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Project Manager from Parks Canada and has 

seen the project through from paper to reali-

ty. “As you can imagine, it was a pretty emo-

tional day for me when the animals finally 

came out of the crates and all of them were 

moving well,” he says. “The thing that struck 

me the most was how natural they looked in 

the mountain environment. This, combined 

with how quickly they settled into their new 

home, made it seem as if they had been here 

all along. It was as if the last 140 years in 

which they have been absent were erased.”

AWA supports reintroducing extirpated 

species. However, we believe other Alber-

ta landscapes such as the Suffield National 

Wildlife Area are more suitable for bison 

herds than Banff National Park. Unfor-

tunately, the status of bison in federal and 

provincial legislation leads to policy differ-

ences that are one obstacle to a more gen-

eral repopulation of wild bison in Alberta. 

In federal lands, such as National Parks, 

plains bison are assessed as Threatened but 

are not listed under the Species at Risk Act; to 

the provincial government plains bison are 

considered extirpated and they are classified 

as livestock. 

We also made some detailed recommen-

dations about the project. They focused 

on the impact on rare plants, the feasibili-

ty of operating fencing, the management of 

backcountry users in the area, and potential 

risk of commercial operations in the bison 

reintroduction zone. We were pleased to 

see amendments made to the project to ac-

commodate some of those concerns. For in-

stance, permits will not be issued for groups 

larger than 10 to travel within the reintro-

duction zone. Also, proposals to bring peo-

ple into the reintroduction zone simply to 

view the bison will not be considered.

It will be interesting to monitor the out-

come of this project. AWA will continue to 

push the province to list plains bison as en-

dangered in Alberta and pursue reintroduc-

tion in suitable provincial prairie habitat.

- Andrea Johancsik

Alberta Pipeline Spill Risk 
Concerns

On February 21, 2017, the Alberta Ener-

gy Regulator (AER) released a new Pipeline 

Performance Report. The AER reported 

spills and ‘hits’ (where no substance is ac-

tually released) for the 420,000 kilometres 

of pipelines it oversees, a distance about ten 

times the earth’s circumference. 

The report provides totals for ‘high’, 

‘medium’, and ‘low’ consequence pipe-

line incidents annually since 2007. For 

2015 and 2016, it also reports incidents 

by company, with some description of 

each incident, such as spill volume, type 

of substance released, consequence rat-

ing, and area affected. While this report 

is a step forward in transparency, signifi-

cant concerns remain about the quality of 

AER’s pipeline spill data.

In terms of transparency, the AER’s report 

should also have identified spill counts in 

sensitive environment and habitat types. 

The AER is now the lead agency respon-

sible for regulating the energy industry in 

accordance with the Water Act, Environ-

mental Protection and Enhancement Act, and 

Public Lands Act. In November 2016, AWA 

and other members of the Alberta Envi-

ronmental Network were informed that 

the AER was analyzing pipeline incident 

data according to the sensitivity of the af-

fected area. Sensitivity included species 

at risk habitat, wetland category of lands, 

First Nations reserve and Métis settlement 

areas, protected areas, and Class A water-

bodies. This important risk-based infor-

mation should have been included in the 

AER’s report.  

2016 High consequence pipeline incidents by company. SOURCE: AER PIPELINE PERFORMANCE REPORT, FEBRUARY 2017.
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Instead, the AER provided an inappro-

priately narrow perspective on wildlife 

impacts. This perspective is presented in 

a ‘Wildlife-Livestock-Priority’ category. In 

that category, of the 933 total pipeline in-

cidents reported in 2015 and 2016, 858 

(92 percent) had no effect, 62 (7 percent) 

had no classification, 12 were classified as 

‘Animal(s) affected’ and one was classified 

as ‘Animal(s) injured or killed’. Habitat im-

pacts were ignored. 

The report provided only a very coarse 

environmental location: ‘air/land,’ ‘flow-

ing water’ or ‘muskeg/stagnant water’. 

