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Vancouver Island Marmot’s Return from the Brink of 

Extinction 

Twenty five years of dedication, and cooperation between local and national 

groups just might have resulted in the world’s rarest creature returning to their 

alpine meadows of Vancouver Island.  When the Vancouver Island marmot wild 

population was holding on by a thread, with numbers of less than 30 in 2003, 

some believed there was little hope to beat the extinction clock, suggesting that 

like all critically endangered species, their demise has already been decided.     

 

 
The Vancouver Island marmot (Marmota vancouverensis) is one of the four species of marmots.  It is the 

only species that is in danger of extinction. They have thick chocolate brown coat and large white markings on 

the chest and around the nose and mouth.  They are one of the larger marmots (about the size of a large 

housecat).At their lowest point, in 2003, only 30 of Vancouver Island marmots (Marmota vancouverensis) were 

counted living in their lonely mountain top colonies. Even the giant panda and the mountain gorilla are not as few in 

number!      
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Some biologist feared rising temperatures would frustrate recovery efforts. They 

argued even if healthy populations were re-established, tree lines are slowly 

crawling up B.C.’s mountains, gradually robbing the marmots of their habitat and 

ultimately driving them to extinction.  

Thankfully, countless biologists, environmentalists, government, industry and 

individuals from all walks of life, were not discouraged. They began organizing and 

sounding the alarm in the early nineties. Their first task was to convince 

Canadians we have a responsibility to save out nations’ threatened and 

endangered species.  Every day that passed without action brought the 

Vancouver Island marmot closer to the edge of extinction!  

Soon, determined environmentalists formed a non-profit organization called the 

Marmot Recovery Foundation and set to work to draft a plan to save the 

embattled member of the largest squirrel family, found only on Vancouver Island.  

They were immediately challenged by many complex questions.  But the most 

daunting fact was that time was not on the marmot’s side.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Listed as Endangered under the federal Species At Risk Act (SARA) and the Committee on the Status of Endangered Species 

(COSEWIC), the Vancouver Island marmot is one of the most rare mammals in the world. It is a Priority 1 species under the BC 

Conservation Framework and classified as Critically Endangered by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red 

List of Endangered Species This is where I would like to create a time-line to help students visualize and understand thestages of 

extinction. 

 

The Big Questions (Here is an info-box or a red circle text feature) 

Even if there is a will... is there a way? Can we provide the life-line for the Vancouver Island marmot or are we too 

late?  

Are there currently enough V.I. marmots capable of reproduction available to be released to the wild to 

improve the population growth rate or population abundance?  

Is sufficient habitat available to support the species or could it be made available through habitat 

management or restoration?  

Can significant threats to the species or its habitat be avoided or mitigated through recovery actions?   

Do the necessary recovery techniques exist?  

Are there the resources and finances available? 

Can we maintain the focus, funding and follow up programs long enough to establish wild populations? 

These big questions were some of the challenges the Marmot Recovery Foundation were addressing in 

the early years of the project. 
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Facts about Furry Vancouver Island Marmots 

Vancouver Island Marmot habitat is unique.  They live in small patches of sub-alpine meadow.  They 

need, deep soil for burrowing and large boulders to provide lookout perches for spotting potential 

dangers.  The typical habitat is above 1000 metres in areas that are often known as avalanche chutes.   
 

Marmots are also known as “whistlers” and are often heard by hikers before they are actually seen. 

The famous town of Whistler is named after the the Hoary marmot (marmot caligata) easily 

recognized shrill whistle. This species of marmot is not endangered. 

 

The Vancouver Island Marmot has more calls than any other marmot species.  Each chirp and whistle 

is easily identified and has a purpose.  The Vancouver Island marmot is the only marmot to have a 

fifth unique call known as the kee-aw. Not only is this adorable furry mammal a social critter, he is 

also a good communicator! 

