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PRESS BRIEFING: OVERVIEW OF THE STATUS OF PROVINCIAL BOREAL CARIBOU 
PROTECTION 

May 1, 2018 
 

This backgrounder provides an overview of the state of caribou protections in Ontario, Quebec, Alberta, 
and British Columbia at the time of the release of the Canadian Government’s Progress Report on 
Unprotected Critical Habitat for the Woodland Caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou), Boreal Population, in 
Canada (hereafter 2018 Progress Report). This backgrounder also includes information on the 
international marketplace’s call for Canadian governments to implement increased caribou protections.   
 
Ontario: 
Boreal caribou in Ontario are in a decline. Today, only two of Ontario’s thirteen boreal caribou ranges 
have sufficient undisturbed habitat to sustain caribou in the long-term. The others are uncertain or 
insufficient. And latest disturbance information shows increasing disturbances in southern caribou 
ranges where there has been long history of industrial development along with a declining population 
trend. At current rates of decline, the species could be extinct in the province within the lifetime of 
children living today. Since 2008, the government of Ontario has failed to implement protections for 
caribou consistent with original intentions of the provincial Endangered Species Act (ESA). In October 
2017, the Ontario government missed the federal government’s five-year deadline for protecting critical 
habitat. While Ontario has released a recovery strategy and other habitat guidance documents for 
caribou, these do not create any mandatory and enforceable protection for boreal caribou critical 
habitat.  
 
In April 2018, the Ontario government announced it was extending the exemption for forest operations 
from the province’s ESA for another two years. This exemption was originally enacted in 2013 and allows 
logging companies to harm or harass caribou and destroy caribou habitat, as long as they are operating 
under an approved forest management plan. The situation is bleak in Ontario and the ongoing 
exemption for the forest industry does not promote the recovery of species at risk. There are solutions 
being put forward that the government of Ontario needs to build upon like the work being done in 
northeastern Ontario by municipal leaders, First Nations, industry and environmental groups in the 
Abitibi River Forest to ensure a sustainable economy and healthy caribou population. See more about 
that innovative effort here.  
 
For more information, contact: 
Anna Baggio, Director, Conservation Planning 
Wildlands League 
anna@wildlandsleague.org  
416-453-3285 
 
Rachel Plotkin, Ontario Science Projects Manager 
The David Suzuki Foundation 
rplotkin@davidsuzuki.org 
416-348-9885, x 1582 
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Quebec: 
Quebec has some of the most at-risk caribou populations in Canada. In 2015, Quebec’s Chief Forester 
found that 70 percent of studied caribou habitat in the province was too disturbed to support caribou 
populations in the long-term. This unsustainability will only increase, the Chief Forester concluded, as 
“the current management strategies will provide, in the long run, a decrease the remaining habitat 
where caribou self-sufficiency is still possible.” Despite this warning, Quebec failed to meet the federal 
government’s October 2017 deadline for creating caribou range plans.  
 
Quebec did create an action plan for boreal caribou habitat management, which commits the province 
to take “immediate” steps to protect boreal caribou. However, Quebec set no timetables, gave little 
guidance as to what habitat would be protected, and set no plans for implementation. Under this plan, 
in November 2017 Quebec created a protected area for caribou habitat in the Montagnes-Blanches 
region of the province. While this is an important step, the protection plan still allows for mineral 
exploration and does not include certain critical habitat areas. The starkest example of Quebec’s failure 
to protect boreal caribou is seen in the decline of the Val d’Or caribou herd. Despite decades of 
warnings from that the herd was declining, Quebec took little action to protect the herd. In 2016, the 
herd had declined to 18 individuals, and in 2018 the province announced that it was too costly to 
recover the herd and that it would not take action to restore the population.  
 
For more information, contact: 
Marie Moucarry, Communications Officer 
Greenpeace Canada 
Marie.moucarry@greenpeace.org 
438-993-6127 
 
 
Alberta:  
Because of years of intensive industrial activities that have fragmented or cleared older forests, Alberta 
has some of the most highly disturbed caribou ranges in Canada. Its overall caribou population is 
estimated to be falling by 50% every eight years. Alberta has spent decades in research and planning 
processes, but has not yet produced effective habitat management plans. In September 2015, Alberta’s 
Environment Minister affirmed her government’s commitment to achieving self-sustaining caribou 
populations. However, two years later, ECCC reported that human-caused habitat loss continues to rise 
in almost every Alberta caribou home range, pushing them further towards local extinction. Alberta’s 
December 2017 Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan presented broad ideas to restore and 
protect caribou habitat, but it did not include range-specific plans showing how the minimum 65% 
undisturbed habitat threshold would be achieved and maintained. The government has yet to produce 
range plans that would adequately protect habitat.  
  
