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INTRODUCTION 

The Northwest Species at Risk Committee (hereon-in referred to as “the NWSAR” or 
“the Committee”) is a grassroots organization initiated by six municipal governments in 
Northwest Alberta. They formed in response to the Government of Alberta’s Action Plan 
for caribou recovery (see Alberta, 2016) and the Mediator’s Report (see Denhoff, 2016), 
released in late May, 2016.  

After learning of the Government of Alberta’s endorsement to permanently protect 1.8 
million hectares of land for caribou protection in Northwest Alberta in June, 2016, (see 
Denhoff, 2016) by way of a media release (see Alberta, 2016); a concerted effort to 
inform and engage all the municipalities in Northwest Alberta began. Conversations 
started informally, and quickly became primary topics during all formal inter-municipal 
meetings and events. 

The NWSAR region  

The NWSAR member municipalities are; Mackenzie County, County of Northern Lights, 
Clear Hills County, Town of High Level, Town of Manning and the Town of Rainbow 
Lake (Figure 1). The NWSAR region encompasses approximately 30,000 people and 
almost 120,000 square kilometers; a fifth of Alberta’s landmass (see Government of 
Alberta, 2017; Government of Canada, 2017b). The NWSAR region also encompasses 
five separate First Nations, and one Metis settlement, including; Beaver First Nation, 
Dene Tha’ First Nation, Duncan’s First Nation, Little Red River Cree First Nation, 
Tallcree First Nation, and Paddle Prairie Metis Settlement. 

The area is also home to five of Alberta’s boreal woodland caribou populations, 
including; the Chinchaga, Bistcho, Yates, Caribou Mountains and Red Earth herds. The 
NWSAR region is located in, what is frequently referred to, as the North Peace Country. 
The region consists primarily of the Boreal Forest natural region, while some of the 
southern portions are also included within the Foothills natural region (Mighty Peace 
Watershed Alliance, 2015).  

Pockets of agricultural land are situated around many of the communities, and the 
NWSAR region is primarily located within the Peace River Watershed. The area is 
home to several parks including Alberta’s largest provincial park; the Caribou Mountains 
Wildland Park.  

Other protected areas include; the Hay-Zama Lakes Wildland Park, Chinchaga Wildland 
Park, Notikewin Provincial Park, Twin Lakes Provincial Recreation Area, Figure Eight 
Lake Provincial Recreation Area, Harper Creek Natural Area, Caribou River Natural 
Area, Machesis Lake, Child Lake Meadows Natural Area, and the NWSAR region is 
also situated adjacent to Wood Buffalo National Park; Canada’s largest national park.  
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Cumulatively, these protected areas provide approximately 52,000 square kilometers of 
permanent protection within the NWSAR and Lower Peace Regions. The region’s 
economy is predominantly resource-based; its communities are heavily dependent on 
farming, forestry and the oil and gas industries. 

Overarching concerns 

Many local stakeholders are concerned at the prospect of Denhoff’s (2016) proposed 
protection areas becoming new large provincial park(s). Once an area is designated as 
a provincial park the land-use becomes extremely limited for communities and industry, 
with the capability of permanently preventing natural resource extraction.  

 

Approximately $2.9 billion of the “established today” proven oil and gas reserves are 
available for extraction within the caribou ranges of the NWSAR region; while “full 
recovery” of such reserves (dependent on future technology advances) is valued at 
more than $90 billion. Over thirty-eight percent (38%) of the NWSAR forestry sector, is 
active within caribou ranges; these operations support over 650 full-time equivalent jobs 

Figure 1: Geographic Area of the NWSAR Region 
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from a total of approximately 1,700 existing full time equivalents in the sector (see 
Section 4 of this report for more information on the current economic values that exist 
within the NWSAR region).  

There is no data to support that parks are the solution for caribou population recovery. 
For example, the Banff and Jasper National Park caribou herds and the Caribou 
Mountains herd [that includes protection from both, Wood Buffalo National Park and the 
Caribou Mountains Provincial Wildland Park] are either extirpated or classified as not 
self-sustaining herds. The NWSAR is certain that new parks will not improve the self-
sustainability of local caribou populations in Northwest Alberta.  

Working landscapes that effectively balance the requirements of the environment and 
economic activities have had greater success. Examples include; grizzly bear recovery 
provincially, and the Hay-Zama bison herd re-introduction within the NWSAR region.  

Internationally, 669 Biosphere Reserves (BRs) have been established in 120 countries, 
including 20 trans-boundary sites. BRs are internationally recognized designated areas 
used to study, understand and manage competing interactions between social and 
ecological systems (UNESCO, 2017). Essentially, an assortment of land-use tools are 
used to assess the suitability of land, within the BR boundary, for ecological, social and 
economic uses; they are then zoned1 for their suitability and assigned a customized 
buffer zone, dependent on the activity’s “zone of influence”.      

Local industry involvement has resulted in the Caribou Protection Areas (CPAs); 
equipped with staffed and unstaffed gates, buffer zones and best practice operational 
regulations, these CPAs have existed within the Bistcho and Chinchaga caribou ranges 
for a number of decades. Within CPAs, all planned industrial operations are required to 
submit a Caribou Protection Plan; outlining proposed operations and activity timelines. 
Many local stakeholders would like to understand the successes and failures of this 
approach and are willing to improve upon such standards and mechanisms, to 
safeguard local job security and to continue sustainable operations. 

While the NWSAR is not recommending the Government of Alberta to nominate 
northwestern caribou ranges for Biosphere Reserve designation at this time, we are 
recommending that a BR approach could be explored and implemented. This approach 
could help to better understand and manage the northwestern caribou ranges through; 
updated biophysical inventories and disturbance datasets, coordinating sustainable 
industrial access and development, accelerating trans-boundary collaboration, with 

                                                           
1 UNESCO s Biosphere ‘eser es i lude; Core )o es for ha itat prote tio , Buffer )o es here e ologi all  sou d 
activities can occur, and Transition Zones where the greatest amount of activity can occur (including industrial 

activity). Biosphere Reserves are designed to balance the requirements of ecological and socio-economic goals.    
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increased monitoring and reporting efforts on changing conditions, successes and 
failures for long-term caribou population recovery.             

Purpose of this report  

The NWSAR’s purpose is to assist the governments in their approach to boreal 
woodland caribou population recovery by providing a local multi-stakeholder perspective 
to impending land-use decisions. These decisions could permanently alter local land-
use and pre-determine regional growth parameters, prior to the development of the 
Lower Peace Regional Plan (LPRP) and the Upper Peace Regional Plan (UPRP). Local 
knowledge, interests, values, rights and traditional ways of life must be incorporated into 
any plans for the NWSAR region.  

The NWSAR is committed to ensuring that all northwestern voices are heard and have 
the ability to provide vital insight and valuable feedback to impending caribou Range 
Plans. This report serves as an overview of local concerns, challenges and solutions to 
sustain and enhance social well-being and economic prosperity, alongside effective 
caribou population recovery in Northwest Alberta.  

To date, there has been limited engagement from, both, the provincial and federal 
governments with the impacted communities of the NWSAR region. A full and 
transparent discussion needs to occur with the regional and local stakeholders about 
their contributions to supporting the wider provincial economy, while balancing larger-
than-normal environmental contributions. The Committee formed to ensure local insight 
is included when a provincial and national approach is implemented to protect and 
recover boreal caribou in Northwest Alberta. 

The NWSAR has been collecting information and ideas from a wide-range of experts 
and local stakeholders on how best to balance the protection of boreal caribou with the 
social and economic interests of the impacted communities. This has resulted in the 
drafting of this report for the provincial and federal governments to consider and 
incorporate into northwestern caribou Range Plans.  

In preparation for this report, stakeholder engagement has included discussions with 
representatives from; trappers and outfitters, oil and gas, forestry and logging, First 
Nations, as well as the communities at large. The Committee has hosted engagement 
sessions, open houses and surveys to gain direct input from the communities. The 
Committee has also collected data from the scientific community, advice from subject 
matter experts and has conducted a high-level economic analysis of the entire caribou 
ranges. These steps have been completed in an attempt to better understand the 
present economic values within the ranges and the varying complexities that cannot be 
overlooked during caribou range planning for the NWSAR region.   
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The very foundation of regional planning is built on an understanding of the cumulative 
effects upon a region, holistically; with input, consultation, negotiation, engagement, 
stewardship, and advice from the key stakeholders of each unique region.2 The 
stakeholders of the northwest would like to see caribou recovery planning undertaken 
through a similar process; with transparent discussions and local solution development, 
where meaningful stakeholder input and effective land management tools can be 
utilized for multi-species planning for biodiversity, social well-being and sustainable 
economic development for the NWSAR communities. 

Ultimately, the NWSAR would like the commitment of the Government of Alberta to 
work collaboratively with us and other local stakeholders to develop and implement 
appropriate mechanisms for; improved datasets, effective habitat restoration, 
accelerated discussions for trans-boundary collaboration and practical solutions. This 
approach will enable all parties to better understand the complexities within 
northwestern ranges and increase local certainty, ‘buy-in’ and support for the benefit of 
local caribou population recovery in Northwest Alberta.  

  

                                                           
2 See GOA, 2007; 2008; Carlson et al. 2010; Lower Athabasca RAC, 2010; CPAWS, 2011 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

In 2012, the federal government released a national Recovery Strategy (Environment 
Canada, 2012) for boreal woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou); this strategy 
requires all provincial and territorial governments to develop and submit caribou Range 
Plans for all herds by October 5, 2017.  

In 2016, Alberta hired mediator, Eric Denhoff, to develop Alberta’s Path to Caribou 
Recovery (Denhoff, 2016). This report recommended permanently protecting 1.8 million 
hectares of land in Northwest Alberta. This recommendation was submitted with little-to-
no consultation or public engagement with northwestern stakeholders and residents.  

Canada’s Recovery Strategy (Environment Canada, 2012) outlines and describes a 
number of methods for jurisdictions to utilize to achieve boreal caribou recovery. While 
we acknowledge the validity of these methods, we caution that they are; national in 
approach, fail to account for unique, site-specific challenges and overlook a number of 
practical local approaches. We have identified a number of unique challenges that, 
cumulatively, have the ability to hinder effective caribou population recovery when using 
this national approach. Methods that may work in one range (i.e. Southern Alberta or 
Ontario) may not be successful in Northwest Alberta. 

The NWSAR believes that by using a national approach to caribou recovery in the 
northwest, the governments will fail to effectively protect and recover northwestern 
boreal caribou populations.      

This document further identifies a unique set of challenges that exist on the northern 
landscape, which cumulatively, have the capability to hinder effective caribou population 
recovery in the northwest. Moreover, we have sought the input of all local stakeholders; 
who have voiced their concerns, helped to identify challenges and develop locally-
specific solutions and concepts, which has assisted us to develop this report and our 
recommendations to government.     

Range Plans are required for the five northwestern boreal caribou herds, including; 
Bistcho, Yates, Caribou Mountains, Chinchaga and Red Earth. This provides an 
opportunity to engage municipal governments and all other local stakeholders in finding 
solutions that balance land-use values with caribou habitat protection and other 
environmental benefits. Threats to these herds are unique to this region and differ from 
the threats to the northeast and Southern Mountain herds in Alberta. 

The historical status-quo of competing provincial land-use policies and their 
implementation has not been positive for caribou. However, in recent years the province 
has acknowledged some of these historical flaws and has made strides towards more 
coordinated regional landscape-level planning. Most legislation has not fundamentally 
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changed, but new regulatory and management tools are available, and cooperation 
between and within agencies has increased.  

The NWSAR recognizes that local industrial and commercial activities have contributed 
to the fragmentation of the Boreal Forest across this region. Although industries follow 
strict activity guidelines and are in compliance with provincial operational regulations, 
the NWSAR suggests that there is room for improvement. In the absence of a regional 
plan, reclamation that was historically required was frequently not reflective of 
ecological function, and thus of no benefit to the caribou.  

Although new parks may appear the optimal solution to the protection of critical habitat, 
they overlook the existing fragmentation within caribou range. Scientific analysis and 
data shows that reclamation efforts need to be strategic in application and appropriately 
managed with regular monitoring and reporting to successfully support the recovery of 
boreal caribou. It is imperative that Range Plans for northwestern caribou recovery do 
not rely upon the creation of new parks and/or large protection areas.     

Range Plan requirements are not prescriptive, allowing for flexibility in the approach. 
Each caribou range is unique with its own disturbance pressures and therefore requires 
a customized plan for management, approaches and tools. Environmental management 
options should remain open to include local and traditional knowledge to balance 
caribou management strategies and approaches with the social and economic needs of 
all local First Nation and Metis settlements and all other communities.  

While understanding that the legislated mandate for caribou recovery planning is 
distinctly different than that of regional land-use planning; the potential socio-economic 
implications of permanently protecting approximately 30 percent (30%) of the entire 
NWSAR region ought to be considered in a regional land-use planning context. In the 
absence of the Lower Peace and Upper Peace Regional Plans, the NWSAR region is at 
risk of inadequate land-use management from, both, environmental and economic 
perspectives. 

Updates to the Public Lands Administration regulation (2011) provide a legislative tool, 
Public Land use Zones (PLUZs). Designations of PLUZs are intended to manage 
conflicting land-use activities (i.e. industrial, commercial and recreational) and protect 
areas containing sensitive resources. The mechanisms to designate these areas are 
simpler than those of creating parks, and therefore are less costly to implement.     

The Species at Risk Act (SARA) provides options for how the federal Minister of 
Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) may choose to approach recovery 
planning for species at risk. There is an expectation of cooperation and collaboration 
among different levels of government with authority over various lands. The Minister has 
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a responsibility to correct any deficiencies in critical habitat protection on federal and 
non-federal lands. 

Specifically with respect to national parks: they are explicitly to be included in critical 
habitat protection as part of recovery planning. For some caribou ranges that include 
federal lands, these lands are considered protected in Range Plans and Action Plans. 
The Parks Canada Agency has provided legal protection to all boreal caribou critical 
habitat within three national parks including; Prince Alberta National Park of Canada, 
Nahanni National Park Reserve of Canada and Wood Buffalo National Park (ECCC, 
2017).    

Although, an assessment of potential socio-economic implications as a result of species 
recovery planning is identified as a key component of Action Plans3, neither the federal 
or provincial governments clearly articulate how socio-economic impacts are considered 
or factored into the development of caribou Range Plans. Negative impacts such as a 
reduction in employment, loss of tax revenue and a decline in local, regional and 
provincial GDP are likely to occur, should the SARA (2002) be applied without flexibility 
and consideration of the impacts to local communities.  

There are, however, areas of the legislation that could allow for consideration of human 
interests. The Minister has broad discretionary powers, which can be utilized to protect 
communities within Range Plans. There may also be opportunities to regulate the rate 
of implementation and the inclusion of monitoring socio-economic impacts with specific 
thresholds. In addition, consideration should be given to compensation requests for all 
adverse socio-economic impacts. Action taken under the SARA (2002) to protect boreal 
caribou requires a pragmatic approach to effectively balance the viability of the affected 
communities and the caribou.  

The recent release of the federal Action Plan for boreal woodland caribou (see ECCC, 
2017) encourages the NWSAR. We are pleased to see that the federal government is 
furthering research, through the new National Boreal Caribou Knowledge Consortium; 
to improve their understanding of the effects of different disturbance types on caribou 
populations and their commitment to furthering scientific work to better understand the 
impacts of Climate Change on this species. The NWSAR strongly advocates for new 
science and updated site-specific data collection and inventories, which account for 
local and regional conditions; to ensure that the caribou have the best chance of 
survival and recovery.   

                                                           
3 Action Plans are required under the SARA to provide the public and stakeholders with details on how the 

Recovery Strategy will be implemented (ECCC, 2016).   
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The development of new National Caribou Monitoring Standards also encourages the 
Committee, as this mechanism will enable jurisdictions with trans-boundary herds to 
measure progress through a standardized process. 

The NWSAR is very supportive of the Government of Canada’s decision to update 
caribou habitat disturbance levels with 2015 data, as well as their commitment to review 
caribou population sizes and trends, and range delineation boundaries, based on 
updated information. However, the NWSAR is clear that new disturbance mapping 
should be conducted and mapped from range-specific, on-the-ground data collection. 

In addition, the NWSAR also supports ECCC’s focus on achieving real outcomes for the 
caribou that result from the combined efforts occurring within any given jurisdiction. The 
recommendations within this report are provided with a focus on practical multi-
stakeholder action that can deliver real, positive outcomes for the caribou populations, 
in Northwest Alberta.      

