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Summary 
 
A population census was conducted for the South Purcells subpopulation of 
mountain caribou in April, 2002.  This report summarizes methods and results, 
and provides a comparison to past surveys.  Based on the survey and the known 
presence of a collared animal not detected during the survey, at least 19 caribou 
are known to occur within the South Purcell survey area.  An additional bull was 
located by chance in the central portion of the Purcell Mountains, outside of the 
known current distribution of mountain caribou.  Following a major decline from 
the mid 1990’s to 2000, the population appears to have stabilized at about 20 
animals since 2000.  Anecdotal observations made during the survey relating to 
potential recreational impacts and translocation release sites are included. 
 
 
Survey Methods 
  
We surveyed the majority of the South Purcell census area, which has been 
established through flights in 1993 (limited coverage), 1994 (majority coverage), 
1995, 1996, 1997, 1998 and 2000.  Because large areas of potential habitat have 
been flown repeatedly in past years without detecting caribou, we limited our 
route to locations with a reasonable probability of containing caribou.  The route 
chosen this year included the locations of 352 of the 365 animals or tracks seen 
on previous censuses (over 96%).  Of the 13 previous census records that were 
not on the 2002 route, 6 were of tracks only (potentially of other species), 6 more 
were in a single group located opportunistically outside of the census area on a 
flight unrelated to the census, and only 1 record of the 365 represented an 
animal actually seen on a regular census in a location outside of the route flown 
in 2002.  In addition, virtually all of the radiotelemetry and GPS collar records for 
late winter from 1993 through 1999 fell within this year’s route.  Thus, it was 
expected that almost all of the animals now present in the southern Purcell 
Mountains would be within the 2002 census route (though not every animal 
present would necessarily be expected to be detected). 
 
The route included 3 blocks.  The southeast block was located north and west of 
Highway 3 as far west as the Goat River and north to the St. Mary valley.  The 
southwest block was between the Goat River and Kootenay Lake, from the 
headwaters of Arrow Creek in the south to southern La France, upper Redding 
and Baribeau creeks in the north.  The north block was between the St. Mary 
valley and the southern tributaries of the Skookumchuck River, with the western 
boundary being the Alki, upper Matthew and upper Skookumchuck drainages, 
and the east boundary being the ridges facing the Rocky Mountain Trench.  
Within these blocks, we followed both sides of most ridges at approximately the 
elevation of the forest-alpine ecotype (about 2000 m).  As described above, 
major ridge or drainage systems that had not supported caribou in past surveys 
were excluded.  Judgment calls were made in flight to exclude ridges heavily 
dominated by excessively steep terrain, non-forest, or immature forest. 



 

 

2 

 

The survey was conducted on April 4 and 5, 1992 using a Bell Jet Ranger II 
helicopter.  Temperatures varied from 0º to +7º C, wind was minimal, and skies 
were sunny to partly cloudy.  Snowpack was about 35 to 40% above average for 
that date (Appendix 1).  Observers were Larry Ingham (recorder), Dave Lewis, 
Trevor Kinley (navigator), and John Christensen (pilot).  All personnel were 
experienced with ungulate surveys.  Trevor Kinley has participated in all previous 
surveys for caribou in the South Purcells. 
 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
As shown in Appendix 2 and summarized in Table 1, the minimum number of 
caribou in the South Purcell survey area is 19, and an additional animal was 
found by chance in Brewer Creek, in the central portion of the Purcell Mountains, 
roughly 50 km farther north than the nearest portion of the north census block.  
This is beyond the known normal distribution of caribou in the Purcell Mountains, 
which are typically located either south of the Skookumchuck River main stem 
(South Purcell subpopulation) or on the west slope of the northern Purcells near 
Duncan Lake (Central Selkirk subpopulation).  However, caribou appear to have 
been widely distributed through the Purcell Mountains historically (Spalding 
2000) and there have been other sightings throughout the central portion of the 
Purcell Mountains over the past several decades (Figure 1).  These have 
typically been of 1 or 2 bulls per sighting and mostly in the fall, but there is one 
record of 6 animals from late winter (T. Kinley, Sylvan Consulting Ltd., 
unpublished data).  It is not known whether the Brewer Creek and other such 
sightings represent wandering animals from herds farther south or north, or 
whether a remnant population remains within the central Purcells. 
 
Table 1.  Locations and sex/age composition of mountain caribou from the April 
4-5, 2002 census of the South Purcells subpopulation.   

