Mackenzie Bison Working Group
Meeting Summary
April 8th — April 9th, 2025

Draft Summary - For Comment/Suggestions

Session Information

Meeting Details
April 8™, 2025: 1:00 pm —4:30 pm
April 9™, 2025: 9:00 am - 12:30 pm

Meeting Location
Location: Snowshoe Centre, Aurora boardroom, Fort Providence & Zoom

Attendees

Ashley McLaren - Environment and Climate Change Department (ECC), GNWT
Darrell Ohokannoak - Environment and Climate Change Canada, Gov. of Canada
James Hodson -ECC, GNWT

Jody Pellissey - Wek’éezhii Renewable Resources Board (WRRB)
John Nishi-Ttchgo Government

Ken Hall- NWT Wildlife Federation (Online)

Laura Meinert— WRRB

Orna Phelan — North Slave Métis Alliance

Terry Armstrong - ECC, GNWT

Heather Sayine-Crawford — ECC, GNWT

Mayor Danny Beaulieu — Hamlet of Fort Providence

Clifford McLeod - Fort Providence Metis Council

Priscilla Canadien — Deh Gah Got'ie Dene First Nation (DGGFN)
Councillor Louie Constant—-DGGFN

Councillor Walter Bonnetrouge - DGGFN

Naima Jutha-ECC, GNWT

Debbie Peng - ECC, GNWT

Gregg Adams - Bison Integrated Genomics (BIG) Project (April 8)
Todd Shury - BIG Project (April 8)

Greg Wilson - BIG Project (April 8)

Jack Saddleback - BIG Project (April 8)

Kira Mudrey — BIG Project (April 8)

Gabriela Mastromonaco - BIG Project (Online, April 8)

Brie O’Keefe — Copper Tools Consulting (Chair)

Nuka de Jocas - Planlt North (Facilitator)
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Actions Arising from the Meeting

e Heather (ECC) will seek a response from the Fire Management Division regarding
the possibility of having prescribed fires in Fort Providence for bison and fire
management.

e Terry (ECC) will communicate with the Bison Integrated Genomics Project Team to
discuss the possibility of increased engagement with NWT communities and
community leadership, and clarify how we would proceed if support were given to
them: who would develop the agreement?

e Terry (ECC) will communicate with Dr. Gregg Wilson to receive the referenced
materials (Oppenheimer) used in the Genetic Diversity section (Objective 4) of the
Mackenzie Bison Management Plan review and share them with the Working Group.

e All Mackenzie Bison Working Group members will return to their leadership with the
Mackenzie Bison Management Plan to seek comment and approval before the next
Working Group meeting.

e Terry (ECC) will meet with community leadership in Fort Providence to speak
directly to the Mackenzie Bison Management Plan.

e Terry or Heather (ECC) will draft a proposed recommendation to formalize the 60-tag
harvest allocation for the Mackenzie Bison population. This draft will be shared with all
IGOs represented in the MBWG for confirmation before it can proceed further in the
regulatory process.

Recommendations

The Mackenzie Bison Working Group recommends that the total allowable harvest be
increased from 40 to 60 bison tags for upcoming season. This recommendation is based
on the management plan's population threshold criteria, which indicates the herd has
reached a sustainable level for increased harvesting (over 1500 individuals; Table 1 in the
management plan). The tag allocation will maintain the existing proportional distribution
among communities, ensuring equitable access to the harvest. While the working group
does not mandate a specific sex ratio, the harvest may include both bulls and cows,
recognizing the need for flexible population management.

Objectives

The objectives for the meeting were:
e Updates on action items from the August 2024 meeting.
e Ashared understanding of the Bison Integrated Genomics project
¢ |dentified dates and topics for our next meeting.



Mackenzie Bison Working Group
Meeting Summary
T April 8th — April 9th, 2025

Full Meeting Summary

April 8t

Welcome, introductions and objectives

Attendees introduced themselves. The facilitator, Nuka from Planlt North, introduced the

agenda and objectives. There were no changes. Brie, an independent consultant,
explained her role in managing the meeting and diffusing tensions.

Review of Main Points/Actions from Last Meeting.

A summary of the previous meeting was provided, which included presentations on
species at risk, wildlife management permits, and wild pigs in the NWT.

Updates on Action ltems:

e Shannon Bower (Planlt North) and Brie O’Keefe (Copper Tools Consulting) will
schedule a follow-up session with working group members who were unable to
attend the last meeting. This action was completed by Shannon Bower following the
last meeting, though no working group members indicated interest in a follow up
session.

e Shannon Bower (Planlt North) and Brie O’Keefe (Copper Tools Consulting) will also
follow up on the idea of providing preliminary supports ahead of meetings to assist
the Fort Providence team in identifying positions and issues they may want to bring
forward to the broader group. This action was completed in the lead up to this April
2025 meeting by Nuka de Jocas (Planlt North), who will continue to contact the Fort
Providence team prior to working group meetings to facilitate identifying any
incoming issues and meeting topics requiring urgent action.

e Terry Armstrong (GNWT) has confirmed that the regulation change extending the
harvesting season year-round came into effect on July 12, 2024, and that group
membership was updated accordingly. Completed August 15, 2024.

e Ken Hall (NWT Wildlife Federation) has contacted Joslyn Oosenbrug (NWT Species
at Risk Secretariat) to flag the need for a correction in the draft progress report
regarding the use of the term “recommendation.” Completed August 1, 2024.

