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PREFACE

reviews the general status of wildlife species in Alberta.  These overviews, which have been 
conducted in 1991 (The Status of Alberta Wildlife), 1996 (The Status of Alberta Wildlife), 2000 
(The General Status of Alberta Wild Species 2000), and 2005 (The General Status of Alberta Wild 
Species 2005
that occur in the province.  Such designations are determined from extensive consultations with
professional and amateur biologists, and from a variety of readily available sources of population
data.  A key objective of these reviews is to identify species that may be considered for more 
detailed status determinations.

The Alberta Wildlife Status Report Series is an extension of the general status exercise, and 
provides comprehensive current summaries of the biological status of selected wildlife species
in Alberta.  Priority is given to species that are At Risk or May Be At Risk in the province, that are 
of uncertain status (Undetermined), or that are considered to be at risk at a national level by the 
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC).

Reports in this series are published and distributed by the Alberta Conservation Association and 
the Fish and Wildlife Division of Alberta Sustainable Resource Development.  They are intended
to provide detailed and up-to-date information that will be useful to resource professionals for 
managing populations of species and their habitats in the province.  The reports are also designed to 
provide current information that will assist Alberta’s Endangered Species Conservation Committee 
in identifying species that may be formally designated as Endangered or Threatened under Alberta’s 
Wildlife Act.  To achieve these goals, the reports have been authored and/or reviewed by individuals 
with unique local expertise in the biology and management of each species.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou) in Alberta are currently designated as Threatened
under Alberta’s Wildlife Act.  Initially listed as Endangered in 1987, because there was no 
Threatened category at that time, the woodland caribou was subsequently listed as Threatened
in 1997.  The Threatened status was assigned because of reduced distribution, declines in the 
number and size of provincial caribou populations, and threats of continued declines associated

status report that was completed in 2001, and is provided to assist in re-evaluating the status of 
woodland caribou in Alberta. 

All woodland caribou in Alberta belong to either the Boreal or Southern Mountain woodland 
caribou populations, both of which have been delineated across Canada and recommended 
as Threatened nationally by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada 
(COSEWIC).  These recommendations were accepted by the federal Minister of Environment,
and have led to the two national caribou populations being listed as Threatened under Canada’s 
Species at Risk Act (SARA).

Woodland caribou require large tracts of relatively low-productivity mature to old conifer forests 
and forested peatlands, which contain lichens, the primary winter food source for caribou.  
Under natural conditions, the forests used by woodland caribou typically support relatively few 
other ungulates and as a result support few wolves; predation by wolves is the primary cause 
of woodland caribou death.  Through their adaptation to these types of habitats, under natural 
conditions woodland caribou are able to spatially separate themselves from other prey species
and thereby reduce the risk of predation by wolves.  A considerable body of published (peer 
reviewed) research indicates that ongoing caribou population declines in Alberta are a result of 

to excessive predation of caribou by wolves.

There has been extensive monitoring of woodland caribou populations and habitats in Alberta 
over the last 20 years; Alberta is a leading jurisdiction in Canada with regard to woodland caribou
monitoring.  In addition, there has been a large amount of recent research conducted in Alberta 
and elsewhere on woodland caribou, particularly with respect to effects of industrial and other 
human activities on caribou populations and habitats.

distribution since 1900.  Sixteen woodland caribou populations now remain in the province;
adequate population monitoring data are available for 13 of these populations.  Of the 13 

caribou populations documented to be in decline occupy 83% of the total area of current caribou
range in Alberta, and constitute the majority of caribou occurring in the province.  Considering
current estimates of caribou population sizes, approximately 70% of all caribou in Alberta occur 
in populations that are known to be declining.  Declines are evident across the province and affect 
caribou populations in both the Boreal and Southern Mountain areas.  More provincial caribou
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this status document was prepared in 2001.  In addition, the Banff caribou population is believed
to have been extirpated in 2009.

The Little Smoky and possibly the A La Peche caribou populations (together occupying 6% of 
current caribou range in Alberta, and composing approximately 8% of all caribou in the province)
are currently being kept stable, at reduced population levels, by means of a program to annually 
reduce wolf abundance.

