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Summary of Science Technical Session related to the  

2016 Bluenose-East Caribou Herd Joint Management Proposal 

March 17, 2016, 09:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. MDT, Yellowknife, NT, 

Denendeh Manor 1st Floor Boardroom 

 

Overall comments: 

 Participants included representatives/technical experts from ENR GNWT (North Slave, Sahtú 

and HQ), NSMA, TG, SRRB, and WRRB; 

 Conversation was informal, collegial and animated; there was agreement on certain points, as 

well as disagreement on certain points 

 Participants appreciated the importance of candid communication and the utility of having a 

forum such as a technical session to discuss issues/concepts; there was a desire to continue 

communication via such an informal group; 

 Participants appreciated the role of uncertainty as it applied to data collection, modelling, and 

interpretation of results (etc.); participants agreed that a greater understanding of causes of 

uncertainty and finding approaches to address uncertainty were most important; 

 Overall desire for greater certainty on the effects of various factors on herd decline (e.g. wolf vs. 

grizzly predation, habitat conditions, insect harassment, etc.), and what related management 

levers can and should be utilized; and, 

 Concern that Bluenose-East (BNE) herd will continue to decline despite management actions; 

desire to help the herd is pervasive, and questions as to what can be done remain 

 

Question-specific comments: 

Note: Questions 1-6 arose from outstanding concerns post-Round 1 and 2 Information Requests 

responses. Some concepts/topics of discussion were repeated among questions 1-6 (e.g. 

uncertainty, scenario planning), resulting in some overlap in the comments that follow. The 

summary of comments that follow was based on a combination of technical session notes, 

transcripts, and incorporation of comments/suggestions from some of the participants. 

 

1. Bluenose-East caribou herd harvest levels, including whether there was a shift after the Bathurst 

caribou herd restrictions.  

 

 Participants understood that there is a degree of uncertainty re: accounting of harvest levels, 

and allocation of said harvest to either the BNE or Bathurst herds; conversation included: 

o Effects of underreporting and wounding loss 

o Possibility of herds overlapping on winter range leading to uncertainty in assigning 

harvest of animals to a specific herd (i.e. both under and over reporting of harvest for 

Bathurst and BNE herds) 

o Possibility that the Bathurst 2010 harvest restrictions increased BNE harvest 

 Discussion of approaches to address uncertainty 

o Use of multi-strata models 

o Incorporation of variables re: “risk” levels (e.g. disturbance, energetic costs)  
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 Discussion of possible approaches to analysing the spatial and temporal links between herd 

distribution and mapping of harvest 

o Harvest reporting (grid cells and estimates) should be tied together more closely to 

location of herd over the same time period (locations of collars and their associated 

polygons) to allow for more precise allocation of harvest to a given herd 

o ENR GNWT recognizes limits of what can be interpreted from a limited number of collars 

(e.g. difficult to interpret how much a herd is represented by one Bathurst collar of 14 

near Hottah Lake) 

 

2. Rule of Thumb approach to setting harvest levels and harvest risk reports 

 

 Focus on understanding background and use of both the “rule of thumb” and the proposed 

harvest level of 950 bulls/year (2.5% of herd); see also BNE WRRB Round 1 IR Question # 11 

specific to basis and analysis for proposed harvest 

 Logic behind proposing a harvest level of  950 (2.5%); based on a “conservative approach”, 

knowledge of harvest, other available sources of information, and a need for having “something 

in place” quickly, etc. 

o Clarification that “origin” of 950 (2.5%) is linked to discussions between     ch  

Government and ENR GNWT; TG sent WRRB letter August 25, 2015 providing details 

o ENR GNWT they recently conducted population modeling for BNE herd that considers 

various harvest levels and the herd’s likely trend; this included the harvest of 950 bulls. 

Results presented at SRRB BNE hearing and to be presented at WRRB BNE hearing. 

 Agreement that there is a need for modelling approaches which address uncertainty; 

discussion/interpretation of specifics of OLS model included: 

o Perspective that OLS model uses constant survival estimate; harvest mortality not 

explicit 

o Perspective that OLS model tests for trends in demographic parameters including adult 

female survival. A constant adult female survival was most supported in the 2015 BNE 

analysis. A range of harvest levels and their effect on natural female survival were 

considered in the OLS analysis given uncertainty in actual harvest levels 

o OLS model could be updated to ensure more transparency re: changing harvest levels 

and the potential benefits to herd; ENR GNWT perspective that this is the role of the 

harvest simulation model detailed in previous reports 

o Need to address uncertainty re: the impacts of harvest (bull and/or cow) and decisions 

on the appropriateness of different harvest levels 

o Need to have a method of assessing harvest effort (e.g. GPS, tracking expenditures on 

gas, etc.)  

o Desire for clarity on what monitoring harvest effort would accomplish; higher priority for 

ENR GNWT would be accurate and complete harvest reporting from all communities 

and groups  
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 Recognition of the need to clearly link “survival” (which incorporates multiple forms of mortality) 

used in the OLS model to on-the-ground realities of management actions 

o Need to assess impacts of harvest restrictions in relation to impacts on the herd 

o ENR GNWT perspective that this has occurred in previous harvest model reports, and 

that it is currently being conducted 

 

3. Bluenose-East caribou herd calving distribution, including the likelihood of a shift and the relationship 

to the Bluenose-West caribou herd. 

