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UPDATES

FOIP Response into 
Hidden Creek Logging 
Operation Raises 
Questions about AESRD 
Decision-Making 

On November 7, 2012, AWA put 
in a request to Alberta Environ-
ment and Sustainable Resource 
Development under the provisions 
of the Freedom of Information and 
Protection of Privacy Act (FOIP). 
We requested materials related to 
the license granted to Spray Lake 
Sawmills (SLS) to log in Hid-
den Creek last winter. At issue are 
ongoing concerns related to allow-
ing logging to proceed in critical 
habitat for threatened fish species 
such as the westslope cutthroat 
trout and bull trout. AWA also is 
very concerned about the deviations 
the government allowed SLS from 
the company’s Operating Ground 
Rules. Rules regarding logging op-
erations within a sensitive Class ‘A’ 
watershed such as Hidden Creek 
have been ignored for SLS (for 
more on these and other concerns 
related to the Hidden Creek logging 
operation, see Lorne Fitch’s article 
in the June/July 2013 issue and 
Sean Nichols’ article in the Febru-
ary 2013 issue of WLA).

The government repeatedly delayed 
responding to AWA’s requests. On 
March 4, 2013 the Office of the 
Information and Privacy Commis-
sioner (OIPC) ruled that the delays 
constituted “a decision to refuse 
access to the records.” Consequent 
to this ruling we were informed that 
we were to receive these FOIP ma-
terials by April 4 (see Sean Nich-
ols’ update in the April 2013 issue 
of WLA).

Finally on September 6, 2013, ten 
months after our initial request, 

AWA received the requested mate-
rials. Despite earlier promises of a 
substantial amount of information, 
the final amount delivered ended 
up being less than a tenth of what 
had been expected. The volume of 
material we were seeking had been 
one excuse for the government’s 
delays.

Nevertheless the material received 
gives an insightful and bleak look 
into decision-making processes 
within AESRD. The pages compris-
ing the FOIP response describe a 
process whereby sound science-
based judgements are first ignored, 
then finally overruled in a headlong 
rush to meet a schedule that sat-
isfies a logging-oriented agenda 
while washing conservation con-
cerns into the creek along with the 
sediment from the haul roads.

AWA is continuing to analyse the 
contents of the FOIP response and 
hopes to publish a detailed story in 
an upcoming issue of WLA.

     
     

- Sean Nichols

Better Outlook for the 
Latest Caribou Range 
Planning?

The final federal recovery strategy 
for boreal woodland caribou was 
released one year ago, in early Oc-
tober 2012. Alberta is now required 
to develop range plans for each of 
15 caribou populations on provin-
cial lands. In August 2013, the Al-
berta government announced plans 
to start to develop a range plan for 
the Little Smoky and A La Peche 
caribou populations in west central 
Alberta. Later this autumn it will 

begin range planning for the Cold 
Lake caribou population. AWA has 
decided to participate as an Alberta 
Environmental Network represen-
tative in the stakeholder advisory 
group the Alberta government has 
set up for the Little Smoky-A La 
Peche range plan.

Legal action by AWA and part-
ner organizations helped prod the 
federal government into finishing 
the strategy, albeit five years past 
the “mandatory” deadlines required 
by the Species at Risk Act. The 
goal is to achieve self-sustaining 
caribou populations throughout 
their current distribution in Canada, 
to the extent possible. The federal 
government’s boreal caribou sci-
entific advisors stated as recently 
as February 2012 that recovery of 
local populations across the country 
is both biologically and technically 
feasible. What counts now most of 
all is political will.

Under strong pressure from Ca-
nadians, who submitted 14,000 
comments during the consultation 
period, the federal government 
significantly improved the final 
strategy’s management approach 
compared to the draft version it 
released in 2011. That early draft 
strategy proposed killing predator 
species as a substitute for respon-
sible habitat management in highly 
disturbed ranges. The final man-
agement target for the minimum 
amount of undisturbed habitat for 
each caribou range is now 65 per-
cent. Experts estimate this will give 
threatened populations a 60 percent 
chance of becoming self-sustaining. 
Provinces are required to develop 
range plans to show progress every 
five years towards the 65 percent 
undisturbed habitat target. This is 
vital for Alberta’s caribou popula-
tions since all except the Yates herd 
on the NWT border is already in 
serious decline and expected to die 
out in the next several decades if 
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nothing is done. The final strategy 
gives the highest priority to land-
scape level planning and to habitat 
restoration. The prioritization is a 
crucial reason AWA is participating 
in this range planning exercise.