Based on two years of data, the Yates caribou population (occupying 3% of current caribou range 
in Alberta, and constituting approximately 12% of all caribou in the province) appears to be 
stable.  This is the only monitored population in the province that is demonstrating population
stability in the absence of predator management.

All provincial caribou populations are believed to be small in size and entirely or largely isolated
from other caribou populations.  Caribou ranges are continuing to recede.

Levels of habitat alteration from industrial developments are high on most caribou ranges in the 
province and projections forecast continued high levels of future industrial activity.  In addition,

activities have not succeeded (as a sole tool) in providing for long-term caribou population and 
habitat conservation, and guidelines for caribou habitat protection currently are not being applied
in all caribou ranges within the province.
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Table 1.  Size of woodland caribou range areas (extent of occurrence) in Alberta, and 
extent of natural subregions1 within each range. 

Caribou Range 
(ecotype) 

Natural Subregion Area 
(km2)

Mountain ecotype:
Narraway Central Mixedwood 75

Lower Foothills 574
Subalpine 59
Upper Foothills 533

Total range area 1 241
Redrock-Prairie Creek Alpine 335

Lower Foothills 141
Montane 4
Subalpine 3 004
Upper Foothills 1 032

Total range area 4 516
A La Peche Alpine 1 900

Subalpine 3 038
Upper Foothills 765

Total range area 5 703
Jasper Alpine 2 768

Montane 49
Subalpine 2 021

Total range area 4 838
Banff (recently extirpated) Alpine 1 601

Montane 45
Subalpine 616

Total range area 2 262
Mountain ecotype range total (excluding Banff)                                         16 298

Boreal ecotype:
Bistcho Boreal Subarctic 2 195

Central Mixedwood 367
Lower Boreal Highlands 2 854
Northern Mixedwood 7 851

Total range area 13 267
Yates Northern Mixedwood 4 489

Total range area 4 489
Caribou Mountains Boreal Subarctic 9 325

Central Mixedwood 1 660
Lower Boreal Highlands 3 656
Northern Mixedwood 687

Total range area 15 328

1 From: 2005 Natural Regions and Subregions of Alberta 
(http://tprc.alberta.ca/parks/heritageinfocentre/naturalregions/default.asp) 
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Table 1 continued: 

Caribou Range 
(ecotype) Natural Subregion Area

(km2)
Chinchaga Central Mixedwood 405

Dry Mixedwood 309
Lower Boreal Highlands 12 795
Upper Boreal Highlands 4 008

Total range area 17 517
Slave Lake Central Mixedwood 1 337

Lower Foothills 160
Total range area 1 497

Nipisi Central Mixedwood 1 915
Total range area 1 915

Red Earth Central Mixedwood 12 644
Lower Boreal Highlands 4 624
Upper Boreal Highlands 2 709

Total range area 19 977
West Side Athabasca 
River Central Mixedwood 13 191

Lower Boreal Highlands 1 025
Lower Foothills 53
Upper Boreal Highlands 741

Total range area 15 010
East Side Athabasca River Central Mixedwood 10 407

Lower Boreal Highlands 4 117
Total range area 14 524

Cold Lake Central Mixedwood 5 538
Total range area 5 538

Richardson Athabasca Plain 4 325
Central Mixedwood 2 188
Kazan Uplands 33

Total range area 6 546
Little Smoky Lower Foothills 365

Subalpine 123
Upper Foothills 2 439

Total range area 2 927
Boreal ecotype range total:                                                                          118 535

Total for Alberta:                                                                               134 833 
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2. Other Areas - 



3

HABITAT

Alces alces Odocoileus Cervus
elaphus Canis lupus

3



1. Boreal Ecotype Caribou -

Picea mariana
Larix laricina Pinus

Pinus banksiana)
P. contorta

.

Populus tremuloides Picea
glauca Betula papyrifera

Abies balsamea

R. t. 
groenlandicus

2. Mountain Ecotype Caribou -



3.  Separation from Predators - 

4.  Habitat Change and Fragmentation - 

Dendroctonus ponderosae
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Table 3.  Estimated extent of recent forest fires in woodland caribou ranges in Alberta.     

