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Why predator reduction is used as part of caribou recovery efforts 
in B.C. 
Predator reduction is used because high wolf populations (and in some regions, cougar 
populations) are the major driver of caribou population declines. For at-risk caribou herds, 
reducing predator population densities has a confirmed, direct and immediate positive 
impact on caribou survival and herd growth rates. Scientific research has consistently shown 
that without predator reduction measures, habitat protection activities alone are not 
sufficient for caribou population recovery since disturbed habitat requires significant time to 
recover. 
 
Caribou depend on large, relatively undisturbed landscapes to meet their needs related to 
food, shelter, seasonal movement and reproduction. Habitat alteration plays an important 
role in caribou population declines, but it does not typically cause caribou mortality directly. 
Instead, changes to habitat — due to timber harvesting, linear disturbances (for example, 
roads) and other landscape modifications — disrupt natural predator‑prey dynamics.  
 
These changes to the landscape often create “early seral” (young) forests that support higher 
numbers of primary prey species like moose, elk, and deer. The resulting increase in prey 
leads to wolf populations that are much higher than would naturally occur in intact, 
undisturbed caribou ranges.  
 
Elevated wolf populations, combined with improved predator travel efficiency (since wolves 
can move more quickly on roads and other linear features) increases predation pressure on 
caribou and can drive rapid population declines. While habitat protection and restoration are 
essential for long‑term caribou recovery, this predator‑prey imbalance must be actively 
managed while those habitats recover to ensure that caribou populations survive. 

How predator reduction is conducted as humanely as possible 
The humaneness of predator reduction is of utmost importance to the B.C. government. This 
work is conducted by experienced professionals operating under strict procedures and 
oversight.  
 
The program follows: 

• Animal Care Applications approved by the Provincial Wildlife Veterinarian 
• The American Veterinary Medical Association’s guidelines for euthanasia of wildlife 

in field conditions and depopulating free-ranging wildlife 
• B.C.’s Standard Operating Procedures for Aerial-Based Live Capture and Lethal 

Removal of Wolves 
 
Poison is not permitted for wildlife control in B.C. and shooting is considered to be the 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/sports-recreation-arts-and-culture/outdoor-recreation/fishing-and-hunting/animal_care_form.doc&ved=2ahUKEwivjs2Pq6-TAxXRIDQIHc1SNyQQFnoECBkQAQ&usg=AOvVaw2o4VqnbbuKFSny8qXRdOYl
https://www.avma.org/sites/default/files/2020-02/Guidelines-on-Euthanasia-2020.pdf
https://www.avma.org/sites/default/files/2020-02/Guidelines-on-Euthanasia-2020.pdf
https://www.avma.org/sites/default/files/2026-06/Depopulation_Guidelines_2026.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/plants-animals-and-ecosystems/wildlife-wildlife-habitat/caribou/aerial_wolf_reduction_standard_operating_procedures_final_dec16_2022.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/plants-animals-and-ecosystems/wildlife-wildlife-habitat/caribou/aerial_wolf_reduction_standard_operating_procedures_final_dec16_2022.pdf
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preferred and most humane method for removing free-ranging carnivores. 

The risks of halting predator reduction efforts 
Predator reduction is a management action that provides immediate benefits to caribou recovery 
by improving adult and calf survival. While long-term habitat restoration and protection are 
essential, the positive effects of those activities may take decades to materialize. 
 
The B.C. government is committed to the ongoing assessment of wolf reduction activities 
and to adaptive, evidence-based management. Evidence from multiple herds demonstrates 
that wolves can rapidly recolonize treated areas once predator reduction operations cease. 
Ending predator reduction measures before caribou populations have reached self-
sustaining levels risks undermining the progress achieved to date. 
 
Caribou require time for habitat conditions to recover to rebalance the predator-prey 
dynamics that initially led to caribou population declines.  
 
Halting predator reduction without addressing underlying habitat conditions and predator-prey 
imbalances puts caribou populations at risk of reverting to declining population trends. 

Why the B.C. government does not just rely on hunting or trapping 
instead of aerial wolf reduction operations 
Aerial-based shooting is the most effective way to reduce wolf populations to support 
caribou recovery.  
 
Caribou ranges are vast and remote. Wolves are widely dispersed throughout these 
hard‑to‑access areas, making ground‑based predator reduction operations difficult and 
impractical. Multiple wolf packs often occupy a single caribou range, meaning that many 
wolves must be removed to effectively reduce predation.  
 
