






The operation of drilling equipment, establishment of 
camps, use of aircraft, construction of roads, operation 
of vehicles, handling of fuel, and the disposal of waste all 
present risks to vulnerable wildlife.

One of the primary objectives of conservation planning is to 
maintain viable populations of all native species in natural 
patterns of abundance and distribution. Conservation 
planning cannot consider every species, but instead 
evaluates the needs of a set of focal species selected due 
to characteristics, such as large area requirements24 and 
sensitivity to human alteration of natural landscapes,25 
that make them especially susceptible to development. 
The woodland caribou possesses these characteristics and 
is often used as a focal species for Boreal ecosystems. 

Woodland caribou are susceptible to predation from 
species such as wolves, and even slightly elevated levels 
of predation can threaten the viability of a woodland 
caribou population. Anthropogenic disturbances to the 
landscape tend to increase densities of alternate prey 
such as moose and deer, which subsequently increases 
predator densities and predation pressure on woodland 
caribou. As a result, woodland caribou range has shifted 
northward in response to the expansion of land use into 
the Boreal region.26 Woodland caribou have been listed 
as a threatened species throughout the Boreal Forest 
under the federal Species at Risk Act since 2002.27 

In addition to the indirect impact of increased predation 
pressure, mining can directly impact woodland caribou 
through reduced habitat and increased harassment and 
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Some of the world’s largest remaining populations of woodland and barren ground caribou occur in Canada’s Boreal Forest. 
Susceptible to development impacts, caribou are used as a focal species in conservation planning. Broad impacts from 
widespread mining development across the Boreal may result in a further decline in caribou populations. Of particular 
concern are the many dwindling woodland caribou populations that are especially susceptible to disturbance. Woodland 
caribou are listed as a threatened species throughout the Boreal Forest.

Exploration 
Impacts to 
Caribou

9



The mining sector and society as a whole would benefit 
from the following reforms.

Replace Free Entry with a Permitting System 
for Prospecting and Exploration

Instead of allowing rights to be acquired by staking, 
legislation should establish a permit regime that promotes 
government discretion before rights are granted through 
the whole mining cycle, from prospecting to development. 
Under a permit-based tenure system, permit holders 
acquire permission to carry out activities, but do not 
automatically acquire rights to minerals as they do under 
a free entry system. Mineral rights would be issued only 
where projects satisfy economic, environmental and 
social objectives, and do not conflict with the rights of 
Aboriginal people or private landowners.

Require Exploration and Mining Activities to 
Conform to Land Use Plans

Mineral exploration should be situated within a broader 
policy framework for land use that balances conservation 
with development and ensures that environmental 
protection and other public policy objectives are achieved. 
Land use planning is a flexible tool to accommodate 
exploration within terms and conditions set out in the 
plan, while ensuring that conservation, cultural protection 
and other goals are achieved. Requiring comprehensive 
land use planning before mineral tenures are granted 
would prevent conflicts and assist governments in 
meeting consultation obligations to Aboriginal peoples. 

Require Prior and Informed Consent from 
Affected First Nations 

Before permits are granted for exploration, mining laws 
should require applicants to provide detailed work plans 
and impact analyses to affected First Nation communities 
in order to enable decisions about whether the activity is 
acceptable, and to decline projects which are not. When 
achieved, exploration agreements with First Nations create 
a supportive environment for mining, and a more secure 
climate for investment, as well as enabling Aboriginal 
training, employment and business opportunities prior to 
development.

Improve Environmental Standards for 
Exploration

Many jurisdictions require exploration companies to 
submit detailed work plans before authorization is 
issued for ground-disturbing work such as drilling or 
blasting. These work plans enable regulators to ensure 
that activities meet approved standards, assess the likely 
impacts of activities, and facilitate consultations with 
potentially affected Aboriginal communities, landowners 
and other stakeholders.

Require Financial Assurances at the 
Exploration Stage

At present, financial assurances or performance bonds are 
rarely required for the exploration phase; consequently, 
many abandoned exploration projects become public 
liabilities. Financial assurances sufficient for remediation 
should be required of exploration companies as part of 
the initial approval process.

Implement Regional Environmental 
Monitoring Bodies for Intensive Exploration

Establishing an environmental monitoring agency has 
been a condition of a project’s approval for several 
significant mining developments in recent years, 
including the Ekati and Diavik diamond projects and 
the Voisey’s Bay nickel project. These bodies provide 
opportunities for Aboriginal communities and other 
stakeholders to engage with companies and regulators 
to ensure that environmental performance objectives are 
achieved through effective monitoring and reporting. 
This approach should be broadly adapted to areas subject 
to intensive exploration activities to enable cumulative 
effects to be identified and addressed. 

Such reforms will promote a viable climate for investment, 
ensure protection of critical habitat for species, and 
improve opportunities for Aboriginal and Northern 
communities to benefit from responsible mineral 
exploration and development.

mortality. Woodland caribou in Newfoundland displayed 
avoidance or decreased use of habitat within four 
kilometers of a mine site,28 and caribou in Alberta avoided 
roads and other industrial features by 250 meters.29 Loud 
noises produced during exploration activities can harass 
caribou, causing a flight response that increases energy 
expenditure. Noise associated with petroleum exploration 
activities in northern Alberta, for example, were found to 
be sufficient to cause substantial weight loss.30 Severe 
or repeated harassment, especially during calving and 

rutting periods, could ultimately result in mortality and 
decreased reproductive rates due to loss of body fat.31 
Caribou, due to their low reproductive rates and seasonal 
migrations, are also susceptible to mortality from hunting 
and vehicular collisions associated with human access to 
mines.32 Mining can create wildlife management issues 
for other species as well, such as the barren-ground 
grizzly bear whose population viability is susceptible to 
even small increases in mortality potentially caused by 
increased human-wildlife conflicts or hunting.33 
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All maps in this report were created by Global Forest Watch Canada for International Boreal Conservation Campaign. Global Forest Watch Canada strives 
to provide the public with access to the most complete and accurate information possible. Data was compiled from various public available sources 
including academic, federal and provincial government departments, and civil society organizations. For a complete list of data sources please refer to 
www.interboreal.org.

Mineral claims are as of September 2007 (with the exception of those shown on the Ontario map, which are current as of April, 2008). Mineral claims 
include claims, permits and leases on public lands to give the most complete representation of mineral exploration activity. Leases on patent or freehold 
lands are not included.
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The International Boreal Conservation Campaign ( IBCC) 
is dedicated to public education and advocacy on behalf 
of protection of the world’s boreal forests, with a special 
focus on the Canadian Boreal Forest. We work closely with 
Canadian and international environmental organizations, 
corporations and aboriginal First Nations to find common 
ground around the Canadian Boreal Forest Conservation 
Framework, a visionary plan to protect and sustain this 
globally important ecosystem over time.

The Canadian Boreal Initiative (CB I) works with First 
Nations, governments, conservation organizations, 
industry leaders and others to link science, policy and 
conservation solutions across Canada’s Boreal Forest. 
We work to advance the Boreal Forest Conservation 
Framework as a balanced vision for conservation and 
sustainable development.
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