This last term is presumably an outdated 

reference to wetlands. Spill impacts and 

frequency also should be reported based 

on proximity to headwaters and by nat-

ural region, to identify areas of particular 

environmental risk as a focus for future 

incident reduction. Overall, this report 

demonstrates that our energy regulator 

needs to modernize and improve its re-

porting on environmental impacts to align 

more accurately with its mandate. 

Another recent investigation of AER pipe-

line spill data raised concerns that cumula-

tive impacts of pipeline spills are not ade-

quately managed. In early February 2017, 

ecologist Dr. Kevin Timoney presented his 

findings on AER pipeline spill and cleanup 

records. Indigenous Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge holders worked with Timoney 

to investigate nine pipeline spill sites on 

Dene Tha traditional territory in the Hay 

River watershed of northwest Alberta. The 

spills occurred between the 1970s and 

2012. Timoney’s investigation found that 

on those sites lingering impacts from the 

spills were significantly worse overall com-

pared to AER’s records. This was the case 

for both spill volume recovery rates and 

wildlife habitat impacts. These discrep-

ancies raise worrying questions about the 

quality of Alberta’s pipeline spill cleanup 

certification processes. 

Timoney’s research also analyzed AER 

data on 35,000 crude oil and saline water 

spills across Alberta from 1975 to 2013. 

The analysis suggests that Alberta’s pipeline 

spill records generally overstate spill vol-

ume recovery rates and understate harmful 

impacts on wildlife and their habitat. One 

risk identified from unreliable cleanup data 

is that harmful effects to soils and vegeta-

tion, which can be especially persistent with 

saline water spills, are not being properly 

documented or managed. This may lead to 

a significant gap in managing cumulative 

pipeline spill effects over time in more sen-

sitive and higher-risk environments. These 

findings suggest that the AER needs to im-

prove its assessment protocols in order to 

reduce risks to the environment and local 

communities. It also needs to provide more 

accurate, relevant information to the public 

about pipeline spill impacts.

- Carolyn Campbell 

Why are grizzlies getting 
hit by trains? Survey says…

Trains are the leading killer of grizzly 

bears in Banff and Yoho National Parks. An 

estimated 17 bears have been struck and 

killed since the year 2000. This is a signif-

icant number given that population esti-

mates suggest there are only approximately 

60 bears in the region. Trains don’t only kill 

grizzlies either: countless other wildlife are 

victims too. Four wolf pups, for example, 

were killed last summer.

Canadian Pacific Railroad and Parks Cana-

da started a five-year project in 2010 to un-

derstand and address the root causes of bear 

deaths on the tracks. The results and com-

mitments to take action were announced at 

a press conference earlier this year.

The research highlighted commonly held 

knowledge that the railway tracks are attrac-

tive to bears and other wildlife for a number 

of reasons. For starters, travel is made easier 

on flat and cleared corridors. These cleared 

paths also provide the perfect conditions for 

bear food such as buffaloberries and dan-

delions which flourish in the sunlight. To 

combat these attractants, Parks Canada has 

committed to using prescribed burns to cre-

ate alternative suitable habitat away from the 

tracks and to clear edible vegetation away 

from the tracks. 

Another complicating factor to bear-train 

collisions is the location of the tracks. Bears 

are more readily able to flee trains when the 

trains are easy to hear and the bears have 

clear lines of visibility. But in the parks 

there are a couple of notable pinch points 

where there are steep slopes without clear 

escape routes and where train noise echoes 

in the valleys and confuses the bears as 

to where the sound is coming from. Early 

warning signals, clearing pinch points, and 

fencing off high risk areas were all suggest-

ed strategies to help reduce deaths related 

to this cause.

While it’s encouraging to see these re-

search-inspired commitments to try to re-

duce bear mortalities on train tracks in Banff 

and Yoho National Park, the conference 

failed – or neglected – to address a vital is-

sue: grain spillage.

Many papers noted that grain contributed 

to grizzly deaths. One study found that an 

average of 110 tons of grain is spilled annu-

ally; this is equivalent to leaving open nearly 

1 1/2 hopper cars full of grain for animals 

to scavenge. Obviously, not all of the spilled 

If even our protected areas don’t keep grizzlies safe, 
where do they have left? PHOTO: © AWA


