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Introduction

Arctic Corner provides a forum for news of particular arctic interest, replacing the Biological Sur-
veyôs newsletter Arctic Insect News (1990-2000). Contributions to Arctic Corner are welcomed by Arctic Corner are welcomed by Arctic Corner

the Editor (see inside front cover).

Introduction

The Biological Survey of Canadaôs Insects 
of Keewatin and Mackenzie Project was of Keewatin and Mackenzie Project was of Keewatin and Mackenzie Project

initiated in 2000 to focus attention on the inad-
equately surveyed territory between the Mack-
enzie River and Hudson Bay. A project dedi-
cated to documenting entomological diversity 
in this region, which encompasses all of main-
land Northwest Territories and Nunavut, was 
viewed as a logical extension of the Surveyôs 
efforts in the Yukon Territory (cf. Danks and 
Downes 1997). In the summer of 2000, Scien-
tiý c Committee members Doug Currie (Royal 
Ontario Museum and University of Toronto) 
and Donna Giberson (University of Prince 
Edward Island), along with Peter Adler (Clem-
son University), Brian Brown (Natural History 

Museum of Los Angeles) and Malcolm Butler 
(North Dakota State University), embarked on 
a 700-km collecting expedition along the Hor-
ton River between Horton Lake and the Beau-
fort Sea. Collections along the river revealed 
that the insect fauna of northwestern Northwest 
Territories was much richer than previously 
supposed, underscoring the need for further 
study (Currie et al. 2000, Currie and Adler 
2000). The Horton River was surveyed during 
the ý rst year of the project because of its close 
proximity to the eastern boundary of Beringia 
ð the primary source area for organisms that 
repopulated the north following deglaciation. 
Our goal was to compare species richness 
in a recently glaciated area with that of the 
nearby Beringian refugium. Additionally, one 
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of us (D.G.) studied aspects of energetics and 
food web dynamics in a large arctic river. And 
because the Horton River þ owed north towards 
the Beaufort Sea, we were able to sample in 
a south-to-north transect from approximately 
67Á30Ë to 70Á00Ë north latitude. Given the suc-
cess of our initial survey we resolved to mount 
a similar expedition farther south and to the 
east. A number of potential study sites were 
considered, but ultimately we settled on the 
Thelon River within the coný nes of the Thelon 
Wildlife Sanctuary.

The Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary

The Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary ranks 
among the largest and most remote protected 
areas in the world. Straddling the boundary 
between Northwest Territories and Nunavut, 
the sanctuary is renowned for its pristine nature 
and legendary history*. One of the outstand-
ing features of the preserve is a stretch of the 
Thelon River between the conþ uence of the 
Hanbury River and Hornby Point, referred to 
as óthe Thelon Oasisô. Dense groves of spruce 
trees line the river valley along this stretch 
ð hundreds of kilometers north of treeline. 
This northern oasis supports a rich assemblage 
of plants and animals, many of which occur far 
north of their typical range, including raspberry, 
currant, columbine, and moose. The sanctuary 
is perhaps best known as a refuge for the last 
remaining populations of mainland muskox, as 
well as for the 330,000 strong Beverly caribou 
herd. 

Although renowned as a preserve for 
plants and mammals, virtually nothing is 
known about the insect fauna of the sanctuary. 
Indeed, the vast swath of the Canadian arctic 
between Yellowknife and Baker Lake remains 
virtually unexplored for insects owing to the 

absence of roads and human settlements. It is 
this lack of knowledge, coupled with the op-
portunity to prospect for insects in an óarctic 
oasisô, that inspired us to mount a two-week 
expedition along the Thelon River during the 
summer of 2002.

Logistics and river travel

A disadvantage of the proposed route is 
that two separate applications were needed for 
scientiý c research licenses: one each for North-
west Territories and Nunavut. Fortunately, the 
process proved to be far less cumbersome than 
experienced when planning for the Horton 
River expedition, and it turned out that a formal 
license for Nunavut was not even needed given 
our innocuous collecting techniques. As with 
the 2000 expedition, we engaged a wilderness 
travel company to outý t and guide our party. 
The three of us, along with guide Tim Gfeller 
and graduate students Lisa Purcell (Univer-
sity of Prince Edward Island) and Amanda 
Roe (University of Alberta), gathered in Yel-
lowknife on June 28, 2002. Early the following 
morning we loaded approximately 320 kg (700 
lbs) of food and gear, plus three canoes, onto 
two þ oat planes in preparation for the three and 
a half hour þ ight to the Thelon Wildlife Sanctu-
ary. We were dropped off on the Thelon River 
just below its conþ uence with the Hanbury 
River (63Á38ËN 104Á32ËW). Over the next two 
weeks we paddled our 5.2-m (17-foot) canoes 
about 300 km downstream, to a point where 
the river widens into Beverly Lake (64Á32ËN 
100Á58ËW). Terrestrial and aquatic insects were 
sampled along the entire route using a combi-
nation of aerial and dip netting, malaise traps, 
and hand collecting. Specimens were pinned or 
variously ý xed in ethanol or Carnoyôs solution, 
depending on taxon or method of analysis.

*David Pellyôs (1996) book on the Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary provides a fascinating account about history of the 
Thelon River, including the ill-fated attempt by John Hornby and his two young companions to spend the winter of 
1926-1927 in the arctic oasis.




