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A recovery plan must be produced for 
Endangered and Threatened species. 
A recovery plan contains three elements:

1. A summary of current biological 
status of the species and an evaluation of 
the factors which have contributed to its 
decline.

2. A strategy indicating recovery 
goals and the strategies necessary to 
mitigate limiting factors and maintain or 
recover populations.

3. An action plan that lists the specific 
activities (including costs, schedules, 
and participating agencies) that will be 
completed to achieve the goals of the 
recovery program.

The obligation to produce a recovery 
plan with action items is at most an 
internal directive based on permissive 
authority; there is no legal obligation 
in the sense that a judicial review 
application could be filed to require the 
preparation and implementation of a 
recovery plan under the Wildlife Act.

The absence of any legal 
requirements with respect to critical 
habitat protection for endangered 

species is likely the reason why the 
Grizzly Bear Recovery Team limited 
its recommendations to identifying and 
designating “Grizzly Bear Priority Areas” 
wherein significant constraints on human 
land-use would be implemented to reduce 
human-caused bear mortalities (identified 
as the primary culprit adversely 
impacting the grizzly population in 
Alberta). Without any legal requirements 
to make such critical habitat designations 
(assuming that is what was intended 
by a ‘priority area’), it is of no surprise 
that the 2010 status update reports little 
progress towards the implementation 
of any human access restrictions in 
the habitat areas identified by Alberta 
Sustainable Resource Development.

In short, the Wildlife Act neither 
precludes effective legal protection for 
endangered species nor requires effective 
legal protection. The legislation sets 
a minimalist process for identifying 
endangered species and developing 
strategies for their recovery but stipulates 
very few obligations in this regard such 
that most of the Alberta endangered 

species regime is governed by policy. 
It is not the case that effective legal 
protection for endangered species under 
the Wildlife Act isn’t possible – and, 
indeed, a casual read of species at risk 
policies on the Alberta Sustainable 
Resource Development website suggests 
that effective protection isn’t just possible 
but is in fact taking place. However, 
the absence of legal rules governing 
endangered species under the Wildlife 
Act means there is little transparency, 
no predictability, and no accountability 
in government decisions pertaining to 
protecting endangered species in Alberta. 
So while effective legal protection might 
be possible, it isn’t very likely either. The 
grizzly bear is case in point.

Shaun Fluker is an Assistant Professor 
in the Faculty of Law at the University 
of Calgary. His teaching and research 
interests include environmental law and 
natural resources regulation. His recent 
work has examined the principle of 
ecological integrity and its application 
in provincial energy and federal parks 
legislation.

livestock grazing in the castle’s front range canyons

By Reg Ernst

The following article is from a report sent by botanist Reg Ernst to government Land Management staff in November 2009. It discusses 
some of the implications of grazing on public land in the Castle region of southwest Alberta. He is still waiting for a reply from the 
government. 

T he Front Range canyons of the
 Castle are located in the sub- 
alpine and alpine sub-regions of 

the Rocky Mountain Natural Region. 
Because alpine and sub-alpine systems 
did not evolve under intensive, season-
long grazing, they are particularly 
vulnerable to the damage caused by a 
disturbance against which they have 
little or no defence. Over many decades 
of cattle grazing, the plant communities 
along all of the grazed stream corridors 
and valley bottoms in the Castle area 
have been altered to a mix of non-native 
grasses, weeds and other invasive plants, 
and native forbs and shrubs. Some 
native grasses are still present but they 
are now just a minor component in the 

community. Relatively pristine native 
plant communities are still present in 
areas away from the stream corridors 
(i.e. slopes) where cattle are reluctant to 
venture. 

My view of the problems associated 
with cattle grazing in the upper sub-
alpine and alpine natural regions follows.

A loss of native grass species
Non-native plant species are detrimental 
to native plant communities because 
they displace desirable native species 
and result in a loss of wildlife habitat. 
For example, rough fescue (Festuca 
campestris), the dominant native grass 
species on climax plant communities 
in the Front Range canyons, provides 

nutritious winter forage for a variety 
of wildlife including elk and bighorn 
sheep. Conversely, tame forage species 
make very poor winter forage because 
they have very low nutritional value 
after they die back in mid to late 
summer. 