The provincial government alone cannot achieve the outcomes necessary for caribou 
recovery in Northwest Alberta. A combined local, provincial and inter-jurisdictional (for 
trans-boundary herds) approach to managing these herds will help to achieve self-
sustaining caribou populations in the northwest. The NWSAR offers the following 11 
recommendations; to assist with northwestern caribou population recovery, to sustain 
social well-being and to secure economic certainty for the NWSAR region: 

Overarching Recommendation : Ensure that caribou population recovery is achieved 
through a flexible adaptive management process; which includes meaningful local multi-
stakeholder participation and minimizes the socio-economic impacts to the NWSAR 
region; 
  
Recommendation 1: To integrate and accelerate discussions for regional land-use 
planning and growth in caribou range planning for northwestern herds;  

Recommendation 2: Updated range-specific biophysical characterization inventories 
for effective restoration; 

Recommendation 3:   Inclusive healthy multi-jurisdictional bison and caribou population 
recovery range planning; 

Recommendation 4: Establish a locally-led predator management network, productive 
use of all traplines and consideration of recreational cabins on Crown lands; 

Recommendation 5: Local outdoorsmen-led sustainable management of alternative 
prey species within caribou ranges, National and Wildland Parks;  
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Recommendation 6: The removal of all northwest moratoriums from 2012 and 2016. 
Caribou recovery policy impact assessment is to be conducted, to determine the level of 
environmental and liability risks from multiple un-reclaimed assets. Prioritizing the use of 
some Orphan Well Association funding in northwestern caribou ranges;  

Recommendation 7: Optimal strategic habitat restoration and the identification of 
strategic regional growth opportunities; 

Recommendation 8:  Establish anthropogenic and post-wildfire buffers (zones of 
influence) by caribou range and disturbance type to determine realistic “on-the-ground” 
disturbance baselines, within northwestern caribou ranges; 

Recommendation 9: Resolve the historic diseased bison issue to minimize sustenance 
hunting of boreal caribou in northwestern ranges, while protecting Indigenous Treaty 
Rights; and 

Recommendation 10: Increased provincial support and assistance in continued 
northwestern trans-boundary range delineation analyses and transparent inter-
jurisdictional collaborative working for effective caribou population recovery. 

The NWSAR is committed to expanding research efforts undertaken to date; seeking 
additional assistance and advice from the scientific community and environmental 
organizations, as well as working with local stakeholders, with a view to further 
developing the above recommendations.  

By working with local stakeholders, subject matter experts and the Government of 
Alberta, our objective is to develop our conceptual recommendations into tangible 
solutions, including, but not limited to: 

 Evaluating trade-offs between ecological, social and economic land-use within 
northwestern caribou ranges; 

 Exploring mechanisms to encourage incentivizing asset reclamation and habitat 
restoration;  

 Strategically identifying areas for habitat restoration; 
 Ensuring key accesses are protected for a variety of local land users; and 
 Seeking commitments from an array of stakeholders and land users to ensure 

sound actions and solutions are implementable. 

This is the final version of the NWSAR Recommendations Report for consideration by 
the Government of Alberta and the Government of Canada, prior to the Government of 
Alberta’s release of draft caribou Range Plans for Northwest Alberta to the Government 
of Canada. Continued dialogue between all stakeholders and all levels of government is 
anticipated.           
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BACKGROUND 
 

Nationally, the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) 
is officially recognized by the Species at Risk Act (SARA) (2002) as the ‘at arms-length’ 
scientific advisory body; responsible for assessing the status of species at risk in 
Canada (Government of Canada [GOC], 2017). Constitutionally, the Canadian 
Endangered Species Conservation Council (CESCC) is responsible for providing 
direction on the activities of the COSEWIC, the preparation of Recovery Strategies, as 
well as the preparation and implementation of Actions Plans (GOC, 2017a). 
Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) is responsible for implementing 
Recovery Strategies; outlining best practices to enable the protection and recovery of 
species at risk (ECCC, 2016).  

The SARA (2002) forms one third of the ‘three pillars’ of the national governing strategy 
for the protection of species at risk and their critical habitat. The other two pillars consist 
of; the Accord for the Protection of Species at Risk (1996), and the Habitat Stewardship 
Program (2000). These three pillars reflect a co-operative approach to national species 
at risk protection and recovery; advocated by the federal government and its partners 
(GOC, 2014). This approach recognizes that no single jurisdiction acting alone can 
effectively protect and recover a species at risk.  

The SARA (2002) requires the identification of critical habitat, to the extent possible, in a 
Recovery Strategy or subsequent Action Plan for species listed as; extirpated4, 
endangered, or threatened. Once critical habitat is identified, the SARA (2002) looks to 
protect it (GOC, 2014). Under the national strategy for the protection of species at risk, 
territorial and provincial governments are mandated to produce Action Plans for 
Threatened species; which enables the protection and recovery of that species and their 
critical habitat (GOC, 2014).  

In 2003, woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou), boreal population were listed as 
Threatened under Schedule 1 of the SARA (2002). The final Recovery Strategy for 
boreal woodland caribou was released on October 5, 2012 (ECCC, 2016).  

In Alberta, numerous at-risk species share their home ranges with non-renewable and 
natural resource industries. The NWSAR is advocating for balancing the requirements 
of boreal caribou with those of humans. Prior to the 1999, park designation of the Hay-
Zama Lakes Wildland Park, 29 at-risk wood bison (Bison bison athabascae) were re-
introduced under sustainable development conditions in the Hay-Zama area. By 2008, 
their local population had flourished to 700 individuals, viable to sustain managed 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous hunts of the herd (Government of Alberta, 2007). The 
                                                           
4 Extinct in the wild 
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NWSAR trusts that a combined local and provincial approach to northwestern boreal 
caribou recovery can instil mechanisms to support, both, sustainable regional growth 
and development, and the recovery of the woodland caribou in Northwest Alberta.    



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

18 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Although there is substantial research, analysis and recommendations on the recovery 
of boreal woodland caribou across Canada, the NWSAR argues that there is limited 
data, research and analysis available for the ranges and caribou herds of Northwest 
Alberta. Essentially, the NWSAR maintains that more research is required to better 
understand northwestern caribou, the pressures on their ranges and local ecological 
conditions. The NWSAR is assured that a national approach will not support successful 
caribou population recovery in Northwest Alberta. 

The NWSAR members all have extensive knowledge of local land-use complexities, 
industrial working and servicing relationships, local community services capacities and 
regional growth potential. Local knowledge sharing has developed numerous working 
relationships; these relationships have facilitated the ease of information and idea 
sharing between all NWSAR members and many local stakeholders. 

The approach taken for the development of this report has been exploratory in nature; 
local information and knowledge sharing has accelerated some decision-making and 
has increased the frequency of public engagement sessions.  

On April 10, 2017, the NWSAR learnt that the Government of Alberta planned to deliver 
draft Range Plans (range options) to provincial Cabinet at the end of June, 2017. This 
aspect prompted the development of this report [in draft] and the self-imposed delivery 
date to Alberta Environment and Parks by the end of June, 2017. 

On August 1, 2017, the NWSAR learnt that the final delivery of this report to Alberta 
Environment and Parks by September 1, 2017, would enable us to provide additional 
input prior to the release of draft caribou Range Plans.           

THE METHOD 
On April 21, 2017, NWSAR Committee consensus was reached to develop a suite of 
multi-stakeholder documents; an overarching report to preface five range-specific 
documents (one for each northwestern caribou herd) outlining herd-specific challenges 
and solutions, and a summary report summarizing key messages and content.  

To do this, local knowledge and input was required from local stakeholders and land 
users to identify localized challenges that could hinder effective caribou recovery in the 
northwest and to develop practical solutions to overcome these challenges, over the 
short and longer terms. Although stakeholder engagement sessions had begun prior to 
April 21, 2017, the NWSAR needed more input, thus, the frequency of sessions 
increased.    

Stakeholder engagement sessions were held on: 
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 March 7, 2017: Trappers and Outfitters 
 April 11, 2017: Oil and Gas Industry Representatives 
 April 20, 2017: Forestry Representatives and Logging Contractors 
 May 9, 2017: First Nations and Metis Peoples 

Table 1: Key themes from Trappers and Outfitters session 

Establishment of a new 
Provincial Park Predator Control Caribou Hunting  

Certain protective action, such 
as establishing a park, could 
restrict trapper and outfitter use 
of the land. 

 
Past experience with the 
Caribou Mountains Wildland 
Park was viewed negatively.   

 
Grandfathering industrial usage 
in new provincial parks is not 
viable because new operational 
requirements are so restrictive 
it deters economic activity.   

Wolves and bears are a major 
factor in the decline of caribou. 
The wolves once hunted bison 
and moose, but as those 
populations decline the wolves 
have moved on to caribou. 
  
Establishing a park would limit 
the ability to hunt and trap 
wolves likely resulting in further 
caribou mortalities. Need to work 
with all levels of government on 
wolf population management. 

Caribou hunting should 
be restricted in all 
neighbouring provinces 
because any action 
taken in Alberta will 
have limited effect if 
Caribou are hunted 
across the borders. 

    

Table 2: Key themes from Oil and Gas session 

Socio-Economic impacts  Utilize best data and scientific 
information  Caribou Hunting  

Caribou Range Plans must be 
implemented with caution to 
ensure no unforeseen 
consequences.  
 
Ex. If requirements are too 
difficult to achieve, industry 
could leave the area resulting in 
lost economic activity and 
increased liabilities for 
reclamation including 
abandoned wells for the region.  
 
Compensation may be required 
to industries that are directly 
and indirectly impacted. A 
socio-economic study should be 
completed to understand the 
potential impacts.  

Local industry operations have 
collected a lot of information and 
data on caribou and this should 
be shared and accepted by both 
levels of government as they 
create their Range Plans.  
 
Learnings should be drawn from 
the recovery of the Hay-Zama 
bison herd in the region. 
 
Wildfires should be considered a 
natural disturbance and impacts 
from fire should be considered 
differently when trying to 
achieve a Range Plan that 
includes 65% undisturbed land.  

Caribou hunting should 
be restricted in all 
neighbouring provinces 
because any action 
taken in Alberta will 
have limited effect if 
Caribou are hunted 
across the borders. 
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Table 3: Key themes from Forestry and Logging Contractors session 

Socio-Economic impacts  Land Disturbance  Caribou Hunting  

Conduct a socio-economic 
study. Understand the costs of 
Range Plan implementation 
including remediation costs as 
well as lost jobs and economic 
development.  

Industry is cautious to undertake 
reclamation work when a forest 
fire has the potential to eliminate 
any progress of improving the 
caribou recovery.  
 
Properly defining land 
disturbance, buffer zones and 
forest fires to recognize these 
impacts can be out of human 
control and will affect caribou 
survival.  
 
Federal government seems to 
be open to differentiating 
between land disturbance 
impacts.  
 
Past forest fires have impacted a 
large amount of the land and 
future fires will likely do the 
same.  
 
If forest fires are not 
differentiated as a land 
disturbance type then both levels 
of government need to take 
further action to prevent wildfires 
in all caribou ranges.  

Caribou hunting should 
be restricted in all 
neighbouring provinces 
because any action 
taken in Alberta will have 
limited effect if Caribou 
are hunted across the 
borders. 

Predator Control  

Strategic predator control 
is required to support 
caribou recovery.  
 
Maximizing use of trap 
lines and First Nations 
engagement are required 
to ensure predator 
populations are 
controlled.   

Collaborative Solutions  

Find ways for industry to 
minimize their impact on the 
land by working together. For 
example: sharing roads and 
developing roads with less 
impact.  
 
Forestry can help with 
solutions, such as methods to 
lessen impact, by not 
removing topsoil and 
strategically reclaiming in old 
growth forest areas.  

 

Table 4: Key themes from First Nations and Metis Peoples session 

Collaborative Solutions Treaty Rights Challenges 

Establish a co-management 
board with representation 
from both local Indigenous 
Peoples, Municipalities and 
others to manage activities 
within and surrounding 
caribou ranges. 
 
We all need to collaborate 
with one another and the 
provincial government to find 
solutions.    

The protection of Treaty Rights is 
not to be impacted for caribou 
recovery or any other planning 
initiatives. 
 
The individual interests and 
values of each First Nation band 
and Metis Settlement are to be 
protected during caribou 
recovery and land-use planning. 
 
Where Indigenous economic 
interests exist, they are to be 
protected during range planning.    

The historic diseased 
bison issue needs to be 
dealt with prior to any 
other land-use planning 
initiative implementation 
including caribou range 
planning.   
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A few days after each session was held, all participants that provided the NWSAR with 
their contact information, were contacted and asked whether they’d like to be further 
engaged as a key representative from that stakeholder group. We were looking for 3-5 
contacts per group. Those that responded were further engaged via phone calls, emails 
and in-person meetings with the NWSAR administration. Information gathered from the 
larger stakeholder sessions and more concentrated enquiries were used to develop the 
foundation of this report. 

On April 24, 2017, the NWSAR administration sought the assistance of three separate 
consultants5 to assist with the overarching federal and provincial policy review, scientific 
research and the identification of where flexibility exists within the SARA to consider 
socio-economic impacts. The NWSAR were previously connected with all consultants 
and were confident they could produce the content that was required for the reports.  

Each consultant responded outlining the scope of work they were willing to undertake 
and terms were agreed with the NWSAR administration, including timelines and draft 
deliveries for review and comment. During the week commencing May 15, 2017, draft 
reports were received from each consultant; the contents were reviewed, amendments 
were made and their content was used by the NWSAR administration to support the 
development of this report.  

The main body of the NWSAR documents were to be completed by the NWSAR 
administration; as the overarching report was being finalized, towards the beginning of 
June 2017, it became evident that five separate range-specific documents (for each 
caribou herd) was unnecessary. On June, 7, 2017, consensus was reached to develop 
and deliver one report that covered the challenges and recommendations for all caribou 
ranges with a table to outline which ranges encompass which recommendations (see 
Table 30, Page 110).  

Further stakeholder input was also sourced from four open houses held by the NWSAR: 

 May 24, 2017: Best Western Mirage, High Level 
 May 25, 2017: County of Northern Lights Office, Manning 
 August 22, 2017: Best Western Mirage, High Level 
 August 23, 2017: County of Northern Lights Office, Manning 

At these sessions stakeholders and members of the public were able to learn about the 
recent history of boreal woodland caribou (i.e. species Listing, Recovery Strategies, 
provincial Action Plan and Denhoff’s report, etc.), review mapping that the NWSAR had 
produced and critique the Committee’s draft challenges and recommendations.  

                                                           
5 See Acknowledgements, Page ii  
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The NWSAR open houses held in August 2017, included joint presentations from the 
Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS) and Alberta Wilderness Association 
(AWA) representatives. These presentations initiated lively, informed discussions 
regarding scientific methodologies and assumptions for caribou recovery, data accuracy 
and many other aspects.    

All participants were then asked to complete surveys, developed by the NWSAR, and to 
fill out sticky notes with additional comments to place on open house boards during the 
session. All feedback was entered into Survey Monkey and can be reviewed in 
Appendix 2. All participants that provided negative comments or unsure feedback and 
their contact details on the surveys, were contacted by the NWSAR administration; to 
provide additional feedback and for the NWSAR to ensure our message was clear and 
that all participants understood our objectives. 

Local stakeholder engagement provided the foundation to which research efforts by the 
NWSAR administration were driven.      

Photo Credits: Manning Open House 
(August 23, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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1. ENGAGEMENT  

Public, community and wider stakeholder engagement is the most important component 
of any planning directive set to impact or affect local level operations, businesses and 
quality of life. Effective stakeholder engagement can provide perspective, solutions and 
validation of the project’s merit and impacts. Effective stakeholder engagement also 
creates broad based public support, and provides a robust and diverse platform from 
which to speak. A primary objective of the NWSAR has been to, both, inform and collect 
input from stakeholders and peers across Northwest Alberta. 

As a result, we are confident that we are delivering a robust, diverse multi-stakeholder 
perspective on behalf of our residents and businesses; we are held accountable by 
them, and are also privileged to be able to bring their key concerns, values, interests 
and perspectives to the provincial and federal governments (see Appendix 2). The 
priority of the NWSAR was to base the entire contents of this report on the guidance 
and input received from local stakeholders. The NWSAR chose to host multi-
stakeholder open houses to enable differing perspectives to be shared and discussed. 
This engagement equated to the delivery of this multi-stakeholder perspective, from 
many Northwest Albertans to both levels of government.  

Mackenzie County initiated this grassroots movement in Northwest Alberta; with a view 
to bringing attention to the requirement for a comprehensive, locally inclusive, integrated 
northwestern caribou range planning process. The role of all northwestern municipalities 
has rapidly evolved over the past year, before evolving into the now formalized 
Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR).  

Photo Credits: High Level Open House 
(May 24, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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During the last year, multiple municipal administration representatives have committed 
thousands of hours to understanding the complexities surrounding boreal woodland 
caribou recovery and how this initiative may impact the NWSAR region, for years to 
come. There are also many municipal elected officials that have each spent hundreds of 
hours; leading meetings, engaging local stakeholders and travelling to ensure our 
northern voices are heard.   

This document, in its entirety, is a result of the engagement process that has been 
undertaken and facilitated across the NWSAR region. Whether it is the formal 
partnership of the municipalities, or the challenges and recommendation considerations 
within this document; it has all been the result of acting upon feedback received from 
our local communities, Indigenous Peoples and industry engagement.  

1.1 Municipal Engagement 

After learning about the Government of Alberta’s proposal to permanently protect 1.8 
million hectares (see Denhoff, 2016) of land for caribou protection in Northwest Alberta 
in June, 2016, by way of a media release (see Alberta, 2016); a concerted effort to 
inform and engage all the municipalities in Northwest Alberta begun. Conversations 
started informally, and quickly became primary topics during all formal inter-municipal 
meetings and events. 

In August 2016, a resolution was brought forward at the Alberta Association of 
Municipal Districts and Counties (AAMD&C) Zone meeting in Grande Prairie; requesting 
that a socio-economic impact assessment be conducted for the potential implications of 
caribou range planning. Support was obtained and the resolution was approved to be 
taken to the AAMD&C 2016, fall convention.   

In September 2016, the same resolution was brought forward at the Alberta Urban 
Municipalities Association (AUMA), where the support of all the municipalities was also 
obtained for the resolution.   

In October of 2016, a presentation and discussion was had at the Northern Alberta 
Elected Leaders (NAEL) meeting in Grande Prairie. These three forums were the 
catalyst events from which a nearly constant ongoing dialogue has been maintained. 
Additional dialogue is also occurring with the Federation of Canadian Municipalities 
(FCM). 

