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Cover Photos

Heinz Unger’s photo reminds us of what
inspired Alberta Wilderness Association
in 1972 to propose a wilderness area in
the Elbow, Sheep, and Kananaskis valleys,

a proposal that helped to encourage the

Lougheed government to protect parts

of Kananaskis country in 1978. The

Kananaskis river is in the foreground

while the background is set by the Patrick range (left) and Fisher range (right). Heinz
took this photo in early November...it was minus 20 degrees C. PHOTO: © H. UNGER

Featured Artist: Tess Stieben

Your editor had the pleasure of meeting Tess Stieben at the Edmonton Farmer’s Market
in late October and is very pleased to included Tess’s acrylic and watercolour paintings
in the December issue of your magazine.

“By focusing attention on creatures that bless us with their presence I hope to inspire
viewers to contemplate the magnificent environment in which they live. The earth is
more than a landscape to enjoy; it is a living delicately balanced ecosystem.”

Born in Powell River, BC, Teresa (Tess) Stieben taught workshops and visual art
through city programs in Creston BC, Camrose, Calgary, Hinton AB, and Manitoba.
Stieben began her studies at the University of Manitoba, and in 2002 graduated from the
University of Calgary earning a BFA with Distinction. Numerous hours of field research
devoted to watching and photographing the natural world advise and inspire her work
as a painter, photographer, printmaker, and multi-media eco-art sculptor.

Stieben’s environment based sculptures and nests built from recycled media speak to
the demise of the natural landscape and surrounding ecosystems as a result of human
shortsightedness.

Inspired by the quote above, Tess hopes her artistic practice will encourage recognition
and protection of the natural landscape with its native plants, birds, and varied wildlife.

Learn more about her Eco-art nests at stiebentess.wordpress.com and her paintings at
teresastiebenart.blogspot.ca. If you would like to email Tess her email address is stieben.
tess@gmail.com

Tesss art also may be found at The Art Gallery of St Albert, The Wildbird General
Store in Edmonton, and at Ellis Bird Farm in Lacombe (Ellis Bird Farm is closed for the
season and will reopen in May 2018).

Wilderness Watch

Editor:
lan Urquhart

Graphic Design:

Keystroke Design & Production Inc.
Doug Wournell B Des, ANSCAD
www.keystrokedesign.com

Printing by:
Topline Printing Inc.
www.toplineprinting.ca

N Printed on FSC

LQ Certified Paper

ALBERTA WILDERNESS
ASSOCIATION

“Defending Wild Alberta through
Awareness and Action”

Alberta Wilderness Association is
a charitable non-government
organization dedicated to the
completion of a protected areas
donation, call 403-283-2025 or
contribute online at
AlbertaWilderness.ca.

Wild Lands Advocate is published

four times a year, by Alberta Wilderness
Association. The opinions expressed

by the authors in this publication are
not necessarily those of AWA. The
editor reserves the right to edit, reject or
withdraw articles and letters submitted.

Please direct questions
and comments to:
403-283-2025 * wla@abwild.ca

Subscriptions to the WLA are $30 per
year. To subscribe, call 403-283-2025
or see AlbertaWilderness.ca.

AW>

Alberta Wilderness Association

455-12 ST NW, Calgary, AB T2N 1Y9
403-283-2025
www.AlbertaWilderness.ca
awa@abwild.ca

AWA respects the privacy of members. Lists are not sold or traded in any manner. AWA is a federally registered charity
and functions through member and donor support. Tax-deductible donations may be made to AWA at 455-12 ST NW,
Calgary, AB T2N 1Y9. Ph: 403-283-2025 Fax: 403-270-2743 E-mail: awa@abwild.ca www.AlbertaWilderness.ca

ISSN 1192-6287




A Tonic for 2018:

Working Together With Discipline and Persistence

Throughout 2017 its been a challenge not
to let a sense of melancholy, even despair, get
the better of me. Events south of the bor-
der bear some responsibility here. The mad,
vicious attack in the United States on civil-
ity, decency, and compassion by “He-Who-
Must-Not-Be-Named” should appall anyone
who believes public life and progress de-
mand empathy and respect for others.

But in my case, malaise is nurtured by more
than the Dark Lord of Pennsylvania Avenue.
Its fueled by the conviction that govern-
ments and corporations in too many locales
continue to fail to give the environment the
priority it demands. This failing isn just
one of 2017, its one of the last generation.
On some fronts, such as climate change, our
failing may be existential for kin in less de-
veloped parts of the world. On other fronts,
such as species at risk, the existential threat
is faced by the flora and fauna Alberta Wil-
derness Association defends.

So, between grading papers and getting
ready to move to Calgary, I've been looking
for a tonic to restore my sense of optimism

about the future. The other day I saw a stu-

dent who was wearing it. His T-shirt said “Be
the Change You Want to See in the World.”
Many of you might say “Oh yes, Mahatma
Gandhi’s phrase.” In fact, it5 unlikely Gand-
hi actually said or wrote those exact words
(more on that in a moment).

The point T seize is that individuals can
matter. The phrase invited me to remem-
ber just how many individuals, through
their skill and dedication, have contributed
to positive changes. Vandava Shiva, David
Brower, Colleen McCrory, David Suzuki,
Martha Kostuch...the list goes on and on.
They and others testify powerfully that in-
dividuals who don't have the institutional
power of the White House or Exxon-Mo-
bil can make a difference; they can “be the
change” and drag some of the more reluctant
members of the powerful along with them.

Which takes me back to Gandhi. Bri-
an Morton, writing in the New York Times,
couldnt find any reliable evidence that
Gandhi ever said “be the change.” The clos-
est verifiable remark Morton could unearth
was, in part: “If we could change ourselves,
the tendencies in the world would also

change. As a man changes his own nature,
so does the attitude of the world change to-
wards him. ... We need not wait to see what
others do.”

Its how Morton interprets Gandhis re-
marks and his search for change that invig-
orates me. Morton doesn't believe Gandhi
is suggesting a single individual can change
anything. He’s saying instead that personal
and social transformation walk together.
Gandhi was encouraging “an awareness that
unjust authority can be overturned only by
great numbers of people working together
with discipline and persistence.”

This interpretation is the tonic I need as
2018 looms on the horizon. Work together
with discipline and persistence is the advice
I'm embracing as I head into next year. AWA
is my vehicle for implementing that advice.
I hope you will join me and make it your
vehicle for pursuing healthier environments
and wilder spaces. Check back here in De-
cember 2018 and I'll let you know what I
think the tonic accomplished!

-lan Urquhart, Editor




Alberta “Tackles” Fish

Recovery in North-Central &

Eastern Slopes

By Joanna Skrajny, AWA Conservation Specialist

new provincial effort — the
North-Central Native Trout Re-
covery program —aims to recov-
er threatened bull trout and other native fish
such as Arctic grayling, mountain whitefish,
and endangered Athabasca rainbow trout in
the central-northern east slopes of Alberta.
It’s no secret that Alberta has needed to see
this action for decades. Albertas coldwater
fish have been in a lake of trouble for a long
time: major declines began in the late 1800s
to the early 1900s, when the first boom
of settlers overfished streams and lakes
throughout the province. Many species
were overfished intentionally so that settlers
could introduce fish species that they were
familiar with such as rainbow trout, brook
trout, and brown trout. Bull trout were con-
sidered to be trash fish because as predators
they were thought to reduce the populations
of other more ‘desirable’ species. As a result,
many introduced species pushed out native
fish or hybridized (bred) with them: rain-
bow trout hybridized with Athabasca rain-
bow trout, lake and brook trout aggressively
overtook areas previously occupied by bull
trout. For example, in 1973 the Abraham
Reservoir contained only bull trout; by 2007
it was almost entirely (96.5%) populated by
lake trout (Source: Government of Alberta
Bull Trout Conservation Management Plan).
On top of all of this, as Albertas popula-
tion grew, the wild character of our Eastern
Slopes suffered. Degrading and damaging
these lands increased pressures on and ac-
celerated the declines in populations. Al-
berta has a unique set of challenges when it
comes to fish conservation: Alberta has sub-
stantially fewer lakes — hundreds compared

to hundreds of thousands in SK, MB, and
ON. We also have the dubious honour of
living in a province with the highest amount
of industrial disturbance and road networks
outside of the Maritimes. This disturbance
causes widespread habitat destruction and
degradation. With a growing population,
this vast road network has meant that vir-
tually no lake or stream is safe from human
access by car or OHV. On top of all of this,
the cold streams and lakes in Alberta are rel-
atively unproductive, which means it takes a
long time for our fish to grow and reproduce.
Recovery is slow.

As you may imagine, it is incredibly chal-
lenging to recover trout in a resource-ex-
traction obsessed province which also
happens to have one of the highest con-
centration of anglers in the country. As a
result, fisheries managers did one of the
few things that were within their realm of
control: changing fishing regulations. Some
readers may remember that fishing regula-
tions in the Eastern Slopes from the 1950s to
the 1980s had alternating stream closures,
so that 50 percent of streams were closed
to fishing in any given year. However, these
one-year rest periods were not enough to
allow fish populations to recover. Fisheries
management then shifted from alternating
closures to widespread catch-and-release
regulations for native fish, teaching a gener-
ally-receptive angling community to release
the fish that belong and keep the ones that
don't. These zero-bag limits prevented the
complete collapse of native fish populations.
But they did not lead to widespread recov-
ery as they were not coupled with efforts to
address other issues such as human popu-
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lation growth, habitat degradation, habitat
fragmentation, and poaching. All of these
factors complicate any effort at restoring na-
tive fish populations.

Take bull trout, for example. The Commit-
tee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in
Canada (COSEWIC) lists three main factors
as responsible for the decline of bull trout:
loss of habitat through degradation and frag-
mentation, hybridization and competition
with introduced species, and overexploita-
tion (overfishing). However, they cautioned
that the degree to which each of these factors
is contributing to decline should not be gen-
eralized and likely varies from watershed to
watershed.

Provincial biologists have taken an im-
portant step towards understanding the re-
lationship between these factors by creating
a modeling tool. The model identifies the
main threats facing bull trout in any given
watershed and predicts how much bull trout
will recover if these threats are addressed.
The threats identified by the model are con-
firmed by field data.

