grain is available for bears. Some of it is scattered very sparsely and/or is consumed by
other animals. Still, grain could be a major
supplement to the diets of grizzlies in a relatively unproductive landscape such as our
mountain parks. In fact, this amount of
spilled grain is enough to meet the annual
nutritional needs of 50 grizzlies.
What makes this situation even more
threatening to the bears is the seasonal availability of grain spills. Grain along the tracks
is highest in the fall, when shipping rates
are high, and in the spring when snowmelt
reveals all the grain accumulated throughout the winter. This also coincides with the
times when bears are most food stressed,
leading up to and immediately following hi-

bernation. The peak seasons for bear mortality – spring and fall – are the seasons when
the most grain is available.
And yet, there was no mention of any commitments on the part of Canadian Pacific to
address the ongoing grain issue. Instead, the
response seemed to be that there wasn’t a
need to act since grain spillage isn’t the only,
or the most significant, contributing factor
to grizzly deaths.
This type of response ignores the fact that
grain spillages play a role. Also, it ignores
the fact that no study conclusively proved
that grain wasn’t an important factor. Spilled
grain’s place in the diets of other wildlife including squirrels, deer, and moose makes the
train tracks an attractive spot for bears to find

prey and to scavenge other killed wildlife.
One study highlighted that squirrel density
was significantly higher near the tracks and
that middens near the tracks were packed
with grain – creating yet another attractant.
Working to improve bear movement and
habitat but neglecting to address the amount
of grain spilled is counterintuitive. It’s like
saying exercise without a healthy diet will result in good health outcomes.
This whole story reads like an episode of
Family Feud where a contestant loses the
round because everyone failed to mention a
glaringly obvious answer. In this case, our
contestant is the grizzly. Let’s hope they don’t
lose this round.
- Joanna Skrajny

Whirling Disease – Spinning
in circles for much needed
action

ers and hosts of the disease.
Whirling disease originated in Europe as a
parasite in brown trout. Since the disease coevolved with brown trout, it wasn’t detected
until Europeans brought over rainbow trout
to Europe from North America and noticed
die-offs and swirling swimming patterns in
fish behaviour. The completely commonplace practice of bringing over fish eggs and
live fish a century or more ago meant that
in the early 20th Century whirling disease
had spread to the United States. Initially de-

tected only in fish hatcheries, it wasn’t until
the massive declines of native fish species in
Colorado and Montana in the mid 1990s
when the potential and dramatic effects of
this disease on native fish species dawned on
anglers and conservationists alike.
The disease’s mortality rate depends on a
number of factors. The most significant one
is the size of the fish when it is exposed to the
parasite. The height of summer and early fall
are the peaks times for the presence of the
parasite in the water which means that the

Canada’s whirling disease “baptism” came
on August 25, 2016. That was the day the
Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA)
confirmed the presence of whirling disease
in fish in Johnson Lake in Banff National
Park. I remember quite vividly an off-thecuff remark by a fisheries scientist then that
if fish are infected in the Park, it’s likely the
entire Bow is infected as well. I wonder if
he knew just how prophetic those words
would be. Last month, on February 10th,
the CFIA declared the entire Bow River watershed to be infected with whirling disease.
This means that all streams, creeks, lakes,
and rivers that feed into the Bow River, including the Elbow River, have been infected.
Whirling disease is caused by Myxobolus
cerebalis, a microscopic parasite. This parasite has a complicated lifecycle which begins
in spores found in soil at the bottom of water
bodies. These spores are taken up by tubifex
worms in the soil. In the worms the spores
develop into the triactinomyxon, the parasite form, which is released into the water
and infects salmonid fishes (trout, salmon,
whitefish) through the skin. Obviously this
leaves many opportunities for the disease
to spread: water, soil, or fish contaminated
with whirling disease all are potential carri-
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life history of fish species plays a large role
in which populations are more vulnerable.
Species such as bull trout – which spawn
in the fall and hatch in the winter or early
spring – are much larger when they first
encounter the parasite. This improves their
resistance to the disease. On the other hand,
westslope cutthroat trout spawn in the early
summer and their eggs hatch in mid-summer. Therefore, the fry are at a high risk of
developing whirling disease. Our already
threatened westslope cutthroat trout, which
exist only in isolated pockets within the
Bow and Oldman River drainages, are being
placed under even greater mortal risk with
this additional threat to their persistence in
our waterways. However, don’t think that
we don’t have reason to be concerned about
bull trout: with warmer water temperatures,
infection rates of the parasite increase dramatically. This is a double whammy for bull