In March 2018, Alberta’s Environment Minister announced they were “suspending” consideration of 
potential Northwest protected areas until socio-economic impacts could be determined. These are the 
same areas that her appointed consultant, now her Deputy Minister, identified in his May 2016 report 
as having minimal negative economic impacts. In March 2018 the Alberta government also requested 
federal funding and even more time to complete range plans, while range habitat worsens. 
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For more information, contact: 
Carolyn Campbell, Conservation Specialist 
Alberta Wilderness Association 
ccampbell@abwild.ca 
403-283-2025  
 
 
British Columbia:  
Woodland caribou populations in British Columbia are in various states of long-term decline. The 
southern mountain caribou (a woodland caribou ecotype distinct from boreal caribou) are currently 
facing extinction in British Columbia in the near term, with declining populations across their historic 
ranges. The 2018 census showed a reduction of the entire southern mountain caribou population from 
about 4,500 last year to 3,800 this year. Two herds of the southern mountain caribou have now become 
functionally extinct—the South Selkirk and the south Purcell herds. Boreal caribou, meanwhile, have an 
estimated minimum of 728 animals across five range areas in northeast British Columbia, and are facing 
declines as a result of widespread habitat loss and displacement. Northern mountain caribou are 
likewise declining.  
 
The B.C. government missed the federal government's October 2017 deadline to create a SARA-
compliant boreal caribou protection plan, and now is insisting that more time is needed for recovery 
planning for both boreal woodland and mountain caribou. B.C. has drafted a recent caribou recovery 
strategy that will include plans for each of the province’s 54 herds. However, First Nations and 
conservation groups have criticized the plan for falling short on setting proper population targets, 
adequately protecting critical habitat, and facilitating restoration. The B.C. government also created a 
Section 11 Conservation Agreement for the protection of the Southern Mountain Caribou. Yet, this plan 
does not put any habitat protection targets on low-elevation or other key habitat that is more accessible 
for resource extraction. Caribou will not recover under a plan that does not protect a majority of their 
habitat. When it comes to caribou recovery, the B.C. government is putting forestry and oil and gas 
interests first, over the primary goal of caribou population recovery across the province. In response to 
this inaction, First Nations have led their own recovery efforts, including creating their own action plans. 
 
For more information, contact: 
Marie Moucarry, Communications Officer 
Greenpeace Canada 
Marie.moucarry@greenpeace.org 
438-993-6127 
 
 
International Marketplace Response 
International demand for forest products, especially from the United States, is a major driver of the 
Canadian forestry industry’s continued push into undisturbed boreal forest and remaining boreal 
caribou habitat. The international marketplace consumes about half of the Canadian forest products by 
revenue, and of these exports, the United States alone accounts for more than two-thirds. Major 
purchasers like Procter & Gamble, Kimberly-Clark, and Ben & Jerry’s have expressed increasing concern 
regarding Canada’s lack of sufficient boreal habitat protections. In October 2017, these and other 
companies voiced their desire for “materials that are free of controversy and have been acquired 
through sustainable harvesting.” The companies asked for “robust caribou habitat protection plans that 
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are grounded in science” and created in consultation with Indigenous Peoples. Today, companies are 
continuing to press the federal and provincial governments to fulfill their obligations to protect boreal 
caribou, demonstrating the international marketplace’s desire to purchase forest products that do not 
come at the expense of boreal habitat and wildlife.   
 
The full October letter from companies can be found at: https://www.benjerry.com/whats-
new/2017/10/protect-woodland-caribou 
 
For more information on the international marketplace’s response, contact: 
Anthony Swift, Canada Project Director 
Natural Resources Defense Council 
aswift@nrdc.org 
202-513-6276  
 

For more information on the state of caribou protections across Canada, please refer to the Wildlands 
League’s Progress Report on the State of Boreal Caribou Critical Habitat Protection in Canada (Oct. 

2017), http://wildlandsleague.org/media/Wildlands-Progress-Report-Final-Oct4.pdf. 
 