The North-Central Native Trout Recovery
Program will use this tool to triage recov-
ery efforts from the central to the northern
parts of the Eastern Slopes, beginning with
a handful of watersheds. They picked wa-
tersheds which are at high risk, have a rea-
sonable chance of recovery, and where res-
toration work (by government or industry)
will be happening in the near future. After
five years the government will assess the ef-
fectiveness of their recovery efforts. If suc-
cessful, the government expects to expand
the program to more watersheds.

The following areas have been chosen for
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Table: Watersheds included in the North-Central Native Trout Recovery Program, major threats to be addressed

recovery work: Kakwa River and all its trib-
utaries, the upper Berland River and trib-
utaries, Lower Ram River and the section
of the North Saskatchewan River between
Rough Creek and Prentice Creek, the up-
per Clearwater River and tributaries, the
Pembina River, the upper Red Deer River,
and Pinto Lake.

The government also proposes to ad-
dress threats to fish recovery with the fol-

lowing actions:

Fish mortality and poaching would be
addressed by increasing enforcement and
implementing fishing closures. These clo-
sures would prohibit Indigenous or Non-In-
digenous fishing at any time of year. Catch
and release fishing also would be prohibited
during these closures.

Habitat fragmentation: Hanging culverts
can act as barriers to fish and prevent them

Hanging culverts fragment fish habitat and deny fish access to the full range of their habitat.
PHOTO: © |. SKRAJNY
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from using their full range of habitat. Over
the next five years, work to remove inappro-
priate barriers would be undertaken in the
North Saskatchewan & Lower Ram, Clear-
water, Berland, Pembina and the Upper Red
Deer watersheds.

Water quality: Mitigation of point sources
of sediment and phosphorous runoff such as
roads, road crossings, areas of OHV distur-
bance and impacted shorelines.

Competition with other species: Sup-
pression of non-native fish populations will
occur in the upper Red Deer and Pinto Lake.

The public have expressed concern with
aspects of the proposed North-Central Na-
tive Trout Recovery Program. What follows
is my understanding of the program and the
concerns that have been raised.

“Trout are fairly adaptable
creatures, but they simply can't
live in streams that flash flood
in May, dry up in August, freeze
solid in winter; or are polluted
by storm-sewer runoff. And they
most certainly can’t reproduce if
spawning gravels are clogged
with silt — provided they can
even get there.”

- Barry Mitchell,
Trout Unlimited Canada, 1998.

There has been a general lack of transpar-
ency in this initiative. For example, why
have these specific watersheds been chosen,
and not others? Have these watersheds been
selected because they are in most need of
restoration work or because they will be the
easiest to recover?

Taking a cursory look at the state of bull
trout in the watersheds selected, its possi-
ble that the truth may be a little bit of both.
Most watersheds selected have either low or
very low current adult density of bull trout
(translate: have a high or very high risk of
being extirpated in those watersheds). There
is also a strong case to be made for putting
some pro-active recovery work in areas
where the situation is not as dire. Greater
clarity regarding how these watersheds were
selected is needed.
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The proposed fishing closures in these it was found that illegal harvesting of fish

watersheds have been contentious. The  occurred on some level, but engaging com-
government has not been proactive in pro-  munity support and increasing enforcement
viding information about how they made
their choices. There are valid concerns that ~ issue. In general, results could be seen in as
need thoughtful answers. Will these closures  little as three years, but the more depleted
increase pressures on surrounding water-
sheds? Will the loss of eyes on the landscape ~ populations.
increase poaching? Now clearly, there are some marked differ-
While not directly related, the proposed  ences here — the most obvious being we are
closures bring to mind the growing body of ~ dealing with streams and lakes, not seas and
research about no-fishing zones and marine ~ oceans — but it does provide evidence that
protected areas (MPAs). In general, MPAs fishing closures in some ecosystems are suc-
result in rapid increases in fish populations  cessful in recovering fish. Again, it would be
and fish size, as well as increases in biodiver-
sity. As the populations of fish grow larger,  to do in order to help manage some of these
fish migrate out and “spillover” into the area ~ impacts and what research exists for fresh-
that is harvested. It has been found that there ~ water fish species.
are increases in the number of fishers in the Some anglers feel they are being progres-
area surrounding the boundaries of an MPA.
In some instances, the spillover of fish into ~ and practicing catch and release faithfully.
surrounding areas is enough to keep pop-  They're not wrong — the North-Central pro-
ulations stable, in other cases enforcement  gram clearly intends to use closures to fur-
and management of fishing activities around ~  ther reduce fishing pressure and mortality.
boundaries have to be controlled in order ~ The programs rationale for these additional
to prevent population decreases. In MPAs

established off the coast of Newfoundland

angling restrictions comes from its conclu-

sion that “over the past 20 years, efforts to

played a large role in solving the poaching

a fishery was, the longer it took to recover

good to know what the province is planning

sively restricted despite acting responsibly

LY DMINETE
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BULL TROUT
FISH SUSTAINABILITY INDEX
Current Adult Density
- Functionally Extrpated (0)
- Very Low (1)
P Low 2)
Moderate (3)
I High 4)
Bl very High (5)

Current density of bull trout in Alberta. A low adult density means there is a high risk of losing these
populations in the near future. Asterisks* mark the locations of watersheds for proposed recovery work.
CREDIT: GOVERNMENT OF ALBERTA
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restore fish populations by implementing
catch-and-release fishing regulations and
other management actions have mostly
failed.” We have tasted these failures before.
In December 2003, right here in the Advo-
cate, Dr. Michael Sullivan described a sce-
nario where mandatory catch and release
would contribute significantly to mortality
in the walleye fishery: “For example, recov-
ering walleye fisheries like Bapiste Lake may
attract 10,000 anglers in a summer. The sus-
tainable harvest is likely no more than 1,000
fish. How do you divide 1,000 fish amongst
10,000 anglers? Once minor problems like
catch-and-release mortality (usually as low
as five to ten percent) have now become ma-
jor sources of the annual kill when multi-
plied by the heavy angling pressure.” (Vol.
11, no. 6)

Angling expertise goes a long way to re-
ducing mortality. We also know that catch-
and-release related fish deaths increase dra-
matically under higher water temperatures.
With climate change, summers such as the
one we just had will increase fish stress and
mortality. Even though the province cur-
rently closes areas to fishing when tempera-
tures get too high, more guidelines and re-
strictions on fishing to address temperature
issues may be needed in the future.

In order to reduce mortality the plan has
also rejuvenated calls for mandatory educa-
tion programs and for limiting the number
of fishing licenses issued in any given year.
Mandatory education programs are incred-
ibly important — its pretty obvious that if
you're allowed to eat fish x but have to re-
lease fish y, you better know the difference
between the two! The exact impacts of mis-
identification, while unknown are thought
to be significant, especially for species such
as bull trout which are notoriously easy to
catch and more vulnerable to overfishing.
It only takes a couple of anglers mistakenly
identifying a bull trout as a brookie and sev-
eral bad catch and release handlings to undo
in a day what skilled anglers could sustain-
ably fish forever.

While the percentage of licensed anglers in
Alberta is stable (seven percent in 1999 and
2016) more than 90,000 more licenses were



issued in 2016 than were issued in 1999.
Given the sad state of many of our fisher-
ies should we be issuing nearly 300,000
fishing licenses? Can we recover and es-
tablish sustainable fisheries with a growing
absolute number of anglers? The answer is
likely “no”: a paper in the Journal of Fisheries
Management published in 2002 warned that
Alberta would face unrecoverable collapses
in fisheries unless serious restrictions were
placed on anglers and recommended a lot-
tery system to reduce the amount of fishing
pressure in the province.

The final, and perhaps greatest, concern
is that the commitments to restore habitat
fragmentation and improve water quality fo-
cus on issues such as hanging culverts, road
crossings, and OHV trails. Stronger com-
mitments to limit industrial development or
protect habitat appear to be absent. Indeed,
ongoing habitat destruction in trout habitat

el
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is incredibly concerning. A commitment
to address sedimentation at road crossings
while continuing to build more roads (thus
causing more sediment, OHV use, and ac-
cess to streams) is completely illogical and
may undo any other efforts made.

Habitat loss and degradation, even if not
directly killing fish, places them under stress
and makes them less resilient to climate
change, competition with introduced spe-
cies, and angling pressures. Addressing all
other causes for fish decline without restor-
ing and protecting habitat is a lot like man-
aging symptoms without treating the root
cause of the disease.

While it is relatively easy to cause wide-
spread collapses of fish populations, it will
take a lot more serious intervention in order
to fix years of neglect by the government.
There is no quick fix or simple answer.
One approach will not be enough — many

neegsto” _,'g..sdiﬂ_ thatsituations. like this in the backcount
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problems will have to be tackled simultane-
ously on landscapes that are plagued with
problems. Its clear these recovery actions
will have to be coupled with landscape res-
toration and habitat protection in order to
ensure that recovery is permanent.

Despite these challenges, it appears that
for the first time in decades, there are solid
plans for action that will allow native fish a
chance to recover and once again thrive in
these watersheds. The government expects
that after the five-year rest period, there will
be significant increases to fish population
numbers in these watersheds. If the govern-
ment has the data and scientific rationale be-
hind their decisions, they need to make that
clear to all of us and we can in good faith let
them show us what they can do. A success-
ful result would be a win for all. 4’

Vol. 25, No. 4 |




After Obed:

The Path to Better Dam Safety Regulation

n Septembers Wild Lands Advocate,

“Countdown to Disaster: The Obed

Mine Spill” outlined the October
2013 tailings spill at the Obed Mountain
Coal Mine, near Edson, Alberta. The
article focused on the events that led up
to the spill and its environmental impacts.
It ended with a hopeful comment that,
perhaps out of this disaster, we might have
learned lessons that could prevent a similar
event from occurring in the future.

Some will applaud the good news that
we haven't seen a disaster on Obeds scale
in the last four years. This is certainly
positive. But, as the Obed case underlined,
the ability to prevent such catastrophic
events depends in part on the regulatory
process. It depends on companies carrying
out the obligations and duties established
by the regulator. It depends as well on
the regulator ensuring that dam safety
requirements are met initially, that they are
followed during a tailings facility’ lifetime,
and that necessary restoration/reclamation
measures are implemented after a mine
closes. Here I want to consider if regulatory
safeguards and procedures have been
strengthened since the Obed spill to try to
minimize further the likelihood of similar
dam failures occurring.