Caribou Range Percent of Range Area 
Covered by Burns
(< 30 years old)1

Percent of Range Area 
Covered by Burns
(< 50 years old)2

West Side Athabasca River 2.8 4.1
East Side Athabasca River 22.7 26.5
Yates not available 29.6
Red Earth 25.5 28.8
Caribou Mountains 35.7 43.8
Bistcho not available 24.3
Cold Lake 30.0 35.0
Chinchaga 2.6 10.9
Slave Lake 23.5 46.8
Nipisi not available 6.0
Richardson not available 19.7
Little Smoky 0.1 0.1
Redrock-Prairie Creek3 0.4 0.4
A La Peche3 0.0 0.0
Narraway not available 0.0
Jasper3 not available 3.2

1 Adapted from appendices to Boutin and Arienti (2008).  Excludes unburned islands of forest within fire perimeters.  
Considers only Alberta portion of ranges that cross jurisdictional boundaries. 
2 Adapted from Environment Canada (2008) for West Side Athabasca River, East Side Athabasca River, Yates, Red 
Earth, Caribou Mtns., Bistcho, Cold Lake, Chinchaga, Slave Lake, Nipisi, and Richardson.  (Note: Includes entire 
range area for ranges that cross jurisdictional boundaries).  Adapted from Alberta Caribou Committee (2008) for 
Little Smoky, Redrock-Prairie Creek, A La Peche, Narraway, and Jasper.  (Note: Includes only Alberta portion of 
ranges that cross jurisdictional boundaries).   
3 Estimates include portions of caribou ranges both on multiple-use provincial lands and within protected areas (i.e., 
Willmore Wilderness Park, Kakwa Wildland Provincial Park, Jasper National Park). 



Table 4.  Estimated percent of woodland caribou range area in proximity to all anthropogenic 
habitat disturbances on woodland caribou ranges in Alberta.

Caribou Range Percent of Range in Proximity 
to Anthropogenic Disturbance 

West Side Athabasca River1 42.7 
East Side Athabasca River1 49.5 
Yates1 32.2 
Red Earth1 39.0 
Caribou Mountains1  24.0 
Bistcho1 40.1 
Cold Lake1 45.7
Chinchaga1 58.5 
Slave Lake1 67.7 
Nipisi1 46.1 
Richardson1 19.9 
Little Smoky2 86.8 
Redrock-Prairie Creek2 30.5 (46.0 excluding protected areas3)
A La Peche2 17.0 (59.0 excluding protected areas3)
Narraway2 55.6 
Jasper2 9.2 

1 Adapted from Environment Canada (2008).  Includes all visible linear and polygonal anthropogenic disturbances 
derived from Global Forest Watch Canada data set; buffered by 500 metres (which was the buffer distance on 
disturbance features selected by Global Forest Watch Canada).  Includes entire range area for ranges that cross 
jurisdictional boundaries. 
2 Adapted from Alberta Caribou Committee (2008).  Includes linear (>= 5 metres in width) and polygonal (Note: 
timber harvest cutblocks > 30 years old were not included) anthropogenic disturbances derived from Alberta 
Sustainable Resource Development and Alberta Energy GIS base-features databases and Alberta vegetation 
inventory, and National Parks base-features database; buffered by 250 metres.  Includes only Alberta portion for 
ranges that cross jurisdictional boundaries. 
3 Protected areas include: Willmore Wilderness Park, Kakwa Wildland Provincial Park, Jasper National Park. 
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CONSERVATION BIOLOGY

1. Appearance and Winter Adaptations - 

2. Reproduction -
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3. Survival -
4. Mortality -

Figure 8. 
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Ursus Canis latrans
Gulo gulo Felis concolor)

Lynx canadensis

5. Diet -

POPULATION SIZE AND TRENDS

1. Alberta - 

 in 
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  Geometric mean of annual adult female survival (%) for caribou populations in 
Alberta, May 1993 – April 2009.  Estimates were derived from a radio-collared sample of adult 
female caribou (target of 25 to 30 radio-collared animals per population at the start of each year) 
between May 1 and April 30 (June 1 and May 31 for Jasper) of each year.  Survival was 
estimated using Pollock et al.’s (1989) staggered-entry modification of Kaplan and Meier’s 
(1958) survivorship model (Kaplan-Meier PL Estimator of Survival Rate, Version 2.1, Exeter 
Software, 47 Route 25A, Setauket, New York, New York, USA, coded by C. J. Krebs - 
University of British Columbia). 

