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Introduction 

This report provides a summary of results from the annual Public Wildlife Count 

conducted by volunteers in the Peace Region during January 17
th

 and 18
th

, 2015.  This is the 

eighth year of this project and the results are compared with all (2008-2015) surveys.  This 

project provides useful information for the management of our wildlife resources, and also 

provides the public with a great opportunity to get involved in wildlife inventory activities and 

citizen-science in the Peace Region. 

This project maintains three main objectives: 

1. Monitor population distributions (presence/absence) 

2. Monitor long-term trends in relative abundance of populations 

3. Increase public involvement in wildlife management 

 

The Peace Region has an abundant and diverse wildlife population, distributed over a 

large geographical area.  Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations biologists 

are responsible for inventorying wildlife in the most cost-efficient and scientifically accurate 

method possible; however, accurate inventories are costly and time consuming.  The Public 

Wildlife Count cannot, by itself, provide the precision and accuracy needed to estimate 

populations with a high degree of confidence, but it can complement the more rigorous game 

inventories conducted by biologists.  If continued over an extended period of time, it can become 

a valuable dataset providing insights into the status of wildlife in the survey areas and increase 

our understanding of factors affecting wildlife abundance and distribution.  Fluctuating wildlife 

populations, human disturbances, annual variability in block coverage, and weather are some of 

the factors that can significantly influence these counts.  Results from each year need to be taken 

in context of some of these factors. 

© Gerry Kuzyk 
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The Public Wildlife Count evolved from the Christmas Deer Count (established in 2007) 

to include all major wildlife species common in the survey area.  The primary focus includes 

white-tailed deer, mule deer, moose and elk; while coyote, wolf, lynx, fox and grouse are 

considered secondary species.  Observers are also encouraged to record sightings of other species 

in the comment section of the survey form as well.  We try to conduct this count approximately 

the same time each year to provide temporal consistency for data comparisons.  

The 2016 Public Wildlife Count will be conducted during the weekend of January 16
th

 

and 17
th

.   It should be noted that this count is not intended to be a competitive survey, but rather 

serves to provide an index of relative abundance.  Counting the most animals does not influence 

whether or not a participant will receive a prize.  The draws for prizes are based solely on 

participation and prize winners are drawn randomly. 

Next year’s count will be held on Saturday and Sunday January 16
th

 and 17
th

, 2016. 

Please mark this on your calendar because the intention is to have volunteers count in the 

same blocks each year, if possible.  Participants are encouraged to welcome others to volunteer 

as well.  We hope to increase the number of participants this year.  If you have maps of your 

blocks please keep them for the next count, as it saves on printing and time.  If you need a map, 

please contact Mike Bridger at the Natural Resource Operations office at 250-787-3294 or email 

Michael.Bridger@gov.bc.ca.  We hope to have subsequent counts organized through email or 

phone beginning in December, 2015.  We will continue registering participants until the 

weekend of the count.  If you are just hearing about our program and would like to participate in 

the next count just call or email and leave your contact information. 

Methods 

This year’s Public Wildlife Count took place on Saturday and Sunday, January 17
th

 and 

18
th

, 2015.  Following the same methodology as last year, volunteers chose as many of the 5-by-

5 km grids as they desired based on their preference and time availability during the survey days.  

Travel throughout the grids was done in a variety of ways including vehicles driving on roads, 

cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, or walking.  Participants were also asked to record the time 

they spent surveying each of the blocks.  Although there are always some inconsistencies in the 

mailto:Michael.Bridger@gov.bc.ca
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reporting of time, overall it provides a basis for comparing each year’s effort on the same relative 

scale.  The count could be done anytime throughout the day of the chosen survey date.  There 

were two days available for the survey instead of one to provide more participation opportunity.  

We required the volunteers to survey only one of the two available dates to avoid double-

counting animals.  Volunteers were encouraged to survey the same grids as previous years, but 

that was not always possible.  For simplicity and to avoid interpretation errors, animals were not 

classified by age or sex, rather, participants simply recorded numbers of each species observed 

and the time it took to survey each grid (to the nearest 10 minutes).  Additional observations of 

interest were also encouraged. 