The Weaknesses in the
Regulatory Process

To get a sense of how the regulation of
dams has changed since the Obed spill, we
can take a look at what deficiencies existed.
In a March 2015 report, the Auditor
General of Alberta released the results of
the audit of the then-current regulatory
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By Nick Pink, AWA Conservation Specialist

system in place to regulate dam safety. The
audit took place during the Obed spill
and a subsequent transition period during
which the responsibility of dam regulation
was being transferred from the Department
of Environment and Sustainable Resources
Development (ESRD) to the AER. The
findings were... damning.

The Auditor General concluded
ESRD did “not have adequate systems

that

to regulate dam safety in Alberta.” So
insufficient was the information available to
the department’s senior executive that the
Deputy Minister could not assure Albertans
that his department was regulating dams in
the province appropriately. “At the most
basic level,” the Auditor General observed,
should
questions to be answered.” Those questions

“reporting allow  important
were ones about whether the department,
through its own work and the information
it received from dam owners, could come to
a confident conclusion about the safety of
dams. They were questions about whether
risks identified demanded that changes be
made to regulatory activities. That basic
level of reporting didnt exist. When it
came to dam safety in Alberta there were:

* no performance metrics,

* 1o results analysis,

* no identification of areas for future

improvement.

When it came to process, Dam Safety
officials weren't required to document their
work. While they attended inspections
and reviewed information from dam
owners there was insufficient documentary
evidence to recommend if dams were

being regulated well.. Its unsettling, if not

FEATURES

shocking, to read in this respect that “the

nature, frequency and the quality of this
work cannot be verified appropriately,
either by supervisors or outside scrutiny, as
documentary evidence is lacking.”

ESRD
the Auditor
registry of dams. But when it came
to the

received some credit from

General for having a

“completeness, accuracy and
sustainability” of this record the registry
was “lacking.” Further to this the Auditor
“At the
database is not updated appropriately,

General concluded: present,
information is missing, and is not being
used to its full potential. For example,
it is capable of but is not used to track
inspections and deficiencies.”.

Another weakness identified by the
Auditor General rested in the fact that the
departments regulatory activities were
shaped primarily by what dam owners
concluded about the consequences of their
facilities. The regulated, in other words, told
the regulator what the consequence rating
of dams should be. “If the consequence
rating for a dam is not significant or very
high,” the Auditor General discovered,
“Dam Safety’s reporting requirements range
from minimal to none.” Given the nature of
the regulatory process, it wasn’t surprising
to read next that the audit identified
dams and tailings ponds with outdated
consequence ratings. Outdated ratings
increased the risk that the department
was carrying out an appropriate level of
monitoring.

Specific to coal mines, the report states
bluntly that “coal mine tailings ponds
have not been appropriately monitored by



In 2014 the responsibility for regulating all energy-related dams was transferred to the Alberta Energy
Regulator. AER regulates 65 of the approximately 1,500 dams in Alberta (40 oil sands dams and 25
coal mining dams). Blue dots indicate the location of low consequence dams; green indicates significant
consequence; purple indicates high; yellow indicates very high; red indicates extreme consequence.
PHOTO: © OPENSTREETMAP.ORG (OPENSTREETMAP CONTRIBUTORS)

Dam Safety” The majority of coal mines
tailings ponds hadn't been inspected since
the 1980s and 1990s. This appears to be
due to an inadequate “consequence rating”
system that effectively ignored dams that
were not rated as “significant” or “very
high” consequence. It is unclear what the
consequence rating of the Red/Green Pit at
Obed — where the October 31, 2013 failure
occurred — was prior to the spill, but today
it is listed as “low”.

Other key findings observed by the
auditor were that the publics ability to
obtain information relating to dam safety
is limited, as was regulatory oversight.
Locations,  safety  precautions, and
emergency procedures were all formerly
available to the public but were removed at
the time of this report.

The Auditor General made two key
recommendations after this audit: 1)

Develop a Plan to Regulate Dams and
2) Improve Regulatory Activities. These
recommendations were stated as crucial in
demonstrating regulatory responsibility and
maintaining accountability to the public.

Where are they now?
2014
Regulator assumed relate authority over oil/

In April the Alberta Energy
gas/coal related energy dams. To the AER%
credit, they immediately responded to the
Auditor General’s report and committed to
incorporating the recommendations. That
is great news — but have they done it?

In many ways they do appear to be on
track. For example, the AER have since
announced that they have inspected all of
the dams they regulate. On the ground,
they have implemented specialized dam
inspection training for inspectors and a

more I'igOI'OUS new dam assessment process.
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They have released an interactive “Dam and
Pond Map” tool that allows you to view said
dams in Alberta. They have released 2015
Dam Safety Inspection Results and 2016
Dam Safety Inspection & Audit Results. The
rudimentary consequence system rating for
each dam has been supplemented with an
AER assessment that rates the operator’s
safety system and performance. They have
created a dam safety registry and update it
regularly with inspection findings.

But as I look at each one of these
initiatives the same comment keeps coming
to mind: prove it to me. As someone
concerned about how these facilities are
being regulated, I want to see how these
facilities are being regulated. Almost every
public facing initiative could be, should be,
more informative. The 2015 Dam Safety
Inspection Results is half a page and states
that 99 of 100 containment structures
were “satisfactory” The 2016 Dam Safety
Inspection & Audit Results is one page.
The AER assessments and dam safety
registry are not currently public and — I am
told by AER Dam Safety — may not ever be.
The Auditor General recommended that
Alberta Environment and Parks “develop
a plan to regulate dams and report on
the results of its regulatory activities”
(my emphasis). One wonders if when
that recommendation was made the
Auditor General imagined that one page
summaries would be sufficient to fulfill the
recommendation’s intent.

Even minor successes, such as the
mapping tool, have too little info to be of
much use. Knowing where a dam sits along
with what and how much fluids/sediments
it contains is only so helpful. When I asked
the AER when we might see an update
to this tool they responded that they are
aiming for the end of 2018. What will they
be adding? Maybe something to do with
dam performance or regulatory findings,
they aren't sure yet.

The Auditor General stated that one of
the implications of limiting information
available to the public is that the “public
cannot hold the department accountable
for its regulatory responsibilities.” For us



L to ensure our regulatory agencies are doing
what they need to do to protect human
and environmental health, we cant just
be taking their word for it, we need access
to pertinent information. The lack of
* L information and documentary evidence sat

PP ﬁ. e ® at the heart of the Auditor Generals 2015
t o o0 critique of the dam safety regulatory system

.‘ If the AER is competently doing a better

o g regulatory job behind the scenes then I

i would hope they would be willing to share

e ® b ™ . that good news in a more transparent
o manner with Albertans. In the March
2015 report the Auditor General, under

the heading “What needs to be done”

wrote that improving Alberta’s systems for

regulating dam safety should begin with: “a

reliable registry, a plan for carrying out that

o O s work, and informative reporting on dam
.;.,"::“i ™ .= safety in Alberta. Of critical importance,

P ® @ ag the department must also document
' Y & its regulatory activities. Without this
evidence, the department can't prove it

®0 is doing what it should and fully support
any conclusions that it makes regarding
dam safety.” It’s not too much to ask of the
AER to offer Albertans a comprehensive
accounting of what they have done to
'I,,. implement the Auditor General’s important

| recommendations. 4’
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Nearly two-thirds of the dams regulated by the AER are in the Athabasca QOil Sands Area.
PHOTO: © OPENSTREETMAP.ORG (OPENSTREETMAP CONTRIBUTORS)

“In the Wake of Loons”
Acrylic on canvas,
12x24 inches %
(at The Wildbird General ==
Store, Edmonton)
PHOTO: © T. STIEBEN =
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Five Days on the Bighorn
Historic Tralil

ourmet food, with vegetarian

options, home-cooked on an
open campfire, ice-cold beer
after a days work on the trail, a full moon
rising over the tall pines, morning yoga ex-
ercises on a mountain meadow with horse
bells tinkling in the distance — but hold on
before you think this trip was all fun and
pleasure. There was also dust, heat, thick
smoke in the air from forest fires nearby, long
hikes in and out with many stream fordings,
and the hard work on the trail using heavy
brush cutters, pickaxes, shovels, hatchets
and handsaws. Read on for the full story:.
One Monday in early September 2017, Jo-
anna Skrajny and Nick Pink, AWA conser-

By Heinz Unger, AWA Past-President

vation specialists, together with volunteers
Sean Nichols, Joel Van Riper, and Heinz
Unger, took off from the AWA office in Cal-
gary for the long drive to the trailhead in the
Blackstone/Wapiabi Forest Land Use Zone
(FLUZ) in the Bighorn Backcountry. This
FLUZ is about 50 kilometres north and west
of Nordegg as the crow flies, and the Black-
stone Gap trailhead is less than 20 kilome-
tres east of the Brazeau River where it forms
the boundary to Jasper National Park.

The Blackstone Gap offers the shortest foot
access to the Bighorn Historic Trail in that
FLUZ. The Blackstone Gap is a dramatic riv-
er valley gap where the trail barely clings to
the scree-covered steep mountainside. Then
the valley opens up and the trail follows

The Bighorn backcountry — the object of AWAS 'affecti57f. PHOTO: © H. UNGER
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George Creek, a tributary of the Blackstone.
The Bighorn backcountry is immense and
beautiful. It boasts wide open, gently slop-
ing valleys, clear streams, and thick forests
of spruce and pine, interspersed with wet
meadows near the source of the creeks. Its
scenic backdrop of rocky ridges and peaks
certainly isnt hard on the eyes. Likely due
to the hot and dry summer, fall colours had
already started to show in the valley, adding
to the beauty of the scenery. On the hike in it
was clear that the trail conditions had dete-
riorated over the years. Flooding and wash-
outs shared the blame for this deterioration
with the vigorous growth of willows, shrubs
and conifers on both sides of the trail.




