
Alberta’s Approach to Achieve Caribou Recovery

About Woodland 
Caribou
In Alberta, there are two types of woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou): mountain 
and boreal. Both the mountain and boreal caribou populations in Alberta are designated as 
Threatened under Canada’s Species at Risk Act. 

Woodland caribou in Alberta are also designated as Threatened under Alberta’s Wildlife Act. 

Most of the remaining woodland caribou populations across Canada and Alberta have declined 
since they were listed in 2003.

Alberta releases the Alberta 
Woodland Caribou Recovery Plan 

Federal Government releases Scientific Assessment to 
Inform the Identification of Critical Habitat for Woodland 
Caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou), Boreal Population, in 
Canada: 2011 update

Alberta releases Setting Alberta on the Path to Caribou 
Recovery and Draft Little Smoky and A La Peche Caribou 

Range Plan for public comment and review

Boreal Woodland caribou are listed as a 
Threatened species under the federal Species 
at Risk Act (SARA)

Federal Government releases Scientific Review for the 
Identification of Critical Habitat for Woodland Caribou, Boreal 
Population (Rangifer tarandus caribou) in Canada 

Federal Government releases Recovery Strategy for the 
Woodland Caribou Southern Mountain Population (Rangifer 
tarandus caribou) in Canada 

Federal Government releases Report on the Progress of 
Recovery Strategy Implementation for the Woodland Caribou

2003
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Alberta releases A Woodland Caribou Policy for Alberta

Federal Government releases Range Plan Guidance for 
Woodland Caribou, Boreal Population 

Alberta releases Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou 
Range Plan for public review and comment
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About Range Planning
Federal Recovery Strategy

In October 2012, the 
Government of Canada 
released the Recovery Strategy 
for the Woodland Caribou 
(Rangifer tarandus caribou), 
Boreal population, in Canada 
(the Boreal Recovery Strategy). 

The strategy outlines requirements for critical 
habitat protection and management with the 
intent that woodland caribou recovery is to be 
achieved through a combination of habitat and 
population management. 

In June 2014, the Government 
of Canada adopted the 
Recovery Strategy for the 
Woodland Caribou Southern 
Mountain population (Rangifer 
tarandus caribou) in Canada 
(the Southern Mountain 
Recovery Strategy).

The Southern Mountain Recovery Strategy is 
comparable to the Boreal Recovery Strategy in 
most details. 

Federal Guidance in Range Planning
In September 2016, the Government of Canada released Range Plan Guidance 
for Woodland Caribou, Boreal Population, which provides guidance to the 
provinces in the development of range plans for caribou recovery. 

The federal guidance document outlines goals for the provinces, including:

• Stabilize and achieve self-sustaining status for each caribou population at 
the range level.

• Ensure a minimum of 65 per cent undisturbed habitat is attained.

• Reversing existing disturbance on the land will often require time frames in excess of  
50 to 100 years.
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About Range Planning
The Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan

The Government of Alberta released the Draft 
Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan  in 
December 2017.

The draft plan describes Alberta’s proposed 
strategies and actions towards meeting federal 
caribou conservation and recovery goals. 

The draft plan identifies management 
approaches that will be considered when 
finalizing individual range plans. 

Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan

DRAFT Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan

M

A D E  I N

A L B E R T A

Objectives of the Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan:
• Self-sustaining local populations in all remaining caribou ranges.

• Recovery and management of critical habitat through working towards the  
65 per cent undisturbed habitat. 

• Maintain biophysical habitat, in both spatial and temporal patterns that provide critical 
habitat for caribou.

• Achieve or maintain minimum local caribou population size targets identified in the federal 
boreal strategy. 

• Maintain a working landscape.

• Develop made-in-Alberta approaches that optimize the economic benefits  
while improving habitat condition.



Alberta’s Approach to Achieve Caribou Recovery

Woodland Caribou 
Ranges
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Engagement and 
Planning
How is the Plan Developed?

Caribou range planning is a Government of 
Alberta initiative lead by Alberta Environment 
and Parks working in collaboration with Alberta 
Agriculture and Forestry, Alberta Energy, 
Indigenous Relations, and  Economic Trade and 
Development.

The Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou Range 
Plan was developed through engagement 
and meetings with Indigenous peoples, 
municipalities, industry and non-government 
organizations, as well as public feedback 
through the talkaep.alberta.ca/caribou-range-
planning website. 

Information collected through these meetings 
and the website was used when building 
management approaches that are in the draft 
plan. These ideas were tested using digital 
mapping models, as well as through technical 
input and review. 