In November, 2016, the socio-economic resolution was subsequently endorsed by the 
entire AAMD&C membership at the fall convention in Edmonton. 

In January 2017, an emergent resolution was brought forward at the Agricultural Service 
Board Provincial Conference in Edmonton, for the eradication of bovine brucellosis and 
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tuberculosis in Wood Buffalo National Park; full support was obtained and the resolution 
passed for federal and provincial consideration. 

In August 2017, an additional emergent resolution was brought forward at the AAMD&C 
Zone meeting in Fort Vermilion; requesting that all new conservation and protected 
areas be discussed, delineated and established only through the regional land-use 
planning process, as formally established by Alberta’s Land-use Framework. A motion 
was also made asking the AAMD&C to initiate municipal-level discussions across 
Western Canada with regards to caribou range planning. Unanimous support was 
obtained and the resolution was approved to be taken to the AAMD&C 2017, fall 
convention.    

1.2  Community Engagement 

Public engagement has been ongoing for much of the last year, occurring in a variety of 
ways and is still ongoing. 

The focal point of our engagement strategy has been open houses and stakeholder 
engagement sessions. This has been a highly successful approach, especially with our 
commitment to continue dialogue and discussions in more informal settings at the 
request of stakeholders. Over the summer of 2017, we have maintained a presence at 
community events around the region, along with placing a stronger emphasis on 
communications through both traditional avenues and social media. 

The first public information session was held by Mackenzie County, in July of 2016. This 
initiated a high degree of dialogue in the community, and really verified that this issue 
was a public priority. Ongoing conversations occurred with many in the community, 
culminating with a series of NWSAR engagement sessions in March, April and May of 
2017. Separate stakeholder sessions were held with local businesses, as outlined in the 
Methodology. A significant point to note, we engaged the local businesses operating in 
these industries; businesses where the owners are involved in day-to-day operations, 
and who live within the NWSAR region.  

The feedback from these sessions is included within this report, and by-in-large, sets 
the priorities and tone of this report. After numerous stakeholder meetings, some 
mapping and the draft challenges and recommendations were completed, four open 
houses were held. These sessions provided the public the opportunity to review, critique 
and comment on the content and rationale for challenge and recommendation 
development. 

There have been several consistent themes throughout the feedback received during 
these sessions. During the open houses a survey was provided to all participants this 
survey is available online at the new NWSAR website and will continue to collect data 
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after the final release of this report. The survey results are included in Appendix 2, while 
some responses are highlighted below: 

 87% of respondents do not think large protected areas will be of benefit to them 
or their family; 

 89% of respondents believe that increasing parkland in the region will have a 
negative effect on the local economy; 

 Over 80% of respondents think socio-economics should be considered when 
developing caribou Range Plans; 

  Over 90% of respondents do not want to rely on government programs to 
improve the socio-economic status of the NWSAR region;  

 Over 76% of respondents  would prefer the NWSAR to lead any future public 
engagement, rather than the provincial government and;  

 Approximately 78% of respondents do not  think large protected areas will be of 
benefit to the caribou. 
   

Throughout the engagement process, traditional media, social media, trade shows and 
local associations have been utilized to continue the conversations in our communities. 

After the release of draft provincial caribou Range Plans for Northwest Alberta, the 
NWSAR intends to host additional multi-stakeholder Open Houses for stakeholders to 
review and comment on the draft caribou Range Plans. The NWSAR will also further 
engage across jurisdictional borders, including discussions on the draft plans, and also 
intend to provide a written response to the Government of Alberta.   

1.3 Industry Engagement 

During the past year, the Committee has reached out to our region’s larger businesses 
and provincial industry associations. This has resulted in many conversations, with 
various outcomes. Conversations with corporations operating in our region were varied. 
Some corporations immediately engaged in an ongoing conversation, and were willing 
to share not only perspectives, but also data, while other corporations have yet to 
further be engaged. 

Generally, the responses we tend to receive from corporations and industry 
associations is that, they are focusing their efforts on improving operational practices to 
minimize their future [disturbance] footprints, while simultaneously researching, 
analyzing and developing methods and tools to better understand the impacts of 
anthropogenic disturbance on caribou; and further identifying ways in which to assess 
disturbance. Industry has invested a significant amount of resources into caribou 
research, specific to their own business forecasting or industry. Although, some 
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companies and corporations are assessing the cumulative impact from multiple land 
users, most are concentrating their efforts in isolation of others. This had led to positive 
responses from such stakeholders on the NWSAR initiative; as  a key platform to deliver 
an impartial localized multi-stakeholder perspective.    

The Alberta Sand & Gravel Association (ASGA) created a caribou sub-committee, of 
which the NWSAR was an active participant. This caribou sub-committee provided a 
recommendations report to Alberta Environment and Parks and Environment and 
Climate Change Canada for consideration; for sand and gravel operations and 
regulations for caribou range planning, provincially.    

The Alberta Chambers of Commerce passed a policy at their AGM in May, 2017, in 
response to the potential socio-economic implications from caribou protection on the 
Alberta economy; asking for socio-economic impact assessments to be completed at 
species’ Listing and that a multi-species approach be conducted when planning for 
species recovery (see Alberta Chamber of Commerce, 2017).  

Fruitful conversations were had with organizations such as; Alberta Forest Products 
Association (AFPA), Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP), Forest 
Products Association of Canada (FPAC), Petroleum Services Association of Canada 
(PSAC), Alberta’s Trappers Association (ATA) and Alberta Professional Outfitter Society 
(APOS). Encouragingly, a number of the NWSAR’s concerns and recommendations 
align with those of these organizations, with respect to caribou range planning, its 
implications for industry and northwestern livelihoods. 

FPAC, AFPA, Whitecourt Chambers of Commerce and the newly established Alberta 
Forest Alliance (AFA) have recently begun public media campaigns; advocating for a 
just and balanced approach to caribou range planning – one where rural communities 
and the industries that they rely on can continue to prosper after the implementation of 
recovery documents for caribou.         

1.4  Government Advocacy 

The NWSAR committee members has been advocating at all levels of government 
throughout the past year. This advocacy has occurred directly from the member 
municipalities, through iterations of the joint committee (first the Caribou Communities of 
Alberta and now from the NWSAR), to the AAMD&C, AUMA, NAEL, and local regional 
economic development alliances, such as the Peace Regional Economic Development 
Alliance (PREDA) and Regional Economic Development Initiative for Northwest Alberta 
(REDI NW). 

 The NWSAR have met with our peers in British Columbia, having made trips to Fort 
Nelson and Dawson Creek.  The NWSAR has also made a trip to Yellowknife, engaging 
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with the Northwest Territories Government to discuss and understand their range 
planning efforts.  

 The NWSAR have found all parties to be fully engaged on the caribou range planning 
initiative, equally concerned as ourselves and proactively seeking a balance for the 
future of their communities. Follow-up trips will also be made by the NWSAR committee 
members to continue discussions and to seek additional support. 

In March 2017, the NWSAR travelled to Ottawa and met with a number of federal 
officials including; the Assessment Director General at Environment and Climate 
Change Canada, the Forest Producers Association of Canada, lead policy advisors in 
the Ministry of Natural Resources and Members of Parliament. In June 2017, the 
NWSAR continued these discussions with additional meetings during the FCM annual 
conference in Ottawa.   

There have been countless conversations with Alberta’s provincial planning staff and 
biologists; each working on different aspects of caribou range planning. In early August 
2017, the NWSAR also met with: 

 Minister of Environment and Parks, Shannon Phillips; 
 Minister of Forestry and Agriculture, O’Neil Carlier;  
 Deputy Minister of Alberta Environment and Parks, Andre Corbould;  
 Deputy Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Bev Yee. 

 

We sincerely thank the Ministers, Deputy Ministers and all the staff for their willingness 
to engage with us over the past year, and look forward to a continued working 
relationship as we work towards effective caribou Range Plans for Northwest Alberta.   

Photo Credits: Manning Open House (May 
25, 2017) – B. Peters and H. Gavin 
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2. OVERARCHING FEDERAL AND PROVINCIAL POLICY REVIEW  

 
Legislation can be generally broken down into federal, provincial, and municipal 
jurisdictions. The federal government regulates transboundary issues. Resource 
management was transferred from the federal government to the province under the 
Alberta Natural Resources Act (1930). The Municipal Government Act (2000) provides 
municipalities with some control over municipal land-use and development. 

The regulatory hierarchy generally dictates that federal legislation supersedes 
provincial, which in turn supersedes municipal. In addition, Acts supersede Regulations, 
which supersede Policies, and onward (Figure 2). Although there is a general hierarchy, 
legislation can only be applied where the Act has jurisdiction. 

2.1 Policy review summary 
 
The federal Recovery Strategy requires specific provincial action within five years of the 
posting of the final Recovery Strategy (by October 5, 2017). Recovery actions must 
reflect the habitat and population conditions within each herd’s range. Although not 
required under the SARA (2002) (ECCC, 2016), the Recovery Strategy requires 
provincial and territorial governments to complete the next level of planning; herd-
specific Range Plans. 

Under the SARA (2002) all portions of critical habitat that exist upon federal lands, 
namely national parks, are considered as permanently protected (see Canada, 2002). 
With regard to the protection of critical habitat on non-federal lands; under new 
guidance,6 the federal government will assess the strength of provincial laws and legal 

                                                           
6 See ECCC (2016) 

Photo Credit: Caribou Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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instruments under seven categories; if any of these categories is determined to provide 
weak protection, then the law/instrument is considered weak in its entirety and a gap in 
protection will be considered to exist. The current state of development of, both, the 
Alberta Land-use Framework (2008) and Alberta’s Wildlife Act (2000) do not appear to 
offer the strength of protection to critical habitat required under the SARA (2002). 

Range Plan requirements are not prescriptive, allowing for flexibility in the approach; 
each caribou range is unique with its own disturbance pressures and therefore requires 
a custom plan for management, approaches and tools. Although selecting boreal 
caribou, through a single-species approach, is thought to be beneficial for wider boreal 
conservation;7 we caution there are a number of effective tools that can be ineffectively 
utilized to satisfy this approach; including the development of new large parks.  

New range delineation analysis of the northwestern herds suggests that, both, the Yates 
and Bistcho ranges likely fit the criteria for transboundary ranges.8 While Wilson et al., 
(2017) assessed the status of the Bistcho and Yates herds as not self-sustaining; they 
recognized that the amount of disturbed range may change with updated disturbance 
data, which could equate to achieving the targeted range disturbance threshold over a 
much shorter time frame.  

The current approach to caribou recovery does not account for density of disturbance 
and the fact that linear disturbances overlap more severely in other ranges, such as the 
west-central caribou ranges compared to those within the northwest. 

The historical status quo of provincial land use policies and their implementation has not 
been positive for caribou. However, in recent years the province has acknowledged 
some of these historical flaws and has made strides towards regional landscape-level 
planning. 

Although, it is expected that Alberta will be 
consistent in their approach to caribou range 
planning; it is clear that the disturbance factors 
among the ranges differ greatly (i.e. Figure 5). 
A different approach is required to ensure 
systematic strategic restoration takes place 
within all ranges, with localized assistance, for 
the benefit of the caribou herd and all other 
land users. 
 
 
 
                                                           
7 See Bichet et al., (2016) 
8 See Wilson et al., (2017) 

Acts 
Regulations 

Codes 
Codes of Practice 

Directives 
Policy 

Guidelines 
Information Letters 

Figure 2: Levels of Regulatory Hierarchy 
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SARA, Preamble, p.2: 

“…Canada’s protected areas, especially national parks, are vital to the protection 
and recovery of species at risk…” 

2.2 Legislation and policy review 
  

The SARA (2002) is federal legislation that provides at risk wildlife with two types of 
protection: protection of individual animals and protection of their critical habitat 
(Canada, 2002). This legislation requires the federal government to develop Recovery 
Strategies if it’s determined that recovery is technically and biologically feasible. The 
national caribou Recovery Strategy (EC, 2012) requires the cooperation of the 
applicable provincial and territorial governments to develop Range Plans for the herds 
within their jurisdiction. 
 
Provincial natural resources and Crown land legislation has indirect impacts on the 
habitat for species at risk, but offers no direct protection for such habitat (i.e. Alberta 
Land Stewardship Act [2009], Public Lands Act [2000], Mines and Minerals Act [2000], 
Forests Act [2000]). In addition, Alberta has signed the Accord for the Protection of 
Species at Risk (1996) to establish complementary legislation and programs for 
effective protection of species at risk. 
 
In the preamble to the SARA (2002), the importance of cooperation among 
governments in Canada for species conservation is noted. The Act establishes the 
CESCC to provide general direction on recovery planning and to coordinate the various 
governments (see Canada, 2002). A competent federal minister is responsible for 
developing a Recovery Strategy, including the identification of critical habitat. 

2.2.1 National Parks’ lands 

The CESCC includes ministers from federal, provincial and territorial governments, 
explicitly including the federal Minister of Environment and the Minister responsible for 
Parks Canada (Canada, 2002). Presently, the Minister for ECCC is also responsible for 
the Parks Canada Agency.  

The SARA (2002) establishes that habitat is the key to the conservation of species at 
risk and states that: 

If there is more than one competent Minister, they must prepare Recovery Strategies 
together (Section 37(2). Canada, 2002) and every minister of the Government of 
Canada with authority over federal lands containing the species must also cooperate in 
recovery planning (Section 39(1).c. Canada, 2002). The same responsibilities for joint 
action and cooperation also apply to the preparation of Action Plans (Section 47 and 
Section 48(1).b. Canada, 2002). 
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It is clear that the Parks Canada Agency (PCA), it’s Minister, and federal lands under its 
jurisdiction are explicitly considered important components of species at risk recovery 
under the SARA (2002). 

2.2.2 Single species approach 
The SARA (2002) is written to prevent extirpation and extinction of species and to 
provide for recovery of wildlife species that are extirpated, endangered, or threatened 
(Canada, 2002).  However, Recovery Strategies and management plans may be based 
on a multi-species or ecosystem approach (Section 41(3). and Section 67, Canada, 
2002). Bichet et al. (2016) determined that single-species management for boreal 
caribou is effective at preserving animal assemblages; concluding that selecting boreal 
caribou as the focal species for single-species management was valuable for wildlife 
conservation in the Boreal Forest.  

Although, this may appear a positive approach to species recovery, we caution that 
there are a number of effective tools that can be ineffectively utilized to satisfy this 
approach; including the development of new large parks. Further details on the creation 
of parks for singular species recovery can be found in Section 6 of this document.  

2.2.3 Boreal woodland caribou recovery  
Boreal woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus caribou) occur across North America, 
including parts of Alberta. Alberta has 18 woodland caribou herds with two population 
classifications: “Southern Mountain” (generally within the mountains of west-central 
Alberta) and “Boreal” (generally within the Boreal Forest of Northern Alberta). Some 
herds are stable while others are in decline, and threats to individual herds vary across 
the province. 
 
Boreal woodland caribou are listed as Threatened under Schedule 1 of the SARA 
(2002); and a federal Recovery Strategy was posted by the Minister for Environment on 
October 5, 2012. This Strategy requires specific provincial action within five years of the 
posting of the final Recovery Strategy (by October 5, 2017). Recovery actions must 
reflect the habitat and population conditions within each herd’s range. 
 
Although not required under the SARA (2002) (ECCC, 2016), the Recovery Strategy 
requires provincial and territorial governments to complete the next level of planning; 
herd-specific Range Plans. Alberta’s Range Plans were initiated beginning with the 
Little Smoky and A La Peche herds; released in June, 2016 (Government of Alberta, 
2016a). Alberta’s Range Plans for the remaining local populations are due to the federal 
government by October 5, 2017. 
 
The NWSAR region is home to five boreal caribou herds including; Bistcho, Yates, 
Caribou Mountains, Chinchaga and a portion of the Red Earth range (see Figure 3).   
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Figure 3: Five Caribou Ranges within the NWSAR Region 

 
 

Table 5 provides the breakdown of each caribou range size in hectares (Ha.), the 
percentage of each caribou range within the NWSAR region and the percentage of the 
NWSAR region within each caribou range. Collectively, approximately 45 percent (45%) 
of the entire NWSAR region falls within caribou range.   

Table 5: Size of Caribou Ranges (Ha.), Percentage of Range within NWSAR and Percentage of NWSAR within 
Caribou Range 

Caribou  
Range 

Area (Ha.) of 
Range in AB 

Area (Ha.) of 
Range: in 
NWSAR 

% of Range in 
NWSAR 

% of NWSAR 
in Range 

Bistcho* 1,435,775 1,435,775 100 12 
Caribou 

Mountains 
2,068,194 1,456,165 70 12 

Chinchaga 
(AB) 

1,763,829 1,763,829 100 14 

Red Earth 2,473,921 559,765 22 4 
Yates** 522,709 449,192 85 3 
TOTAL 8,264,428 5,664,726 - 45 
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Table 6 provides the size of each NWSAR rural county, the area of each caribou range 
within each county, the total area of caribou range within each county and the total 
percentage of each county that falls within caribou range. Of note, approximately half of, 
both Clear Hills County and Mackenzie County fall within caribou range.  