AWA -Caring for the
Bighorn for More Than
a Generation
Starting in 1983 and for the
following 10 ye
AWA volunteers, with air-lift
assistance from the Alberta Forest

s, horse-mounted

Service, cleared all major Bighorn
alleys of old outfitter and industrial
exploration garbage. Literally two
tonnes of garbage a year were
gathered and then airlifted out of
the Bighorn. By 1993 it looked like
AWAS summer volunteers were out
of work, but not for long! The Forest
Service initiated an “Adopt-a-Trail”
program in 1994 and AWA was
asked to assume maintenance of
the historic Bighorn equestrian trail
that stretches between Crescent Falls
on the Bighorn River and Chungo
Gap north of the Blackstone River.
It took larger groups of six to eight
people working very long days for
the first 5 years in order to clear
AWAS stretch of long-neglected
trail. In later years, much of the
maintenance was carried out
by only four people, assisted by
four saddle and four pack horses.
However; repeated flooding in recent
years and a great deal of vegetation
encroachment means larger crews
are once again needed to
maintain this trail

Late that first afternoon the hiking group
finally reached the agreed campsite and was
greeted — no kidding — with ice-cold beer
by Vivian Pharis, AWA Board Emerita and
Norma Ruecker, a faithful volunteer. They
had come in on horseback (including an ex-
tra packhorse), traveling over two days via a
longer trail, starting at the Wapiabi trailhead
further south. They had carried the tools
and all the heavy gear from the helicopter
drop location and set up the camp kitchen,
ready to start cooking dinner.

Yes, this was a helicopter-assisted trail res-
toration and maintenance operation, and
a very beneficial and effective collabora-
tion indeed between Alberta Environment
and Parks (AEP) and the AWA. The latter
contributed the manpower, expertise, and
knowledge of the area, while AEP gave their
agreement, provided some of the necessary
tools, and dropped all heavy supplies and

gear a couple of hundred metres from the
campsite.

The three horses were already happily
grazing on the wide meadows to the south
of the campsite when we arrived by foot. In
addition to carrying people and loads, they
continued to provide diversion and enter-
tainment with their antics. Vivian and Nor-
ma were less pleased when they occasionally
had to chase the horses after they started off
to a better water source or down the trail
despite being hobbled. But despite these ex-
pressions of equine individualism, they add-
ed much to the camp ambiance with their
presence and their snorts and tinkling bells
when they headed down to the pasture.

The daily routine for the group started at
first daylight with re-starting the campfire.
Everything was cooked sustainably on an
open fire, using locally gathered deadwood
and Vivians camp cookware which has an

- Vivian Pharis
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amazing black patina. The camp coffeepot
was as black on its inside as on its outside
but the line-up for fresh coffee was almost as
long and as eager as at the local Starbucks or
Tim Hortons. The breakfast was a cooked,
hot meal, including porridge and bacon and
eggs. Lunch was eaten on the trail to save
time, but dinner started out with cold drinks
and munchies. Vivian had an amazing meal
plan and surprised everyone with new de-
lights of full four-course dinners. As the
dusk deepened and the moon rose various
libations appeared, including Tang & Rum,
and the storytelling began. Vivian and Nor-
ma had taken part in the Bighorn Historic
Trail maintenance trips for many years in
the past, and had lots of entertaining tales.
It was an experience the best backcountry
outfitters could not have provided for a few
hundred dollars a day.

Everybody felt so grateful for the delicious
meals that all chores — fetching water, cut-
ting and splitting firewood, and doing the
dishes — were done willingly like in the hap-
piest and most cooperative of families. Joan-
na, the team leader, has a low key leadership
style, and there was a minimal amount of
organizing and assigning tasks. However,

Part of the Bighorn watershed PHOTO: © V. PHARIS

safety was taken very seriously, starting with
briefings, bear spray always at the ready (al-
though we never saw a bear except for piles
of scat on the drive out), and mandatory use
of safety gear and vests, especially when op-
erating power equipment. There was excel-
lent camaraderie and collaboration through-
out the time in the backcountry, and group
members picked tasks and supported each
other according to their respective inclina-
tions and abilities.

On the first morning the team scouted the
section of the trail past George Creek, con-
tinuing to the south. One of the worst prob-
lems that affect backcountry trails is deep
rutting on steep sections where the trail is
on a cutline. Better drainage and water bars
(to divert flow off to the side) would greatly
improve the situation. Wet forest and mead-
ow areas are a different but equally serious
problem, especially for horse travel during
wet weather. New corduroy installation or
plastic matting would be needed to fix those
sections. AWA hopes to tackle some of those
problems in the years to come — more op-
portunities to volunteer!

The actual trail restoration and mainte-
nance work consisted of light-to-heavy

WLA |
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brush clearing using both power brush cut-
ters and hand tools, such as axes and saws.
The majority of brush clearing called for
cutting overgrown willows and encroaching
conifer saplings. Some areas showed signs of
serious flood damage, such as erosion ruts
and loose rocks covering the trail. Minor
re-routes of the trail were made around un-
safe and/or degraded terrain, and water bars
were built where needed to divert drainage
from the trail. Cut brush and unstable rocks
were removed from the trail by hand. At
some locations, the right trail was marked
using flags and/or cairns.

On the way out the group could admire
the greatly improved condition of the trail,
although it was clear that more and contin-
ued efforts will be needed to maintain these
old trails that open up this beautiful back-
country. The provincial government and
AWA are to be commended for their efforts
and good cooperation that helps to keep
some of Albertas special wild places open
and accessible.

And...did I forget to mention that a group
of seven volunteers had a great time out in
the Wild? 4
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Cleaning Up After Ourselves:§

Oil Sands Mine Liability Program Needs

Major Reform

By Carolyn Campbell, AWA Conservation Specialist

n April 2013, Alberta Premier Alison
Redford reassured her Washington
DC audience about Albertas oil sands
mining industry impacts, while she pro-
moted the contentious Keystone XL pipe-
line. Among other points, Premier Redford
claimed that: “Tailing ponds disappear from
Albertas landscape in the very near future.”
While Premier Redfords remarks may
have persuaded the ill-informed they
were truly far-fetched, unless the premier
was talking about geological time. In fact,
oil sands mine tailings are nowhere near
disappearing. These tailings reservoirs
sprawled across 234 square kilometres
and contained 1.1 trillion litres at the end
of 2014. They have been growing since
then. Massive volumes will continue to be

g e s . = =
A Syntrude tgilings pond. Undet the current liability management approgch, there’s an unaccept-
ably high risk that-the-public will be stuck with multi-billion dollar costs of bitumen mine clean up.
PHOTO: © J. HILDEBRAND

produced and stored behind huge earth-
en berms for many decades. The Alberta
Energy Regulator (AER) re-confirmed this
regrettable reality as recently as October
2017: AER approved Suncors plan to
gradually reduce tailings in its Millenni-
um Mine waste ponds from today’s level
of over 300 billion litres of tailings, to 147
billion litres by 2033, the year the mine
is scheduled to close. Those pond tailings
are not required to hit ‘zero’ until 2043,
ten years after mine closure.

The provinces Environmental Protection and
Enhancement Act (EPEA) acknowledges the
‘polluter pay’ principle. In practice, howev-
er, our liability management system is very
weak. Three problems with the current sys-

tem are: serious unresolved bitumen mine
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reclamation problems; a lack of disclosure
of liability assumptions, and therefore likely
significant under-estimation of liabilities; and
very small upfront financial security require-
ments. In AWAs view, these shortcomings
represent a potential multi-billion-dollar lia-
bility to taxpayers and to government. This
lax regime risks saddling future generations
of Albertans with significant, unfair clean-up
costs. Major reforms are needed.

Ecological and cultural
significance

The ‘mineable’ oil sands region covers a
land surface area of about 4,700 km?. This
represents three percent of Albertas official
oil sands region area and one percent of Al-
berta’s boreal forest region. That may sound
relatively small, but as part of the traditional
territories of the indigenous communities
living in the region, those boreal forests, wet-
lands, and wildlife are central to their liveli-
hood and culture. The government and mine
operators have made commitments to return
a functioning boreal ecosystem of ‘equivalent
land capability’ to disturbed mine sites, as re-
quired by EPEA.

The mines are situated in an area of out-
standing ecological importance. North of
Fort McMurray, mining leases extend about
100 kilometres along both sides of the
Lower Athabasca River, where major North
American migratory bird flyways meet.
The only wild whooping crane population
and hundreds of other bird species migrate
twice a year over the mineable oilsands re-
gion. Not far downstream from the mines
is the Peace Athabasca Delta, one of the
worlds largest freshwater deltas. The delta



provides breeding and stopover habitat for
extraordinary concentrations of waterfowl
and other wildlife.

Major reclamation problems
remain

One reason why oil sands mines’ liabil-
ities are so worrisome is the difficulties of
replacing boreal ecosystems in this globally
significant area. Those who attended Dr.
Lee Foote’s December 6th AWA talk in Ed-
monton heard first-hand how challenging
restoration and reclamation is in the boreal
forest. Peat-forming wetlands once made
up half the natural landscape on the mine
leases. They are significant carbon stores
and are essential for habitat, water stor-
age and for buffering drought and wildfire
impacts to the adjacent forest. The mines
destroy them. It is unlikely that equivalent
constructed wetlands can persist in the
salty soils of the subsiding, re-contoured
reclaimed mine landscape. Climate change
only adds to the challenge.

Water that has come into contact with bitu-
men, called process-affected water, must also
be dealt with. Much of this water remains af-
ter suspended tailings materials finally settle.
The Alberta government is still in the early
stages of determining how to safely treat and
release this water from mine sites.

The mines’ toxic tailings also have many
unresolved clean-up issues. There are per-
sistent reports of tailings reservoirs leak-
ing into shallow groundwater. This poses
a daunting reclamation challenge. Tailings
berms can also fail catastrophically. As a re-
minder, the breached dam at Albertas Obed
coal mine site released over 600 million litres
of coal wastewater into the upper Athabas-
ca River in 2013. The March 2017 report
of the joint UNESCO/International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Reactive
Monitoring mission to Wood Buffalo Nation-
al Park noted that “[t]he multiple risks from
tailings ponds, including leakages and dam
failures, constitute a concrete threat to the
PAD [Peace Athabasca Delta], which should
receive systematic analysis considering the
World Heritage values of the PAD.”

