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Strategy for Barren-ground Caribou (Rangifer tarandus groen/andicus) in the Northwest 
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This document is a draft and should not be cited without permission from the CMA or 
relevant Management Authorities. 

© Government of the Northwest Territories on behalf of the Conference of Management 
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All rights reserved. 
ISBN to come 
Content (excluding the illustrations) may be used without permission, with appropriate credit to 
the source. 

Cover illustration: Barren-ground caribou, Rob Gau, Environment and Natural Resources (ENR). 

What is the Species at Risk {NWT) Act? 
The Species at Risk (NWT) Act (the Act) provides a process to identify, protect, and recover 
species at risk in the NWT. The Act applies to any wild animal, plant, or other species for which 
the Government of the Northwest Territories has management authority. It applies everywhere 
in the NWT, on both public and private lands, including private lands owned under a land claims 
agreement, in accordance with the land claims agreements. 

What is the Conference of Management Authorities? 
The Conference of Management Authorities (the Conference) was established under the Act 
and is made up of the wildlife co-management boards and governments in the NWT that share 
responsibility for the conservation and recovery of species at risk in the NWT (referred to as 
'Management Authorities'). The purpose of the Conference is to build consensus among 
Management Authorities on the conservation of species at risk and to provide direction, 
coordination, and leadership with respect to the assessment, listing, conservation, and recovery 
of species at risk while respecting the roles and responsibilities of Management Authorities 
under land claim and self-government agreements. The Conference develops consensus 
agreements on listing species at risk, conservation measures, management strategies, and 
recovery plans. Only Management Authorities that have jurisdiction for a species are involved in 
making the decisions. 

What is a Threatened species? 
Under the Act, a Threatened species is a species that is likely to become Endangered in the NWT 
if nothing is done to reverse the factors leading to its extirpation or extinction. 

What is a recovery strategy? 
Under the Act, a recovery strategy is a document that recommends objectives for the 
conservation and recovery of a Threatened species. It also recommends approaches to achieve 
those objectives. It includes a description of threats and positive influences on the species and 
its habitat. Under the Act, a recovery strategy must be done for Threatened species within two 
years after the species is added to the NWT List of Species at Risk. 
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The strategy recognizes herd-specific management plans as having a key role in 
defining detailed monitoring and management requirements. It also recognizes that 
management actions in the NWT for barren-ground caribou are carried out in a 
collaborative process with co-management boards, IGOs, territorial/provincial/federal 
governments, and communities located on or near the current and historical ranges of 
herds and for which barren-ground caribou have and continue to play a key role 
socially, culturally, spiritually, and economically. 

The strategy recommends the following objectives and approaches: 

Objective 1: Partners collaborate on the development and implementation of 
management, monitoring, guardianship, and conservation plans for barren-ground 
caribou in the NWT. 

Approach 1.1: Implement herd-specific management plans for the Cape Bathurst, 
Bluenose-West, Bluenose-East, Beverly, and Qamanirjuaq herds to 
promote recovery and conserve habitat. 

Approach 1.2: Complete and implement herd-specific management plans for the 
Tuktoyaktuk Peninsula and Bathurst herds to promote recovery and 
conserve habitat. 

Approach 1.3: Continue working with partners in Nunavut on effective conservation 
of the Ahiak herd. 

Approach 1.4: Review and update herd-specific management plans as required. 

Approach 1.5: Support community-based barren-ground caribou monitoring, 
guardianship, and conservation plans. 

Approach 1.6: Continue working to secure adequate resources and ongoing 
support from governments and other partners (including industry, 
co-management and regulatory boards, and non-government 
organizations) for the implementation of this recovery strategy and 
the management, monitoring, guardianship, and conservation plans 
noted in approaches 1.1 to 1.5. 

Approach 1.7: Increase capacity among Indigenous partners to participate equally 
and meaningfully in the conservation of barren-ground caribou. 

Approach 1.8: Cooperate in the development and implementation of the national 
barren-ground caribou recovery strategy, including identification 
and protection of critical habitat, and defining population and 
distribution objectives. 