Table 6: Size of Counties (Ha.), Total Area of Caribou Range (Ha.) within Each County and Total Percentage 
of Each County within Caribou Range 

 Clear Hills County County of 
Northern Lights 

Mackenzie 
County 

County Size (Ha.) 1,520,126 2,100,324 8,263,302 
    

Caribou Range Area (Ha.) of 
Range in Clear Hills 

County 

Area (Ha.) of 
Range in County of 

Northern Lights 

Area (Ha.) of 
Range in 

Mackenzie County 
Bistcho* 0 0 1,435,775 

Caribou Mountains 0 0 1,456,165 
Chinchaga (AB) 781,830 781,592 200,294 

Red Earth 0 0 559,765 
Yates** 0 0 449,192 

TOTAL Area (Ha.) 781,830 781,592 4,101,191 
TOTAL (%) of 

Counties in Ranges  
51 37 49 

 

* Although Table 5 indicates that 100 percent (100%) of the Bistcho range falls within the NWSAR region, 
the NWSAR is certain that the Bistcho range does not end at the Alberta provincial boundary. The 
NWSAR believes the truncation of this herd boundary is a false representation of the entire Bistcho range 
(see also Appendix 3).  

** Although Table 5 indicates that 85 percent (85%) of the Yates range falls within the NWSAR region 
(the other 15% of which falls within Wood Buffalo National Park), the NWSAR is certain that the Yates 
range does not end at the Alberta provincial boundary. The NWSAR believes the truncation of this herd 
boundary is a false representation of the entire Yates range (see also Appendix 3).    

2.2.4 Critical Habitat – defining and identifying 

The national Recovery Strategy for boreal woodland caribou (EC, 2012) has defined 
critical habitat as the habitat required for a local population to be self-sustaining.9 The 
location of critical habitat is defined as the entire local population’s range; that provides 
an overall ecological condition which allows for ongoing recruitment and retirement 
cycles of habitat, maintaining a perpetual state of 65 percent (65%) as undisturbed.  

                                                           
9 For a small herd to become self-sustaining this requires local populations to achieve a minimum of 100 animals; 

this provides a 0.7 probability of not reaching a quasi-extinction threshold of less than 10 reproductively active 

females under stable conditions (EC, 2011).    
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SARA, Section 2(1), p.4: 

“critical habitat means the habitat that is necessary for the survival or recovery 
of a listed wildlife species and that is identified as the species’ critical habitat 
in the recovery strategy or in an Action Plan for the species…” 

 

This includes the biophysical attributes required to carry out life processes including 
calving, post-calving and rutting, wintering and travel habitat. The data for the national 
Recovery Strategy (2012) suggests that all northwestern caribou herds are already 
below the critical 65 percent (65%) threshold from existing disturbance (see Figure 
4).10Figure 4 provides the total combined disturbance levels for each caribou range 
within the NWSAR region, as per Environment Canada’s (2012) Recovery Strategy.   

 

                                                           
10 Total disturbed habitat: some areas of anthropogenic and fire disturbance overlap, in this instance the overlap is 

not duplicated when the total amount is combined.   

Figure 4: Percentage and type of habitat disturbance for caribou in Northwest Alberta 
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The 65 percent (65%) undisturbed criterion was determined through analysis of data 
from boreal woodland caribou populations across Canada reported in the Scientific 
Assessment to Inform the Identification of Critical Habitat for Woodland Caribou 
(Rangifer tarandus caribou), Boreal Population, in Canada: 2011 update (EC, 2011). 
Although, the Northwest Territories caribou ranges are depicted as one contiguous 
range and Alberta ranges along this border are truncated; it is unlikely that the animals’ 
home ranges adhere to these jurisdictional boundaries; the ranges for several of the 
Alberta’s northwestern herds appear to stretch across the provincial boundary into 
British Columbia and the Northwest Territories (see Appendix 3). 
 
The NWSAR challenges the validity of a national approach to disturbance mapping in 
Challenge and Recommendation 8 of this report (i.e. the accuracy of disturbances 
visible from Landsat Imagery at a scale of 1:50,000 versus range-specific on-the-ground 
data collection).   
 

2.2.5 Caribou Range Plans 

The ‘range’ has been identified as the most relevant scale at which to plan for the 
conservation of boreal caribou (EC, 2012). The federal government suggests landscape 
level land-use and/or natural resource planning is appropriate for effective management 
of cumulative effects of habitat disturbance within all boreal caribou ranges, and also for 
managing disturbance over time to ensure sufficient habitat is available. In addition, it is 
recognized that, both, federal and non-federal lands need to be addressed in an 
integrated manner; through range-wide planning that addresses the requirement of 
range-specific approaches (ECCC, 2016).    

Range Plan requirements are not prescriptive, allowing for flexibility in the approach and 
general content including: how undisturbed habitat will be achieved and maintained over 
time; how activities that may destroy critical habitat will be regulated by the province 
over time; an assessment of the cumulative effects of activities that may destroy critical 
habitat; monitoring critical habitat; monitoring population trends; monitoring natural 
disturbances and an assessment of how provincial laws and legal instruments 
effectively protect critical habitat for boreal caribou.  

Effective range protection requires spatially assessing where critical habitat exists, 
including both winter habitat and calving areas and if there are land-use pressures on 
these habitats. Each caribou range is unique with its own disturbance pressures and 
therefore requires a custom plan for management, approaches and tools (see Sections 
5 and 6 of this document). Caribou habitat ranges should be expected to change over 
long timelines (i.e. one hundred years); habitat protection strategies must therefore also 
be fluid to manage these changes from succession. 

Range Plans are required for the five northwestern herds, this includes; Bistcho, Yates, 
Caribou Mountains, Chinchaga and Red Earth. This provides a unique opportunity to 
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SARA, Section 59, p.32: 

“59 (1) The Governor in Council may, on the recommendation of the 
competent minister after consultation with every other competent minister, 
make regulations to protect critical habitat on federal lands. 

… 

(2) The competent minister must make the recommendation if the recovery 
strategy or an Action Plan identifies a portion of the critical habitat as being 
unprotected and the competent minister is of the opinion that the portion 
requires protection.” 

engage municipal governments and all other local stakeholders in finding solutions that 
balance land-use values with caribou habitat protection and other environmental 
benefits. Threats to these herds are unique to this region and differ from the threats to 
the northeast Boreal and Southern Mountain herds. For example, habitat of some of the 
northwestern herds is threatened primarily by natural causes such as fire (i.e. Yates 
herd). Northwest caribou specifically have some anthropogenic habitat fragmentation 
(i.e. oil and gas development and timber harvesting), but at a vastly reduced scale 
compared to the southern and northeastern populations. 

2.2.6 Critical Habitat and Integrated Range Assessments for Alberta ’s 
Populations 

The steps for critical habitat identification include: 

1. Range delineation: in Alberta, this was completed using  radio-telemetry data for 
each boreal caribou range and data was submitted to the federal government to 
aid the specifics within the 2012 national Recovery Strategy; and 

2. Identification of conditions for self-sustaining populations: in Alberta the long-term 
data for Alberta populations provided evidence for these assessments. Of note, 
any population requiring ongoing management intervention (i.e. predator control) 
was classified as not self-sustaining (EC, 2011).  

New range delineation analysis of the northwestern herds suggests that, both, the Yates 
and Bistcho ranges likely fit the criteria for transboundary ranges (see Wilson et al., 
2017). While Wilson et al., (2017) assessed the status of the Bistcho and Yates herds 
as not self-sustaining, even when grouped with data from the adjacent jurisdictions; they 
recognized that the amount of disturbed range may change with updated disturbance 
data (i.e. potentially totaling more than 35 percent [35%] required undisturbed habitat in 
the larger range boundary).   

2.2.7 Critical Habitat – protection on federal lands 

The protection of critical habitat is covered under the SARA (2002) Sections 56 to 64. 
Any critical habitat on lands under federal jurisdiction (including national parks) must be 
protected (Canada, 2002). Further; 
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As the definition of critical habitat for boreal woodland caribou encompasses the entire 
ranges of local populations, there is an obligation that portions of caribou ranges in 
national parks be protected. From the requirements in the SARA (2002), the competent 
Minister must act to protect critical habitat on federal lands. 

In Northwest Alberta, over 29 percent (29%) of the Caribou Mountains range, 
approximately 8 percent (8%) of the Red Earth range, and 14 percent (14%) of the 
Yates range, all include portions of Wood Buffalo National Park. Under the SARA 
(2002) these portions are considered as permanently protected, as critical habitat on 
federal lands (see Canada, 2002). The Parks Canada Agency has provided legal 
protection to all boreal caribou critical habitat within three national parks including; 
Prince Alberta National Park of Canada, Nahanni National Park Reserve of Canada and 
Wood Buffalo National Park (ECCC, 2017).   

2.2.8 Critical Habitat – protection on non-federal lands 
When critical habitat is located on non-federal lands, the competent Minister must 
determine if the critical habitat is adequately protected under the SARA (2002), under 
federal legislation, or under the laws or other legal instruments of the province or 
territory. If the competent Minister determines there is not sufficient protection, the 
Minister must recommend that the Governor in Council make an order to protect 
individuals of the species and prohibit destruction of critical habitat (Canada, 2002). The 
evaluation of legally binding instruments includes both its literal wording and its history 
of application. The categories used to assess the strength of each legally binding 
instruments cited within range planning guidance are: 

“1) Constraints on Limitations/ 
Exemptions 

2) Constraints on Discretion 

3) Constraints on Permitting 

4) Offenses/Prohibitions 

5) Enforcement 

6) Penalties 

7) Definitions” 

(ECCC, 2016, p.13-14) 

If any of these categories is determined to provide weak protection, then the instrument 
is considered weak in its entirety and a gap in protection will be considered to exist. The 
current state of development of, both, the Alberta Land-use Framework (2008) and 

Photo Credit: Woodland Caribou, Caribou 
Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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Alberta’s Wildlife Act (2000) do not appear to offer the strength of protection to critical 
habitat required under the SARA (2002). 

2.2.9 Density of disturbance 

The federal Recovery Strategy (EC, 2012) provides 
estimates of undisturbed critical habitat for each herd, 
with 500 meter buffers for anthropogenic disturbance. 
The calculation of the total disturbed footprint for each 
herd is the sum of disturbance from fire and 
anthropogenic disturbance with a 500-m buffer. The 
remaining pieces of core habitat outside the buffers 
are directly summed to calculate undisturbed habitat. 
 
This approach does not account for density of 
anthropogenic disturbance and the fact that linear 
disturbances overlap more severely in other ranges, such as the west-central caribou 
ranges compared to those within the northwest. Figure 5, shows two examples of this 
disturbance calculation where it does not account for density of disturbance. Comparing 
the middle quarter section of both examples, the west-central (bottom of figure) example 
shows 4 times the linear disturbance than the northwest example (1.15 km/km2 vs 4.61 
km/km2), but the percentage of disturbance is almost the same (257 Ha. or 99% 
compared to 241 Ha. or 94%). Under this approach, traditional fire mapping methods 
(i.e. Environment Canada, 2011) also do not account for any habitable post-fire 
residuals, such as waterbodies, within data polygons; Kansas et al., (2016) concluded 
that the 2012, federal approach to fire disturbance overestimated the disturbance in 
excess of 31 percent (31%) within a northern Saskatchewan caribou range.   
 
Concerns and questions were raised at the NWSAR forestry and logging contractors 
stakeholder session around the ability to achieve 65 percent (65%) undisturbed habitat, 
particularly when factoring in the impact that wildfires can have on the landscape. It was 
argued that wildfires are a natural occurrence and should not be included as disturbed 
habitat within Range Plans.  Additionally, it was highlighted that certain caribou recovery 
action could prevent preventative wildfire measures, such as selective harvesting under 
Alberta’s FireSmart program. Reclamation of low density linear disturbances allows for 
substantially more de-fragmentation of caribou habitat and populations, compared to 
reclamation in higher density disturbed areas. In the south, over 3 km/km2 would need 
to be removed before the core area is affected. The intensity of reclamation required to 
remove overlapping layers of disturbance from several permanent linear disturbances is 
significantly greater than the reclamation of temporary disturbances, such as legacy and 
new seismic lines (i.e. Figure 5).  
 
Effective recovery requires that actions implemented align with the major threats for 
each herd. Hence, management actions for herds such as Yates and Caribou 
Mountains, where disturbance is primarily, the result of forest fire, should be different 
than those for Bistcho, Chinchaga and Red Earth, where human activity is the cause of 
most of the disturbance. Denhoff (2016) recommends the Government of Alberta to set 

Photo Credit: Woodland Caribou, Caribou 
Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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a terms-of-reference for caribou range planning in Northwest Alberta and to establish 
inter-jurisdictional planning committees for ranges that transcend the British Columbia 
and Northwest Territories jurisdictional borders. Ultimately, this will assist with defining 
an appropriate approach to recovery planning across Northwest Alberta.  
 
Although, it is expected that Alberta will be consistent in their approach to caribou range 
planning; it is clear that the disturbance factors among the ranges differ greatly (i.e. 
Figure 5). A different approach is required to ensure systematic strategic restoration 
takes place within all ranges, with localized assistance, for the benefit of the caribou 
herd and all other land users. 
Figure 5: Disturbed caribou habitat and linear features example, Associated Environmental (2017 ) 
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2.3 Land management and policy 

The causes of critical habitat fragmentation and population declines must be identified 
and the threats managed. The current state of Alberta’s landscape (including caribou 
habitat) is the result, in part, of historically complex interactions between land-use 
agencies and regulations. Land uses across Alberta are authorized by several agencies 
using various regulations (Table 7). Each agency can have different mandates and 
implementation policies.  
 
This has resulted in increasingly fragmented landscapes within caribou ranges across 
the province. In the northwest, we see range-specific plans as an opportunity to work 
collaboratively with a multitude of stakeholders and land users; identifying ways of 
sharing resources, such as access, and coordinating strategic habitat reclamation for 
the benefit of caribou recovery (see Section 5 of this document).      
 

2.3.1 Land-use and regulatory agencies 

Reorganization of regulatory agencies has historically interrupted the continuity of land-
use planning and decision-making in Alberta. The merger of Alberta Environment and 
Water (AEW) with Sustainable Resource Development (SRD) to form Environment and 
Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD) and the subsequent move of regulatory 
authority for energy activities to the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) created uncertainty 
and confusion in the regulatory decision-making. These important changes, to the 
structure of regulators, were followed by additional transformations when the forestry 
component of ESRD was moved to Alberta Agriculture and Forestry, and the 
management of parks was amalgamated with ESRD to form Alberta Environment and 
Parks (AEP). These reorganizations are shown in Figure 6; with the current provincial 
agencies shown in white and previous agencies are shown in grey. The time required 
for organizations to regain their effectiveness, as well as the shifts in policy direction has 
done little to contribute to successfully managing landscapes for species at risk.  
 
Table 7 : Land-uses in Alberta with the associated Acts and regulatory agencies 

Activity Act Regulatory Agency 

Forestry Forests Act Alberta Agriculture and 
Forestry 

Oil and Gas Oil and Gas Conservation Act Alberta Energy Regulator 

 
Transportation 

Canada Transportation Act; 
Highways Development and 

Transportation Act 

Transport Canada; and 
Alberta Transportation 

 
Agriculture 

Agricultural Operations 
Practices Act; Agriculture Pests 

Act 

Alberta Agriculture and 
Forestry 

Urban Development  Municipal Governments Act Municipalities 
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Mining 

 
Mines and Minerals Act 

Alberta Environment and 
Parks; and Alberta Energy 

Regulator 

Recreation Recreation Development Act 
Alberta Environment and 

Parks 
 

2.3.2 High level policies and implementation plans 
 
The current state of woodland caribou populations in Alberta can be attributed to 
historical issues that have contributed to habitat degradation and increased predation. 
Recent legislation and policy changes that may potentially improve future land 
management through more coordinated resource extraction activities and assessment 
of cumulative effects are discussed in Section 2.4. 

 
The cumulative effects of industrial disturbances that has resulted in highly fragmented 
landscapes is due, in part, to land management policies that require maximum 
extraction or validation of the resources. In other words, “use it or lose it.” For example, 
in forestry, holders of Forestry Management Agreements are required to harvest 
maximum annual sustainable cuts, which limit their options for potential innovation (i.e. 
balancing caribou needs with harvest practices). Oil and gas tenure holders are 
required to drill a specified number of exploratory wells to validate the resources within 

Figure 6: Changing Structures of Regulatory Agencies  
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a set timeframe or risk losing their lease. The resource extraction requirements are 
exacerbated by the isolated nature of the different regulatory agencies, which act 
individually in managing resources. Forestry, agriculture, and energy regulators each 
have their own priorities and mandates. 
 
Cumulative Effects Evaluation and Integrated Land Management are tools which offer 
academic analytical frameworks, however they have been historically under-utilized and 
ineffective in their application; therefore, intense development activities have resulted in 
highly fragmented landscapes. The lack of regional planning that considers the 
cumulative effects of industrial and commercial activities has contributed to the 
development of access roads, pipelines, and utility corridors, which can lead to extreme 
competition from a variety of land users for limited available land. 
 
Natural resource extraction activities overlap on the landscape within and across 
industries, but there has been little-to-no government requirement for Integrated 
Landscape Management (i.e. coordination of infrastructure to reduce disturbance 
footprints, such as roads). For example, one parcel of land may have overlapping 
tenure of Forestry Management Areas or Forestry Management Units, for deciduous 
and coniferous resources, that likely have different harvest (disturbance) schedules, and 
coordination between the proponents is not required. Within the siloed historical land-
use policies described above, regional and/or operational decisions have contributed to 
even further habitat fragmentation. Individual proponents that develop resources always 
need access roads, but there is no requirement for, or any mechanism to, support 
cooperation for road sharing between industries, or even companies within one industry. 
Thus, parallel roads are regularly developed, driven additionally by the potential for 
companies to profit from Road Use Agreements. New roads create an edge effect, 
which is a major habitat fragmentation issue for caribou and other species. 
 
