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Evaluating the Suitability of Maternal Penning for a Caribou Herd 

 

This Procedure Replaces: 

 None 

 

Staff and Organizations Affected: 

1. The BC Caribou Recovery Program, responsible for evaluating whether maternal penning is a 

suitable recovery tool for a specific caribou herd.  

2. Directors, Regional Managers, and resource management staff responsible for:  

(a) the management and conservation of wildlife, and/or  

(b) the consultation for and issuance of the relevant permits such as the Wildlife Act. 

3. Proponents requesting a permit for the establishment of maternal penning to benefit at-risk 

caribou herds. 

 

Reason for this Procedure: 

The Ministry of Water, Land and Resource Stewardship (WLRS) has established this procedure to 

outline roles and responsibilities in evaluating potential new maternal penning operations for 

caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou) herds in British Columbia (B.C.). It provides the scientific 

criteria that the Caribou Recovery Program Science and Knowledge Team will use to assess the 

suitability of maternal penning as a recovery tool. The Procedure also informs proponents of these 

criteria before they apply for relevant permits. There are five sections to this procedure: 

1. Communication and Documentation 

2. Roles 

3. Science-based Criteria  

4. Broader Program Strategy Considerations 

5. Statutory Decisions  

 

Purpose: 

It is the responsibility of the Ministry of Water, Land, and Resource Stewardship (WLRS) to: 

1. Manage and conserve caribou in British Columbia as a species at risk by establishing and 

implementing recovery and population objectives. 
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2. Evaluate the suitability of maternal penning as a recovery tool for a given herd based on 

science-based criteria, population and management objectives, and alignment with 

broader caribou recovery program strategy. 

3. Recognize the rights of Indigenous Peoples, and fulfill obligations to consult potentially 

affected First Nations.  

4. Engage on maternal penning for caribou recovery with potentially impacted tenure holders 

and organizations representing potentially affected user groups. 

5. Consider permits under the Wildlife Act and related statutes for maternal penning, 

ensuring animal care guidelines and standards are followed. 

6. Provide technical advice for caribou welfare and maternal pen operations. 

7. Monitor caribou and predator populations relative to recovery objectives, evaluate and 

report on the effectiveness and long-term impacts of maternal penning, and apply adaptive 

management principles to refine practices and support broader ecosystem recovery goals. 

 

Background and Rationale: 

Numerous caribou populations in B.C. have declined over recent decades as a result of complex 

interactions of factors (e.g., habitat loss, predation, natural disturbance, nutrition, climate change, 

etc.) that vary across the province. Evidence from research and monitoring in B.C. indicates that 

stabilization of caribou herds at risk of extirpation is most effective when using a combination of 

short-term intensive population management actions, such as predator reduction, maternal 

penning, and supplemental feeding. Long-term success for caribou recovery (self-sustaining 

populations) relies on landscape-scale habitat management, with benefits potentially realized over 

decades.  

Maternal penning is an intensive population management tool that can assist in the stabilization 

and eventual recovery of caribou herds that are at risk of extirpation, specifically those enduring 

unsustainable predation rates on adult females (cows) and calves. About half of newborn caribou 

calves in the wild die within the first few weeks of life, primarily from predation. The objective of 

maternal penning is to improve survival rates of cows and newborn calves during the calving 

season to maximize recruitment to one year of age, and ultimately to increase the size of the herd. 

Caribou cows are captured in winter (February to March) and transported to a maternal pen, which 

is a fenced predator-proof enclosure. Typically, a minimum of 15-20 females in a maternal pen is 

considered logistically and economically viable. To provide maximum benefit to the growth potential 

of the herd at least 40% of cows from the population should be penned. Inside the pen, the cows 

transition to a supplemented diet and give birth to calves between May and July. Cows and calves 

stay in the pen until the calves are 4-6 weeks old, after which they are released back into the wild 

between July and August. 
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Maternal penning is not a substitute for predator reduction. To successfully release caribou cows 

and calves back into the wild, an effective herd-level predator reduction program1 must be in place 

to maximize their survival.  

Decisions regarding maternal penning must consider the health and welfare of caribou. Capturing 

and confining free-ranging caribou exposes individuals and their herds to stressors and increased 

mortality risks, such as helicopter disturbance and transport, immobilization, exposure to 

pathogens, and dietary and social changes. Animals often require veterinary-administered 

treatments to address or mitigate these risks. The recognized individual and population benefits of 

maternal penning should be weighed against these risks. 

