nmm[! Join | Newsletter Signup | Login

NATIONAL PARKS

TRAVELER

Essential Coverage for Fssential Places About v Topics +  Your National Parks +  Supporters ~ Podcasts

THREATENED & ENDAN D SPECIES PROJECT ¥ SPECIAL REPORT | FLORIDA REEF

Home » First Look At Jasper's Caribou Conservation Breeding Centre

First Look At
Jaspers Caribou
Conservation

Breeding Centre

1 .‘. f'f 7 s ~ -

R £ o ', e N v R SONERR L RTINS

In November, Parks Canada'’s Scott Taylor checks on construction of the Caribou Conservation Breeding Centre in Jasper National Park/Jennifer Bain

Behind an electrified fence along a seasonal road in Jasper National Park, a trailblazing Caribou
Conservation Breeding Centre is nearing completion despite setbacks from a massive summer
wildfire.

The plan is to capture mostly female woodland caribou — 25 to 35 over multiple years — and start
producing enough annual calves to bring Jasper's dwindling herds to sustainable levels within a
decade.

On this November day, though, the construction team is hanging gates, adding gawk screens to the
perimeter fence and waiting for deliveries of slat fences and game mesh. I'm about to get a preview
of the site once Darrell Lumley, supervisor for the general contractor Landmark Solutions, provides a
safety briefing.
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From left: Parks Canada's Scott Taylor and Karly Savoy, photographer Luuk Wijk and Landmark Solutions
supervisor Darrell Lumley/Jennifer Bain

Scott Taylor — the new site manager — stands ready to show off the project. With 30 years of
experience managing wild and wildlife for the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry, he
was about five years from retirement when this unexpected Parks Canada gig brought him to Alberta.

It wasn't the caribou that enticed him — he's worked with them before along with moose, deer,
wolves, coyotes, black bears and polar bears — it was the lure of “a brand new, never been done
before in Canada” project.

“That was just very, very exciting to me,” Taylor admits. “I like all Canadian and North American species
of wildlife and I've had pretty interesting experiences in my career. | thought | was going to retire in
the MNRF but now I'm here.”
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An aerial view of the Caribou Conservation Breeding Centre compound in Jasper National Park/Parks Canada

We've driven about half an hour south of the Jasper townsite, first down the busy Icefields Parkway
and then along the unpaved Geraldine Road that goes to a backcountry trailhead. Caribou Recovery
Program communications officer Karly Savoy and photographer Luuk Wijk have joined us.

"So basically, the whole site has this perimeter fence and then you've got a series of pens that can be
used for different combinations of animals," explains Savoy. “Some are for bulls only, some are just for
cows, some are for cows and bulls. Some for cows with their babies, and some will be the yearlings
by themselves when they're weaned off and ready to go”

It makes sense when you see the hub-and-pen site plan.

“This will be a first in North America,” Savoy promises. “All aspects have been done elsewhere — like
capturing, maternity pens, domesticated reindeer — but they have not been put all together in this
way at this scale in North America”

It's rare to see Jasper National Park's two dwindling caribou herds/Lalenia Neufeld, Parks Canada

I've summered alongside Fogo Island's wee caribou herd in Newfoundland and Labrador, met free-
ranging reindeer in a Scottish national park, and taken a guided forest walk at a reindeer ranch in
Alaska not far from where Taylor recently spent time at the Large Animal Research Station.

Caribou and reindeer are actually the same species and share the same scientific name, Rangifer
tarandus. As the National Parks Service explains, this deer family member is typically called caribou
in North America and reindeer in Eurasia. Caribou are always wild animals, the NPS continues, while
reindeer can be wild, semi-domesticated or domesticated. Im not sure where caribou born in
captivity will fit in.

Parks Canada is building this $27-million breeding center because it believes Jasper's threatened
caribou herds are too small to recover on their own.

A summer wildfire set back construction of Jasper's Caribou Conservation Breeding Centre/Jennifer Bain

These southern mountain caribou are part of a subgroup of woodland caribou herds. Four
populations have traditionally called this park home, moving between high-alpine areas in summer
and subalpine forests in winter to avoid predators. But the Maligne herd hasn't been seen since 2018
and the 150-strong A La Péche herd is mainly managed and monitored by the provincial government.

That leaves Parks Canada to monitor the Brazeau herd (which has fallen below 10 animals) and the
Tonquin herd (with about 50 animals). Staff do annual counts by helicopter when there's snow and it's
easy to see tracks and collect scat. They also use remote cameras to gather data.

With an estimated nine to 11 breeding Tonquin females and less than three breeding Brazeau
females, there simply aren't enough calves each year to grow these herds. Besides, small herds are
especially vulnerable to predators, disease and accidents like avalanches.
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A caribou from the Brazeau herd is captured on a remote camera in the summer of 2024/Parks Canada

Years of work protecting caribou habitat, limiting the effects of human recreation, and reducing
human influences on the wolf and elk populations that impact caribou have helped, but now it's time
to try conservation breeding.

