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On June 21-22, 1989, I flew a composition survey of the ‘Chisanas
Caribou Herd (CCH) which was funded by NPS, Wrangell-St. Elias
National Park/Preserve. PA-18 Supercubs piloted by Mile Olmstead
(6/21) and Charlie Warbelow (6/22) were used., Adult cow caribou
collared since 1986 facilitated herd location.

An estimated total of at least 1,660 caribou were seen and 1,540 were
classified as either adults (1,340) or calves (160). The CCH was well
aggregated in the Solo and Flat Creeks Flats with observations of
several large groups ranging in size from 123 to 500+ caribou (Figure
1). Small bands and lone caribou were observed from Cooper Pass on
the west to Sonya Creek on the east.
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Radio-location of 14 653)15 collared cow caribou greatly facilitated
this survey. Of the 14 cows radio-located, 3 (21%) had died during
the period October 1989 to June 1989. This seems like an unusually
high adult mortality rate for the CCH as a whole and may simply be
biased due to the small number of tclemetered animals in the herd.
The extremely low (10%) proportion of calves in the herd, I believe,
is real and I attribute it to harsh winter conditions in winter
1988-89 and/or unseasonably late snowstorms just prior to calving in
late May 1989. My assessment is that herd size probably declined
slightly this winter due to high adult mortality and low calf
production/survival this spring. Two black wolves were observed
actively hunting caribou in the Solo Creek Flats.

Nonetheless, the CCH has grown noticeably since November 1981 when
Terry and Deb Overly of Chisana actually counted 885 caribou. The
present count of at least 1,660 this spring indicates that the herd
may have doubled in the intervening 7% years with annual growth
approximating 10%Z. In the opinion of Terry Overly, the herd was
substantially larger in the mid 1960s. The herd currently is

occupying roughly 2,300 square miles at a density of about 0.7 caribou
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per square miles, so there may be more room for herd growth,
particularly if the herd expands its winter range farther east into
the Yukon Territory.

I attribute this recent episode of herd growth to the following
factors. Eight of the last 10 winters have been relatively mild in
terms of temperatures and snow accumulations. Secondly, the wolf,
population in the Chisana-White River area has declined since the late
1970s. Lastly, annual harvests of the CCH have been conservative and
have been limited to bulls-only. If and when stabilization of the
herd is desired, a limited harvest of female caribou should be
initiated.

cc: BGDIF, Sex & Age Composition, Chisana Herd
Davis
Hoef, Manfred (Yukon Dept. of Renewable Resources)
NPS, Glennallen
Valkenburg
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