Maternal penning is not a long-term solution for caribou recovery due to its high costs and intensive 

intervention. It is a short-term tool to boost population recruitment and improve calf survival. 

This procedure is specific to the establishment of a new maternal penning operation. It does not 

apply to evaluating the continuation of existing maternal pens, nor to other recovery action such as 

conservation breeding, wild-to-wild translocation, or supplemental feeding programs external to 

pens. This procedure can be applied to all herds of caribou in B.C. 

 

PROCEDURE 

1 Communication and Documentation 

1.1 Communication will be open and transparent between the Caribou Recovery Program, the 

proponents, and potential Statutory Decision Makers throughout the evaluation process. 

The Caribou Recovery Program, and Front Counter BC, will provide advice and guidance 

to the proponents. 

1.2 All steps of the evaluation of science-based criteria and broader program strategy 

considerations will be documented by the Caribou Recovery Program Science and 

Knowledge Team and the Caribou Recovery Program Director, respectively. 

1.3 For each decision, the Statutory Decision Maker will provide a completed record of 

decision to the Caribou Recovery Program Director. 

1.4 All discussions regarding the Caribou Recovery Program’s involvement in later steps, 

including consultation pathways and coordination of decision-making, will also be 

documented. 

1.5 The Caribou Recovery Program and/or the Statutory Decision Maker may request 

additional information and planning documents from the proponent to support the 

evaluation process. 

 
1 Refer to Caribou Recovery Program Interim Aerial Wolf Reduction Procedure 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/natural-resource-policy-legislation/fish-and-wildlife-policy/4-7-0406_-_aerial_wolf_reduction_procedure_-_september_16_2021.pdf
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1.6 All records of communication, documentation, and decision will be collated and maintained 

by the Caribou Recovery Program Director. 

2 Roles 

2.1 Proponents will initiate discussions with the Caribou Recovery Program Director to explore 

the possibility of establishing a maternal pen for a caribou herd. Caribou Program staff will 

alert the Statutory Decision Maker of initial interest.   

2.2 The Caribou Recovery Program Science and Knowledge Team will evaluate the suitability 

of proposed maternal penning for the caribou herd using the science-based criteria 

outlined in Section 3, and provide their assessment to the Caribou Recovery Program 

Director. The Team will provide guidance to the proponents for developing planning 

documents as needed. 

2.3 The Caribou Recovery Program Director will review the Science and Knowledge Team's 

assessment alongside broader program strategy considerations (Section 4). The Caribou 

Recovery Program Director will share the Science and Knowledge Team’s assessment 

and advise the Statutory Decision Maker on the suitability of the proposed maternal pen as 

a recovery tool. 

2.4 The primary Statutory Decision Maker for the establishment and operation of maternal 

pens is the Regional Manager responsible for the Wildlife Act. Secondary Statutory 

Decision Makers may include those responsible for other statutes (e.g. Land Act, Forest 

Practices Code of British Columbia Act, Forestry Act). 

2.5 All Statutory Decision Maker(s) will consider the evaluations of science-based criteria and 

should consider broader program strategy considerations from the Caribou Recovery 

Program Science and Knowledge Team and Caribou Recovery Program Director as part 

of the decision-making process for required permits (Section 5). 

3 Science-based Criteria 

3.1 Hunting 

(a) Maternal penning is not suitable for caribou herds that are open to licenced hunting. 

3.2 Predator Management 

(a) Maternal penning is not suitable for caribou herds where predation is a primary 

limiting factor unless effective herd-level predator management is in place during the 

operation of the proposed maternal pen.  

3.3 Habitat 

(a) Maternal penning may be suitable for a caribou herd where effective habitat 

management actions are planned or ongoing (e.g., protecting core habitats, restoring 
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degraded areas, controlling disturbances in matrix habitat, and managing primary 

prey).  

(b) Maternal penning is not suitable for herds where habitat measures are not yet 

planned or implemented for the herd.  

3.4 Risk of Extirpation and Population Metrics 

(a) The Science and Knowledge Team will assess whether a caribou herd is at risk of 

extirpation using the following table. 

