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into aquatic habitats often causes eutrophi-

cation, which can result in algal blooms 

and massive fish die-offs. Suspended sedi-

ments occur naturally in water bodies and, 

in the correct concentrations, are crucial to 

ecosystem function. However, ecosystems 

are adapted to natural levels of sediments 

and increasing sediment levels above that 

range can damage both aquatic life and 

habitat. Therefore, sediment management 

is focused on maintaining the natural back-

ground levels. While suspended, elevated 

sediment loads can block sunlight from 

reaching aquatic plants. When deposited at 

the bottom of a water body, increased sedi-

mentation can suffocate fish spawning beds 

and invertebrates. AWA advocated against 

allowing coal mining operations to increase 

sediment discharge limits during exception-

al precipitation and flood events. We argued 

that structures constructed for use during 

mine operation should be built to a standard 

that can accommodate and withstand these 

types of events. 

AWA also advocated for limits on and 

monitoring of dissolved carbon dioxide and 

calcite, which can increase concentrations of 

limestone in streambeds. Additionally, AWA 

suggested establishing limits on chemicals 

used for clumping waste particles – called 

flocculants – in tailings ponds and banning 

the use of known toxic flocculants. 

Once finalized, new and expanded mines 

will be subject to these new regulations 

when they come into operation and active 

mines will likely be required to abide by the 

standards in short order. To incentivize op-

erators to meet these regulations in as short 

a time as possible, AWA suggested increased 

monitoring and a “polluter pays” tax that in-

creases the longer that operators are in viola-

tion of the new regulations.  

For mines with “legacy issues” – the very 

polite phrase used to refer to outdated de-

signs and/or practices – it may not be pos-

sible to neatly contain harmful runoff from 

mines. These types of issues are common 

with mountain mines where coal is removed 

by more-or-less taking the top off of a moun-

tain and relocating it into large waste rock 

piles in valleys and other low points on the 

site. One issue with mountain top removal is 

that water also tends to accumulate in these 

same areas which allows contaminants to 

travel through the environment. The federal 

government proposes to monitor the receiv-

ing environment, as opposed to monitoring 

discharged effluents. AWA agrees with this 

approach and suggested a similar approach 

for monitoring cumulative effects.  This 

doesn’t eliminate the need to ensure that 

overall environmental limits are in place. If 

those limits are exceeded, prompt immedi-

ate action must be taken to reduce the release 

of harmful substances. Given the significant 

risks these mines pose to environmental and 

human health and past difficulties in manag-

ing them, AWA believes these mines need to 

be held to daily monitoring schedules. 

The regulatory framework proposes de-

positing mining wastes into water bodies 

inhabited by fish if there are no other suit-

able alternatives. AWA believes this should 

only be a last resort and that, under no cir-

cumstance, should designated critical habi-

tat or habitat that contains species at risk be 

used for waste disposal. If destruction of fish 

habitat occurs, the operator must develop 

a fish habitat compensation plan. A habitat 

compensation plan outlines how habitat de-

stroyed by a development will be replaced 

through maintenance or the enhancement 

of productivity in other habitats. 

Fishery habitat compensation plans have 

so far been a failure in Canada: a study of 

fish habitat compensation plans in Canada 

found that 63 percent failed to achieve no 

net loss of habitat productivity. Inadequate 

enforcement and monitoring, the time need-

ed to enhance habitat, and ineffectiveness 

are among the factors responsible for this 

failure. Another study found that 67 percent 

of the authorizations issued under the Fish-

eries Act allowed for more fish habitat to be 

harmfully altered, disrupted, or destroyed 

than the amount required for compensa-

tion. This loss is antithetical to the purpose 

of the regulatory framework. For a habitat 

compensation plan to address these issues, 

it needs to insist on net gains in fish habitat 

and it needs to insist that the habitat com-

pensation program must be funded and well 

underway prior to letting mines sacrifice 

more habitat. 

Overall, the regulation appears to be a step 

in the right direction. It provides increased 

operator accountability and mitigates some 

of the environmental issues created by coal 

mines. AWA will continue to work with 

ECCC to strengthen the regulation for the 

purpose of conserving fish habitat.

Nick Pink

Hunting in Elk Island Na-
tional Park?

Should Parks Canada use hunters to cull 

what it calls “hyperabundant” ungulate 

populations in Elk Island National Park? 

That is one of the proposed management 

strategies Parks Canada is considering to 

address what the Agency regards as too 

many elk, moose, plains bison, and wood 

bison confined in the Park. “Population 

control” is the euphemism Parks Canada 

uses to describe the hunting option. The 

other options under consideration are: 

translocating disease-free animals (both 

bison populations) to other locations, 

auctioning the bison, selling all species 

to slaughterhouses, or altering the park’s 

fences to allow elk and moose to move 

outside of the park.  

AWA, in a June 30th letter to Parks Can-

ada, told the Agency the Association only 

could support the translocation and fence 

alteration options. While AWA is neutral 

when it comes to hunting it believes very 

strongly that hunting has no place in our 

national parks. AWA regards it as an espe-

cially sad irony that Parks Canada is con-

sidering the introduction of hunting in a 

national park that was created in order to 

protect wildlife.

