
The Canadian Arctic

Item Type text; Article

Authors Johnston, A.; Smoliak, S.

Citation Johnston, A., & Smoliak, S. (1979). The Canadian Arctic.
Rangelands, 1(5), 181-182.

Publisher Society for Range Management

Journal Rangelands

Rights Copyright © Society for Range Management.

Download date 24/05/2023 08:26:34

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Version Final published version

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/638156

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/638156


Ran gelands 1(5), October 1979 

the methods for red-meat production in the United States. With 

inexpensive grain unavailable and increased fertilizer and 
livestock production costs, low-cost range becomes increasingly 
important as the key resource for meeting red-meat demands of 
the future. Consumers indicate little difference in preference 
between grass-fed and grain-fed beef. The desire to produce 
leaner red meat for the market place also enhances the demand 
for grass-fed beef. Furthermore, ruminant animals provide the 

only efficient manner in which to harvest much of the range 
forage. 

Conclusions 

In summary, the opportunities for red-meat production on the 
Southern forest range are unique; however, judicious multiple- 
use planning and coordination are necessary to fully realize 
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these range potentials. Researchers, educators, land managers, 
and administrators must work diligently and cooperatively to 
meet local, national, and world demands for food and fiber while 

providing other amenities from our limited forest land base. The 
South's "many splendored" forests provide a prime opportunity 
to assure successful accomplishment of true multi-resource 
management both now and in the future. To realize our 
opportunities for improvement of range in the South, several 
important problems must be solved. These include more 
information on interactions among resources, better educational 

programs regarding the multiple uses, and expanded technology 
transfer systems to implement sound management. Potential 
success in solving these problems appears high because of our 
increased awareness, legislation supporting implementation of 
sound management, and demands for multi-resource outputs. 

The Canadian Arctic 

A. Johnston and S. Smoliak 

In Canada, we tend to think of the rangelands as consisting of 
about 50 million acres (20 million ha) of grassy range, mostly in 
the West, and about 15 million acres (6 million ha) of woodland 

pastures, mostly in the East. 
However, if we accept the definition of range as a kind of land 

where grazing by wild or domestic animals is a principal use, the 
Canadian area increases phenomenally because it includes the 
vast region of the Arctic tundra. 

The Canadian Arctic comprises that part of Canada lying north 
of the tree-line, which is variously defined as the line marking the 
limit of growth of trees not over 25 feet (7.5 m) tall or a line about 
50 miles (80 km) north of the northern limit of more or less 
continuous coniferous forest. 

The tree-line follows the coast of northern Yukon to the delta of 
the MacKenzie River, where in latitude 68° 40' it reaches almost 
to the shores of the Arctic Ocean. East of Great Bear Lake, 
because of the cooling influence of Hudson Bay, the tree-line is 
deflected sharply southwards and cuts diagonally across eastern 
MacKenzie and central Keewatin districts and along the coast of 

Hudson Bay to James Bay. It crosses James Bay in the vicinity of 

the 52nd parallel and in the interior of Ungava again turns 
northwards so that only the northernmost part of the Ungavan 
peninsula is treeless. Along the Labrador coast, the tree-line is 
again deflected sharply southwards then runs eastwards across 
the northern third of Newfoundland. 

As thus defined, the Canadian Arctic comprises about 1.2 
million square miles (3.1 million km2), about 0.45 million square 
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miles (1.16 million km2) of which make up the northern islands. 
Now and in the foreseeable future, the principal use of this vast 

region is grazing by relatively small numbers of wild and semiwild 
herbivores—caribou, muskox, and reindeer. 

