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Historical Movements and Distribution of the
Western Arctic Caribou Herd--An Overview, 1983

Compiled by Patrick Valkenburg, James L. Davis, and Paul F. Karczmarczyk

During the past several years various people have expressed interest in
having all of the available information on Western Arctic Caribou Herd
movements and distribution compiled. We have therefore attempted to
comply with this request, at least for the most part. There is always a
danger in re-interpreting historical information, however, so we strongly
recommend that serious students return to original sources to avoid this
problem. For most people and especially those involved in caribou
management, the following overview and compilation should suffice. We
strongly recommend that caribou managers obtain Skoog's (1968) thesis
also. It remains the single most important treatise on the history of
caribou in Alaska.

Written records of caribou abundance date back only to the nineteenth
century. From then until 1949, records of abundance and distribution
were largely incidental. From 1949 until 1959 the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service began to monitor caribou populations with aircraft to try
to distinguish subpopulations. It is only since then that much informa-
tion has accrued on range use and migration routes.

Although Skoog (1968) gives an overview of the information from 1949 to
1968, more detailed information is available, and we have summarized it
here. A compilation of the o0ld USFWS reports is available in the
Fairbanks ADF&G office. Historical information on caribou use of the
Selawik/Buckland winter range was compiled by Robin O'Connor in 1978,
and this summary is attached as Appendix 1I.

The WAH was expanding during the 1940s, and caribou began to visit the
Kobuk drainage again during that decade. 1In 1946, for the 1lst time in
decades, caribou were available to hunters from Selawik. Between 1949
and 1954, caribou wintered reqularly in the Kobuk Valley. Before this,
Kobuk Valley people traveled to the upper Noatuk to get caribou.
Between 1949 and 1954 caribou also wintered between Kotzebue and Kivalina
and in the central Brooks Range. In 1954 John Cross, pilot for Wien,
recognized the pattern of movement of the WAH that we see today. This
is the 1lst indication that the WAH was recognized as an entity, and
people began referring to the herd as the "Kobuk-Noatak caribou," the
"Arctic Herd," or the "Western Arctic Herd."

Regular use of the Selawik/Buckland drainage began in 1955, but in
1956~57 and 1957-58 all but about 50,000 caribou wintered on the arctic
coastal plain or northern foothills of the Brooks Range between Howard
Pass and the Sagavanirktok River. In January 1958 transects were flown
in the foothills and coastal plain and pilots estimated 150,000 there.
This did not include the foothill area east of the Chandler River and
"untold thousands” were reported to be there. Also in 1958 the search
for Clarence Rhode and Stan Frederickson between 24 August and 31 Novem-
ber yielded much information on caribou. The 1lst systematic effort to
estimate WAH numbers also came in 1958. Twenty-seven hours of line















the Koyukuk. Fall movements on the north slope of the Brooks Range were
not well documented, but caribou appeared to have abandoned the upper
Colville, Utukok, and upper Meade Rivers by late September. Some
caribou were present around the lower Killik River and middle Chandler
River area in October, but these may have been contiguous with ones
wintering on the Kuparuk River. No doubt there is some mixing of the
Central and Western Arctic Herds (WAH) from summer through spring during
the last few years, although the evidence is rather scanty.

winter 1977-78. Information about caribou distribution for this period
comes largely from flights from 8-15 October by Valkenburg and Johnson;
2-3 November by Valkenburg; late November by Harms and Johnson (Selawik
area) and Valkenburg and Magoun (north slope/Colville area); early
January by Johnson (Selawik, Point Hope); and extensive flying in April
by Valkenburg, Rood, and Jacobson. Also, a census using randomly
selected transect lines was flown in April. Figure 1 depicts winter
distribution and numbers present in each area.

Results of the April 1978 transect survev of the area north of 70° and
west of the Colville are as follows:

Number present (80% confidence
limits, assuming 100%

Area sightability)
west of 158°W long. 19,588 + 2,413
between 158°and 156°W long. 5,861 792
east of 156°W long. 5,544 * 661
total on North Slope 30,993 + 3,596

A minimum of 26,000 caribou crossed the middle Kobuk in late September
and used the winter range to the south. All estimates of wintering
caribou from different areas were lumped together, and the total was
approximately 60,000. This left about one-third of the herd unaccounted
for. We believe that most of the unaccounted-for animals were probably
in the Buckland, Kobuk, and Selawik drainages, and to a less extent on
the north side of the central Brooks Range. It is important to under-
stand that estimates of wintering caribou are usually low. There was no
evidence for large (thousands) wintering groups in any other area of the
WAH's range.