And what does the ‘zero’ fluid tailings re-

quirement ten years after end-of-mine life
demand? Zero really means ‘covered some-
where. * Most operators propose to cover
thickened tailings with water in end-pit
lakes.” These have not been demonstrated
to transform into functioning aquatic com-
munities in the cold northern environment.
For example, there are concerns about wind
action and freeze-thaw water circulation de-
stabilizing the buried toxic tailings. Some
alternative plans would cover thickened
tailings with sand and soil. However, these
areas are projected to slump by many metres
while they compact and settle over the years.
As with the constructed wetlands, the tail-
ings experiments should require operators
to provide many decades, if not centuries, of
monitoring and maintenance.

With hindsight, the best way to manage
these risks would have been not to issue or
renew the approvals of so many mines until
reclamation was less of a gamble. Without
that option we must shore up today’s weak
liability management system.

Details of mine reclamation
liability calculations must be
made public

Earlier in 2017, the AER began to publish
the combined reclamation liabilities submit-
ted by all Alberta oil sands and coal mines
under the Mine Financial Security Program:
that total was a staggering $27.79 billion as of
June 2017. AER also began to publish what
each approval holder has paid to the AER
as financial security against those liabilities.
These payments are either in cash deposits or
letter of credit guarantees and the AER holds
them in trust against those liabilities. Grant-
ed, this is a step forward in transparency.

Because Albertas coal mine industry chose
to pay full financial security for clean-up li-
abilities, their liabilities should equal their
$452 million security (for June 2017). That
leaves oil sands mine reclamation liabilities
of $27.4 billion. In sharp contrast to the sit-
uation in coal mining, oil sands companies
only have supplied a minuscule fraction of
their liabilities. They have submitted $939
million in security deposits to the AER, a
mere 3.4 percent of the sector’ liabilities. We
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What about orphaned
oil, gas, and ‘in situ’ oil
sands wells?

AER5s Licensee Liability Rating (LLR)
Program and Orphan Fund rules apply
to wells and most other infrastructure
(excluding the biggest processing facili-
ties) for upstream oil, gas, and ‘in situ’
drilled oilsands projects. Orphan sites
are officially assessed as having no legal-
ly responsible or financially able party to
deal with abandonment and reclamation
responsibilities. For good reason, or-
phan sites have been in the news late-
ly. Their numbers are increasing - as of
September 2017, there were over 1,700
orphaned sites —and there are some high

profile legal disputes about reclamation

obligations after bankruptcy. Alberta
also has a lenient system allowing wells
to remain ‘inactive’ indefinitely prior to
reclamation; there are now over 80,000
inactive wells. Tens of thousands of oth-
er wells are abandoned but not fully re-
claimed. So there are likely many other
wells that are orphaned in all but name.
To its credit, in spring 2017 Alberta En-
ergy included environmental groups in
a multi-stakeholder advisory group to
review these regulations. We do not yet
know what changes will result. This ar-
ticle focuses on oil sands mine liability
management, which also requires gov-

ernment reform.

will discuss below why this security amount
is inadequate.

But first, lets consider how liabilities are
determined. Here there isn' sufficient trans-
parency. The AER doesn't publish important
details of operators’ self-reported reclamation
liabilities. The public should know what ar-
eas of different land covers and volumes of
groundwater, process-affected water, and tail-
ings are addressed. This is crucial to evaluate
if ‘equivalent land capability’ will be achieved
or not. We also need to see the unit cost as-
sumptions for different land covers and wa-
ter treatments. We should also be able to see
the provisions made for long-term adaptive



monitoring, maintenance, and contingency
to address the enormous reclamation uncer-
tainties discussed above. There should also
be some provision for catastrophic insurance
against tailings pond berm failures. Because
these deemed cost elements are secret, AWA
is very concerned they are likely far too low,
or missing.

The AER5 current (February 2017) Guide
to the Mine Financial Security Program
states: “Individual asset and liability num-
bers will not be disclosed as these numbers
reflect confidential financial information.”
This is difficult to believe for end land uses
and third party unit costs for public lands
reclamation (these third-party costs are esti-
mates the approval holders give the AER to
calculate what, in the event the miner de-
faults, third-party contractors would need to
be paid in order to address the liability). The
secrecy is especially dubious given the tech-
nology-sharing these same mine operators
practice in Canadas Oil Sands Innovation
Alliance (COSIA). COSIAs website stated as
of mid-November 2017: “To date, COSIA
member companies have shared 936 dis-
tinct technologies and innovations that
cost almost $1.33 billion to develop [em-
phasis in original]. These numbers are in-
creasing as the alliance matures and expands.
Through this sharing of innovation and ap-
plication of new technologies, members can
accelerate the pace of environmental perfor-
mance improvements.”

AWA believes the assumptions and details
behind liability estimates need public scru-
tiny. This scrutiny is needed given the glob-
ally significant ecological values at stake on
these public lands and the high uncertainty
of reclamation success. Such scrutiny in itself
should accelerate progressive, timely, and ef-
fective reclamation.

Need to collect the full
financial security for
reclamation liability

Alberta Energys web page on Oil Sands
Facts and Statistics in November 2017 states
reassuringly: “Mine operators are required to
supply reclamation security bonds to ensure
requirements are met.”

As we noted above, less than five percent
of incurred reclamation liabilities are actually
“in the bank” now. Fairly small ‘base’ securi-
ties amounts between $30 to $360 million
per mine are now held in trust by the AER. If
tailings profiles are meeting targets set by the
companies themselves, little else is required
in the first decades of operations. Miners
must start ramping up financial security pay-
ments only in the final fifteen years before a
weakly defined ‘end-of-mine life’ date. In all
the years prior, they will have been distribut-
ing their cash flows to investors or investing
them in projects, projects that may well be
outside of Alberta.

What is the governments logic when it
comes to the Mine Financial Security Pro-
gram’ lax approach? Low upfront financial
security is premised on the belief that if
the company’s assets are at least three times
above its estimated reclamation liabilities, all
will be well. In July 2015, Alberta’s Auditor
General found that assets are inflated, devel-
opment costs are not recognized, and mine
life estimates are over-extended. Yes, these
are calculation problems, but fixing them
doesn’t begin to address the real issue.

Added to these calculation problems is
a much larger potential oil sands develop-
ers dismissed 20-years ago: a carbon-con-
strained world. If the world reduces its thirst
for petroleum there may be little incentive for
oil sands producers to offer up tens of bil-
lions of dollars in reclamation payments after
nearly all of a mines high-earning years are
over. In the event a company is unable or un-
willing to fulfill its end of life obligations, the
remaining bitumen reserves may be very un-
likely to pay for accumulated clean-up costs.
This leaves Albertans highly exposed to the
risk of corporate defaults.

Recent examples of mine failures should
alert Albertans to this default risk:

* Yukon’s Faro open pit lead-zinc mine:
once the largest mine in the world, the last
owner declared bankruptcy in 1998, after
30 years of mining. According to the Globe
and Mail Canadians likely will pay over $1
billion to remediate hundreds of millions
of tonnes of tailings and waste rock.

* Yellowknife’s Giant gold mine: when

J
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the owner went bankrupt in 1997, the
mine was sold on condition that its bil-
lion-dollar arsenic waste liabilities, built
up during 50 years of operations, would
be assumed by the federal government.

* Smoky River Coal, Grand Cache, Al-
berta: in 2000, before Alberta coal mines
agreed to pay full security for their rec-
lamation liabilities, the owners of Smoky
River Coal declared bankruptcy after 30
years of operations. This bankruptcy left
Albertans with $6 million in unfunded
cleanup costs.

The AER should require oil sands miners to
transition to full financial security for closure
liability to remove the significant default risk
we have created. Don't let the likely howls of
indignation from the operators fool you, this
is financially feasible for mine operators. For
example, Teck Resources Ltd. has stated that,
if required, they could provide full financial
security for reclaiming their proposed Fron-
tier Mine. Existing mines also have the ca-
pacity to pay. Cash flows reported by Suncor,
CNRL and Imperial are also healthy, with
mine operating costs for Suncor and CNRL
in the low $20s per barrel.

In summer 2017, AWA and ENGO
colleagues joined in a government-led
multi-sector review of a small piece of the
cleanup liability picture. One outcome of
that review was to suggest financial penal-
ties if miners missed their own planned vol-
umes of tailings. We appreciated being part
of this process. We took the opportunity to
propose the broad reforms to the overall fi-
nancial security program, as outlined above.
In September and October 2017, we briefed
AEP and AER about these broader reforms.
To date, there has been no commitment to
the kind of major reforms needed to reduce
public financial risks.

AWA will continue to seek reforms to lia-
bility management to require oil sands mine
operators to post full security now, while
their incentives are still high to do so. Re-
quiring detailed liability disclosure and full
financial security would spur timely, progres-
sive reclamation and significantly reduce the
unfair mine clean-up burdens we are passing
to future generations. 4’



Conservation Corner:
How to Hunt for Nighthawks

By Niki Wilson

s Brenda Shepherd walked

home around 10:30pm one

summer night in the town of
Jasper, she heard the PEEEENT of a night-
hawk. “Seriously?” she said to herself.
Shepherd, Jasper National Park Conserva-
tion Biologist with Parks Canada, had spent
the summer overseeing a project designed
to detect this very call in a number of grass-
lands and meadows throughout the Park.
At that point she’d had only a handful of
detections. “But that’ the thing,” says Shep-

herd. “It’s a rare bird that people can hear in
their backyards.”
Nighthawks are members of the nightjar

family of birds, known for their distinctive
vocalizations, along with long wings, short
beaks, and at times erratic flight patterns.
Their populations have experienced mas-
sive declines across the country, likely due
to a number of factors. They feed mainly on
airborne insects, and insects are disappear-
ing around the globe. One study estimates
there has been a global decline of 45 per-
cent in insect abundance over the past four
decades. Other factors, like pesticides, hab-
itat loss, and hunting from domestic ani-
mals may also play a role. For these reasons
nighthawks are considered a Threatened
species under Canada’s Species At Risk Act,
and a Sensitive species in Alberta.

These designations have shone a light on
a species that needs attention, says Shep-
herd. “So we've identified some conserva-
tion measures that we hope in the future
will provide them with extra protection.”