A lack of reclamation requirements for historical industrial activities has resulted in 
legacy fragmentation of the landscape. Numerous seismic lines were cut some decades 
ago, which not all have successfully regrown, including areas with no active energy 
extraction today. Abandoned wells, historic wells (that were exempt from requiring 
certification) and orphaned wells all contribute to the cumulative effects of legacy 
industrial footprints on the landscape. In addition, the Liability Management Rating 
Assessment11 has provided little incentive to reclaim wells that are not producing for 
companies that can meet the required security-adjusted rating. In many cases, when 
infrastructure or seismic lines are abandoned, financial responsibility to complete the 
necessary reclamation, particularly to restore contiguous habitat for caribou, is not clear. 
Unless incentives are provided, this historical disturbance is likely to remain. 
 
However, where reclamation was historically required, it was frequently not reflective of 
ecological function; for example, it has been acceptable to plant grasses, even in 
forested areas. In other cases, reclamation was not monitored to ensure that it 
effectively achieved the desired outcomes or that revegetation was successful. 
                                                           
11 See AER (2015) 
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Provincial prosperity has seemingly been driven by economics alone, with little-to-no 
mandate for balancing the triple bottom line (i.e. economic, environmental, and social 
outcomes), and economic outcomes alone were required under policy (as per the start 
of this section, “use it or lose it”). 
 
Concerns were raised at the NWSAR oil and gas stakeholder session around the 
correlation between potential prohibitive protection measures for caribou (such as a 
park) and the mass abandonment of capital assets, such as Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) 
sour-gas wells. It was stressed that a cautious approach is required; if requirements for 
operational regulations become too stringent, this could drive a trend on asset 
abandonment that far exceeds the capacity of the current orphan well system. This 
would also result in severe economic harm; with losses of certain future development 
and secure jobs for the region and no industry funding for necessary reclamation (see 
recommendation 6, Section 5).  
 
The provincial regulatory approach includes inconsistency among local/regional 
approval offices and a disconnect of regional approval offices from central coordination 
offices. These are barriers to effective operational implementation of “Internal 
Directives” from central offices. New direction in land-use permitting is, in some cases, 
not reaching field staff, or the direction is not being understood. 
 
Another challenging policy interface is where Crown land meets private land, because 
land-use planning regulations12 explicitly exclude private land. The Law of Property Act 
(2000) grants owners the right to conduct any activities on the surface of the land, 
including the removal of trees and the extraction of aggregates. In addition, they have 
few incentives to retain ecosystem values if this reduces potential for economic gains. 
Increased conversion of land to agricultural uses reduces flexibility across the 
landscape to address changing environmental conditions over time. The SARA (2002) 
transcends boundaries, including those between private and public land; therefore, land 
management strategies and the solutions for caribou habitat must include engagement 
of private landowners.  
 

2.4  Recent regulatory changes that may improve future land management 
 

The historical status quo of provincial land use policies and their implementation has not 
been positive for caribou. However, in recent years the province has acknowledged 
some of these historical flaws and has made strides towards regional landscape-level 
planning. Most legislation has not fundamentally changed, but new incentives, 
regulatory and management tools are available, and cooperation between and within 
regulatory agencies has increased. 
 
Updates to the Public Lands Administration Regulation (2011) provide one of the 
legislative tools; Public Land Use Zones (PLUZs). Designations of PLUZs are intended 
to manage conflicting land-use activities (i.e. industrial, commercial, and recreational) 
                                                           
12 Including the Public Lands Act (2000) and the Alberta Land Stewardship Act (2009).  
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and protect areas containing sensitive resources. The mechanisms to designate these 
areas are simpler than those for creating parks, and therefore are less costly to 
implement. 
 
Another new legislative tool is the Alberta Land Stewardship Act (2009) and it’s 
associated Land-use Plans and Regional Plans to address cumulative effects. This tool 
requires inter-agency, inter-industry, and interjurisdictional coordination, in conjunction 
with unique localized perspectives, through a locally-developed Regional Advisory 
Council (RAC) on; competing priorities for regional economic, environmental and social 
development, preservation and enhancement. It also includes market-based 
stewardship and conservation opportunities to private landowners for private land 
(Conservation Easements).  
 
This supports a management approach with ecosystem services provided on both 
public and private lands. However, for private land that is already disturbed, 
Conservation Easements do not fundamentally apply. Integrated approaches between 
public and private lands are required to achieve contiguous caribou habitat. 
 
In addition to specifically addressing historic gaps in policy related to land-use planning, 
the Alberta Land Stewardship Act (2009) encourages a holistic approach for the 
approval of industrial activities and initiatives (i.e. Table 8). This still needs to extend to 
the implementation of caribou habitat management. Fortunately, some studies by 
industry are underway (i.e. COSIA, Caribou Habitat Restoration Prioritization Project in 
Northeast Alberta), and provincial authorities have acknowledged that caribou recovery 
planning must consider socio-economic impacts and stakeholder interests to balance 
the dual goals of achieving self-sustaining caribou populations and supporting 
communities and the economy (Government of Alberta, 2011). 
 
Regional land-use planning is required to facilitate the boreal caribou Recovery Strategy 
(EC, 2012), which specifically requires a Range Plan for each herd. Each caribou range 
is unique with its own current and future pressures, and will require customized 
management solutions. Using the management tools available today, it is possible to 
create Range Plans for Alberta’s northwestern herds that meet federal requirements. A 
specific solution for each of these herds is essential, but habitat protection tools must 
remain flexible to address uncertainty in the future.  
 
Environmental management options should remain open to include local and traditional 
knowledge to balance caribou management strategies and approaches with the social 
and economic needs of all local settlements and communities.  
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Table 8: Holistic Initiatives in Land-Use Planning 

Initiatives  Description  Benefits for Caribou Management  

 
Land-use Framework and Regional Plans 

 Purpose is to manage growth, and to sustain our growing 
economy, but balance this with Albertan’s social and 
environmental goals. 

 Outcomes include: 
o Sustainable prosperity supported by land and natural 

resources 
o Healthy ecosystems and environment 
o Livable communities and recreational opportunities 

 Proposes the use of cumulative effects at the regional level to 
manage the impacts of development on land, water and air, 
providing a strategy for conversation and stewardship on 
private and public lands and promoting efficient use of land 
using Integrated Land Management principles to reduce the 
footprint of human activities on the landscape.   

 
 Opportunities to assess, at a regional scale, areas of highest 

value to manage for caribou population sustainability while 
considering options to support continued community socio-
economic health. 

 
Play-based Regulations 

 New approach for unconventional oil and gas development 
piloted in the Fox Creek area. 

 Outcomes include minimizing cumulative effects by requiring 
industry to collaborate on surface development and sharing 
infrastructure. Regulatory tools are used to achieve a risk-
based and outcome focused authorization process.   

 
 Effective planning of infrastructure to reduce overall industrial 

footprints. 

 
Integrated Land Management 

 Planned approach to manage footprint on the landscape. 
 Influence greater stewardship of public land by engaging 

users from various sectors to jointly plan access corridors and 
identify infrastructure that could be reclaimed. 

Example: The Berland Smoky Regional Access Development Plan 
used this approach. The Foothills Landscape Management Forum, 
made up of energy and forestry companies and Indigenous Peoples 
worked together to manage industrial footprint to mitigate impacts. 
The Plan is supported by regulatory requirements for review of 
applications for new road development.  

 
 Contributes to reducing the overall footprint of infrastructure 

and lead to reclamation of redundant linear features. 
 Creation of an access plan for all users by multi-stakeholders 

to reduce the footprint of development and use in and around 
the caribou range. 

 
Public Land Use Zone 

 An area of public land to which legislative control apply under 
authority of the Public Lands Act (2000). 

 Assist in the management of industrial commercial and 
recreational land uses and resources. 

 
 Supports habitat conservation. 
 Approved routes will provide targeted access. 
 Restrict motorized use to approved roads and corridors. 

 
Enhanced Approval Process 

 Voluntary rescheduling of oil and gas extraction activity and 
extension tenures. 

 Demonstrated attempt to coordinate use of roads to access 
developments. 

 Application for new seismic line must demonstrate that 
existing lines cannot be used.  

 
 Contributes to reducing the overall footprint of infrastructure.  

 
Terrestrial Ecosystem Management Framework 

 Provides recommendations to manage the cumulative effects 
of development and resource use on ecosystems and 

 
 An example of an approach that can be adapted to the 
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landscapes at a regional scale. 
 Guides the application of tactical and operational level 

management tools, which recognizes the economic potential 
of the region, maintains regional ecological function, and 
supports the social and cultural needs of the municipality  

 Introduces the “Triad” land-use zoning strategy where the 
region is divided into three zones of varying permissible land-
use activities; Intensive, Extensive and Protected.  

northwest to help define management options that will 
contribute to reconciling competing land use interests to 
achieve desirable outcomes. 

 
Comprehensive Regional Infrastructure Sustainability 
Plan 

 Provides examples for long-term infrastructure development 
that considers a phased approach to infrastructure planning.  

 Focus on identifying how to accommodate potential 
population and employment growth and how to provide the 
infrastructure that will be required related to transportation, 
water and wastewater servicing, schools and health care 
facilities.    

 
 Provides opportunities to direct population growth and 

infrastructure development pressures away from 
environmentally sensitive areas that may provide suitable 
caribou habitat. 

Caribou Habitat Restoration Initiatives  

 Initiatives are undertaken to restore caribou habitat by 
reclaiming old seismic lines. 

 Initiatives include developing a strategic approach to 
selecting lines for decommissioning including participation 
from trappers to understand potential impacts to their 
activities. 

 Tools such as winter planting of black spruce trees, mounding 
and the use of coarse woody debris are being evaluated for 
their potential to increase regeneration of habitat. The Algar 
region, an important caribou wintering area southwest of Fort 
McMurray was a pilot project for this approach.  

 
 Provides examples of strategies, approaches and tools that 

can be used to plan an integrated regional approach to 
maximize the value of linear features for reclamation.  

Indigenous Traditional Knowledge Framework 

 Initiative by the Cumulative Effects Management Association 
intended to provide guidance for meaningful inclusion of 
Indigenous traditional knowledge in regional planning, 
regulatory processes and environmental assessment; 
including monitoring and follow-up.  

 An example of an initiative intended to identify gaps, 
challenges and solutions for the inclusion of Indigenous 
knowledge in environmental decision-making.  

 
 Indigenous Peoples have a unique knowledge and 

relationship with the lands where they have lived for many 
generations; which can contribute to the decision-making 
process.   

 
 
 
  



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

48 

 

 
3. SOCIAL IMPACT CONSIDERATIONS  

 
It cannot be overstated how critical it is for the provincial government to obtain a robust 
set of socio-economic indicators, specific to each community, which may potentially be 
impacted by caribou recovery efforts. Without a comprehensive dataset, there will be a 
significantly reduced ability for the province to measure these impacts in future years; 
potentially impairing the health of communities for decades to come. 

Socio-economic indicators are useful to provide a baseline for a region as it changes 
over time, or to compare one region to another. The primary purpose of this section is to 
utilize the currently available information for our region, and to compare it to information 
that represents Alberta as a whole. These indicators can also serve as a benchmark to 
measure the ongoing socio-economic impact of caribou habitat protection on our region, 
which is a requirement of the SARA legislation (see Canada, 2002, Section 55, Page 
28). 

There are many socio-economic indicators used, both, nationally and internationally to 
measure the relative well-being of any given region. There are several ways to analyze 
and calculate these indicators, and no single indicator can be used to provide a holistic 
representation of potential impact. In general terms, the indicators used are; education, 
employment, housing and amenities, demographics and health, income and poverty, 
quality of life and the environment (see Sabatella and Franquesa, 2003).  

3.1 Social impact considerations summary 

While the relationship between social and economic factors and health are not fully 
understood, there are direct correlations among these indicators, which can have 
adverse effects on human well-being. Overall, the communities encompassed by the 
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NWSAR region are at a disadvantage in terms of: education ranking, health of children, 
an abundance of low-income families and high unemployment ratings.   

It is reasonable to conclude that pressures from external factors have the ability to 
further aggravate the current situation of social inequalities mentioned above. Any 
additional negative social and/or economic consequences derived from external 
planning directives (i.e. species recovery) will likely intensify the challenges already 
faced by the NWSAR region. In 2017, it was reported that Mackenzie County, has the 
highest share of children of any census division in Canada, according to the 2016 
census release; at 34.4 percent (34.4%) of the population (see CBC News, 2017). 
Nurturing healthy children from this region is but one challenge.        

It is clear that social indicators are equally as important as economic factors. Indicators 
which require strong consideration during the decision-making process for caribou 
recovery; any adverse consequences to northwestern communities could be felt for 
years to come. It will take the collective efforts of multiple levels of government and 
others to ensure that local quality of life is sustained and even enhanced as we proceed 
with caribou population recovery.   

The proposal for an additional 1.8 million hectares of permanently protected lands (see 
Denhoff, 2016) within the region was poorly received locally, and was recommended 
with very little input from local stakeholders. The highly restrictive nature of, both, the 
existing largest national and provincial parks do little to enhance local social and 
economic benefits. Local stakeholders require meaningful engagement and multiple 
opportunities to provide input on proposed permanent changes to the regions’ natural 
surrounding; where they live, work and recreate.  

A regional planning process is the optimal platform for meaningful discussions on 
permanent land-use changes that allows for input from locally unique representatives. In 
the absence of the Lower Peace and Upper Peace Regional Plans the NWSAR region 
does not have a coordinated plan for economic and environmental progress and 
security. Without these plans the region is at a disadvantage, and at risk of permanent 
land-use changes and policy decisions being implemented that are contrary to the 
values and interests of local, culturally unique stakeholders. As caribou recovery 
planning is set to take shape over many years, there is time to utilize the regional land-
use planning platform; this will ensure that we begin with the correct indicator baseline 
for future reporting on social impacts.        

The complex link between jobs, income, health, education and the wider environment 
cannot be ignored. Any action taken to protect caribou habitat that results in a loss of 
local jobs will have further adverse impacts upon the economic prosperity of the 
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NWSAR region. We are seeking a balanced solution that considers the sociological 
economic challenges of the region and effective recovery of boreal caribou. 

3.2  Education status – Northwest Alberta 

There are schools in the region that are already struggling to provide the education 
opportunities required by students. For some of these schools, any job losses could 
mean a school closure. School closures in some of the communities would result in a 
daily commute of >300 kilometers for some students to alternative schools. These 
realities often force families to move, or for students to drop out of school entirely; 
further damaging the local economy or education attainment.   

Education plays a significant role in, both, the economic and physical health of a 
person, family and/or region. Education statistics are therefore a good indicator on the 
overall socio-economic health of any given region.  

The region identified by the NWSAR is serviced by two separate school boards; the Fort 
Vermilion School Division and the Peace River School Division, both provide 
elementary and high school education. There is also a number of small college 
campuses located throughout the region. 

Table 9, indicates the school rankings for most13 of the schools within the NWSAR 
region. Although, there are gaps in the publicly available data, and each of the three 
ranking institutes utilise different metrics, there is a common theme throughout. The 
majority of schools within the region rank in the bottom half of the schools in Alberta, 
with several schools ranking near the bottom.  

There are several ways to rank schools, and various different factors to consider. 
According to the C.D. Howe Institute, some of the reasons for school rankings are 
directly related to the quality of the staff within the school itself, while a significant 
portion of the school ranking is actually indicative of external factors; further stating that 
around 40 percent (40%) of the variation in schools’ standardized test scores is due to 
differences in schools’ socio-economic environments (see Johnson, 2013).  

Overall, the quality of elementary, junior high and senior high education provided in the 
NWSAR region is poor. Johnson (2013) does not define the specific reasons for this, 
but the available data verifies the trends that are noted across Canada.  

Rural and remote communities; communities with lower family income; communities 
with higher numbers of Indigenous peoples; and communities that have differing cultural 

                                                           
13 Does not take any schools with enrollment levels below the standards required to maintain confidentiality and 

provide statistically robust data into consideration, nor does it consider home school or private school data. 
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and language values all perform below the provincial and Canadian norms. The quality 
of education in the northwest region of Alberta is impacted by each of the above 
mentioned factors.  

Table 9: NWSAR region school ranking under 3 ranking institutes 

  
School 
  

Ranking Institute 

Eight 
Leaves 

C.D. Howe Fraser Institute 

Ranked out 
of 416 

Percentile 
(Gr 3, 6, 9) 

Ranking Overall 
Rating 

(out of 10) 
Worsley Central School 140 - - - 
High Level Public School 174 - 279 of 307 3.9 
La Crete Public School 251 N/A, N/A, 42 106 of 307 6.7 

Paul Rowe Junior Senior High School 
(Manning) 

341 N/A, N/A, 43 240 of 307 5 

Fort Vermilion Public School 390 - - - 
Rocky Lane School 394 9, N/A, N/A 763 of 790 2.1 
Hines Creek Composite School 408 54, 92, N/A 628 of 790 4.8 

Rainbow Lake School 410 - 543 of 790 5.3 
Spirit of the North Community School 
(High Level) 

- N/A, 80, N/A - - 

Florence MacDougall Community School 
(High Level) 

- 60, N/A, N/A - - 

Blue Hills Community School - - 760 of 790 2.2 

Buffalo Head Prairie School - 38, 31, 16 90 of 790 7.9 
Hill Crest Community School - 14, 33, 29 682 of 790 4.3 
St. Mary's Elementary (Fort Vermilion) - 27, 8, N/A 782 of 790 0.5 

Manning Elementary School - 99, 95, N/A 235 of 790 7 
Ridgeview Central School (La Crete) - N/A, 59, N/A - - 
Sand Hills Elementary School (La Crete) - 75, N/A, N/A - - 

 

Opportunities and mechanisms to increase the quality of education in the region are 
required. However; uncertain economic futures for a region deter investment, from, 
both, the public and private sectors. In order to improve the education status of the 
region, job security and economic opportunities for residents must be evident.  