Alberta is currently holding engagement on the 
Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan 
to get more feedback on how management 
approaches should be used in the various 
ranges across the province. 

Ideas, innovation and input collected through 
engagement on the Draft Provincial Woodland 
Caribou Range Plan will support development 
of individual range-specific details.

The Government of Alberta acknowledges 
and respects Indigenous peoples’ unique 
perspectives and relationship with the 
environment. Alberta will continue to engage 
with Indigenous peoples through specific 
meetings and sessions for First Nations and 
Metis groups, and public and multi-stakeholder 
events.

What Have We Done So Far?
• Early engagement before the release of the Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou Range Plan.

• Engagement on A Woodland Caribou Policy for Alberta and the Draft Little Smoky and A La 
Peche Caribou Range Plan.

• Public engagement through the TalkAEP website.

• Meetings with Indigenous peoples, industry, non-government organizations, municipal, 
provincial, territorial and federal governments.

• Data collection and current status updates as part of the Draft Provincial Woodland Caribou 
Range Plan.
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Engagement and 
Planning
Social and Economic Assessment
The Government of Alberta is committed to maintaining jobs, local economies and strong 
communities.

A socio-economic assessment is being undertaken to understand the potential impact of caribou 
conservation and management in Alberta.

Range planning will undergo:

• Cost benefit analysis following federal Treasury Board methodology

• Social impact assessment of Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities

A preliminary analysis of the socio-economic linkages between ranges and Alberta communities 
revealed that an estimated 67 municipalities and 70 First Nations and Métis groups overlap with 
or have an interest in range planning.

Communities Populations Identify as Indigenous In the Labour Force

Women Men Total Women Men Total Women Men Total

Municipalities 170,850 183,430 354,280 22,230 20,580 42,810 85,980 114,980 200,960

First Nations 11,350 11,580 22,930 10,850 11,460 22,310 2,780 3,870 6,650

Métis Settlements 3,265 3,604 6,869 2,455 2,709 5,164 1,203 1,736 2,939

Total Communities

[% of AB]

185,465

[9.1%]

198,614

[9.7%]

384,079

[9.4%]

35,535

[28.3%]

34,749

[28.8%]

70,284

[28.5%]

89,963

[8.3%]

120,586

[9.4%]

210,549

[8.9%]

Alberta Total 2,027,765 2,039,410 4,067,175 125,410 120,830 246,239 1,084,280 1,276,233 2,360,513

Demographics of groups overlapping or interact with Alberta’s Caribou Ranges 

Federal Emergency Protection Order
There is risk that under SARA the federal government could issue an Emergency Protection Order 
(EPO) to some or all of Alberta’s caribou ranges if sufficient protection of caribou habitat does not 
occur. Preliminary, high-level estimates suggest potential impacts in the order of:

• $200 billion over 20 years 

• 75,000 jobs annually

These estimates assume any activity that will be restricted due to an EPO will simply end and not 
be re-allocated elsewhere in the province.
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Engagement and 
Planning
Factors in Caribou Population Decline
The declines can be attributed to changes in habitat caused by a combination of human and 
natural  disturbances. Heavily disturbed habitats remove caribou critical habitat and benefit prey 
species such as deer and moose leading to higher predator populations such as wolves.  

As the number of predators increase the chances of caribou being killed also increase.  
Current rates of predation are unsustainable for caribou.

What is 
Disturbance?

In alignment with federal guidance, the Alberta 
groups disturbance into two categories: 

• Human caused (anthropogenic) 
disturbance

• Natural disturbance (fire)

The federal Recovery Strategies also apply 
a 500-metre buffer on human-caused 
disturbances to represent the negative effects/
changes these features have on caribou.

The federal boreal caribou recovery strategy 
outlines that caribou ranges must achieve 
and maintain a minimum of 65 per cent 
undisturbed habitat in order for populations to 

have a 60 per cent likelihood of maintaining 
self-sustaining levels. 

The amount of disturbed habitat is calculated 
by adding up the area of all disturbances and 
500-metre buffers in a range (example below).

Example of non-linear 
disturbance

Example of fire disturbanceExample of linear disturbance
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Engagement and 
Planning
Current State of the Bistcho Caribou Range

Time
Range Size 

(ha)

Total 
Wildfire 

Disturbance

Anthropogenic Disturbance
Total 

Anthropogenic 
Disturbance

Total  
Undisturbed 

HabitatSeismic Line 
Disturbance

Forest 
Harvest 

Disturbance
Permanent 

Temporary 
Disturbance

Present 1,435,810 32% 91% 4% 1% 16% 91% 6%

Locations from 
radio-collared 
Bistcho caribou and 
neighbouring caribou 
populations. Data 
collected 2004-2017.

