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Species - Habitat Model for Porcupine 

 
Original model and ratings table prepared by Lower Nicola Indian Band.  Edited by Les Gyug, 
Okanagan Wildlife Consulting, February, 2008. 

 

Species Data 

Common Name: Porcupine 

Scientific Name: Erethizon dorsatum 

Species Code:  M_ERDO 

Nlaka’pux Name:  s/wetiye? 

BC Status:   Yellow-listed 

Identified Wildlife  

Status:   None 

COSEWIC Status: Not at Risk 

Project Data 

Area:   Merritt Timber Supply Area 

Ecoprovince:  Southern Interior, Minor inclusion of Coast and Mountains 

Ecoregions: Northern Cascade Ranges, Pacific Ranges, Thompson-Okanagan Plateau, 
Interior Transition Ranges, Okanagan Range 

Ecosections: Eastern Pacific Ranges (EPR), Guichon Uplands (GUU), Hozameen 
Ranges (HOR), Nicola Basin (NIB), Okanagan Ranges (OKR), Pavilion 
Ranges (PAR), Southern Thompson Upland (STU), Thompson Basin 
(THB) 

BEC Variants: AT, AT-Emwp, BGxh2, BGxw1, CWHms1, ESSFdc2, ESSFdcp, 
ESSFmw, ESSFmwp, ESSFxc, ESSFxcp, IDFdk1, IDFdk1a, IDFdk2, 
IDFxh1, IDFxh1a, IDFxh2, IDFxh2a, MHmm2, MHmm2p, MSdm2, 
MSmw, MSxk, PPxh1, PPxh2, PPxh2a 

Map Scale:   1:20,000 

 

1  ECOLOGY  

1.1  Description 

The porcupine is a heavy bodied, short legged and clumsy mammal that belongs to the Rodent 
family.  It is known for the small head, eyes and ears, blunt muzzle, thick tail, short strong legs 
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with sharp long black claws.  The head and body is 18-22 in, tail 7-9 in., and weight 10-28 lbs.   
The foot has soles that are fleshy and contain 4 toes in front and 5 toes on the hind developed for 
climbing (Banfield 1974).  The porcupine has about 30,000 quills containing sensory hairs, and a 
dense wooly brown under coat and long cream tipped guard hair that molt once a year (Burt 
1980).   

Quills are unique defensive weapons with a spongy interior and are sharply pointed on the distal 
end.  The proximal end is also pointed but only to provide follicle attachment.  The quills are 
arranged in transverse rows, separated by coat hairs that are located on the head, neck, rump and 
tail and varying in length and diameter.  The sharp end, usually black or dark colored, is colored 
with single lapped barbules that can only be seen under magnification.  When the quill is 
embedded in tissue, their barbules expand and as muscle fibers contract the quill are pulled 
deeper into the tissue.  The barbs lie flush with the shaft until the heat and moisture from 
penetrated tissues causes them to expand and pop out.  This prevents withdrawal and actually 
causes the quill to work its way in more deeply, at rates up to one millimeter per hour or about 
one inch per day.  This has led to the demise of such formidable predators as eagles, foxes, 
leopards, and mountain lions (Voelker 1986).   

 

1.2  Life History 
The porcupine ruts in the fall season, known to be very noisy and violent.  The males will fight 
other males for the females.  Females generally exhibit no interest or negative response by 
clicking the teeth and moving away (Burt 1980). 

Breeding takes place September- October in Southern latitudes and October- November in the 
Northern latitudes.  They first breed when they are 1-2 years old.  The females are in heat for 8-
12 hours and are the ones that initiate courtship.  The males will follow females during this time 
and will serenade by grunting and humming (Banfield 1974).   

The gestation period is 30 weeks and porcupines give birth between March-May, depending how 
far north they are located (Whitaker 1996).  Usually just a single precocious young is born in 
rock piles, under logs, in dens or under a brush pile.  The baby porcupine is well developed at 
birth with blunt incisors and molars; its quills harden within hours after birth.  After a couple of 
days, the young are capable of climbing trees.  After one week the mother will leave the young 
for longer periods while feeding on emerging green plants.  The weaning process takes 7-10 days 
and by the fall the young are on their own (CWS 2002).  Young porcupines are generally dark 
until the following spring.  The variety of colors is chestnut, cream brown, and gray, with albino 
porcupines occasionally seen (Whitaker 1996). 