 

 Appreciation of importance and focus on calving-ground surveys to detect changes, and 

appreciation that calving ground surveys have limitations re: detecting changes 

o Possibility of a shift in calving distribution and dispersion was discussed 

o Desire to improve precision and need to consider other sets of information to detect 

changes in the herd and impacts of changing harvest levels (see also Question 4) 

 Agreement that neighbouring  calving distributions need to be tracked and the location data 

need to be analysed to ensure that survey design takes into account distribution of herds and 

addresses the concerns about overlap 

o ENR GNWT perspective that collars and reconnaissance flights pre-survey will allow for 

planning prior to surveys and allow for appropriate survey design 

 Discussion of methods used for BNE from 2005-present day, their differences and utility, and 

logic behind moving to a different technique (calving ground photoplane vs. post-calving oblique 

photography) 

 Desire to establish criteria prior to 2018 survey re: changes in caribou behaviour and/or metrics 

to help dictate if modifications to survey design and monitoring are required 

o Anticipate need for modifications and have plans in place based on discussion of 

scenarios; e.g. low pregnancy rates could result in different distribution / dispersion of 

cows on calving grounds, which may require modifications to establishment of survey 

strata 

o ENR GNWT believes maintenance of adequate numbers of collars on BNE and 

neighbouring herds (e.g. 30 on cows in each herd) should allow herds’ distribution to be 

tracked reliably in survey years and at other times; survey areas can be adjusted as 

needed 

 

4. Detection of changes in number of breeding females, calf-cow ratios, pregnancy rates, adult survival 

and criteria for annual review of the harvest.  

 

 As with question 3, discussion of importance of calving ground surveys and need to use other 

criteria to assist with detecting changes and selection of appropriate survey methods and 

appropriate management actions 

 Discussion of adaptive management and use of decision trees / reactive monitoring scheme set 

up ahead of time, for example: 

o Use of 2-3 monitoring variables to assist w/ decision making 

o Set up series of decision nodes to support rapid decision-making (e.g. a series of 

and/or/if statements)  
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 Discussion of the importance of timely communication 

o Use of early indications/preliminary results (e.g. pregnancy rates) 

o Possibility to “jump start” communication/decisions on possible actions 

o Reality of need or review of final results and considerations of placing information on 

public record 

o Need for continuation of collaborative process re: communication  

 General agreement that modelling is one approach (e.g. OLS and CARMA energetics models) 

that can and should be used; recognition of the need to use strengths of multiple techniques 

and not rely on a single approach 

 Discussion of how collar mortality data will be explored (e.g. completion of proposed analyses, 

incorporation of covariates, utility of summary statistics) 

 

5. Possible mechanisms for Bluenose-East caribou herd accelerated decline.  

 

 Concern about impact of differing harvest levels (e.g. impact, and assessment of) 

o Need for more explanation on factors causing decline; the “why” re: herd decline is a 

question people still want answered (e.g. various environmental variables) 

o Need for communication clarifying that limitations on harvest do not guarantee herd will 

stabilize/recover; herd may continue to decline despite proposed management actions 

 In-depth discussion of the OLS model; much back-and-forth on inputs, assumptions, 

interpretation of outputs 

o Better appreciation of how OLS model works (e.g. survival estimate includes harvest 

mortality, different types of mortality are not separated; base OLS model analysis does 

not separate mortality, rather the OLS model was run across a range of harvest levels) 

o Understanding that OLS model is a multivariate model that can incorporate additional 

covariates in future (e.g. time lags, environmental correlates) 

o Need for clarity re: terms and definitions (e.g. productivity) 

 Desire to link outputs of OLS model (re: survival) directly to harvest levels; ensure that there is a 

clear link re: the impacts of harvest restrictions on survival (e.g. females and/or breeding 

females) 

o Link statistics to biological interpretation to assist with understanding of mechanisms of 

herd decline and links to effects of management actions 

 

6. Contingencies for wide distribution of high density clusters of breeding females.  

 

 Not discussed by participants 

Take home: Calving ground 2018 survey success is not guaranteed (e.g. weather, allocation of 

resources), need to have contingencies in place if calving photoplane approach not viable (see 

also discussion in Question 3 and 4) 


