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Preliminary Chronic Wasting Disease 
test results Indicate Continued 
Spread
 For those who missed it, Alberta environ-
ment and sustainable resource development 
(Aesrd) updated the 2012 Chronic Wasting 
disease (CWd) test results in late March 2013. 
Preliminary results confirmed CWD in 35 mem-
bers of the deer family (26 mule deer, 8 white-
tailed deer, and one moose) (see http://srd.
alberta.ca/fishwildlife/WildlifeDiseases/Chron-
icWastingdisease/CWdUpdates/default.aspx). 
This marks the first time CWD was detected in 
moose in Canada.
 Previous cases of CWd in moose have been 
reported in Colorado and Wyoming. There in-
fected moose were only found in areas where 
moose occurrence overlaps infected deer range. 
This information, combined with the more soli-
tary nature of moose, may be somewhat good 
news. It may suggest that transmission in moose 
populations will likely be restricted and/or slow. 
It does not, however, diminish the gravity of the 
situation. CWd transmission to other herding 
ungulates, such as elk and Alberta’s threatened 
caribou populations, remains a real threat and 
could spell disaster for the latter given recent 
population trends. 
 Kahn, dube, bates, and balachandran wrote 
in 2004 that CWd appears to have originated 
in Canada after infected south dakota elk were 
imported to a saskatchewan game farm. They 
suggested that transmission of CWd to wild 
members of the deer family may have been an 
unforeseen and unfortunate result of interac-
tions between infected farmed populations and 
wild animals. For some Albertans concerns run 
deep that domestication or commercialization 
of wildlife could transmit disease or parasites to 
wild populations. one only needs to remember 
the mass cull undertaken during Alberta’s initial 
efforts to control CWd outbreaks to understand 
the risk this disease poses. 
 While the province has invested considerable 
time and resources to stem CWd transmission, 
March’s test results indicate that the battle has 
yet to be won. Confirmed cases of CWD con-
tinue to be clustered around the northern portion 
of the battle river watershed and the red deer 
river, including its southern tributaries. since 
testing commenced in 2005, infection has been 
confirmed in 162 wild deer, primarily in these 
two areas of the province. There is evidence of 
the continuing spread of the disease in these re-
gions as well as in the south saskatchewan river 
basin. results suggest cull programs are unlike-
ly to provide a final solution, as the disease has 
resurged in Wildlife Management Units (WMU) 
150 and 163.
       
                                                 - Wonnita Andrus

the future of alberta’s 
grizzlies should be informed 
by science, not fear
 In 2008, the Alberta Grizzly Bear 
Recovery Strategy was approved and 
published, the culmination of years of 
research and hard work by scientists 
across the province and north Ameri-
ca. Adopted as a precursor to designat-
ing the grizzly as threatened in Alberta, 
the recovery strategy contains good 
science and should be a strong guiding 
document. now, however, there have 
been calls to essentially throw that sci-
ence out and resume the grizzly hunt. 
This rash proposal would defy the re-
covery strategy’s required. 
 A small number of landowners in 
southwestern Alberta have recently 
raised concerns about safety risks 
posed by grizzlies on their properties. 
By way of justification they have cited 
anecdotal reports of increased grizzly 
sightings in that area during the sum-
mer of 2012. They’ve gone on to sug-
gest that bear-human conflicts could be 
resolved by permitting the shooting of 
“problem” bears, effectively re-intro-
ducing the hunt.
 While AWA understands and sym-
pathizes with the concerns faced by 
these landowners we cannot agree that 
allowing the shooting of bears is in any 
way an appropriate preventative re-
sponse to potential conflicts.
 First, one thing these reports have in 

common is the inability to address the 
reasons why people are seeing more 
bears.
 Traditional grizzly habitat in Alber-
ta’s forests and public lands is under 
well-known pressures from logging and 
other industrial development. The lands 
where these bears used to forage, hunt, 
and mate is becoming severely degrad-
ed. It shouldn’t be surprising then to see 
grizzlies wander onto relatively well-
kept private ranches instead.
 This highlights the importance of the 
provincial government taking a strong 
stance and properly managing our for-
ests so that grizzlies aren’t pushed onto 
private lands. It should not be up to the 
ranchers, farmers, and other landown-
ers to deal with concerns arising from 
the government’s negligent approach to 
managing public lands.
 We might also be seeing more griz-
zlies here because the species is doing 
much better in Montana; it makes sense 
that some would be wandering north 
across the border. 
 second, regarding the reports of in-
creased grizzly sightings, they remain 
for now simply that: reports. They do 
not constitute any sort of proper, sci-
entific study by which one can make 
an informed population estimate. nor 
do they mean that conflict necessarily 
follows. In Appendix 1 to the recovery 
strategy, the Government of Alberta 
made it a policy that provincial popula-

