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Summary 

¶ Bison are a species at risk in Canada, and a highly sought after big game 

animal in Yukon. As well, they are a species of concern to local First 
Nations. As such, they are currently among the most closely managed 

wildlife species in Yukon.  

¶ In 2011 ð2012, ou r main aims in the bison program were to conduct a 

population census of the Aishihik Herd and replace and replenish radio -
collars in order to document distribution, habitat use, and survival. In 

addition, we collected biological samples for various testing , produced 
maps to aid hunters, and provided a variety of outreach initiatives and 
products.  

¶ A population census was conducted in July 2011 and the results were 
communicated to senior managers in Environment Yukon, the Yukon 

Wood Bison Technical Team, and local media. The results were also 
disseminated in the Bison Banter ñthe newsletter of the Yukon Bison 
Technical Team (available at: http://www.env.gov.yk.ca/publications -

maps/brochures.php#bison )ñand in a separate technical report 
(available at: http://www.env.gov.yk.ca/publications -

maps/plansreports.php#bison ).  

¶ We conducted two live -capt ure and collaring sessions in 2011 ð2012 and 

radio -collared 13 female and 2 male bison. As of March 31 st, 2012, there 
were 30 radio -collared bison in the population. Of note, our emphasis for 
collaring in 2011 ð2012 was to phase out GPS collar deployments in  

favour of VHF collars.  

¶ Five radio -telemetry flights were flown in 2011 ð2012 to relocate radio -

collared bison and produce a map to aid hunters in deciding where to 
plan their hunts.  

¶ One minor scientific paper on bison was published in a peer -reviewed 
journ al in 2011 ð2012. The paper was published in Northwestern 
Naturalist  and reports on the first accounts of wolf ( Canis lupus ) 
predation and scavenging on Yukon bison.  
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BACKGROUND AND 
OBJECTIVES 

Wood bison ( Bison bison athabascae ) 
were once abundant across much of 

the Yukon. They  had been present in 
the Yukon throughout the Ice Age, 
andñalong with caribou ( Rangifer 
tarandus ) and thinhorn sheep ( Ovis 
dalli )ñsurvived the extinction of most 

large mammals approximately 8,000 -
10,000 years ago. Anthropologists 
interviewed Teslin elders in the 1970s, 

who said that bison were last hunted 
when their grandparents were 

children, or mid -to-late 19th century . 
Interviews with First Nation elders in 
southeastern Yukon also indicate  that 

bison were present in the Ross River 
and Liard area last century , with the 

last one disappearing in the early 
1900s. By then, bison  were gone from 
much of their historic range, including 

the Yukon. It is estimated that there 
are about 160,000 wood bison 
distributed across their range in 

northwestern Canada an d Alaska 
prior to the arrival of settlers (Soper 

1941). Habitat change and over -
harvest are believed to have caused 
the historic decline. Concordant with 

their historic decline, wood bison are 
now listed as Threatened  in the federal 

Species at Risk Act .  
Beginning in 1980 , a large 

conservation initiative was undertaken 

to reintroduce wood bison to portions 
of their historic range in northwestern 

Canada and interior Alaska. The 
Yukon was part of this initiative ; 
between 1988 and 1992, 170 animals 

were relea sed into the wild from a 
temporary enclosure near the Nisling 

River (Gates et al. 2001, Government 
of Yukon 2012). Since then, the herd 

has grown and has been closely 
monitored in order to assess the 

population status of the herd, and 
provide current infor mation to base an 

annual harvest by licensed hunters. 
Since the herd had few natural 
predators, it was steadily increasing in 

size. Limited hunting began in March 
1998 in anticipation of the herd 
exceeding the target level of 500 

animals. In following year s more 
liberal harvest strategies were 

implemented with the goal of reducing 
population growth and size. The most 
recent census occurred in July 2014 

and provided an estimate of 1470 
(90% confidence intervals = 1306 ð

1684) bison in the population (Jung 
and Egli 2014).  

Wood bison populations are rather 

unique: at the same time they may be 
a Threatened  species and a big game 

species. This is the situation in the 
Yukon, where reintroduced 
populations contribute significantly to 

the global recovery of the specie s and 
provide meat to local people through 
harvest. Furthermore, there are 

significant community concerns over 
the potential impact of reintroduced 

wood bison to other valued wildlife 
and the land. This unique 
juxtaposition of an apparently 

òoverabundant endangered speciesó 
necessitates that populations are 
carefully managed, with a duty of care 

that is higher than other harvested 
species. The challenge is to manage 

populations in a manner that provides 
for the recovery of the species (as 
required by the fe deral Species at Risk 
Act), while addressing community 
concerns and allowing for local people 

to benefit from the resource, primarily 
through hunting opportunities. To do 
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this successfully requires cooperation, 
commitment and good information.  

