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A Grizzly Toll

Even though grizzly bears were 
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threatened last June, 

grizzly bear mortality in Alberta once 

again surpassed unsustainable levels in 

2010. An estimated 29 grizzlies died in 

Alberta, approximately 4.2 percent of 

the population. This level of mortality 

is much higher than the 2.8 percent 

mortality rate suggested as “sustainable” 

in the Alberta government’s own 2010 

report, Status of the Grizzly Bear (Ursus 
arctos) in Alberta: Update 2010.

Twenty-one grizzly deaths were 

recorded in 2010, seventeen of which 

were known to be human-caused. A large 

number of grizzly deaths go unreported 

every year; to give a fuller estimate 

of total mortality, Alberta government 

scientists add 40 percent to the number of 

recorded mortalities (Status of the Grizzly 
Bear in Alberta). This adds up to an 

estimate of 29 grizzly deaths in Alberta in 

2010, or 4.2 percent of the population.

According to the provincial status 
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habitat, particularly south of Highway 

16, currently appears to be a population 

sink, but could support a self-sustaining 

population if human-caused mortality 

was reduced. To reduce mortality, 

motorized access to bear habitat must 

be minimized and human activities that 
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mitigated.”

Ten years after the provincial 

recovery process for grizzlies “began,” 

little has been done to reduce motorized 

access in grizzly habitat, and no grizzly 

habitat has been protected. There have 

been some commitments to ensuring that 

access densities do not get much worse 

in some core areas of grizzly habitat, but 

this approach could achieve nothing more 

than maintaining grizzlies at their current 

threatened level.  Actually recovering 

grizzlies is going to take a considerably 

stronger commitment from the provincial 

government. Our government needs to do 

a better job of managing the impact of all 

of our activities in grizzly habitat. It will 

require a concerted effort from all of us to 

ensure that this happens.

     

  - Nigel Douglas

A G i l T ll
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Tar Sands Impacts on the Athabasca 

River

Recent reports point to a major failure 

of the federal and provincial governments 

to monitor and thereby regulate tar sands 

water quality impacts. Contrary to the 

Alberta government’s long standing claim 

that tar sands industrial operations do not 

contribute contaminants to the Athabasca 

River, two peer reviewed papers authored 

by Erin Kelly and Dr. David Schindler 

in 2009 and 2010 found evidence that 

the operations were contributing toxic 

polycyclic aromatic compounds (PACs) 

and metals to the river. This adverse 

publicity prompted the federal and 

provincial governments to each appoint 

panels of independent academic experts 

to evaluate their regulatory monitoring 

of tar sands water quality impacts to the 

Athabasca River. 

On December 21, 2010 the federal 
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its six-member panel. The scientists 

concluded Canada does not have an 

effective oil sands monitoring program 

that provides credible data for decisions. 

The magnitude of natural bitumen 

loading in the river has not been 
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tar sands mines have been operating since 

1967. The scientists suggested analyzing 
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hole in monitoring.  
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conditions, the scientists noted poor 

sampling design and poor hypothesis-

driven design. The current system is 

unable to address key issues such as 
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exceeded. Monitoring and research is 

fragmented. The experts found that “there 

was no evidence of science leadership 

to ensure that monitoring and research 

activities are planned and performed in a 

coordinated way, and no evidence that the 

vast quantities of data are analyzed and 

interpreted in an integrated manner.”

The costs involved in monitoring 

“probably represent only a fraction of the 
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sands monitoring is “dwarfed by the level 

of activity that was expended on other 

major environmental issues of the past 

few decades, such as the acid deposition 

problem in eastern Canada.” Moreover, 

current monitoring is not forward-

looking; it is attempting to address the 

legacy of surface mining, and is not being 

adapted well to rapidly expanding in situ 

impacts. The scientists recommended a 

shared national vision and management 

framework developed collaboratively by 

relevant jurisdictions and stakeholders 

and they cited examples in Canada and 

the U.S. of such an approach.
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released in early March 2011. This group 

of scientists found that the Regional 

Aquatics Monitoring Program (RAMP) 

is not able to determine impacts from oil 
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sampling frequency and locations. It 

reviewed another Alberta Environment 

paper tracking long-term trends for 100 

chemicals in the Athabasca River and 

Regulatory monitoring is inadequate to measure 
impacts of tar sands mine and upgrader sites 
along the banks of the Athabasca River.
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