 

Marmots spend most of their summer lounging on rocks and interacting with other marmots.  They do 

a lot of boxing (play-fighting) nose touching and calling. They are highly social mammals, which makes 

them very entertaining to watch and photograph! (In fact, one local photographer has literally 

thousands of images available for viewing on his web site.www.jhobbs.com) 
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Mating occurs in May but pups, (usually 3 or 4 in a litter) will not be seen outside of their burrow until 

July.  The yearlings return to their home burrow for a second year of hibernation with mom before 

they dig their own burrows. 

 

When the marmot are two or three years old, they may leave their home colonies and travel to other 

mountaintops up to 30 kilometres away to find mates. This is called dispersion and insures a healthy 

colony, as it prevents inbreeding. 

 

During their seven month hibernation, the marmot’s heart rate drops to 3 or4 beats tper minute.  

When they are active during the early spring and summer, heart rates range from 110 to 200 beats 

per minute. They lose up to one third of their body mass during hibernation. 

 

Burrows (also called hibernaculum) provide shelter from predators and the elements.  The burrows 

are elaborate, and they can house entire family groups.  Some burrows have measured 4 metres long 

and one metre underground with numerous entries and exits.  

This is where a photo of the Comox Tourist display of the hibernaculum would go.  I can take a picture 

of this for the article. 

Rocks and boulders are very important to the Vancouver Island Marmot because they use them to 

cool off or warm up.  It is not uncommon to see a marmot snoozing on a big rock in the afternoon 

sunshine. 
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Why are Vancouver Island Marmots endangered?   

 
First Nations traditional knowledge, suggests the Vancouver Island marmot was 

historically well established in many sub-alpine habitats throughout Vancouver 

Island prior to the early nineties.  Carbon dating of marmot bones found in alpine 

caves reveals the Vancouver Island marmot has been around for 8 to 9 thousand 

years.  So how and why did this unique animal become so endangered?    

Multiple challenges might have contributed to the Vancouver Island marmot’s 

population decline, but  biologist agree that there is no “one reason” that can 

explain the dangerously low numbers. 
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Breeding Behaviours 

 

Many mammals such as rabbits and mice are sexually mature a few weeks after 

birth. However,   It can take a marmot up to four years to reach puberty.  A 

breeding marmot pair will have 2 or 3 in a litter but only produce pups every 

other year.   

When the colony only consists of one or two breeding aged marmots, if one 

breeding aged marmot is killed the entire breeding season is lost!   

 

Predators Present Problems  

 

The use of radio-telemetry provided information indicating over 80% of marmot 

mortality since 1992 was due to predation; largely wolves, cougars and golden 

eagles. One study concluded the main cause of recent the  decline to predation  

“associated with forestry and altered predator abundance and hunting 

patterns”(2005 Bryant A.A. and Page). 

Predators have challenged recovery efforts from the start.  One year, four pups 

were reintroduced into the wild and lasted only six weeks. A single cougar wiped 

out three of them.  Predators were such a threat, the Recovery Team initiated a 

program of human “shepherds”, who volunteered to camp alongside marmot 

colonies and chase or distract predators using loud horns and pungent dirty 

laundry. 
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http://marmots.org/fighting-to-recover/656-revision/
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Unique Habitat and Biological Needs  

 

Vancouver Island marmots live in small patches of sub-alpine meadow, scattered 

like tiny islands in a sea of rocky, uninhabitable land. The typical marmot habitat 

needs to feature a wide variety of species of grasses and forage.  South facing 
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slopes are required so that early spring food is available for the hungry marmot. 

The marmots’ habitat requires deep soil for digging burrows up to 3metres in 

width with sleeping chambers (hibernacula) up to 1 metre deep.  This type of 

loose soil needed for complex hibernation and birthing burrows is rare on the 

alpine slopes. They also need a large amount of snow over the burrow.  If there is 

too little snow, the temperature in the burrow may not be stable. (Bryant and 

Langelier 1992)  

The sub-alpine meadows depend on avalanches to keep the trees from taking 

over; making the environment dangerous.  Large boulders are needed to provide 

convenient lookout spots to watch for predators.  The boulders also provide 

convenient lounging sites that the marmot to uses to help control body 

temperature.  Most of their natural colonies are above 1000 metres, where short 

summers, frequent winter avalanches, possibility of unusually high snow pack, or 

a late arriving spring are common. This tenacious rodent certainly has challenging 

habitat demands! Studies have indicated that the restricted suitable habitat on 

Vancouver Island is described as “very rare”. Habitat scarcity was considered the 

fundamental reason for the rarity of M. vancouverenis  (Bryant and Janz 1996. 