Updates from Community/Government Partners
e Fort Providence: Herds are present, but no bulls have been observed (bulls are

typically more visible due to their size). Concerns raised about bison entering the
community. Discussion of prescribed burns, eg. Mission Prairie approximately 5 km
north of Fort Providence:

o Proposed as a strategy to redirect bison away from town.

o Could also function as afire break.

o Potential timeline for burning within the month of May.
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o Action item: Coordination and communication with fire department services
will be required.
e Bison Harvest Updates:
o Deh Gah Got'ie Dene First Nation (DGGFN) used most tags and have held
back 3
Ttchg Government currently has 4 bison tags.
North Slave Métis Alliance has 2 tags remaining out of the 4 initially issued.
Limited Entry Draw: ?
Representatives from other Indigenous Government Organizations were not
present
e The Wek’éezhii Renewable Resources Board confirmed its recent acceptance of
the Bison Integrated Genomics Project, supporting ongoing genetic research and
integrated herd management.
e The group discussed the installation of cameras to monitor bison presence and
movement.

o O O O

e Interest expressed in improving population tracking efforts.

Updates from Darrell Ohokannoak (ECCC; Edéhzhie)
Darrell’s presentation focused on the Edéhzhie Management Plan, co-developed by
Dehcho First Nations and Environment and Climate Change Canada, with direction from
the Edéhzhie Management Board.
Key highlights included:
e Edéhzhie was established as both an Indigenous Protected Area (2018) and a
National Wildlife Area (2022).
e The management plan guides monitoring and stewardship and involved two rounds
of community engagement.
e The Edéhzhie Management Board includes members from DFN and the federal
government, appointed for four-year terms.

Regarding Wood Bison, Darrell noted:
e Keyissues include anthraxrisk, bison encroachment on the Horn Plateau, and
potential impacts on Boreal Caribou and predators.
e (Continued collaboration with the Mackenzie Bison Working Group remains
essential for managing harvest, disease, and habitat.

Darrell emphasized the importance of Indigenous leadership and strong communication
among all partners.
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Bison Integrated Genomics Presentation

Drs. Gregg Adams, Todd Shury and Greg Wilson introduced the Bison Integrated Genomics
(BIG) project, which brings together scientists and biologists to support conservation
through genetic research. The BIG project has used DNA analyses to assess the
evolutionary history of bison and to better understand current genetic composition and
diversity of bison populations. This project alighs with the National Wood Bison Recovery
Strategy, and address issues like hybridization with plains bison.

e Dr. Shury provided historical context on disease introduction and the creation of disease-
free herds. The team is developing improved Tuberculosis (TB) diagnostics, including
a more effective blood-based test and an oral vaccine for TB and Brucellosis. These
efforts support overall herd health and long-term genetic resilience.

e Dr. Wilson discussed recent studies that showed all wood bison herds carry some
level of plains bison ancestry—10-15% in the Elk Island and Mackenzie herds, and
up to 50-60% in others—though wood and plains bison remain genetically distinct.
No cattle genes have been found in Canadian bison.

o Dr. Adams described that to help preserve and distribute bison genetics, the team
is building a genome biobank using eggs and sperm collected from live animals,
which avoids risks of transmitting infectious disease. The biobank currently holds
over 3,000 semen doses and 200 embryos.

The group emphasized the importance of oversight, accurate communication, and local
involvement in conservation. Plans for a Biobank Oversight Committee were shared, but
concerns were raised about ensuring proper consultation and representation, particularly
with Indigenous communities. There was agreement that more community-level
discussions are needed before moving forward with material transfer agreements.

Close Day 1

After the Bison Integrated Genomics Project was concluded, we closed for the day. We
moved agenda item “Management Plan Review: Confirm Completion” to the next day.

April 9t
Welcome

Update from Terry Armstrong (GNWT) on field season

Terry’s presentation focused on recent herd monitoring efforts, including the 2023 herd
composition survey, collaring updates, and bison-vehicle collisions along Highway 3.
Herd Composition Survey (Sept 2023):

e Used anew method: aerial oblique photography (no helicopter surveys).
e 256 bison sampled (23 September 2025; 11 groups photographed?).
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o Composition: 42% cows, 57 calves per 100 cows (high ratio), 18.7 yearlings
per 100 cows, 62.6 bulls per 100 cows.

Collaring Update:

e 10 collars currently on Mackenzie bison.

e 4functioning normally (daily fixes started in August).

e 1 reporting intermittently.

e 5nottransmitting.

e 3settodrop offinJune 2026; 2 lack release mechanisms (do the collars have VHF
transmitters and if so, is there a plan to find and remove the collars from these two
bison cows?).

e No new collars deployed in 2024-25 due to mechanical issues, poor weather, and
an unavailable pilot.

e Pastoutcomes: 3 collars dropped as scheduled (2022), 8 removed, 5 broke off, 3
mortalities.