Objective 2: Monitor barren-ground caribou, their habitat, and key factors and threats 
that may be affecting the status and health of herds in the NWT. 

Approach 2.1: Monitor size, trend, and health of all NWT barren-ground caribou 
herds. 

Approach 2.2: Monitor predator populations that may affect barren-ground 
caribou, assess predator-prey relationships and predation rates. 
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Approach 2.3: Monitor the impacts of other key factors affecting barren-ground 
caribou and their habitat, including, for example, disease, parasites, 
insects, and climate change. 

Approach 2.4: Monitor changes in habitat quality, quantity, and availability for 
caribou resulting from natural and human-caused landscape 
changes. 

Approach 2.5: Monitor the status of the relationship between people and caribou as 
an indicator of caribou well-being. 

Objective 3: Fill knowledge gaps, using traditional, community, and scientific 
knowledge, to enhance responsible and respectful barren-ground caribou 
conservation. 

Approach 3.1: Update or develop population models using current information. 

Approach 3.2: Promote the collection and exchange of information on caribou 
ecology, status, and threats. 

Approach 3.3: Promote the collection and exchange of information on the 
relationships among barren-ground caribou, predators, competitors, 
and their wider environment. 

Approach 3.4: Assess cumulative impacts of natural and human-caused landscape 
change on barren-ground caribou and their habitat. 

Objective 4: Conserve and protect barren-ground caribou populations and their 
habitat. 

Approach 4.1: Work with industry, governments, and co-management and 
regulatory boards to develop and implement best practices to 
minimize impacts of human land use on barren-ground caribou. 

Approach 4.2: Consider responsible predator management options that may 
benefit barren-ground caribou recovery. 

Approach 4.3: Develop accurate and complete reporting of barren-ground caribou 
harvest across the NWT along with estimates of unrecovered kills and 
wounding losses. 

Approach 4.4: Promote respectful harvest of caribou, including respect for 
traditional laws and protocols, and compliance with harvest 
management measures. 

Approach 4.5: Develop range-level approaches for management of cumulative 
impacts on barren-ground caribou and their habitat from natural 
and human-caused landscape change. 

Approach 4.6: Conserve integrity of barren-ground caribou habitat through 
participation in key environmental assessment and land use planning 
processes in the NWT and other jurisdictions where projects may 
affect NWT herds. 
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Approach 4.7: Identify and protect essential and important barren-ground caribou 
habitats such as calving grounds, post-calving ranges, and important 
water crossings. 

Approach 4.8: Ensure that barren-ground caribou habitat is a key value that is 
integrated into environmental assessment decisions and 
conservation planning initiatives in the NWT and other jurisdictions 
where proposed decisions/initiatives may affect NWT herds. 

Objective 5: Provide education and promote respect for barren-ground caribou, their 
habitat, and conservation initiatives. 

Approach 5.1: Develop and implement hunter education programs to share 
information on barren-ground caribou and promote hunter 
excellence. 

Approach 5.2: Support programs centred around barren-ground caribou that bring 
elders and youth together in schools and on the land. 

Approach 5.3: Promote educational programs for diverse audiences to increase 
understanding of conservation initiatives and management of threats 
to barren-ground caribou. 
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There can be wide variation in colouring within and between herds. Both males and 
females have light-coloured hair around their tails and on their stomachs1 and their 
coats become progressively darker towards the spine. Mature males have a striking 
white neck and mane1 a brown back, and a distinct band along the flank separating the 
brown back from the white belly. Females and juveniles show a more muted version of 
the males' colours. Females have smaller antlers, shorter necks1 and smaller bodies1 and 
are typically lighter in colour than the males. Variation in the flavour of the caribou 
meat also exists among different herds in the NWT. 

Barren-ground caribou males usually reach maturity between the ages of 2 and 4 years 
but may not reach full size and weight until they are 4-6 years old. Males may not begin 
breeding at that age though, as large dominant males do most of the breeding. 
Female caribou usually first breed at 2-3 years of age and will typically have one calf 
per year (in very rare cases, twins), although breeding pauses may occur when females 
are in poor condition. Rut (breeding) - and consequently calving - are highly 
synchronized, with most calves born within a few days of each other. Calves are 
typically born eight to nine months after the fall rut, in late May or the first two weeks of 
June, after the spring migration northwards to the barrens. The reproductive lifespan of 
caribou is likely about 12 years, with some females living as long as 12-17 years, and 
males for a few years less. 

