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Alberta’s Forests Feel the Love on 
Valentine’s Day!

This Valentine’s Day, more than 
170 Albertans braved chilly winter 
temperatures to attend Save our Forests 
rallies in Calgary and Edmonton. 
Participants wrote their own valentines 
to Premier Redford, letting her know how 
much they love their forests, and asking 
her to listen to Albertans. Our forests are 
worth so much more than vertical lumber, 
yet the government persists in managing 
them first and foremost to supply timber.

Supporters waved placards calling for 
protection of the Castle Wildland, while 
the Raging Grannies sang their own 
inimitable protest songs and author Sid 
Marty gave an impassioned talk about 
the draconian measures being used by the 
Alberta government to keep him and other 
Castle protesters quiet. Speakers from 
AWA and CPAWS joined representatives 
from Stop the Castle Logging, Wild 
Canada Conservation Alliance and the 
Bragg Creek Environmental Coalition to 
call for changes to the clearcut logging 
practices so prevalent in Alberta’s forests. 
Nobody called for an end to logging, 
period. Instead they spoke about how our 
forests need management that respects 
all of their non-timber values, including 
production of clean water and wildlife 
habitat.

Does the Alberta government love our 
forests too? Only time will tell. But there 
is no better time than an election campaign 
to find out whether our politicians are open 
to change or to listening to what Albertans 
are trying to tell them.

Discover Ottawa’s Nature on 
Jasper’s Glacier Walk
 Icon or travesty - those labels describe 
well what we’ve heard about Brewster 
Travel Canada’s Glacier Discovery Walk. 
Whatever side of this issue you are on 
I suggest we still need to be concerned 
about what the project says about Ottawa’s 
environmental assessment philosophy. 
 When the Glacier Walk is completed 
paying customers are promised a stunning 
vista of the Sunwapta canyon. A careful 
look at the environmental assessment (EA) 
prepared by Brewster and accepted by Parks 
Canada offers a far less pleasant vista. It 
suggests public participation and good 
social science mattered little in assessing the 
project’s merits.  
 It tells us much about how closed and 
blinkered federal environmental policy-
making has become. When federal politicians 
rail against environmental groups who take 
their protests outside Canada government 
members would be well advised to consider 
this: the closed nature of federal decision-
making encourages this flight abroad.
 Did the Glacier Walk EA value public 
participation in national parks decision-
making? Public participation, described 
by Jasper Park officials as “strengthening 
Canadians’ involvement in key decisions 
concerning their park,” is key to realizing 
the Parks Canada goal of “fostering open 
management and innovation.” The federal 
government claimed the Brewster EA was 
true to this mandate. Environment Minister 
Peter Kent described the consultation 
process as “robust and inclusive” while 
Michael Hannan, Brewster’s President, 
told the national press his company held 
“numerous open houses” about its dream. 
 Robust, inclusive, and numerous are odd 
words to use to describe this EA. Four open 
houses were held over four consecutive days 
in Jasper, Banff, Calgary, and Edmonton in 
early 2011. A fifth was held in Jasper on the 
eve of the deadline for commenting on the 
draft EA. That’s it. Not even a token effort 
was made to let Canadians outside Alberta 
know about this potential development 
in “their park.” This EA never valued 
strengthening Canadians’ involvement in 
decision-making. If it had then perhaps the 
Glacier Walk controversy might not have 
gone viral and international on the internet. 
More than 182,000 people from around the 
world have signed a “Save Jasper National 
Park” online petition.   
 This failure to consult meaningfully 
doesn’t mean Brewster’s didn’t feel it had 

to show the government there was a need, a 
public demand, for its ambitions. Brewster’s 
draft EA attempted just this. 
 Here’s where the EA suggests that Parks 
Canada doesn’t seem very concerned 
about the quality of the social scientific 
information it’s asked to consider. Brewster 
used a marketing survey to demonstrate the 
project’s future public popularity. The draft 
EA called this assessing “the strength of the 
GDW concept as an attraction.”
 The survey data seem impressive. 
A whopping 90 percent of respondents 
said they were likely to visit Brewster’s 
attraction. Albertans appeared very 
enthusiastic. Eighty-eight percent of survey 
respondents from Alberta promised to visit 
the Discovery Walk. Seventy-five percent 
of those Albertans might go to the parks 
specifically to see it. 
 Wow. It’s no wonder the EA positively 
glowed when it assessed just how strong the 
attraction of the Discovery Walk would be. 
Build it, the world will come.
 This glowing conclusion was built on 
sand. A closer look at the data shows the 
sampling was very unrepresentative. Who 
did Brewster survey? Their marketing firm 
only contacted people who had at one time 
or another supplied their email addresses to 
Brewster. 
 The notion the public wants this “icon” 
built is devastated by the survey’s single-
digit response rate. It was a dismal six 
percent. Nearly 8,000 people on Brewster 
email lists were surveyed. Only 474 replied. 
So, 300 or so Albertans (using the 75 
percent result above) constitutes “a very 
strong indicator of the attraction concept.” I 
have never seen a political opinion poll that 
would make such a rash conclusion based 
on such a sample and such a response rate. 
Apparently, however, it was good enough to 
show Parks Canada there is a public need for 
this venture.
 The Glacier Walk EA was mortally flawed 
if you value public participation and good 
social science. Let’s hope the foundations 
for the actual walkway will be much stronger 
than the case made for the project’s need in 
what Minister Kent called a “thorough and 
(…) very robust environmental assessment.” 
Let’s also hope future EAs will treat those 
values with the respect they deserve.
        
                         - Ian Urquhart

This article first appeared in Jasper’s 
independent newspaper the Fitzhugh on 
March 29, 2012.
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