
 
 

 

What We Heard: Ungulate Management in Elk Island National Park  
October 2016 to June 2017 
 

The purpose of this report is to summarize perspectives and recommendations Elk Island National Park 

received from Indigenous Peoples, stakeholders and the public during engagement sessions held 

between October 2016 and June 2017, related to managing hyperabundant wildlife populations within 

the park. 

 

Context 
Elk Island National Park (EINP) is home to high densities of ungulates (hoofed mammals) within the 

small (194 square kilometres) enclosed environment. The entire park is contained by a 2.2 metre high 

perimeter fence which restricts wildlife movement and limits predation, resulting in abnormally elevated 

densities of ungulates. Due to these restrictions, bison, elk, moose and deer populations in EINP become 

hyperabundant when not actively managed. The presence of hyperabundant wildlife populations has been 

shown to have adverse impacts on the ecological integrity of affected parks. Therefore active management 

of ungulates is required in Elk Island National Park. 

While ungulate management has occurred since EINP was established, a plan is required to better address 

abnormally high numbers of animals within the park. Once complete, the plan (referred to as the 

Hyperabundant Ungulate Management Plan from here on in) will give direction for ungulate management 

(specifically bison, elk, moose and deer), and will be reviewed every five years.  In order to inform the 

plan, Parks Canada continues to engage with Indigenous Peoples, stakeholders and the public. Themes 

stemming from what was highlighted during the engagement period are outlined below. 

Engagement Process 
Engagement is a crucial aspect to planning for Parks Canada, as it is a “cornerstone of policy, planning 

and management practices to help ensure sound decision-making, build public understanding, and 

provide opportunities for Canadians to contribute their knowledge, expertise and suggestions” (Parks 

Canada, 1994). EINP is committed to engage with Indigenous Peoples, stakeholders and the public to 

enhance the hyperabundant ungulate management plan, so as to strengthen relationships with the 

implicated communities and increase transparency. 

Parks Canada’s engagement strategy is to encourage a two-way dialogue to gather feedback, views, and/or 

ideas on issues and opportunities that relate to the management of ungulates in EINP.  The goals of 

engagement are to (1) share the proposed options for ungulate management; (2) consider the views and 

concerns of Indigenous Peoples, stakeholders and the public while the plan is being developed; and (3) 

develop support for the future plan. 

In addition to the inviting Canadians to provide input via a proactive communication approach, engaging 

both traditional and social media and the Consulting with Canadians website, engagement meetings were 

held from October 2016 through June 30, 2017 with Indigenous Peoples (Treaty 6 First Nations1 and the 

Métis Nation), the Government of Alberta, stakeholders (fish and game associations, Blackfoot Grazing 

Association, Friends of Elk Island and Friends of Blackfoot societies, Beaver Hills Initiative, Canadian 

                                                           
1 Treaty 6 nations included: Enoch Cree Nation, Frog Lake First Nation, Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation, Samson Cree 
Nation, Whitefish Lake First Nation, Louis Bull Tribe, Emineskin Tribe, Paul First Nation, Confederacy of Treaty Six 
First Nations 



 
 

 

Parks and Wilderness Society, and the Animal Protection Party of Canada). Additionally two public open 

houses were held in Lamont and Edmonton were attended by members of the general public and a variety 

of special interest organizations and associations. During each session, different management options 

were presented for addressing ungulate population numbers to maintain ecological integrity of grassland 

and forests in EINP. Some options have been used previously in EINP, while others are a new approach 

for the Park.  Management options to maintain ungulate populations at sustainable targets include (1) 

translocation, (2) live sale to auction, (3) direct sale to abattoir, (4) hunting, and (5) fence alterations.  

Summary of what we heard 
During the feedback period, EINP received 135 written comments, numerous phone calls from Indigenous 

Peoples, stakeholders, special interest groups and the public, and a number of letters from organizations 

and associations2. Overall, the majority of the comments received were based on preferences for the five 

options considered by EINP for addressing ungulate population numbers.  Comments included innovative 

ideas such as involving Indigenous youth to preserve cultural knowledge, transporting elk and moose to 

Cooking Lake-Blackfoot Provincial Recreation Area as well as other potential hunting techniques to be 

used within the park.  

The most common themes which arose throughout the engagement process were:  

1. Support for protecting and restoring wildlife populations and their habitat 
2. Upholding the Parks Canada Mandate (Parks Canada, 2002) 
3. Humane treatment of wildlife 
4. Disease transmission 
5. Visitor and hunter safety  
6. Hunting access  

Management Options  
Most comments noted an individual’s preferences among the options presented to address the 

overpopulation of ungulates in EINP. Below is a summary of the comments Elk Island National Park 

received and various additional ideas that were suggested.  

a. Translocation 

Translocation occurs when animals from EINP are transported to areas outside of the park to reintroduce 

wildlife back into an area or to augment wild population. Due to their disease-free and cattle gene-free 

status, EINP’s plains and wood bison are in high demand for conservation projects. EINP has transferred 

more than 2500 bison to conservation projects all over the world. As of 2015, EINP has founded eight 

wood bison conservation herds and has contributed to many of the 62 plains bison conservation herds in 

existence. This is still a viable option for both plains bison and wood bison, as long as they maintain their 

disease-free status. Although elk and moose were once translocated to the wild, this option can no longer 

occur until there is a reliable method of testing for chronic wasting disease (CWD) on live animals. 

Although there have been no positive CWD tests in the park, EINP cannot guarantee that the transferred 

animals are disease free. 

