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The Return of Caribou to Ungava

AT, Bergerud, Stuart N. Luttich, and Lodewiih Camps. 2007,
MeGill-Queen's University Press, Montreal, Quebec. 2007,
586 pages. 49.95 CAD Cloth.

This is the most comprehensive book on Caribou
ecology and predator-prey relationships that has ap-
peared in many years, perhaps ever. Not only is the
research seminal, but the authors systematically dis-
mantle paradigms that have been in vogue for years.
According to the authors, Caribou biologists have

THE CANADIAN FIELD-NATURALIST Vol. 121

wasted the last 50 years measuring lichens on winter
ranges, when they should have been documenting plant
production on summer ranges. Wolves, along with
human hunters, both limit and regulate caribou popu-
lations, not habitat, Food on the summer range only
regulates at high densities and only after the range has
been overgrazed. Wolves are driving Woodland and
Mountain Caribou Lo extinetion. Caribou populations
where Wolves are absent maintain densities 100 times
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greater than predated herds. The reason arctic Caribou
migrate to barren ground calving areas is to avoid
Wolves tied to den sites at treeline. Even so, if it were
not for periodic rabies epidemics, migratory Caribou
populations would be severely limited by Wolf pre-
dation. Volcanic eruptions half a world away trigger
population declines in arctic Caribou at high densi-
ties. And this is just for starters.

The book chronicles the history of the George River
Caribou in Labrador and Quebec from near extinc-
tion during the early 1900s to an estimated 600 000
animals before the herd declined. The authors explore
the various hypotheses that have been proposed to
explain these fluctuations and present data set after
data set to separate between competing explanations.
In addition, the authors discuss virtually every other
Caribou population that has been studied in North
America, Scandinavia, and beyond, including the dif-
ference between migratory and sedentary herds, which
is key to understanding this species’ ecology.

To the south of Ungava are small non-migratory
populations of Woodland Caribou that are being driven
to extinction by Wolf predation. But in reality, Moose
and White-tail Deer are to blame. Historically, these
areas sustained low-density, widely-spaced Caribou
that in and of themselves could support few or no
Wolves. Moose and whitetails were absent. But since
the early 1900°s, Moose and whitetails have extended
their range providing alternative prey for Wolves,
where none existed before. The Wolves then drive the
more vulnerable Caribou ever downward. That is to
say, the addition of alternative prey did not buffer
predation on Caribou, but instead increased predation
pressure, contrary to what many people would expect.
But that is not the most intriguing part.

Why were Moose and whitetails absent historically
and prehistorically? The authors contend that logging
changed coniferous forests to secondary deciduous
species favored by Moose and whitetails. In this [
believe they erred because fire history data indicate
there was always a strong deciduous component in
those forests. Besides, Moose and Whitetails can sur-
vive on a winter diet of Balsam Fir, as they do on Isle
Royale and Anticosti Island. Instead, T believe that
native hunters once kept eastern Moose populations
in check, as 1 know native hunters did in western North
America, where there are more Moose today than at
any time in the last 12 000 years (see Alces 33:141-
164). Historically and prehistorically, native hunters
extirpated Moose over large areas because, like the
Wolves discussed above, humans had a multitude of
alternative prey, including vegetal resources and fish
unavailable to carnivores. As aboriginal hunting pres-
sure declines, prey populations increase. In fact, the
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authors note that the influenza epidemic of 1918 dec-
imated native populations on Ungava, which in turn
allowed Caribou to increase.

I certainly commend the authors for presenting data
on aboriginal peoples since the time Ungava was first
inhabited and for describing how human hunting im-
pacts Caribou. Most other studies of ungulate ecology
begin with the premise that native people are irrele-
vant because everything was a “wilderness” untouched
by the hand of man prior to the arrival of Europeans;
e.g., see The Kruger Experience. As 1 have explained
elsewhere, however, this is a fatal error. The authors
did not make that mistake, but I would suggest they
need to look deeper into human evolutionary ecology.
Take the seemingly random movements of Caribou, a
subject covered at length in this book.

Unfortunately, the authors neglected to consult Bin-
ford’s data on Inuit Caribou hunters — see Numamint
Ethnoarchaeology. One of the questions Binford asked
was how do caribou hunters select a direction to hunt
when they have no prior knowledge of where the Cari-
bou are? The Inuit base their decisions on what we in
the West would call mysticism. By careful observa-
tion, however, Binford determined that Inuit pre-hunt
behavior was simply a random number generator. That
is to say, in these cases, the Inuit hunted randomly,
which makes perfect ecological sense, odd though it
may seem.

It the Caribou moved in a predictable pattern, they
would be easy prey for aboriginal hunters, as the au-
thors note when the Ungava herd is forced by topog-
raphy to cross the George River at Indian House Lake.
If the hunters hunted in a predictable pattern, the Cari-
bou would quickly learn to avoid the hunters, and the
people would starve. The solution to the Caribou’s
problem is to move as randomly as possible, while the
solution to the hunter’s predicament is to hunt random-
ly. This co-evolution occurred over thousands of years
and probably is the only evolutionary stable strategy
available to both Caribou and humans and then only
because the Caribou’s range was vast and diverse. The
authors note that even when Ungava Caribou num-
bered only 15 000 animals, spread over an immense
area, aboriginal hunting alone kept the herd from in-
creasing. Using dog sleds, native hunters would follow
caribou tracks for days, until the animals were killed
or the trail lost.

The Return of Caribou to Ungava should be read
by everyone with even a passing interest in northern
ecology, caribou management, or predator-prey rela-
tionships. It should also be read by historians, anthro-
pologists, and archaeologists.
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