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1.0 Wildlife and Highways in British Columbia 

1.1 Introduction

Wildlife represents a significant and valued natural resource in the Province of British
Columbia. Consequently, for over 30 years, as part of its ongoing commitment to
environmental stewardship, the British Columbia Ministry of Transportation (BCMoT) 
has been actively working to protect wildlife near highways. 

To identify and monitor highway locations where motor vehicle-related wildlife mortality
occurs, BCMoT has been operating its Wildlife Accident Reporting System (WARS) since the
late 1970’s (Sielecki, 2004). Initially the Ministry’s operational staff, and then since
privatization in the 1980’s, its maintenance contractors, have collected detailed species and
location information on “roadkilled” wildlife found on the numbered Provincial highways
under BCMoT’s jurisdiction. The information is collected on a daily basis and entered into 
the Ministry’s WARS database. 

As the WARS database has grown, it has become an increasingly valuable resource for BCMoT
planning and operational purposes. Although the WARS system was originally developed to
meet Ministry needs, it offers a rare opportunity for other researchers to examine the wildlife
habitat/highway interface over an extended period of time. Consequently, the Ministry has
been working to increase the value of the information collected through the WARS system. 

To assist Ministry maintenance contractors more accurately identify wildlife animals found 
on Provincial highways and increase the amount and quality of information on the wildlife
reported in the WARS Monthly Wildlife Accident Report (H0107) (Figure 1) this wildlife
“roadkill” identification guide was developed.

1.2 Purpose

This guide provides general information on a number of wildlife species found on British
Columbia highways and is not intended to be an exhaustive and comprehensive reference
authority on any of the species. The guide is intended to assist those identifying carcasses 
of wild animals by providing a general description of the physical appearance, life stages,
numerical abundance and geographic distribution of each animal. Where identification of a
wild animal is difficult because of the condition of its remains, more accurate reporting may be
possible by observing identifiable physical characteristics, such as coat colour, physical size and
footprint patterns, and cross referencing these details with typical seasonal periods of activity
and known mapped habitat locations near Provincial highways.

Improvements in species identification will help support the Ministry’s species-specific wildlife
impact mitigation measures. In addition, accurate species identification will contribute to the
decision process for Ministry investments in wildlife exclusion systems to protect motorists
and wildlife.
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Abundance and Distribution

For most of the year, bison congregate in
herds of adult females, subadults and calves.
While mature bulls usually form smaller
bachelor groups, lone bulls are relatively
common. In northern areas, mating (rutting)
may extend from July to September, when
groups of cows and bulls mix. Grasses and
sedges constitute about 85 percent of the
typical Wood Bison diet, with herbs making
up the remaining 15 percent. In spring, Wood Bison usually forage in arid, grassy meadows
and shrubby savannahs. Bison are rare in British Columbia, and Wood Bison are on British
Columbia’s Red List of species. Once extirpated, approximately 200 Wood Bison are estimated
to exist in isolated pockets in the northeast corner of the province. (Map 2.3) Two herds of
Wood Bison are located north of Nordquist Flats, along the Liard and Beaver rivers, near the
Yukon-Northwest Territory border; and one herd is located at Etthithun Lake near the Alberta
border. Occasionally, animals from the Hay-Zama herd in Alberta wander into British
Columbia along the Hay River. Plains Bison are more numerous than Wood Bison, and over
1000 can be found in the vicinity of the Alaska Highway near Pink Mountain.

Text and map adapted from: British Columbia Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protection, 2002b and British
Columbia Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protection, 2002c.

(Photo: Dave Dickson, ICBC)

track about
10 cm (4”) long

Walking trail
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(Photo: Dave Dickson, ICBC)

Adapted from: McDougall (1997); and Sheldon and Hartson (1999).



Map 2.3

Characteristic Features
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1. This map is intended to provide generalized information on the
location of the species relative to provincial highways only.

2. Discrepancies may exist between the location of a wild animal remains
found on a Provincial highway and the normal range of the species.