One of these measures is to identify
breeding sites that could easily be dis-
turbed by human activities. However,
nighthawks are cryptic birds, unique even
among the group of songbirds referred
to as aerial insectivores—those that hunt
insects on the wing. Nighhawks call only
in the dim twilight of late dusk and early
dawn—difficult times of day for people to
do surveys says Shepherd. In Jasper Na-
tional Park, they make up a consistent but
only small part of the bird community. So
the hunt for nighthawk nesting areas has

One of the bird detectors biologists in Jasper
National Park are using to sample the common
nighthawk population in the Park. If you happen
upon on one of these devices in your travels
through the Park, please do not tamper with the
device. PHOTO: © B. SHEPHERD
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been a multi-step process that Shepherd is
refining as it unfolds.

Shepherd and her team began their search
in the spring and early summer of 2016.
They set-up bioacoustics monitors at 26
sites across the Park hoping to collect audio
recordings of the distinctive PEENT of the
nighthawk. The call of the nighthawk was
recorded at only one location that season,
with visual confirmation reported at one
other site. This confirmed the team’s sus-
picion that nighthawks are uncommon in
Jasper and they decided to conduct longer
surveys at only high quality sites in 2017.

In some ways, nighthawks aren't choosy.
High quality sites can range from dry grass-
lands to wet meadows, and even flat roof
tops. But they all have one thing in com-
mon—water is somewhere nearby. Water
may increase the likelihood nighthawks
will encounter the clouds of insects on
which they feed. Nighthawks have been
observed flying low to snatch insects hov-
ering over lakes, rivers, and streams. Some-
times they get too low and make navigation
errors. In a recent report, they were even
seen crashing into a river, yet easily righting
themselves and taking off from the water’s
surface apparently unharmed. Still, their
feeding isn't limited to water habitats. They
will fly as high as 150 metres to snatch in-
sects from the sky.

Back on the ground, in 2017 Shepherds
team, including biologist Serge Aucoin,
deployed eight bioacoustics monitors, but
this time for longer periods. The team col-
lected nearly 6,000 hours of audio record-
ings. Thats A LOT of data. “To sit there and
listen to all those recordings would be over-



whelming,” says Shepherd, “but we've been
working with Elly Knight, a PhD student at
the U of A to solve that problem.”

Knight works in the Bioacoustics Unit of
the Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Insti-
tute. Shes developed computer software
that can identify nighthawk calls from the
hours of audio collected by Shepherd and
others studying the species. Knight says
nighthawks are easily detected with the
software because they have distinctive calls
with a simple structure, they call frequently
making them highly detectable, and they
also call at times of days when there is little
other noise.

“We’ve been using nighthawks to help de-
velop a whole host of bioacoustics tools,”
says Knight. She hopes these tools will help
the biology community better understand
nighthawk behavior and the way the bird
uses its habitat. Nighthawks are mysteri-

ous because they don't behave like other
songbirds, she says. They forage at a dif-
ferent time of day from many songbirds
that feed on the wing, which may reflect a
different food supply. Another difference is
that they aren't traditionally territorial like
other songbirds. “I'm a song bird biologist
by training,” says Knight, “but I've had to
check a lot of my assumptions about avian
behaviour at the door with nighthawks.”
Knight looks forward to the results of
Shepherd’s study, which will provide fur-
ther information about how nighthawks
behave in different habitats. This past sea-
son the Jasper team was able to detect the
presence of common nighthawks at five of
the eight sites they surveyed with bioacous-
tics recorders. Its hard to know if these
calls were from breeding sites. Nighthawks
are notoriously bad homemakers—they
don’t build nests but instead choose to lay

A bioacoustics monitor deployed in promising common nighthawk habitat. PHOTO: © B. SHEPHERD
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eggs on the ground and leave little evidence
afterward of their presence.

Still, the environment and type of “terri-
torial call rate” at two of the Jasper detec-
tion sites suggests they are likely breeding
there. Next year, in addition to bioacoustics
monitoring, the team will go to areas they
suspect are breeding grounds. There they
will play the calls of breeding nighthawks
in hopes of a response.

Based on those results, Shepherd and her
team will figure out what role to play in
helping to recover the species. “Once we
begin to better understand their distribu-
tion, we'll move into the next phase of try-
ing to protect them.” 4’

Niki Wilson is a multi-media science commu-
nicator and biologist living in Jasper. Visit her

at www.nikiwilson.com
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“Ho Ho, Hey Hey Caribou are here
to stay!”

...shouted the group gathered in front of the
Alberta Legislature in Edmonton. On Tues-
day, November 28, 2017, Alberta Wilderness
Association and Canadian Parks and Wilder-
ness Society held a rally for caribou. Joined

by concerned citizens and representatives of
the Confederacy of Treaty Six First Nations,
the group demanded protection for Alberta’s
dwindling caribou herds.

MLA Dr. David Swann championed the
cause in the legislature. He reminded Mem-
bers of the Legislative Assembly that the Gov-
ernment of Alberta had promised to protect
caribou and had over five years to complete
these plans — time caribou can ill-afford to see
wasted. Dr. Swann later presented over 300
postcards — signed by concerned Albertans
over the previous weeks — calling on Premier
Rachel Notley to release the much anticipated
caribou range plans for northern Alberta.

While some view protecting caribou and
their habitat as a threat to jobs in Albertas
natural resources sectors, this does not have
to be true. Some jobs may have to shift from
resource extraction to stewardship and res-
toration — areas Alberta already lags in — and
forestry companies may need to share quotas.
But much of the land required to support car-
ibou is located outside of areas where those
natural resource companies are operating. At
the end of the day, we need healthy forests
and ecosystems to drive our economy and
mitigate the coming threats of climate change.
Albertas economy shouldn’t sacrifice healthy
forests and ecosystems, it relies on them.

- Nick Pink

PHOTOS: © J. QUIROZ
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’ - Legislative Assembly of

| Alberta, Alberta Hansard,
November 28, 2017

Dr. Swann: Well, thank you very much,
Mr. Speaker. Great honour for me today
to rise and introduce to you and through
you to the House a constituent, an active

environmental protector with the Alberta
Wilderness Association, Carolyn Campbell,
here on behalf of the Wilderness Associa-
tion and the Canadian Parks and Wilder-
ness Society. AWAs work will be familiar

to many of us in the Assembly, the oldest

i

wilderness conservation group in Alberta,
seeking a network of representative protect-
ed areas throughout the province for cari-
bou. Founded in 1965, AWA has a proven
history of raising awareness and achieving
conservation actions for wildlands, wild
waters, and wildlife. Carolyn is a conser-
vation specialist with AWA, and in her 10-
year tenure she has taken the lead on car-
ibou conservation and continues to work
tirelessly with her colleagues throughout
Alberta and across the nation to see habitat
protected, just as the caribou need to be.
She has now risen, and I'd ask that we give
her the warm welcome of the Assembly...
Today we are tabling a petition and over
300 postcards highlighting the threats to
caribou in northern Alberta. Among those
signatories is Robert Bateman, the famous
painter from the west coast.
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How Many Bucks Does it

Take?

By Christyann Olson, AWA Executive Director

Each year the December issue of our
Wild Lands Advocate reports to you about
how AWA managed financially in the past
fiscal year. This year’s report underlines
just how vital you are to AWAs financial
health. Funds received from donations
by members, supporters and fundraising
efforts provided 87 percent of our total
revenue this year. AWAs annual Earth Day
event Climb for Wilderness and the Wild
West Saloon in the fall helped the Associ-
ation meet its revenue targets. Donations
from long term dedicated supporters; chil-
dren bringing in lemonade stand money
and birthday money, friends celebrating
achievements, memorial gifts and be-
quests and new members are the core of
AWAS strength. Fundraising and gifts from
individual donors promotes AWAs finan-
cial independence and freedom to speak

out for wilderness protection.
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AWA devoted 77 percent of its cash ex-
penditures to wilderness stewardship,
conservation, outreach and the Roger
Creasey Wilderness Resource Centre (the
library named in Roger’s memory). Please
visit our website where you will find AWAS
Annual Report and Financial Statements.
These documents provide the detail of our
work and our resources. As you read the
reports I have no doubt you will find AWA
to be an efficient and carefully managed
association, supported significantly by
volunteerism.

From AWAs humble beginnings to the
strong force it is today, we are about peo-
ple. The Association has grown and is re-
spected for its work, not only in Alberta
but throughout the country and indeed
the continent. We are pleased and proud
of our successes, discouraged by some of
our struggles, and energized by the sup-

port we receive from individuals and com-

ASSOCIATION NEWS ~ 0

munities. We are constantly learning and
adapting. We are nimble. When faced with
government or industry intransigence we
look to acquire new skills, knowledge,
and strategies to tip the balance in favour
of Alberta’s wild spaces. Scientific infor-
mation plus on the ground experience
help us to be steadfast in this quest.

I believe AWA has some of the bright-
est and most respected staff in the conser-
vation movement today. Their dedicated
work is fueled by the financial support
and heartfelt notes of encouragement.
Please keep them coming so we can con-
tinue to invest your support in build-
ing the wilderness legacy we all seek.
Thank you! 4




Bequests

Individuals, members, and supporters making a bequest in their will naming a gift to AWA are helping make a difference
to long-term security and AWA’ ability to plan for the future.