Postpartum females communicate with their young during spring and summer by subdued grunts 
and whines and occasional clicking of the teeth.  The large extrusive incisors are dark to light 
orange colored on the anterior surface Females are very responsive to imitations. 

The porcupine also uses chattering teeth as a warning to predators, and then gives off a strong 
undesirable odor (Whitaker 1996).  The main predators of the porcupine are man and the fisher 
(Woods 1973).  Other predators include marten, mink, wolverine, mountain lion, lynx, bobcat, 
eagle, and great horned owl.  Fires may also be a source of mortality. 

Porcupines may survive up to 18 years in the wild (Nagorsen 2005).   
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1.3  Territoriality and Home Ranges 
Porcupines feeding on balsam, white pine, Douglas fir, lodgepole, and spruce spend a long 
period of time in one area.  Average home range size in winter (7.4 ha) is much smaller than in 
summer (65 ha) (Roze 1987).  However, this is quite variable, with a wide range of home 
seasonal home range sizes (up to 229 ha, Roze 1987).  Porcupines have difficulty moving 
through deep snow, so tend to stay in smaller areas during the winter, where suitable winter 
foraging trees are abundant.  Stricklan et al. (1995) reported winter home ranges of 6.8-47.5 ha 
for males, and 9.2-61.8 ha for females.  The area covered is up to 129 m/day and 1500 m/month 
and they will sometimes change home ranges, moving 8-10 km (Burt 1980).  They do not 
maintain territories, but will defend their feeding trees from other porcupines (Woods 1973). 

The porcupine lives a very solitary life, only grouping together in winter for denning or food, but 
not for social reasons.  Feeding occurs within 100m of the den in winter and if it is raining or 
snowing they will sit hunched in a tree until the rain stops.  If the winter is dry they will feed 
anytime, but the porcupine is normally a nocturnal animal.  In summer the feeding area expands 
up to 1.5 km from the den.  The lower elevations are inhabited in the winter and in summer they 
go back up to the mountains.  The porcupine routes are marked by debarking trees (CWS 2002). 

The home ranges of porcupines vary with the climate and habitat.  In some areas of cold climate 
the winter range is severely restricted to a few hectares, whereas summer and winter ranges may 
be essentially identical in warmer locations.  Linear daily movements during the summer range 
from 120 m to 250 m.  Winter movements in northern habitats are usually restricted to feeding 
areas within a few hundred metres of den sites, but may be up to 1.2 km from the den (Woods 
1973).   

Porucpines have a major food shift from winter (trees) to summer (forbs, shrubs, and a wide 
variety of fresh plant material), and this is sometimes accompanied by local migrations or habitat 
shifts in western North America (Woods 1973).  Monthly movements averaged 1500 m 
(Whitaker 1996) with one sub adult male moving 30 km in 66 days.  This was an unusual 
movement but numerous individuals did make 8-10 km moves when shifting home ranges 
(Whitaker 1996).  However, the porcupine is generally considered non-migratory, and will use 
the same general area throughout the year. 

 

1.4  Densities 
There is only one reported density from B.C. from the Kalum Valley near Terrace where Krebs 
(1994; not seen, cited in Nagorsen 2005) reported 4.3-14.3 animals per km2 for second-growth 
forest.  There is a misprint in Nagorsen (2005), where it states this density is per hectare, but 
should be per 100 hectares (David Nagorsen, pers. comm. to Les Gyug, January, 2008).  Other 
densities reported in the literature from sites throughout the range of the species have been 
summarized by Woods (1973) to which has been added some more recent estimates.  The 
densities cited by Woods (1973) included 0.8/km2, 1.2-5.8/km2, 2.7/km2, 3.9-5.9/km2, 4.7/km2, 
and 9.5/km2.  Densities estimated more recently have been in the same general range:  5/km2 
(Mudge 2005), 7.0/km2 (Stricklan et al. 1995), 9.3-16.6/km2 (Brander 1973), 12.6/km2 (Smith 
1979) and 10-42/km2 (Hale and Fuller 1999).  Krebs (1994) reported winter home ranges of 5-11 
ha, and summer ranges of 2-84 ha, which is consistent with densities of 4-14 porcupines/ km2 in 
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second growth hemlock forest in northwestern B.C.   However, there has been one report of 100 
porcupines in a “ledgy” 2-ha area in winter in western Massachusetts (Dodge 1967 cited in 
Woods 1973), so occasionally very high densities may occur in winter in highly preferred 
habitat, but these can likely never occur in summer. 