Highway Collisions (Jan 2024 — Mar 2025):
e 8collisionsresultingin 10 bison deaths.
e Notably, a March 14 single vehicle collision killed 2 pregnant female bison; driver
had no major injuries and vehicle was deemed an insurance write-off.

Management Plan Review: Confirm Completion

Nuka began by providing an overview of where we paused the review of the Mackenzie
Bison Management Plan. He reminded the group that the plan was originally created by
the Working Group as a shared vision for managing the Mackenzie wood bison population.
Its purpose was to support the goals of the Recovery Strategy for Wood Bison in the NWT
by promoting long-term population viability, while respecting the cultural, social, and
economic connections that people have to bison.

The plan outlined five key objectives:

Sustainable harvest

Reducing conflicts on highways and in communities
Disease prevention

Preserving genetic diversity

Preventing land use conflicts

ahrwbd=

The goal of the meeting was to finalize the 5-year update to the plan. Most of the proposed
changes were editorial or factual, including updates to dates, years, vehicle mortality
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figures, and observation data. Previous feedback from the group had also been
incorporated, and there had been no major restructuring of the document.

One update involved the genetics section. Terry had previously flagged that the content
was outdated, particularly considering recent work on ancient DNA. Greg Wilson, a
geneticist involved in this type of research and in the BIG project, had reviewed the section
and provided updates, primarily adding historical context and referencing updated
literature. These revisions were clearly marked in the tracked document shared in advance
by email. At that point, no additional comments had been received from the group.

Following the facilitator’s overview, the group held a discussion which concluded that the
plan was not ready to be approved that day. Further community consultation was needed
before finalizing the update. In addition, John Nishi requested a copy of the reference to
unpublished genetics research (Oppenheimer et al. in prep) cited in the revised section. A
few action items were identified to improve the overall review process and strengthen
documentation going forward.

e Terry (ECC)to connect with the Bison Genomics Team to discuss potential for
increased NWT community engagement and clarify next steps if supportis
confirmed, including agreement development.

e Terry (ECC)torequest Oppenheimer materials from Dr. Gregg Wilson (Objective 4 -
Genetic Diversity) and share with the Working Group.

The Working Group members agreed to bring the revised plan back to their communities
for feedback. A follow-up meeting will then be scheduled to finalize the review based on
the input received.

Continuing discussion on updating the total allowable harvest and allocations (cows, sex
ratio, tags, etc.)

The discussion opened with an acknowledgment that the Mackenzie bison herd has now
surpassed the 1,500-population threshold, a key milestone outlined in the management
plan and approached the 2,000-population threshold. The herd’s status presents an
opportunity to re-evaluate current harvest levels and tag allocations. With this increase in
population size, we are now positioned to ask more nuanced questions, not only about
how many bison can be sustainably harvested, but also about who has access to that
harvest, what types of harvest is appropriate (bulls vs cows), and how those opportunities
are shared across communities.
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Participants were reminded that this is a natural and timely moment for the working group
to provide input based on their knowledge of local needs, conservation concerns, and
inter-community relationships. The group was invited to consider whether to maintain the
existing harvest regulations or explore other approaches, such as allowing community
access to cows or revisiting the current tag distribution system.

In response to this context, the group reviewed current data and trends. The herd is now
estimated at approximately 2,000 animals, with an annual growth rate of about 10%.
Considering this growth, a recommendation was put forward to increase the total
allowable harvest to 60 bison, with one member expressing interest in increasing the
allowable harvest at 80. There was general agreement that the increase to 60 tags remains
within sustainable limits, representing a harvest rate of around 3-4% of the total
population.

Importantly, the group supported maintaining the existing proportional distribution of tags
among communities, which currently includes half of the tags for Fort Providence
(distributed through DGGFN and FPMC), and the rest of the tags distributed equally
amongst each for Ttychg Government, North Slave Métis Alliance, NWT Metis Nation,
Yellowknives Dene First Nation, and the Limited Entry Draw. There was also consensus
that no strict sex ratio should be imposed, hunters would be given flexibility to harvest
either bulls or cows, depending on individual and community needs.

Increasing the harvest is consistent with the management plan and helps ensure access to
community harvest, cultural practices, and knowledge sharing.

The working group agreed to forward the recommendation to the Government of the
Northwest Territories’ Wildlife Management Division, where it will inform upcoming
changes to the hunting regulations. Terry and Heather volunteered to draft and submit the
final recommendation. Overall, the working group agreed on a 60-tag either sex annual
harvest strategy.

Wrap up: next meeting dates, topics, location

Proposed date: August 19, 2025

Location: Behchok9

Focus: Finalizing 5-year management plan review

Guest Speaker: Tianna Steinwand will be invited to speak on Ttjchg Highway Monitoring.

Close Day 2
Thank you to all working group members for their active participation and passion for this
important work.
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