Spring and Summer 1978. Spring movements in 1978 were poorly docu-

mented. Caribou probably drifted north along traditional routes in the
western and central Brooks Range. No reports of large numbers came from

the lower Noatak, and movements on the North Slope went largely unnoticed.

Calving distribution during the peak of calving (6/8/78) was similar to
1977. 1In the main calving area about 15,000 caribou were counted on the
north side of the Utukok. About 17,000 calved in the Avingyak-south
Utukok area. There were probably more caribou calving north of the
Utukok in 1978 than in 1977. Movement of animals on the calving ground
after June is typically counterclockwise for animals coming from the
southeast, and in a southwesterly direction for animals coming from the
north. This seems to have been the pattern since 1977 at least.

Judging by the changing proportion of cows with hard antlers to
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Spring 1979. The spring migration was not documented by ADF&G personnel.

Reports of caribou crossing the Kobuk were received by David Johnson,
and it appeared that the "traditional" movement north across the Kobuk
occurred. 1In early May large numbers of bulls and yearlings remained in
the southern Selawik Flats and along the Selawik River. Few cows were
left by then.

We observed caribou on the calving ground from 10 to 15 June 1979.
Almost all calving took place north and east of the Utukok, with some to
the south and west between Avingak Creek and the Utukok. Some also took
place on the upper Colville, north of Noluck Lake (see map). Counting
was done on 14 and 15 June after many of the animals had moved southwest
away from the areas in which calving was heaviest. We counted and
estimated 66,651 caribou, of which an estimated 50,900 were cows. By

17 June the movement reached the forks of the Kukpowruk River immed-
iately west of Igloo Mountain. The caribou continued west until late
June and then turned east as they have done every year during at least
the last decade. In mid-July large groups crossed the Utukok River
going east. One group of at least 10,000 went past Driftwood airstrip,
but most groups passed about 15 miles upriver.

Fall 1979. Documentation of movements after July has traditionally been

poor and this year was no exception. Large groups were sighted sporad-

ically. One in late July was guessed to be 50,000 on the lower Nigu
River. At least 1 other large group was seen to the southwest of Umiat
in early August. In mid-August pilots reported widely scattered caribou
all over the coastal plain west and northwest of Umiat, and some hunters
shot caribou on the Colville between the Killik and Etivluk Rivers.

The movement to the Kobuk was early. The lst animals crossed between
the Hunt River and Ambler around 20 September, and the peak crossing was
about 25 September. There were no good estimates of numbers, but no
reason to believe that any great change occurred over last year. The
movement was somewhat unusual in that the animals, at least those in the
latter part of the movement, recrossed the Kobuk and headed east up the
north bank of the river. They got to about the Beaver River and then
turned west again about 1 November. Of 21 radio collars placed on
caribou during the Kobuk crossing, about two-thirds of the ones relocated
in late October were found on the upper Kobuk. The remaining one-third
were relocated on more traditional winter range in the Selawik Hills and
Tagagawik River drainage. At least 20,000 were thought to be on the
upper Kobuk. In October, Dave Rue of Ambler said another wave of
caribou came down the Redstone/Miluet Creeks and joined with the 1lst
group (the latter part of which contained our collared animals. In late
November through early January the caribou center of abundance shifted
southwest.

