 2008; Government 
of Yukon 2014). Caribou range is provided by scientific data as no TK/CK spatial data were available (data from 
GNWT [R. Gau, N. Larter, R. Popko], Government of Alberta [L. Neufeld, D. Hervieux, D. Cichowski], Government 
of BC [D. Seip, T.M. Williams], and Government of Yukon [T. Hegel, K. Russell]). Map courtesy of B. Fournier, ENR. 
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'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

The 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ɉÁÌÓÏ ÓÐÅÌÌÅÄ 4ÅÔÌȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎɊ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÒÅÓÉÄÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ .74 ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 

&ÏÒÔ -Ã0ÈÅÒÓÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÉÎ 4ÓÉÉÇÅÈÔÃÈÉÃȟ .74ȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÌÓÏ ÌÉÖÅ ÉÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

communities. 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ traditional lands and traditional use extend far into the Yukon, 

and they are culturally, spiritually, and economically tied to the Peel River watershed. Gwichya 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÁÎÄÓ ÅØÔÅÎÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ !ÒÃÔÉÃ 2ÅÄ 2ÉÖÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ -ÁÃËÅÎÚÉÅ 2ÉÖÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÔÈ 

north and south of the Mackenzie River as well.   

In tÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȟ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÓÅÁÓÏÎÁÌ ÒÏÕÎÄ ×ÁÓ ÖÁÒÉÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ 

the mountains for winters and passing spring at the edge of large rivers, which were navigated 

after the ice left in the spring. Some families also passed some seasons in the Travaillant Lake 

×ÁÔÅÒÓÈÅÄȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓȟ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÄ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕȟ ÍÏÏÓÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÅÅÐȢ 4ÈÅ 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÆÏÏÄ ÓÏÕÒÃÅȢ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

families also relied upon, and continue to rely upon, fish, other large game (especially moose), 

and berries and roots (Benson 2008).  

4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ harvesters and elders have extensive knowledge of the Bonnet Plume and the 

Hart River herds, although they also travelled extensively in the Yukon, including to Dawson City 

(not shown on maps)Ȣ 4ÈÅ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÁÖÅ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2ÅÄÓÔÏÎÅ ÁÎÄ 

Bonnet Plume herds, drawn from their travels to, and stories about, the headwaters of the Arctic 

2ÅÄ 2ÉÖÅÒȢ !ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÉÓÔÏÒically travelled through these areas regularly, 

ÉÎ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÔÉÍÅÓ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ȬÕÐ ÔÈÅ 2ÅÄȭ ÉÓ ÒÁÒÅȢ .ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÎÏÒ ÔÈÅ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ have continued to use northern mountain caribou as an important food source in recent 

decades, and for this reason much of the information available is either from stories based in the 

ÐÁÓÔȟ ÆÒÏÍ ÅÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÒÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÙÏÕÔÈȟ ÏÒ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÓÍÁÌÌ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÖÅ 

travelled up the Arctic Red River (Andre et al. 2006; Benson 2018). 

4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉn  

4ÈÅ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÒÅ Á 9ÕËÏÎ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÉÎ $Á×ÓÏÎ #ÉÔÙ (not shown on maps). 

Their citizenship includes descendants of the Hän-speaking people, who have lived along the 

Yukon River for millennia, as well as a diverse mix of families descendeÄ ÆÒÏÍ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎȟ .ÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ 

4ÕÔÃÈÏÎÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ɉ4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ΨΦΧήɊȢ  

.ÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÓÕÂÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÆÏÒ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȟ 

especially when larger migratory herds of barren-ground caribou (i.e., Porcupine or Fortymile) 

are not available. Both the Hart River and Clear Creek northern mountain caribou herds range 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ Ôerritory, and a harvesting accord has been signed by the 

4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ &ÉÒÓÔ .Átion of Na-ÃÈÏ .ÙÁË $ÕÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ 

citizens to harvest wildlife, including caribou from the Bonnet Plume and Redstone herds, found 

within Na-cho Nyak Dun traditional tÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙȢ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 
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traditional use and knowledge of these herds of northern mountain caribou (Ayoub pers. comm. 

2018).  

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÉÌÙ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ (ÁÒÔ 2ÉÖÅÒ ÁÎÄ #ÌÅÁÒ #ÒÅÅË ÈÅÒÄÓ 

ɀ herds that are distant from the NWT portion of northern mountain caribou range ɀ ÎÏ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË 

(×òÃÈȭÉÎ TK/CK has been included in this report for those herds. 

First Nation of Na-Cho Nyak Dun 

The First Nation of Na-cho Nyak Dun represents the most northerly community of the Northern 

Tutchone language and culture group. In the Northern Tutchone language, the Stewart River is 

.Á #ÈÏ .ÙÁËȟ ÏÒ ȬÂÉÇ ÒÉÖÅÒȭȢ 4ÈÅ &ÉÒÓÔ .ÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ .Á-#ÈÏ .ÙÁË $ÕÎȭÓ traditional territory includes 

parts of both the Yukon and NWT (First Nation of Na-Cho Nyak Dun 2018). 

Historically, the First Nation of Na-Cho Nyak Dun lived and trapped throughout the area 

surrounding the present town of Mayo, Yukon, travelling throughout their traditional territory 

at various times of the year for hunting, fishing, and gathering. They are culturally affiliated with 

the Northern Tutchone people of the Pelly Selkirk, and the Carmacks Little Salmon First 

Nations. Some members of the First Nation of Na-Cho Nyak Dun trace their ancestry to the 

Gwitchin people of northern Yukon and the Mackenzie people of eastern Yukon (Ibid.). 

Shúhta (Mountain) Dene ɀ including ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö and Métis from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓ 

ɉ.74Ɋȟ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁ, and other Kaska Dena (Yukon) 

Many Sahtú Dene and Métis from the communities of TuląǲÔȭÁ and Norman Wells in the Sahtú 

region of the NWT are ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne2  or Shúhta Dene (Mountain People). They have close ties 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ +ÁÓËÁ $ÅÎÁ .ÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 9ÕËÏÎȢ 

The Kaska Dena traditional territory spans parts of BC, Yukon, and the NWT (Dena Kayeh 

Institute 2010). The Kaska Dena are part of five Kaska First Nations: Liard First Nation and Ross 

River Dena Council in the Yukon, Dease River First Nation, Daylu Dena Council (encompassing 

enclaves at Fireside and Muncho Lake), and Kwadacha First Nation within BC (Ibid.). 

Shúhta Dene from different communities have different dialects, but a shared culture and 

history. Their traditional territories span a large region of the Selwyn and Mackenzie mountains, 

including significant northern mountain caribou habitat (Andrews et al. 2012; Winbourne 2017a). 

Because of strong similarities between Shúhta Dene from different regions, for the most part, 

their information is included together in this report.  

Shúhta Dene knowledge is handed down from a time when people followed a nomadic lifestyle, 

following the cycles of the seasons and animals and travelling many miles over the course of a 

 
2 Alternate spellings include ShĭÈÔÁÇÏÔȭąȜnö and ShĭÈÔÁ 'ÏÔȭąȜnö. For the purposes of this report, the term 
ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö includes Dene and Métis people from the Sahtú region. 
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year (Sahtú Land Use Planning Board [SLUPB] 2013; Ross River Dena Council [RRDC] N.D.; 

Winbourne 2017a; Andrew 2018). Traditional and community knowledge and archaeological 

evidence indicate that over countless generations, ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne have been mobile hunter-

gatherers in the alpine environment ɀ regularly travelling there to hunt northern mountain 

caribou (Andrews et al. ΨΦΧΨȠ !ÎÄÒÅ× ΨΦΧήɊȢ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ +ÁÓËÁ $ÅÎÁ 

in BC and Yukon also travel into the mountains to hunt caribou.  

Shúhta Dene used to hunt caribou on ice patches primarily with projectile weapons (e.g., 

throwing darts, bows and arrows), but also used snares and caribou fences extensively (Andrews 

et al. 2012). This observation was recorded by Poole Field ɀ a trapper and storekeeper who lived 

in the Ross River area in the early years of the twentieth century, and who wrote down his 

observations of traditional Kaska and Mountain Slavey lifestyles in letters to family and friends: 

Liard First Nation 

The Liard First Nation is a member of the Kaska Nation, whose traditional use area is primarily 

located between the Coastal and Rocky mountain ranges of southeastern Yukon and northern 

BC (not shown on maps). Liard First Nation members mostly live in Upper Liard and in and 

around Watson Lake, Yukon. Liard First Nation Kaska speak the Athabascan language and are 

related to the Tahltan and Tagish Athabascan, once known collectively as Nahani (Liard First 

Nation [LFN] 2018). 

Dehcho First Nations 

The Dehcho First Nations is a regional coalition representing the Dene (South Slavey people) 

and Métis people of the Dehcho region of the NWT. It is made up of ten First Nations bands and 

two Métis locals. 

Acho Dene Koe First Nation 

Acho Dene Koe First Nation traditional territory spans three jurisdictions: the NWT, northern 

BC, and southeastern Yukon. Today, most Acho Dene Koe members reside in the Hamlet of Fort 

Liard, NWT (Acho Dene Koe First Nation [ADKFN] 2018). 
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.ÁÈąä Dehï Dene Band 

The word nahanni comes from the ×ÏÒÄ ȬÎÁÈÁȭȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÏÁÍÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ 

mountain and valley. The present-day community (Nahanni Butte) sits on the banks of the South 

Nahanni River, one kilometer (km) up-river from where the Liard and South Nahanni rivers meet, 

and 95km north of Fort Liard. The people of Nahanni Butte have always lived their lives on the 

land and are very traditional in their beliefs and way of life (Dehcho First Nations [DFN] 2018). 

Non-Indigenous/Resident/Non-resident Hunters 

In the first half of the twentieth century, few non-Indigenous residents hunted in the Mackenzie 

Mountains. Some arrived in the 1920s, following the discovery of oil along the Mackenzie River. 

In 1938, the entire 800km mountain range was designated the Mackenzie Mountains Game 

Preserve and was closed to both resident and non-resident hunting. Indigenous people 

continued to be able to harvest all game that was not listed by the federal government as being 

at risk (Deuling 2017).  

In the mid-1960s, the region was opened to hunting by resident and non-resident sport hunters, 

and a system of licensed guides and guiding areas developed. By 1970, eight outfitting areas in 

the NWT had been legally delineated and regulated by the NWT Wildlife Act. Since that time, 

five of these areas have remained unchanged; three were affected by land appropriation in the 

Nahanni and NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ areas by Parks Canada Agency (Larter and Allaire 2016). 

Spiritual/Cultural Importance 

The majority of traditional knowledge information in this report comes from Shúhta Dene 

ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÃÉÌÌÁÒÙ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȢ 

For this reason, this section will focus on these communities. 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

"ÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÄ northern mountain caribou. 

4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÕÎÔ northern mountain caribou opportunistically. Gwichya 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÌÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ !ÒÃÔÉÃ 2ÅÄ 2ÉÖÅÒ ÔÏ ÈÕÎÔ northern mountain caribou and other 

animals in the mountains and in the front ranges, a traditional use pattern that was disrupted 

several generations ago.  

(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ Á ȬÌÁÒÄÅÒȭ ÏÆ ÓÏÒÔÓȢ )Î ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÁÎ ÁÒÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ 

is always productive, unlike other areas where resources are cyclically unavailable (Benson 2008, 

2018). Hunting was usually carried out by the men of the family, and hide processing and 

drymeat production by the women. Hides had many uses, including clothing and caribou skin 

tents. Northern mountain caribou cows were harvested year-round, and bulls were harvested 

starting in or after February. When northern mountain caribou were harvested (as with caribou 

from the barren-ground herds that ÔÈÅ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÒÅÌÉÅÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÅÄ 
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ÔÏɊȟ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÅÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÔ ÆÒesh as well as make drymeat. Fresh caribou meat can also 

be stored and preserved under moss, with the permafrost acting like a freezer or fridge. Bones 

were also processed for grease, which could be stored and consumed later (Benson 2018). 

Caribou leg skins, with the special quality and direction of the hair, were useful for making 

containers and sleighs (Andre et al. ΨΦΦάɊȢ "ÏÔÈ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÎÄ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

would hunt northern mountain caribou opportunistically during travel through the mountains to 

trade and visit in Dawson (Ibid.).  