West Side Athabasca River 86.2 72.2–94.1 16
East Side Athabasca River 84.9 75.0–94.4 16
Yates 94.1 93.3–95.0 2
Red Earth 84.6 70.8–100 14
Caribou Mountains 84.9 69.6–100 14
Bistcho 83.1 75.0–93.0 4
Cold Lake (combined AB&SK)1 85.9 73.9–95.5 10
Cold Lake (AB) 81.6 61.9–95.2 10
Cold Lake (SK) 89.0 75.3–100 10
Chinchaga 84.6 75.0–100 7
Slave Lake & Nipisi (combined)2 88.3 71.4–100 6
Richardson 0
Little Smoky 85.9 73.1–94.7 10
Redrock-Prairie Creek 85.9 61.4–100 11
A La Peche 91.5 78.0–100 11
Narraway 82.8 77.4–88.5 2
Jasper 88.0 69.4–100 8

1 Data have been collected separately for segments of this population occurring on the Saskatchewan (SK) and 
Alberta (AB) portions of the Cold Lake range, in an attempt to compare caribou vital rates for parts of the range that 
initially had higher (AB) and lower (SK) levels of industrial development. 
2 Combined data have been collected for these populations, owing to the initial (incorrect) belief that only a single 
population was present on the two range areas.      



Geometric mean of the annual proportion of female calves (assuming equal sex ratios 
at time of survey) per adult female for caribou populations in Alberta, May 1993 – April 2009.   
Values were derived from annual estimates of the calves per adult female based on the 
proportion of adult females seen with calves during late February/early March population 
composition surveys (i.e., calves at 9 to 10 months of age); used as estimates of calf recruitment 
to the population.  Total number of caribou classified during annual population composition 
surveys is provided in Appendix 2.   

West Side Athabasca River 0.11 0.08–0.18 16
East Side Athabasca River 0.07 0.04–0.15 15
Yates 0.08 0.08–0.08 2
Red Earth 0.08 0.04–0.23 15
Caribou Mountains 0.07 0.03–0.12 15
Bistcho 0.07 0.06–0.10 4
Cold Lake (combined AB&SK)1 0.09 0.04–0.15 9
Cold Lake (AB) 0.07 0.02–0.16 10
Cold (SK) 0.09 0.04–0.15 9
Chinchaga 0.08 0.04–0.16 8
Slave Lake & Nipisi (combined)2 0.12 0.02–0.26 8
Richardson 0.15 0.15–0.15 1
Little Smoky 0.07 0.01–0.11 10
Redrock-Prairie Creek 0.09 0.03–0.13 11
A La Peche 0.09 0.03–0.17 11
Narraway 0.06 0.01–0.10 2
Jasper 0.13 0.07–0.21 6

1 Data have been collected separately for segments of this population occurring on the Saskatchewan (SK) and 
Alberta (AB) portions of the Cold Lake range, in an attempt to compare caribou vital rates for parts of the range that 
initially had higher (AB) and lower (SK) levels of industrial development. 
2 Combined data have been collected for these populations, owing to the initial (incorrect) belief that only a single 
population was present on the two range areas. 
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Figure 20(a).  
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2. Other Areas - 



.  Estimated population size1of woodland caribou populations in Alberta.
(Note: Estimates provided below were developed during, or prior to, 2005/2006). 

1 Generated primarily using professional judgment, guided by minimum total counts of caribou observed 
during late-winter population composition surveys.  With the exception of estimates for the Jasper caribou 
population, these estimates are not precise and should be used with caution; they are provided for general 
reference only. Population size estimates with confidence intervals have been developed for the Jasper 
caribou population using mark-resight techniques; use of these techniques has been possible in Jasper 
because of the typical occurrence of this caribou population in open alpine areas. 

West Side Athabasca River 300–400
East Side Athabasca River 150–250
Yates 300 Range shared with N.W.T.

Red Earth 250–300
Small part of range extends into 
Wood Buffalo National Park

Caribou Mountains 400–500
Small part of range extends into 
Wood Buffalo National Park

Bistcho 300 Range shared with N.W.T. and B.C.