Current availability of 
caribou biophysical 
habitat in the Bistcho 
caribou range.

Summary of Habitat Disturbance
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Working with Industry

Alberta is committed to a working landscape, in which carefully managed industrial activity can 
co-exist with caribou habitat recovery. 

Integrated Land Management
Integrated Land Management (ILM) is a strategic approach to restore, manage and reduce 
human footprint on the landscape. 

ILM aims to balance values, benefits, risks and trade-offs when planning and managing resource 
extraction, land use activities, and environmental conservation. 

ILM can be achieved through existing industry practices, as well as improving industrial practices 
to reduce footprint and enact temporary habitat conservation measures.

With caribou range planning, ILM includes many different activities, including:

• Restoration

• Seismic lines

• Pipelines

• Access 
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Restoration

Alberta has committed to restoring historic seismic lines 
remaining in Alberta’s caribou ranges. 

Alberta Environment and Parks has developed a restoration 
framework to guide planning and implementation, engaged with 
local stakeholders to develop a restoration plan for a pilot area, 
and is now undertaking restoration work.

Restoration planning is required before any trees are planted. 
This involves detailed discussions with local industry, Indigenous 
peoples, trappers and recreation groups to ensure desired 
continued access is appropriately accounted for.

In winter 2017/2018, work began in the pilot restoration area 
for Little Smoky and A La Peche ranges, which were previously 
identified as a high priority for treatment. 

Example restoration treatment used 
in the pilot project area
• A ripper goes down the line to de-compact the soil 

• An excavator follows, digging mounds and pulling soil  
  from the sides of the line 

• The excavator pulls trees from the adjacent stand onto  
  the line to create barriers 

• Tree planters follow, planting trees in prepared sites
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Restoration
Seismic Lines Remaining in Caribou Ranges

Range
Range Size 

(ha)

Length of 
Seismic 

Lines (km)

Per cent of Range 
Disturbed by 
Seismic Lines

Per cent Disturbed 
Only by Isolated 

Seismic Line 
Segments

A La Peche 661,500 2,046 25 7

Bistcho 1,435,810 61,442 91 69

Caribou Mountains 2,065,873 8,601 36 29

Chinchaga 1,764,364 58,812 96 54

Cold Lake 672,586  7,883 80 34

East Side Athabasca 1,311,902 19,256 84 34

Little Smoky 308,380 9,476 98 28

Narraway
 104,066 

863 66 14

Nipisi 210,436 3,713 91 40

Red Earth  2,470,203 43,643 68 45

Redrock-Prairie Creek 482,892 1,626 41 12

Richardson 707,390 2,201 34 12

Slave Lake 151,623 3,304 95 34

West Side Athabasca 1,570,712 22,068 79 42

Yates  522,344 5,806 61 52

TOTAL    14,440,081 250,739

AVERAGE 962,672 16,716 65 34

Example of a current landscapeSeismic line restoration
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Working with Industry

Alberta is committed to a working landscape, in which carefully managed industrial activity can 
co-exist with caribou habitat recovery. 

Pipeline Restoration
Pipeline infrastructure is a key component of the petroleum industry and often represents a 
significant portion of the disturbance footprint on the landscape.

Range
Range Size 

(ha)

Length of 
Pipelines 

(km)

Per cent of Range 
Disturbed by 

Pipelines

Per cent of Range 
Disturbed Only by 
Isolated Pipeline 

Segments

A La Peche 661,500 456 5 2

Bistcho 1,435,810  2,146 11 7

Caribou Mountains 2,065,873 0 0 0

Chinchaga 1,764,364 4,456 20 9

Cold Lake 672,586 2,963 33 14

East Side Athabasca 1,311,902 4,377 25 12

Little Smoky 308,380 1,812 44 16

Narraway
 104,066 

547 42 11

Nipisi 210,436 630 19 9

Red Earth  2,470,203 2,595 8 3

Redrock-Prairie Creek 482,892 809 14 4

Richardson 707,390 38 1 1

Slave Lake 151,623 988 40 9

West Side Athabasca 1,570,712 3,533 18 9

Yates  522,344 39 1 1

TOTAL    14,440,081 25,389

AVERAGE 962,672 1,693 19 7

By revegetating pipeline 
corridors in caribou 
ranges, pipelines can 
remain active and 
economically viable while 
contributing to undisturbed 
caribou habitat over time. 