'×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒ *ÏÈÎ .ÏÒÂÅÒÔ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ Á ÆÅÁÓÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÈÅÌÄ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÍ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÈÅ 

killed his first caribou. The caribou was a northern mountain caribou and the feast was held in 

the headwaters of the AÒÃÔÉÃ 2ÅÄ 2ÉÖÅÒ ÁÒÅÁȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÍÅÅÔ ÉÎ ÌÁÒÇÅ 

ȬÇÁÔÈÅÒÉÎÇ ÓÉÔÅÓȭ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ -ÁÃËÅÎÚÉÅ 2ÉÖÅÒȢ 4ÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ ÔÉÍÅ 

these gathering sites were used was in the 1960s (Benson 2018). The times spent at the 

gathering sites hunting together, playing games and celebrating, processing caribou into 

drymeat, and tanning hides were vital to re-ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÎÄ 

their extended family members, trading partners, and friends from nearby communities (Andre 

et alȢ ΨΦΦάɊȢ +ȭÁÓÈĕÇÏÔȭąȜnö families from Fort Good Hope also travelled long distances south to 

visit Mayo, hunting caribou and other animals enroute. They would also go to the mountains 

purposefully to hunt caribou (Andre et al. 2006). 

Shúhta (Mountain) Dene ɀ including ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜnö and Métis from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓ 

ɉ.74Ɋȟ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁ, and other Kaska Dena (Yukon)  

Northern mountain caribou are of critical cultural and subsistence importance to Shúhta Dene; 

for many generations, people have travelled to areas in the Mackenzie Mountains to hunt 

northern mountain caribou and other animals (SLUPB 2013; Parks Canada 2017; Winbourne 

2017a). Many continue to do so today.  

Ice patch studies have revealed archaeological artifacts and biological specimens that 

demonstrate the deep relationship between mountain Dene and northern mountain caribou, 

dating back at least around 5,000 years (Andrews et al. 2012). Oral histories indicate times when 

caribou were scarce, yet they have always helped mountain people survive; understanding this 

historic relationship to northern mountain caribou is key to understanding the continued 

significance within Shúhta Dene culture and economy, and why taboos or Dene laws about 

hunting remain so important.  

זּ Ȝͥ

זּ Ȝͥ

זּ Ȝͥ
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Andrews et al. (2012) point out that ShĭhtÁÏÔȭąȜne engagement with the landscape requires not 

only intimate knowledge of local ecology and the technology to make and use tools, but also the 

capacity to manage relationships with the powerful non-human and other spiritual entities that 

are responsive to human intent and action and are widespread throughout the ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne 

cultural landscape. Andrews et al. (2012) also indicate how ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne cultural understandings 

related to animals shape techniques for making a living in the alpine landscape. Like other 

subarctic hunting societies, ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne think of animals as other-than-human persons who 

give themselves to hunters in return for respectful treatment. Failure to observe practices that 

convey respect to animals and their remains, according to ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne elders, could incite the 

northern mountain caribou and other animals to leave the area.  

Shúhta Dene hunter actions are governed by Dene e a/ Ü nizin/aȭi (traditional laws/respect) 

that include many rules around the proper way to harvest and utilize important animals like 

caribou (RRDC N.D.; Dena Kayeh Institute 2010; Andrew 2018; Sahtú Renewable Resources 

Board [SRRB] 2018). These teachings continue to be passed down to younger generations.  

Special people known as mĄdzita (caribou bosses or masters), were particularly good at 

dreaming caribou, and they had the ability to send caribou towards hunters or caribou drift 

fences (Andrews et al. 2012; Andrew 2018). The importance of the mĄdzita to the caribou hunting 

practices of the ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne is indicated in the following story: 

ᵻ ᵻ

ᵻ

ᵻ

ᵻ

It is important to acknowledge how closely linked the land is to the relationship between Shúhta 

Dene and northern mountain caribou. ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne oral tradition relates that children with the 

potential to become mĄdzita were left alone for several days to develop their power on 

NÜÜÔȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈȟ Á ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÄÒÅÁÍÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÎÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ 

continental divide (Andrew 2018; Andrews et al. 2012). Sites like NÜÜÔȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈȟ 3ÈĭÈÔÁÇÏÔȭąÎÅ 

Nïnï, and the Mackenzie Mountains are culturally significant but also very important northern 
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mountain caribou habitat (SLUPB 2013; Parks Canada 2017). Like many other Indigenous 

peoples, Shúhta Dene tend to see themselves as part of the landscape, and draw very strong 

connections between the health of people, the health of caribou, and the health of the land 

(SRRB 2018). As a result, land protection is considered key to the health of Dene and caribou.  

ͥ ᵻ ᵻᵻͥ

ͥͥ ᵻ ͥ ᵻ ͥ ᵻ ᵻᵻͥ

ͥ ᵻ ᵻͥ ᵻᵻ

Examples like these show that making a living in a sacred landscape also requires techniques for 

managing relationships with the animal-persons, the land itself, and other spiritual entities that 

inhabit the landscape (Andrews et al. 2012). Because of this, for many Shúhta Dene, part of 

respecting and taking care of northern mountain caribou involves taking care of the land, 

including protecting critical parts of habitat such as calving grounds, migration routes, and 

mineral licks (Parks Canada 2017; Andrew 2018). 

Source Summary and Gaps/Omissions 

-ÁÊÏÒ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÎÄ 3ÈĭÈÔÁ $ÅÎÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ 

obtained in time for inclusion in this report included: 

Andrews et al. 2012: The NWT Ice Patch Study gathered traditional knowledge in three 

different forums. First, the direct participation of a ShĭÈÔÁÇÏÔȭąÎÅ elder in archaeological surveys 

provided information on traditional knowledge of hunting areas, hunting methods, travel 

routes, and ecology of mountain caribou. Second, in 2007 and 2008, a traditional knowledge 

study was conducted with ShĭÈÔÁÇÏÔȭąÎÅ elders in TuląǲÔȭÁȟ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÓÅÍÉ-structured interviews and 

traditional land use mapping, to investigate oral traditions about hunting caribou in the 

mountains, especially on ice patches. The third forum was science camps held in the Selwyn 

Mountains in 2007 and 2008.  

Benson 2018: This document contains previously-ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ Ënowledge 

ÁÂÏÕÔ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÓÔ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

Settlement Area, although some other information is included incidentally in a few other 

sources. The information in this report is provided in bullet points and organized by theme, with 

only minor interpretation. From the report, there are also the following caveats (Benson 2018: 

ΧɊȡ Ȱ4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÏÌÅÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ 

incidentally during other projecÔÓȢ ! ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÅØÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔ 
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yet been recorded. This report contains information without context, without being compiled 

ÉÎÔÏ Á ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÏÒÍÁÔȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÙÅÔ ÇÏÎÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÖÅÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ  

Winbourne 2017a and bȡ 7ÉÎÂÏÕÒÎÅ ɉΨΦΧέÁɊ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÎÔȭÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÏÎ Á ΨΦΧΪ ÊÏÉÎÔ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ 

caribou meeting between ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜÎÅȟ -ïÔÉÓȟ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÌÏÃÁÌ 

knowledge holders, as well as representatives from all levels of government. The meeting 

focused primarily on descriptions of what types and magnitudes of impacts are being seen on 

northern mountain caribou populations and habitat in a traditional use area centered on Mile 

222 in the Mackenzie Mountains. Winbourne (2017b) is a similar report on a second joint meeting 

held in 2016, but contains less traditional knowledge than the first source. For both reports, 

while a lot of TK/CK was presented and documented at the meetings, the information has not 

been verified through a formal process. However, with roughly 80 participants in the planning 

process, there has been a high level of community oversight in the work. TK/CK observations 

focus in particular on trends since 2006, but include information dating back 30-40 years.  

Two possibly major sources of information were not acquired in time for inclusion in this report. 

These include: 

Ɇ Tulita District Land Corporation. 2009. Spirit of the Mountains: ShĭÈÔÁÇÏÔȭąÎÅ Nïnï and 

NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ Traditional Knowledge Study. 

Ɇ Ross River. 2008. Traditional Knowledge Study on Mountain Caribou. 

No comprehensive sources of TK/CK were obtained for the following First Nations and should 

be considered information gaps: 

Ɇ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ 

Ɇ First Nation of Na-cho Nyak Dun 

Ɇ Dehcho First Nations 

Ɇ Acho Dene Koe First Nation 

Ɇ Nahanni Butte Dene 

Ɇ Liard First Nation 

One written source containing detailed local knowledge on northern mountain caribou was used 

in this report: 

Winbourne 2019: Several outfitters in the Sahtú region were engaged regarding their 

knowledge of northern mountain caribou herds and management. Via telephone interviews, 

outfitters provided local knowledge on various topics relevant to this Species at Risk Committee 

(SARC) status report, including observations on relative abundance, herd distribution, and basic 

biology/ecology, as well as any threats and/or positive influences in their licence area. No spatial 



 
 

Status of Northern Mountain Caribou in the NWT 43 

work was done during the engagement and the results are limited by the numbers of 

participating outfitters.  

There are some sources that could be considered overlap sources between scientific knowledge 

and TK/CK. The 2018 Sahtú Renewable Resources Board (SRRB) report on engagement with 

outfitters may have overlapping scientific and community knowledge information if the 

outfitters are familiar with and make use of scientific knowledge. In addition, Wilson and Haas 

(2012) defined and mapped important wildlife areas for several species in the NWT, including 

northern mountain caribou. The information is based on local observations, TK/CK, and 

scientific information, and as such, is considered overlap information. 

Species Overview 

Names and Classification 

Common Name (English) Northern mountain caribou (woodland caribou [northern 

mountain population])3  

Common Name ɀ French:  Caribou des bois (population des montagnes du nord)4  

Scientific Name  Rangifer tarandus caribou 

4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔȾ'×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ  Vadzaih 

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne5   Shúhta epÅȜǲ / go epÅȜǲ 

+ȭÁÓÈĕÇÏÔȭąȜne  Shąǲhta gÏȜedủǲ 

Shúhta Dena6   Bedzih 

Kaska Dena  Kudzih  

Dene Zhatie/Yati7  Mbedzih 

Names have not yet been found in sources for the following First Nations: 

Ɇ 4ÒȭÏÎÄòË (×òÃÈȭÉÎ 

Ɇ First Nation of Na-Cho Nyak Dun 

 
3 In this report, woodland caribou (northern mountain population) are referred to as northern mountain caribou. 
4 COSEWIC (2014). 
5 In this report, the spelling of ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne is used to refer to Mountain Dene from around TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓȢ 
An alternate spelling in some of the literature is ShĭÈÔÁÇÏÔȭąÎö. In this report, this dialect is attributed as (S). 
6 3ÈĭÈÔÁ $ÅÎÁ ÉÓ ÓÐÏËÅÎ ÂÙ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÆÒÏÍ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒȟ 9ÕËÏÎɊ ÁÎÄ ÁÔÔÒibuted as (SD) in 
ÔÅØÔ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÁÄÅȢ +ÁÓËÁ $ÅÎÁ ɉ+$Ɋ ÉÓ ÓÐÏËÅÎ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÍÏÒÅ 
broadly throughout the traditional territory. 
7 Dene Zhatie/Yati is the Dene language of the Dehcho region. 
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Ɇ Acho Dene Koe First Nation 

Ɇ Nahanni Butte Dene 

Ɇ Liard First Nation 

The names provided here are general terms for referring to northern mountain caribou within 

the first languages. It is important to note that within Indigenous cultures that have a 

relationship with caribou, there are typically many different ways to characterize or describe 

caribou individuals and their roles within the herd. This observation is from ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne elder 

Leon Andrew: 

זּ Ȝͥ

זּ Ȝͥ ą ͥ

זּ ąą ͥ

זּ Ȝͥ ͥ זּ Ȝͥȱ

In the Sahtú region, some sources indicate that people consider boreal woodland caribou and 

northern mountain caribou to be basically the same, with no real differences between them 

(Olsen et al. 2001); shĭhta epÅȜǲ are only distinguishable by their large size and close association 

with the mountains (Polfus 2016). While ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne and Métis from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓȟ 

ÁÎÄ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁȟ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÎÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ 

type, differences are noted among herds in terms of body size, coloration, markings, antler size 

and configuration, hoof prints, and in behaviour and movement patterns (McDonald et al. 2010; 

Winbourne 2017a). Information on naming and classification for northern mountain caribou 

specifically was not found for regions other than the Sahtú in the sources reviewed for this 

report.  