Densities may decline dramatically in an area when fishers, a specialist predator on porcupines, 
are reintroduced to an area.  In Michigan, densities declined from 3.5 to 0.4/km2 (Earle and 
Kramm 1982) and from 11.8 to 0.4/km2 (Powell 1993) after fishers were reintroduced.  
Therefore reported densities from the literature throughout the range as reported above may be 
very high compared to situations where there is the full natural suite of porcupine predators. 

 

2  DISTRIBUTION 

Porcupines are widespread in much of Canada and the United States and are found in some part 
of northern Mexico (Woods 1973).  Their range includes habitats varying from northern forests 
to open tundra, rangelands and deserts (Woods 1973). 

 

2.1  Provincial Range 
Found throughout British Columbia excepting Vancouver Island, the Queen Charlotte Islands 
and other coastal islands (Nagorsen 2005). 

 

2.2  Distribution in the Project Area 

There have been sightings of porcupines throughout the whole Merritt Forest District due to their 
wide ecosystem distribution.  The population is not threatened, so there has not been an 
extensive study of exact distribution.  Porcupines have been sighted numerous times near 
Lundbom in the wintertime feeding on salt from Highway 5A (Dave Crack, Conservation 
Officer, Merritt, pers. comm. 2003).   

They generally appear to be widespread but fairly uncommon in the Merritt TSA, and throughout 
the southern interior in general.  During many winter aerial ungulate surveys, very few porcupine 
tracks have ever been seen (Gyug, personal observations).  The tracks are very distinctive, and 
noticeable from a long distance, as long as soft snow cover is present.  In addition, porcupine 
damage to trees in the southern interior seems to be very infrequent compared to eastern 
Canadian forests (Gyug, personal observations).  They were also very infrequently encountered 
in snow tracking in the MS and ESSF of the southern interior, with a snow track index of only 
0.01 tracks encountered per km-day in 586 km-days of tracking on 50 km of transects (Gyug 
1994).  No porcupine tracks were encountered during the Manning Park furbearer tracking 
inventory in 332 km-days of tracking on trails totaling 116 km (Gyug 1988).  Similarly, none 
were encountered in the Okanagan Highlands in the MS zone on 86 km-days of snow tracking 
transects on 6 km of track transects (Gyug 2000).  Using similar methods, Van Tighem and Gyug 
(1984) considered track densities of 0.10 per km-day or more to be High porcupine use, 0.05-
0.10 to be Moderate, and <0.05 to be Low, which would put the MS and ESSF of the southern 
interior into the Low category.  However, absolute densities were not available to correlate to the 
relative densities. 

Lower Nicola Indian Band  Porcupine 



 M_ERDO_Merritt TSA Page 5 of 17 

Porcupines would be expected in the PP, IDF, MS, ESSF, MH, and CWH BEC zones (Stevens 
1995), and in parkland variants of upper BEC zones in the Merritt TSA (Table 1). 

 

2.2.1 Elevation Range 

Sea level to alpine (Nagorsen 2005). 
 

Table 1.  Expected Porcupine occurrence within the Ecosection - BEC Variant combinations found 
within the Merritt TSA. 