                                                           
2 Letters received from: Alberta Professional Outfitters Society, Alberta Backcountry Hunters & Anglers, Safari Club 
International, Voice for Animals Society, Friends of Blackfoot Society, Alberta and Edmonton Fish and Game 
Associations, Alberta Wilderness Association, and Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society 
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Many respondents expressed translocation as their first preference above all other options, however some 

comments received expressed opposition with concerns over disease transmission and EINP staffing 

limitations. Moving elk and moose to Cooking Lake-Blackfoot Provincial Recreation Area to augment 

their ungulate population, which is hunted each year, was suggested numerous times.  

b. Live Sale to Auction  

The sale of individual animals through a public auction is only available for bison. Elk and moose 

are excluded from this option because Alberta regulations consider them wildlife, not livestock, and 

therefore they cannot be sold at public auctions. Live sale to auction was often supported as a 

secondary preferred option after translocation for many respondents. Other comments stated they 

would support this option if the sold animals went to Indigenous communities, were treated 

humanely, and/or the revenue was used in EINP for conservation initiatives.  Respondents opposed 

to this option were against the sale of wildlife from national parks as they believe it contradicts the 

Parks Canada Mandate. 

c. Direct Sale to Abattoir 

Direct sale to a federally-certified abattoir is an option for bison, elk, and moose. Currently, EINP 

uses this method to conduct extensive disease testing on twenty percent of all bison leaving the 

park to ensure their disease-free status. A few respondents supported this option, but preferred the 

meat from the sale be donated to food banks, charities, or Indigenous communities, or that revenue 

generated from the sale be used in EINP to support conservation initiatives. The majority of 

respondents were opposed to this option, stating that hunting was preferred as it would benefit 

more Albertans. A smaller number of respondents stated this option was inhumane and went 

against conservation and the Parks Canada mandate. 

d. Hunting 

Hunting is an option to reduce hyperabundant bison, elk, moose, and deer populations and to restore 

ecological integrity. In other national parks, hunting programs are used to reduce ungulate numbers (e.g., 

moose in Gros Morne, and Terra Nova, white-tailed deer in Thousand Island and Point Pelee national 

parks). The majority of the respondents expressed hunting as the preferred option, while a few 

respondents were completely against the option, citing that they considered it inhumane and contrary to 

the Parks Canada Mandate. Most respondents who supported hunting expressed that it should be 

conducted by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous licenced hunters, while a few favored an open hunt for 

all licenced Alberta residents through a draw system. Some respondents indicated they would only 

support a hunt by Park Staff or by Indigenous partners. Others suggested allocating guide outfitters to 

auction off animals to be hunted by non-resident hunters where proceeds could go towards conservation 

efforts in EINP. 

Many provided specific suggestions for conducting a safe, controlled hunt. If hunting is pursued as a 

management option, these suggestions will be considered. Recommendations include: 

- Allowing hunter partners to assist with carcass removal 

- Donating meat to food banks/charities 

- Gathering biological information on the carcasses for disease testing and/or research 

- Using provincial resources for disease testing 

- Monitoring success rates to inform future management 

- Using current regulations for safety, harvest and methods as defined within the Alberta Guide to 

Hunting Regulations 



 
 

 

 

e. Fence Alteration 

Altering the 2.2 metre boundary fence by using jump-rails is an option to allow movement of elk, moose, 

and deer over the fence, while still restricting bison. Many respondents preferred altering the current 

EINP fence as the best option to maintain the ecological integrity of EINP’s forest and grasslands in the 

long term. Ungulates leaving the park could be hunted in the surrounding areas, where a system for 

hunting is already in place. Many of supporters preferred jump-rails installed only along Cooking Lake-

Blackfoot Provincial Recreation Area, to augment ungulate populations. Human-wildlife collisions and 

conflict with adjacent landowners, increased grazing pressure in adjacent grazing land, logistical 

concerns, and ensuring wildlife in adjacent lands are healthy (e.g., increased risk of spreading diseases) 

were the main concerns from respondents against this option. 

Conclusion 
Overall, a wealth of feedback from Indigenous Peoples, stakeholders and the public was received over the 

nine month consultation window. Strong support was expressed for highly regulated hunts, while little 

support was expressed for direct sale to abattoir. It was clear from public feedback that equal access for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous hunters was important if the park were to proceed with hunting as a 

mechanism for population control. Some additional ideas for management options included use of birth 

control, predator reintroduction (e.g., wolf), and acquiring more land. To ensure the chosen management 

options are effective in the long term, respondents suggested using a regional approach and emphasized 

the importance of local partnerships. Furthermore, it was suggested that encouraging new Canadians to 

participate in conversations about wildlife management in the park might ensure ongoing support for the 

plan. Overall, participants were concerned that the new management plan prioritize wildlife wellbeing, 

and the safety of park visitors and staff. 

The Hyperabundant Ungulate Management Plan will be finalized in autumn 2017, with feedback received 

during the consultation period taken into consideration. Implementation plans stemming from the plan 

will be created for all selected ungulate management options. These plans will include an environmental 

assessment and monitoring strategy for each option. The implementation plans may require further 

stakeholder and partner engagement and will be reviewed by the Parks Canada Animal Care Committee.  

If you have questions or concerns, please feel free to contact 780-922-5790 or to email 

elk.island@pc.gc.ca. 

Thank you to all partners, Indigenous Peoples, stakeholders, and members of the public for their feedback 

and offers to provide assistance and guidance. The engagement response demonstrated the shared desire 

to protect and preserve the health of the ecosystem at Elk Island National Park. 
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