In research combining results from genetic analysis and TK/CK studies in the Sahtú region, 

Polfus (2016) found that scientific and TK/CK classifications for different types of caribou are 

similar for the most part. That is, broad classifications distinguish caribou as boreal, northern 

mountain, and barren-ground. However, the TK/CK research results indicate that there may be 

more extensive overlap and known mixing between barren-ground and northern mountain 

caribou populations (historically and currently) (described by local Dene people) than is 

generally supported by science (Ibid.). 

Polfus (2016) learned from several Fort Good Hope elders that a large herd of barren-ground 

caribou had crossed the Mackenzie River and headed into the foothills of the mountains as 

recently as the 1940s. No one ever saw the entire herd return or migrate back across the river. 

One elder related the following in Dene language: 
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In addition, some ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne elders describe a type of caribou in the mountains referred to as 

töÎÁÔčȭủa (S) that is distinct from boreal, mountain, and barren-ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ɉ0ÏÌÆÕÓ ΨΦΧάɊȡ Ȱ)Î 

the old days, sometimes we would see a epÅȜǲ from the north, a migratory epÅȜǲ, which we called 

tenatčea (long-distance runners). The elders say that tenatčea come from the ocean shoreȱ 

(Andrew 2018: 104). The tÅȜÎÁÔčȭủa were said to migrate long distances, and were identifiable by 

particular morphological markings (Polfus 2016). They are thought to represent an important 

component of caribou biodiversity not currently identified by scientific taxonomies (Polfus 

ΨΦΧάɊȢ 4ÈÅ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÕÎÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÒÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÁÎÄ 

has largely disappeared (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). 

Several outfitters are also able to describe differences in northern mountain caribou morphology 

and behaviour/movement patterns that likely indicate different herds or sub-herds within the 

Redstone and Nahanni complexes (Winbourne 2019). 

Description 

4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÚÅ northern mountain caribou as big animals, bigger than 

barren-ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΧήɊȢ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ northern mountain 

caribou are large (Andre et al. ΨΦΦάɊȢ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ !ÌÅØÉÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙ 

differences in the appearances of northern mountain caribou from different herds, or perhaps 

different habitats/altitudes; northern mountain caribou from the Snake River area (Bonnet 

Plume herd) are smaller than those herds that stay further south, which are composed of bigger 

animals (Katz 2010; Benson 2018). Note that it was possible but not likely that Alexie was 

ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÎÇ 0ÏÒÃÕÐÉÎÅ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΧήɊȢ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÓÉÚÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ 

among different northern mountain caribou herds (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). Outfitters 

similarly describe some differences in body size among northern mountain caribou herds or sub-

herds (Winbourne 2019).  

In their work with knowledge holders from Fort Good Hope and Colville Lake, Johnson and 

2ÕÔÔÁÎ ɉΧίίΩɊ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ northern mountain caribou as follows: 

Outfitters are able to provide descriptions of the caribou they see in the areas they are familiar 

with; some specific observations about differences in morphology are provided about the 

Nahanni Complex in the Distribution section, as these are strongly informed by differences in 

movement patterns and seasonal habitat use (Winbourne 2019). 
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/ÔÈÅÒ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÎÏÒÔÈ ÏÆ .ÁÈÁÎÎÉ "ÕÔÔÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅÎȭÔ 

like northern mountain caribou; they are observed gathered in groups in the mountainous, treed 

areas and described as more like a woodland caribou with stunted antlers and very heavy bodies. 

They are seen between Nahanni Butte and Fort Simpson along the mountain edge and travel to 

Trout Lake down from the mountains (Winbourne 2019).  

More details on herd-specific characteristics and movements are included in the Movements 

section of this report. Photographs of northern mountain caribou in their Mackenzie Mountain 

habitat are included in Figures 4 and 5. 

 

Figure 4. Bull caribou near Dechenla Lodge. Photo reproduced with permission from Norman Barichello. 
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Figure 5. Mixed group of northern mountain caribou, north of Dechenla Lodge, in hills on the edge of the Mackenzie 

Mountains barrens. Photo reproduced with permission from Norman Barichello. 

Distribution  

The Mackenzie Mountains are home to several herds of northern mountain caribou, covering a 

range that stretches from the Arctic Red River in the north to Fort Liard in the south. Individual 

First Nations tend to encounter caribou from particular herds; as a result, no comprehensive 

information was found regarding overall distribution in the sources reviewed for this report. 

3ÏÍÅ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÂÅÌÏ× ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎȟ 3ÁÈÔĭȟ +ÁÓËÁȟ ÁÎÄ .ÁÈÁȜ Dehï regions. 

No detailed spatial information on northern mountain caribou herd distribution was available in 

the sources reviewed for this report. 

Northern Range 

4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÒÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

heads of the Hart and Wind rivers, and the Snake River, year-round. Northern mountain caribou 

are also found in parts of the Ogilvie Mountains. One August, a herd of 15 or 20 large cows was 

ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÁÉÎÁÇÅÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÁÙÎÁ ÁÎÄ !ÒÃÔÉÃ 2ÅÄ ÒÉÖÅÒÓȢ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ elders and 

harvesters indicate that northern mountain caribou are found in the mountains at the 

headwaters of the Arctic Red and Cranswick rivers (Benson 2018). Elders recall hearing that 
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northern mountain caribou would be sought first in the headwaters of the Cranswick River, and 

if none were found, they would move to the headwaters of the Arctic Red River (Andre et al. 

2006).  

Two different herds of caribou have been described within the Arctic Red River Outfitting area, 

distinguished by differences in behaviour. Bonnet Plume caribou are found in the southern/ 

southwestern half of the area around the Source Peaks and headwaters of major drainages such 

as the Arctic Red, Mountain, Hess, Snake, and Bonnet Plume rivers (Winbourne 2019). These 

caribou tend to stay in high elevation habitat, moving south in the fall to rut at around 7,000 feet 

(2,100 meters) elevation. Caribou from the Redstone Complex are encountered in the north and 

northeast of this outfitting area; they move north into the foothills, congregating at 2,000 feet 

(600 meters) to rut as snow comes to higher areas, and spend the early part of the winter there. 

These two groups of caribou do not mix during the rut (Ibid.). 

Central Range 

In the Keele 2ÉÖÅÒ ÁÒÅÁȟ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÅÖÅÎȭ ×ÉÔÈ ÖÁÒÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÕÓÅÄ 

year to year (Winbourne 2019). They travel along ridges on both sides of the Keele River, as well 

as the Ekwi and Natla rivers (Ibid.). 

+ÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÂÙ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉni (Ross River) Dena elders indicates that there are likely at least 

ÆÉÖÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÏÆ ÎÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÇÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ +ȭÜ Tủǲ area (at and 

around Dechenla, which is an extensive high-elevation plateau) (Winbourne 2017a)8. These 

herds come from many different directions in the Yukon and across the Mackenzie Mountains. 

Based on herd-ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÂÙ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ÅÌÄÅÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ 

observation of radio-collared caribou, there may be caribou from as many as six herds 

ɉÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈÅÄ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÉÎÔÅÒɊ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ +ȭÜ Tủǲ area, as follows: 

1. Keele River (near confluence of Twitya and Ekwi rivers) 

2. Redstone 

3. Finlayson (radio-collared animals observed) 

4. Bonnet Plume 

5. Tay River 

6. Nahanni (radio-collared animals observed) (Barichello pers. comm. 2019) 

 
8 -ÁÃÍÉÌÌÁÎ ɉ-ÁÃɊ 0ÁÓÓ ÏÒ -ÉÌÅ ΨΨΨ ÉÓ Á ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÅÄ ÂÙ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ $ÅÎÁ ÁÎÄ 3ÈĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne, who 
generally refer to the broader general area as DechąȜlÏȜ ɉ3Ⱦ3$Ɋ ÏÒ $ÅÃÈÅÎÌÁ ɉ+ÁÓËÁ $ÅÎÁɊȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
end of or at the edge of the ÓÐÒÕÃÅ ÔÒÅÅÓ ÏÒ ÔÒÅÅÌÉÎÅȭ ɉ7ÉÎÂÏÕÒÎÅ ΨΦΧέÂɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÍÅ $ÅÃÈÅÎÌÁ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ 
to encompass northern ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÈÁÂÉÔÁÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ -ÁÃÍÉÌÌÁÎ 0ÁÓÓȟ #ÁÒÉÂÏÕ 0ÁÓÓȟ +ȭÜ Tủǲ 
(Willow Flats), Dechenla Lodge (Mile 212), and the Mackenzie Mountains barrens. 
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/ÎÅ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ÅÌÄÅÒ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÃÏÍÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÒÔÈ×ÅÓÔ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ɉÁÌÓÏ 

×ÉÔÈ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÁÎÔÌÅÒ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÅÒÄÓɊȠ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

descriptions of caribou within the Bonnet Plume herd (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). More 

details are provided on these caribou in the Movements section.  

An outfitter with experience in the Gayna River area describes two distinct herds there: 

Southern Range 

Some traditional knowledge on northern mountain caribou was recorded during research 

conducted for the Prairie Creek Mine and proposed access road in the Dehcho region, when 

team members and elders from Nahanni Butte stated that there were caribou in the area of 

concern. Park staff had observations of caribou that included animal sightings, shed antlers, and 

tracks ɀ those observations were mostly during summer with some winter observations. 

Hunting outfitters reported the largest numbers in the Prairie Creek area during fall in that study 

(ENR 2016).  

South Nahanni Outfitters has their main camp on a tributary of the Root River and they indicate 

that they mostly encounter caribou from the Redstone herd in that area, and only a few Nahanni 

caribou (Winbourne 2019). Nahanni Butte Outfitters, operating in the south Nahanni area, have 

a different experience, and describe variation among three distinct groups of caribou as follows: 

1. North side of Nahanni River ɀ In the Prairie Creek area and drainages north of the 

Nahanni River. They seem to be the same caribou as on the Keele River ɀ they are the same 

size, have the same body, and are not as big as the caribou south of the Nahanni River. Their 

distribution is all along the Yukon/NWT border. 

2. South side of the Nahanni River ɀ Have distinctly bigger bodies than those seen on the 

north side of the river. 

3. The Flat River group ɀ A third group around the Flat River, to the west and northwest 

corner of their hunting area, that is even bigger-bodied than those on the south side of the 

Nahanni River. They are not very plentiful, but very large, and their distribution is all along 

the mountains towards Cantung (Winbourne 2019).  
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These groups of caribou do not seem to mix, and caribou do not seem to move between the 

north and south sides of the Nahanni River very much (Ibid.). 

Search Effort 

Indigenous and local residents of both the NWT and Yukon hunt northern mountain caribou for 

subsistence. In addition, non-resident sport hunting occurs in the Mackenzie Mountains 

annually, mostly during the months of August and September. ENR reports that resident harvest 

is almost exclusively of males and comes from five herds in the NWT: Redstone, Bonnet Plume, 

South Nahanni, Labiche, and Coal River (the alignment of the harvest with different herds is 

likely based on where the harvest occurs in relation to the suspected distribution of these herds) 

(Larter 2018). Because much of northern ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÈÁÂÉÔÁÔ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÂÙ ÒÏÁÄȟ 

4+Ⱦ#+ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÅÎÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÐÁÔÃÈÙȭȢ $ÅÔÁÉÌÅÄ 4+Ⱦ#+ ×ÁÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÆÒÏÍ 

Shúhta (Mountain) Dene aÎÄ ÔÏ Á ÌÅÓÓÅÒ ÅØÔÅÎÔȟ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÒÅÇÉÏÎÓ, in the sources reviewed for 

this report. 