Eco-
province 

Ecoregion Eco-
sec-
tion 

BEC Subzones/Variants/Phases Expected 
Occurrence 

Coast and 
Mountains 

Pacific 
Ranges 

EPR AT-Emwp, CWHms1, ESSFmw Yes 

AT  No Interior 
Transition 
Ranges 

PAR 

ESSFdcp2, ESSFmwp, ESSFdc2, ESSFmw, 
IDFdk1, IDFdk2, IDFxh2, IDFxh2a, MSdm2, 
MSxk, PPxh2  

Yes 

AT  No HOR 

AT-Emwp, ESSFdcp2, ESSFmwp, ESSFxcp, 
MHmmp2, MSdm2, MSmw, MSxk, CWHms1, 
ESSFdc2, ESSFmw, ESSFxc, IDFdk2, 
IDFxh1, IDFxh2, MHmm2, MSdm2, MSmw, 
MSxk 

Yes 

AT  No 

Northern 
Cascade 
Ranges 

OKR 

ESSFdcp2, ESSFxcp, ESSFdc2, ESSFxc, 
IDFdk1, IDFdk1a, IDFdk2, IDFxh1, IDFxh1a, 
MSdm2, MSxk 

Yes 

BGxh2, BGxw1 No GUU 

ESSFxc, IDFdk1, IDFdk1a, IDFxh2, IDFxh2a, 
MSxk, PPxh2, PPxh2a 

Yes 

BGxh2  No THB 

IDFdk1, IDFxh2, PPxh2 Yes 

BGxw1  No NIB 

IDFdk1, IDFdk1a, IDFdk2, IDFxh1, IDFxh2, 
IDFxh2a, PPxh2 

Yes 

BGxw1  No 

Southern 
Interior 

Thompson-
Okanagan 
Plateau 

STU 

ESSFxcp, ESSFdc2, ESSFxc, IDFdk1, 
IDFdk1a, IDFdk2, IDFxh1, IDFxh1a, IDFxh2, 
IDFxh2a, MSdm2, MSxk, PPxh1, PPxh2, 

Yes 
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3  FOOD/COVER LIFE REQUISITES AND HABITAT-USES:  

3.1  Living Habitat (LI) 
The porcupine’s habitat varies from the high alpine tundra to the near desert grasslands.  Rocky 
ledges and rock piles are suitable for dens (Zimmerling and Croft 2001) and stands of aspen, 
hemlock and trees and also maybe found in same area as marmot and wood rat in rock crevices 
(Murie 1982).  When close to human development, their shelter can be culverts and brush piles 
(CWS 2002).  Porcupines use existing cavities (e.g., rock cavities, tree stumps, hollow trees, 
culverts, underneath buildings) as dens in winter (Marshall et al. 1962, Roze 1984, 1987, 
Griesemer et al. 1996, 1998) and sometimes in summer (Roze 1989). 

Porcupines dig long snow tunnels and use other animal trails in order to get around from tree to 
tree (Banfield, 1974).  Most of the winter is spent up in the trees for food and shelter.  In summer 
they can be spotted in trees trying to avoid insects, and when feeling threatened will ascend trees, 
crawl under logs, and rocks as a form of protection. 

With human development, porcupines have been known to inhabit urban areas for the salt.  
There have been many sightings and evidence of porcupines damaging sheds, tools, and other 
wooden products that humans handle.  However porcupines will tend to avoid human habitats at 
higher levels of selection but will use these areas if they are within their selected home ranges 
(Morin et al. 2005). 

An excellent description of how to recognize current feeding sign of porcupines on trees, as well 
as old tree damage caused by feeding, can be found in RISC (1998).  That document also 
recommends the best timing to conduct porcupine surveys in deep snow.  In deep snow that is 
more than a few days old, porcupine trails are very easy to see on aerial surveys (Les Gyug, 
personal observations), which may provide a very quick and efficient way to survey very large 
areas. 

Population densities are extremely variable throughout the porcupine’s range and, especially in 
the colder areas, may change markedly from winter to summer because of high denning 
concentrations.  Densities tend to shift with food availability.  Higher populations are found near 
maturing agricultural crops such as corn, alfalfa, and other legumes or, during dry periods, in 
riparian habitats (Burt 1980).   