Block Location Obs. # Bulls Cows Calves Total 
Southeast Noke Creek 1 1   1 
Southeast Leadville Creek 2 1   1 
Southeast Leadville Creek 3 1   1 
Southeast Angus Creek 4 3   3 
Southeast Angus Creek 5 1 4 2 7 
North Matthew Creek 6 1   1 
North Mark Creek 7  2  2 
North Buhl Creek 8 2   2 
Central Purcells1 Brewer Creek 9 1   1 
Southwest Arrow Creek   12  1 
TOTAL   113 73 2 203 
1 Outside of census area and outside of known current distribution of mountain caribou; 

located by chance. 
2 Not observed during survey; location known from radiotelemetry. 
3 Includes all known animals in southern and central Purcells. 
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Figure 1. Locations of observations adjacent to the current range of caribou in 
and near the southern Purcell Mountains.  Bright red shaded areas include the 
South Purcell, South Selkirk and parts of the Central Selkirk, Revelstoke and 
Central Rockies subpopulations (adapted from Kinley 2001 and Spalding 2001).  
White circles show sightings made since creation of the original map. 
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The 2002 population estimate has not been corrected for sightability based on 
the detection rate of collared animals, as there is only 1 collared caribou within 
the southern Purcell Mountains.  Sightability correction factors in the most recent 
6 surveys have ranged from 1.00 to 1.75 (×  = 1.23).  Therefore, if 2002 was an 
“average” year, then the application of the mean correction factor to the 18 
animals actually sighted within the survey area would result in an estimate of 22 
caribou in the South Purcells subpopulation.  Based on the 18 animals seen 
there and the single collared cow known to also occur, the ratio of bulls to cows 
in the regular survey area was 10:7, or 1.4:1.  Calves formed 11% of this 
population (2/19), and the calf:cow ratio was 29% (2/7). 
 
Figure 2 illustrates the population trend within the South Purcells subpopulation.  
The 1993 survey was exploratory, missing most of the northeast block and much 
of the southeast and southwest blocks.  Observations made later in 1993 and in 
subsequent years suggest that the true population in 1993 was closer to 90 
animals rather than 54.  The 1994 survey was also incomplete.  Estimates from 
1994 to 2000 have been corrected based on the proportion of radiocollars 
present that were observed without the aid of telemetry equipment, with the 
correction factor ranging from 1.0 to 1.75.  The downward trend experienced 
through the 1990’s (summarized in Kinley and Apps 2001), appears to have been 
halted at least temporarily, as the 2002 result is slightly above the 2000 estimate. 
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Figure 2.  Population census results within the South Purcells subpopulation, 
1993 to 2002.  The 1993 census was incomplete; additional numbers that were 
likely present were estimated from work done later that winter in the southeast 
and southwest survey blocks and from surveys conducted in 1994 and 1995 in 
the north survey block.  The 1994 census was also incomplete, but there is no 
estimate of caribou numbers from areas not flown.  Estimates from 1995 onward 
are believed to be relatively accurate, although the 2002 estimate represents 
only the minimum number, with no correction factor.   
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Figure 3.  Locations of 2002 census records (tracks and animals) in relation to 
past years.  Supplementary sightings within the regular census area made 
immediately after any of the 1993 to 2000 surveys are included as regular survey 
data.  Sightings made at the time of 1997 and 2002 surveys but outside of the 
survey area are identified separately.  Sightings made by the public at other 
times of the year are not included.  For all surveys combined, n = 128 records, 
342 caribou, 43 tracks. 
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Figure 3 provides a crude indication of the location of caribou observed this year 
in comparison to past years.  The 2002 records seem to be located centrally 
within the 1993-2000 distribution, despite the 2002 survey route including 
virtually all of the areas where caribou had previously been recorded on surveys 
(i.e. peripheral areas appeared to have no caribou).  This may indicate that 
caribou have retreated somewhat to the core of their previous distribution, 
although there is no conclusive evidence of this. 
 
 
Additional Anecdotal Observations 
 
Expansion of Backcountry Recreation – In comparison to past surveys, including 
the most recent one only 2 years ago, there appears to have been a major 
increase in the extent of both snowmobiling and backcountry skiing and 
snowboarding.  We saw relatively few spots with highly concentrated snowmobile 
use (notable exceptions were mainly in the Moyie River drainage), but on the 
other hand there were very few major ridges or major drainages without at least 
some level of snowmobile use evident.  Snowmobile activity covered well over 10 
times as much area as skiing/snowboarding.  No snowmobile tracks were noted 
within any of the provincial parks, but this survey was the first time we noticed 
snowmobile tracks in Buhl Creek (closed to access by the Ministry of Forests) 
between Cherry and Mark Creek passes and on the forestry road in the Buhl 
tributary below Cherry Creek Pass.   
 
The observed increases may be due to greater road access, improved 
snowmobile and ski technology or higher numbers of snowmobile and 
backcountry skier/snowboarder user-days.  Regardless of the cause, there is 
even more overlap between backcountry recreation and caribou late-winter 
habitat than in the past.  The extent of impacts that such activity has on the 
South Purcell subpopulation is not clear, but if impacts do occur, then there are 
few large areas that would provide recreation-free refuges.  For example, all 
drainages (Perry, Hellroaring, North Moyie and the north fork of Kamma creeks) 
meeting in an area that can be considered the central node for caribou occurring 
in the southeast census block had extensive snowmobile tracks.  Virtually all 
collared caribou used that crown in linking the ridges of the southeast block 
(which has the highest caribou population of the 3 survey blocks).   
 
The bull observed outside of the survey area in Brewer Creek was in a different 
drainage than it had been 8 days earlier when our pilot first noticed it.  Fresh 
tracks indicated that it had moved the day we surveyed it, coinciding with the 
presence of snowmobile tracks in the caribou’s previous location, also made on 
the day of the survey and apparently not present 8 days earlier.  The caribou’s 
movement involved traversing a high alpine ridge and moving several kilometres.  
 