SCN
Rectangle

SCN
Rectangle



27WIlderness WATCH     |     April 2013     |     Vol. 21, no. 2     |     WlA   

tions will be increased to a sustainable lev-
el  of 1,000 bears. The last census showed 
only 700 grizzlies in Alberta and there is no 
scientific evidence to suggest that numbers 
are anywhere near the sustainable thresh-
old. The Ministry of environment and sus-
tainable resource development (Aesrd) 
is currently conducting a five-year popula-
tion census using dnA samples taken from 
bear rub trees. so far, only preliminary re-
sults have emerged from that study and the 
figure of approximately 700 bears remains 
what we have to work with.
 In addition to establishing a sustainable 
population Appendix 1 requires a review 
of the population estimate in relation to 
the spatial distribution of grizzlies within 
the bear Management Area and adjacent 
jurisdiction before resuming a grizzly hunt 
should even be considered. It also requires 
that the rate of human-caused mortality 
over the past six years remain below four 
percent.
 This is not an exhaustive list of the condi-
tions demanded in Appendix 1, but it does 
include a sampling of the research that still 
needs to be completed before any resump-
tion of the hunt can be considered.
 on these points, we agree with Minister 
McQueen of Aesrd who has assured us 
that “the Government of Alberta is com-
mitted to sustaining grizzly bear popula-
tions over the long-term and is not consid-
ering grizzly bear hunting opportunities.”
 AWA appreciates this reassurance and 
reiterates here the point we’ve made to 
Aesrd: Instead of a hunt,we would like to 
see more resources put towards bearsmart 

and other human-bear conflict avoidance 
programs. These programs work and make 
a difference in communities where they 
have taken hold.
 If anything, these programs show that 
humans and bears can live on the landscape 
together. 
 Many of the “problem bears” that have 
had to be relocated or euthanized have be-
come that way due to poor materials stor-
age and garbage-management practices. 
Where programs are in place to educate 
ranchers and to provide alternative storage 
and disposal options, grizzlies and humans 
can live together with minimal conflict. 
We strongly encourage of the government 
to pour more resources into this kind of 
program as an alternative to having to deal 
with “problem bears.” We especially en-
courage this path as an alternative to any 
rash, ill-considered resumption of the griz-
zly hunt.
 Finally, AWA was also advised by Min-
ister McQueen that the recovery strategy, 
which is due to expire at the end of 2013, 
will be updated then. This update will in-
clude “new information and research (they) 
have gathered since the current plan was 
finalized.” This new information will in-
clude the improved population estimates 
from the aforementioned bear rub study 
as well as evidence regarding “population 
connectivity with adjacent jurisdictions.”
 AWA looks forward to working with 
Aesrd and other enGos on this update 
to the Grizzly recovery strategy.
      
                   - Sean Nichols

fish and forests in alberta
 AWA considers the March 27 decision 
by the Government of Canada to designate 
the westslope cutthroat trout as an endan-
gered species under the Species At Risk Act 
a positive step (see also the following up-
date from nigel douglas).
 The decision acknowledges the highly 
vulnerable state that several of Alberta’s 
native trout species find themselves in. 
These species also include Alberta’s pro-
vincial fish, the bull trout.
 These native fish populations need 
healthy forests. They need the cold, clear, 
shady headwater creeks that will only ex-
ist through sensitive forest management. 
We need to return to a model of ecosystem-
based forest management that nurtures Al-
berta’s headwaters. only then will we have 
a truly functioning ecosystem that will sup-
ply clean water for all Albertans to enjoy.
 With this principle in mind AWA is em-
barking on a new initiative in 2013, which 
we call Fish and Forests. This initiative 
will take the form of a partnership between 
AWA and other concerned citizens, land-
owners, and conservation groups. Together 
we plan to form a council to fight for stron-
ger protection for Alberta’s headwaters, 
fish species, and forest ecosystems.
 The fish and forests partnership will hold 
regular workshops throughout this year 
and the next as we develop sound forest 
management action proposals to take to the 
Government of Alberta and those industries 
currently working in our forest headwaters. 
opportunities to participate will be posted 
in future issues of WLA.
      
                    - Sean Nichols

aWa’s hidden Creek fOIP 
request: Still Waiting… 
  on november 6, 2012 AWA submitted an 
application to the Government of Alberta 
under the provisions of the Freedom of 
Information and Protection of Privacy Act 
(FoIP) for the release of materials related 
to logging operations in Hidden Creek.
 Among other things, AWA is looking for 
the answers to questions concerning the de-
viations from the operating Ground rules 
allowed to spray lake sawmills (sls), es-
pecially as regards Hidden Creek’s “Class 
A” designation. This designation accompa-
nies the listing of the westslope cutthroat 
trout (for whom Hidden Creek is a crucial 
spawning ground) as threatened. Although 
the designation had not yet been finalized 

when sls logged the Hidden Creek valley 
this last winter, they were instructed by the 
Ministry of environment and sustainable 
resource development to treat the water-
way as if it had already received that desig-
nation. Yet sls was subsequently allowed 
deviations to many of the conditions that 
come with a “Class A” designation – for 
example, they were allowed to build almost 
two kilometres of access road well within 
the 100 metre buffer that the designation 
dictates (For further information, see sean 
nichols’ article in the February 2013 issue 
of WLA).
 Following repeated delays, AWA was 
advised of a March 4 ruling by the Office 
of the Information and Privacy Commis-
sioner (oIPC) that the delays constituted 

“a decision to refuse access to the records.” 
Consequent to this ruling we were in-
formed that we were to receive these FoIP 
materials by April 4.
 notwithstanding the above, we have yet 
to receive any of the requested materials. 
We anticipated receiving them at the end of 
April. nothing came. From informal con-
versations with the government we have 
been led to believe that a “substantial” 
amount of material, likely in the range of 
several thousand pages, will ultimately be 
released. 
 As is our practice, AWA will make any 
material we receive public and post it on 
our website.
       
                                          - Sean Nichols
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