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Elk (Cervus canadensis) are habituated to humans and associated buildings in many national parks in North America. During
the summers of 2012–2014, observations were made of Elk standing on the decks of cabins and entering campground cook
shelters in and around the town of Waskesiu in east-central Prince Albert National Park, Saskatchewan. These appear to be
the first documented observations of Elk entering buildings intentionally. The reason for this behaviour is likely a combination
of the animals seeking areas safe from wolves, thermal cover, and relief from biting insects.
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Habituation occurs when wildlife decrease their response or cease to respond to a repeated stimulus that
is normally not accompanied by positive or negative
reinforcement (Thorpe 1956). This may include a significantly reduced fear of people and human-made environments (Thompson and Henderson 1998; Whittaker
and Knight 1998). In national parks in North America,
where wolves are present but hunting is forbidden, Elk
(Cervus canadensis)1 have often become habituated to
humans and frequent areas near roads and buildings to
avoid predation (Dekker and Slatter 2009). In many cases, this habituation has become pronounced, most notably in unhunted populations. For example, human visitors to Yellowstone National Park are injured by Elk
every year by approaching habituated Elk too closely
(Conover 2001). Although Elk use of areas close to
roads and human dwellings has been well documented,
I am not aware of any published reports of Elk entering
buildings. This note includes such a report.
I observed and photographed free-ranging Elk in
the town of Waskesiu and the adjacent campgrounds in
east-central Prince Albert National Park, Saskatchewan
(53°56.1'N, 106°04.2'W). This area is dominated by
mature spruce forest that last burned in 1919, mixed with
patches of deciduous forest (Parks Canada 2011).
During the summers of 2012–2014, observations
were made of Elk standing on the decks of cabins and
entering campground cook shelters. Specifically, on 15
July 2012 at 1530, I observed an adult female Elk on a
deck next to the front door of a cabin (Figure 1A). On
9 July 2013 at 1745, I saw another adult female Elk on
the deck of a different cabin (Figure 1A). In both cases,
the cabin owners were absent, but people were walking nearby and vehicles were driving along the roads
directly adjacent to the cabins used by the Elk. Further,

I observed regular use of two campground cook shelters in the Beaver Glen campground near Waskesiu by
a group of two adult male Elk (both with four-point
antlers in velvet), one adult female, and two juveniles
(Figure 1B–D) almost continuously during daylight
hours on 12 and 13 July 2014. The animals remained
inside the cook shelters for 8–49 minutes at a time,
moving out to feed within 90 m of the shelter for 17–
44 minutes, before returning to the shelter. Discussions
with local cabin owners indicated that this behaviour
is not uncommon during the summer in and around
Waskesiu. All of these observations were made when
the ambient temperature was above 20oC and the activity of biting flies, including mosquitoes (Culex sp.),
black flies (Simulium sp.), and horseflies (Chrysops sp.),
was high.
These observations of free-ranging Elk using human
dwellings represent extreme examples of their habituation to humans. This behaviour is most likely a result
of predator and insect avoidance as well as seeking
thermal cover and forage access. Elk herds in Jasper
National Park (Dekker et al. 1995) and Banff National
Park (McKenzie 2001), Alberta, are both concentrated
near the park town sites where large carnivores are less
common. Although rarely studied in Elk, biting flies
have been reported to have a considerable impact on
ungulates, disrupting feeding and resting (Downes et al.
1986) and prompting animals to seek relief areas that
are cooler and vegetation free and where biting flies are
less abundant (Boertje 1981). Buildings provide significant thermal cover in the form of shade, lower ambient
temperature, reduced absorption of solar radiation by
animals, and direct conduction of body heat when the
animal is lying on cement. Forage may also play a role,
as gardens and other high-quality fertilized and watered

1
The taxonomy of the Red Deer-Elk-Wapiti complex in the Cervidae family has yet to be fully resolved. I use Cervus canadensis here, following the IUCN Redlist (Lovari et al. 2008), based on the recommendations of Geist (1998) and recent genetic
work by Randi et al. (2001) and Ludt et al. (2004).
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FIGURE 1. (A) Free-ranging adult female Elk (Cervus canadensis) on the porch of a cabin in Waskesiu, Prince Albert National
Park, Saskatchewan (13 July 2012). (B) Male Elk in a cook shelter in the Beaver Glen campground near Waskesiu
(12 July 2014). (C) Male Elk in another cook shelter (13 July 2014). (D) One female and one male Elk in a cook
shelter (13 July 2014). Photos: Ryan K. Brook.

plants are available near the buildings. The use of buildings that are vegetation free may involve a trade-off between seeking forage and avoiding predation. McKenzie (2001) found that Elk in Banff made greater use of
urbanized areas in both summer and winter and that
urban Elk had a significantly higher rate of survival that
Elk using wilderness areas.
The use of buildings by Elk is viewed positively by
many park visitors who enjoy seeing and approaching
Elk to photograph and observe them. I regularly observed people approaching within 5 m of the Elk that
were using the dwellings. However, this Elk behaviour
could become an increasing nuisance as these animals
defecate and feed on flower gardens and lawns. Habituated Elk can also become a public health risk and are
associated with significant liability issues. Further research and monitoring is required to characterize the
frequency, timing, and extent of habituation in the local
Waskesiu Elk herd. A wide range of management options is available to deal with habituated Elk; they must
be non-lethal to be used in a national park and can include hazing to scare Elk and instill a greater fear response toward people and buildings. Other options include translocation of problem animals, application of
chemical repellants, and fencing (Walter et al. 2010).
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