The caribou is a migratory animal that congregates in vast 
herds during spring and fall migrations. Around 1900, the 
mainland or Barren Grounds caribou numbered between two and 
three million head. They moved back and forth across the Barren 
Grounds, with the southerly herds wintering south of the 
tree-line; the more northerly herds summered on the Arctic 
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islands. Chiefly as the result of excessive slaughter and the loss 
of winter range by forest fires, the caribou herds had been 
reduced to about 250,000 head by the late 1950's. There are now 
some indications that the numbers are increasing. On the other 
hand, the Kaminuriak herd, which ranges in the eastern part of 
the North West Territories, had declined from 150,000 head in 
the 1950's to about 44,000 in 1977. Game biologists believe that 
heavy hunting by lnuit and Indians is responsible. The Porcupine 
caribou herd of about 110,000 head ranges in northern Yukon 
and adjacent Alaska, the Canadian portion of which was 
declared a Wilderness Area and Management Zone in July 1978. 
This move should ensure some protection and care for the herd. 
Also, there are about 17,000 caribou in the Interior of 
Newfoundland. 

The muskox was the first of the large Arctic mammals to be 
reduced by the introduction of the rifle by European traders. 
Large numbers were slaughtered by native hunters in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the demand for 
carriage robes was at its height. The muskox may have been 
lacing extinction but was saved by being accorded full protection 
under game laws in 1917 and by the creation of the Thelon Game 
Sanctuary in 1927. Today, the largest herds are on the northern 
islands and only scattered groups survive on the mainland. The 
Canadian population is estimated at about 10,000 animals. 
There has been some interest in domestication of the muskox, 
primarily for its thick undercoat of fine wool (quviut) and for its 
meat. (According to the early explorers, the meat of the muskox 
is ". . . very disagreeable when raw, though tolerable eating 
when properly cooked.") 

Reindeer located on the Kittigazuit Reindeer Grazing 
Preserve near Tuktoyaktuk to the east of the delta of the 
MacKenzie River were driven there from western Alaska in 
1929-35. (The drive started with 3,000 animals and ended with 
the delivery of 2,382, about 80% of which were born during the 
trek.) Today, there are about 8,000 head in the herd, which is 
owned by the Inuit-dominated Canadian Reindeer Company of 
Tuktoyaktuk. Recently, 60 of these animals were flown to the 
Belcher Islands in Hudson Bay, where they are expected to 
become the nucleus of a much larger herd and to supplement the 

regional diet of sea mammals, fish, and birds. This experiment 
has shown only very slow progress and the lnuit, whom it was 
designed to help, have never adapted to the life of the herders. 
This is unfortunate because the reindeer experiment is the only 
economic venture that has promised to support a population 
living on renewable resources in the Canadian Arctic. 

The vegetation that supports the grazing animals of the north 
consists of a dense mixture of mosses and lichens and of dwarf 
bunchy forbs and shrubs, often with showy flowers. This 
vegetation tends to grow on black, mucky soils with a 
permanently frozen subsoil. The shallow "active" layer freezes 
and thaws with the seasons but because of lack of drainage 
tends to be water-logged much of the time. 

The vegetation reacts to grazing according to principles which 
have been found to apply elsewhere. For example, in the 
Reindeer Grazing Preserve about 400 species of plants are 
found but only a few are important as forage. Grasses, sedges, 
and willows form the largest part of the summer diet of reindeer 
while lichens form the main winter diet. 

On summer ranges, willows are a good indicator of 

overgrazing. Excessive use is readily seen in shredded dead 
twigs with only a few leaves left in the axils of lower branches. As 
willows die out, overgrazed slopes on the Reindeer Preserve are 
dominated by species such as mountain-avens and moss- 
heather, neither of which is palatable to reindeer. In low areas 
and swamps, cotton-grass, a decreaser, may be replaced by 
small willow, pinegrasses, sedges, and various small forbs. 

Continuous heavy grazing on winter ranges destroys the thick 
lichen cover by tearing it apart and trampling it. Since lichens are 
very slow-growing plants, overgrazing can result in destruction of 
the range for decades. On good condition winter range, some 
lichens often grow to 4 to 5 inches (10 to 12 cm) depth. 

Although seen as a vast region, the Canadian Arctic can 
support only a limited number of wild or semiwild herbivores. The 
permanently frozen subsoil and the climate limit the type of 
vegetation that is grown, thus the grazing factor is of great 
concern. Excessive use of the summer or winter ranges will 
drastically reduce their suitability as an herbivore habitat, thus a 
delicate balance must be maintained. 
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