Figure 6 shows scientific understandings of the northern mountain caribou herds that are 

regularly encountered by Yukon and NWT First Nations. 
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Figure 6. Map showing scientific understandings of the northern mountain caribou herds that Yukon and NWT First 

Nations tend to encounter and have knowledge of. Data for First Nations shapefiles from NWT Centre for 

Geomatics (2007a and b), NRCan (2008), and Government of Yukon (2014). Caribou range data from GNWT (R. 

Gau, N. Larter, R. Popko), Government of Alberta (L. Neufeld, D. Hervieux, D. Cichowski), Government of BC (D. 

Seip, T.M. Williams), and Government of Yukon (T. Hegel, K. Russell). Map courtesy of B. Fournier, ENR. 
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Shúhta (Mountain) Dene ɀ includes ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne and Métis from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓ 

ɉ.74Ɋȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ $ÅÎÁ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ +ÁÓËÁ $ÅÎÁ ɉ9ÕËÏÎɊ 

As noted in Regional/Cultural Background, the ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne lived, travelled, hunted, and trapped 

in the Mackenzie, Selwyn, and Ogilvie mountains (between 61° and 66°N), and from the 

Mackenzie River valley in the east to the Stewart, Ross, Pelly, and Hess river valleys in the Yukon 

to the west (Andrews et al. 2012). Based on their cumulative experience on the land, Ross River 

Dena and ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne alike have a wealth of traditional knowledge about northern mountain 

caribou (RRDC N.D.; Winbourne 2017a).  

Tom Andrews and his ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne colleagues documented many important caribou harvesting 

locations and other archaeological sites along the travel corridors. ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne river names 

such as Mủcho Tsąǲï/Mątchotse9  (Caribou Cry River) reflect the fact that caribou are known to 

migrate to and use these areas in the fall (Andrews et al. 2012; Winbourne 2017a). Sites such as 

epï ehda (Caribou Flats) were chosen because of the predictable presence of caribou at 

certain times of the year (Andrews et al. 2012).  

זּ זּͥ

ąȭͥ Ȝזּͥͥ
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ͥ ͥ
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Traditional use data recorded by Andrews et al. (2012) provide a detailed picture of the 

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne alpine subsistence-settlement system. In particular, a high density of features 

along BegÜdeï (the Keele River) in the vicinity of epï ehda (Caribou Flats or caribou mineral 

lick) relates, in part, to the importance of the fall caribou hunt (Ibid.). Within the Sahtú region, 

+ȭÜÈÓÈÏ 'ÏÔȭąȜnö from Fort Good Hope also use northern mountain caribou, but workshops 

conducted in Sahtú communities in 2000 indicated that fewer northern mountain caribou are 

harvested now than in the past (Olsen et al. 2001).  

By the early to mid-19th century, ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne began to adapt their seasonal movements to visit 

fur trading posts in the valley, often spending the summer months fishing and hunting near 

TuląǲÔȭÁȢ 4ÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÂÙ ÆÏÏÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓ ÔÏ ÈÕÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÐ ÆÏÒ ÓÅÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÅÉÇÈÔ 

months of the year. People would return to the lowlands once rivers were navigable (around late 

May) using moose skin boats (Winbourne 2017a). ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne still spent a large part of the year 

living as mobile hunter-gatherers in the Mackenzie Mountains up until the 1960s, hunting 

 
9 Spelled MąȜhchotsïe NąȜląȜne in Andrews et al. (2012). 
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northern mountain caribou, as well as harvesting numerous other resources (Andrews et al. 

2012).  

While today most ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne are settled in TuląǲÔȭÁȟ ÍÁÎÙ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÔÒÉÐÓ ÉÎÔÏ 

the mountains to harvest bush resources (Andrew 2018). Some ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ 

Norman Wells continue to rely on a fall hunt of northern mountain caribou as an important part 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÙÅÁÒÌÙ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ $Ïą 4ȭÏÈ 4ÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ 0ÁÒË ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 

CANOL Heritage Trail have been in continuous use by Mountain Dene for hunting, fishing, and 

trapping (Downie et al. 2007). Mountain Dene from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÒÅÇÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔ Á ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÈÕÎÔ 

for northern mountain caribou at Drum Lake, a known wintering ground for these caribou, as 

well as at Caribou Flats (Olsen et al. 2001; Larter and Allaire 2017).  

4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÙ ÏÆ ÕÓÅ ÁÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ +ȭÜ Tủǲ (Willow 

&ÌÁÔÓɊȢ ,ÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÎÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄ×ÁÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ +ÅÅÌÅȟ #ÁÒÉÂÏÕ #ÒÙȟ 2ÏÓÓȟ ÁÎÄ -ÁÃ-ÉÌÌÁÎ ÒÉÖÅÒÓȟ +ȭÜ 

Tủǲ is an especially rich part of the mountain landscape, known not just for its high numbers of 

northern mountain caribou, but also moose, migratory birds, and healthy populations of fish and 

beaver. Shúhta Dene from both the Yukon and NWT continue to travel to this site on an annual 

basis for harvesting purposes (Winbourne 2017a and b; SRRB 2018).  

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne detailed knowledge of caribou behaviour and the landscape strongly informs 

hunting strategy and success; for example, known mineral licks are also important sites where 

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne hunters can predictably intercept and harvest large game like northern mountain 

caribou, and knowledge of migration routes and seasonal abundance enable ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne to 

make substantial harvests (Olsen et al. 2001; Andrews et al. 2012).  

-ÁÃÍÉÌÌÁÎ 0ÁÓÓȾ+ȭÜ Tủǲ is another important area intersected by the CANOL road and trail, and 

regularly frequented by ShĭhtaotȭąȜne and Tu lidlini and Kaska Dena. Because this area is 

accessible by road, many ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne Dene continue to use this area year after year and have 

traditional campsites here.  

4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ÁÎÄ +ÁÓka Dena seasonal use patterns in the Mackenzie Mountains are similar to those 

described for ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne. Traditionally, they too followed a nomadic lifestyle, sustained by the 

land, and following the animals with the circle of the seasons, using different means of travel 

(e.g., snowshoes, moose skin boats, pack dogs (RRDC N.D.)). Many of these traditional ways 

have been carried into the present, albeit using newer technology such as trucks and all-terrain 

vehicles (ATVs) to access traditional camp sites. 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ÁÎÄ +ÁÓËÁ $ÅÎÁ ÈÁÖÅȟ ÆÏÒ ÍÁÎÙ 

generations, moved into the Selwyn-Mackenzie mountains typically around late summer/early 

ÆÁÌÌȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ +ȭÜ Tủǲ in that season to hunt caribou (RRDC N.D.). 
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'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

Northern mÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ 3ÎÁËÅ 2ÉÖÅÒȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ 

ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ "ÏÎÎÅÔ 0ÌÕÍÅ ÈÅÒÄ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΧήɊȢ 0ÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

families would know they could find abundant northern mountain caribou at the confluence of 

the Peel and Bonnet Plume rivers, to the point that they used caribou corrals to hunt them in 

relatively large numbers. After the corrals were constructed, the caribou were herded or chased 

into them and then killed with snares or spears (Profeit-LeBlanc 1994).  

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ȬÌÏÔÓȭ ÏÆ northern mountain caribou found in 

the headwaters of the Arctic Red River, which is within the current extent of the Bonnet Plume 

and Redstone herds. If a hunter wanted to seek out northern ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ 

ÔÏ ÇÏ ÆÁÒ ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ÔÈÅÍȢ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ Á ÔÒÉÐ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ !ÒÃÔÉÃ 2ÅÄ 2ÉÖÅÒ ÔÏ 

the mountains as part of their annual movement patterns. They chose routes and locations 

based on their knowledge of the location and abundance of northern mountain caribou and 

other resources. Also, they would meet friends and family at large gathering sites. The location 

where the caribou were likely to be found was well-known and the animals were considered an 

impÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÓÕÂÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΧήɊȢ )Î ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÄÅÃÁdes, due to shifting 

demographicÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÓÔÙÌÅÓȟ 4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ ÁÎÄ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔ ÍÕÃÈ 

more on barren-ground caribou, so much of the information available from GwÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

knowledge sources is from stories of the past or from a few individual harvesters who have made 

trips into the mountains to harvest these caribou. 

Recreational Users and Non-Indigenous Harvesters and Outfitters 

Northern mountain caribou are one of the more desired species sought by non-resident hunters 

(Larter and Allaire 2017). Non-resident hunters can only hunt northern mountain caribou with 

registered guides within outfitting concessions in the NWT. They access the herds using fixed-

wing aircraft, helicopters, ATVs, boats, and horses. There are eight outfitters operating in the 

NWT portion of northern mountain caribou range. Outfitter areas are shown in relation to 

caribou herds in the NWT in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7. Map showing outfitter areas within northern mountain caribou range in the NWT in relation to known 

scientific ranges for these herds (NWT Centre for Geomatics 2014). Caribou range data from GNWT (R. Gau, N. 

Larter, R. Popko), Government of Alberta (L. Neufeld, D. Hervieux, D. Cichowski), Government of BC (D. Seip, T.M. 

Williams), and Government of Yukon (T. Hegel, K. Russell). Map courtesy of B. Fournier, ENR. 
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Outfitters often spend decades observing caribou during the seasons they are at their camps 

and many have in-depth knowledge of caribou in their concessions during the hunting season. 

Some of the rich information held by outfitters has been documented, but direct observations 

are mostly restricted to the period between late July and early October (Winbourne 2019).  

Sahtú reÓÉÄÅÎÔÓȭ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #!./, ÔÒÁÉÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÒÒÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÁÒÅÁ ÉÓ ÆÏÒ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÒÅÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ 

hunting, hiking, camping, and snowmobiling (Downie et al. 2007). Resident licensed hunters 

tend to spend time and hunt in the area accessed by the North CANOL Road. Summer road 

access is possible to Mile 222 along the North CANOL Road through the Yukon. Two airstrips 

are located in the Macmillan Pass area, one north of the pass at Mile 222 and the other just south 

of Macmillan Pass. Both support air charter service.  

The CANOL roadway allows easy access by horseback and one outfitter continues to rely on the 

roadway to offer horseback hunts (Downie et al. 2007). Other non-guided hunters usually access 

the area by ATV. The dominant use of the CANOL Heritage Trail corridor at the present time is 

for guided trophy hunting and Sahtú Dene and Métis subsistence wildlife harvesting. Some 

outfitting facilities are located directly within the corridor and regularly utilize the corridor; 

however, guided non-resident hunting operations are practiced across large outfitter 

concessions well beyond the corridor park (Downie et al. 2007). 

Access for hunting in the southern portion of the corridor and surrounding area has typically 

been from the southwest directly along the CANOL road. Trucks are typically replaced by ATVs 

at Mile 222 where travel becomes very difficult by truck. Access for hunting from the Norman 

Wells area is by air and is less directly connected to the CANOL corridor. Typically, people who 

are doing other, non-hunting, recreational activities come in from Norman Wells and use the 

northern portions of the area, accessing them from the same air sites (Downie et al. 2007).  

The Dechenla Lodge and Wilderness Resort is located east of the Yukon-NWT border, on a high 

elevation plateau between the Selwyn Mountains to the west, and a series of ranges that belong 

to the Mackenzie Mountains to the east. The lodge has been operated as a naturalist lodge since 

1980 and is currently co-owned by the Kaska First Nation and the Barichello family ɀ who also 

seasonally inhabit the lodge. The lodge caters to nature groups, hikers, birders, etc., as well as 

hosting other programs and retreats (Downie et al. 2007; Dechenla Lodge 2018). The operating 

season is typically July through early September (Downie et al. 2007). Staff of the lodge have 

extensive knowledge about northern mountain caribou and the environment in the vicinity, 

based on their experience in the area. 
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Biology and Behaviour 

Habitat Requirements  

Northern mountain caribou habitat is likely dictated by the availability of food and minerals, and 

the risk of predation, mediated by snow conditions and noxious insects (Barichello pers. comm. 

2019). Northern mountain caribou use a variety of ranges throughout the year (Dena Kayeh 

Institute 2010; Winbourne 2019). Calving, post-calving, summer, and rutting range are generally 

in alpine habitats. As snow depth increases after the rut, caribou migrate to lower elevation, 

forested winter ranges. Each range is separated by elevation or distance. While maintaining the 

entire range is considered important for survival of the herds, the forested winter range, 

migration corridors, and calving/post-calving ranges are specifically prioritized for protection 

under the Kaska Dena land use framework (Ibid.). 