An array of predators and scavengers depend on barren-ground caribou. Wolves are 
considered the primary predators of barren-ground caribou, though grizzly bears, 
wolverines, and possibly lynx and eagles also prey on or scavenge barren-ground 
caribou. The role and impact of predation on caribou probably differs among herds, 
and has a stronger influence during declines and when herds are at low numbers. Grizzly 
bears may have a greater impact on newborn caribou on calving grounds than wolves 
in some herds, but wolves are effective year-round predators of all sex and age classes 
of caribou. Parasites may also have an important impact on caribou. High numbers of 
insects in July can cause stress for caribou, resulting in decreased body condition and, in 
extreme cases, death from heat exhaustion as caribou attempt to find refuge. 

Typically, barren-ground caribou prefer colder temperatures, which they are very well 
adapted to: in winter, cold weather prevents icing conditions and inaccessibility of 
forage, while in summer it reduces insect activity, resulting in less stress for the caribou 
and better body condition overall. 

Barren-ground caribou calve on the tundra near the Arctic coast in the NWT and 
Nunavut and winter below the treeline of the NWT and in the northern regions of 
Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and (historically) Alberta. Barren-ground caribou require the 
use of large annual ranges to support their seasonal migrations, to be able to use 
alternate ranges (e.g. when some winter habitat burns), and to support large 
populations. Their twice-annual migration between calving grounds and wintering 
grounds is, in part, a response to seasonal changes in the suitability of their habitat 
(food becomes unavailable, movement becomes difficult, etc.) as well as a means of 
reducing predation risk, especially for cows during calving.10

,1
1 
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Figure 2: Historic maximum barren-ground caribou range, compiled based on spatial data and written 
descriptions of range, derived from traditionaf and community knowfedge. 

Distribution changes are often linked to changes in population numbers, in that fewer 
caribou will occupy a smaller area. However, measuring changes in distribution over 
time is complicated due to gaps in historical trend information, variation in annual 
range use, changes or shifts in winter distribution among years, and overlapping winter 
distribution among neighbouring herds. Also, as some herds contract, other herds may 
move into and occupy adjacent ranges. 

In addition to changes in population numbers, distribution changes may be the result of 
forest fires, food availability, and hunting pressure. Localized contractions in range 
resulting from human development in the form of roads, mines, mineral exploration 
camps, towns, oil and gas, hydro projects, and utility corridors have also been 
documented. 

Traditional knowledge holders often mention the disappearance of barren-ground 
caribou populations. In some instances, it is said that caribou go underground or 
underwater, and when they become lonely for people they will return. Caribou may also 
disappear as a result of disrespectful treatment by humans. This is the lesson at the 
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6.1. Conservation and Recovery Goals and Objectives 
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6.2. Approaches to Achieve Objectives 
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Objective 2: Monitor barren-ground caribou, their habitat, and key factors and threats that 
may be affecting the status and health of herds in the NWT. 
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Objective 3: Fill knowledge gaps, using traditional, community, and scientific knowledge, 
to enhance responsible and respectful barren-ground caribou conservation. 
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Objective 4: Conserve and protect barren-ground caribou populations and their habitat. 
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Objective 5: Provide education and promote respect for barren-ground caribou, their 
habitat, and conservation initiatives. 
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ground caribou. 

Approach 1.8: Cooperate in the development and implementation of All Critical/Short-term 
the national barren-ground caribou recovery strategy, including 
identification and protection of critical habitat, and defining 
population and distribution objectives. 

Objective #2: Monitor Approach 2.1: Monitor size, trend, and health of all NWT barren- All Critical/Ongoing 
barren-ground caribou, ground caribou herds. 
their habitat, and key Approach 2.2: Monitor predator populations that may affect barren- All Necessary/Ongoing 
factors and threats that ground caribou, assess predator-prey relationships and predation 
may be affecting the rates. 
status and health of Approach 2.3: Monitor the impacts of other key factors affecting All Necessary/Short-
herds in the NWT. 

barren-ground caribou and their habitat, including, for example, term 
disease, parasites, insects, and climate change. 