Cold Lake 100–150
Range shared with Saskatchewan 
and Cold Lake Air Weapons Range

Chinchaga 250–300 Range shared with B.C.
Slave Lake 75
Nipisi 60–70
Richardson Unknown
Little Smoky 80

Redrock-Prairie Creek 325 Summer range extends into B.C.
A La Peche 150 Summer range extends into B.C.

Narraway 100
Summer range entirely in B.C. 
Winter range shared with B.C.

Jasper 87

Population now restricted to Jasper 
National Park and immediately 
adjacent parts of British Columbia.

Banff 0 Extirpated in 2009



  Estimated population size and number of mature individuals for woodland 
caribou populations in Alberta, adjusted to May 2009.

1 Based on population size estimates provided in Table 9(a); adjusted using available population lambda 
estimates for 2006-07 to 2008-09. 
2 Calculated using the estimated caribou population size adjusted for the estimated proportion of sub-adult 
caribou (i.e., < 2 years old) in the population.  Proportion of calves (i.e., animals approaching 1 year of age) 
per adult female was derived from 2008/09 late-winter population composition survey results, and 
proportion of caribou approaching 2 years of age was from 2007/08 late-winter population composition 
survey results.  Assumes equal ratio of adult males to adult females, and that mortality rates for the caribou 
cohort approaching 2 years of age are equivalent to adult caribou mortality rates. 
3 Based on 2008-09 population composition survey results.  The Yates population estimates include 
animals that occur in the Northwest Territories. 
4 Alberta population only. 
5 No population composition survey was completed in 2007/08; composition survey results (i.e., proportion 
of calves) for 2008/09 was used to assign the estimated proportion of caribou approaching 2 years of age. 
6 Parks Canada estimate. 

West Side Athabasca River 204–272 174–231
East Side Athabasca River 90–150 78–130
Yates 3503 299
Red Earth 172–206 156–186
Caribou Mountains 315–394 281–351
Bistcho 195 167
Cold Lake4 1503 140
Chinchaga 2503 229
Slave Lake & Nipisi (combined) 1203 109
Richardson 1503 1155

Little Smoky 78 65

Redrock-Prairie Creek 212 178
A La Peche 135 116
Narraway 1003 90
Jasper 876 67
Banff 06 0



LIMITING FACTORS

1. Predation - 

2



2

2

2. Habitat Loss and Alteration - 





Arctostaphylos uva-ursi



3. Linear Corridors, Human Activity and 
Effects on Predator Ecology - 





.

4. Summary of Habitat Changes Affecting 
Caribou – 



5. Weather and Climate - 



STATUS DESIGNATIONS7

1. Alberta - 

At Risk

Endangered Wildlife Act
Threatened

Wildlife Act

Endangered Threatened
Threatened

Threatened

2. Other Areas -  

Threatened
Threatened Species

at Risk Act 
Threatened

Red Designation
Threatened in 

Vulnerable

Endangered

WOODLAND CARIBOU 
MANAGEMENT IN ALBERTA AND 

CANADA 

1. Provincial Woodland Caribou 
Management and Planning Initiatives 
in Alberta - 

Woodland Caribou Provincial Restoration 
Plan Strategy
for Conservation of Woodland Caribou in 
Alberta

7



Threatened
Wildlife Act

Threatened

Alberta Woodland Caribou Recovery 
Plan 2004/05 – 2013/14

 Legal designations for boreal and southern mountain1 woodland caribou in 
Canada.

Government of Canada Threatened (Species at Risk Act) - boreal and southern mountain 
caribou

British Columbia Red designation (i.e., flagged as potentially Endangered or 
Threatened status under BC Wildlife Act) – “mountain” caribou 
as defined in BC, which occupy a portion of the Southern 
Mountain National Ecological Area, and boreal caribou.  

Alberta Threatened (Alberta Wildlife Act) – boreal and southern 
mountain caribou

Northwest Territories Not listed – legislation under development  (NWT Species at 
Risk Act in force January 2010, boreal caribou listed as Sensitive 
under NWT General Status Ranks Program)

Saskatchewan Threatened status recommended (pending in the Saskatchewan 
Species at Risk Act since 2001) – boreal caribou 

Manitoba Threatened (Manitoba Endangered Species Act) – boreal caribou
Ontario Threatened (Species at Risk in Ontario List) – boreal caribou
Quebec Espèce vulnérable (Quebec Act Respecting Threatened or 

Vulnerable Species) – boreal caribou 
Newfoundland and 
Labrador

Threatened (Newfoundland and Labrador Endangered Species 
Act) – boreal caribou in Labrador

1 See Figure 1; also Environment Canada (2007) 



2. Regional Caribou Management Initiatives 
in Alberta - 



Figure 22.