Fire and insect disturbance create 
a natural changing mosaic in the 
boreal forest. Woodland caribou 
require extensive ranges to be able 
to occupy the most suitable intact 
forest and peatland habitat at low 
densities; the A La Peche caribou 
also traditionally moved from 
summer alpine ranges to forest and 
peat wetland winter ranges in the 
foothills. The underlying cause of 
Alberta’s caribou decline is clear: 
the cumulative effects of habitat 
disturbance caused by forestry, 
energy development, and associ-
ated infrastructure. Human distur-
bance not only destroys habitat for 
caribou, , it stimulates populations 
of prey species such as deer and 
moose and makes wolf travel easier 
along roads and cutlines. Increas-
ing prey species increases the wolf 
population and puts more pressure 
on the dwindling caribou popula-
tion. In short, human disturbance 
robs the caribou of the intact habi-
tat they need to isolate themselves 
from deer, moose, and the wolves 
that follow.

The historic range of woodland 
caribou has decreased greatly in 
Alberta. Agricultural settlement 
in southern range areas is part of 
the story. But, in recent decades, a 
rapidly expanding industrial foot-
print within the foothills and boreal 
forest has meant that smaller, frag-
mented ranges now exist instead of 
large connected ranges. Unfortu-
nately, the main management tool 
in the Little Smoky since winter 
2005-06 has been killing wolves. 
Since 2005 approximately 850 

wolves have been killed; as well, 
significantly higher numbers of 
moose hunting permits have been 
issued. Habitat disturbance mean-
while has continued to increase to 
the point where over 95 percent 
of the range’s habitat is disturbed. 
This is the highest rate in Canada.

 

The Little Smoky-A La Peche 
advisory group will meet from 
August until February 2014 and 
provide advice to government. We 
will build on the knowledge gained 
from the 2006-2008 West Central 
Caribou planning process. The 
Alberta government’s decisions 
in May 2013 to defer new mineral 
rights sales in these ranges and in 
July 2013 to reduce planned log-
ging in part of the Little Smoky 
range prior to range plan develop-
ment were encouraging signals of a 
newfound commitment to improve 
habitat conditions for these popula-
tions. AWA’s goal in participating 
in the advisory group is to help 
achieve self-sustaining caribou 
populations by focusing on habitat 
protection and restoration. That’s 
where the management focus be-
longs. 

     
  - Carolyn Campbell

Overnight 
Accommodations at 
Maligne Lake? Time to 
Disappear! 

As part of its headlong rush 
to commercialize our national 
park system, Parks Canada is 
contemplating the approval of an 
overnight accommodation “lodge” 
on the shores of Maligne Lake in 
Jasper National Park.

The proposed lodge, which looks 
like a luxury 5-star hotel, would 

seem to contradict the ban on 
overnight accommodations in the 
Maligne Valley proposed in the 
draft Management Plan for Jasper 
National Park.

But, as Meatball reported in our 
last issue, the pertinent clause 
disappeared faster than a bowl of 
her kibble between 2009 and 2010 
– when the final plan was released. 
The ban on accommodations is 
nowhere to be seen in the 2010 
Management Plan.

That ban had been added to help 
protect the fast-disappearing, 
Threatened woodland caribou that 
live in the Maligne Valley. The four 
remaining members of the Maligne 
herd were spotted in the vicinity of 
where the lodge is to be built ear-
lier this summer. Yet developments 
such as this lodge have a highly 
detrimental impact on the ability of 
the herd to survive. Maligne Val-
ley is also important habitat for 
the grizzly – another Threatened 
species. 

This proposed lodge would then 
seem to be the latest yank in the 
schizophrenic tug-of-war over 
caribou that has been going on in 
Jasper recently. First a proposal to 
expand the Marmot Basin ski hill 
into caribou territory is seemingly 
given unofficial approval. Then 
backcountry ski trails are closed to 
protect the caribou (for more de-
tails on Marmot Basin and the ski 
trails, see Sean Nichols’ update in 
the February 2013 issue of WLA). 
Now this overnight lodge is being 
seriously considered. It’s enough to 
make the poor caribou dizzy.

There are hopeful signs, however, 
that Parks Canada may be willing 
to reconsider. The “no overnight ac-
commodations in Maligne Valley” 
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