Caribou recovery requires wolf population reductions of about 80% annually for herd 
populations to stabilize or increase and a wolf population density of fewer than three wolves 
per 1,000 square kilometres — levels that cannot be consistently achieved through hunting 
or trapping alone.  
 
Past and current wildlife management reviews show that hunting or trapping-based 
methods alone cannot reduce wolf population densities sufficiently or across the entire 
landscape, so any positive effects of predator reduction are not sustained without intensive 
removal of wolves. While hunters, trappers and local knowledge provide valuable support, 
hunting and trapping alone are not effective in achieving required wolf reduction levels for 
caribou recovery. 
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Other recovery tools that are used alongside predator reduction in 
B.C. 
Caribou recovery requires a multi-tool approach, including: 

• Habitat protection and restoration 
• Management of other primary prey through licensed hunting 
• Maternal penning (providing an enclosed area where caribou can give birth and their 

calves are protected from predators) 
• Management of recreational activities and access to caribou habitat 
• Supplemental feeding 
• Ongoing monitoring and research 

Examples of successful caribou herd recovery efforts 
Several herds have experienced significant population increases due to predator reduction 
and other recovery actions, as indicated below: 

• Kennedy Siding Herd: 
o 49 caribou (2015) → 193 caribou (2026) 
o Population recovery actions: predator reduction and supplemental feeding 

• Klinse-za (Scott/Moberly) Herd: 
o 38 caribou (2014) → 205 caribou (2026) 
o Population recovery actions: predator reduction and maternity penning 

• Quintette Herd: 
o 58 caribou (2015) → 173 caribou (2025) 
o Population recovery action: predator reduction 

• Columbia North Herd: 
o 124 caribou (2014) → 185 caribou (2025) 
o Population recovery actions: predator reduction and primary prey 

management 
• Hart Ranges Herd: 

o 375 caribou (2019) → 722 caribou (2024) 
o Population recovery actions: predator reduction and primary prey 

management (Parsnip) 
• Pink Mountain Herd: 

o 550 caribou (2021) → 1,068 caribou (2025) 
o Population recovery action: predator reduction 

 
For nearly all herds where predator reduction has been implemented, survival rates of adult 
females and calves have increased. 

Why some individual wolves are fitted with GPS radio tracking 
collars during predator reduction operations 
GPS radio tracking collars are commonly used for wildlife management and research in B.C. 
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to help collect data and find collared individuals at a later date.  
 
In some cases, individual animals in wolf packs are captured and fitted with a GPS radio 
collar to: 

• Provide government biologists with detailed movement and territory data 
• Increase the efficiency and effectiveness of wolf reduction operations by allowing 

quick relocation of packs during the winter 
• Support targeted pack removal within specific caribou herd ranges 

When aerial wolf reduction occurs and why 
Aerial wolf reduction operations are carried out in late winter, when young wolves born the 
previous year are already subadults and are contributing to their pack’s hunting efforts. 
During the winter, deeper snow concentrates wolves in areas at lower elevations, limits their 
mobility and enables aerial crews to follow their tracks in the snow.  
 
Reducing wolf populations during the winter also gives caribou a reprieve from high wolf 
predation rates that occur during caribou calving season in the spring (a vulnerable period for 
cows and their calves).  Removing entire wolf packs — including adults and subadults — reduces 
reproduction rates and, ultimately, reduces the number of wolves that would need to be 
removed over time.  

Number of wolves removed since the beginning of the predator 
reduction program in 2015 
Wolf removals by year are listed below: 

• 2015: 68 
• 2016: 210 
• 2017: 119 
• 2018: 152 
• 2019: 180 
• 2020: 482 
• 2021: 237 
• 2022: 279 
• 2023: 217 
• 2024: 248 
• 2025: 351 
• 2026: 301 

How other types of predators fit into the caribou recovery picture 
Most other predator species have not responded to human-caused landscape change in the 
same way wolves have. Increases in populations of those other predator species — as a 
direct result of landscape change or habitat alteration — have not been observed. These 
species will continue to kill caribou at times, but there is no evidence to suggest that 
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predators aside from wolves and cougars are the primary cause of caribou population 
declines.   
 
Many different predators (for example, bears, wolverines) kill caribou. Most threatened 
caribou populations can handle some level of mortality from predation, assuming rates of 
adult and calf survival are generally high. Research and monitoring have consistently shown 
that wolves are the primary source of predation pressure on caribou (along with cougar 
predation in some southern populations). When that pressure becomes too high, it 
inevitably leads to caribou population declines.  
 
