
Sturgeon River Plains Bison: research and 
monitoring in Prince Albert National Park



Outline
ÅSRPB population history/background

ÅMonitoring tools ςpopulation trends

ÅPast research

ÅCurrent research and

future direction



Free-ranging bison, again

Å1969 - 50 plains bison from EINP transported to 
Thunder Hills (north of PANP) and released

ÅFirst free-ranging bison in Canada since late 
1800s

Å36 females, 14 males

ÅIntended as food source 

for First Nations



Large map showing movements of various groups that 

moved from the release site

17 trucked 

June, 1969

Released bull 

shot outside 

EINP, Aug 1970
14 trucked

6 trucked

Bison Movements after release in January 1969



July 1969, 8 bison 

swim across Crean L. 

and 8 go around



Sturgeon River Plains Bison Today

ÅCurrently approximately 150 ς250 individuals

ÅStill free and wild

ÅOccasionally roam outside PANP (seasonal)

ÅCan be destructive

ÅHave become socially, culturally, and economically 
important

ÅRegional resource



Current 
Bison Range



Monitoring Bison

ÅNo significant monitoring in early years

ÅBeginning late 1970s

o Consistent (but informal) habitat use and        

population assessments 

o Recorded activity on private land (small numbers 

of bison and short excursions)

Å1996 ïannual aerial population surveys 

began



Monitoring Sturgeon River Plains 
Bison

ÅAnnual aerial survey ςhelicopter

ÅFeb or March

ÅSystematic count along predetermined 
transects (representative of minimum number 
observed on a given day)

ÅCounts potentiallyy affected by environmental 
conditions and shifts in bison distribution

ÅRelative trends over time



Bison photographed during annual aerial population survey 
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Sturgeon River Plains Bison Survey Data



ÅPeaked at over 400 animals in 2006

ÅFactors potentially influencing population 

fluctuations

o Predation

o Disease

o Harvest

Bison Population Trends

Bison killed by wolves



Increased evidence of wolf predation in recent years



Bison Research
Å1996 -99 

o First formal research conducted by John Fryxell
and Daniel Fortin (PhD candidate) ςUniversity of 
Guelph



First Bison Research in PANP

ÅHabitat use and diet selection

o Bison distribution affected by biotic and abiotic
factors at various scales

o Distribution affected by presence/absence of 
water source, distance to other meadows, and 
snow depth ςseasonal component

o Favourite forage ςCarexatherodes

o Examined search pattern for forage and residence time 
in certain meadows
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Observed

Others

Scolochloa

festucacea
Juncus balticus

Hordeum jubatum

Calamagrostis

inexpansa
Water sedge

Agropyron spp.

Slough sedge

Wheatgrass

Slough sedge

Slough sedge (Carex atherodes)

Strong selection 

for Slough sedge



Influence of slough sedge on 

bison distribution

ÅIntensity of meadow use increases with

abundance of slough sedge 

Slough sedge biomass (g/m2)



Relative habitat quality according to 

habitat selection models

SummerWinter High

Low


