
Reindeer (also known as Caribou) 
 

Scientific name: Rangifer tarandus (pronounced “RANGE-uh-fer” “Tuh-RAN-dus”) 

 

Its genus name (Rangifer) means “wild” or “untamed”. 

 

Its species (tarandus) refers to the fact that it’s found in more northern countries. 

 

Relatives: The species tarandus is the only species in the genus Rangifer. Some of their closest 

relatives are the pygmy deer (also called Pudu) and white-tailed deer. 

 

Size: Reindeer are 4 to 7 feet in height, and males can range from 275-660 pounds, with females 

weighing between 50 and 300 pounds. 

 

Habitat : Most reindeer occupy cold Arctic tundra regions across the entire northern hemisphere. 

They can also be found in subarctic regions otherwise known as boreal forest or taiga. Reindeer 

occupy the regions above the tree-line in arctic North America, specifically Canada and Alaska, and 

also Greenland.  Also in North America, they extend to eastern Washington and northern 

Idaho.Reindeer are migratory. In fact, Reindeer are able to migrate farther than any other terrestrial 

animal—up to 5,000 kilometers a year! 

 

Predators: Grizzly bears, American black bears, wolverine, lynx, and especially gray wolves 

comprise the majority of reindeer predators. Humans also eat Reindeer, and Reindeer meat is 

popular in many Scandinavian countries. 

 

Speed: Reindeer can run at speeds between 36 and 48 miles per hour, and can swim at 6 miles an 

hour. 

Breeding : Reindeer breed once a year during the “rut” (breeding season) which usually occurs 
around October. During this time, males compete with one another by bellowing and clashing their 
antlers together. They do not form mated pairs, and males can breed with as many as 15 females.  
Females give birth to a single calf that can weigh anywhere from 3-12 kg (1.3 to 26.4 pounds), and is 
born in May or June. Within an hour after their birth they are able to stand and walk, and can even 
outrun a human at one day old! 
 

Conservation : Reindeer numbers are decreasing because their habitat is being lost to global 

warming and to development of their land by humans. New research methods such as radio collars 

are helping scientists to better understand reindeer habitat requirements, and are helping them figure 

out how many reindeer there are in the wild. So, even though Reindeer are currently in trouble, the 

future is hopeful! 

Diet : Reindeer are herbivores that consume most of their diet by grazing, and eat up to 12 pounds of 
food a day.  In the winter months, 90% of the reindeer's diet is constituted of lichens, specifically 
Cladonia rangiferina (reindeer lichen). They will also eat other lichens. In the summer months they 
consume leaves of willows and birches, roots and tubers, wood/bark and stems, mushrooms, cotton 
grass, mosses, blueberry bushes, sedges, bryophytes, and other types of ground vegetation.  
Reindeer possess small, weak teeth, and spend a large portion of their time chewing. 

http://bioweb.uwlax.edu/bio203/s2007/holden_nico/


 
Population in the wild: Exact numbers are not known, because not enough study has been done. 

The size of some Reindeer herds have decreased by 60 percent in the last three decades due to 

climate change and habitat disturbance caused by humans (similar to the effects of climate change 

on polar bears). 

 

Interesting Facts: Reindeer are the only deer species in which males and females both 

have antlers. Males (called bulls) carry gigantic branched antlers whereas the females 

(called cows) and calves have smaller, simpler ones. 

Male reindeer shed their antlers after the rut, aka breeding season (November and 

December), and females keep their antlers until May or June when they give birth to 

their calves. It has been hypothesized that females keep their antlers to defend their 

food, so that they have enough to nurse their calves. Thus, by Christmas time, any 

Reindeer with antlers is female. So, all the reindeer pulling Santa’s sleigh had to be 

females! 

Reindeer have many unique adaptations that allow for their efficient survival in cold 

Arctic and subarctic boreal forest climates.  They possess a coat that provides 

insulation against cold temperatures.  They have hollow hairs that taper down tight 

against the body to trap heat and cover the short, curly underfur, and also enhance their 

swimming ability by keeping them afloat.  Their fur is able to insulate so well that falling 

snow does not melt on their backs. Running reindeer, even on a cold day, can easily 

become overheated. The hooves are large, and used as a support when walking on soft 

tundra and snow.  In the winter, their foot pads shrink, become hard, and are covered 

with fur to function as snowshoes and better aid in walking on snow and ice. 

 

http://bioweb.uwlax.edu/bio203/s2009/nelson_lau4/Adaptations.htm
http://bioweb.uwlax.edu/bio203/s2009/nelson_lau4/habitat.htm