Potential Translocation Locations – Despite ongoing loss and fragmentation of 
habitat that has occurred since the initiation of caribou research in the southern 
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Purcell Mountains, including significant changes since the 2000 survey, there are 
still several large areas that may provide potential locations for the caribou 
translocations now being considered.  As outlined in a draft recovery plan (Kinley 
2001), these include the Richmond Lake area (the central node within the 
southeast block noted in the above section); near Haystack Mountain (upper 
Meachen, Kianuko, upper Sanca, upper Redding area); the Gray/Baribeau/ 
Crawford creeks area; and the Buhl/Matthew creeks area.  The Richmond Lake 
site has experienced the greatest habitat and recreational impacts of the four, but 
survey results indicate that it currently is near the most caribou.  The other sites, 
particularly Buhl/Matthew have the greatest amount of intact habitat, and both 
Haystack and especially Buhl/Matthew have considerable habitat in protected 
areas, but stood out during the survey as having few or no caribou despite their 
apparently excellent habitat quality.  These and other factors must be carefully 
weighed in future recovery plan drafts and in selecting the ultimate release site or 
sites. 
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Appendix 1.  Snow pillow data for Moyie Mountain (east of the southeast 
survey block) for 2002.  Records represent snow-water equivalent, but this 
is an approximate index to relative snow depth.  Snow mass for the first 
week of April, 2002, was about 35 to 40% above average.  Source: 
http://srmwww.gov.bc.ca/aib/wat/rfc/river_forecast/graphs/spd2c10p.html 

 

 
Snow Pillow Data 2001-2002 

Moyie Mountain - 2C10P 
 

Drainage: East Kootenay Yrs of Record: 22 Elevation: 1 930 m 
Latitude: 49° 15' Longitude: 115° 46' Type: Pillow 
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Appendix 2.  Excel spreadsheet of 2002 census results for South Purcell 
subpopulation of mountain caribou. 

 
Obs. Total UTM Coordinates

No. BullCow Uncl.Calf Seen Date East North NAD Location

NORTH BLOCK

6 1 1 05-Apr-02 558500 5507850 83 Matthew  Creek (ridge north of main fork)

7 2 2 05-Apr-02 565500 5516300 83 Mark Creek (pass w est of Mark Creek Pass)

8 2 2 05-Apr-02 562100 5517700 83 Buhl Creek (ridge east of upper Buhl)

3 2 0 0 5

SOUTHEAST BLOCK

1 1 1 04-Apr-02 568850 5479110 83 Noke Creek head, north side

2 1 1 04-Apr-02 557750 5456550 83 Leadville Creek, south side

3 1 1 04-Apr-02 559380 5459630 83 Leadville Creek, east side

4 3 3 04-Apr-02 561280 5481950 83 Angus Creek head (east)

5 1 4 2 7 04-Apr-02 560250 5485000 83 Angus Creek (w est)

7 4 0 2 13

SOUTHW EST BLOCK

1 1 04-Apr-02 533147 5459995 83 Skelly-Arrow  (NOT SEEN; FOUND EARLIER BY TELEMETRY)

0 1 0 0 1

CENTRAL PURCELLS

9 1 1 05-Apr-02 563655 5572967 83 Brew er Creek, south side (WELL OUTSIDE SURVEY AREA)
1 0 0 0 1

CENSUS TOTAL

11 7 0 2 20

This census w as conducted on April 4 and 5, 2002 by helicopter.

Observers w ere Larry Ingham, Dave Lew is, Trevor Kinley, and pilot John Christensen.

Visibility and flying conditions w ere excellent, w ith generally calm air and full to partial sunshine.  

Snow  had fallen most recently in the early morning of April 1.

The nearest snow  pillow  (Moyie Mountain) indicated a snow -w ater equivalent 38%  above average as of March 31.

The total number of caribou counted w ithout the aid of telemetry equipment w as 19.   

A collared cow  (frequency 148.130) w hich w as originally released into the Selkirk Mountains and is now  resident in the 

Purcell Mountains, w as not seen during the flight but is know n to have been present based on recent telemetry monitoring

(she may have been just off the census route at the time w e flew , as her most recent location w as near the edge).  She did

not have a calf or other caribou w ith her as of March, 2002.

One bull (observation #9) w as located opportunistically outside of the area normally surveyed, and outside of the area 

w here caribou are know n to normally occur in the southern Purcell Mountains (it w as in the central Purcells).

Conclusion: a m inim um  of 19 caribou w ere present in the South Purcells survey area, plus at least 1 caribou 

in the central Purcells.

Among the 19 animals know n to have been w ithin the regular survey area, including the collared cow , the ratio of bulls to cow s 

w as 10:7 or 1.43:1, calves formed 11% (2 of 19), and there w ere 2 calves to 7 cow s (29% of cow s had calves).
It is possible that one of the animals recorded as a cow  for observation #5 w as a young bull, base on long antlers.  
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