 

3.2  Feeding Habitat (FD) 

The porcupine is strictly herbivorous, eating grasses, leaves, forbs and bark (Nagorsen 2005).  In 
the growing season, it will eat a variety of succulent ground plants including leaves, roots, 
flowers, water plants and grass (see review by Woods 1973).  It will climb aspens and birches to 
reach the buds, catkins and leaves.  It will also eat fruit in agricultural areas.  In winter, it feeds 
on the twigs, buds, needles and inner bark of trees and shrubs, especially pole-sized (7-38 cm 
DBH) conifers (Nagorsen 2005).   

They will appear to eat whatever type of trees are available locally.  Roze (1984) considered 
aspen to be the most preferred food.  Morin et al. (2005) found porcupines were located 
significantly more often in aspen forests, and in mixed forests containing than in coniferous 
forests or in other broad-leaved forests.  In Douglas-fir, limber pine and spruce forests of the 
foothills of Alberta, Harder (1980) found there to be preference for one species of tree over the 
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other, with all used equally.  In north coastal B.C., Sullivan et al. (1986) and Woods and Zeglen 
(2003) found western hemlock to be used in preference to other species present, which included 
spruce, cedar and amabilis fir.  Similarly, in Massachusetts, Griesemer et al. (1999) found 
hemlock to be a preferred winter food species. 

 

3.2.1  Spring-Fall 

In the early spring, porcupines are in the riparian areas at the lower elevations within the 
grasslands foraging on the early vegetation.  The ideal structural stages that they inhabit are 
structural stage 2, 3, 4, and 5 on south aspects, where the lush vegetation is coming up.  The 
vegetation that they eat is skunk cabbage, lupines, clover and grasses (Whitaker 1996). 

The porcupine is found in structural stage 2 in the spring, when the herb layer is first coming out 
on disturbed areas such those produced from fires and logging.  In the summer, they use 
structural stage 3 to eat catkins and seeds from shrubbery.  They prefer eating skunk cabbage, 
lupines, clover, saskatoon, and balsamroot in higher elevations in natural openings and riparian 
draws.  Chewing on antlers and bones provides minerals as well (Banfield 1974).   

In the summer time, porcupines tend to move into the higher elevations for water, where they 
feed on plants, seeds, and roots.  They can be located in mixed stands and older cut blocks 
foraging on the seral species such as catkins, seeds, and flowers in open meadows, and will swim 
to get water lilies and other water plants in ponds.  Specific species that are favored are black 
gooseberry, showy aster, pine grass, alder, willows, and thimbleberry (Whitaker 1996).  Sullivan 
and Cheng (1989) report that porcupines show a preference for vigorous dominant and co-
dominant trees. 

In the fall, porcupines eat dry berries and late vegetation.  The type of vegetation eaten includes 
huckleberries, grouse berry, Saskatoon, willows, rosehips, and agricultural crops (Whitaker 
1996), as well as tree mast including nuts (Woods 1973).  In the fall they may consume 
agricultural crops such as alfalfa and corn and are also known to damage structures and other 
wooden products seeking salt in urban areas and highways (Banfield 1974). 

 

3.2.2 Winter 

Porcupines move to mature stands where they forage on the mature trees such as pine, fir, red 
cedar, and hemlock for the cambium layer and the needles.  Food consists of the inner bark 
(phloem layer) and evergreen needles (see review of diet by Woods 1973).  In the U.S., preferred 
foods appear to be hemlock in the Northeast, sugar maple in New England, white pine in the 
Great Lakes region, and ponderosa pine in the West (Woods 1973).  Additional sources (e.g. 
Krebs 1994, Sullivan et al. 1986) indicate that western hemlock may also be highly preferred 
where it occurs in the west.  Pole-sized (7-38 cm DBH) conifers are preferred (Nagorsen 2005).  
They also forage along highways due to the salt applied to keep roadways clear in the winter 
(Whitaker 1996). 
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3.3 Thermal (TH) 

In the winter, when temperatures are below 0 C, and there is snow on the ground (Roze 1987) 
porcupines use subnivean den sites.  These may include abandoned dens and burrows within 
rocks, under logs or brush piles, or in hollow stumps, logs, trees and snags.  On average, they 
would move to a new winter den site every 23 days (Roze 1987).  69% of their den sites were 
under rocks, with 21% in live hollow trees (Rose 1987).  They will be found equally resting in 
trees where they will stay for days at a time to eat, or in subnivean dens.  Use of tree resting sites 
was not correlated with temperature during the winter (Roze 1987).  They also have been (rarely) 
seen in groups of up to 20 in the alpine, all sharing the same den (CWS 2002).  In spring and 
summer the porcupines are found in wet draws in alder stands. 