Given the substance of previous Parks 

Canada management documents AWA 

was surprised to learn that Elk Island 
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sees a need to propose a “Draft Hyper-

abundant Ungulate Management Plan.” 

In 1999 the park introduced a strategy to 

reduce its ungulate population. The 2005 

Park Management Plan identified that im-

plementing that strategy was a key action 

the park would take. Its 2010 State of the 

Park Report claimed that the strategy had 

been a great success and that the ungu-

late situation was exactly the opposite of 

what management claims now. “In an ef-

fort to restore the ecological integrity of 

the forest,” the management plan stated, 

“elk and bison populations have been re-

duced substantially since 1999 and the 

forest continues to improve with time.” 

(emphasis added) Park management had 

“no concerns” about bison and elk num-

bers in the main Park (the portion of the 

park north of Highway 16). The only pop-

ulation concerns identified then were with 

respect to moose in the park. They were 

“hyperabundant” in the Wood Bison Area 

(the portion south of Highway 16) but 

they were too few in the main Park.

What went so dramatically wrong since 

2010? How could a policy that park man-

agement described in positive terms in 

2010 fail so dramatically, so quickly? AWA 

believes Parks Canada must explain to 

Canadians why there is such a dramatic 

difference between 2010 and now in both 

the status of and trends regarding Elk Is-

land’s ungulate populations.  

Ian Urquhart

Forestry in the southern 
eastern slopes

On March 8, 2017, AWA attended an 

information session at Spray Lake Saw-

mills (SLS). SLS are developing their 

2018 Detailed Forest Management Plan 

(DFMP). This is a high level plan that, 

among other things, identifies harvest 

levels, timing of harvests, and changes to 

the landscape. The plan looks 20 years 

into the future and is updated only once 

every 10 years. 

AWA was interested particularly to 

know how Spray Lake Sawmills would 

incorporate new government directives 

into its forest management plan. How 

will the company’s DFMP accommodate 

the South Saskatchewan Regional Plan 

and sub-regional plans, a drafted struc-

ture retention directive, and the current 

Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan’s motorized 

access thresholds in grizzly bear habitat. 

The general response to these questions 

was: if a government initiative to place 

limits on forestry practices is finalized 

before Spray Lake Sawmills is done writ-

ing their plan, Spray Lake Sawmills will 

have to incorporate it into their forest 

planning. However, if a document re-

mains in draft form, such as the Draft Al-

berta Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan, Spray 

Lake Sawmills will not incorporate it into 

their forest planning until the company 

next updates its forest planning. This 

revelation is concerning, if not alarming, 

because there is potential for an industry 

with one of the largest footprints in the 

area to dodge important land-use restric-

tions for at least another 10 years.

Further, AWA believes that it behooves 

Spray Lake Sawmills, a company that op-

erates in one of the most heavily loved 

and used landscapes in Alberta, to be a 

good steward. A company with genuine 

concern for the environment and respect 

for other land users should consider 

adopting these policies as best practices 

to retain community-given social license. 

Alternately, Spray Lake Sawmills could 

commit to incorporating these directives 

within a reasonable window of time from 

when they become enacted. Spray Lake 

Sawmills did say that, at any point, the 

government has the option to tell them 

to revise their plan; AWA plans to insist 

the government do this if the measures 

found in any major regional, land-use, or 

species recovery plan were not included 

in the DFMP.

While this session was not a consulta-

tion activity, updates to the DFMP are 

one of the few occasions when forestry 

companies are required to consult with 

the public about their logging activities. 

The consultation process, or lack thereof, 

can be frustrating; when cut blocks begin 

to get flagged the public can do very little 

to voice their concerns and stop what is 

about to happen on public lands.

A current example of how this method 

of operation can be unfair to other stake-

holders is the recent discovery of a clear-

cut logging plan near Highwood Junction 

in Kananaskis Country under British Co-

lumbia-based quota holder Balcaen Con-

solidated Contracting Ltd. Since discovery, 

strong opposition from stakeholders and 

residents of the surrounding communities 

has mounted (see the April 5, 2017 edito-

rial in the Okotoks Western Wheel). The area 

is a highly prized and used recreational 

area; it also provides valuable watershed 

and ecological services. But, as appears to 

be the case in so many places in the south-

ern eastern slopes, these values come a dis-

tant second to timber. Unfortunately, the 

answer from government officials to these 

concerned citizens has simply been to say 

the area is getting logged, the companies 

are following the law, and there are proce-

dures in place to address concerns.

This is a response very familiar to AWA’s 

ears. It is indicative of AWA’s concerns 

with Alberta’s forestry industry at large – 

the regulations are outdated in that they 

ignore the important range of values our 

forests offer. Meaningful reform means 

we need to change the way our forests 

our managed. You can read AWA’s vi-

sion for sustainable forestry here: https://

albertawilderness.ca/wordpress/wp-con-

tent/uploads/2015/10/AWA-Recommenda-

tions-Southwest-Forests.pdf

Nick Pink

 

If you are concerned about the logging 

near Highwood House and would like 

to connect with like-minded individuals, 

you can find them at the Facebook group 

“Take a Stand for the Upper Highwood”.


