Caribou Counting Season Returns
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Nome, AK- It is the time of year again when wildlife biologists return to the Arctic National Refuge to count the Porcupine caribou, one of many types of caribou that live in the Arctic Circle region.  Every two or three years members of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game take a census of the caribou population.  They compare the number to those collected in the past to look for any unusual increases or decreases.  This information helps them to determine if the caribou herds are facing any unusual problems and to make decisions about hunting and/or protection measures that are necessary.


Dr. Stephen M. Arthur explained the count this way, “In brief, the census method is this: during early summer (usually between July 1-4) caribou from the Porcupine herd are on the coastal plain of northeastern Alaska and northern Yukon.  This is the period when warm weather first occurs, with temperatures often in the 80s (F) and 24-hour daylight.  Warm weather brings out the insects (mosquitoes, warble flies, and bot flies) that harass the caribou.  In response to the insect harassment, caribou tend to form large, dense groups and move either to the Arctic coast or to the mountain ridges, both of which provide windy areas with fewer insects.  While the caribou are in these large groups, it is possible to photograph them using a standard aerial camera that takes 9x9 inch, high-resolution photographs.  The caribou on the photographs can be counted to develop an accurate estimate of the total herd size.”

Photographs are taken of the caribou herd. Eight to ten people then find areas of overlap on the photographs and count the caribou.  Finally, they increase the number by 25% to arrive at a more accurate estimate.


The native peoples of the Arctic count on the caribou.  They use the caribou for food and clothing.  Hunters who come during the hunting season also bring revenue to these people.  The hunters must also use the caribou for food.


Many studies have been done about the impact developments such as pipelines have on the caribou population.  Some people believe that the caribou are not impacted by such human developments.  Others strongly disagree.  However, any expansion or development in the Alaskan wilderness must seriously consider the needs of the caribou.

Counting Caribou Readiness Questions

1) Where do the caribou live?

2) How are the caribou counted?

3) If  staff from the Alaska Department of Fish and Game received a caribou count of 3000 using the aerial photographs, what would their final total of caribou be after increasing the number by 25%?   

4) Why is it important to count the caribou?

Counting Caribou Problem

The Alaska Department of Fish and Game is attempting to make a count of the caribou population in order to update their records about the caribou habitation in Alaska.  Since it is not possible to obtain the exact number of caribou through the aerial photographs, they have asked you to help develop a quick way to estimate the number of caribou in Alaska.  You are able to accomplish this by:

1. Develop a procedure to estimate the number of caribou in an aerial photograph.

2. Apply the procedure to both aerial photographs provided.

3. Increase the number by 25% to compensate for the estimation and come to a total number of caribou.

After you have arrived at your estimate, explain the procedure you used.  Write a report to the Alaska Department of Fish and Game giving your caribou population estimate and the procedure you used to arrive at your estimate.  Please be sure your report is clear and thorough.  This will help them to know if your estimate is accurate and may give them an improved procedure for counting caribou.
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