
 

 

Into the Yukon Expedition 2016: Expedition Report 

Location Aishihik, Southwestern Yukon, Canada 

Dates 20/06/2016 - 25/07/2016 

Aim To investigate the impact of bison introduction 
through a ground-truthed remote sensing 
analysis. 

Contact Langley Court North, Liss, Hants, GU33 7JL, UK 

Members (Left to right) Jon Tan, Edward Lewis, Fingal Loh, 
Aicha Whittaker, 
(Not pictured) Jia Yuan Loke 

 
Background 
 
This expedition was undertaken as an undergraduate dissertation for the Geographical Tripos at the University of 
Cambridge. The project explores the interplay of biotic and abiotic determinants of ecosystem structure and function in a 
warming Arctic. Research to date has focussed on the link between climatic changes and greening, particularly 
associated with latitudinal and altitudinal expansion of woody plants (Myers-Smith et al., 2011), with little consideration of 
biotic control (Chapin et al., 1997). Herbivory can be an important top-down control on ecosystem structure, as in African 
Savannahs (Scholes and Archer, 1997). Moreover, there is growing recognition of the key role that herbivores once 
played worldwide, prior to the Pleistocene-Holocene extinctions 
(Bakker et al., 2015; Malhi et al., 2016).  
 
In the boreal forest, wood bison (Bison bison athabascae) are 
the largest living remnants of the Pleistocene megafauna. The 
recent range expansion of wood bison, North America’s largest 
land animal, in northern Canada, provides a particularly 
important situation within which to explore this issue. Aishihik, 
northwestern Canada, is presently the locality of the world’s 
largest disease-free population, and has also experienced 
strong climate change, making it an ideal situation in which to 
explore the impact of top-down controls on vegetation. Remote 
sensing is an invaluable tool in addressing research questions 
over large spatial and temporal scale. Thus, in order to 
investigate the interacting effect of climate change and 
herbivory changes to vegetation were mapped across a large 
area of southwestern Yukon spanning 1972-2016, and 
ground-truthed with vegetation surveys. 
 
This expeditions was made possible with the financing of the 
Royal Geographical Society, support with the research design 
from Dr Rees from the Scott Polar Research Institute, advice 
from the Cambridge University Expeditions Society and 
Geography Department and equipment from Titanium Goat, 
Vargo Outdoors, As Tucas, Nomadic Stoves, Bushcraft 
Essentials, Voltaic and Yama Mountain Gear.  
 
Methods  
 
This research aimed to map out changes to the vegetation in 
Aishihik over the period of bison population growth, using a 
detailed map of the area based on 1996 imagery as a 
base-line. Fischer (2003) carried out a supervised classification 
of a Landsat TM image of northern Lake Aishihik from 



 

25/07/96, ground-truthed with data collected in 1999 and 2000. Using a preliminary unsupervised classification, a 
stratified sampling by land cover was used to select 119 grouynd-truthing sites. Twenty-two of these sites were visited on 
horseback and 56 by 4x4 and foot. Here, sites were located by GPS and percentage cover of Plant Functional Types 
(PFTs) was estimated within 20 m quadrats. The remaining 138 sites, due to inaccessibility, were flown over by 
helicopter, and cover of PFTs was categorised as being ‘present’, having a ‘scattered distribution’, a ‘clumped 
distribution’, or ‘unsure if present’.  
 
This project mapped vegetation using a Landsat OL image from 21/08/2016, following the procedure of Fischer (2003) as 
closely as possible, with the appropriate permission. Sites visited on foot were re-located with a GPS and folding bike 
and cover of PFTs was estimated within 10 m quadrats, in order to increase the overlap of the groundtruthing sites by the 
two studies. Contextual notes and photographs were also taken to aid interpretation. Sites covered by helicopter were 
assessed using 2013 1:10,000 colour aerial. PFTs were categorised as being ‘present’, having a ‘scattered distribution’, a 
‘clumped distribution’, or ‘unsure if present’.  
 
Logistics  
 
The team set out together from 
Cambridge to catch flights from 
London Gatwick. Stopovers 
were taken at St John’s, Ottawa 
and Vancouver. Upon arrival in 
Whitehorse, two days were 
spent finalising kit and receiving 
advice. Transportation was then 
acquired west along the Alaska 
Highway and up to the 
abandoned First Nation village 
at Aishihik, which was used as 
a base camp for the data 
collection. A month was spent 
collecting data and camping in 
the wilderness, during which all 
but four of the foot-sites were 
successfully visited and 
recorded. Then, with supplies still to spare, the team returned to the Alaska Highway. A brief cultural tour of the Yukon 
before final departure included a First Nation potlatch in the village of Haines Junction, and a visit to the historic mining 
capital of Dawson City.  
 
Expenditure 
 
Pre-fieldwork / preparation £2,498 

Training £90 
International travel (flights) £2,340 
Subsistence (accommodation and food) £760 
In-country travel £148 
Field equipment £90 
Insurance £380 
Medical / health & safety £70 
Film / photography £3 
Post-fieldwork activities £48 
Preparation of project report £2 
Dissemination of findings £2 
Contingency (usually 10% of sub-total) £662 
TOTAL Expenditure £7,093 