The information presented here for eastern Yukon and the western NWT is for the most part 

consistent with Indigenous traditional knowledge regarding habitat use reported for northern 

BC in the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in CanadaȭÓ (COSEWIC) (2014) 

assessment and status report on northern mountain caribou. Caribou are typically restricted to 

low elevation forested areas during the late winter. They begin to move out of these areas in 

April and May, and disperse in small groups at higher elevations in late May, at the time of 

calving. This strategy of dispersing above the valleys is likely a strategy to minimize encounters 

with wolves, who at this time are concentrated at den sites at lower elevations (Ibid.). 

Cows aggregate into post-calving groups after calving, in open areas where there is ample food 

and where wolves can be spotted a long way off (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). In July, caribou 

scatter across the mountains to areas where there are wind-exposed ridges and snowpacks to 

minimize insect harassment, adjacent to lush alpine meadows. In late summer (after the insect 

period) they converge in open areas (predator avoidance) where there is an abundance of 

willows. Here, the bulls join them in advance of the rut. After the rut, and likely prompted by 

snow conditions, caribou move back down to low elevation forested areas with available lichen 

and suitable cratering conditions (Ibid.). Some caribou may move back to higher elevations for 

the rest of the winter, if snow conditions permit (COSEWIC 2014; Winbourne 2019). Also, there 

have been suggestions that if snow conditions are favourable, caribou will remain near the 

treeline during the winter (Barichello pers. comm. 2019).  

Northern mountain caribou food is considered to be broadly available in the areas where they 

live, and if a particular area has been well-ÇÒÁÚÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓÎȭÔ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÆÏÏÄ ÌÅÆÔ ÔÏ ÅÁÔȟ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ 

will move on (Benson 2018). During consultations for NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 0ÁÒË Reserve, 

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne participants said that it was important that planning take into consideration 

ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÆÅÅÄÉÎÇ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÁÓÏÎÁÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÉÎ ÖÅÇÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ɉ5ÕÎÉÌÁ ÐÅÒÓȢ ÃÏÍÍȢ ΨΦΧήɊȢ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ 

harvesters and outfitters say that caribou are sometimes seen at salt or mineral licks, but 
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generally not as often as sheep (Benson 2018; Winbourne 2019). In addition, participants in a 

joint planning process for caribou in the Mackenzie Mountains also identified ice patches and 

mineral licks as important habitat (Winbourne 2017a). More specific information on caribou 

habitat is provided according to seasonal ranges in the sections that follow. Seasonal range use, 

as described in the text, is briefly summarized by area/feature in Table 1. Information about 

caribou movements between seasonal ranges is provided in Movements. 

Table 1. Summary of seasonal range use by area/feature, as described in the text. Spatial descriptions for much of 

this seasonal range are not currently available and have therefore not been mapped.  

Area/Feature Spring 
(calving) 

Summer Fall 
(rut) 

Winter Migration  Unspecified 

Arctic Red River  x x x x  

Bonnet Plume River  x x    

Caribou Cry River (Mủcho 
Tsąǲï/Mątchotse) 

x  x    

Cranswick River  x     

Ekwi River     x  

Flat River      x 

Gayna River  x x x   

Hart River x x x x   

Hess River   x    

Keele River (BegÜdeï) x  x x x  

Liard River      x 

Little Nahanni River x x x  x  

Moose Horn River  x     

Mountain River  x x    

Nahanni River      x 

Natla River (TĭÏÃÈȭÅÅ 4Õ×ï 
NąȜląȜne) 

x    x  

Peel River      x 

Ram River   x    

Ramparts River   x x   

Redstone River  x x    

Root River   x    

Sheepbed River  x   x  

Silverberry River  x   x  

Snake River x x x x   

South Nahanni River x x x x   

Stone Knife River   x    

Thundercloud River     x  

Twitya River x      

Wind Rivers x x x x   

Wrigley Creek   x    

Bell Heather Lake   x    

Carcajou Lake x x x x   
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Area/Feature Spring 
(calving) 

Summer Fall 
(rut) 

Winter Migration  Unspecified 

Drum/Wrigley Lake 
ɉ4ÅÔÓȭÅØÅÈɊ 

   x   

/ȭ'ÒÁÄÙ ,ÁËÅÓ x      

Poacher Lake   x    

Tabasco Lake      x 

Virginia Falls    x   

Caribou Mountains (not 
shown on maps) 

     x 

Front Range   x    

Keele Mountain      x 

Lichen Ridge    x   

Mackenzie Mountains  x x x   

Ogilvie Mountains      x 

Selwyn Mountains  x x    

Shattered Range    x   

Source Peaks  x x    

Arctic Red River outfitting 
area 

 x x    

CANOL Heritage Trail   x    

Dechenla/+ȭÜ Tủǲ/Macmillan 
Pass (Willow Flats) 

x x x    

Dechenla Lodge  x x    

$Ïą 4ȭÏÈ 4ÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ 0ÁÒË   x    

eąȜÔÓȭïdïï ÏȜtaą (moose 
antler pass or summit) (not 
shown on maps) 

x    x  

Gana River outfitting area  x  x   

Kaska land use framework    x  x 

Moose Ponds x x     

NÜÜÔÓȭąȜÈÃÈȭÏÈ x      

NaatsÛk (not shown on 
maps) 

   x   

Nahanni National Park 
Reserve 

   x   

PủtčÜnejo (Caribou Flats)  x x x   

Plains of Abraham x      

Prairie Creek Mine and 
access road 

 x x x   

ShĭÈÔÁÇÏÔȭąÎÅ Néné 
(Mountain Dene Land) (not 
shown on maps) 

x  x x x  

South Nahanni outfitting 
area 

 x x  x  
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Area/Feature Spring 
(calving) 

Summer Fall 
(rut) 

Winter Migration  Unspecified 

epï ehda (Caribou Flats 
or caribou mineral lick) 

x  x x   

 

Spring Range and Calving Grounds 

As winter turns to spring, northern mountain caribou begin to migrate towards their calving 

areas and summer range, and traditionally, ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne followed them into the higher 

mountains to hunt. ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne elders identified the area around eąȜÔÓȭïdïï ÏȜtaą (moose antler 

pass or summit) and areas along BegÜdeï (the Keele River) as important migration corridors and 

places for spring caribou hunting (Andrews et al. 2012). The epÅȜǲ ehda (Caribou Flats) has also 

long been an important area for ShĭhtaotȭąȜne to harvest northern mountain caribou in the spring 

(Ibid.). 

For the last few years, Gana River Outfitters have been in their licence area in spring and have 

ÎÏÔÉÃÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ !ÐÒÉÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÂÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÌÅÙ ÓÉÄÅÓ ÉÓ ȬÔÒÁÃËÅÄ ÕÐȭ ɀ that is, in years with little 

snow, you can see old tracks from months before, and caribou seem to spend a lot of time in the 

scattered and heavy timber. While they may be in alpine habitat, they are not on the windy 

mountain tops, but just above the treeline (Winbourne 2019).  

The Kaska Dena land use framework states that calving sites are scattered across a large area at 

upper elevations (Dena Kayeh Institute 2010). The framework emphasizes that it is how the 

caribou use the range that is important to understand; that is, female caribou with calves are 

usually found at high elevations in alpine habitats in small groups, with some use in coniferous 

islands at treeline, and females without calves and males are usually found at lower elevations 

of alpine and upper slope forests during the peak of calving (approximately May 15 to June 15) 

(Ibid.).  

Photographs included in Figures 8 and 9 show northern mountain caribou in spring habitat near 

Dechenla Lodge following calving. 
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Figure 8. Cows with young calves are often visible from Dechenla Lodge during the early summer. They come to 

Dechenla to seek out snow-free patches with good forage. The area also provides high visibility for predators. Photo 

reproduced with permission from Norman Barichello. 
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Figure 9. Caribou cows feeding on a mountain slope near Dechenla Lodge in late spring. Photo reproduced with 

permission from Norman Barichello. 

Summer Range - Including Ice Patches 

Around the headwaters of the Arctic Red River, northern mountain caribou are known to go very 

high up in the mountains in the summers; they do not always stay in the valleys, although there 

ÁÒÅ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ɉÁÎÄ ÓÈÅÅÐɊ ÔÒÁÃËÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ȬÓÉÇÎÓȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÌÅÙÓ ÉÎ the summer. The caribou can get 

up the steep slopes as they are agile and can easily climb (Andre et al. 2006; Benson 2018). One 

August, a herd of 15 or 20 large cows was seen in the drainages between the Gayna and Arctic 

Red rivers (Benson 2018). When thÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÓÕÍÍÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÒÁÉÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕȭÓ ÈÁÂÉÔÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ 

lush and support healthy animals (Ibid.).  

Arctic Red River Outfitters has observed that caribou within the Bonnet Plume and Redstone 

herds are dispersed throughout the high country using alpine and sub-alpine environments in 

summer (Winbourne 2019). Use of different habitats within this area depends on precipitation 

and temperature, noted as follows: 
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More information on caribou habitat use and movements within and out of the mountains in the 

headwaters of the Arctic Red River area is included in the Movements section. 

The headwaters near the Gayna River are consistently important summer range, as well as the 

headwaters of the Cranswick River ɀ where large concentrations of caribou are often seen in 

summer (Winbourne 2019). Again, habitat use is influenced by weather ɀ most caribou are found 

ÉÎ ÈÉÇÈ ÔÅÒÒÁÉÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÏÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÉÎ ÂÒÅÅÚÙ ÒÏÃËÙ ÈÁÂÉÔÁÔ ÏÒ ÏÎ Çravel 

bars to keep bugs away (Ibid.). Overall, Gana River Outfitters stresses use of high terrain: 

/ÒÁÌ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ 4+Ⱦ#+ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ +ȭÜ Tủǲ10 is an important traditional use area for 

Shúhta Dene during the summer months due in part to the consistent abundance of caribou 

found there (Andrews et al. ΨΦΧΨȠ 7ÉÎÂÏÕÒÎÅ ΨΦΧέÂɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÕÍÍÅÒ ÈÁÂÉÔÁÔ ÁÔ +ȭÜ Tủǲ includes an 

extensive high elevation plateau along the continental divide, surrounded by broad valleys of 

willow and shrub birch, above which are lush alpine meadows, persistent snowpacks, and wind-

exposed slopes (Andrews et al. 2012; Barichello pers. comm. 2018). Figure 10 shows caribou at 

Dechenla Lodge in the Mackenzie Mountains during summer months. 

 
10 3ÐÅÌÌÅÄ +ȭÁÔÉÅÈ ÉÎ !ÎÄÒÅ×Ó et al. (2012). 
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Figure 10. Northern mountain caribou at Dechenla Lodge during mid-summer. Photo reproduced with permission 

from Norman Barichello. 

Traditional knowledge indicates that ice patches in the Mackenzie and Selwyn mountains 

provide important summer habitat for northern mountain caribou, who rely on them to 

minimize harassment from insects and for cooling during hot weather (Andre et al. 2006; 

Andrews et al. 2012; Benson 2018). Some ice patches in the Selwyn Mountains contain layers of 

caribou dung dating from the recent past to approximately 5,000 years before present, 

supporting oral histories about Shúhta Dena, caribou, and ice patches having a long-term 

relationship (Andrews et al. 2012).  

Further south in their range, northern mountain caribou bulls are found in alpine areas of the 

Sheepbed and Silverberry drainages in July and August (Winbourne 2019). South Nahanni 

Outfitters hunts bulls in these drainages in July and August. Figure 11 shows caribou in typical 

alpine habitat during summer months. 
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Figure 11. Caribou use high alpine areas in the summer months. This photograph was taken in mid-July at an 

elevation of approximately 7,000 feet (2,100m). Photo reproduced with permission from Werner Aschbacher. 

Fall 

Generally, northern mountain caribou stay in the mountains to avoid insect harassment until 

fall, then begin heading toward their rutting ranges (Winbourne 2017a; Benson 2018). One 

important area of fall habitat has been identified near Poacher Lake by Arctic Red River 

Outfitters; the area is described as high country that is a really important rutting area for the 

Bonnet Plume herd, where they regularly see 300 to 500 caribou rutting (Winbourne 2019). 