Results and Discussion 

The overall results of this year’s survey were compared to previous survey years (Table 

1).  The number of participants (26 participants) in 2015 was low relative to previous years, 

resulting in a fewer number of blocks surveyed (36 blocks).  The overall number of observation 

hours (27 hours) was significantly lower than past survey years.  It was recommended that 

participants surveyed blocks within the Agricultural Zone.  There was a lower likelihood of high 

densities of ungulates outside the Agricultural Zone; however, information collected from 

outside this area was still welcomed.  The decrease in volunteer participation was likely the 

result of a lower effort to advertise this year’s program, as there was turnover in the Ministry 

staff during this time period.  No prizes were obtained due to this staffing turnover; however, this 

will be addressed for next year’s survey.  Advertising and recruitment efforts will also be 

increased in following years to obtain a greater number of volunteers.  
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Table 3. Summary of survey results for the Public Wildlife Count from 2009 to 2015. 

DESCRIPTION 
Jan. 12, 

2008 

Jan. 17, 

2009 

Jan. 16, 

2010 

Jan.15, 

2011 

Jan. 21 & 

22, 2012 

Jan. 19 & 

20, 2013 

Jan. 18 & 

19, 2014 

Jan. 17 & 

18, 2015 

Participants 72 31 32 30 22 48 51 26 

Groups of 

participants 
40 17 16 17 16 28 25 13 

Blocks surveyed 122 60 69 62 44 87 65 36 

Observation hours 124 65 59 53 58 90 77 27 

Mule deer 1188 304 239 182 280 527 352 139 

Elk 407 160 59 119 167 250 206 17 

White-tailed deer 278 28 38 15 64 186 131 52 

Moose 159 91 82 66 43 134 46 29 

Coyote 61 26 12 8 30 28 29 3 

Sharp-tailed grouse 61 57 21 0 6 3 30 6 

Wolf 4 0 3 0 0 5 6 0 

Fox 2 0 1 3 0 1 0 0 

Owl 0 3 0 3 1 0 2 0 

 

The relative number of animals seen per hour of survey was calculated for each survey 

year from 2008–2015 (Figure 1).  The rates of observations per hour were similar to previous 

years in many cases, although elk observations were lower than usual in 2015.  Additional 

species observed in 2015 included 4 ruffed grouse, 2 bald eagles, a variety of song birds and 

jays, and a snowshoe hare.  The number of animals seen per person was also calculated for 

survey years from 2008–2015 (Figure 2).  The data collected during the 2015 survey generally 

showed a decrease in wildlife sightings compared to previous years, particularly for elk; 

however, fewer blocks were surveyed and less time was spent in each block. 
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Figure 3. Number of animals observed per hour by participants during surveys between 2008 

and 2015.  

 

 

Figure 4. Number of animals observed per person during surveys between 2008 and 2015. 
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This year 17 white-tailed deer, 95 mule deer, 6 moose, 92 elk, 4 coyotes, and 8 sharp-

tailed grouse were observed in unregistered blocks, or insufficient information was provided.  

Unfortunately, this information cannot be used in the analysis of the registered data or towards 

the total count as it compromises the structured data-collection process; however, it is 

worthwhile mentioning this unused data to emphasize the importance that registration and the 

proper documentation of observations can have on the outcome of the survey.  

Climatic variables were tabulated for surveys conducted from 2008–2015 (Table 2).  

Depth of snow on the ground was moderate in 2015, while air temperature was similar to 2014, 

but considered to be unseasonably warm conditions for observing wildlife.  The warm weather 

may have affected sightability of ungulates that seek thermal refuge in warm conditions, such as 

moose.  Sky conditions were mainly overcast on both survey dates with no precipitation.  

Table 4. Weather conditions as reported on Environment Canada’s website, at the Fort St. John 

airport for survey dates between 2008 and 2015. 

Variable 
Jan. 12, 

2008 

Jan. 17, 

2009 

Jan. 16, 

2010 

Jan. 15, 

2011 

Jan. 21 & 

22, 2012 

Jan. 19 & 

20, 2013 

Jan. 18 & 

19, 2014 

Jan. 17 & 

18, 2015 

Min. Temp. 

(
o
C) 

14.2 -0.9 -4.3 -29.8 -22.1/-22.2 -20.3/-21.6 +0.6/-2.1 +0.2/-5.1 

Max. Temp. 