While the economic impacts of caribou recovery efforts are unknown at this time, the 
uncertainty is already visible. In order to sustain, or improve education opportunities in 
the region, more than provincial funding is required.  

Optimism and confidence from both employers and employees is crucial, to keep 
people invested in their communities and in their schools.  
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3.2.1 Benefits of regional land-use planning for education  

The fundamental benefit of regional land-use planning is its capability to analyze and 
evaluate a broad range of regionally unique, locally specific trade-offs, values and 
interests. The ultimate goal requires regional plans to define regional economic, 
environmental and social objectives (see Government of Alberta, 2008).  

These regionally unique objectives encompass the vision and interests of a variety of 
culturally distinct stakeholders; providing guidance to hierarchical governments on 
preferred land-use for local economic, social and environmental gain. Identifying 
regional educational objectives is one of several social factors that can be discussed 
and balanced among other regionally specific priorities within regional plans. 

The Government of Alberta will soon be commencing the preliminary planning process 
for the LPRP.14 During this process social and economic indicators and factors will be 
afforded an in-depth analysis (see Applications Management Consulting Ltd., 2015). 
The impending hastened caribou habitat protection strategy in Northwest Alberta is 
likely to overlook this essential analysis and assessment, and thus negative social 
impacts, such as educational offering is likely to occur. This emphasizes the importance 
of developing and implementing the LPRP prior to the development of species’ recovery 
plans; likely to permanently alter future land-use with the capabilities to adversely affect 
local communities for years to come.    

Comparable to regional planning, caribou recovery requires a long-term planning 
approach (in excess of fifty years)15. Alterations to land-use and land user operations 
are likely to become permanent with, perhaps, some flexibility to allow for adaptive 
management over time (see Denhoff, 2016). It is essential that the cumulative impact 
upon localized social factors is a vital component of provincial caribou range planning.         

While understanding that the legislated mandate for caribou recovery planning is 
distinctly different than that of regional land-use planning, the implications of 
permanently protecting approximately 30 percent (30%) of the entire NWSAR region 
ought to be considered in a regional land-use planning context. Caribou recovery 
planning is likely to be the single most significant land-use regulatory change that the 
region will face, and therefore, a broad-based, holistic assessment of the long-term 
impacts must be considered. 

 

                                                           
14 The Government of Alberta visited with some stakeholders of the NWSAR region on a pre-regional planning tour 

of the region June 7-9, 2017. The purpose of this visit was to establish and build key relationships between 

provincial and municipal planning staff prior, to the commencement of regional planning efforts.    
15 Environment Canada (2012)   
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3.3  Health status – Northwest Alberta 

Local demand for improved health services in the region is already high; local people 
are willing to enable partnering for future cross-jurisdictional programs. There are 
grassroots initiatives in many of the communities already working hard to improve the 
healthcare provision in Northwest Alberta. These initiatives are likely to persist if people 
can anticipate their children and grandchildren growing up and retiring in the 
community. Communities must be economically healthy, with an optimistic future, for 
people to invest the time and effort required to improving their community. Caribou 
recovery efforts must ensure that they do not impede optimism within the region. 

The Government of Canada (2008)16 recognizes that economic and social drivers such 
as income, education and social connectedness have a direct bearing on health; these 
socio-economic elements strongly interact to influence health and, in general, an 
improvement in any one of these indicators can produce an improvement in both health 
behaviours and outcomes among individuals and local groups.  

The Chief Public Health Officer in Canada (see Government of Canada, 2008) further 
states that, there is also an unequal distribution of health in Canada. Poverty, which is 
often linked to low education and employment levels, is also linked to people being less 
healthy on average. Research has repeatedly shown that persons with low incomes are 
more likely to experience illness and use the health care system, and those who are ill 
are often more likely to become economically disadvantaged. Studies also show that 
other factors like education, early childhood development and social support can 
compound or mitigate these inequalities.  

Income, whether measured alone or in conjunction with other factors is a significant 
indicator of health inequalities. Individuals with high economic status more regularly 
consume nutritious foods, as do those with a higher education attainment (Government 
of Canada, 2008). Housing is also a critical indicator of overall health. Northwest Alberta 
has a higher prevalence of homes in major need of repair than the rest of the province 
(see Alberta Health, 2015; Table 10). Whether this is directly attributed to the lower 
income levels for the region, or is premised on other factors such as the relative 
remoteness of the region; it nonetheless contributes negatively to the overall health of 
the region’s residents. The negative effects of inadequate housing are more profound in 

                                                           
16 Released in 2008, the first annual report of the Chief Public Health Officer in Canada focused on Addressing 

Health inequalities. While the report has been released annually since 2008, the annual focus of the report 

changes, and therefore the 2008 report is still the most applicable publication with which to discuss socioeconomic 

indicators on health.  
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areas with extreme climates (Government of Canada, 2008). It could be reasonable to 
suggest that, within Alberta, the northwest region faces some of the most extreme 
seasonal climate changes. 

3.3.1 Health status of children – Northwest Alberta  

While the birth rates in the Manning and Fairview health regions are ‘on-par’ with the 
provincial stats; the birth  and teen birth rates for the  High Level health region are 
double and almost quadruple that of the province, respectively. The High Level Region 
also has significantly lower rates of child immunization compared to the provincial 
average for multiple vaccinations (see Table 10).   

The household income for Alberta’s northwestern region is approximately 28 percent 
(28%) below the provincial average (see Table 10). The NWSAR region is also home to 
five separate First Nations and one Metis settlement, each of which has their own 
unique cultural values (Health Co-Management Secretariat, 2010).   

Figu re 7: Local geographic areas in Northern Zone (Z5), Alberta Health (2015) 
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The portion of the region’s population that speaks a non-official language at home is 
significantly higher than the provincial average, when coupled with the remoteness and 
distances between communities, the region is highly disadvantaged from a childhood 
health perspective.  

There is evidence that the health gradient in children exists according to social and 
economic factors. Generally, children from families with lower income and lower levels 
of education have poorer overall health and higher rates of cognitive difficulties, 
behavioural issues, hyperactivity and obesity through childhood. The inability to access 
early childhood programs as a result of distance, availability or affordability is a 
significant barrier. Indigenous Peoples’ and immigrant children may experience 
additional barriers if local child programming is not culturally relevant or delivered in a 
familiar language (Government of Canada, 2008).  

Table 10: Community profiles for the High Level, Manning and Fairview geographic areas 

Statistic – indicated as a percent of population, 
unless otherwise indicated. 

High 
Level 

Region 

Fairview 
Region 

Manning 
Region Alberta 

Population (2014) 25,640 9,002 3,703  

Lone Parent families 16.5% 10.7% 11.7% 14.5% 

First Nations/Inuit population 31.6% 1.8% 4.6% 3.4% 

Low-income families 12.2% 13% 16.6% 10.7% 

Average Family Income $ 78,708 $ 86,299 $85,368 $ 116,232 

Living in Owned Dwellings 57.2% 80.2% 78.2% 73.6% 

Homes in need of Major Repairs 15% 13.9% 16.8% 7% 

Don't speak English or French 3.6% 2.1% 0% 1.4% 

Speak non-official language at home 45.8% 12.3% 2.2% 10.5% 

No High School Diploma 52.7% 22.5% 29.4% 12.3% 

College or University Certificate, Diploma, Degree 23% 12.9% 8.8% 51.7% 

Birth rate (per 1000 population) 52.3 25.8 24.1 26.8 

Fertility rate (per 1000 women 15 - 49 years) 101.4 56.2 51 52.1 

Teen birth rate (per 1000 women 15 - 19 years) 65.3 21.8 33.1 17.4 

Childhood Immunization Rates (by age 2) - DTaP-
IPV-HiB 31.6% 54.5% 53.2% 74.3% 

Childhood Immunization Rates (by age 2) - MMR 49.7% 63% 80.6% 85.7% 
Alberta Health, Primary Health Care (2015) 

Northwest Alberta’s collective comparative low level of education attainment also makes 
the region more vulnerable. The Government of Canada (2008) recognizes that, 
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Canadians with lower levels of education often experience poorer health outcomes, 
including reduced life expectancy and higher rates of infant mortality. 

The Chief Public Health Officer in Canada (see Government of Canada, 2008), also 
continues to discuss how these inequalities can be addressed. Of the five broad 
approaches to reducing health inequality across Canada, two of the solutions depend 
upon the local communities. One solution specifies inter-sectoral action, which includes 
cross-departmental coordination, as well as coordination with multiple levels of 
government.  

Building community capacity to result in community-led initiatives is also identified as a 
way to address the inequalities. Leadership, however, is identified as the most critical 
element to reducing health inequalities.  

It is imperative that impending caribou Range Plans do not diminish local optimism and 
a cautious approach is taken to northwestern recovery planning. The social condition of 
the NWSAR region is likely to sustain adverse effects if local employment is reduced.          

3.4  Employment status – Northwest Alberta 

The data displayed in Table 10 above, indicates that the NWSAR region has an 
increased number of low-income families, and a significantly lower average family 
income than for Alberta as a whole. Utilizing publicly available information from the 
Government of Alberta’s Regional Dashboard, there are several additional employment 
statistics that can be evaluated. The unemployment rate for the northwest region is 
almost double the provincial average, while the participation rate is nearly 10 percent 
(10%) below the rest of Alberta (Government of Alberta, 2017). Moreover, the 2013 
median weighted family income for our region was $72,185, while the provincial median 
was $97,390 (see Government of Canada, 2016). If caribou range planning adversely 
affects local employment rates the region will be impacted by lower family incomes, tax 
revenues and a decline in real estate values.  

3.5  Environmental status – Northwest Alberta 

The natural environment of the three counties that contribute to the geographic area of 
the NWSAR region is relatively intact and healthy. The NWSAR region is primarily 
located within the Lower Peace Region, while also extending into the northwest portion 
of the Upper Peace Region (see Figure 8). According to the Alberta Biodiversity 
Monitoring Institute (ABMI) (2015; 2015a), the human footprint of the Upper Peace 
Region totals 32.1 percent (32.1%), while the Lower Peace footprint totals 7.3 percent 
(7.3%). The NWSAR region represents the most intact landscape in Alberta; including 
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Wood Buffalo National Park (WBNP) the NWSAR region encompasses over 52,000 
square kilometres, or 28.6 percent (28.6%)17 of permanently protected areas. Despite 
this, caribou range planning has the potential to establish additional permanently 
protected areas (see Denhoff, 2016; Alberta, 2016), such as parks. The stakeholders of 
the NWSAR region are opposed to such an approach; citing that existing protected 
areas is doing little to encourage caribou recovery (see Appendix 2).     

Local engagement has shared that residents of the NWSAR region enjoy spending their 
free time partaking in recreational activities outdoors, and enjoy the healthy ecosystems 
in which they live.  

At approximately 51,500 square kilometers, both, Canada’s and Alberta’s largest parks 
[combined] (WBNP and Caribou Mountains Wildland Park) are located within the 
NWSAR region (see Parks Canada, 2017; Alberta Parks, 2017a). Unfortunately, they 
are both largely inaccessible to residents of the region; with no vehicular access from 
within Alberta and highly restrictive recreational access for non-Indigenous land users 
(i.e. trappers, outfitters and hunters). In addition, multiple provincial campgrounds and 
day use areas have been left neglected; with some abandoned entirely over the years, 
around the region. To avoid closure, local governments of the NWSAR region currently 
manage and operate many of these recreational areas.   

The ABMI (2015; 2015a) further reports that the intactness of the Lower Peace ranges 
between 90 to 96 percent (90% to 96%), while the Upper Peace Region intactness 
ranges from 74 to 90 percent (74% to 90%). The overall environmental intactness for 
the regions is 94 percent (94%) and 81 percent (81%) respectively. Throughout the 
NWSAR region, the human footprint and resulting damage to biodiversity intactness are 
most intense along the Peace River valley (see ABMI, 2015; 2015a).  

According to the Mighty Peace Watershed Alliance (2015), the overall health of the 
Peace River is relatively healthy. Less than 1 percent (1%) of the natural flow of the 
Peace River is allocated for use. Water quality in the river consistently tests as either 
good or excellent. No invasive aquatic plant or animal species have been identified 
within the watershed, further indicating the overall intactness of the region. Human 
activities only affect approximately 15 percent (15%) of the watershed, with most of this 
disturbance occurring upstream and outside of the NWSAR region.  

The region does not have an “airshed” monitoring organization, nor does the Alberta Air 
Quality Health Index have any monitoring stations within the region. However; overall, 

                                                           
17 The portion of Wood Buffalo National Park that falls within Alberta measures approximately 36,295 square 

kilometers. Mackenzie County, the County of Northern Lights and Clear Hills County measure approximately 

116,338 square kilometers combined (see Government of Alberta, 2017).   
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air quality is not currently considered of concern in Northwest Alberta (ABMI, 2015; 
2015a). 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Land-use Framework Regions, Government of Alberta (2012) 
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Given the overall natural intactness of, and the vast amount of existing federal and 
provincial parkland within the NWSAR region, establishing additional large parks and/or 
protected areas is not the answer to caribou recovery. It is essential that the 
Government of Alberta compliments their range-specific assessment for caribou 
population recovery with range-specific socio-economic assessments for localized 
social and economic stability and prosperity. Section 6 of this document expands upon 
how parks are not the solution for caribou recovery planning, and Section 5 provides 
positive local alternatives to achieve outcomes desired by the federal government for 
boreal woodland caribou recovery.        

 

 

  

Photo Credits: Woodland Caribou, Caribou Mountains 
(May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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4. SOCIO-ECONOMICS: FLEXIBILITY UNDER THE SPECIES AT 

RISK ACT (SARA)    
 
Overall, the federal and provincial governments state, at a high level, their commitment 
to ensuring that any application of the SARA (2002) will ensure a balanced approach in 
consideration of the environment and the economy. 

Both levels of government continually emphasize the need for genuine consultation with 
a myriad of local stakeholders within an area subject to new and/or additional policy or 
regulation, as a result of species recovery. These stakeholders include all local 
communities and land users with an interest in land subject to identification as critical 
habitat; to ensure that a fair approach to localized species recovery is found. 
Disregarding consideration of the potential socio- economic impacts throughout 
stakeholder consultations and during decision-making processes could unintentionally 
adversely impact local communities for years to come. 

Socio-economic impact assessments are listed as a component of species’ recovery 
Action Plans; used to support policy recommendations. However, specific details on 
what could and should be included as data points for assessment and how this 
information is used and considered is seemingly vague. 

4.1 Opportunities for flexibility in the application of the SARA and subsequent 
policies   

 
Although, the predominant focus of the SARA legislation and policies is based upon 
minimizing the risks and negative impacts to species at risk. There are, however, areas 
of the legislation that could allow for consideration of human interests, such as potential 
socio-economic implications, they are as follows: 

Photo Credit: Ponton River, Caribou Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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4.1.1 Socio-economic considerations   

Section 49 of the SARA (2002) lists the requirement to consider the socio-economic 
impact of the implementation of Action Plans.  

 

Presenting a clear and fact-based socio-economic impact assessment to the provincial 
and federal government will provide rationale to be flexible and conscientious of local 
human interests. 

4.1.2 Timeline considerations  

The national Recovery Strategy (EC, 2012) suggests that full recovery of a local caribou 
population could take anywhere between 50-100 years. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

As these are long-term plans, we need to build in flexibility at the onset to ensure we 
can deal with changing circumstances in the many years to come.  
 
This long time period requires a thoughtful approach with built-in flexibility to adapt, 
review and update the plan as progress or setbacks to ecological or socio-economic 
indicators are likely and/or identified. It is difficult to predict what can happen over 50-
100 years and therefore plans need to be living documents with the ability to adapt. 
 

4.1.3 Monitoring requirements  
 
The SARA (2002) requires monitoring and reporting, every five years, on the ecological 
and socio-economic impacts of the implementation of Range and Action Plans. 
 
 

SARA, Section 49 (1): 

“An Action Plan must include, with respect to the area to which the Action Plan relates, 

….. 

(e) an evaluation of the socio-economic costs of the Action Plan and the benefits to be derived 
from its implementation...” 

Recovery Strategy for the Woodland Caribou, Section 5.3: 
 
“Boreal Caribou exist in mature boreal forest ecosystems that evolved over centuries, and in 
turn take decades to recover from disturbance. Reversing ecological processes detrimental 
to Boreal Caribou (e.g. habitat degradation and loss, the increase in predator and alternate 
prey populations), and instituting changes to management frameworks and ongoing land-use 
arrangements, will often require time frames in excess of 50 to 100 years. Given these 
realities, while it is currently biologically and technically feasible to recover all local 
populations, under the best efforts of all parties, some local populations will not return to a 
self-sustaining status for a number of decades”. 
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Indicators for reporting should be clearly defined prior to the application of the SARA 
(2002), and must include specific thresholds to measure progress. In the event that a 
threshold is met, positive or negative, a requirement should be in place to amend or 
allow for further flexibility in the implementation of the plan.  

4.1.4 Compensation considerations 

The SARA (2002) includes a section which provides the Minister of Environment and 
Climate Change Canada (ECCC) the authority to offer fair and reasonable 
compensation to anyone who incurs losses as a result of the implementation of an 
Action Plan. 
 