However, it was also indicated that the Redstone herd uses all of the major drainages within a 

high ridge of plateau coming off the mountains to the north (Ibid.).  

A little further south in the Gana River Outfitting Area, they have noticed that in the fall the bulls 

start to spend more time in the trees; they can be observed in the timber and brushy draws 

rubbing their antlers and browsing (Winbourne 2019ɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÈÉÇÈ ÅÌÅÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÔÅÁÕ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ +ȭÜ Tủǲ 

area ɀ the Mackenzie Mountains barrens ɀ is known to be an important location for northern 

mountain caribou at this time of year. While they may be seen to use this area at any season of 

the year, they are found in especially high numbers here in late August and September, when 
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they seek out the willows and mushrooms the area provides (Winbourne 2017a). This area is 

shown in Figure 12. 

 

Figure 12. Northern mountain caribou seen near Dechenla grazing in their preferred fall habitat. Photo reproduced 

with permission from Norman Barichello. 

The epÅȜǲ ehda area (Caribou Flats) is also an important area for northern mountain caribou in 

the fall (Andrews et al. 2012).  

Redstone caribou are observed to gather in large herds and stay at the headwaters of the Root 

River, Bell Heather Lake area (high alpine, no trees), and Wrigley Creek headwaters (north of the 

Prairie Creek mine area) in fall (Winbourne 2019). Figures 13 and 14 show northern mountain 

caribou in typical habitat once they have started to gather for the rut. 
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Figure 13. In early September, Redstone caribou in the Root River area are typically observed at the bottom of high 

alpine valleys. Photo reproduced with permission from Werner Aschbacher. 
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Figure 14. Caribou gathering to rut in typical habitat on a plateau at approximately 5,000 feet (1,500m). Caribou 

arrive mid-September and are mostly gone by October 10. Photo reproduced with permission from Werner 

Aschbacher. 

Outfitters are able to share many observations about caribou habitat use and requirements 

during fall; further details are provided in the Movements section. 

Winter Range 

The Kaska Dena land use framework outlines northern mountain caribou winter ranges as 

distinct areas having lower snowfall than surrounding areas, with repeated use by the herd, 

although core use within a range can change with snow conditions, fires, overgrazing, or 

changes in population. Northern mountain caribou movements and winter range use are a 

complex relationship related to snow cover, lichen abundance, moose, wolves, direct and 

indirect disturbances, and forest succession (Dena Kayeh Institute 2010).  

The Kaska Dena framework identifies some key winter habitats, including open canopy spruceɀ

lichen stands, black spruce wetlands or muskegs with arboreal lichen, and lakes with mineral 

overflow (Finlayson herd range, central to southeastern Yukon) (Dena Kayeh Institute 2010). 

An important winter range identified for northern ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÂÙ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÉÓ 

the Arctic Red River/Ramparts River; in winter, caribou move out of the mountains along these 

ÒÉÖÅÒÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÅÌÅÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÒÅÁÓ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΧήɊȢ !ÌÓÏ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ 
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ÁÒÅÁ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄ×ÁÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÎÁËÅ 2ÉÖÅÒ ÉÓ ËÎÏ×Î ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÃÏÌÄȭ ÉÎ &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ 

caribou can be found here (Benson 2018). Other northern mountain caribou in the Arctic Red 

River headwaters area move out from rocky mountain habitat to the lower, treed front range, 

×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÆÉÎÄ ×ÉÎÔÅÒ ÆÅÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÔÏ ÍÏÖÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ 

2018). 

In the Sahtú, ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜÎÅ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁ ÅÎÃÏÍÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ 4ÅÔÓȭÅØÅÈ ɉ7ÒÉÇÌÅÙ 

or Drum Lake) and Hayhook Lakes (not shown on maps) ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕȭȠ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÍÅ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ 

to the winter range of northern mountain caribou (Andrews et al. 2012). Workshop participants 

from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ northern mountain caribou winter at Drum 

Lake during earlier interviews (Olsen et al. 2001).  

There are fewer winter range observations from outfitters as they are not generally in their 

licensing areas during that season; however, early spring visits can indicate where the caribou 

have been in recent months by how the ground has been disturbed or by finding shed antlers 

(Winbourne 2019). Within the range of the Bonnet Plume herd, outfitters find shed antlers in 

high country, on exposed ridges and basins where the wind exposes the feed. Within Redstone 

range they see shed antlers out in the tundra and the scrub spruce ɀ those caribou rely heavily 

on boreal lichens in the winter time. This winter habitat use was described as follows: 

)Ô ×ÁÓ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÉÔȭÓ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÕÎÏÂÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ 

habitat; disturbing them while they are out there, or while moving to that habitat, could pose a 

serious challenge to their survival as they would struggle to ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÅÐ ÓÎÏ×Ȣ Ȱ)Æ ÔÈÅÙ 

ÇÏÔ ÐÕÓÈÅÄ ÂÁÃË ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȟ ÔÈÅÙȭÄ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÔÁÒÔ ÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙȟȱ ɉ4ÁÖÉÓ 

Molnar [Arctic Red River Outfitters Ltd.] in Winbourne 2019: 23). One example of this type of 

critical winter habitat would be the Ramparts River headwaters ɀ the habitat there is typically 

important rutting range in September, but in heavy snow years they travel down the watershed 

to the spruce forest (Ibid.). 
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Movements 

Northern Range 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Áround the headwaters of the Arctic Red River, northern 

mountain caribou move seasonally between the high, rocky, mountains and the lower, hilly front 

ranges. They travel to the mountains either before or after calving in May and stay there until 

fall, as iÔȭÓ ÃÏÏÌÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÅÁÓÉÅÒ ÔÏ ÅÓÃÁÐÅ ÉÎÓÅÃÔÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÔÁÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÌÅÙÓ ɀ they are known 

to go very high up in the mountains, to the peaks. They travel far into the mountains ɀ for 

example, up around the headwaters of the Snake River, across the Yukon border. Caribou travel 

in such a way as to leave long-lasting trails worn into the soil, visible in the ground even from the 

air (Benson 2008). There are also northern mountain caribou that stay around Snake River in the 

winter, and another group that stay around the Shattered Range (Andre et al. 2006; Benson 

2018).  

In August or September, the caribou that overwinter in the front ranges head out of the 

mountains. They gather together around NaatsÛk (not shown on maps) and other locations 

(Andre et al. 20ΦάɊȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÌÅÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓ ÁÓ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÅÁÓÙ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÆÅÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÎÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

mountains, and also because getting around in the winter in the mountains is very difficult 

(Benson 2018). Sonny Blake ([Tsiigehtchic] in Andre et al. 2006: 30) indicated that ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ȰÏÎÅ 

ÈÅÒÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ -ÁÃËÅÎÚÉÅ -ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓȢ )ȭÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÉÔ 7ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄ -ÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ #ÁÒÉÂÏÕȢ "ÕÔ 

during the winter, they winter in the Lichen Ridge area, from around Snake River, the Gayna 

2ÉÖÅÒȱȢ (Å ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÉÎÔÅÒ ΨΦ ÏÒ ΩΦ ÍÉÌÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎs. They gather in the front range 

around August, and migrate towards the mountains after having their young in the front range 

in spring. He said that bulls will leave the mountains before the cows do, and that there are salt 

licks in the mountains. 

Tavis Molnar also knows caribou movement patterns in this area, having spent 25 years 

outfitting there; he said there is seasonal variation in how they congregate in the area of the 

Arctic Red River Outfitting licence (Winbourne 2019). Caribou are very dispersed in their summer 

range, living like sheep ɀ often higher than sheep in the basins ɀ and they are split off into very 

small groups, especially the bulls ɀ often the bulls are solitary or 2-3 are found together. Cows 

tend to be congregated into small groups of 5-20 animals on their summer range; they are very 

dispersed and can be seen almost everywhere in the mountains. Other animals are more 

ÓÅÄÅÎÔÁÒÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÕÌÌÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÍÏÖÅ ÍÕÃÈ at that time of the year and may spend the whole summer 

in one area (Ibid.).  

Around the third week of August, when bulls come out of velvet, there is a sudden change in 

distribution and behaviour ɀ the bulls can become difficult to find, they move down out of their 

summer range and into scattered timber or valley bottoms with high willows to strip their velvet. 

After this they form larger groups ɀ at this point bulls and cows are still segregated ɀ they stage 
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up in certain areas as they get ready to move to their rut ranges. At that time of year, caribou 

are in groups of 10-30 caribou, and congregations of up to several hundred (Winbourne 2019).  

As the weather changes ɀ with hard frosts, plants freezing at high elevations, and snow on the 

ground ɀ caribou all leave the summer range and large congregations start to form, including 

bulls and cows. At that point, bulls are sparring and herding cows. Once rutting groups establish 

(by the second week of September), they remain committed to that area. However, that area 

varies from year to year. More caribou arrive and the groups continue to increase in size through 

September. The groups are typically between 40-200 animals on the ridges ɀ this is both the 

Bonnet Plume and Redstone herds (Winbourne 2019).  

By the time Arctic Red River Outfitters leave the area (early October), it is the peak of the rut.  

Central Range 

In the Keele River area, caribou herds tend to be small in summer and the majority are found in 

higher elevation valley bottoms with small groups of bulls in higher terrain. They are observed 

steadily travelling and feeding, and use the Keele, Ekwi, and Natla rivers in the area to migrate. 

Ȱ4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÁÒÅÁ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÆÕÎÎÅÌ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒÓȢ )Æ ÙÏÕ ÆÌÙ ÔÈÅ 

+ÅÅÌÅ ÙÏÕ ÓÅÅ ÌÁÙÅÒ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÌÁÙÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÒÁÉÌÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÓÉÄÅÓȱ ɉ*ÉÍ ,ÁÎÃÁÓÔÅÒ [Nahanni Butte 

Outfitters Ltd. and NWT Outffitters Ltd.] in Winbourne 2019: 15). 

By early September, these caribou start to herd up more, into clusters of 20-30 caribou, but they 

are still constantly moving, with different caribou passing through the area every day.  

For the Mountain River herd, outfitters have observed that caribou movements are largely 

unpredictable: 



 
 

Status of Northern Mountain Caribou in the NWT 72 

Harold referenced a story (also found in Deuling 2017) in which the caribou were observed to 

leave the NWT and go to the Yukon; the trend in the 1970s and 1980s was for the caribou to 

leave the Gana River Outfitting area by mid-August and move to the Hess River in the Yukon. 

This is no longer the pattern: 

Another change noted was that in the past caribou tended to be on glaciers along the Source 

Peaks as high as they could get, fighting flies in the hot weather, but in recent years there have 

been fewer and fewer caribou on the glaciers in the summer. When asked about it, a nearby 

outfitter reported that thousands of caribou were on the cliffs of the Front Range above Norman 

Wells ɀ a place where they had never been reported before; he observed it was a hot, dry year, 

and the bugs must have been very bad (Winbourne 2019).  

In another example, the same outfitter stated that normally by mid-September in the Gana River 

licencÅ ÁÒÅÁ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅÎȭÔ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ɀ ÔÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÎÏÒÔÈÅÁÓt towards the Front Range, 

but one year they dÉÄÎȭÔ ÓÈÏ× ÕÐ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ &ÒÏÎÔ 2ange, and were instead found on a high 

plateau/timber-covered pass between the Stone Knife and Ram drainages. While there was 

evidence of them having been there in the past (e.g., tracks and shed antlers), the animals had 

not been using the area during recent decades (Winbourne 2019).  

Currently, caribou have used the area consistently over the last few years; they are seen 

scattered over about five miles, travelling in bunches. It was noted that they also leave this area 

very quickly; within 12 hours they may be completely gone from the area (Winbourne 2019).  

Shúhta Dene knowledge holders say that the Mackenzie Mountains are home to several herds 

of northern mountain caribou ɀ some of which are more sedentary, travelling little from season 

to season, and other herds that are migratory, moving longer distances and gathering into large 

groups seasonally. They come from different areas, travelling to the high elevation plateau at 
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Dechenla for the habitat provided there, then dispersing again in different directions as winter 

approaches (Winbourne 2017a). 