Risk of extirpation based on demographic trend and herd size 

Demographic 
trend over the 
past 5-9 years 
before recovery 
actions  

Current herd size (total number of animals) 

<20 animals* 20-99 animals 100-149 animals >150 animals 

Increasing High Moderate Low Low 

Stable Very High High Moderate Low 

Decreasing Very High High Moderate Moderate 

* A population with <10 breeding females is defined as functionally extirpated 

(b) If the risk of extirpation is very high or high, penning may be suitable.  

(c) If the risk of extirpation before recovery actions is moderate, the next step is to 

consider population status and trends under current recovery actions. Population 

information to consider includes recruitment (rate <15% indicates declining trend), 

survival (rates <85% indicates declining trend), and mortality causes (other than 

predation). 

(d) If the risk of extirpation is low, or it is not possible to capture at least 40% of the cows 

in a population (for the pen to effectively influence population growth rates), a 

maternal pen is not suitable.   
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3.5 Evaluation matrix summarizing the science-based criteria described in sections 3.1-3.4. 

 

3.6 Science-based Evaluation  

(a) The Caribou Recovery Program Science and Knowledge Team may also consider, 

and provide rationale for, other science-based factors in addition to those above. 

(b) The Caribou Recovery Program Science and Knowledge Team will provide their 

science-based evaluation to the Director of the Caribou Recovery Program.  

4 Broader Program Strategy Considerations 

4.1 The Director of the Caribou Recovery Program will review the Science and Knowledge 

Team’s evaluation, and assess how the proposed maternal pen aligns with the Caribou 

Recovery Program’s priorities, capacity to coordinate and support, and broader goals.  

4.2 The Director will consider and provide rationale including, but not limited to, the following 

factors relating to the Caribou Recovery Program: 

(a) Alignment with government priorities and other relevant policy, plans, and 

agreements. 

(b) Program capacity to provide oversight for the proposed maternal pen. 
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(c) Capacity and availability of a veterinarian licensed to practice in British Columbia and 

experienced with caribou handling and care to ensure animal health standards for 

the proposed maternal pen through all relevant stages of the project. 

(d) Availability of internal and external funding to support the initiation, operation, and 

discontinuation of the proposed maternal pen as well as supporting recovery actions. 

(e) Partnership opportunities with First Nations and other groups. 

(f) Insights from existing or prior maternal pens. 

(g) Opportunities for adaptive management in response to changing conditions. 

(h) Coordination with other jurisdictions in the case of trans-boundary herds. 

4.3 The Director may request additional information and planning documents that demonstrate 

that the proponent can develop, manage, and operate a maternal pen program.  

4.4 The Director will send the science-based evaluation and broader program strategy 

considerations to the Statutory Decision Maker under the Wildlife Act..  

4.5 The Director and the Statutory Decision Maker may discuss collaboration and next steps 

(e.g., consultation, additional permits required, further communication with the proponent). 

5 Statutory Decisions  

5.1 The Statutory Decision Maker under the Wildlife Act will review the science-based 

evaluation and broader program strategy considerations, and may provide direction on 

required permits and process. 

5.2 In addition to permits under the Wildlife Act, decisions under other statutes will be required 

for the establishment and operation of a maternal pen (e.g., Land Act, Forest Practices 

Code of British Columbia Act, Forestry Act). 

 

Policy Manual Cross-References: 

4-7-04.01.3 Control of Species Policy  
4-7-05.02 Buildings on Wildlife Lands Policy  
4-7-12.04 Disposal and Storage of Dead Wildlife and Parts Policy 
4-7-12.05 Possession of Live Wildlife Policy  
4-7-13.02 Translocations of Native and Non-native Wildlife Policy  

 
Procedure Manual Cross-References: 

4-7-04.06 Caribou Recovery Program – Interim Aerial Wolf Reduction Procedure  
4-7-12.04 Disposal and Storage of Dead Wildlife and Parts Procedure  
4-7-12.05 Possession of Live Wildlife Procedure  
4-7-13.02 Translocations of Native and Non-native Wildlife Procedure  
4-7-13.07 Evaluating Sufficient Skill Under the Permit Regulation Procedure   
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Other Cross-References: 
Wildlife Act (RSBC 1996 c.448)  
Wildlife Act Permit Regulation (BC Reg 253/2000) 
Wildlife Act Hunting Regulation (BC Reg 190/84) 
Wildlife Act General Regulation (BC Reg 340/82) 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (SBC 2019 c.44) 
Species at Risk Act (SARA) (SC 2002, c.29)  