 

 

 

Compensation is most often provided to a landowner if they lose land as a result of it 
being deemed as critical habitat for an at-risk species. However, by outlining the total 
negative socio-economic impacts to the Minister, the Minister may be compelled to 
provide a form of compensation or offer further flexibility in the application of the SARA 
(2002) to minimize the impact to the landowner and/or to prevent a compensation 
request. 

Residents, private landowners and municipalities within the NWSAR region are 
beginning to explore the compensation discussion; as their businesses and property 
has already become impacted by the caribou range planning process, specifically with 
regards to the existing moratoriums on all surface and sub-surface lease acquisitions 
from 2016 until 2019. 

4.1.5 Competent Minister’s discretion   

The SARA (2002) provides the Minister of ECCC broad powers to amend the 
regulations and provide recommendations for Action Plans. 

 

 

SARA, Section 55: Monitoring and reporting: 
 
“The competent minister must monitor the implementation of an Action Plan and the 
progress towards meeting its objectives and assess and report on its implementation and its 
ecological and socio-economic impacts five years after the plan comes into effect. A copy of 
the report must be included in the public registry”. 

SARA, Section 64 (1): Compensation: 
 
“The Minister may, in accordance with the regulations, provide fair and reasonable 
compensation to any person for losses suffered as a result of any extraordinary impact of the 
application”. 
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The NWSAR encourages the Minister of ECCC to further define the scope of socio-
economic impacts considerations within Action Plans (i.e. specifically list items, such as 
employment or tax revenue losses as items to be considered when creating polices for 
species at risk recovery).The NWSAR further encourages the Minister of ECCC to reject 
boreal caribou Range Plans that do not fully consider specific socio-economic impacts 
applicable to the impacted local economy; such as job and economic losses.  

4.2   Present economic values within five northwestern caribou ranges 
 

This section outlines the present economic values within the NWSAR region’s caribou 
ranges. Individual analysis is broken down by each of the five ranges: Chinchaga, 
Bistcho, Yates Caribou Mountains and Red Earth.18  
 
This analysis was completed to determine the present economic values of the lands 
within the entire caribou ranges. Scenario analysis was not completed, as the NWSAR 
does not have the capacity to complete this element and believes that it is the 
responsibility of the provincial government; to complete a detailed socio-economic 
analysis in consultation with potentially impacted stakeholders, including municipalities. 
The values within this analysis do not include the potential for future economic 
opportunities within caribou ranges.    
 
The values included within this section are provided in order to indicate the significant 
impact any reduction in access to natural resources could have on the NWSAR region, 
and Alberta’s economy.    
 
The area covered by the five identified caribou ranges is 9,664,990 Hectares; 
approximately 100,000 square kilometres. With such a vast area to review, the 
indicators of economic values were divided into seven functional areas: 
 

 Forestry Industry 
 Oil and Gas Industry 
 Trappers and Outfitting Industries 
 Service sector 

                                                           
18 Includes only the portion of the Red Earth range that falls within the NWSAR region (i.e. Mackenzie County). 

SARA, Section 49 (1): 
 
“An Action Plan must include, with respect to the area to which the Action Plan relates, (f) 
any other matters that are prescribed by the regulations”. 
 
SARA, Section 61 (3): Power to make recommendation: 
 
“The Minister may make a recommendation if (a) a provincial minister or territorial minister 
has requested that the recommendation be made”. 
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 Environmental reclamation 
 Government budget implications 
 Contingent value19 

 
4.2.1  Present economic value limitations  

 
 The analyses below are a high-level assessment based on one scenario; total 
economic value within five caribou range boundaries. Given the tight timelines and the 
limited capacity of the NWSAR resources, the analyses provided below do not capture 
all of the additional economic activities created by the primary resource sectors within 
the caribou ranges of the NWSAR region.  
 
Further work is required in many areas to accurately capture all other present and future 
economic values and activities within all five caribou ranges of the NWSAR region.    
 

4.2.2 Forestry Industry 
 
This section identifies the present economic values for five major mills within the 
NWSAR region, operated by Tolko Industries Ltd., La Crete Sawmills Ltd., Norbord Inc., 
Daishowa-Marubeni International Ltd. (DMI) and West Fraser Timber Co. Ltd.  The 
caribou ranges within the NWSAR region includes nine Forest Management Units 
(FMUs), five of which fall under the purview of the five mills reviewed. Table 11, 
provides a summary of the total economic values within the five caribou ranges for the 
local forestry industry.  
 
Table 11: Summary of Present Economic Values within the NWSAR Forestry Industry 

Economic Values with in Five Caribou Ranges Total Present Value 
Cumulative Annual Revenue $2,517,400,000.00 
Cumulative Annual Allowable Cut (AAC) m 3  5,780,321.00 
Cumulative Volume within Ranges (m 3) 1,979,848.60 
Cumulative Total Revenue  (Year 1) $1,087,032,966.77 
Cumulative Total Revenue  (Year 100 CPI Adjusted) $1,009,043,676,020.90 
Cumulative Total Revenue  (Year 200 CPI Adjusted) $35,762,271,476,771.50 
Total Number of Job s or FTE* 658.77 

 
*FTE: Full-time equivalent 
 
The total area of the five FMUs is 7,390,736 hectares; with a total of 2,835,309 hectares 
falling within caribou range. This represents 38.4 percent (38.4%) of the total working 
landscape for the forestry industry within the NWSAR region (see Table 13). 
  

                                                           
19 While a great deal of work has been completed in each of the functional areas, as of May, 29 2017, this draft 

study is approximately 50% complete.   
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Figure 9: NWSAR Region with Denhoff Areas, FMA Boundaries, Quotas and Caribou Ranges 

 
 
In order to identify net revenue values for each of the five mills; each were categorized 
into a respective North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) code and net 
revenue industry averages were then obtained from Industry Canada’s, Canadian 
Industry Statistics.  
 
The summed total net manufacturing revenue as an industry average is 
$2,517,400,000. Utilizing a land based value comparison, the total value for the forestry 
industry within all five caribou ranges is $966,681,600, or approximately one billion 
dollars annually.   
 
The same logic can be applied to the total number of jobs within the industry; with 
approximately 1,671 full-time equivalents employed either directly or indirectly (including 
logging contractors and sub-contractors) within the 2016 operational year.  
 
Utilizing the same 38.4 percent (38.4%) value, used previously, it is determined that 658 
full-time equivalents can be directly attributed to the economic value of the timber within 
all five caribou ranges (Tables 17 and 18). 
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Table 12: Input Values by Mill within the NWSAR Region 

Mill NAICS Annual Revenue Employees AAC/m 3 in 
range 

Volume in 
range/m 3 

% FMA 
in range 

Tolko 32111 $795,900,000.00 650.5 1,663,486.98 345,390.00 41.2% 
La Crete 
Sawmills 32199 $174,600,000.00 84.57 248,567.02 51,610.00 41.2% 

Norbord 32121 $298,800,000.00 196.05 501,357.00 338,000.00 41.2% 
DMI 32211 $452,200,000.00 350 2,775,210.00 837,759.00 38% 
West 
Fraser 32111 $795,900,000.00 390 591,700.00 407,089.60 68.8% 

Total  $2,517,400,000.00 1,671.12 5,780,321.00 1,979,848.60  
Government of Canada (2017c; 2017e; 2017f) 

Table 13: FMA Landmass within Caribou Ranges 

 Hectares (Ha)   
Gross Area of Land-base 7,390,736 100%  
    
 Range within Range as % Range as % 
Range FMA in Ha Of Gross FMA Of Area Included 
Chinchaga 1,325,331 17.9% 46.74% 
Bistcho 565,653 7.7% 19.95% 
Yates 143,789 1.9% 5.07% 
Caribou Mountains 408,368 5.5% 14.4% 
Red Earth 392,168 5.3% 13.83% 
Total  2,835,309 38.4% 100% 

 
While the quick comparison is remarkably close to the true value derived, this section 
will now go into much greater detail. Further accuracy was obtained through 
engagement with the respective mills.  
 
Data provided included actual employment numbers, both direct and indirect, actual 
volume [in cubic metres] planned for harvest from the FMUs within each caribou range 
and the number of employee and contractor hours, based on total volume in hectares 
(Ha).  Total production volume and employee (FTE) numbers per range were derived 
using actuals provided by the mills, offset by Canadian Industry Statistics.  
 
The first step was to utilize the provided volume in cubic metres to determine a total 
value per cubic metre. To do this, the production value within each range was divided 
by the total Annual Allowable Cut (AAC) prescribed to each of the mills as per their 
Forest Management Agreement (FMA) with the Province of Alberta (Alberta Agriculture 
and Forestry, 2017; 2017a; 2017b).  
 
This percentage value was then multiplied by the total revenue amount as represented 
through the Canadian Industry Statistics. This number represents the total revenue per 
mill from volume within the five caribou ranges (see Table 14).  
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Table 14:  Approximate Present Revenue by Mill within the NWSAR Region 

Mill NAICS Annual Revenue AAC/m 3 as 
per FMA 

Volume in 
range/m 3 

% volume 
by m 3  in 
ranges 

Total Revenue 
in caribou ranges 

Tolko 32111 $795,900,000.00 1,663,486.98 345,390.00 20.76% $165,252,811.90 
La Crete 
Sawmills 32199 $174,600,000.00 248,567.02 51,610.00 20.76% $36,252,218.82 

Norbord 32121 $298,800,000.00 501,357.00 338,000.00 67.42% $201,442,086.18 
DMI 32211 $452,200,000.00 2,775,210.00 837,759.00 30.19 $136,506,649.88 
West 
Fraser 32111 $795,900,000.00 591,700.00 407,089.60 68.8% $547,579,200.00 

Total  $2,517,400,000.00 5,780,321.00 1,979,848.60  $1,087,032,966.77 
 
Next, the total value of revenue within caribou ranges had to be weighted to each of the 
individual ranges for those mills that operate within more than one range. To do this, a 
weighted average model was applied by determining the percentage of the FMA within 
each range. The total value was then multiplied by these weighted values to allocate the 
revenue within the specific range, where the volume is included (see Table 15). 
 
Table 15: Revenue within NWSAR Region ’s Caribou Ranges 

Range Revenue within Range % of Value 
Chinchaga $707,314,517.16 65.07% 
Bistcho $155,406,540.25 14.3% 
Yates $39,504,344.57 3.63% 
Caribou Mountains $112,194,327.67 10.32% 
Red Earth $72,613,237.12 6.68% 
Total  $1,087,032,966.77 100% 
 
For forecasting purposes, the annual Consumer Price Index (CPI) was retained for each 
year for the previous 100 years to identify an average CPI of 3.6026471 percent 
(3.6026471%) (Inlation.EU, 2017). This number was then multiplied by the total revenue 
included within the five caribou ranges for all five mills and compounded over the 
number of years represented. This allows for the approximate revenue impact, as well 
as, the significance of future investment opportunities over time (see Table 16). 
 
Table 16: Revenue Forecasting by Caribou Range within the NWSAR Region 

Range Year 1 Year 100 CPI Adjusted Year 200 CPI Adjusted 
Chinchaga $707,314,517.16 $656,568,165,197.84 $23,269,923,319,280.40 
Bistcho $155,406,540.25 $144,256,882,216.97 $5,122,716,036,812.30 
Yates $39,504,344.57 $36,670,101,346.76 $1,299,652,483,443.39 
Caribou 
Mountains $112,194,327.67 $104,144,934,221.48 $3,691,078,492,505.06 

Red Earth $72,613,237.12 $67,403,593,037.85 $2,388,901,144,730.36 
Total  $1,087,032,966.77 $1,009,043,676,020.90 $35,762,271,476,771.50 
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Based on comments received at the NWSAR forestry industry engagement session, a 
determination of the number of employees to hire or assign for contractors is derived on 
the quota or volume assigned to them by their respective contract, with any of the given 
mills. To determine a caribou range approximation of job numbers based on economic 
value; employment was also broken down by volume, specifically cubic metres.  
 
The total full time number of FTE’s per mill, as of today,20 was provided by the local 
forestry industry. This number was divided by the total AAC assigned to each mill to 
provide total employment per mill, per cubic metre. This number was then multiplied by 
the total volume in cubic metres planned for harvest from each of the caribou ranges; 
providing total FTE jobs  per caribou range based on present volume  within that entire 
caribou range. 
 
Table 17: Present FTE Jobs by Mill within the NWSAR Region  

Mill Total 
Jobs  

AAC/m 3 as 
per FMA 

Total Jobs 
by AAC 

Volume in 
range/m 3 

Total FTE 
Job s within 

ranges  
Tolko 650.5 1,663,486.98 0.000391046 345,390.00 135.06 
La Crete Sawmills 84.57 248,567.02 0.00034023 51,610.00 17.56 
Norbord 196.05 501,357.00 0.000391046 338,000.00 132.17 
DMI 350 2,775,210.00 0.000126117 837,759.00 105.66 
West Fraser 390 591,700.00 0.000659118 407,089.60 268.32 
Total 1,671 5,780,321.00  1,979,848.60 658.77 
 

Table 18: Total FTE Jobs by Caribou Range 

Range Total FTE Jobs per 
Range 

Chinchaga 388.53 
Bistcho 109.84 
Yates 27.92 
Caribou Mountains 79.3 
Red Earth 53.18 
Total  658.77 

 

4.2.3 Oil and Gas Industr y  

The purpose of this analysis was to determine the present economic oil and gas values 
of the lands within the five caribou ranges. This includes only values for the current 
proven reserves.  

                                                           
20 May 12, 2017 
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The potential for future economic values, including those of oil and gas fields currently 
under development (whose initial indicators are still confidential), as well as currently 
undeveloped areas with estimated, but as of yet unproven potential, are not included 
within this analysis.  

Restricting the analysis to only proven reserves the first step was to determine which oil 
and gas fields are within the five caribou ranges. There is currently no proven oil or gas 
fields within the Caribou Mountains range, as such this range was not included in this 
analysis. Only the portion of the Red Earth range that falls with the NWSAR region was 
included in this analysis. As a number of the oil and gas fields fall, both within and 
outside of the caribou ranges; a further breakdown was completed to determine the total 
number of sections that are within and outside the ranges. This provided an 
approximate calculation of field areas within the caribou ranges. This area calculation 
was then used to break out the total value portion of the proven reserves to ensure only 
values within the caribou range were captured. This exercise was not completed for the 
Yates range as the one gas field (Ratz) and one oil field (Lessard) fall completely within 
the range boundaries (see Tables 19, 20 and 21). 
 
Table 19: Chinchaga Range - Oil and Gas Fields with Percentage (%) of Total Field Area within Rang e 

Field 
Code Field Name Field 

Abbreviation 
Field 

Centre 

Section
s in 

Range 

Sections 
Outside 
Range 

Total 
Sections 

% Total 
Area in 
Range 

107 BEATON BEATON 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

25 25 50 50 

127 BIG ARROW BIGA 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
9 4 13 69.23 

158 BOTHA BOTHA 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

178 BUICK BUICK 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
12 12 24 50 

165 CHARLIE CHARLIE 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

   100 

237 CHARM CHARM 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

220 CHINCHAGA CHINCHAGA 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

229 CLEAR 
PRAIRIE 

CLEAR PR 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

242 COLORADO COLORADO 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

   100 

263 CRANBERRY CRAN 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

282 DIXONVILLE DIXON 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

25 265 290 8.62 

301 DOIG DOIG 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1074 EUREKA EUREKA 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

   100 

1077 EXPANSE EXPAN 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

   100 
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1340 FONTAS FONTAS 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

502 GUTAH GUTAH 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

746 HAMBURG HAMBURG 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

452 HARO HARO 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
495 414 909 54.46 

474 HOTCHKISS HOTCHKIS 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
528 319 847 62.34 

1137 LAPP LAPP 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

592 MANNING MANNING 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

   100 

1341 MEARON MEARON 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

570 MEGA MEGA 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1184 NAYLOR NAYLOR 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
24 24 48 50 

1190 NORTH 
STAR 

NSTAR 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

9 22 31 29.03 

671 OSBORN OSBORN 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

   100 

1311 PEDIGREE PEDGRE 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

749 PYRAMID PYRAMID 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

753 RAINBOW RAINBOW 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
345 920 1265 27.27 

754 RAINBOW 
SOUTH 

RAINBOWS 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
121 88 209 57.89 

757 RAMBLING RAMBLING 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

   100 

841 SHETLAND SHETLAND 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1256 SNOWFALL SNOWFALL 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1332 TANGHE TANGHE 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

977 VENUS VENUS 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

991 WORSLEY WORSLEY 
GRANDE 
PRAIRIE 

147 467 614 23.94 

 
Table 20: Bistcho Range - Oil and Gas Fields with Percentage (%) of Total Field Area within Range 

Field 
Code 

Field 
Name 

Field 
Abbreviation 

Field 
Centre 

Sections 
in Range 

Sections 
Outside 
Range 

Total 
Sections 

% Total 
Area in 
Ranges 

37 AMIGO AMIGO 
HIGH 

LEVEL    100 

142 BISTCHO BISTCHO HIGH    100 
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LEVEL 

1017 CAMERON 
HILLS 

CAMERONH 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1054 DIZZY DIZZY 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1120 JACKPOT JACKPOT 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
29 39 68 42.65 

545 LARNE LARNE 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
225 23 248 90.73 

1154 MARLOWE MARLOWE 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

690 PEAK PEAK 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1207 PETITOT PETITOT 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

835 SHEKILIE SHEKILIE 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

1338 SHEKILIE 
WEST 

SHEKILIEW 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
126 20 146 86.3 

858 SOUSA SOUSA 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
23 712 735 3.13 

1273 TATE TATE 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

997 ZAMA ZAMA 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
376 83 459 81.92 

1307 ZEUES ZEUES 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
   100 

 

Table 21: Red Earth Range – Oil and Gas Fields with Percentage (%) of Total Field Area within Range 

Field 
Code 

Field 
Name 

Field 
Abbreviation 

Field 
Centre 

Sections 
in Range 

Sections 
Outside 
Range 

Total 
Sections 

% Total 
Area in 
Ranges 

734 PANNY PANNY 
ST. 

ALBERT 
162 378 540 30 

1067 EDRA EDRA 
HIGH 

LEVEL 
66 42 108 61.11 

1324 TALBOT 
LAKE 

TALBOLK 
ST. 