Wilderness and Wildlife Bequests

Daphne M. Smith 1980
Dr. James Birkett Cragg 1997
Anna Nowick 1999
Myrtle Muriel Koch 2001
Ian Ross 2003
Dorothy Barry 2003
William Mayer 2004
Diane Hughes 2005
Harold deVries 2009
Ann Roberts 2009
Richard Collier 2013
Harriet Ruth Mowat 2016
Kim Bennett 2016
Carol A. Haines - 2017
Wendy Williams - 2017
Herbert G. Kariel - 2017

AWA is honored to receive memorial
tributes from family and friends;

Memorial Tributes Recognition For Outstanding
Individuals
AWA is honoured to receive throughout
we remember those gifts and the year donations from friends and families
individuals here. made to honour outstanding individuals
and their accomplishments. This years
Orval Pall 1951-1986
David Manzer 1939-2010
Betty & Harry Horton

Roger Creasey 1953-2012

tributes recognize:

Sean Nichols bicycle ride across Russia
Olivia Lingard donated her birthday money

Sharon Tranter 1940-2013 Gus Yakis Botany Walks

PK. Anderson 1927-2014 Raphael Slawinskis 50th Birthday
Christina Havard 1944 - 2015 Alex & Lindsay

Ron Wetherill 1940-2016 Joel Lipkind
John (Jack) Olsen 1929-2016 Philip & Tristann Stopford

Joyce Docken 1923-2016
Lindis Rachel Spurr 1935-2016
Emile Fauville 1929-2016
Knut Vik 1933 -2016
Brian McWilliam 1957-2016
Larry Frith 1943-2016
Ruth McPhee 1920-2016
Brent Dahl 1961 - 2016
Hugh Wallace 1941-2016
Martha Reisenhofer 1932-2016
Florence Gehman 1940-2017
Eleanor Hvizdos 1927-2017
Rodney Hatchard 1965-2017
Richard Koinberg 1946-2017
Peter Millward 1926-2017
Noreen Olinek 1931-2017
Max Winkler 1931-2017
Ruth Moir 1921-2017
Brian Staszenski 1951-2017
Herb Kariel 1927-2017
Lewis Ramstead 1935-2017
Spencer Dunford 1944-2017

Gus Yakis Canada 150th Prairie Walk

%" WLA | December 2017 | Vol.25,No.4 | ASSOCIATION NEWS \&



S ="/

i OadianWidiitel
%@ﬂ@@ﬁ ‘
N’ewfoundland @;

Celebraﬁng
N7

Ove
| r the desolate land

~ Who Ami\?

and cunning, rm sleek andeslly,
-h for food with @ focuse«;i eye;
ound to be quite shy, ame

Can you guess my nam

ars upon my head,
A furl t of flaming r’:‘,’

A bushy tail, y've heard it said..-
Can you guess my nam

F .
Pve poi

tea , loyal, carij
Vilified or justifiable

i is sharp and high,
rning bark is shafk € :
lrny v;:ws are dark as m|dmg‘ht sky
- i A legendary sneak am r‘r.;e'7
Have you guessed my name?

Red|F0x4
mmm © Rosemary,

ixod pay ew,l

~
i;

Celebrating [50 Years of Canadian Wildlife!

Ed

Who Am|1?

Plentiful am | in the land of ice and snow,

One of many thousands, with many miles to go.
Navigating rivers, a multitude of foe,
To thunder ’cross the tundra where the warm winds blow.

White-tailed
Deer

Cloven-hoofed am I in the land of snow and ice,

My crown of velvet antlers is staggering in size.
Home again we journey beneath the arctic sky;
Think how quickly we’d be home if only we could fly!

ose | lead, prepar; i
ng, cared fo Pared for ea

hero of the Pages?

Ll Ll rRAe
Gray:yvcyf' } f
‘iTurn Page upside-
HOM Reis e u,y

Northwest Territories & Nunavut

50 Years of Canadian Wildlife!

Yukon

Who Am |7

! prow]

r

r; famed throy

LYy
Red|Fox.
[ =rher

. Rl ;.,1,

! A - i,
down forlanswery. J
oy sl

Caribou

A/ WLA | Deceember 2017 | Vol.25,No.4 | ASSOCIATION NEWS



Nose Hill Park:

AWA Offers A First Look At An Old Grassland

By Nathan Schmidt

or many Calgarians, Nose Hill

Park is a natural refuge amidst

the sounds and activities of a
bustling city. Its an important reminder of
the expansive grasslands that rested where
Calgary now stands. Nestled between the
northwest and northeast quadrants of the
city, the park is a significant natural land-
mark that rivals any of the impressive sky-
scrapers populating the downtown core.
Beyond that, it is also an example of suc-
cessfully restoring and preserving an im-
portant ecological landmark in an urban
environment. Nose Hill Park, eleven square
kilometres in size, is one of Canada’s largest
urban parks — hard to miss if you've ever
driven in north Calgary.

Known for its wildlife, flora, scenic sights,
geology, and suitability for any number of
recreational activities, Nose Hill Park is a
beloved and well-used wild space. Because
of its prominence within the city and sig-
nificance as a grassland environment, it of-
fered a perfect setting for AWA to use in its
program introducing new Canadians to the
natural regions of Alberta. While past pro-
grams have included excursions to exotic
areas like the badlands of Dry Island Buf-
falo Jump Provincial Park, a hike through
Nose Hill Park gave the new Canadians the
opportunity to explore an area literally in
their backyard.

Over twenty participants from the Centre
for Newcomers came along for the journey
and were treated to an in-depth and edu-
cational look at the value Nose Hill has to
offer. Leading the new Canadians were Gus
Yaki and Karel Bergman, two well-known
local naturalists, and AWAs own Carolyn

Campbell and Nick Pink.

Although surrounded by 12 residential
communities in the middle of one of Can-
ada’s biggest urban centres, Nose Hill pro-
vides enough quality habitat to sustain the
likes of deer and coyotes as well as smaller
mammals like porcupine, northern pocket
squirrels, and Richardson’s ground squir-
rels. A typical day in Nose Hill also offers
northern harriers and Swainson’s hawks
as constant companions, circling the skies
above the park searching for prey.

Shortly after the hike began, the partic-
ipants split into two groups, one led by
Gus and the other by Karel. The groups
ventured in opposite directions towards
the top of the park where the hikers were
treated to spectacular views of the Calgary
skyline and an impressive perspective of a
new city still somewhat unfamiliar to many
of them. While the journey might take only
thirty minutes at a standard walking pace,
there was rarely a stretch of more than one
hundred metres travelled before Gus or
Karel stopped the group to share a little
about the surroundings.

One oft-visited topic in Karel’s group was
the invasion of non-native plants in the
park and a general lack of action on ac-
count of the City of Calgary. “Goatsbeard is
childsplay,” Karel says of the blowball weed
that plagues City greenbelts and residential
yards alike.

At one stop, Karel explains the pervasive-
ness of non-native thistle in the Park. Hard
to eradicate and all too easily spread, entire
hillsides are covered in the thorny, pur-
ple-flowered weed. At another stop, Karel
points out vines of yellow clematis climb-
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ing over native vegetation and trees, chok-
ing them out. Yellow clematis is “public en-
emy number two... at least” he explains to
the group, noting its abundance through-
out the city of Calgary. “At least this plant is
pretty to look at,” he concedes.

The rise of invasive species in the Park is
particularly troubling as the prairie grass-
land that populates much of Nose Hill is
one of the most under-protected ecosys-
tems in Canada. The Park remains a com-
pelling example of what we are in danger of
losing should we continue to neglect these
threatened regions. Although perhaps not
as visually stunning at first as a trip to a
Rocky Mountains park, a closer look at
the grasses of Nose Hill reveals a complex,
beautiful world.

Gus’s group was treated to his encyclo-
pedic knowledge of the birds and plants
found in the park. Just off the beaten trail, a
small number of Yucca shrubs were found
hugging the ground. Yuccas are character-
ized by pointy leaves that grow out from
the centre, creating a spiky-ball look.

Further up the trail, the group came
across a large rock that was strangely
smooth. “What caused this?” Gus asks.
“Water? Wind? Ice?” No, the smoothness
resulted from the fact livestock had used
the rock as a rubbing stone when they were
formerly allowed to graze on the rough fes-
cue grassland.

Nestled amidst the rough fescue grasses
was a beautiful selection of wildflowers
peppered by a consistent stream of bees
busily collecting pollen. The Saskatoons
provided the hikers with a literal taste of
the Prairies, as the tour was temporarily
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derailed by the opportunity to pick berries
when the group came across a large stand
of fruiting bushes.

For AWA, a program like this is valuable
in many ways. It a strong representation
of a core belief that Albertas wilderness
should be appreciated and treasured by
all its citizens. Perhaps more significantly
in this case, these citizens are just begin-
ning to experience what the province has
to offer.

“We always talk about creating friends for
Alberta’s natural regions.” says AWAs Nick
Pink, “the idea being that when these areas
come under threat, there are people who

Featured Artist Tess Stieben
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value the area who will stand up to pro-
tect it. When we do our summer hikes, we
hope that we are showing a side of Alberta
that few people make the effort to go and
see and that this creates a bond or interest
in these areas.” Nick believes the Nose Hill
hike contributed importantly to this goal.
“The participants were so interested and
so hungry to learn about the plants and
animals of the Park and left with a solid
knowledge of the area, he said. “This, com-
bined with the unique ability of Gus and
Karel to find something fascinating in the
smallest of things made this hike a really
great time.”

ASSOCIATION NEWS
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Familiarizing yourself with a new home
can often be intimidating. But by offering

an accessible introduction, AWA helped

these new Canadians develop a positive
first impression of their new environment.
Our enthusiastic, knowledgeable guides
helped all who attended to gain a better
appreciation of the grasslands and our con-
nection to them. &

Nathan is an AWA Volunteer who has helped
staff in a number of roles including as our mas-
cot Little Smoky the bear since he began volun-
teering only a few months ago.




Updates

Caribou Legal Petition and
Outreach

The Alberta government missed its Oc-
tober 2017 deadline to complete caribou
range plans. Under the federal recovery
strategy, the provinces and territories had
five years to produce plans outlining how
boreal caribou home ranges will be man-
aged to reach a minimum of 65 percent
undisturbed habitat. That is one of the
most important requirements for Alberta’s
endangered caribou to survive and recov-
er. The federal government reported in late
October that human-caused disturbance
in ten Alberta boreal ranges actually has
increased since the recovery strategy was
released (it dropped slightly in the two
most remote northwest ranges, Bistcho and
Yates). This report also stated that Alberta
will release its range plans in December
2017.

Meanwhile, AWA has been very active
helping people learn why its so urgent to
protect and restore the lands caribou need,
and how to help make that happen. With
partners David Suzuki Foundation and
Ontario Nature, we highlighted the lack
of habitat protection with industrial “hot
spot” maps for the Chinchaga (Alberta),
Pipmuacan (Quebec) and Brightsand (On-
tario) caribou ranges. The satellite image
maps, created by Sean Nichols, have in-
teractive ‘sliders’ so people can vividly see
the habitat loss in the five years since the
recovery strategy’s release. We launched
the ‘Quarters for Caribou’ postcards. We
screened the beautiful and relevant film
“Last Stand: The Vanishing Caribou Rain-
forest” about BC mountain caribou, where
I also discussed the Alberta situation.