Watershed damage
Weeds have poor soil-binding properties 
compared to native species. These non-
native intruders increase soil erosion 
which degrades the watershed and 
damages fish habitat. Most of southern 
Alberta depends on healthy mountain 
watersheds to provide water for both the 
urban and agricultural communities.  
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Volunteers pulling invasive weeds in the Front Range canyons of the Castle.   PHOTO: E. KNOX

Weeds
Noxious and other weeds are particularly 
damaging to native plant communities 
because they have little nutritional value, 
they are invasive and readily displace 
valuable native species, and because their 
inferior soil-binding properties allow 
erosion to occur. 

Unfortunately, most cattle grazing 
in the Front Range canyons takes place 
along the narrow linear stream corridors. 
Riparian areas receive a disproportionate 
amount of use by cattle, degrading the 
streamside environment and the local 
fishery. The bare soil generated by 
trampling, hoof puncturing, and from the 
proliferation of trails along the stream 
corridor and into the adjoining forested 
areas, allows weeds to invade and 
increases soil erosion. 

Cattle spread weeds both by 
“producing” bare soil and by physically 
transporting weed seeds to uninfected 
areas. Inputs of nutrient rich manure in 
high elevation systems is another invasive 
factor that is detrimental to native plant 
communities and aquatic systems. 

Rare plants
A large proportion of the rare plants in 
the Castle area, such as yellow monkey 
flower (Mimulus guttatus), are found in 

the upper sub-alpine and alpine natural 
regions. Grazing threatens these species 
because it increases the density and 
distribution of competitive non-native 
plants and because of the physical 
damage caused by hoof trampling, 
particularly along riparian habitats where 
cattle have a tendency to congregate. 

Cost/benefits of grazing in the upper 
sub-alpine and alpine 
As outlined above, there are many 
external costs associated with grazing 
in vulnerable natural systems such as 
the Front Range canyons. A further 
cost is the degraded experience people 
have when they recreate in these areas. 
Slip sliding around in wet, smelly cow 
manure certainly may spoil a hiking 
experience. Losing biological diversity 
is another cost that I do not think 
government factors into whatever cost/
benefit calculations they make about the 
value of cattle grazing in such regions. 
I think a comprehensive cost/benefit 
analysis would show that the costs of 
cattle grazing in sensitive ecosystems far 
outweigh the benefits. 

Looking ahead 
Notwithstanding my concerns, I don’t 
think prohibiting livestock grazing in 

heavily impacted areas that have already 
undergone plant community changes 
would result in positive change. Sadly, 
it is likely those areas have crossed a 
threshold and have little likelihood of 
ever returning to the original climax plant 
community. All areas, however, should 
be managed to avoid causing further 
damage and to improve heavily impacted 
areas wherever possible. 

Some grazing in the Castle area 
seems to be well managed while other 
areas are not; it probably has much to 
do with the attitude of the leaseholders. 
If leaseholders recognize that grazing 
on public lands is a privilege and not a 
right, I think we can work with them to 
try and mitigate some of the problems. 
Several years ago, we were able to 
resolve a problem with grazing in South 
Drywood canyon through cooperation 
with the leaseholder. Ideally, we can use 
that experience as a template to develop 
a suite of “best” (“least damaging” may 
be a better phrase) practices to affect 
positive changes in Yarrow and Spionkop 
canyons. 

Recommendations to Provincial  
Land Managers
1. When calculating stocking rates, 
include only the area actually utilized 
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by the cattle. Including areas that cattle 
won’t use (i.e. slopes and other areas 
away from the riparian corridor) inflates 
the number of Animal Unit Months 
(AUMs) available and leads  
to overgrazing in the areas they  
actually use.  

2. Implement a long-term weed 
control plan. If weed control on any 
given area is treated as a one-time event, 
it may exacerbate the problem. Research 
has shown that one-time treatments of 
infestations can increase weed density 
because the disturbance caused by hand 
pulling and applying herbicide favoured 
the weedy species. If, instead, control is 
applied annually over several seasons it 
can eliminate the target weed species.   

3. Review the grazing situation along 
the riparian corridor in Yarrow Canyon. 
The existing bare soil produced from 
cattle trampling along the stream corridor 

and from the extensive trail system into 
the forested areas will inevitably lead 
to an increase in weeds and non-native 
plants. A review of season of use, class 
of livestock, or stocking rates may reveal 
how management of the area can be 
improved.  