(
o
C) 

-4.9 +7.8 +1.9 -27.0 -18.3/-3.0 -14.9/-17.8 +7.1/+4.2 +3.7/+1.7 

Mean Temp. 

(
o
C) 

-9.6 +3.5 -1.2 -28.4 -20.2/-12.6 -17.6/-19.7 +3.9/+1.1 +2.0/-1.7 

Total Precip. 

(mm) 
Trace 0.0 0.0 9.8 5.2/0.0 0.4/0.0 0.0/0.0 0.0/0.0 

Sky 

Conditions 
Cloudy Clear Clear 

Cloudy 

& 

snowing 

Cloudy & 

snowing 

/Mainly clear 

Cloudy & 

snowing/ 

Cloudy 

Mainly clear/ 

Mainly clear 

Mostly 

cloudy 

Snow on 

Ground (cm) 
44 67 52 30 8/11 43/43 21/18 37/36 

2015 data found on the National Climate Data and Information Archive on May 12th, 2015 at: 

http://climate.weather.gc.ca/climateData/dailydata_e.html?timeframe=2&Prov=&StationID=50837&dlyRange=2012-12-

06|2014-04-08&cmdB2=Go&Year=2015&Month=1&cmdB1=Go# 
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The daily weather variables (Table 2) reported on the Environment Canada website are as 

follows: 

Minimum Temperature (°C) - The minimum temperature in degrees Celsius reached at the 

location for that day. 

Maximum Temperature (°C) - The maximum temperature in degrees Celsius reached at the 

location for that day. 

Mean Temperature (°C) - The mean temperature in degrees Celsius is defined as the average of 

the maximum and minimum temperature during the day. 

Total Precipitation (mm) - The sum of the total rainfall and the water equivalent of the total 

snowfall observed during the day. 

Sky Conditions - Clear (0 tenths); Mainly clear (1 to 4 tenths); Mostly cloudy (5 to 9 tenths); 

Cloudy (10 tenths) – this is measured hourly 

Snow on the Ground (cm) - The depth of snow in centimetres on the ground. Daily values 

displayed are measured during the early morning.  

 

There were 36 blocks surveyed during the 2015 Public Wildlife Count (Figure 3).  Where 

observations of mule deer, white-tailed deer, elk and moose occurred, blocks were colour-coded 

representing the numbers of animals, or density, observed in each surveyed block (Figure 3).  

The blocks with a black outline and no infill colour represent occurrences where no animals were 

observed.  
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Figure 3. Species density maps for blocks surveyed during the 2015 Public Wildlife Count. 
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Conclusion 

It is important to understand that any type of wildlife survey can yield results that are 

quite variable from one year to the next.  This is magnified in surveys that are short in duration, 

such as this survey.  This reinforces the need for continuation of this project to develop a long-

term database resulting from consistently surveyed blocks.  The data from this survey may 

complement additional detailed data that our Ministry collects during more intensive inventory 

projects.  

 

We are very appreciative to have so many people in the Peace Region who care for our 

wildlife and want to stay involved in the management of this valuable resource.  Due to staff 

turnover this year, our efforts were lower in advertising the program, and we were unable to 

collect prize donations.  We hope to increase participation during next year’s Public Wildlife 

Count by advertising widely and having great prizes available for participation.  It is very 

important to our Ministry to continue to involve and engage the public in citizen science and 

wildlife management in Peace Region.  Please stay tuned for announcements for the 2016 Public 

Wildlife Count.  Thanks to all those who participated in the 2015 Public Wildlife Count.  Your 

dedication is what makes the ongoing success of this program possible.  

© Nick Baccante 
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WILDLIFE HEALTH FACT SHEET 

Feeding Wild Ungulates – why it isn’t the answer. 

 

Keep wildlife wild – it is BC policy and it makes sense. When humans provide food to wild 

animals it changes their “wildness”, no matter what species is being fed. There are justifiable 

reasons to feed wild animals, such as to attract them for capture, but these situations are rare. The 

consequences of feeding a wild animal unnatural types and amounts of feed can range from 

mildly irritating behaviour to catastrophic health issues, so understanding the reasons behind this 

policy is important.  

The following guidance is specific to ungulates (hoofed mammals) such as deer, elk, or 

bighorn sheep but the principle of keeping wildlife wild apply to all wild animals.  

