
Barren-ground Caribou 
Tuktoyaktuk Peninsula, Cape Bathurst, Bluenose-West, 
Bluenose-East, Bathurst, Beverly, Ahiak, and 
Qamanirjuaq herds 

Should Barren-ground Caribou be added to the 
Northwest Territories List of Species at Risk as a 
Threatened species? 

Scientific Name: 
Status: 

Rangifer tarandus groenlandicus 

Threatened in the NWT (likely to become 
endangered in the NWT if nothing is done to 
reverse the factors leading to its extirpation or 
extinction) 

-NWT Species at Risk Committee (April 2017) 
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Range of barren-ground caribou in the NWT 

Barren-ground caribou are highly social animals, travelling in large groups, and 
completing long-distance migrations between wintering and calving grounds. Their 
migration is a response to seasonal changes in the suitability of habitat. Wide 
variation in colouring from light to dark can often be seen. Barren-ground caribou 
have the largest antlers relative to their size of any species of deer. 

Barren-ground caribou are incredibly hardy animals and well-adapted to their 
habitat.  A female’s body condition determines the age of first pregnancy and the 
annual likelihood that she will conceive. Milk production also depends on the female’s 
health, which determines the calf’s growth rate and chance of survival.  

The Assessment 
The Species at Risk Committee, an independent group of experts who hold 
traditional, community, and scientific knowledge, assessed barren-ground caribou 
(Tuktoyaktuk Peninsula, Cape Bathurst, Bluenose-West, Bluenose-East, Bathurst, 
Beverly, Ahiak, and Qamanirjuaq herds) as Threatened in the NWT. The assessment 
was based on objective biological criteria and a status report containing the best 
available traditional, community and scientific knowledge on barren-ground caribou. 
The report and assessment are available here: http://www.nwtspeciesatrisk.ca/en/
SARC/completed-assessment.  

Although about 530,000 barren-ground caribou still reside either entirely or partially 
within the NWT, overall, the numbers have declined by more than 85% for most herds 
over the last 25 years.  Two herds (Cape Bathurst and Bluenose-West) appear to have 
recently stabilized at very low numbers, but there have been no signs of recovery and 
the overall trends suggest that the decline is continuing.  

Barren-ground caribou in the NWT face multiple threats including climate change, 
predation, industrial development, and forest fires. There are measures in place to 
reduce harvest in response to low numbers. 

Barren-ground 
caribou populations 
undergo large 
fluctuations over 
several decades. 
Harvest and predation 
play a stronger role 
when barren-ground 
caribou are at low 
numbers. The threats 
mentioned above are 
acting in addition to 
these large 
fluctuations. The 
cumulative effects 
from multiple 
interacting threats are 
considered 
unprecedented. 
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What’s next in the process: 

Listing Barren-ground Caribou 
The  legal listing of barren-ground caribou as Threatened in the NWT would mean a 
recovery strategy would be required within two years of listing. The recovery strategy 
would recommend objectives and approaches to recover and conserve barren-
ground caribou in the NWT. There are already management plans completed and 
underway for the relevant herds that could be adopted to fill this requirement.  

Frequently Asked Questions 
1. Barren-ground caribou were just assessed nationally. How is this assessment 

different? 
 The national assessment included the status of barren-ground caribou in 

Canada as a whole, while this assessment focuses on the status of barren-
ground caribou in the NWT only. Nationally, barren-ground caribou were 
assessed as Threatened. Unlike the national assessment, the Species at Risk 
Committee considered Porcupine caribou separately as a geographically 
distinct population and assessed it as Not at Risk in the NWT. Barren-ground 
caribou are now being considered for listing both nationally and territorially. 
The two listings will have different impacts. The NWT’s wildlife management 
authorities will be working with the Government of Canada to complete 
consultation and engagement. For more information on the national 
assessment see www.cosewic.gc.ca.  

2. Barren-ground caribou are already being managed, so how would an NWT 
listing help? 

 Species at risk status would inform the management of barren-ground caribou 
 in the NWT. It would help focus and track management efforts by requiring 
 management planning, implementation agreements, and regular reviews of 
 progress. 
2. If barren-ground caribou are added to the NWT List of Species at Risk, will 

harvesting still be allowed?  
 Adding a species to the NWT List of Species at Risk does not mean harvesting 

must stop. There are no automatic prohibitions or protections for species or 
their habitat once listed. Adding barren-ground caribou to the NWT List of 
Species at Risk will not change quotas, by-laws or regulations already in place.  

 
WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU! 
 Should barren-ground caribou be added to the NWT List of Species at Risk as 

a Threatened species? Why or why not? 
 Do you think that the status should be something other than Threatened? If so, 

why? 
 If barren-ground caribou were added to the List, do you think there would be 

any negative impacts from the listing? If so, what? 
 Is there  new or missing information that was not considered in the status 

report? If so, can you provide it to us or tell us where to find it? 
 
Contact ENR at sara@gov.nt.ca or call 867-767-9237 ex. 53214 for more information 

or to tell us your views. 

This is where  
we are now 