4. Fence off the upper portions of 
Spionkop Canyon and Yarrow Canyon to 
exclude cattle permanently from entering 
the upper sub-alpine and alpine areas 
in these canyons. Review other areas 
in the Castle to assess whether grazing 
is occurring in sensitive high elevation 
systems. 

Summary
Over the past several decades, 
disturbance caused by human activities 
including livestock grazing has allowed 
non-native and weedy species to become 
established in the Front Range canyons. 

Currently, these species are restricted 
mainly to the areas below the upper limit 
of cattle use. Appropriate stocking rates 
may help to limit further damage to this 
system but cattle must be excluded from 
the upper sub-alpine in order to protect 
those sensitive systems from undesirable 
changes. The current management goals 
for livestock grazing in the Castle should 
be to protect watersheds, conserve 
wildlife habitat, improve heavily 
impacted areas wherever possible, and 
protect high elevation sensitive systems 
from grazing. 

Reg Ernst is a botanist who lives in 
Lethbridge. He plays an active role in 
acquainting AWA members with the 
wonders of the Castle area. He is reputed 
to be the person you will recognize as 
the one carrying Moss’s Flora of Alberta 
under his arm.

2010 UPdate on skoki

By Colleen Campbell

Now 22 years old, Skoki has been 
at the Calgary Zoo for 14 years. 
There his life has followed 

a very different course than it would 
have had he remained in the wild. In 
his home territory he would have lived 
quite a solitary life. He only would have 
sought out other grizzlies for breeding. 
He would have spent most of his life 
avoiding humans, foraging and sleeping 
alone in a den every winter. If still alive 
in the wild, he would be several years 
past his prime. 

In contrast to a wild life, Skoki has 
lived socially and well with other grizzly 
bears in the same enclosure. He was 
introduced to Louise and Kutzeymateen 
soon after his arrival at the Calgary Zoo 
in 1996. By then, Louise, 20 years old, 
was a long-term resident at the zoo. She 
had previously been in the company of 
Curly and Florence, two older grizzly 
bears. One winter, Florence, from the 
Northwest Territories, moved into a den 
on the hillside of the grizzly enclosure 
and to everyone’s surprise, emerged in 

the spring with a cub sired by Curly. That 
cub is Kutzeymateen. Curly and Florence 
both died before Skoki’s arrival. Louise 
died in 2008.

For a short time another adult grizzly 
shared the enclosure with Louise, 
Skoki and Kutzy. In 2000 Nakiska an 
unmarked bear from the eastern slopes 
south of Canmore, was removed from 
her home range – habitat that had been 
dramatically degraded during her life 
because of residential, recreational and 
resort development. As an 18-year-old 
bear, Nakiska fared poorly with the 
dramatic change in her life and sadly she 
died during the summer of 2001. 

The Calgary Zoo has housed all 
three North American bear species. 
Almost always, other bears may be seen 
in nearby enclosures. There are four 
resident black bears just across the hill 
from Skoki’s enclosure. For a couple of 
years there were two orphaned polar bear 
cubs ‘next door’, waiting for a facility 
to be built for them in Quebec. Mistaya, 
the single surviving cub of Banff’s 

well-known grizzly #66 was housed at 
the Calgary Zoo until a suitable home 
was found for him. The Calgary Zoo 
requested that Koda, a grizzly orphan 
from the Valley Zoo in Edmonton, join 
Mistaya for company. Cubs spend little 
time alone. Both orphans benefited 
from and seemed to love each other’s 
company. They were kept together at the 
Calgary Zoo until an exhibit was built in 
Saskatoon. 

Now they serve as ambassadors in 
Saskatchewan, representing a species that 
once roamed the prairies.

Skoki’s keepers do their best to 
insure that his days are filled with 
variety. The bear habitats are changed 
regularly. Sometimes the bears are 
moved into different enclosures. Skoki 
is visited regularly and always he is a 
centre of attention for various groups 
enjoying and learning from the Zoo’s 
programs about bears. Two keepers offer 
educational programs to visitors; one 
speaks with the participants, while the 
other is attentive to the bears. Some of 


