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spikes lined the fence posts, acting as a 
deterrent to any perching predators, and 
further protecting the small frog haven. 

Our second stop was much drier. 
Climbing up a hill, picking our way 
past scraggly patches of grass and 
sagebrush, we were introduced to 
stabilized sand dunes. Sand dunes, unlike 
most environments, are not covered in 
vegetation. There are bare patches and 
shifting sands, and in fact, several species, 
including Ord’s kangaroo rat and gold-
edged gem moths, make their habitat in 
active sand dunes. Sand dunes can be 
stabilized by changes in moisture, fire or 
grazing. To reactivate sand dunes requires 
careful prescribed burning and manual 
methods, but DND, ECCC and Alberta 
Environment and Parks are working on 
restoring this habitat and relocating the 
endangered Ord’s kangaroo rat to areas 
where they have a greater chance of 
surviving and recovering. 

Our third stop took us to a field 
of brittle yellow grass overlooking 
a green river valley, and to the Ellis 
Medicine Wheel. Medicine Wheels 
are acknowledged as an important 
Indigenous symbol and are proof of the 
historical presence of Indigenous people 
in the Suffield area. This site was only 
one of several archaeological sites found 
throughout CFB Suffield, and efforts are 
in place to protect these sites. 

The nearby river valley is important for
another reason. Snake hibernacula, where 
most snakes shelter in the winter, line the 
river valley. In the NWA, surveys found 
five species of snakes: the more common 
bullsnake and prairie rattlesnake, and the 
less frequently observed plains hognose 
snake, plains garter snake, and wandering 
garter snake. When snakes emerge from 
their hibernacula, they travel further 
onto land, crossing roads where they 
risk being run over. To protect the 
snakes, seasonal speed reductions were 
introduced, and industrial access was 
moved west to avoid snake paths.    

Our final stop for the day was at 
Hogsback, a high point overlooking 
the Suffield training area. From there, 
we could see far across to the distant 
horizon, our view unimpeded by trees 
or buildings. The sky above was a 

cloudless blue, the sun shining bright, 
while below us the grassland expanse 
spread out in all directions. 

There, we gathered to hear about 
military managed lands, which studies 
showed contain some of the highest 
biodiversity of any land managed 
federally. Military lands are often 
large, continuous tracts with limited 
development. In addition, they have 
regular disturbances that generally 
produce a range of environments, and 
so attract species with different habitat 
preferences. For instance, at CFB 
Suffield, the land outside the NWA 
experiences high fire frequency, while 
the area inside the NWA has a much 
lower fire frequency. These two distinct 
fire frequencies attract different species, 
improving biodiversity. 

Still, other projects can and have been 
used to further boost biodiversity at CFB 
Suffield. We were shown the result of 
an investigation into wildlife-friendly 
fencing, the most effective to allow for 
wildlife crossings, and we were told that 
all new fencing would feature wildlife-
friendly barb-free bottom wire. Another 

project is the ECCC and Calgary Zoo’s 
burrowing owl head-starting project, 
which takes owlets and raises them in 
captivity, thus reducing the mortality rate 
as owlets, and reintroduces them into the 
wild as first-year adults. These projects 
have been deemed successful overall, 
and, along with other projects like the 
relocation of Ord’s kangaroo rat, work 
together to help recover species at risk. 

Suffield NWA, along with the entire 
Range and Training Area, is one of the 
last shelters for many grassland species. 
As more and more native prairie is lost, 
grassland species are being pushed 
into smaller and smaller spaces, until 
eventually, they have nowhere left to 
run. Places like Suffield offer hope. They 
prove that these species are still present 
on the landscape, and prove that our 
actions can help struggling populations. 
This is why land management at Suffield 
is important, and why AWA is continuing 
discussions on the future of Suffield 
NWA, and the roles DND, ECCC, AWA 
and our Indigenous colleagues can play 
in conservation. 

Stabilized sand dunes in the grasslands region at Suffield NWA. Sand dunes become stabilized with 
changes in fire, moisture or grazing, and vegetation becomes overgrown. Stabilization of sand dunes is a 
threat to the species that rely on active sand dunes, including the endangered Ord’s kangaroo rat and  
gold-edged gem moths. Photo © C. Olson.