Example of a current landscape Seismic line restoration Seismic and pipeline restoration
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Working with Industry

Alberta is committed to a working landscape, in which carefully managed industrial activity can 
co-exist with caribou habitat recovery.  

Access Management
Historically, companies independently designed and built access routes specifically to meet their 
business needs, often resulting in excessive road networks and redundant roads. 

Access management involves removing redundant roads and moving towards optimized road 
networks that are intended for multiple users and considerate of caribou objectives. 

Regional access management plans improve coordination between industry, reducing the 
number of roads and the associated disturbance and costs. 

Example of current 
road network

Example of optimized 
road network

Seismic line 
restoration

Example of a  
current landscape

Seismic, pipeline 
and redundant road 
restoration

Seismic and  
pipeline restoration
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Working with Industry

Alberta is committed to a working landscape, in which carefully managed industrial activity can 
co-exist with caribou recovery.

Appended Development
Appended development (e.g. placing industry as close as possible to optimized road networks) 
will be a key element in regional access management planning. 

Development within regional access planning areas will be required to move toward an optimized 
network over time. 

Existing infrastructure will be incorporated into the optimized access plan where appropriate 
and new builds will not be permitted along existing infrastructure that does not form part of the 
optimized long-term access plan.

Bringing it all Together

Example of a  
current landscape

Seismic and 
pipeline restoration

Seismic line 
restoration

Seismic, pipeline 
and redundant road 
restoration

Appended 
development
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Working with Industry

Alberta is committed to a working landscape, in which carefully managed industrial activity can 
co-exist with caribou recovery.

Forest Harvest Patterns
As part of caribou recovery, future forest harvest activities will work to reflect natural disturbance 
and carefully managing harvest activities to minimize forestry-related disturbance and help to 
create larger patches of intact habitat as the forest regrows. 

Grouping harvest areas together reduces the number of roads required in an area and the 
amount of disturbed habitat.

This way of conducting forestry can potentially benefit industry by reducing the cost of 
construction and maintenance. 

Grouping harvest activities together will also allow regrowth of continuous forest and support 
creation of future caribou habitat in areas that are currently fragmented by seismic lines. 

Example of current harvest patterns on the landscape.

Example of aggregated harvest patterns on the landscape.
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Conservation Areas

Alberta is committed to using conservation areas where appropriate to support caribou recovery 
and biodiversity objectives. 

Conservation areas will not impact existing forestry tenure.

Existing conventional oil and gas tenure will continue to be honoured and allowed in conservation 
areas. 

Hunting, trapping and fishing will continue to be allowed in conservation areas.

By managing for caribou habitat, we are also managing for ecosystems and other wildlife. While 
conservation area planning is done in support of caribou recovery, it will also support broader, 
regional biodiversity goals.
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Caribou Rearing Facilities

Fencing projects will be initiated to provide caribou with safe areas that support population 
stabilization and growth. 

Rearing facilities will be located in the Little Smoky range and possibly Cold Lake or East Side 
Athabasca River range. 

These projects could provide job opportunities for Indigenous and local communities, and 
partnerships between industry, Indigenous peoples, academic institutions and the Government of 
Canada.

Caribou rearing facility concept

Population Management

Wolf populations are abundant across 
provincial forested lands, and have benefited 
from human-caused habitat changes. Alberta’s 
goal for wolf management will be to assess 
and manage wolf populations to levels that 
enable caribou population persistence. 

Wolf population reductions in Alberta result 
in increased numbers of ungulates (including 
moose, deer and elk). 

Alberta will manage these increased ungulate 
populations through a combination of harvest 
by Indigenous peoples, and general and special 
hunting licence opportunities.

Predator-prey dynamics contributing 
to caribou declines 
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Next Steps

What is Happening Next?
We will continue engagement on caribou range plans to hear from all those who may be 
interested in range planning.

We will continue to meet with Indigenous peoples, municipalities, industry and non-government 
organizations to build range-specific details and plans.

We will continue to work with other ministries within the Government of Alberta to build a plan 
that works both for Albertans and caribou recovery goals.

We will continue to undertake social and economic assessments to fully understand implications 
of the range-specific details.

How Can You Get Updates?
Visit us at https://talkaep.alberta.ca/caribou-range-planning to get updates on up-to-date 
information or give of feedback for caribou range planning. 