3. Woodland Caribou Management and 
Planning Initiatives in other Provinces and 
Territories and Federally in Canada - 

Species at Risk Act

Species at Risk Act



Figure 23.
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Appendix 1.  Definitions of status ranks and legal designations. 

A. The General Status of Alberta Wild Species 2005 (after Alberta Sustainable Resource Development 2007) 

2005 Rank 1996 Rank Definitions 
At Risk Red Any species known to be At Risk after formal detailed status 

assessment and designation as Endangered or Threatened in 
Alberta. 

May Be At Risk Blue Any species that may be at risk of extinction or extirpation, and is 
therefore a candidate for detailed risk assessment. 

Sensitive Yellow Any species that is not at risk of extinction or extirpation but may 
require special attention or protection to prevent it from becoming at 
risk.

Secure Green Any species that is not At Risk, May Be At Risk or Sensitive. 
Undetermined Status 

Undetermined 
Any species for which insufficient information, knowledge or data 
is available to reliably evaluate its general status. 

Not Assessed n/a Any species that has not been examined during this exercise. 
Exotic/Alien n/a Any species that has been introduced as a result of human activities. 
Extirpated/Extinct n/a Any species no longer thought to be present in Alberta (Extirpated) 

or no longer believed to be present anywhere in the world (Extinct). 
Accidental/Vagrant n/a Any species occurring infrequently and unpredictably in Alberta, 

i.e., outside its usual range. 

B. Alberta Species at Risk Formal Status Designations  
Species designated as Endangered under Alberta’s Wildlife Act include those listed as Endangered or 
Threatened in the Wildlife Regulation (in bold).   

Endangered A species facing imminent extirpation or extinction.  
Threatened A species likely to become endangered if limiting factors are not reversed.  
Species of 
Special Concern 

A species of special concern because of characteristics that make it particularly sensitive to 
human activities or natural events. 

Data Deficient A species for which there is insufficient scientific information to support status designation. 

C. Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (after COSEWIC 2009b)

Extinct A species that no longer exists. 
Extirpated A species that no longer exists in the wild in Canada, but occurs elsewhere. 
Endangered A species facing imminent extirpation or extinction. 
Threatened A species that is likely to become endangered if nothing is done to reverse the factors 

leading to its extirpation or extinction.   
Special Concern  A species that may become threatened or endangered because of a combination of 

biological characteristics and identified threats. 
Not at Risk A species that has been evaluated and found to be not at risk of extinction given the 

current circumstances. 
Data Deficient A category that applies when the available information is insufficient to (a) resolve a 

wildlife species' eligibility for assessment, or (b) permit an assessment of the wildlife 
species' risk of extinction. 



Appendix 1 continued: 

D. Heritage Status Ranks: Global (G), National (N), Subnational (S) (after Alberta Natural Heritage 
Information Centre 2007, NatureServe 2009) 

G1/N1/S1 5 or fewer occurrences or only a few remaining individuals.  May be especially vulnerable 
to extirpation because of some factor of its biology. 

G2/N2/S2 6 to 20 or fewer occurrences or with many individuals in fewer locations.  May be especially 
vulnerable to extirpation because of some factor of its biology. 

G3/N3/S3 21 to 100 occurrences; may be rare and local throughout its range, or in a restricted range 
(may be abundant in some locations).  May be susceptible to extirpation because of large-
scale disturbances. 

G4/N4/S4 Typically > 100 occurrences.  Apparently secure.  
G5/N5/S5 Typically > 100 occurrences.  Demonstrably secure.
GX/NX/SX Believed to be extinct or extirpated; historical records only.  
GH/NH/SH Historically known; may be relocated in the future.  
G?/N?/S? Not yet ranked, or rank tentatively assigned. 

E. United States Endangered Species Act (after National Research Council 1995) 

Endangered Any species that is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range. 
Threatened Any species that is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future 

throughout all or a significant portion of its range. 
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