Approach 2.4: Monitor changes in habitat quality, quantity, and All Necessary /Ongoing 
availability for caribou resulting from natural and human-caused 
landscape changes. 

Approach 2.5: Monitor the status of the relationship between people All Necessary /Ongoing 
and caribou as an indicator of caribou well-being. 

Objective #3: Fill Approach 3.1: Update or develop population models using current All Beneficial/Short-term 
knowledge gaps, using information. 
traditional, community, Approach 3.2: Promote the collection and exchange of information on All Necessary/Ongoing 
and scientific caribou ecology, status, and threats. 
knowledge, to enhance 

Approach 3.3: Promote the collection and exchange of information on All Necessary/Ongoing 
responsible and 
respectful barren -

the relationships among barren-ground caribou, predators, 

ground caribou 
competitors, and their wider environment. 

conservation. Approach 3.4: Assess cumulative impacts of natural and human- Cumulative Necessary /Ongoing 
caused landscape change on barren-ground caribou and their habitat. effects 

Objective #4: Conserve Approach 4.1: Work with industry, governments, and co-management Land use Necessary/Ongoing 
and protect barren- and regulatory boards to develop and implement best practices to activities 
ground caribou minimize impacts of human land use on barren-ground caribou. 
populations and their Approach 4.2: Consider responsible predator management options Predation Necessary/Ongoing 
habitat. that may benefit barren-ground caribou recovery. 

Approach 4.3: Develop accurate and complete reporting of barren- Disrespectful Critical/Ongoing 
ground caribou harvest across the NWT along with estimates of harvesting 
unrecovered kills and wounding losses. practices 
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Approach 4.4: Promote respectful harvest of caribou, including respect Disrespectful Critical/Short-term 
for traditional laws and protocols, and compliance with harvest harvesting 
manaqement measures. practices 
Approach 4.5: Develop range-level approaches for management of Land use Necessary/Ongoing 
cumulative impacts on barren-ground caribou and their habitat from activities 
natural and human-caused landscape change. 
Approach 4.6: Conserve integrity of barren-ground caribou habitat Land use Critical/Ongoing 
through participation in key environmental assessment and land use activities 
planning processes in the NWT and other jurisdictions where projects 
may affect NWT herds. 
Approach 4.7: Identify and protect essential and important barren- Land use Critical/Short-term 
ground caribou habitats such as calving grounds, post-calving ranges, activities 
and important water crossinqs. 
Approach 4.8: Ensure that barren-ground caribou habitat is a key Land use Necessary /Ongoing 
value that is integrated into environmental assessment decisions and activities 
conservation planning initiatives in the NWT and other jurisdictions 
where proposed decisions/initiatives may affect NWT herds. 

Objective #5: Provide Approach 5.1: Develop and implement hunter education programs to All Necessary /Ongoing 
education and promote share information on barren-ground caribou and promote hunter 
respect for barren- excellence. 
ground caribou, their Approach 5.2: Support programs centred around barren-ground All Necessary /Ongoing 
habitat, and caribou that bring elders and youth together in schools and on the 
conservation initiatives. land. 

Approach 5.3: Promote educational programs for diverse audiences to All Necessary /Ongoing 
increase understanding of conservation initiatives and management of 
threats to barren-qround caribou. 
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https://www.enr.gov.nt.ca/sites/enr/files/resources/draft_bathurst_caribou_range_plan.pdf
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https://www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca/sites/default/files/bgc_and_pch_status_report_and_assessment_final_apr1117_0.pdf
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http://explorer.natureserve.org/
http://www.natureserve.org/conservation-tools/conservation-status-assessment
http://www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca/SARC
http://www.cosewic.gc.ca/
http://www.sararegistry.gc.ca/
http://www.iucnredlist.org/
http://www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca/
http://www.sararegistry.gc.ca/
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APPENDIX B – PLANNING PARTNERS 
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APPENDIX C – GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
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