2.4 Woodland Caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou)

Appearance and Size

Woodland Caribou are classified into three ecotypes:
Mountain, Northern and Boreal. The ecotypes look
about the same but differ with behavior, habitat use,
distribution and migration. Woodland Caribou have
soft medium brown coats, but their colour pales as
guard hairs break and fade during winter. In males, 
the head and neck are often white or greyish-white,
with a mane on the underside of the neck. The tail
and rump area, as well as a band around each hoof,
are also whitish. Their long dense winter coat provides
effective insulation against low temperatures and high
winds. Caribou have erect, spreading antlers. Males
have a flattened (palmate) brow tine that points down
over the forehead. Female Caribou also have antlers,
which is unique among females in the deer family.
Woodland Caribou can range in height at the shoulder
from 100 cm to 120 cm. Males typically weigh 180 kg
to 270 kg, while females usually weigh about 90 to 135 kg. 

Life History

The breeding season is much shorter for Caribou
than for other deer. The majority of the breeding
occurs in a one-week period in the middle of
October. Gestation averages seven to eight
months, and calves are born in late May to early
June. To avoid predators, pregnant females seek
secluded sites in alpine and subalpine habitats.
Single births are the most common, and females
usually give birth to their first calf when they are
three years old. Caribou calves are dark brown
and have no spots. They are probably the most
precocious of the deer family; calves must be up
and travelling with their cows almost immediately
in order to avoid predators. Generally, females live
10 to 15 years, while males live 8 to 12 years.

(Photo: Cliff Razzo, BC Ministry of Transportation)

(Photo: BC Ministry of Forests)

(Photo: Mike Fenger)

(Photo: BC Parks)
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Abundance and Distribution

Woodland Caribou occur east of the Coast
Mountains, from the Yukon border south to
the Itcha-Ilgachuz in the Western Chilcotin,
eastwards to the foothills of the northern
Rocky Mountains; in the Cariboo, Selkirk,
Purcell, and Monashee mountains in the
southeast; and throughout the highlands
and plateaus (e.g. Spatsizi, Omineca) in the
northern and central interior. (Map 2.4)
Caribou occupy about 85 percent of their
historic distribution in British Columbia.
Mountain Caribou occupy about 60 percent
of their historic range. Mountain Caribou may make four migrations each year, moving down
to lower elevations in early winter, back up to higher elevations in late winter, down to lower
elevations again in spring, and finally back to high elevations for the summer. The range of
movement up and down varies, however, and the deepest snow areas, such as Revelstoke,
usually have the widest range of vertical migrations. Northern Caribou migrate twice a year,
traveling more than 140 km in some cases. The migration patterns of Boreal Caribou are
largely unknown. British Columbia has about 16,500 Caribou.

Text and map adapted from: British Columbia Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks, 2002.

(Photo: Cliff Razzo, BC Ministry of Transportation)
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prints
about 10 cm (4”)

long

walking in snow tracks

(Photo: Colin Leake)

Adapted from: McDougall (1997); and Sheldon and Hartson (1999).
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Characteristic Features

1. This map is intended to provide generalized information on the
location of the species relative to provincial highways only.

2. Discrepancies may exist between the location of a wild animal remains
found on a Provincial highway and the normal range of the species.

(Photo: Leonard Sielecki, BCMoT) (Photo: Leonard Sielecki, BCMoT)



2.5 Cougar (Puma concolor: ssp: oregonensis, missoulensis, vancouverenis)

Appearance and Size

In British Columbia, the average adult male weighs about 46 kg and the average adult female
weighs about 37 kg. Several cougar taken have weighed between 70 kg and 78 kg. Large adult
males may measure 2.7 m in length, including a 76 cm tail. The fur is short and ranges in
colour from reddish-brown to a grey-brown, with light underparts. Very young kittens are
spotted, with ringed tails. This coloration is gradually lost as young cougar reach adulthood.
Adults are unmarked. One black cougar was reported several years ago in the North Okanagan
area, while white or very light-coloured cougar are infrequently reported.