Here we repo rt on the activities 
undertaken in 2011 ð2012 by 

Environment Yukonõs Bison Program. 
Specifically, our objectives for the 
fiscal year were as follows:  

Monitor population trends 

Population monitoring was the bulk of 
the work in 2011 -2012. Because of the 
high harvest rate, inherent small 

population size, and conservation 
status of the herd, we require regular 

population censuses and surveys to 
obtain key demographic data to gauge 
the status of the herd. These data are 

crucial for setting Annual Allowable 
Harves ts and deciding upon annual 
harvest regimes, under an adaptive 

framework. Population inventories are 
done every second year. In 2011 -2012, 

the population monitoring objectives 
included the following:  
a. Composition count . A composition 

count provides informa tion on the 
percent of calves in the population, 

which is variable from year -to-year. 
Th is data allow s wildlife managers 
to gauge the anticipated growth of 

the herd and set harvest targets.  
b.  Population census . Every 2 -3 years 

the population is counted and i ts 

true size is estimated. Th is data is 
needed to assess where we are with 

respect to the population size 
prescribed in management plans 
for the herd. The census serves to 

validate where our models of 
population and harvest dynamics.  

c. Radio -collaring . Radio -collared 
bison are needed to facilitate 
population monitoring. T hrough 

telemetry flights  and various 
counts (mainly composition and 

census) of radio -collared bison, we 
collect data on productivity, 

recruitment, and adult survival.  

Monitor the movements and spatial 
distribution of wood bison 

Better information is needed on the 

distribution (including range 
expansion) and habitat use of 
populations in order to provide data to 

regional planning processes and meet 
the legal requirements for identifying 
cr itical habitat under the federal 

Species at Risk Act . We collect data 
from GPS -collared animals to examine 

seasonal distribution (range use) and 
habitat preferences.  

Monitor bison harvest 

Harvest statistics are tracked annually 

and used by the Yukon Wood B ison 
Technical Team to develop bison 

harvest models and make harvest 
recommendations for the next bison 
hunting season.  

MONITORING AND 
MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES 

Radio-telemetry Flights 
Radio -collared bison are used to 
facilitate population monitoring and 
provi de information on the 

distribution and habitat use of the 
herd. Several times a year, radio -
collared bison are located via an aerial 

survey. Often these aerial telemetry 
surveys are conducted prior to a 

population census or capture session 
in order to incr ease the efficiency and 
cost -effectiveness of those operations. 

Telemetry flights were flown in a 
Maule M7 or a Cessna 206  fixed wing 
aircraft at elevations between 8,000 -
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13,5 00 feet asl  (above sea level) . 
Transects that comprise a north -south 

grid over th e core bison range, and 
spaced 15 km apart, are flown to 

ensure reasonable coverage of the 
area.   

During 2011 -2012 , 5 radio -

telemetry flights were flown (Table 1 ). 
On May 16 th , 2011, a radio -telemetry 
flight was flown prior to a scheduled 

composition coun t (see Population 
Monitoring). The second radio -

telemetry flight , done on July 22 nd , 
2011, was flown before a mark -resight 
population census took place (see 

Population Monitoring). Radio -
telemetry flights done on September 

25 th , 2011 and March 19 -20, 2012 
were done in advance of capture and 
radio -collaring operations (see Live 

Capture and Radio -Collaring). The 
radio -telemetry flight conducted on 

February 13 th , 2012 was done before 
the second part of the hunting season 

opened, in order to facilitate the 
prod uction of a map to aid hunters 

(see Harvest Management).  
During 2011 -2012, there were 31 

radio -collared bison (11 VHF and 20 

GPS collars). The percentage of radio -
collared bison relocated during radio -
telemetry surveys varied from 63% to 

77% ( Table 1 ). We attribute the 
mediocre success of the radio -

telemetry flights to the fact that the 
GPS collars are difficult to locate from 
aerial surveys due to low signal 

strength. VHF collars are easily found, 
using our protocol.  

In general, radio -collared bison 
were more congregated in the summer 
months , when they were found at 

higher elevations  than in the fall and 
winter  (Figures 1-5). 

 

 
Table 1 Summary data for 5 wood bison telemetry flights flown in southwestern Yukon, during 2011ï

2012. There were 31 radio-collars active during the year (11 VHF and 20 GPS). Of these, 
one radio-collar stopped functioning at the end of September. 

Date Number of Collars Found (%) Number of Hours Flown 

May 16, 2011 23 (74%) 7.1 

July 22, 2011 24 (77%) 6.0 

September 25, 2011 23 (74%) 7.3 

February 13, 2012 20 (67%) 6.5 

March 19-20, 2012 19 (63%) 10.7 
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Figure 1 Bison telemetry flight flown on May 16th, 2011. Pink circles are locations where radio-collared 

bison were found. Green line is the flight line flown.  
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Figure 2 Bison telemetry flight flown on July 22nd, 2011. Pink circles are locations where radio-collared 

bison were found. Green line is the flight line flown. 
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Figure 3 Bison telemetry flight flown on September 25th, 2011. Pink circles are locations where radio-

collared bison were found. Green line is the flight line flown. 

  
