Regarding the annual caribou migrations in this area, elder Leon Andrew notes that 

ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne always look at the female as the leader. During spring migration, for example, the 

females leave for their summer grazing habitat in April, and in May when all the ice starts to 

melt, the males arrive. In the fall time when the snow arrives, all the females come back from 

different areas of the mountains to PủtčÜnejo (Caribou Flats), and the males arrive afterward. 

Snow used to regularly come around September 20-25, triggering migration and the rutting 

seasons; nowadays, the snow is coming at unexpected times - sometimes late, sometimes early. 

If the snow arrives early, the females will start to move into their wintering grounds early 

(Andrew pers. comm. 2019). 

Norman Barichello has spent summers with his family in the Mackenzie Mountains since 1976. 

He has extensive knowledge of northern mountain caribou and their movements, informed by 

personal experience, his work with the Ross River Dena Lands Stewardship Office and 

Traditional Knowledge Program, as well as close relationships with knowledgeable people in Tu 

lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ɉ2ÏÓÓ 2ÉÖÅÒɊ ÁÎÄ ÏÔher Kaska Dena communities (Winbourne 2017a). His observations of 

fall caribou movements around Dechenla are as follows: 

During a 2014 joint mountain ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÓÔÅ×ÁÒÄÓÈÉÐ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ 

(Ross River) Dena and ShĭÈÔÁÏÔȭąȜne from TuląǲÔȭÁ ÁÎÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 7ÅÌÌÓȟ -ÒȢ "ÁÒÉÃÈÅÌÌÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

movement patterns of the herds observed in the Dechenla area. His observations are included 

below in their entirety (in Winbourne 2017a: 40), but are relevant to Population ɀ Abundance and 

Trends and Fluctuations, so summarized points are included there also. There are some 

indications that movement patterns are changing; further comments regarding trends in 

northern mountain caribou movements are included in Distribution Trends. 
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Southern Range 

Further south in their range, northern mountain caribou bulls are found in alpine areas of the 

Sheepbed and Silverberry drainages in July and August (Winbourne 2019). Their pattern is to 

stay high up in the mountains all day, then come down to feed in the valley bottom at night.  
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The bulls are usually seen in groups of 5-15 animals, at times as many as 20, and they mingle ɀ 

ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÉÆ ÏÎ ÏÎÅ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÖÁÌÌÅÙ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÇÒÏÕÐȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÄÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÇÈÔ 

the flies, then in the evening they start moving and they all mix in the valley bottom, then might 

split into different groups the next day (Ibid.).  

In September and October, ÔÈÅ ÂÕÌÌÓ ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ȬÄÉÓÁÐÐÅÁÒȭ ÆÏÒ Á ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅÁȢ 

Werner surmises that the bulls gather in October and then move but cannot be sure of the 

locations. Cows have different movement patterns in the South Nahanni area; they tend to be 

found in bigger herds and their locations change from year to year ɀ possibly this is a survival 

strategy. In September, cows join up with bulls, and mature bulls form harems with many cows 

and calves. They travel south past the South Nahanni Outfitter base camp then gather in bigger 

herds and typically spend time in the headwaters of the Root River, Bell Heather Lake area 

(which is high alpine, no trees), and Wrigley Creek headwaters (north of the Prairie Creek mine 

area). However, like further north, these areas can change from year to year (Winbourne 2019).  

Also within the range of the Nahanni northern mountain caribou herds, Jim Lancaster reports 

that caribou tend to come out of the timber valleys and congregate on the rounded mountain 

tops along the Yukon border after about September 10; their numbers grow until the hunters 

leave the area around September 25. These are mixed herds of bulls and cows, seen in groups of 

20-ΫΦ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȢ *ÉÍ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁÓÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅȟ Ȱ)Æ ÙÏÕ ÆÌÅ× ÁÌÏÎÇ 

ÔÈÅ 9ÕËÏÎ ÂÏÒÄÅÒ ÉÎ *ÕÌÙȾ!ÕÇÕÓÔ ÙÏÕ ×ÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÍÁÎÙ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢ 4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÔÏÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÔÉÍÂÅÒ 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÄÇÅ ÔÏÐÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÊÕÓÔ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÎÇÒÅÇÁÔÅÄ ÓÏ 

ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÅÓÔȱ ɉ*ÉÍ ,ÁÎÃÁÓÔÅÒ [Nahanni Butte Outfitters Ltd. and NWT 

Outfitters Ltd.] in Winbourne 2019: 21). 

In the Caribou Mountains in southern NWT/northern Alberta (not shown on maps) where boreal 

woodland caribou are typically found, large groups of woodland caribou are occasionally seen. 

These may be northern mountain caribou (Schramm and Krogman 2001; Schramm 2002). 
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Life Cycle and Reproduction 

The Dehcho Land Use Planning Committee (2006) identifies woodland caribou breeding season 

(both boreal and northern mountain ecotypes) as early October to early November, and calving 

season as mid-May to mid-*ÕÎÅȢ '×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÃÁÌÖÅ ÉÎ 

May or perhaps June, although indicated they are not usually in the mountains during those 

ÔÉÍÅÓ ÔÏ ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓ ÉÔȢ /ÎÅ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÒ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÌÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÈÉÇÈ ÕÐ 

(Benson 2018). 

The composition of caribou groups changes seasonally (Benson 2018; Winbourne 2019). Most 

harvesters and hunters indicate that summer groups are usually made up of cows and calves, 

and small groups of bulls spend the summer together. Cows, calves, and immature and mature 

bulls all start to come together in September for the rut (Ibid.).  

Observations of both the Bonnet Plume and Redstone herds in the Arctic Red River Outfitting 

area note that body sizes and age classes appear to be stable and there are just as many mature 

bulls as in the past; the proportion of mature bulls (i.e., 5-14 years old) has been stable over the 

last 25 years. There may be small fluctuations from year to year, as different age classes move 

through the herd ɀ for example, if there was poor calf survivorship eight years ago, then there 

will be fewer bulls that age another year (Winbourne 2019). 

Physiology and Adaptability 

Northern mountain caribou are agile and can easily climb high onto the mountainous peaks of 

their range. They also move very quickly, like all caribou. Increases in hunting pressure will make 

northern ÍÏÕÎÔÁÉÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÍÏÒÅ Ȭ×ÉÌÄȭ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÓÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÁÂÌÅȢ )Æ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÃÏ×Ó ÓÅÅ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ 

unfamiliar, they will spook and flee, taking their calves with them (Benson 2018). 

Northern mountain caribou can easily move through any type of terrain in their range, such as 

treed areas, open areas, and so on (Benson 2018). Northern mountain caribou shed their hair 

coat in the spring (Ibid.). 

In the headwaters of the Arctic ReÄ 2ÉÖÅÒ ɉ"ÏÎÎÅÔ 0ÌÕÍÅ ÏÒ 2ÅÄÓÔÏÎÅ ÈÅÒÄÓɊȟ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÒÓ 

see northern mountain caribou in groups of 20 or 30, or even up to 100 or more. Also, the size of 

groups is seasonal in this area. In the summers in the mountains, they stay in smaller groups. 

They tend to come together into bigger groups when they move to their winter habitat in the 

front ranges (Benson 2008, 2018). 

An outfitter in the Arctic Red River area described the health of Bonnet Plume or Redstone 

caribou as follows: 
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This theme was echoed in the south Nahanni area, where the caribou are also said to look 

ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÒÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÌÌÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÆÁÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ !ÕÇÕÓÔ ȰÔÈÅÙȭÒÅ ÎÉÃÅ 

ÁÎÄ ÆÁÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÁÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÈÉÎÙȱ ɉ7ÅÒÎÅÒ !ÓÃÈÂÁÃÈÅÒ [South Nahanni Outfitters Ltd.] in 

Winbourne 2019: 31).  

'×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÒÓ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ northern mountain caribou at the headwaters of the Arctic 

Red River were in good shape (i.e., they had a lot of fat), but this can vary throughout the 

seasons. One harvester, Frederick Blake Jr., worked with an outfitter in the area and indicated 

ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÒÉÎÇȟ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÍÕÃÈ ÆÁÔȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒ, come fall time they 

would have a lot of fat stores for heading into the winter (Benson 2018).  

)Ô ×ÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎÔÌÅÒ ÓÉÚÅ ÉÓÎȭÔ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒ ÏÆ ÈÅÁÌÔÈ ÏÒ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÒÅÎÄÓȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÃÁÎ 

vary from year to year depending on feed quality and conditions (Winbourne 2019). 

For the Mountain River herd, calf numbers are observed to vary from year to year. Generally, 

×ÈÅÎ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÃÏ×Ó ÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÓÉÎÇÌÅÓ ÏÒ ÐÁÉÒÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÃÁÌÆ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÍȠ ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ 

have good numbers of calves with them (Winbourne 2019).  

/ÎÅ ÏÕÔÆÉÔÔÅÒ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÒÕÌÅÓ Á ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ ×ÁÒÂÌÅ ÆÌÙȱ ɉ(ÁÒÏÌÄ 'ÒÉÎÄÅ 

[Gana River Outfitters Ltd.] in Winbourne 2019: 30). Warble flies can cause a caribou to abandon 

feeding, run for miles, and lose weight. In warm years, where there are more hours of active fly 

time, it can have a negative effect on caribou condition. As a result, caribou are seen to seek out 

windy or cooler places when flies are active (Ibid.).  

Harold summarized that because success in reproduction has to do with body condition and 

various stressors, he considers fly harassment to be the biggest stressor on whether animals 

have the fat reserves and milk they need to reproduce. Nonetheless, outfitters in the Gana River 

hunting territory do not tend to see skinny caribou or animals in poor body condition; instead, 

they usually look fat and healthy (Winbourne 2019).  
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#ÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÔ ÌÉÃÈÅÎÓ ÔÏ ÅÎÅÒÇÙȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÂÕÉÌÄ ÆÁÔ ÒÅÓÅÒÖÅÓ ÌÉËÅ 

moose do (possibly because of their nomadic lifestyle) (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). Access to 

lichens, particularly in the winter, is essential to caribou. Also, lichens grow very slowly and so 

damage to lichen pastures can take many decades to recover. These physiological constraints 

underline the significance of habitat stability and snow conditions (to maintain access to lichens) 

to caribou. Furthermore, caribou have relatively low reproductive capability ɀ they rarely 

produce twins, and they typically begin breeding in their third year. Population recovery, then, 

is slow (Ibid.). 

Diet and Feeding Behaviour 

Generally, carÉÂÏÕ ÅÁÔ ×ÈÉÔÅ ȬÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÍÏÓÓȭȟ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÌÉÃÈÅÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÁÓÓÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÆÏÒÁÇÉÎÇ 

in shrubby mountain birch, willows, grass, and lichen-covered habitat (Benson 2018; Winbourne 

2019). In the winter, they can feel and smell the moss under the snow, as it has a certain 

ÅÌÁÓÔÉÃÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÉÇ ÏÕÔ ȬÂÉÇ ÂÕÎÃÈÅÓȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÎÏ× ÔÏ ÅÁÔ ɉ+ÁÔÚ ΨΦΧΦȠ "ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΧήɊȢ  

Bonnet Plume and Redstone caribou in the Arctic Red River area are seen to have a diverse diet 

in summer, when they are eating lichen, sedges, anÄ ÇÒÁÓÓÅÓȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÅÁÔ ÁÓ 

much lichen in hot, dry weather: 

With the coming of September, as the caribou need to be in certain areas for the rut, their food 

becomes less diverse as they are almost exclusively eating lichens that are available on ridges. 

In Bonnet Plume range, they spend some time on exposed ridges and basins where the wind 

exposes the feed; in Redstone range they are out in the tundra and the scrub spruce, feeding on 

arboreal lichens in the winter time (Ibid.). 

Redstone caribou in the Keele River area are most often seen feeding on lichen and different 

types of brush; the habitat there is shrubby vegetation and not much forest (Winbourne 2019).  