Life History

Cougar are polygamous and only the female tends the
young. Females reach sexual maturity at 2 to 3 years of age.
Breeding takes place at any time of the year, and one to six
kittens are born after a gestation period of about 3 months.
The female gives birth to her young in a rocky crevice or
den, protected by roots or windfalls. Kittens are born with
their eyes closed, but these open 10 to 14 days after birth.
The kittens nurse for at least five to six weeks. Kittens will
take meat at about six weeks of age.

18 Wildlife Roadkill Identification Guide – 2008 Edition

(Photo: BC Parks)

(Stock photo)

(Photo: W.L. Miller, US National Park Service)

(Photo: BC Parks)



Abundance and Distribution

Cougar are found throughout British Columbia. Distribution extends north from the United
States /British Columbia border to the Big Muddy River on the Alaska Highway, south of about
54 degrees latitude; and from the British Columbia-Alberta border west, to and including,
most coastal islands. (Map 2.5) To date, cougar have not reached the Queen Charlotte Islands.
The territory or home range maintained by individual adult cougar ranges up to, or greater
than, 260 km2. The female cougar maintain winter territories of 13 km2 to 52 km2. Females
with kittens require larger ranges than females without kittens, and some overlap of female
ranges occurs. Males occupy larger territories, in the range of 65 km. Resident males do not
overlap ranges. Transient cougars move through occupied ranges, but avoid resident cougar.
Cougar distribution is governed by the distribution of deer, its major prey species. Summer
observations are scanty, but as the snow recedes cougar probably spread out from the lower

slopes and valley bottoms to inhabit virtually all elevations
within their general distributional boundaries. During winter
months, cougar follow deer down to the lower elevations.
Cougar seem to prefer the rough, rocky, semi-open areas
surrounding the major deer winter ranges in the Interior, 
but they do not confine their activities exclusively to this
type of habitat. Cougar can be found anywhere within 
a game winter range.

Text and map adapted from: British Columbia Ministry of Environment,
Lands and Parks, 1994a.

Wildlife Roadkill Identification Guide – 2008 Edition 19

(Photo: Jim Peaco, US National Park Service)

Cougar walking slowly

track about
9 cm (3 1/2”) long right front

right hind

56 cm (22”)

(Photo: Keith Marcotte)

Adapted from: McDougall (1997); Shomon (1969) and Sheldon and Hartson (1999).
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Characteristic Features

1. This map is intended to provide generalized information on the
location of the species relative to provincial highways only.

2. Discrepancies may exist between the location of a wild animal remains
found on a Provincial highway and the normal range of the species.

(Photo: Leonard Sielecki, BCMoT) (Photo: Leonard Sielecki, BCMoT)



(Photo: BC Parks)

2.6 Coyote (Canis Iatrans Say: ssp: incolatus, lestes)

Appearance and Size

Coyote fur is generally a tawny grey, darker on the hind part of the back where the black-
tipped hair becomes wavy. Legs, paws, muzzle, and the back of the ears are more yellowish 
in colour; the throat, belly, and the insides of the ears are whiter. The tail, darker on top 

and lighter on the underside, is lightly fawn-
coloured towards the tip, which is black. 
The coyote’s fur is long and soft and well suited
to protect it from the cold. Because it is light-
coloured in winter and dark in summer, 
it blends well with the seasonal surroundings.
The coyote’s ears are wide, pointed, and erect. 
It has a tapering muzzle and a black nose.
Unlike most dogs, the top of the muzzle on
coyotes forms an almost continuous line with

the forehead. The yellow, slightly slanting eyes, with
their black round pupils, give the coyote a
characteristic expression of cunning. The canine, 
or pointed teeth are remarkably long and can inflict
serious wounds. The neck is well furred and looks
oversized for the body. The typical male coyote
weighs from 9 kg to 23 kg, has an overall length of
120 cm to 150 cm, including a 30 cm to 40 cm tail,
and stands 58 cm to 66 cm high at the shoulder.
The female is usually four-fifths as large. 