Winter 1979-80. Radio=-collaring of WAH caribou began in 1979, enabling
more detailed study of caribou movements and distribution. About 25
radio-collared caribou were present south of the Kobuk but none were
known to be on the arctic coastal plain. At the beginning of the winter
it appeared that the WAH animals would be equally divided between winter
ranges south of the Kobuk and the arctic coastal plain between Point Lay
and the Colville Delta. During late November, however, thousands of
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radio=-collared individuals, about one-third or more of the WAH wintered
on the arctiF coastal plain north of 70° latitude. Conspicuously,
howgver, none used the Etivluk Lake area of the Nigu River, which has
been & regular wintering area for several thousand animals since 1977 at
least. ‘

L J
Spring 1982. Spring migration from the southern winter ranges was
somewhat "delayed. Most caribou did not pass the Kobuk villages until
after mid-April. About 20-April, migration of those wintering in the
central Brooks Range and northern foothills was well underway. Thousands
of caribou were seen migratiﬁg across the northern foothills from east
to west on 22 April. *
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Summer. 1982. Distribution of calving caribou in 1982 was very similar
to that of 1981. As the herd has increased over the years since 1976,
the calving areas have been expanding to the east and north. In 1982
the eastern limit of the main calving area was near Liberator Lake and
the upper Awuna River. Many caribou calved as far north was the Avalik
River and many scattered caribqu.again calved in the vicinity of the
Oumalik and Price Rivers and as far east as Judy Creek. Whether these
are all WAH caribou is unknown, but it appears from radio-collar reloca-
tions that there is at least a considerable amount of interchange
between these and WAH caribou.

Postcalving movements were closely monitored during the 1982 photo
census. Movements were similar to previous years but some large post-
calving movements moved east across the upper Kivalina and wulik Rivers,
farther south than previously documented. By 10 July most postcalving
aggregations started east, paralleling the DelLong Mountains either on

the north or south sides. Late summer distribution was not monitored
but there is no reason to believe that unusual movements occurred. Most
caribou probably spent late summer in their usual area along the Colville
or between the Colville River and the arctic coast.

Fall 1982. Movement to winter ranges south of the Kobuk seemed to come
in 2 waves. The first in mid-September when roughly 10,000 crossed near
Onion Portage, and the second about 10 October when many more thousand
moved through the Ambler, Redstone, Miluet, and Hunt drainages.

Movements southeast through the Umiat area were again very noticeable in
September 1982 as they were in 1981. People at Umiat remarked about the
similarity of these movements to those which occurred prior to the
herd's decline.

Winter 1982-83. Based on results of radio-tracking 55 individuals, it
appeared that the WAH was distributed equally in 3 main wintering areas.
These were the same major winter ranges that have been used since 1975:
1) Selawik Hills/Buckland drainage, 2) central Brooks Range, and

3) arctic coastal plain. This year, however, many caribou apparently
moved south from the coastal plain to the northern foothills of the
Brooks Range between the Killik River and the Trans-Alaska Pipeline.

The upper Itkillik was very heavily used. Four radio-collared indi-
viduals thought to be Teshekpuk caribou were wintering with WAH caribou
in the central Brooks Range, as were 2 radio-collared Central Arctic

























Year

1950-70

1950-71

1955-57

1955

1955

1955

1956

1956

1957

Comment/Observation

Caribou using the western migration routes wintered along the lower and

middle Kobuk River valley and in the Selawik Flats and Buckland Hills....

Undoubtedly, since 1950 the Selawik Flats and surrounding hills have
provided more sustenance for wintering caribou than any other area.

Each year since 1950 the Arctic Herd has wintered mostly to the south,
extending from the Waring Mtns., Baird Mtns. and lower Koyukuk River
eastward to the Wiseman area.

In the winter the snow was deep and crusted south of the Brooks Range
and very few animals reached the forest zone.

Arrival at headwaters of Buckland River, November: 20,000 caribou.

Nov.-Dec.: A large segment, estimated at 20,000 caribou, moved south
and west to the Huslia River. Other segments spread out through the
Waring Mountains, south of the Kobuk River, across the Selawik Flats
and up the Selawik River more than 50 miles. Here they remained
through March and into April.

There was an unusually large migration south of the Baird Mountains.
That year caribou wintered in large numbers as far south as the Buckland
River; one resident of Kiana estimated that 100,000 caribou crossed the
Kobuk River headed south. ’

April 5: 10,000 caribou minimum between head of Buckland River and Huslia

River.
April 19: 2,000 caribou observed in Selawik area.

During the winter there were no caribou south of the Brooks Range in
northwest Alaska.

