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Introduction 
The Hay-Zama wood bison herd (Bison bison athabascae) was created by re-introducing wood bison as 
part of the Nation Wood Bison Recovery Plan, which calls for establishing a herd of free-ranging, self-
sustaining and disease-free wood bison in each of the provinces and territories in Western Canada. The 
Hay-Zama herd is managed by a controlled hunting season to consist of between 400 to 600 animals. 
The hunt is important to limit bison spreading towards Highway 35 and potential contact with diseased 
bison that currently exist to the east in Caribou Mountains Wildland Provincial Park.  

For more information about management of the Hay-Zama Wood Bison herd and on issues of diseased 
bison in Alberta, readers can link to: 
http://mywildalberta.com/Hunting/GameSpecies/WoodBisonHuntHayZama.aspx  and 
http://aep.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/wildlife-diseases/wood-bison-disease-management.aspx 

A minimum total count is conducted annual in late February or March for determine size of this herd. All 
bison found are classified as to adult or juvenile and their locations plotted.  

Survey Method 
The survey was conducted by flying transects orientated west-east and spaced one degree of latitude 
apart (roughly one statue mile). The crew consisted of 2 observers in a Bell Jet Ranger equipped with 
bubble windows in the rear. Survey speed was approximately 90 to 110 km per hour on line.  Locations 
of bison tracks were plotted and the crew would follow fresh tracks to find bison. All groups were 
photographed to confirm total counts and classification of calves, which can be difficult in the air if bison 
become disturbed by the presence of the helicopter and start to mill around. Calves were classified 
based on relatively small size and ‘short’ muzzles. Other wildlife was identified and locations plotted.  

Results and Discussion 
2130 km of transects were surveyed from Feb. 22 to 25, 2016, inclusively and 626 bison were 
seen in 20 different groups. The percentage of calves was highest seen in the last five years. The 
Hay-Zama bison herd has rebounded from the severe over-winter mortality suffered at the end 
of the 2012-13 winter.   

Table 1. Results of Hay-Zama wood bison surveys, 2012-2016 

Year No. of groups 
No. of bison 

Adults a Calves Total %Calves b 

Mar. 2012 30 512 75 587 13 

Mar. 2013 49 432c
 46 

c 478 c 11 
c 

Feb. 2014 21 459 42 501 9 

Feb 2015 28 498 92 590 16 

Feb. 2016 20 506 120 626 19 
a - Adults include yearlings,  
b - %Calves = calves/total population x 100; 
 c –actual number was lower as a result of confirmed mortality after this severe winter with 2-metre + snow depths throughout winter. Estimated 
population in spring of 2013 was 410 bison. 
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