 

3.4 Life Requisites to be Modeled 
The life requisites to be modeled will be Feeding in the Growing Season (MERDO_FDG), 
Security in the Growing Season (MERDO_SHG), Feeding in the Winter (MERDO_FDW), and 
Security/Thermal in the Winter (MERDO_STW).  The young are precocious and can climb trees 
within a few hours of birth, so no special habitat is required for reproduction.  Seasons of use, 
primary attributes and structural stages, and the PEM attributes used to rate the habitat are 
summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2.  Summary of general habitat attributes for porcupine in the Merritt TSA. 

Habitat 
Use 

Season Primary Attributes 
for Suitable 

Porcupine Habitat 

Primary 
Structural 

Stages 
Life Requisite 

Modeled PEM Attributes 

Feeding Early Spring Abundance of lush 
vegetation on 
southern aspects, 
such as clover and 
grasses. 

2-3 MERDO_FDG BEC 
classification, 
ecosite, structural 
stage, site 
modifier 
Stand height, total 
% cover, stand 
species 
composition 
Soil-flooding 
regime 

Feeding Late Spring/ 
Summer 

Typically in mixed 
stands with lupines, 
clover, catkins, skunk 
cabbage and seeds.   

2-3 MERDO_FDG  

Feeding Fall Eat dried berries and 
late vegetation. 

3 MERDO_FDG  

Feeding Winter The cambium is 
consumed from trees 
such as fir, pine, red 
cedar, and hemlock. 

4-7 MERDO_FDW  

Security Growing In the winter, a variety 
of sites are used 

1-7 MERDO_SHG  
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(snow-free) including rock dens, 
abandoned animal 
burrows, and old logs, 
stumps and trees in 
mature forest in the 
winter 

Security/ 
Thermal 

Winter (snow) In the snow-free 
season, tree cover is 
preferred for daytime 
resting and for travel 
cover in the snow-free 
season. 

4-7 MERDO_STW Ecosite, slope, 
structural stage, 
terrain origin and 
texture (e.g. 
exposed fractured 
rock (lithic)), soil 
moisture 
Stand height, 
stand age, total % 
cover 

4.  RATINGS 

There is an intermediate knowledge of the habitat requirements of the porcupine in British 
Columbia, so a 4-class rating scheme will be used (Table 3). 

Table 3.  Habitat Capability and Suitability 4-Class Rating Scheme (RIC 1999). 

% of Provincial Best Rating Code

100% - 76% High H 

75% - 26% Moderate M 

25% - 1% Low L 

0% Nil N 

 

4.1  Provincial Benchmark 
No provincial benchmark has been set for this species.  The only known densities are 4.3-14.3 
animals per km2 from second-growth western hemlock forest in the Kalum Valley near Terrace 
(CWHws) (Krebs 1994) which will be proposed as the provincial benchmark in the absence of 
any other densities. 

 

4.2  Ratings Assumptions 

BEC classifications will be rated as follows based on the literature reviewed in the account 
above: 

1. The CWH will be rated up to High because suitable sites would be equivalent to the 
provincial benchmark. 

2. The MH, ESSF, MS and IDFd will be rated up to Moderate. 
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3. The IDFx and PP will be rated up to Low. 

4. The parkland phases of the ESSF MH and AT will be rated up to Low. 

5. The BG and AT will be rated Nil. 

The following basic biological assumptions have guided the remainder of the rating of ecosites 
and structural stages within BEC zones:  

1. While porcupines can make short seasonal migrations, nothing is known of any such 
possible movements in B.C., or in the Merritt TSA.  Therefore it will be assumed that 
any such seasonal migrations may be very limited, i.e. only a few km at best, and an 
overall habitat suitability rating will be a combination of the growing season and 
winter seasonal needs.   