Life History

Coyotes appear to be monogamous, and couples
may remain together for several years. Both sexes
can breed at one year of age under good conditions,
although both sexes usually breed somewhat later in

life. The mating occurs mainly during February and
March. Gestation lasts from 2 months. On average,
the female bears three to seven pups, covered with
fine brown fur, whose eyes remain closed for the 
first eight or nine days. Weaning, or making the
transition from the mother’s milk to other food,
begins about one month after birth. The adults then
feed the pups by regurgitating half-digested food. 
At about three weeks of age, the pups begin to romp
around under the adults’ watchful supervision.
When fall comes, the young coyotes may leave their
parents to claim their own territory. If there is an
abundant food supply, pups may stay with the adults
to form packs, or clans.

(Stock Photo)

(Photo: Jim Peaco, US National Park Service)

(Photo: Bryan Harry, US National Park Service)
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Abundance and Distribution

The coyote is one of the few mammals whose
range is increasing, despite extensive persecution
by people. In British Columbia, the coyote still
inhabits its traditional habitats, the aspen
parkland and short- and mixed-grass prairie in
the Peace River. (Map 2.6) However, it has spread
south and west into the mountains, and the
southern and northern Interior. Coyotes are now
found even in urban centres on the British
Columbia Mainland, including Vancouver.

Text and map adapted from: Canadian Wildlife Service, 1990.
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(Stock Photo)

In this trail pattern of a coyote in a trot, the larger front tracks
are all on one side (at bottom) and the hind tracks are above.

front track 
about

7 cm (2 3/4”) long 56 cm to 76 cm 
(22” to 30”)

16 cm to 34 cm 
(6 1/2” to 13 1/4”)

(Photo: BC Ministry of Transportation)

Adapted from: McDougall (1997); Shomon (1969) and Sheldon and Hartson (1999).





2.7 DEER: Mule and Black-tailed Deer (Odocoileus hemionus: ssp: columbianus, 
hemionus, sitkensis)

Appearance and Size

Mule Deer have a reddish brown coat that changes from tawny brown in summer to dark 
or grizzled brown in winter. They have a dark brown forehead, a whitish face with a black
muzzle, and a white throat patch. Their ears are large, about two-thirds the length of the head,

with black borders and white hair on
the inside. They have a large white
rump patch with a narrow black-tipped
tail. Each year male Mule Deer grow
and shed a set of antlers. Their antlers
have two main beams, each of which
forks again into two beams
(dichotomous branching). Mule Deer
attain heights of 90 cm to 95 cm high
at the shoulder. While most adult
males, or bucks, weigh 68 kg to 113 kg,
some may reach 180 kg. Females, or
does, usually weigh between 50 kg to
75 kg. Blacktails are smaller than Mule

Deer and slightly darker in color, with a small rump patch and a tail that is dark brown or
black for most of its length. Adult males in good condition weigh between 48 kg to 90 kg,
while females weigh between 40 kg to 65 kg. Sitka blacktails tend to be smaller and darker 
than Columbia blacktails.

Life History

Deer are a very prolific species. Mating (rutting) occurs in late autumn, November and
December. This is a time when bucks increase their displays of dominance and mature bucks
engage in battles for females. Bucks are capable of breeding as yearlings, but older bucks do
most of the mating. After a
six to seven month long
gestation period, fawns are
born from late May
through June. While young
does often only have one
fawn, twin fawns are the
rule, and triplets do occur.
Does usually produce
offspring throughout their
lives. More than 90 percent
of does produce fawns
every year. Usually, 45 to 
70 percent of fawns die,
and few Black-tailed and
Mule deer live more than eight to ten years.

(Photo: BC Parks)

(Photo: Ed Austin & Herb Jones, US National Park Service)

(Photo: Condon, US National Park Service)
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Characteristic Features

1. This map is intended to provide generalized information on the
location of the species relative to provincial highways only.

2. Discrepancies may exist between the location of a wild animal remains
found on a Provincial highway and the normal range of the species.

(Photo: Leonard Sielecki, BCMoT) (Photo: Leonard Sielecki, BCMoT)