We are also making it clear to the federal
and Alberta governments that the Species
at Risk Act must be upheld. On November
27, AWA, Cold Lake First Nations, David
Suzuki Foundation and Ecojustice wrote to
the Minister of Environment and Climate

Alberta Woodland Caribou

Boreal:
Intact old forests
and peat wetlands

Mountain:

Intact foothilils
wintar ranges and
alpine summer
ranges

AWA participated in a caribou forum hosted by the Confederacy of Treaty Number Six First Nations at the
University of Alberta on November 29th. PHOTO: © L. BUFFALO

Change Canada asking her to recommend
a safety net order to protect habitat of five
northeast Alberta caribou populations. We
included a ‘petition’ documenting that the
critical habitat of these declining herds is
excessively disturbed and remains unpro-
tected by provincial or federal laws. “If any
portion of the critical habitat of the north-
eastern herds remains unprotected as of
May 1, 2018, the Petitioners are prepared
to take legal action to ensure that the criti-
cal habitat protection provisions in section
61 of the Species at Risk Act are applied
and enforced.”

Caribou are central to northern Alberta
indigenous communities. In explaining
why they are partners in the petition, Cold
Lake First Nations Chief and Council stat-
ed: “Cold Lake First Nations sides with the
caribou. If the caribou can survive on the
land then so can we.” I was proud to par-
ticipate as a panelist at a caribou forum No-

AN
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vember 29 at University of Alberta, host-
ed by the Confederacy of Treaty Number
Six First Nations. Event moderator Crys-
tal Lameman of Beaver Lake Cree Nation
outlined how caribou are integral to their
inherent and Treaty rights. One of the high-
lights was to hear Elder Brian Grandbois of
the Cold Lake First Nations speak about
the importance of caribou to his own and
neighbouring communities.

As a final note, the caribou4ever.ca web-
site is a great resource for all who want to
help caribou. Check out snappy Q and A
caribou facts, the hot spot maps, a virtual
caribou postcard to send to the Premier,
and professional, easy-to-print brochures
and cards to circulate. Your help is vital in
the next months to save our caribou from
extinction.

- Carolyn Campbell



A Plan to Redevelop the
Lower Kananaskis River

This
phrase is a favourite of government and

Meaningful public consultation.

industry but too often the substance seems
to belie its meaningfulness. There are often
times when a consultation experience can
feel as useful as shouting at the night sky —
cathartic, but the moment your words leave
your lips they are lost forever into the void.

In a refreshing change of pace, the propos-
al to redevelop the Lower-Kananaskis River
and Barrier Lake area is a great example of a
moment when public consultation was ac-
tually meaningful.

In 2011, a proposal was submitted to re-
develop the Lower Kananaskis River area
including areas such as Canoe Meadows,
Widowmaker, and the Kananaskis Visitor
Centre. This plan proposed a staggering
amount of new development in the area:
109 new campsites at Widowmaker, 79
new campsites at the Kananaskis Visitor
Centre, and an 18 Hole disc golf course be-
tween Barrier Dam and Widowmaker. Un-
surprisingly, this proposal drew significant
controversy and concerns from the public
regarding the extensive development being
proposed so close to the river.

The provincial government listened to
public concern surrounding the proposed
level of development and conducted a com-
prehensive environmental review. The re-
view confirmed concerns raised by the pub-
lic, showing that the amount of proposed
development would have a negative impact
on wildlife movement and connectivity.

The new redevelopment proposal was re-
leased in August of this year. Using the re-
sults from their public consultation and en-
vironmental review, the plan was rewritten
“to better reflect the ecological sensitivities
of this landscape.” The golf course and the
massive campgrounds are no longer being
considered; instead the focus has shifted
onto changes which would improve user
contlict issues and congestion. New devel-
opment is now proposed to be largely con-
tained within already disturbed areas. The
plan also takes wildlife corridors seriously
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— there will be no development in identified

wildlife corridors and a road will be decom-
missioned in order to widen the wildlife cor-
ridor at one of its narrowest points.

Despite these significant improvements to
the proposed redevelopment plan, AWA is
still concerned about some aspects of the
plan which may increase the recreational use
footprintin the area. This is particularly true
for the Barrier Reservoir Day Use area, where
anew hand boat-launch and associated road
access, water sports equipment rental hut,
expanded parking, and comfort camping
spots are being proposed. However, it is en-
couraging to see that the plan recommends
an environmental review of these proposed
changes as well. Comfort camping amenities
(think of cabins and yurts) are also being
proposed in Canoe meadows. This is con-
tradictory to another part in the plan which
suggests that providing comfort camping
options at Canoe meadows and Barrier Res-
ervoir could increase human-wildlife con-
flict. AWA believes the government should
carefully reconsider any development with
the potential to degrade ecological values by
increasing recreational infrastructure and ac-
commodations.

WILDERNESS WATCH

The original redevelopment proposal
for the Lower Kananaskis River area
in 2011. CREDIT: GOVERNMENT
OF ALBERTA.

Clearly, Kananaskis is well loved. It receives
many visitors every year. This plan is clearly
trying to address these high visitation num-
bers by better managing human traffic in the
area. However, the reasons why people are
attracted to the area — an easily accessible
place to experience nature that is less com-
mercialized than the National Parks — may
be lost if this area is developed further. If vis-
itation increases in the future, its clear that
building facilities in order to accommodate
more visitors is not the solution. We believe
that there will be a point in the near future
where Kananaskis will reach visitor carry-
ing capacity — when it will be impossible to
effectively manage human-wildlife conflict
and ecological integrity will be significantly
compromised.

Finally, the popularity of this area shows
that Albertans love and appreciate our pro-
tected areas. What many do not know is that
only about 50 percent of Kananaskis is cur-
rently protected. It may be time for this pub-
lic consultation exercise to produce a plan
that will meaningfully increase protection of
this incredibly valuable area.

- Joanna Skrajny



Wainwright Dunes Wildlife
Friendly Fencing

Kings College undergraduates recently
completed several years of field monitoring
to investigate wildlife friendly fencing on
the Wainwright Dunes Ecological Reserve.
The Alberta government and the Buffalo
Park Grazing Association supported this
research. The students examined the ben-
efits of wildlife friendly fencing in order
to contain livestock, but reduce injuries to
deer, moose, and elk attempting to cross
the fences. Using a network of automated
cameras on the Ecological Reserve they ob-
tained many images of wildlife attempting
fence crossings. They compared four strand
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barb wire fencing to wildlife friendly fenc-
ing, using three strand fencing with a high-
er bottom strand and a lower top strand.

The study found that elk were the most
frequent fence crossers, with seasonal and
daily patterns. Elk also had more difficul-
ty crossing fences than moose, white-tailed
deer or mule deer. They concluded that, if
fence crossings could be made easier, there
would be significant benefits to wildlife
and less fence damage for leaseholders.
Any modification that increased fence per-
meability to ungulates, elk in particular,
should result in less injury to wildlife and
less damage to the fences.

They found that the safest and most pre-
ferred passage was through open gates.

Nkl

“Sumptuous Repast, Sandhill Crane parent and juvenile,”
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There would likely be a considerable ben-
efit if gates could be strategically located
at preferred crossing points and left open
when not needed to contain cattle. This
practice would complement the adoption
of wildlife friendly fencing throughout the
reserve. The findings of this study should
help wider adoption of these best practic-
es to benefit wildlife and ranchers alike. As
scientific research is one of the prime rea-
sons for establishing Ecological Reserves it’s
very commendable to see the grazing asso-
ciation and students cooperating in such a
worthwhile manner.

- Carolyn Campbell
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Reader’s Corner

Trevor Herriot, Towards a

Prairie Atonement, (Regina:

University of Regina Press, 2017)
Reviewed by Joanna Skrajny

Trevor Herriot is a well-regarded and re-
nowned prairie naturalist who has worked
to try and protect Canada’s dwindling nat-
ural prairie landscape. One of the most im-
portant tools in protecting this endangered
landscape has been the community pasture
program. This program established a sys-
tem of grazing commons after the Dust-
Bowl era in order to return cropland to
grass and to preserve remaining stretches
of prairie. Through this initiative wildlife
received a much needed network of refu-
gia. This federal protection was removed by
the Conservative government in 2012. As
Herriot pushed to restore this protection,
he learned of the disturbing discrimination
Indigenous peoples suffered from as these
lands were established.

Towards a prairie atonement explores the
tragic losses that Indigenous peoples suf-
fered and the rapid loss of Canada’s native
grasslands. It begins with a brief timeline of
the last 200 years on the prairie but, unlike
the books I read in school, this timeline is
from a Meétis perspective. It shocked me
to read through the events and realize just
how profound my lack of knowledge was.
My understanding of our prairie history
was absurdly one-sided. Herriots obser-
vation was all-too-true: “Colonialism, we
have learned too late, is an utterly unreli-
able narrator.”

Herriot’s narrative tells the story of when
the Métis of Ste. Madeline were forcibly re-
moved from their community, their homes
burned down. The land they had held and
cared for together had been requisitioned
by the federal government for the purpose
of creating a community pasture.

The ending of the community pasture
program in 2012, offers an opportunity to
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set right this historical wrong. In order to
move towards a prairie atonement, we need
to make amends with both indigenous
peoples and the landscapes that sustained
them. Indigenous peoples, as a comment
on Heriots blog underlines, could once
again play a part in taking care of and pro-
tecting our native grasslands.

Much more than a historical narrative,
this small book is packed with important
thoughts and moments that make you
pause and think. It is a raw introspective
on how we all have a part to play towards
meaningful reconciliation with Indigenous

peoples. This book is a must read for those
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who want to gain a deeper understanding
of Canadas prairie landscapes. The thought
below, the first line in this book, captures
well the collaborative spirit we must culti-
vate in order to preserve what matters.

Whether we are indigeneous or newcomer,
today our tipis are held down by the same peg.
Neither is going anywhere. The knowledge and
the will needed to protect and save these plac-
es no longer belongs to one people or tradition
— Cynthia Chambers and Narcisse Blood,
‘Love Thy Neighbour: Repatriating Precari-
ous Blackfoot Sites’
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To learn more about the perilous state of
caribou in Alberta and what you can do
please visit caribou4ever.ca
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Alberta Wilderness Association
455-12 ST NW
Calgary, Alberta T2N 1Y9
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