 

Background  

Opportunities to come close to wild ungulates are rare but rewarding, especially when the 

animals are unaware of the humans. Habituation, or increased animal tolerance for close contact 

with humans, occurs when animals are fed, and with this comes unplanned consequences. Some 

of the consequences include:  

 

1.  Feed Effects  
Wild ungulates have specialized seasonal food requirements, which they fulfill by eating a 

wide variety of foods from their environment. Well-intentioned people may quite literally be 

“killing with kindness” when they provide unnatural food items to wild ungulates.  

 All ungulates are ruminants with specific bacteria in their digestive tracts, specialized to 

digest their specific diet. It can take weeks for ungulate digestive systems to adjust to new 

food items. Rapid changes, especially at critical times such as the fall, can result in death, 

even with rumens full of (unnatural) food.  

 Dry feeds, such as hay, grains or pelleted types, are prepared for domestic livestock and 

meant to be used with abundant fresh water. Without ready access to water, dry feed can 

impact in the digestive tract and can kill wild ungulates.  

 Grains, pelleted feeds or surplus fruits are high in carbohydrates/protein/energy and even 

small amounts can cause digestive upsets that lead to diarrhea, bloating and significant 

damage to ungulate digestive tracts.  

 

2. Population Effects  

Wild ungulate populations are naturally limited by a number of factors, including the amount 

and quality of food their habitat supplies. Animals in poor body condition or with high 

nutritional needs, such as the young may die when natural environmental conditions and 

appropriate foods are not present in the right amount and quality to sustain them.  

 

Feeding of wild ungulates by humans increases animal density in the short term by 

concentrating animals around the feed source. Density increases may also occur over time if 

the feeding results in improved body condition or more frequent reproduction. Increased 



P u b l i c  W i l d l i f e  C o u n t  2 0 1 5                                         13 

 

 

 

density results in increased competition for natural resources with other animals that share 

that range. Other consequences of increased animal density include:  

 Increased risk of infectious diseases:  

o Disease transmission and outbreaks – animals in close and frequent contact 

with others transmit organisms more easily than when at lower density. There 

are many examples across North America where high ungulate density 

contributes to disease issues, e.g. pneumonia in wild sheep, tuberculosis, 

brucellosis and chronic wasting disease.  

o Higher stress on individual animals. Stress can lead to reduced immune 

function, making these animals more susceptible to infections.  

o In BC, viral papillomas (warts) in deer appear to be increasing in urban areas 

where deer numbers are unnaturally high.  

 Poor body condition – animals may not grow or gain weight due to reduced feed quality 

or quantity.  

 Increased conflicts with humans:  

o Increased habituation. Animals that learn to take human supplied feed become 

habituated, losing their natural wariness of humans. Habituated ungulates can 

be aggressive towards humans and their pets – especially during the spring 

when protecting the young fawns or in the fall during the breeding season.  

o Increased motor vehicle collisions causing injuries or death of humans and 

wildlife.  

 Increased mortality from wild predators and humans – when animals are concentrated 

and much easier to find.  

 Other major ecological effects from ungulate feeding are documented across North 

America and include:  

o Disruption of normal wild animal movement patterns and spatial distribution  

o Alteration of native plant community structure with reduced diversity and 

abundance  

o Introduction and/or expansion of invasive exotic plant species  

o General degradation of local habitat  

 

Alternatives to Feeding ***Better ways to help wild ungulates*** 

Wild ungulates benefit when we preserve and restore natural habitats and reduce human-caused 

disturbances, leaving them alone to conserve their energy to survive severe winter conditions.  

 The best way to help wild ungulates survive in severe weather is to maintain high-quality 

habitat year-round. If animals enter the winter in good condition, most survive persistent 

deep snow and cold temperatures. Even in well-functioning natural ecosystems, however, 

some animals succumb during winter months. This is natural, winter mortality helps keep 

ungulates populations in balance with the available habitat.  

 Another way to help wild ungulates in winter is to avoid disturbing them. Animals must 

conserve their energy to survive in winter conditions. Human-related causes of 

disturbance such as from recreation (e.g. snowmobile activity) and chasing by domestic 

dogs can result in wild ungulates expending valuable energy.  

 

Dr. Helen Schwantje, Wildlife Veterinarian  

helen.schwantje@gov.bc.ca  

Wildlife Health website: http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/wldhealth.html 


