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How did Canada’s Most Populous Ungulate
End up on Ontario’s Endangered Species List?
The following is based on a review of Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF)
research, scientific evidence, and an assessment of all available and up-to-date data:
Key Points:







The caribou is the most abundant wild hoofed animal in Canada. With 3.89 million
caribou spread across the country, there are more caribou than deer, moose, and elk
combined.
Caribou populations are persisting in Ontario. A comparison of range maps over time
demonstrates that over the last 60 years the recession of caribou ranges has been minimal.
Through the execution of Provincial policy and regulations, the Government of Ontario
and the Forest Industry have been working together for more than 20 years to support the
persistence of Woodland Caribou on the landscape.
Certified and sustainable forest management will continue to provide a long term
sustainable supply of woodland caribou habitat.
Caribou policy must be based on solid, defendable science that is used in balance with
both social and economic considerations.

OFIA Areas of Review:
1) Adjustment of Caribou Range Boundaries
 There is evidence to suggest that the boundaries of specific caribou ranges are not
correctly defined.
2) Review of Ecotype Differentiation
 The evidence to support having two different ecotypes of Woodland caribou in the
province appears to be weak.
3) State of the Herds
 Public concerns over the impact of forestry on caribou populations in the managed
forest may be unfounded.
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Caribou in Ontario: Supporting Document
OFIA Areas of Review
1. Adjustment of Caribou Range Boundaries
 Criteria originally used to designate Woodland Caribou ‘forest-dwelling ecotype’ as
‘Threatened’ in Ontario included the threat of Range Recession (Figure 1).
 However, the following 3 Figures indicate that not only has there been minimal range
recession, but there are areas within specific ranges that show little or no caribou use
since before 1980.
Figure 1: Historical Occurrences of Caribou in 1956 – 57 (Ontario Department of
Lands & Forests, 1958) and 1944 – 51 (deVos and Peterson, 1951). Blue line represents
southern range extent in 1990 (Cummings and Beange, 1993).
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Figure 2: Caribou Range Occupancy- up to and including present day observations
(Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry ‘State of the Woodland Caribou
Report: Part 2’, 2014).
Figure 2
Caribou Range of
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The yellow line on the map of caribou ranges in Figure 2 is the same line as was drawn to
illustrate the southern extent of the Range in the 1950’s.
MNRF’s surveys confirm that the recession of caribou range in Ontario has been minimal
or non-existent over the last several decades. The majority of the core range occupied
since the 1950s is still occupied today, and the range has been extended southward
significantly along parts of the southern range edge in northwestern Ontario (compared
with the area occupied in the 1950s).
Not only has there been minimal range recession, but there are areas within specific
ranges that show little or no caribou use since before 1980 (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Caribou Observation by Decade (Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and
Forestry ‘State of the Woodland Caribou Report: Part 2’, 2014).




The Kesagami and Pagwachuan Ranges have significant portions of their ranges
showing little or no long term use by caribou.
Apparent unoccupied areas in the North West ranges are largely due to early seral
habitat (young forest not preferred by caribou) caused by intense forest fires.
Whereas unoccupied areas in the Kesagami and Pagwachuan Ranges are largely
due to large scale urbanization and human development.
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2) Review of Ecotype Differentiation
What are "Ecotypes" - An ecotype is essentially a subdivision of a species or subspecies. There
are 3 subspecies of caribou occurring in Canada (Figure 4). The Woodland Caribou is a
subspecies and it is the only caribou found in Ontario, from the Slate Islands in Lake Superior
north to the coast of Hudson Bay. Two ecotypes of the Woodland Caribou subspecies are found
in Ontario (Figure 4)
Figure 4

3 Caribou Sub species found in Canada:
1. Barren Ground
2. Peary
3. Woodland

•
•
•
•

Forest Dwelling Ecotype
Relatively Sedentary
Focus of Federal Recovery Strategy
Federal SARA status = Threatened
Provincial Status - Threatened