Wolves are also tied directly to human-caused landscape changes that have resulted in 
higher-than-normal wolf populations within caribou ranges. Additionally, wolves may use 
features resulting from industrial activities, such as roads and seismic lines (established to 
assist with mineral exploration), to further increase their hunting efficiency, particularly in 
boreal (northern) caribou ranges.  
 
When wolf population densities are reduced within caribou ranges, biologists have 
consistently observed that caribou populations respond quickly and positively — either 
stabilizing or increasing. In fact, caribou populations often respond so strongly to wolf 
reduction measures that it’s unlikely any additional benefit would be achieved by removing 
other types of predators.  
 
It is these consistently positive population responses that confirm that a management 
approach focused on wolves (and, where applicable, cougars) is working. Where caribou 
populations are so critically small that any additional mortality pressures would challenge a 
herd’s recovery, additional tools such as maternity pens can help offset threats from 
predators other than wolves.   

Why we don’t just let wolf and caribou populations find a natural 
balance 
Natural predator-prey dynamics have been disrupted by changes on the landscape, so the idea of 
allowing wolf and caribou populations to find a “natural balance” would lead to the permanent 
loss of caribou herds in many cases. 
 
Wolf populations are influenced by the abundance of their primary prey species, including 
moose, deer and elk. Recent landscape changes in caribou habitat, largely due to natural 
resource extraction (forestry, oil and gas, etc.), have resulted in a greater abundance of primary 
prey, which has led to increased wolf populations. The presence of more wolves has resulted in 
more encounters (and predation) involving wolves and caribou.  
 
Caribou are not necessarily a primary prey species for wolves. However, wolves can hunt caribou 
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populations to a point of extirpation (local extinction), so long as their primary prey sources exist. 
This phenomenon is called “apparent competition”, where the presence of one or more prey 
species (for example, moose, elk, or deer) has a detrimental impact on another prey species 
(caribou) through a shared predator (wolves).  
 
Habitat protection, conservation and restoration are key for future self-sustaining caribou 
populations, which are stable or increasing caribou populations that don’t require intensive 
management intervention. The benefits of this work to caribou may take decades to unfold as the 
habitat recovers. 

Wolves have always been around. Why do they seem to be a 
problem now?  
Wolf population densities in wolf reduction zones (prior to the start of the B.C. government’s 
predator reduction efforts) exceeded density targets in all cases and by as much as five or eight 
times in some areas. While the B.C. government continues to develop and implement long-term 
habitat management to help achieve lower wolf population densities, direct wolf reduction 
measures are necessary to support caribou conservation goals. 
 
Wolf populations in B.C. are abundant, widely distributed and supported by high reproductive 
rates, strong dispersal abilities and the animals’ capacity to colonize new areas. However, in 
many caribou ranges, wolf numbers have increased due to changes on the landscape. New “early 
seral” habitat (young forests) resulting from timber harvesting and other disturbances such as 
wildfires have created improved habitat conditions for primary prey species that support wolf 
populations and therefore increase wolf populations.  
 
Elevated predation pressure from wolves has resulted in caribou population declines. This 
predation on caribou can be further exacerbated by linear features (for example, roads and 
seismic lines) associated with resource extraction. These features increase the wolves’ hunting 
efficiency and ease their access to caribou habitat. Currently, the federal caribou recovery 
strategy and B.C.’s wolf reduction procedures identify a target population density of fewer than 
three wolves per 1,000 square kilometres in caribou ranges to support recovery efforts.  

How we can reach a point where wolf reduction is no longer 
necessary 
Caribou population recovery actions that have immediate, positive effects for caribou (such as 
predator reduction) are often necessary to ensure they survive on the landscape while habitat 
recovery continues. 
 
High wolf populations that pose a risk to caribou are largely the result of modified landscapes 
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that support a higher abundance of primary prey such as moose or deer. Unless underlying 
habitat factors that support primary prey and wolf abundance are addressed, the elevated 
predation risk to caribou will remain.  
 
To achieve self-sustaining caribou populations, which is the ultimate recovery goal for this 
species, caribou habitat must be managed to reduce the amount of early seral habitat that 
support elevated primary prey populations. This can be achieved through long-term habitat 
restoration and protection actions, which take time. 