Some of the unpredictability of northern mountain caribou movements might be in part a 

strategy to not over-graze the habitat on which they rely. Harold Grinde [Gana River Outfitters 

Ltd.] explained that because they feed a lot on lichen, which is quite a delicate food source, they 

tend to do things differently from year to year, in order to not deteriorate their food source. They 

do rely on lichen a lot but are not totally dependent on it; he sees them eating other vegetation 

such as willows and sedges, and has seen some years where caribou have pawed up a 

fescue/grass airstrip trying to eat the forage there (Winbourne 2019).  
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Norman Barichello [Dechenla Lodge] has observed thaÔ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ +ȭÜ Tủǲ area appear to be 

eating mostly sedges, grasses, and forbs in the spring and early summer, then shift their diet to 

willow shoots and mushrooms in late-August and early September, typically in areas of wet 

tundra; they then return to a diet of mostly lichens and perhaps some evergreen prostrate 

shrubs. Mr. Barichello noted these observations are not substantiated with a rigorous study of 

caribou feeding habits in the area (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). 

There are also occasions where caribou have eaten all the sedges or the muskrat push-ups 

around the edges of sloughs and lakes in April. They seem to congregate in areas like that ɀ 

possibly sourcing a mineral in the dirt or something else of nutritional value in the push-up at 

that time of year (Winbourne 2019). 

Years with less snow in the winters are easier on caribou for getting enough to eat, and it is 

harder to escape predation with heavy snow cover, as noted under Interactions. Northern 

mountain caribou taste different than other caribou due to their diet (Benson 2018). 

Interactions 

Caribou relationships with both wolves and moose are not well documented (Dena Kayeh 

Institute 2010). It is thought that wolves focused on moose will prey on caribou opportunistically; 

it is also thought that caribou will use large patches of forest in the winter that provide sufficient 

lichen abundance for food, but that they are spatially separated from moose winter habitat. This 

approach, along with staying in small groups, could reduce predation (Ibid.). 

Another factor in this relationship is the impact of deep snowfall years. It is believed that wolf 

predation is higher on moose and caribou in those years. However, it could also have a beneficial 

effect to caribou by reducing wolf numbers if the moose population crashes, meaning there 

might then be fewer wolves around hunting caribou (Dena Kayeh Institute 2010).  

In the mountains at the headwaters of the Arctic Red River, there appear to be many wolves. 

Wolf packs tend to have 4-6 members, and the wolves themselves are very large. They will hunt 

calves and even adult northern mountain caribou. Wolves are more successful predating 

northern mountain caribou during winters with more snow, as the wolves can chase and tire out 

the caribou more easily. The wolves themselves save energy by using caribou trails. Wolves 

appear to prefer caribou over sheep as prey. During years with little or no ÓÎÏ×ȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÈÁÒÄ ÏÎ 

×ÏÌÖÅÓȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎȭÔ ÈÕÎÔ ÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÐÒÅÙ ÁÓ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΦήȟ ΨΦΧήɊȢ  

Outfitters shared many observations and opinions regarding how northern mountain caribou 

avoid predators such as wolves (Winbourne 2019). They point out that weather changes and 

predator pressure will cause caribou to move very quickly and for very long distances; this is 

because when the caribou congregate, so do the wolves, and once they start pressuring them, 

the caribou will move. Tavis Molnar [Arctic Red River Outfitters Ltd.] has seen 100 caribou make 
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a 300-mile ÌÏÏÐ ÔÏ ȬÓÈÁËÅ ÏÆÆȭ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÌÖÅÓȢ (Å ÓÁÙÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎ ÔÒÁÖÅÌ ÆÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÓÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÇÏ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

ÔÈÅ ÈÉÇÈ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓȠ ÉÔȭÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÌÖÅÓ ÇÅÔ ÄÉÓÔÒÁÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÒÅÙ ÔÈÅÙ 

encounter ɀ that is not clear, but whatever happens, Tavis states that the behaviour must be of 

enough value to justify the energy expenditure. 

Being more dispersed and at higher elevations is a way for caribou to experience less wolf 

predation. However, there may be a gradual shift in the way caribou are behaving in the fall in 

the Arctic Red River area as the moose population has been increasing.  

Tavis hypothesized that the increase in moose is likely due to changes in feed quality, timing of 

spring, and how the land is thawing. He has observed that wolf densities have increased at the 

same time as moose densities in that area, and that pack sizes have also increased. Generally, 

wolves reliant on moose have larger pack sizes than those that rely on caribou or sheep. In the 

north Mackenzie Mountains, there are now more large moose-hunting wolf packs than 

previously (Winbourne 2019).  

One Kaska elder described the interactions between moose, caribou, wolves, and snow. He said 

that wolves typically depend on moose, and deep snow favours wolves. In deep snow years, the 

predation rate on moose increases. This often results in a significant decline in moose numbers 

and a temporary increase in wolves (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). At a point when moose 

become harder to find, wolves shift their attention to caribou, and this can result in the decline 

of the caribou populÁÔÉÏÎȢ !Ó ÕÎÇÕÌÁÔÅÓ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅȟ ×ÏÌÖÅÓ ÄÅÃÌÉÎÅȢ 4Õ lÉÄÌÉÎÉ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÈÁÄ ÍÏÒÅ 

concern about the effects of wolf predation on caribou, in areas where caribou and moose were 

both common (Ibid.). 

In regards to grizzly predation, grizzlies are seen to kill a significant number of caribou in the 

summer and fall, when they kill mature animals as well as calves, but they are likely not as 

significant a predator in the spring. Spring comes quite late in the Arctic Red River area, so bears 

are concentrated at lower elevations. Caribou are thought to calve at higher elevations in this 

ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȢ .ÏÎÅÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ ÓÏÍÅ ÇÒÉÚÚÌÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÁËÅ Á ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÔÏÌÌ ÏÎ ÃÁÌÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÔÈÅÒÓȟ Ȱ3ÏÍÅ ÂÏÁÒÓ 

[male grizzly bears] just get really good at eating calves, and exist almost exclusively off of that 

ÐÒÏÔÅÉÎ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÒÉÎÇȱ ɉ4ÁÖÉÓ -ÏÌÎÁÒ [Arctic Red River Outfitters Ltd.] in Winbourne 2019: 

27). 
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Grizzly bear abundance has always been high in this area, but the current densities are the 

highest some outfitters have ever seen and may be changing caribou distribution patterns. 

It is important to stress that while predation is a limiting factor, it is not considered a threat as 

long as things are in balance; it can become an issue when the ecosystem has been disturbed in 

some other way, like other stressors added so that caribou can no longer handle the predation.  

Outfitters also see a lot of predation in the Keele River area and consider it fairly normal.  

Wolves often seem to use big rivers to hunt, pushing caribou down into the water then waiting. 

In the Nahanni Butte Outfitting area, Jim Lancaster points out that they tend not to have the 

same valleys with the big rivers like they do in the Keele River area, so caribou movement 

patterns and predation are different. While there are a lot of wolves, predation is different 

ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅÎȭÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÖÅÒ ÂÏÔÔÏÍÓȢ 'ÏÌÄÅÎ ÅÁÇÌÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ËÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÍÁÔÕÒÅ 

caribou (Winbourne 2019).  

GwichȭÉÎ ÈÁÒÖÅÓÔÅÒÓ ÆÅÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÏÓÅ ÄÏÎȭÔ ȬÍÉØ ÕÐȭ ÏÒ ÓÐÅÎÄ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

caribou are too noisy for the moose (Benson 2018). Northern mountain caribou share their 

habitat with many animals with cultural importance, including porcupine, sheep, and moose, 
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and smaller animals and fur bearers, such as groundhogs, foxes, mink, wolves, marten, 

ptarmigan, and others (Andre et al. 2006).  

Northern mountain caribou and moose are considered important carrion species for wolverines. 

Wolverines will scavenge wolf-ËÉÌÌÅÄ ÃÁÒÃÁÓÓÅÓ ɉ#ÁÒÄÉÎÁÌ ΨΦΦΪɊȢ !Ô ÌÅÁÓÔ ÏÎÅ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒ 

indicated that lynx could kill caribou by stalking or hiding in the brush and pouncing on their 

backs and then biting at their necks (Benson 2018). Grizzly bears will also hunt northern 

mountain caribou, and will follow them on their seasonal migration from the mountains to the 

front ranges, where the cooler weather brings the grizzlies into the valleys (Andre et al. 2006; 

Benson 2018). It should be noted that the gut-piles and abandoned meat from hunter-killed 

caribou and moose is a strong attractant to grizzly bears ɀ some refer to gun shots as a dinner 

gong for grizzly bears. This being the case, the problem of excessive hunting pressure could be 

aggravated by greater numbers of grizzly bears (Barichello pers. comm. 2019). 

Some elders have commented on the interaction of northern mountain caribou with boreal 

ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕȢ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ northern mountain caribou and boreal woodland caribou 

ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ȬÓÈÁÒÅȭ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÂÏÒÅÁÌ ÃÁÒÉÂÏÕ ÃÁÎ ËÅÅÐ northern mountain 

caribou from migrating into an area seasonally (Benson 2018). However, boreal caribou can 

interact with northern mountain caribou in the Mackenzie Mountains in Dehcho lands. Dehcho 

traditional knowledge indicates they interact in the mountains, especially in the river valleys and 

foothills along the eastern edges of the mountain range. In addition, northern mountain caribou 

living in the Nahanni National Park Reserve may interact with boreal caribou west of the Liard 

River (DFN 2011).  

Direct human effects on caribou occur through hunting and other human activities that may 

disturb caribou, such as associated snowmobile/ATV use (Dena Kayeh Institute 2010). 

+ȭÁÓÈĕÇÏÔȭąȜne interviewees from Fort Good Hope who had access to sheep, moose, and caribou 

preferentially hunted caribou (Andre et al. 2006). 

The caribou around Snake River are healthy in part because they are not regularly harvested, so 

ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ȬÂÏÔÈÅÒÅÄȭ ɉ"ÅÎÓÏÎ ΨΦΧήɊȢ 4Èe caribou at the headwaters of the Arctic Red River are 

also healthy, possibly in part due to the protection offered by how inaccessible they are (Benson 

2008).  

As noted in Spiritual/Cultural Importance and Threats and Limiting Factors, Indigenous 

communities and caribou share a sacred relationship that entails a responsibility to act as 

stewards on the part of the many Indigenous communities. 
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State and Trends 

Population 

Abundance 

The COSEWIC assessment report (2014) summarizes that across northern, central, and southern 

mountain caribou populations alike, most Indigenous traditional knowledge is in agreement that 

mountain caribou herds have seen a steady decrease since the early 1900s, first with the arrival 

of moose and increase of wolves in the 1930s, and then associated with habitat loss and 

increases in predation in the 1940s. The population decline may have represented a true decline 

or may have been indicative of migration northwards. Prior to the 1900s, caribou were described 

as blackening a mountainside (Ibid.). 

No further information on overall northern mountain caribou population abundance was found 

in the sources reviewed for this report, but comments on relative abundance or trends in specific 

areas or herds are included below, in Trends and Fluctuations. 

Trends and Fluctuations 

Northern Range 

4ÅÅÔčȭÉÔ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ !ÌÅØÉÅ 3ÒȢ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÍÁÎy more 

northern mountain caribou than in recent times. The Hart River herd was populous and 

extensive. The current herd is a remnant (Benson 2018).  

'×ÉÃÈÙÁ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ÅÌÄÅÒ !ÎÎÉÅ .ÏÒÂÅÒÔ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ 

times, travelling through the area as a young person, the northern mountain caribou at the 

ÈÅÁÄ×ÁÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÒÃÔÉÃ 2ÅÄ 2ÉÖÅÒ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ȬÎÅÖÅÒ ÓÃÁÒÃÅȭ ÏÒ ÁÂÓÅÎÔȢ (ÕÎÔÉÎÇ 

pressure may have reduced the number of caribou in this area in the early part of the 1900s, and 

once the hunting pressure reduced after about 1960, the caribou numbers started to climb, and 

became more abundant over the decades (Benson 2018).  

/ÖÅÒ ÈÉÓ ΨΫ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÆ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 3ÏÕÒÃÅ 0ÅÁËÓ ÁÒÅÁȟ 4ÁÖÉÓ -ÏÌÎÁÒȭÓ 

impression is that northern mountain caribou in the NWT constitute an extremely stable 

population. 
























































































































































































