trout, a species which needs cold, clear water to survive and is already struggling with
our increasingly warmer planet.
What can we do? Unfortunately, it seems
that the ongoing spread of whirling disease
is more a question of when, not if. Mandatory cleaning protocols are necessary: much of
the spread of whirling disease in the United
States was exacerbated by researchers not
cleaning off their waders as they traveled
from infected to non-infected lakes and
streams! The clean, drain, and dry campaign is likely insufficient since mud is an
important vector of the disease. Hot water
can kill the parasite but it will not kill the
spores present in mud. A chemical disinfectant, such as chlorine, is effective at killing
all stages of the disease. So it would be vital
for the government to adopt a mandatory
standard suite of cleaning protocols for everybody that are effective at killing all life

stages of the disease.
Right now it is of paramount importance
to protect the remaining bull trout and
westslope cutthroat populations not yet affected by the disease. This will mean that
some watersheds will need to be closed to
all non-emergency work, angling, and recreational OHV use. Eventually, fish will develop a resistance to whirling disease and
this resistance is passed onto the offspring
of survivors. For now, however, there is an
even greater need to protect and restore the
remaining populations of bull trout and
westslope cutthroat trout within the Oldman drainage. The new Castle Parks provide an opportunity to not only protect but
to recover these species. It might be one of
the last remaining footholds for them in this
brave new world.
- Joanna Skrajny

The $87 Million Icefields
Trail – Really??

worried about the place of ecological integrity in the planning of the Agency’s senior
administrative and political leaders.
I was disappointed but not surprised to
note that, over the years when the Conservatives enjoyed a majority government, the
percentage of the Parks Canada budget devoted to Heritage Resources Conservation
suffered. It fell from 23.4 percent in 2011/12
to 15.8 percent in the 2015/16 fiscal year.
But the Trudeau government doesn’t seem
interested in redressing this situation. In fact,
the 2017-18 departmental plan for the Parks
Canada Agency indicates that the Trudeau
government is quite content to see this percentage continue to decline. By 2019/20 the
Liberals intend Heritage Resources Conservation program spending to fall to 13.8 percent of total spending.
This further percentage decline comes
despite the fact that Parks Canada Agency
spending is projected to rise from $1.036
billion in 2015/16 to $1.312 billion in
2019/20. This is a 27 percent increase
over four years, much more than what
likely would be needed to keep pace with
inflation.
If the additional resources aren’t planned

for protecting and enhancing ecological integrity what will they be spent on? Much of
it will be spent on infrastructure such as the
paved Icefields Trail. Nearly 36 percent of
the planned spending in 2019/20 by Parks
Canada is intended to go to Heritage Canals,
Highways and Townsites Management. This
is a program dedicated to “the management
of infrastructure for Canadians and provides
opportunities for socio-economic benefits
to adjacent communities.” When the Government of Canada writes that “(t)his investment demonstrates the government’s responsible stewardship of Canada’s protected
places” it’s talking about the more than $3
billion intended for highway improvements
and other infrastructure projects. Bike trails
too. It’s not talking about ecological integrity.
Over the course of only eight fiscal years
the Canadian government intends to increase the Parks Canada Agency’s spending
on infrastructure by a staggering 349 percent. It will increase from $104.4 million
in 2011/12 to $468.5 million in 2019/20.
Those eight fiscal years will see that type
of spending grow from 15.4 percent of the
Parks Canada budget to 35.7 percent.
Imagine what might be done for the eco-

As the bicycle racks outside of AWA’s Calgary home suggest, AWA is a fan of bicycle
transportation. But we’re opposed to Parks
Canada’s proposal to build a 109 kilometre
paved bicycle trail that would parallel Highway 93A from Jasper to the Wilcox Campground at the boundary of Banff National
Park.
The estimated price tag for this project
is an eye-popping $87 million. You won’t
be surprised to hear that AWA feels these
funds would be much better allocated
if they went into the Heritage Resources
Conservation Program. This is the program
that, in the Parks Canada Agency’s 20132014 Report on Plans and Priorities, was
said to include “maintenance or restoration
of ecological integrity in national parks
through protection of natural resources and
natural processes…”
This whopping infrastructure commitment led me to crunch some numbers. I
wanted to know just how much of the national Parks Canada budget was, is, and will
be allocated to different programs. Those
numbers confirm how justified AWA is to be
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