Reference

Davis et al. 1978:2

Lent 1966; McGowan 1966;
Glenn 1967; Skoog 1968;
Hemming and Glenn 1968,
1969; Hemming and Pegau
1970 in Hemming 1971

Olson 1958a, 1958b
in Hemming 1971

Olson 1957

Olson 1957

Olson 1959 iﬂ Lent
1966:503

Olson 1957

Olson 1957

Olson 1958b:48
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Year

1963-64

1963-64

1963-64

1963-64

]

1964 -

1965

1965

Comment /Observation

During winter 1963-64, however, the herd [WAH] extended farther south and east
than they have for years. Segments of the herd wintered at the base of the
Seward Peninsula in the drainages of the lower and middle Koyukuk River.

The main movements occurred during November and December, but caribou were
accessible to the residents of the coastal villages from October to February,
and thus a rather large kill occurred. By late January 1964 the herd was
pretty much settled on the wintering grounds, which extended from the base of
the Seward Peninsula eastward as far as Venetie on the lower Chandalar River.
The enormous area utilized by the herd that winter reflects well the huge
size of the population.

Arctic caribou displayed a general shift to the east in their movements
throughout the year as compared to movement patterns observed in past years.
Throughout winter 1963-64 caribou were available to hunters from

Kotzebue and the lower Noatak, Kobuk and Selawik Rivers. An estimated
20,000 were killed in 1963 and 5,000 during the first 4 months of 1964.

Segments of the herd [WAH] wintered at the base of the Seward Peninsula,
on the drainages of the lower and middle Koyukuk River....

By late January, the herd was pretty much settled on the wintering grounds
which extended from the base of the Seward Peninsula eastward as far as
Venetie or lower Chandalar.

A small segment of the Arctic herd wintered near the mouth of the Kobuk
River near Kiana and Selawik villages.... A portion of 50-55,000 animals
moved up the Kobuk River and a large segment moved into the Buckland River
area west of the Selawik River. In moving through these areas, the caribou
were joined by approximately 250 reindeer from a herd at Cape Krusenstern
and 500-750 more from reindeer herds on the northern part of Baldwin
Peninsula.... By October 15, residents of Kotzebue were harvesting caribou.
The caribou continued up the Kobuk and Selawik Rivers with a large segment
moving as far south as the Buckland River.

Arrival of caribou near Selawik during fall migration on October 15.

|

Reference

Skoog 1963c:8

Skoog 1963c:9

Lentfer 1965

Lentfer 1965

Skoog 1964:9

McGowan 1966:7

© -glenn 1967:4
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Year

1968

1969

1969

1970

1971

1972

1973

Comment/Observation

Arctic Herd--so far essentially one calving area continues to be used, and
therefore but one herd is designated. In addition, there is a group of about
a thousand animals at the base of the Seward Peninsula whose status is
unknown; these animals possibly may be feral reindeer, or merely a remnant
group from the Arctic Herd.

Winter: The main caribou wintering areas (January-April) were south of the
Brooks Range between Selawik and Allakaket, including the Waring Mountains,
Purcell Mt., Lockwood Hills, upper Pah River valley and lower Alatna River
valley.

The largest concentration moved into the Kobuk River valley, passing near
Kobuk, Shungnak and Ambler and continuing up on to the Purcell Mt. area where
they are accessible to the people of Selawik.

During late winter, caribou were available to residents of Selawik and had
normal harvest.

The Kakaruk's largest reindeer herd, estimated in 1971 to be the largest
private herd in Alaska with 4,878 reindeer (Bureau of Indian Affairs),
roamed the hills where caribou (the wild reindeer) had lived in the 19th
century.

During fall a major portion of the herd passed near Kotzebue, Kiana, Noatak,
Noorvik and Selawik. During the winter a major portion of the herd wintered
southeast of Buckland and a limited number were taken by residents of Buckland,
Koyuk and Elim. A smaller segment (less than 5,000) wintered between Noatak
and Selawik and this group was heavily hunted by residents of Noatak, Kotzebue,
Kiana, Noorvik and Selawik.. During 1972 the harvest was above normal at...
Selawik and Buckland. It was average at...Koyuk, Elim, Shaktoolik and
Unalakleet.

Spring: residents of Selawik had a higher than normal harvest. In the fall
hunters from Selawik had about normal harvest due to widespread dispersal of
caribou during winters. Snowfall was light during the winter of 1973-74.
The caribou were dispersed throughout many parts of GMU 23, 24 and 26....
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