 

Interbreeding 

 

Like many animals, the Vancouver Island Marmot avoids close interbreeding and 

the introduction of new marmots to a colony is important for breeding success. 

Young two or three year olds will choose to leave their own colony and travel up 

to 30 kilometres, across difficult terrain to join a new colony.   Because the 

addition of the new marmot (called the dispersal marmot) is so important to 

breeding success, the ability of the marmot to make his way to distant colonies 

can have an impact on the entire population.   
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Possible Impact of Clear-cut Logging at Higher altitudes 

 

Clear cut logging efforts reached higher elevations of the local mountains during 

the late eighties and early nineties. This logging practice is thought to be a major 

contributing factor to the drastic reduction in survival rates for the marmot.   

The clear cuts resulted in the creation of open meadows, a variety of flowers, 

available deep soil to dig burrows and land that provided good visibility.  These 

are all features that are ideal for Vancouver Island marmot habitat. The marmot 

population experienced an increase in numbers as they colonized these newly 

created habitats. Unfortunately these gains were short-lived.  Within a few years, 

marmot survival rates in the sub alpine clear-cuts dramatically declined.  Even the 

natural colonies were soon in danger because dispersing marmots were attracted 

to the new clear cut sites. Now the dispersal marmots were not available to re-

populate the natural colonies causing very low birth rates. 

The colonies that were now established in the clear cuts soon had regrowth of 

trees and other vegetation.  Marmots must pay careful attention to approaching 

predators, but the new under-growth in the clear cut provided just the right cover 

predators needed, making the marmot easy dinner for wolves, cougars and 

golden eagles.  

 

Getting the Work Done:  The Marmot Recovery Foundation 

Makes a Plan 

Only a focused plan of action from government, biologists, corporations and 

community members would prevent losing such an important part of our unique 

Canadian diversity.  

In 1988 a group of scientists and wildlife managers from government, national 

and international researchers, industry and non-governmental organization came 
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together to develop and implement a recovery plan for the Vancouver Island 

Marmot.  

The Recovery Team was presented with evidence that the wild population was so 

small and fragmented that recovery was probably impossible without active 

human intervention (Janz et al. 2000).   Due to the desperate situation, captive-

breeding combined with the reintroduction of captive-born animals to the wild 

was determined to provide the best hope for increasing Vancouver Island marmot 

populations in the wild and prevent the risk of their extinction. 

 

Photo credits to be established DK 

 

 

 

It takes a Community to Save a Marmot 

 
Captive Breeding 

 

Our own Mount Washington Marmot Recovery Centre partnered with  breeding 

centres at the Calgary Zoo, the Mountain View Conservation and Breeding 

Centre in Langley, B.C., and the Toronto Zoo  to establish an award winning 

captive-breeding program. The Recovery Team even received important and 

useful guidance about breeding and releasing marmots from scientists in 

Russia and France!  
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Individual community members donated over half of the money needed to carry 

out the recovery efforts.  The Adopt the Marmot and pre-arranged monthly gifts 

helped with the costs of the marmots’ up-keep in captivity. Costly helicopters 

were required to fly the marmots  to their new homes in the wild.  
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http://marmots.org/?attachment_id=1837
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The government and forestry partners set aside land containing marmot habitat 

totaling 1,276 hectacres in the Nanaimo Lakes area. 
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The Marmot Field Crew designed breeding boxes filled with straw to mimic the 

burrows. Special feeders for marmots at Mount Washington and Strathcona 

Provincial Park sites were set up to provide extra nourishment in the early spring. 

This was no easy feat! Getting to the colony sites in spring is difficult and 

sometimes requires helicopters.  Each hiker must be experienced and 

knowledgeable about the dangers because the remaining snow is often unstable. 