What the B.C. government has done to restore caribou habitat 
Multiple habitat restoration actions are either being planned or implemented — often in 
partnership with First Nations — to restore and protect habitat and reduce disturbances in 
caribou ranges. 
 
Habitat protection, conservation and restoration are essential to ensure that caribou populations 
can become self‑sustaining over the long term. Predator reduction on its own is not a long‑term 
solution. The science is clear that habitat change and fragmentation can cause predator‑prey 
imbalances that contribute to caribou population declines, and habitat enhancement is necessary 
to recover those caribou populations. Habitat alteration can affect ecosystem balance, increase 
predation risks, and reduce caribou survival, so restoring and protecting habitat is necessary for 
caribou recovery.  
 
Recent achievements include:  

• The 2024 expansion of the Klinse‑Za/Twin Sisters Park and Protected Area, adding 203,000 
hectares of protected habitat 

• The 2025 establishment of the Whitesail Wildlife Habitat Area, protecting over 50,000 
hectares of critical calving and migration habitat 

• The 2025 protection of 1.4 million hectares of boreal caribou ranges in northeastern B.C.  

Habitat restoration programs are underway in multiple caribou ranges in British Columbia, often 
co-led with First Nations. Advisory groups and additional funding are helping to accelerate these 
restoration efforts, including support from the federal “2 Billion Trees Program” and B.C.’s 
Habitat Conservation Trust Fund (HCTF). To date, HCTF has supported the restoration of more 
than 1,200 kilometres of linear disturbances (for example, unused industrial roads), benefiting 
over 100,000 hectares of caribou habitat. The B.C. government’s primary restoration focus has 
been on the Central Group of Southern Mountain Caribou ranges where more than 700 
kilometres of linear disturbances have been restored since 2019 through collaborative efforts by 
the B.C. government and First Nations partners. 
 
The B.C. government is advancing collaborative technical work to develop habitat objectives for 
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priority herds in the Southern Group of Southern Mountain Caribou. In the area known as 
Designatable Unit 9 (DU9), a public engagement process is underway to help inform decisions on 
how to best protect critical caribou habitat in this area.  
 
Key goals include strengthening existing partnerships related to caribou recovery, building new 
partnerships with First Nations, and exploring collaborative opportunities with local 
governments, industry, and non‑government organizations on habitat protection, restoration, 
and recovery. The B.C. government is also in discussions with First Nations to improve our 
understanding of important habitats and ecosystems in specific areas of the province.   

How the B.C. government plans to engage the public on the 
proposed continuation of predator reduction for an additional five 
years 
The provincial Caribou Recovery Program began engaging with First Nations, tenure holders and 
interested parties in April 2026 to inform Wildlife Act and Park Act permit decisions that could be 
made in October 2026 to support predator reduction operations.  
 
This engagement process will involve over 70 First Nations and hundreds of tenure holders 
across six natural resource regions that overlap the proposed predator reduction treatment 
areas, as well as engagement with special interest groups such as environmental non-
governmental organizations (ENGOs), wildlife umbrella organizations and specific Indigenous 
organizations.  
 
The Caribou Recovery Program’s ongoing monitoring of caribou populations reflects the B.C. 
government’s commitment to an adaptive, evidence-based management approach. Based on 
these monitoring results, provincial wildlife experts have recommended annual predator 
reduction activities for 11 herds and biennial predator reduction for four herds (to be 
implemented every second year) over the next five years (2027-2031). No additional herds were 
identified for treatment. The Caribou Recovery Program’s engagement process is based on those 
15 identified caribou herds.  
 
 


	Why predator reduction is used as part of caribou recovery efforts in B.C.
	How predator reduction is conducted as humanely as possible
	The risks of halting predator reduction efforts
	Why the B.C. government does not just rely on hunting or trapping instead of aerial wolf reduction operations
	Other recovery tools that are used alongside predator reduction in B.C.
	Examples of successful caribou herd recovery efforts
	Why some individual wolves are fitted with GPS radio tracking collars during predator reduction operations
	When aerial wolf reduction occurs and why
	Number of wolves removed since the beginning of the predator reduction program in 2015
	How other types of predators fit into the caribou recovery picture
	Why we don’t just let wolf and caribou populations find a natural balance
	Wolves have always been around. Why do they seem to be a problem now?
	How we can reach a point where wolf reduction is no longer necessary
	What the B.C. government has done to restore caribou habitat
	How the B.C. government plans to engage the public on the proposed continuation of predator reduction for an additional five years

