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Caribou in northern 

Ontario

• Two types of caribou occur in northern 

Ontario: Boreal Caribou and Eastern 

Migratory Caribou

• Boreal and Eastern Migratory Caribou 

ranges overlap extensively, with the 

greatest overlap occurring in early winter

• Boreal caribou are listed as Threatened 

under federal Species at Risk Act 

(SARA)

• Eastern migratory caribou are assessed 

as Endangered by Committee on the 

Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada
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Boreal caribou calve alone 

in forest to reduce 

predation risk

Eastern Migratory Caribou 

calve together in open habitat 

to reduce predation risk



Caribou in the Ring of Fire region

• Both boreal caribou and 

eastern migratory caribou 

use the Ring of Fire 

assessment area
– Boreal caribou use the RA 

development area year round

– Eastern migratory caribou move 

into the RA development area in 

winter



Caribou in the Ring of Fire region

• Both boreal caribou and 

eastern migratory caribou 

use the Ring of Fire 

assessment area
– Boreal caribou use the RA 

development area year round

– Eastern migratory caribou move 

into the RA development area in 

winter

• Boreal caribou are divided into 

local population areas called 

ranges

– The RA development area 

overlaps mostly closely with the 

Missisa range. 



CWS caribou report

Where are caribou 

during the winter?

How and where do 

caribou move?

How many caribou 

are there?

What habitats do 

caribou use?

What are some of 

the risks caribou 

face?



Where are caribou during the winter? 

• Five years of winter aerial 
surveys to look for caribou and 
other animals
– Collect observations of animals and 

samples of caribou scat

– DNA analysis provides information 
on numbers of caribou, sex ratio, 
family relationships, how connected 
the caribou are and more

• Surveys occur in February & 
March, covering the entire range

• Total combined survey area of 
257,503 km2 = 3x the size of 
Lake Superior!



• More than 1,350 unique individuals 

identified, from 3,700 scat samples

• Caribou observations not evenly 

distributed

– Highest concentration in Missisa range in the 

center of the survey area; fewer observations 

in other ranges

• Concentration overlaps RA 

Development Area
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2021-2025 Fecal DNA survey results

Collecting caribou scat for DNA and 

hormone analysis



Fecal DNA surveys

species observations
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Wolf

Otter

Beaver

Wolverine

Caribou

Moose



• Used observations from winter surveys to predict 

suitable winter habitat for caribou

– Results are shown in green on the map

• Peatlands and the climate of James and Hudson 

Bay have a large effect on caribou habitat 

suitability

– These are the main drivers for the concentration of 

suitable habitat

• Predicted suitable habitat is concentrated in the 

center of the RA assessment area, around the 

transition between the Hudson Bay Lowlands and 

Ontario Shield

What habitats do caribou use



Peatland 

types

Open Bog

Treed Bog

Treed Fen

Open Fen

Coniferous Swamp

Photo credits: Northcore 

Research Group



How and where do caribou move

• Radio collar data shared from the 

Government of Ontario used to 

identify calving locations, and 

seasonal home ranges

• Sensitive areas and habitats found 

year-round in RA assessment area

Calving

• Both types of caribou use different 

parts of the RA assessment area for 

calving. Boreal caribou calving 

areas include the RA development 

area

• Caribou known to return to the 

same calving locations each year

Eastern 

migratory 

caribou

Boreal

caribou



Range

Disturbed 

habitat (%) Population trend

Minimum 

animal count

Missisa 6
Stable or possibly 

increasing
473

Ozhiski 26
Stable or possibly 

increasing
352

James Bay 4 Declining 381

Pagwachuan 29 Declining 157

Nipigon 32 Declining 49

How many caribou are there?



What risks do 

caribou face?

• Predation 
– Caribou are potential prey 

for wolves, bears, and to a 
lesser extent, wolverines

– Caribou are sensitive to 
predation by wolves, who 
also prey on moose

– Human-caused landscape 
alteration can lead to 
increased rates of wolf 
predation on caribou

– Caribou calves are also 
sensitive to predation by 
black bears





Wolf winter 
habitat 

suitability

Most important variables:

1. Snow depth

2. Beavers

3. Elevation

4. Distance to linear 

features (roads 

and rivers)
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Trail camera 

surveys

• Providing year-round information on 

caribou predators and caribou habitat-use

• Photos analyzed in collaboration with 

Wilfrid Laurier University and ECCC-

Science & Technology Branch
– WLU interested in using these data to assess 

biodiversity bundles

• Observations will contribute to species 

distribution modelling for caribou, caribou 

predators (i.e. wolves, wolverine), and 

alternative prey species (i.e. moose)
– Recordings from ARU deployed for birds also 

processed for recordings of wolves (in 

collaboration with University of Alberta)

Partnership: CWS-ON, STB-WLSD, Wilfrid Laurier University, 

University of Guelph, NRCan, University of Alberta



Summary

• The RoF region is an important area for 
caribou all year long
– Boreal and eastern migratory caribou both use the 

RA development and assessment area year-round 

• Caribou observations and suitable 
habitat are not evenly distributed across 
region
– Concentrated around Shield-Lowlands transition

– Winter and calving areas overlap RA development 
area

• Differences in life history, distribution, 
and behaviour may result in different 
effects of development on the two 
ecotypes 
– Need for different mitigation strategies for each 

ecotype
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