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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Killing Wolves and Farming Caribou Benefit Industry, Not Caribou:

A Response to Stan Boutin

In Nature Alberta Fall 2016, we
wrote an open letter to Premier
Notley (Proulx et al. 2016), where
we requested that the Alberta
Government refrain from predator
control and fencing caribou

for recovering the Little Smoky
caribou population. In addition,
we argued that recovery can and
should proceed by means of
habitat conservation, restoration,
and connectivity. In the Winter
issue of Nature Alberta, University
of Alberta biologist, Stan Boutin,
responded to our Open Letter
(Boutin 2017) and defended the
Alberta Government’s (2016)
costly program to which he is

an important contributor (Pascoe
2016).

Boutin contended that wolf
control and caribou fencing
should be the centerpieces

of a plan for conserving the
Little Smoky caribou herd. That
contention seems to depend on
a series of stated and implied
claims, the most important of
which are:

1) Wolves are too numerous
and are the major cause of
the Little Smoky caribou
population decrease and
failure to recover.

2) Wolves have greater access to
caribou range due to seismic
lines and roads.

3) Predator control is a more
appropriate means of

protecting caribou than
habitat protection because it
is less expensive and more
achievable technically and
politically.

4) Wolf control over the past 12
years has stabilized caribou
abundance.

5) Fencing is a critical element
of any attempt to restore the
caribou population.

Herein, we evaluate each of
those claims. We show that each
claim is questionable and that
scientific evidence does not
support Boutin’s (2017) assertions.
We also bolster evidence for our
previous contention that habitat

conservation and recovery is the
appropriate means of protecting
caribou from extirpation.

ARE WOLVES TOO NUMEROUS
AND THE MAJOR CAUSE OF
CARIBOU DECREASE?

The ill-fated status of the Little
Smoky caribou population in
Alberta has been well known for
decades. Nearly 30 years ago,
Edmonds (1988) reported the
decrease of the population caused
by habitat loss and fragmentation.
Notably, the number of wolves in
Alberta is unknown, and current
conjectures are largely qualitative
and anecdotal. No rigorous
quantitative wolf surveys have
been conducted to assess wolf
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A NEW SEISMIC LINE BUILT THROUGH CARIBOU
HABITAT IN THE LITTLE SMOKY RANGE. G. PROULX

densities since 1991 (P. Frame,
Provincial Carnivore Specialist,
7 February 2017, personal
communication).

In early winter of 2005, the
density of wolves In the Little
Smoky range was estimated at 25
wolves/1,000 km? (Hervieux et al.
2014). Late winter density was an
estimated 14 wolves/1,000 km?,
assuming a 45% rate of mortality.
The average winter pack size

of wolves was similar to that
recorded historically (Kuzyk et al.
2000). Potential prey for wolves
included elk, mule deer, white-
tailed deer, moose, bighorn sheep,
mountain goats, caribou, beaver,
and snowshoe hare. No studies
have shown that wolf numbers
are “too high” or that wolves

are limiting the Little Smoky
caribou population. In fact, no
contemporary studies on food
habits, rates of predation, and
wolf densities have been carried
out (M. Besko, Director, Wildlife
Management, Alberta, 8 February
2017, personal communication).

Although caribou have co-
existed with wolves and other
predators for thousands of years,
interactions between predation
and habitat alteration (timber
harvesting, linear corridors,
alternate prey, etc.), human
activity (recreation, road use,
etc.), and weather are complex
and confound the relationship
between caribou and wolves.
Undoubtedly, wolves kill and
feed on caribou, but inferring
from studies conducted elsewhere
that wolf predation is the

major cause of the Little Smoky
caribou population decrease

is inappropriate. No reliable
“rule of thumb” can be used

to manage wolf numbers in
landscapes with different prey and
predator populations and distinct
anthropogenic disturbances.
Furthermore, throughout the
caribou distribution range, black
and grizzly bears have often been
recognized as a threat for caribou
(Adams et al. 1995; Pinard et al.
2012).

DO WOLVES HAVE GREATER
ACCESS TO CARIBOU
BECAUSE OF SEISMIC LINES
AND ROADS?

In certain snow conditions, wolves
will preferentially use seismic lines
as travel routes, e.g., when snow
on the lines has been compacted
by snowmobiles and machinery
(Paquet et al. 2010; Proulx,
personal observations). Wolves
also use seismic lines and forestry
roads with shallow snow to scent-
mark their territory, or to easily
and quickly access specific areas
of their home range. However,
wolves do not rely on seismic
lines to travel across landscapes.

For example, they often prefer
travelling through the sheltered
forest rather than along seismic
lines when snow thickness on the
lines exceeds 30 - 40 cm. In her
study of spatial dynamics of wolves
and caribou in the Little Smoky
region, Neufeld (2006) found
little evidence that seismic lines
were key travel routes for wolves.
Notably, proper management of
human activities and access can
reduce the influence of linear
features on wolves and caribou.

In a recent study of habitat use

by boreal caribou in northern
Saskatchewan, Proulx (2017)
surveyed 126 km of lowland and
upland forests. Caribou used black
spruce-tamarack muskegs and
adjacent jack pine stands (similar
to habitats of the Little Smoky
range). Whereas muskegs and
jack pine stands provide caribou
with abundant food and cover,
the muskeg’s difficult terrain,
deep snowdrifts and vertical cover
impedes the pursuit of caribou by

























