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Summary

T

Bison are among the most closely managed wildlife species in Yukon
because they are listed as threatened under federal Specis at Risk

legislation and are a highly sought after big game species. They are also a

species of concern for local First Nations.

In 2013 82014, the primary g oals for the bison program were to conduct a
composition count of the Aishihik Herd ; and to replenish and relocate
VHF radio -coll ared bison in order to document distribution, habitat use,

and survival. In addition, we collected biological samples for testing,
produced maps to aid hunters, and provided a variety of outreach

initiatives and products.

A composition count was conducted in July 2011 ; the results were
communicated to the Yukon Wood Bison Technical Team.

We captured 13 adult female bison and gave them VHF radio -collars.

Five radio -telemetry flights were flown in 2013 02014 to relocate radio -
collared bison and produce a map to aid hunters in  selecting hunt ing
location s.

The study on niche overlap and potential competition between bison and
resident ungulates (caribou, moose and sheep) was completed in August
2013 and presented to the Yukon Fish and Wildlife Manageme nt Board
and the Yukon Wood Bison Technical Team.
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Background and Objectives

Beginning in 1980 , alarge
conservation initiative was

undertaken to reintroduce wood bison
to portions of their historic range in
northwestern Canada and interior
Alaska. Yukon was part of this
initiative ; between 1988 and 1992,
170 animals were released into the
wild from a temporary enclosure near
the Nisling River (Gates et al. 2001,
Government of Yukon 2012). Since
then, the herd has grown and has
been closely monitored in order to
assess its population status, and
provide current information to

an annual harvest by licensed
hunters. Since the herd ha s few
natural predators, it  has steadily
increas ed in size.

Limited hunting began in March
1998. In following years more liberal
harvest strategies were implemented
with the goal of reducing population
growth and siz e. The most recent
census occurred in July 2014 and
provided an estimate of 1470 (90%
confidence intervals =1 ,306 to 1,684)
bison in the population (Jung and
Egli 2014).

Here we report on the activities
undertaken in 2013 62014 by
Environment Y uRrognafs
Specifically, our objectives for the
fiscal year were as follows:

1. Monitor population trends
Population monitoring was the
bulk of the work in 2013  §2014.
Because of the high harvest
rate, inherent small population
size, and conservation status  of
the herd, we require regular
population censuses and
surveys to obtain key

guide
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demographic data to gauge the
status of the herd. These data
are crucial for setting Annual
Allowable Harvests and
deciding upon annual harvest
regimes under an adaptive
framewor k. In 2013 -2014, the
monitoring objectives included
the following:

1 Composition count : A
composition count provides
information on the percent
of calves in the population,
which is variable from year -
to-year. Th is data allow s
wildlife managers to gauge
the anticipated growth of
the herd and set harvest
targets.

1 Radio-collaring : Radio -
collared bison are needed to
facilitate population
monitoring. T hrough
telemetry flights and
various counts fi mainly
composition and census
radio -collared bison, we
collect da ta on productivity,
recruitment, and adult
survival.

2. Monitor the movements and
spatial distribution of wood
bison : Better information is

S Cp%ede_d on the distributi_on
Including range expansion
and habitat use of populations
in order to provide data to
region al planning processes.
We collect data from GPS -
collared animals to examine
seasonal distribution (range
use).

3. Monitor bison harvest : Harvest
statistics are tracked annually
and used by the Yukon Wood

i of
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Bison Technical Team to
develop bison harvest models
and make harvest
recommendations for the next
bison hunting season.

4. Ecological impacts of bison
Local people have long been
concerned about the ecological
impacts of bison. A major
thrust for 2013 62014 was to
summarize data collected
between 2008 and 2010 on the
potential for competition
between reintroduced bison and
resident ungulates (caribou,
moose and sheep).

Monitoring and Management
Activities

Radio-telemetry Flights

Radio -collared bison are used to
facilitate population monitoring and
provide information on the

distribution and habitat use of the
herd. Several times a year, radio -
collared bison are located via an
aerial survey. These aerial telemetry
surveys are frequ ently conducted

Table 1.

prior to a population census,
composition count, or capture

session, in order to increase the
efficiency and cost -effectiveness of
those operations. T elemetry flights
were flown in a Maule M7  fixed wing
aircraft at elevations between 8,000
and 13,500 feet asl (above sea level).
Transects that comprise a north -
south grid over the  core bison range,
and spaced 15 km apart, were flown
to ensure reasonable coverage of the
area.

During 2013 82014 , 5 radio -
telemetry flights were flown  (Table 1).
The first flight of the season occurred
on 21 May 2013. On 16 July 2013, a
radio -telemetry flight was flown prior
to a scheduled composition count (see
Population M onitoring). The
subsequent radio -telemetry flight si
done on 31 October 2013, 10to 19
February 2014, and 12 to 13 March
2014 i1 facilitate d the production of
maps to aid hunters (see Harvest
Management). The final telemetry
flight also served to ensure that all of
the animals radio -collared in early
March (see Live Capture and Radio -
Collaring) were still alive.

Summary data for 5 wood bison telemetry flights flown in southwestern Yukon between April

2013 and March 2014. The number of radio-collared bison varied throughout the year due to
mortalities, returned collars, and newly collared animals.

Number Number of

Date of Collars Hours

Found (%) Flown
21 May 2013 30 (75%) 7.8
16 July 2013 35 (88%) 7.5
31 October 2103 33 (92%) 6.7

10, 17, 19 February 2014 20 (57%) 11.8
12-13 March 2014 43 (90%) 9.6
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Figure 1. Bison telemetry flight flown on 21 May 2013. Blue circles are locations where radio-collared
bison were found. Green line is the flight line flown.
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Figure 2. Bison telemetry flight flown on 16 July 2013. Blue circles are locations where radio-collared
bison were found. Green line is the flight line flown.
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Bison telemetry flight flown on 31 October 2013. Blue circles are locations where radio-

Figure 3.
collared bison were found. Green line is the flight line flown.
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Figure 4.
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Bison telemetry flight flown on 10, 17 and 19 February 2014. Blue circles are locations where
radio-collared bison were located. Green line is the flight line flown.



Figure 5.

Bison telemetry flight flown on 12 and 13 March 2014. Blue circles are where radio-collared

bison were located. Green line is the flight track.

Live Capture and Radio-collaring
Radio -collared bison facilitate
population surveys i e.g. composition
counts and censuses A and provide
important information on the

distribution and habitat use of the
population. A small number of bison
are live -captured and radio -collared
each year in order to maintain

working radio -collars on bison
(Government of Yukon 2012). During
201 36201 4, our goal for the collaring
project was to place 12 to 14 VHF
collars on adu It female bison . This
radio -collaring aspect of our
monitoring program  focused on
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obtaining data on  bison survival and
general spatial distribution. VHF

collars are well suited to collecting

data on survival and spatial

distribution , and are more cost
effective than GPS collars because
they require less frequent live  -capture
events due to their reliability and

battery longevity.

During 4 to 6 March 2014, 13
adult female bison were captured by
chemically immobilizing them, via a
dart fired from a helicopter. A
medetomidine -telazol -ketamine
combination was used to immobilize 9
bison . This immobilization  was later
reversed using tolazolline and
























