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Observations on Reproduclion of Mountain Caribou

Abstract

Aspects of reproduction of the Vest Kootetray band of mountain caribou are described. Four or
{ive calves ate produced yearly by this band of about 2t animals. Behavior of the rutting band,
sequence of antler developmenr aod loss, and apparent occurrence of sucLling by a yearling are
described. The ooly confiimed calf mortalities h-&e resulted from collisions iith'moior veh"icles.
Recftritmedr compares favorably with that of other stable caribou populatioos, but it would not
compensate for even a slight increase in monality for this small population.

Several aspects of the reproductive biology of mountain caribou (Rangifer tarandat
mo&tdnur) in the Kootenay Pass region of British Columbia have been obsewed since
1972. About 25 caribou occur in the vicinity of rhe pass; a few others occur farther
south io nofthern Idaho and noltheastern \Tashington. Our observations on reproduc-
tion v/ere made incidental to srudies of other aspects of caribou ecology.

Most caribou in the Kootenay Pass region occur in a single band during late
winter aod eady spriog. This group consisrs of both seres and all age groups. Bulls
disperse from this aggregation in early May and remain segregatd as single animals
o! groups of two or three uotil the rul Following calving, which apparently occus
in late May and eady June, cows, calves, yearliogs, and a few aftendant bulls remain
primarily in the Summit and Carolina Creek basins rhloughout the summer Eonths.

Encountem with this group have enabled us ro esrimate the number of calves
produced yearly sitce L972 (Table 1). Since repeated counts by independent observers
wefe often identical, we believe that these are accurate estimates of calf production.
There is no confirmed evidence of calving south of the International Boundary ( Freddy,
1974); b'ot single cows with calves have been sighted io northern Idaho in September
and November (A. Dargan and E. Bierman, pers. cornm.).

The first evidence of pre-rufting behavior occurs in eady September when bulls
eogage in mild sparring. Large bulls at this rime possess polished anders. Ve usually
found antler-rubbed ffees,2-J m in height, in small clearings on benches or on moist
ground in the head of cirques. Most of these (80 percent) were slbalpire fi (Abies
lasiocarpa). The remainder were Engelmann spruce (Picea engelmanni) and white-
barked pine (Pinus albica*lus). Additional damage to small trees probably resulted
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from brush tfuashiog (leot, 196)a), b;ut vre did not
antler-rubbed trees die as a result of this damage.

TABLE 1. Cali proaluction anil suryival West Koolenay Bandl.

obsefle rhis behavior. Most

Year ol Bifih Number Source anal Da.te

1 9  ? 4

1 9 7 5

1 9  ? 6

Darkwooals l-id. personnel, 10 May 19?a
G. Schroealer, I Aueust 19?3
D. Freddy, 20 March 1974
Woods anal Thompson, 31 Jtlly 19?4
G. Leslie, 10 February 19?5
R. Silver, 24 July 19?5
J. Marfir, 26 April 19?6
The suh ot a load-kill 4 July 19?6 and
4 seen by R- Kerr, 29 November 19?6

Ve consider mid-Octobet the peak of the rut. Freddy (1974) found evidence of
active spermatogenesis in a large bull shor on Kootenay pass io late October ( found
3 1 October and dead several days ) . We observed a rutiog band at the headwaters of
Lost Creek on 17 October 1974, consisting of a large dominant bull, rhree maure cows,
two yeading cows, and two subordinate bulls. This group moved to the head of a
cirque io the eady morning aod remaiqed rhere throughour the day. The large bull
paid close attention to one of the cows, which he periodically attempted ro mouot.
He kept the other bulls at a distance of 15-20 m using head rhrears and somerimes
by rushing at them. The tended cow occasionally rr_rbbed her head against him. The
bull regularly emitted a grunriog sound; Bergerud (1973) has described this sound as
a hoarse, gutteral pant. The band moved to level grouod in the late afternooo and the
dominant bull mounted the cow for 5-7 secoods. She offeted some resistance, and
vze could not be sure that copulation had taken place, although Bergerud (1!74) has
identified success{ul mounts which were this brief. The covr terminated contact by
kicking with both hind feet. nfle were able to briog the bull into close range by imi-
tating his gruoting sounds.

Based on counts of large bulls with renewed antler growth in late spfiog, we
believe thar rhere are at least three rufting groups in the vicinity of Kootenay pass.
I7e have reports of such bands in the headwaters of Curtis Creek ( 1975 ) and Hidden
Creek (1977). There is considerable movement between groups, especially by sub-
ordioate bulls. Most rutting activity subsides in late October when the large bulls
begin losing thei! antlers. There is progressive antler loss throughout the winter and
spring by medium-sized and finally smaller bulls. \7e recovered a freshly dropped
antler of a small bull on 14 April.

Antler formation and loss by cows is less predictable and influenced by pregnancy
(Lent, 1965b; Skoog, 1968). Marure cows which are oot pregnant shed first, usually
in April n7e have seen single-antlered cows in mid- and late April along with several
vrhich were antledess. Some of these may have been older, barren cows. Although a
few oon-gravid cows retain their antlers into the calving season, most of those which
carry altlers at calving are pregoant. Counts of antlered covrs at calving then provides
ao estimate of natality ( Skoog, 1963). Such a count would be unreliable for the Vest
Kootenay band, however, because of their small number. Dennis Money photographed
18 animals near Kootenay Pass on 30 Aptil 1974, of which only three cows were
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antlered ( two of these with a single spike). At least five calves wefe ploduced rhar
spring (Table 1), more than we could anticipate based on the count of altlered cows
prior to calving.

IZe have lide information on the ovarian cycle in this population. A single corpus
luteum was found in the ovary of a mafiue cow killed in a collision with a motor
vehicle on 12 November 1976. It measured 10 mm in diameter, a value within the
lange of colpora lutea of pregnancy ( Dauphin6 and McClure, 1974). Ye cqutd find
no embryo in the utens, an indication of a very recent pfegoancy or perhaps a "silent

heat." Ovarian cycling has been studied by McEwan and \fhitehead (1972), who
reporr esrrous cycles of 10-12 ar'd 24 days in captive animals.

Although the calves of Alaskan caribou ale weaned by mid-September (Skoog,
1964), a few yeadings are knovr'n to sucklg even after their mothers have given birth
to other calves (Lent,1966).Ife encountered a mature aodedess cow with an enlarged
udder, accompanied by a yeading cow, on 20 August 1975. Although we did not see
the yearling suckle, we cannot explain the enlarged udder for any othef reason unless
the cow had recently losr her calf. Nursiog by female yeadings would be more likely
thao by males since the former maiotain a longer association with their mothers (Lent,
1966; Kelsall. 1968)-

Only two instances of calf mortality have been confirmed, both as a result of-col-
lisions with motor vehicles along B.C. Highway 3 near Kootenay pass ( Freddy, 1!/4;
Johnson and Todd, i977). Gary Schroeder saw a calf limping in August, 1973. The
calf court by David Freddy the {ollowing spring was one less than rhar Schroeder
observed (Table l), possibly an iodication of its evenrual death.

Recruitment, as measured by the proportion of calves in the population, reflects
both pregnancy rates and calf survival. Recruitmeot in North American caribou popu-
Iations usually ranges from 10-25 percent (summary by Parker, 1972).It a population
of 2) animals, four or five calves such as that produced by the N(est Kootenay band
would seem adequate for stability, given the presenr mortality rares. This recruirment
would oot compensate for even a slight increase in mortality for this small population.

Ve thank the U.S. Forest Service, the \Tashington Game Department, the National
Geographic Society, and the Vest Kootenay Outdoorsmen for support during this
study.
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