2. Porcupines undergo only very short daily migrations from feeding to daytime resting 
sites in trees (or in dens in winter) so that the overall seasonal habitat suitability in 
either the growing season or in winter will depend on the adjacency of suitable 
feeding and security sites, or their existence in one polygon (see Ratings 
Adjustments). 

3. Herbaceous (and shrubby) spring and summer forage when combined with climbable 
trees (>10 cm DBH) for both food and security, will provide the best growing season 
sites.   

4. Sites with moderately aged trees that are large enough to climb but young enough to 
provide bark thin enough to chew through, combined with an abundance of either 
rock or log/hollow tree/hollow stump den sites will provide the best winter sites.  

The ecosites and structural stages will be rated as follows: 

1. Feeding in the Growing Season (higher reliance on herbaceous and deciduous 
vegetation): 

a. All structural stages 0 and 1 will be rated Nil. 

b. Maximum ratings for the BEC will be assigned to structural stages 2 and 3 in all 
mesic or wetter potentially forested ecosites, wetlands, and avalanche slopes. 

c. Maximum ratings for the BEC will be assigned to moist and wetter aspen sites in 
structural stages 4-7. 

d. One level below maximum rating for the BEC will be assigned to structural stages 
4 and 5 for all moist or wetter potentially coniferous forested ecosites and 
wetlands, and for dry aspen sites in structural stages 4-7 (but rated down only to 
Low even if it would otherwise be rated Nil). 

e. One level below maximum rating for the BEC will be assigned to structural stages 
2 and 3 for all dry and mesic potentially coniferous forested ecosites (but rated 
down only to Low even if it would otherwise be rated Nil). 

f. Two levels below the maximum rating for the BEC will be assigned to structural 
stages 6 and 7 for moist or wet potentially forested ecosites, wetlands and 
avalanche slopes (but rated down only to Low even if it would otherwise rated 
Nil).  Dry sites will be rated Nil. 
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g. Two levels below maximum rating for the BEC will be assigned to structural 
stages 4 and 5 for all dry and mesic potentially forested ecosites (but rated down 
only to Low even if it would otherwise be rated Nil). 

h. Cultivated fields, urban, gravel bars, rock outcrops, and talus will be rated Low if 
they are in structural stages 2 or greater. 

i. Avalanche slopes in structural stages 4 or greater will be rated one level below the 
maximum for the BEC (but only rated down to Low). 

2. Security Habitat in the Growing Season: 

a. All structural stages 0-3 will be rated Nil. 

b. All potentially forested ecosites in structural stages 4-7 will be rated to the 
maximum for the BEC. 

c. All other ecosites that are not normally forested (e.g. rock outcrops, gravel bars, 
talus), or open forest types (parkland and krummholz) that are in structural stages 
4-7 will be rated one level below maximum for the BEC (but rated down only to 
Low even if it would otherwise rated Nil).  

3. Feeding in the Winter 

a. All structural stages 0-3 will be rated Nil. 

b. Aspen forested sites of any structural stage will be rated Nil. 

c. Structural stage 4 will be rated to the maximum for the BEC in all potentially 
forested mesic or wetter ecosites. 

d. Structural stage 4 will be one level below the maximum for the BEC in all 
potentially forested dry ecosites (but rated down only to Low even if it would 
otherwise rated Nil). 

e. Structural stages 5 will be one level below the maximum for the BEC in all 
potentially forested mesic and wetter ecosites (but rated down only to Low even if 
it would otherwise rated Nil). 

f. Structural stages 6-7 will be two levels below the maximum for the BEC in all 
potentially forested mesic and wetter ecosites (but rated down only to Low even if 
it would otherwise rated Nil). 

g. Structural stages 5-7 will be two levels below the maximum for the BEC in all 
potentially forested dry ecosites (but rated down only to Low even if it would 
otherwise rated Nil). 

h. Non-forested ecosites (e.g. wetlands, rock outcrops, etc) that are partially trees, 
and therefore have been given structural stage 4-7 will be rated Low, otherwise 
rated Nil. 

4. Security/Thermal in the Winter 

a. Rock outcrops, talus and dry forested ecosites (i.e., presumed to be ridge crest 
forests) will be rated to the maximum for the BEC.   