Forest Tundra Ecotype
•
Migratory
• No Federal or Provincial Listing

Ecotype Boundaries in Ontario - MNRF's State of the Caribou Resource Report Part 2 (p. 31)
acknowledges that the boundary of Hills Site Region 1E (now called the "Northern Taiga
Ecoregion") is being used as the boundary between the forest-dwelling and forest-tundra
woodland caribou ecotypes in Ontario. The boundary was not based on detailed mapping of
caribou movements. Recent information (Figure 5) shows that there is a great deal of overlap
between the regions presumed to be occupied by these 2 ecotypes of caribou.
COSEWIC (2002) says that caribou ecotypes reflect "classes of populations adapted to different
landscapes or environments as expressed primarily by their movements and feeding behaviour"
(COSEWIC 2002, p. 13).
Caribou "ecotypes" appear to be equivalent to what COSEWIC has called "designatable units"
(DU’s) on their web site for the purpose of assessing and listing species at risk. According to
COSEWIC, the criteria used to designate DU’s are:
(1) a named subspecies or variety, or
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(2)

a discrete and evolutionarily significant population (it must be "discrete" from other
populations by showing one of:
(i) genetic distinctiveness,
(ii) natural disjunction (separation) from other parts of the species range for a long
period of time
(iii) occupation of different eco-geographic regions that reflect historical or genetic
distinction.



A 1999 status report estimated that Ontario contained 20,757 caribou – a healthy
population. Of these animals, 15,832 were designated as the forest-tundra ecotype and
4,925 were considered to be forest-dwelling.
The evidence that Ontario’s Tundra and Forest Dwelling caribou meet the criteria for
separate ‘ecotypes’ appears very weak:
o Forest Dwelling ecotypes are thought to be more sedentary and non-migratory
when compared to the Tundra caribou. Radio-collaring and genetic analysis have
confirmed that forest-tundra and forest-dwelling caribou both travel large
distances within and outside their respective ranges. They have contact with each
other and their areas of occupation have large areas of overlap (See Figure 5).
o Long term OMNR GPS‐tracking data challenges the idea that there are
behavioural differences. Again, both show behavioural overlaps.
o Analysis of caribou DNA samples is inconclusive on the question of genetic
differences. The Ontario Government ‘State of the Caribou Report: Part 2’ says
“Preliminary analysis reveals that no evidence of genetic isolation exists among
caribou within the Continuous Distribution”. This suggests that Tundra and
Forest Dwelling ecotypes are not distinct. They also note that ‘At present, the high
degree of genetic similarity across the Far North of Ontario may be attributed to
the extent of movement and the relatively continuous occupancy patterns across
the Shield/Lowlands Ecozone boundary.” (page 56)
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Figure 5: Areas of Inferred Ecotypes of Woodland Caribou- The purple line (forest-tundra
caribou) and green polygon (forest dwelling caribou) represent the areas of use ‘of inferred
ecotypes of woodland caribou in the Far North’. (Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources
and Forestry ‘State of the Woodland Caribou Report: Part 2’, 2014).





Because ecotype classifications are commonly made within Caribou subspecies and the
species at large, there is no universally accepted list of either ecotypes or criteria to
distinguish these ecotypes. A COSEWIC (2011) report admits that ecotype designations
‘… are themselves inconsistently applied’.
Research from elsewhere supports the need to test the validity of the caribou ecotypes
theory:
o Alaskan radio-collaring data from 1981-2005 showed that a herd of sedentary
(forest-dwelling) caribou suddenly increased from 4,220 animals to 10,416 after a
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o

o

massive immigration of caribou from a migratory herd (Hinkes et al. 20051;
Boulet et al. 20072).
Recent research on 7 widely separated caribou herds in Quebec [including 2
migratory (forest-tundra) and 4 sedentary (forest-dwelling) herds] revealed "weak
genetic differentiation" and that "migratory herds have been important sources of
genes for sedentary herds" in Quebec (Boulet et al. 2007). This means that there
has been mixing among herds and ecotypes.
In the James Bay lowlands of northeastern Ontario, home range sizes of caribou
are very large (e.g., average 402,600 ha for collared females; Brown et al. 20033)
and distances between summer and winter ranges are great (31-384 km, Hazell
and Taylor 20114). Some forest-dwelling caribou moved into the zone occupied
by forest-tundra caribou during the study by Hazell and Taylor (2011).
Movement behaviour of the James Bay caribou was intermediate between foresttundra and forest-dwelling ecotypes of caribou suggesting that the 2 "ecotypes"
are not discrete.