The breeding center is outside of an area that has been closed to the public between Nov. 1 and May
15 each year. The closures help caribou stay protected from predators at high elevations where snow
is too deep for wolves to walk without sinking. Backcountry ski, snowboard and snowshoe trails can
inadvertently help wolves access these caribou.

| read 2023's Caribou Comeback: Recovering an iconic species at risk in Jasper National Park to learn
more about the master plan.

Park staff will capture what's left of the Brazeau herd, and some of the Tonquin animals, and move
them to the center. Caribou born here will be released into the wild Tonquin population when they're
about 10 months old for males and 15 months old for females until the herd reaches about 200
animals. If this works, Parks Canada will consider releasing animals back into the Brazeau and
Maligne ranges.
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Scott Taylor shows off the lab in the administration building of the Caribou Conservation Breeding Centre/Jennifer
Bain

My tour starts in the steel-clad administration building, where an office, lab and necropsy room share
space with a kitchen and four bedrooms that can be used during calving or by First Nations partners,
grad students and researchers.

The barn, with its hydraulic squeeze and scale, is where the breeding stock will be treated to lichen
rewards as they get used to being handled. A small patch of rubberized floor will be easy on the
hooves of any young orphans. Holding pens made from pressure-treated lumber will help protect
antlers, especially when they're in velvet.

Outside, there's a heated workshop and storage for tractors and UTVs.
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A look at the equipment in the caribou handling barn/Jennifer Bain

There are a staggering 272 gates on site plus a powerful five-strand electrified fence that will keep
predators and diseases out. Gawk screens will prevent people and predators from peeking through
the fence. Boulders piled along Geraldine Road will discourage people from parking along the fence
line and getting too close.

“We're going to have to figure out how to bring the story out to the people, knowing people cant
come here," admits Savoy.

Jasper, Canada's largest Rocky Mountain park, draws about 2.4 million visitors a year. It just survived
the Jasper Wildfire Complex that began July 22, burned through 79,000 acres, forced about 5,000
residents and 20,000 tourists to flee, and levelled a third of the town.
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The Jasper Wildfire Complex destroyed more than 1,000 fence posts at the Caribou Conservation Breeding
Centre/Parks Canada

The caribou escaped harm, but Parks Canada is monitoring how habitat changes caused by the
wildfire might affect them and the predator-prey dynamics they have with wolves and deer. The fire
did destroy a quarter of the park's deer-monitoring cameras, including all the images taken over
winter 2023-24.

The breeding center buildings were spared as the parking lot acted as a fuel break. Slat fencing and
more than 1,000 posts were destroyed, but a 100-foot fire break barrier outside the perimeter fence
helped reduce damage. So did clearing pine trees that had been impacted by mountain pine beetles.

Sadly, almost all forested areas intended as habitat for future caribou were burned. Topsoil and
hydroseed will be placed on disturbed areas. Vegetation restoration and planting will continue in the
spring and involve native species like Labrador tea, kinnikinnick, willows, trembling aspen, white
spruce, Douglas-fir and lodgepole pine. “It's not for browsing," says Taylor. “We lost a lot of horizontal
cover, so it's for the caribou to feel comfortable and be able to hide”
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Caribou feeding stations will be on skis so they can be moved around the pens/Jennifer Bain

Talk turns to the lichen that caribou love so much.

The Kelly Lake Cree Nation has already delivered 26 bags full and the Aseniwuche Winewak Nation
and Mountain Cree have pledged more. While the caribou will be fed pellets, they'll get lichen as a
reward for being in the handling system and as they prepare for release.

As my tour wraps up, | get to see how aircraft cable will help protect perimeter fences from falling
trees. | hear how there will be portable shade structures in the pens and get to see frost-free water
stations and moveable feeding shelters that will keep the ground around them from getting too
damaged and muddy.
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The Kelly Lake Cree Nation has been collecting lichen for Jasper's caribou program/Luuk Wijk, Parks Canada
| remember reading that the breeding center has been designed to be decommissioned at the end of
the conservation breeding program’s lifecycle.

“It's kind of an open question right now, but it's not intended to be an ongoing forever project,” says
Savoy. “We're not sure how long things will take or how they'll go"

For now, Taylor is raring to go and so is veterinary technician Louise Dykslag. A maintenance person
has been hired and several animal care positions will be filled. All that's needed now is for
construction to wrap up so the caribou can move in.
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At the Caribou Conservation Breeding Centre, trees, plants and shrubs are ready to be planted in the
spring/Jennifer Bain
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