Lower Nicola Indian Band  Porcupine 
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b. Structural stage 7 in mesic or wetter potentially forested ecosites will be rated to 
the maximum for the BEC because it will provide the largest logs and hollow 
trees for denning. 

c. Structural stage 6 in mesic or wetter potentially forested ecosites will be rated to 
one level below the maximum for the BEC (but above Nil). 

d. Wetlands, cultivated fields, cutbanks, gravel bars and urban ecosites will be rated 
Nil in all structural stages. 

This model does not include the possible attractive effects of highways where porcupines 
may feed on accumulated road salt. 

 

4.3  Reliability Qualifier 

This preliminary model and the ratings tables are believed to have relatively low reliability.  
Porcupines are widespread but quite uncommon in the Merritt TSA, therefore the model is 
difficult to verify with field data.  No porcupine sign was seen in the 206 plots during field 
verification in March, 2008, or during any of the field work (Table 4).  The ratings assigned 
during field work were roughly based on the initial model because of the lack of any sign, and 
therefore were only moderately useful for modifying ratings.  Averages of the winter feeding 
habitat ratings in the 206 plots were generally Nil for structural stages 0-2, Very Low to Nil for 
structural stages 3, and rated all very similarly for each structural stage from 4-7 (20-25% of 
plots rated Moderate or higher, 35-45% of plots rated Low).  Security habitat was generally rated 
slightly higher than feeding habitat for forested stands, but only because security habitat was 
defined as the presence of trees that could be climbed, so all stages >3 were rated similarly. 

 
Table 4.  Number of plots in each rating class form field work. 

 High (1) Mod High 
(2) 

Moderate 
(3) 

Low (4) Very Low 
(5) 

Nil 
(6) 

Total 

M-ERDO-G 3 19 56 68 35 24 206 
M-ERDO-W 3 20 49 60 43 30 206 

Porcupines were much more common on the plateau lands (MS and IDFdk) in the past, but most 
of these lodgepole pine forests are now 90-100 years old, appear to be no longer suitable for 
porcupine, and they are now very rare there (Brian Michel, pers. comm., March 2008).  The 
habitat needs of the porcupine are so general (herbaceous and other vegetation in the summer 
near to resting trees, and intermediate-sized coniferous trees for feeding in the winter near to 
suitable denning sites (trees/logs or rocks)), that any model developed will necessarily be very 
general, and applicable to many types of stands.  However, it may be that Structural Stage (i.e., 
highest suitability in stage 4) is the primary factor affecting winter food availability, and may be 
the dominant factor affecting overall porcupine distribution and suitability in the Merritt TSA.  
The final model and ratings have been edited to reflect this. 

The final model is considered to have moderate reliability because of the lack of porcupine field 
sign that could be used to verify the model. 
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5  RATINGS ADJUSTMENTS 

1. While porcupines can make short seasonal migrations up to about 10 km, nothing is 
known of any such possible movements in B.C., or in the Merritt TSA.  Therefore it will 
be assumed that any such seasonal migrations may be very limited, i.e. only a few km at 
best, and an overall habitat suitability rating will be a combination of the maximum of the 
growing season and the winter seasonal needs that are within 2 km of each other.   

2. Porcupines undergo only very short daily migrations (only 120-250 m) from feeding to 
daytime resting sites in trees (or in dens in winter) so that the overall seasonal habitat 
suitability in either the growing season or in winter will depend on the adjacency of 
suitable feeding and security sites, or their existence within one polygon.  Therefore for 
an overall High or Moderate rating for a given polygon in any one season, the polygon 
must contain, or be within 250 m of a polygon containing, both High (or Moderate) 
security and feeding ratings. 

 

6.  NLE? KEPMX CONCERNS AND USES 

The Nlaka’pux use for the porcupine was to utilize the quills for decoration on their clothing.  
This enhanced the style of the clothes by using patterns and dyes and other ornamental 
decorating.  When there were periods of starvation the porcupine was eaten in between periods 
of harvest and plenty all year round (N’tla’kapmx elder, 2003)  
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