3) State of the Herds
 Special Interest groups have publicly stated that forest management activities are causing
population declines in caribou ranges that have forest harvesting.
o December 16, 2014 -In its second annual review of governments’ efforts to
conserve Canada’s boreal caribou, the Canadian Parks and Wilderness
Society (CPAWS) finds that threats from industrial development to boreal
woodland caribou have continued to increase while conservation and
restoration efforts have shown little progress across the country.


Numerous population surveys by MNRF suggest that the population statistics in both the
managed and unmanaged forest are similar (See Table 1). This would suggest that there are
other factors impacting caribou populations that need to be identified.
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Table 1: Findings from MNRF’s 13 Integrated Range Assessment Reports (December
2014).
Caribou
Range

In the AOU
(Y/N)

Adult Female
Survival Rate

Swan
Spirit

No
No

0.85
0.85

Kinloch

No

Ozhiski

No

not available
0.91, 0.75,
1.00
0.98, 0.86,
0.85
not available

Missisa

No

James Bay No

0.69, 0.87,
0.84
0.78, 1.0, 0.78

Berens
yes
Brightsand yes

0.77, 0.80



no info

Trend
MNRF
threshold conclusion

0.95

0.99 Declining
0.99 Declining

0.95

0.99 Declining

0.85

0.86

0.99 May be Stable
or Declining
0.99 Declining

0.85

0.91

0.99 Declining

0.87

0.85
0.85

0.93
0.87

0.99 Uncertain
0.99 Declining

0.85
0.85

no info

Churchill

yes

0.87

0.85

0.96

0.99 May be Stable
or Declining

Kesagami

yes

0.85

0.94

0.99 Declining

Nipigon

yes

0.84, 0.95,
0.86
0.83, 0.80,
0.88
0.88, 0.92,
0.90, 0.62
0.91

0.85

0.98

0.99 Declining

Pagwachu yes
an
Sydney
yes



Survival
Population
threshold Trend estimate
(Geometric
Mean from a
variety of data)

0.85
0.85

1.0 or 0.94
0.98

0.99 May be Stable
or Declining
0.99 May be Stable
or Declining

Progressive Forestry Practices have been evolving since the mid-1990s in Ontario when the
"caribou mosaic" approach was first applied in forest management plans in northwestern
Ontario. It was a radical approach that involved managing the entire landscape for caribou,
and scheduling forest harvesting and retention in large patches (10,000 - 30,000 ha) defined
by patterns of caribou usage to provide a continuous supply of connected, high-quality
habitat over the long term.
Caribou prefer mature and older forests and avoid young forest created by fire which burns
up their lichen food. However, there is evidence from other provinces that some habitat types
can become too old for caribou, with less lichen and more downed trees that make movement
difficult. Fire renews these habitats, and caribou are adapted to the natural cycle of forest
renewal. Ontario has a history of fire suppression. The forest industry can provide a long
term, sustainable supply of woodland caribou habitat, similar to what was historically created
by wildfire.
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Conclusion



With close to 600 caribou tracked, up to 125 people involved and after 11 million dollars,
the MNRF now has a very accurate inventory of where caribou roam in Ontario.
This data can be used to review the ecotype differentiation and adjust the caribou range
boundaries.

OFIA Requests
(1) A review by MNRF of the legitimacy of the Caribou Range Boundaries in the
southern ranges and a science based review of the southern range extent of caribou
in Northeastern Ontario.
(2) A commitment to further investigate what is needed to result in favourable
population trends in both the managed and the unmanaged forest. More reliable,
long term data are needed to provide precise, definitive answers about caribou
habitat requirements in Ontario.
(3) A reinforcement of the positive contribution that active forest management can have
on caribou populations in the working forest.
o There can be a balance between environmental, social and economic values
in any comprehensive caribou plan. This would acknowledge the substantial
economic contribution that the Forest Sector has to the overall health of the
Ontario economy.
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