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Distribution and abundance of Peary caribou (Rangifer tarandus pearyi) 
and muskoxen (Ovibos moschatus) on Devon Island, March 2016
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• Flew 58 hours by Twin Otter, 2 observers each side, March 22-30, 2016, at 180 kph and 150 m above ground with a 1-
km fixed-strip width

• Survey area was stratified into low, medium, and high density strata with east-west transects spaced 15, 10, and 5 km 
apart respectively

• Stratification was based on harvest locations 1990-2015, previous surveys and historic habitat delineation, local 
knowledge, telemetry locations from 5 muskoxen and 4 caribou collared 2003-2006, and land cover classification 
developed from Landsat imagery 1999-2002.5

• Population estimates were calculated based on the observed densities of muskoxen on transect 6,7,8 

• Since only 14 caribou were seen, no population estimate was calculated for Peary caribou

Summary of population estimates for muskoxen and Peary caribou
on Devon Island. Muskox estimates prior to 1980 were
extrapolations from minimum counts10, 11, 12, 13, 14 followed by
minimum counts15 and then systematic surveys covering part or all
of Devon Island.4 Caribou estimates are guesses10 or minimum
counts4.

• The muskox population is currently high and could support
more harvesting than the Total Allowable Harvest (TAH) of 15
currently allocated to Grise Fiord (4), Arctic Bay (4) and
Resolute (7).

• In September 2015, the Government of Nunavut provided
this information and communications with communities to
the Nunavut Wildlife Management Board, to increase the
TAH to 100 (~5% of the population), with the possibility of
community hunts or temporary lifting of the TAH for Inuit
harvest.

• Pond Inlet, which does not currently have tags, has expressed
interest in harvesting muskoxen on Devon Island, and Arctic
Bay, which has not harvested there recently, also has a
renewed interest in harvest opportunities (Baffin Island
caribou, a major source of country food for Baffin Island
communities, are currently at very low numbers and a TAH is
in effect)

• Careful monitoring of harvest is important since sporadic die-
offs occur regardless of muskox density and muskoxen are
located only in discrete suitable habitat patches.

No TAH is currently 
set for Peary caribou 
and no management 
plan has been 
implemented.
Residents of Grise
Fiord and Resolute 
have a history of 
regulating harvest on 
Devon Island, and 
harvest is not 
currently considered 
a threat to Peary 
caribou in the region. 

• Peary caribou and muskoxen are the only ungulates 
inhabiting the Queen Elizabeth Islands. 

• Both are important sources of country food  and 
cultural persistence for local communities. Resolute, 
Grise Fiord, and Arctic Bay harvest on Devon Island

• Severe winter weather (ground-fast ice ) restricts access 
to forage and  causes sporadic die-off events.1, 2, 3

• Previous surveys have focused on muskoxen in the 
lowland areas where they are predictably found

• The most recent survey, in 2008, reported a minimum 
count of 17 Peary caribou and population estimate of 
513 muskoxen (302-864, 95%CI)4

1Miller, F. L., R. H. Russell and A. Gunn. 1975. The decline of caribou on the western Queen Elizabeth Islands. Polarforschung 45: 17-22.
2Miller, F.L., and A. Gunn. 2003. Catastrophic die-off of Peary caribou on the western Queen Elizabeth Islands Canadian High Arctic. Arctic 56: 381–390.
3Miller, F. L. and S. J. Barry. 2009. Long-term control of Peary caribou numbers by unpredictable, exceptionally severe snow or ice conditions in a non-equilibrium grazing system. Arctic
62(2): 175-189.
4Jenkins, D., M. Campbell, G. Hope, J. Goorts, and P. McLoughlin. 2011. Recent trends in abundance of Peary Caribou (Rangifer tarandus pearyi) and muskoxen (Ovibos moschatus) in
the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, Nunavut. Department of Environment, Government of Nunavut, Wildlife Report No. 1, Pond Inlet, Nunavut. 184 pp.
5Olthof, I., R. Latifovic and D. Pouliot. 2008. Circa-2000 northern land cover of Canada. Earth Sciences Sector, Canada Centre for Remote Sensing, Natural Resources Canada.
6Jolly, G. M. 1969. Sampling methods for aerial censuses of wildlife populations. East African Agricultural and Forestry Journal 34 (special issue):46-49.
7Cochran, W. G. 1977. Sampling techniques. 3rd ed. Wiley, New York, NY. 428 pp.
8Anderson, M., and M. C. S. Kingsley. 2015. Distribution and abundance of Peary caribou (Rangifer tarandus pearyi) and muskoxen (Ovibos moschatus) on southern Ellesmere Island,
March 2015. Nunavut Department of Environment, Wildlife Research Section, Status Report, Igloolik, NU. 46 pp.
9Anderson, M. 2015. High arctic muskox (Ovibos moschatus) and Peary caribou (Rangifer tarandus pearyi) harvest summary 1990-2015. Nunavut Department of Environment, Wildlife
Research Section, Status Report 2015-03, Igloolik, NU. 62 pp.
10Tener, J. S. 1963. Queen Elizabeth Islands game survey, 1961. Canadian Wildlife Service Occasional Paper No. 4. 50 pp.
11Freeman, M. M. R. 1971. Population characteristics of musk-oxen in the Jones Sound region of the Northwest Territories. Journal of Wildlife Management 35(1): 103-108.
12Hubert, B. A. 1977. Estimated productivity of muskox on Truelove Lowland. Pp. 467-491 in L. C. Bliss. Truelove Lowland, Devon Island, Canada: a High Arctic ecosystem. University of
Alberta Press, Edmonton, AB.
13Decker in Urquhart, D. R. 1982. Life history and current status of muskox in the NWT. Northwest Territories Department of Renewable Resources Yellowknife, NWT.
14Case, R. 1992.Distribution and abundance of muskoxen on Devon Island, NWT, August 1990. Department of Renewable Resources, Government of the Northwest Territories,
Manuscript Report 58, Yellowknife, NT. 11 pp.
15Pattie, D. L. 1990 Muskox (Ovibos moschatus Zimmermann) populations on the notherneast coast of Devon Island. Northern Institute of Technology: 633-641.

LITERATURE CITED

Muskoxen have increased to high population densities on Devon Island.

Historic surveys generally estimated 300-500 muskoxen on Devon Island and although some 
surveys only covered the productive lowlands, those were where most muskoxen were 
located in the 2016 survey as well. We estimated 1,963 ±343 SE muskoxen; almost a fourfold 
increase from 2008.

Peary caribou on Devon Island are likely stable at low densities.

We only observed 14 Peary caribou. Previous surveys also indicated low density of caribou, 
and local knowledge suggest that they occupy patchy habitat areas even at low densities. 
Caribou were observed in the same areas as in previous surveys, although not in the Truelove 
Lowlands where Grise Fiord harvesters sometimes see them. 
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