Despite these challenges, every few days the crew hiked to the burrows with 

backpacks stuffed with marmot food to refill the feeders and record data.   
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Caring groups and individuals worked together to save our marmot, and even 

though the wild population is still hanging on by a thread, we have time to beat 

the extinction clock! 

 

 

           

Vancouver Island Students Want to Help  
 

Many educators, parents and students themselves are speaking up and 

demanding education systems acknowledge the importance of developing a 

learner’s sense of self and belonging to their community and place.  They believe 

education should inspire and motivate learners to take care of our planet.  They 

Learning opportunities for stewardship and sustainable ways of living need to 

take place.   

 

“Outdoor Learning” is relevant and essential. Saving the Vancouver Island marmot 

has touched many students.  They are asking to participate and learn about 

authentic field work that is taking place under the stewardship of the Marmot 

http://marmots.org/how-you-can-help/attachment/2048/
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Recovery Foundation.  Young people in classrooms up and down the Island are 

working together to raise awareness and money for the Vancouver Island 

marmot. Young environmentalists are studying marmot life cycles, behavior and 

habitat in many Vancouver Island classrooms. Students are designing inquiry 

questions to guide their learning and have created educational information 

posters to share what they have learned. 
(Would like to get posters from Departure Bay Grade Six Sevens for  the visuals) 

 

Executive director for the Marmot Recovery Foundation, Victoria Jackson, 

encourages students of all ages to participate in the marmot’s journey back from 

the brink of extinction.  She is grateful and proud of the successful, student-led, 

fund raising drives that help fund expensive reintroduction of both captive -born 

and wild- born marmots to their historic colonies that once populated alpine 

meadows.  Schools have promoted the Adopt-a-Marmot program that supports 

the field crew’s hectic summer data gathering and analysis work.  And although 

the marmots strict quarantine guidelines, make direct “hands-on” participation 

impossible at this stage of the recovery program, Victoria wants students to learn 

all they can about the Vancouver Island marmot and how stewardship and 

sustainable practices are important curriculum topics. 

  “This work shows all learners what is possible when we all work together towards a common 

goal-and it’s one of the few good environmental news stories out there” (Victoria Jackson, 

2014) 

Collaboration and Hard Work is Paying Off 

 
Pulling the Vancouver Island marmot from the brink of extinction has been a 

demonstration of how strong partnerships make a difference.  This monumental 

effort represents thousands of caring individuals, who have gone out of their way 

to save the whistling, pudgy, chocolate brown, nose touching, play boxing, 

photogenic marmot from extinction.    

The collective effort is a story about recovery, resilience and hope.   It is 

illustrated with times of defeat and moments of triumph.  Breeding in captivity is 

complex, expensive and challenging.  The program has been a huge success and 
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the goal calling for 400 to 600 marmots is within reach. However, it will take 

continued years of support before the marmots are restored and able to recover 

completely on their own.  I hope you will join the Marmot Recovery Foundation 

in their efforts to repeat the success of 2013 when 26 litters were born in the 

wild- totaling 75 to 80 pups! Every action small or large, contributes to the 

recovery goals.   

There have been many lessons learned from this tenacious and social marmot; 

the most important is to cherish and protect our species and their habitats. 

Vancouver Island students and countless dedicated individuals will continue to 

support the work to ensure our uniquely Canadian marmot is a part of our rich 

cultural heritage. Student and community participation in the Vancouver Island 

marmot’s journey to recovery will make a difference to our planet and the skills 

you learn along the way will stay with you for the rest of your life!   

 
All things of the universe are miricales, each as profound as any. –Walt Whitman 



Draft written by Donna Klockars 2014 Photo credits and references pending. 

 

Photo 

credit not yet established. 

Perhaps one day in the near future, you will hear the unique “kee-way” call from 

chocolate and cream-coloured  marmots while on your walk in Strathcona Park or 

while hiking the  Forbidden Plateau regions. Remember to thank and credit the 

many who will never give up believing that Vancouver Island’s marmot population 

will finally be out of peril.  

 

 

 

 

 