ALBERTA 
36 324 360 10 

 

With a defined area for each of the oil and gas fields within the caribou ranges the next 
step was to determine the oil and gas in place within each range. Proven reserve 
information for each individual field was purchased from the Alberta Energy Regulator 
via the ST98: Alberta’s Energy Reserves and Supply/Demand Outlook (2016). To 
determine the total volume in cubic metres remaining in the ground; the initial in place 
volume, less the cumulative production, multiplied by the total area of the field within the 
caribou range was used. While this number does not represent the total economic value 
that can be produced today, it is reasonable to suggest that over the long time period 
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required for effective caribou recovery advances in technology could provide for a full 
recovery model. The second variable determined the value that can be recovered in the 
present day. This includes the remaining established reserves for both oil and gas 
multiplied by the total area of the fields within the caribou ranges. 

Table 22: Cubic Meters of Oil and Gas Initial in Ranges and Total Established 

 Total Gas 10 6 m3 

Initial in Range 
Total Oil 10 3 m3 

Initial in Range 
Total Gas 10 6 m3 

Established 
Total 10 3 m3 

Established 
Chinchaga 58,397.45 95,888,73 8,534.12 2,926.82 

Bistcho 12,565.83 105,224.54 1,812.08 1,200.11 
Yates 72.00 539.80 25.00 7.60 

Red Earth* 1,047.21 3,167.56 130.63 25.62 
TOTAL 72.082.49 204,820.63 10,501.83 4,160.14 

*Red Earth range includes the portion of the range within the NWSAR region. 

The final step requires a determination of economic value, which involved deriving a 
dollar value per cubic metre of oil and gas. For gas, this was completed by converting 
cubic metres to gigajoules; where one cubic metre is equal to .0373 gigajoules. Next, 
the total number of gigajoules was multiplied by the AECO-C natural gas base price for 
2017 at $2.99/gj21. This value was calculated for both the full recovery model, which 
accounts for all gas in place recoverable in the future and the established model which 
provides the value for remaining established reserves recoverable today.   
 
Figure 10: Natural Gas 2017 Price per Gigajoules (Alberta Energy Regulator, 2017b)  

 

                                                           
21 The AECO-C price is derived from the U.S. Henry Hub market price, taking into account transportation 
differentials and the U.S./Canadian dollar exchange rate. 
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For oil, a similar conversion from cubic meters to barrels of oil (bbl) was completed 
where one cubic metre is equal to 6.29bbl. Finally, the total barrels of oil volume were 
multiplied by the Canadian Light Sweet 2017 price for oil at $64.01/bbl22. This value was 
calculated for both the full recovery model, which accounts for all oil in place 
recoverable in the future and the established model which provides the value for 
remaining established reserves recoverable today.   
 
Table 23: Crude Oil Prices 2017 

Crude Oil 
Prices 2015 2016 2017 2018 2026 

West Texas 
Intermediate 

(US$/bbl) a 
48.79 43.40 53.00 60.00 83.26 

Canadian 
Light Sweet 
(Cdn$/bbl) b 

57.76 53.95 64.01 71.55 95.51 

Western 
Canadian 

Select 
(US$/bbl) c 

35.27 29.65 38.69 43.80 65.78 

Alberta Energy Regulator (2017) 
a US$/bbl = U.S. dollars per barrel 
b Cdn$/bbl = Canadian dollars per barrel 
c From the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) 
 
Table 24 below, is the sum total of calculations above providing a total value of oil and 
gas proven reserves in the ground. The full recovery option looks towards the future 
providing a value for all oil and gas recovered under the assumption that advances in 
technology would allow for full recovery. The established today column refers to the 
total proven reserves recognized as recoverable today, by the Alberta Energy 
Regulator. 
 
Table 24: Economic Values of Full Recovery and Established Today for Oil and Gas in the NWSAR Region 

 Full Recovery Established Today 
Chinchaga $45,119,890,747.60 $2,130,188,345.53 

Bistcho $45,767,239,931.16 $685,286,170.11 
Yates $225,365,785.42 $5,848,109.04 

Red Earth* $1,392,124,506.71 $24,884,342.46 
TOTAL $90,504,620,970.90 $2,846,206,967.14 

 

 

                                                           
22 Canadian Light Sweet (CLS) Price Forecast  
The forecast for CLS crude oil price at Edmonton, Alberta, is derived from WTI prices at Cushing. 
Transportation costs from Edmonton to Cushing and the U.S./Canadian dollar exchange rate forecast are 
used to develop the light sweet crude oil price forecast in Canadian dollars. 
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4.2.4 Trappers Industry  

The economic value for the Trappers Industry was derived through use of the Fur 
Management Area licences. There are 144 licences that fall within the five identified 
caribou ranges.  A breakdown of licenses per range was developed and each individual 
Fur Management Area License was treated as an individual business and further 
defined under the NAICS Code 11421.  

Each business was treated as an individual self-employed business with the total 
average annual revenue at $129,500.00, as per Industry Canada’s Canadian Industry 
Statistics (Government of Canada, 2017d). Table 25 shows a total value of $129,500.00 
multiplied by 144 Fur Management Area Licenses is equal to a present economic value 
of $18,648,000.00 and at least 144 jobs; some traplines employ more than one trapper 
(i.e. junior partners).  

Table 25:  The Present Economic Value of the Trapping Indust ry, as per Canadian Industry Statistics  

Range NAICS 
Code 

Fur Management 
Area Licenses 

Average Annual 
Revenue Total Jobs  

Chinchaga 11421 61 789,950.00 61 
Bistcho 11421 15 194,250.00 15 
Yates 11421 7 90,650.00 7 
Caribou 
Mountains 11421 36 466,200.00 36 

Red Earth 11421 25 323,750.00 25 
Total   144 18,648,000.00 144 
 

4.2.5 Outfitters Industry  

The NWSAR received some data and information from the local outfitting stakeholders, 
as well as the Alberta Professional Outfitting Society. However, the NWSAR does not 
believe we have sourced enough information to determine an accurate or approximate 
present value for the outfitting sector in Northwest Alberta.  

The NWSAR urges the Government of Alberta to seriously consider and assess the 
present and future value that outfitting can provide to Northwest Alberta, and Alberta as 
whole. More information on the true value that this sector can provide for the caribou, 
local communities and stakeholder livelihoods is included under Recommendation 5; 
Section 5 of this report.    
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4.2.6 An example of impacts to a NWSAR service sector   

This section provides a high-level overview of the impact that potential job losses to 
primary industry sectors could have on a service sector. No scenario analyses have 
been conducted, nor are these values used to suggest the likely outcome of caribou 
range planning in Northwest Alberta. However, the values below do provide an accurate 
indication of the significance of the primary industries to the overall economic health of 
the NWSAR region.     

Arguably the most difficult values to capture are the downstream impacts to the local 
service sector and retail industry. The values that influence this sector are indirect, 
based upon household expenditures and disposable income available within the trade 
area of an urban service sector. These challenges are further exacerbated by the wide 
catchment area of the NWSAR region within the scope of this study; as approximate 
values for the transfer of wealth needs to be determined for a large number of urban 
shopping areas.  

2 Agriculture, 

forestry, fishing and 

hunting

8 Mining, quarrying, 

and oil and gas 

extraction
3 Utilities

36 Construction

17 Manufacturing

20 Wholesale trade

40 Retail trade

20 Transportation 

and warehousing

4 Information and 

cultural industries

9 Finance and 

insurance

19 Real estate and 

rental and leasing

13 Professional, 

scientific and 

technical services

23 Administrative 

and support, waste 

management and 

remediation services

6 Educational 

services

10 Health care and 

social assistance

5 Arts, 

entertainment and 

recreation

20 Accommodation 

and food services

29 Other services 

(except public 

administration)

TOWN OF HIGH LEVEL

Figure 11: Number of businesses included within the Town of High Level business model 
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While some work has been completed to determine the appropriate models to calculate 
the magnitude of this impact, a great deal more analysis needs to be completed. An 
inventory has been built for the Town of High Level that separates all businesses by 
NAICS code and then assigns the Canadian Industry Statistics average annual revenue 
to each business, as well as, a determination of the average number of employees per 
business. This allows us to disaggregate the total revenue generation and jobs of the 
Town into separate entities.  

Once similar inventories have been created for the remaining urban shopping areas 
within the NWSAR region and the total impact to land based industry revenues and 
employment have been calculated; we will be able to derive the service industry impact 
under several scenarios. For example, there are 26 businesses in the Town of High 
Level defined as Retail Trade (see Figure 11). The revenues of these businesses would 
have a direct correlation to the level of disposable income available within the High 
Level trade area.  i.e. if there were 1,500 jobs lost in land-based industry, previously 
working within the ‘new’ protected caribou areas, then this number would be multiplied 
by the level of disposable income.  

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development lists the average 
disposable income per capita in Canada as USD $30,474.00.23 Assuming that the retail 
trade is the only industry area where disposable income was spent, it would decrease 
by more than USD $45,000,000.00 per year, if 1,500 jobs were lost. 

4.2.7 Environmental reclamation 
 
To date, a full listing of functional areas for environmental reclamation required to create 
a sustainable caribou habitat has not been completed. Data has been collected on a 
number of linear disturbance areas including: 
 

 Pipeline right of ways 
 Oil and Gas well sites 
 Seismic lines 
 Roads 
 Forestry cut blocks 

 
The next step involves determining an appropriate value for this reclamation. Through 
the NWSAR public engagement session with the Oil and Gas industry representatives, 
as well as, indirect Oil and Gas contractors an approximate value of $500,000 per well 
abandonment cost was provided as a conservative estimate.  
 

                                                           
23 See Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (2017) 
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While data collection continues to corroborate that information with historical data, this 
study has moved forward with an estimation of total cost to abandon and reclaim an oil 
and gas well based on the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) (2015) Licensee Liability 
Rating Program released via AER Directive 011. This directive outlines the approximate 
cost of abandonment within the NWSAR region as follows: 
 
Table 26: Area 6 High Level: Approximate Costs of Well Abandonment (AER, 2015) 

Depth (m) Empty not 
Perforated 

Empty 
Perforated Tubing Only Tubing and 

Rods 
0 – 1199 $15,200 $22,448 $46,955 $52,243 

1200 – 1999 $15,533 $23,427 $55,038 $60,462 
2000 – 2499 $15,833 $24,407 $62,179 $72,246 
2500 - 2999 $16,400 $25,519 $70,159 $84,669 

3000+ $16,867 $26,896 $86,872 $109,418 
 

 Groundwater protection cost $39,292  
 Vent flow repair cost $123,173  
 Gas migration cost $56,245  
 Multiple event sequence factor 25%  

 
Figure 12: Oil Well Locations within the NWSAR Region 
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The cost per well or well equivalent in each of the seven regional reclamation cost areas 
is as follows:  
 

 Grasslands Area East $16,500  
 Grasslands Area West $25,250  
 Parklands Area $27,250  
 Foothills Area $29,250  
 Alpine Area $42,125  
 Western Boreal Area $34,000  
 Boreal Area $23,875  

 
Using this information, the next step was to identify the total number of wells that fall 
within the five caribou ranges being considered, as identified by the Alberta Township 
System land description provided in the AER list of wells in Alberta ( AER, 2017a). This 
data was broken into each of the respective five caribou ranges and then collated 
further by well classification (i.e. Abandoned, Rec Certified, Rec Exempt, etc.). For 
those wells not listed as Rec Certified or Rec Exempt, a reclamation cost was added. 
For those wells not listed as Rec Certified, Rec Exempt or Abandoned, the well was 
sorted into the appropriate depth category and a weighted average value for all wells 
bore configuration values was applied as an abandonment cost with the additional 
parameters added into that calculation.  
 
Figure 13: Abandoned Oil Well Locations within the NWSAR Region 
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The approximate total estimated reclamation cost for all existing wells is above $1.3 
billion dollars (see Appendix 4). 
 
During local stakeholder engagement, concerns were raised about the capacity of the 
existing orphan well fund to adequately address mass abandonments of oil and gas 
assets. Should any caribou range become a Wildland Park, and/or the new policy 
approach to caribou recovery adversely affects local industry, liability costs derived from 
future mass well and infrastructure abandonments could be much higher than estimated 
by the AER (2015). 
 
The Government of Alberta has recently introduced legislation that will allow them to 
lend $235 million to the Orphan Well Association (OWA) to increase sufficient 
abandonment and reclamation of a growing number of oil and gas well sites that no 
longer have a responsible owner (Alberta, 2017). We recommend Alberta to collaborate 
with the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) and the Petroleum 
Services Association of Canada (PSAC) to strategically identify and reclaim existing 
orphan wells within northwestern caribou ranges (see Recommendation 6). This will 
minimize the risks associated with potentially unfunded environmental disasters and 
alleviate the liability of the OWA to reclaim mass abandonments within caribou ranges.             

4.2.8 Potential Government budget implications   
 
In 2016, Alberta Energy imposed an interim restriction on the sale of mineral rights in all 
caribou ranges (see Electronic Transfer System, 2016). In late 2016, Alberta Energy 
provided all agreement holders the option of extending their existing tenure rights 
(subject to approval) until March 31, 2019 (see Alberta Energy, 2016a).  
 
During local stakeholder engagement, some NWSAR stakeholders’ raised concerns 
about the current implications of new mineral restrictions within caribou ranges. The 
inability to obtain leases for other sub-surface ‘Zones’ in existing wells, even though 
these activities do not require additional surface disturbance – only government 
permission is of major concern for existing tenure holders. In some instances 
companies have been denied their request. Under this premise, if the restriction on all 
mineral rights, sales and tenure became the status quo within all caribou ranges, the 
following values could likely become a reality in the NWSAR region:  
 
Under this scenario, Mackenzie County, the County of Northern Lights and Clear Hills 
County’s annual municipal budgets could see a reduction of; 14.98 percent (14.98%), 
18.74 percent (18.74%) and 25.32 percent (25.32%), respectively – should no energy 
activity be permitted within the entire caribou ranges (see Table 27).  
 
While data collection has begun in this area there is not enough to justify an opinion of 
all the potential impacts. Values that have been determined to have an effect on this 
area include: 
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 Impact to personal and corporate income taxes:  This area can only be 
completed once the final industry economic values have been determined.  It 
may also include a social assistance variable for those who have lost 
employment, due to industrial downsizing, as a result of industry’s loss of land 
base to ‘new’ protected areas for caribou.  
 

 Implementation of Provincial or Wildland Park s:  While some values were 
suggested as a baseline economic impact value in the Denhoff Report (2016), 
more work needs to be completed to determine the provincial budget impact of 
creating new parks or protected areas for caribou. A number of factors come into 
play such as caribou monitoring and observation; predator management; park 
enforcement; bureaucratic oversight and reporting; capital infrastructure 
investment (such as the $20 million committed to the creation of the Castle 
Provincial Park); a reduction in provincial tax revenue (from reduced industrial 
activity); as well as wildfire management within the park zone, to ensure caribou 
disturbance levels stay within the acceptable 65 percent (65%) threshold. 

 
 Indigenous support services have the potential to diminish rapidly:  The 

NWSAR region is sparsely populated over a vast landscape.  Any reduction in 
population from a reduction in land-based industry will have a downstream effect 
on all service levels provided within the urban catchment areas of the region. The 
only interests group that will not relocate are the Indigenous peoples; their 
struggle to staff any number of service areas will become very problematic for the 
region. 

 
With regard to the Municipal government level budgetary impact, the total effect will 
need to be measured once the service sector impacts have been completed.  
 
Table 27: Potential Reduction in Linear Assessment for the NWSAR Counties  

Range Mackenzie County County of Northern Lights Clear Hills County 
Chinchaga $251,697,790.00 $196,012,440.00 $231,932,900.00 
Bistcho $130,714,190.00 $0.00 $0.00 
Yates $869,900.00 $0.00 $0.00 
Caribou Mountains $0.00 $0.00 $0.00 
Red Earth $4,160,110.00 $0.00 $0.00 
Total Assessment $387,441,990.00 $196,012,440.00 $231,932,900.00 
Mill Rate 0.011903 0.0186252 0.0146459 
Total Budget Value $4,611,722.01 $3,650,770.90 $3,396,866.06 
Total Budget $30,781,003.00 $19,481,561.00 $13,416,824.00 
% Impact to Budget 14.98% 18.74% 25.32% 
 
To provide a comparison, based on the actual budgetary expenses for Mackenzie 
County in 2016, this potential  impact represents the removal of all recreation and 
culture, water, sewer, solid waste disposal, family and child services and an additional 
66 percent (66%) of their planning and development department. 
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4.2.9 Contingent value 
 
While there are numerous socio-economic drawbacks of creating a park, as discussed 
above, there are still values that need be considered. Eco-tourism would be one of 
those values that may potentially increase the local economy, given the more “pristine” 
nature of the landscape in the region. There would also be a potential market for tourists 
to visit the impacted areas simply because it harbours a protected species.   
 
To determine an increase in the tourism traffic flow as a result of caribou protection this 
study would suggest an on-the-ground survey take place within Alberta’s two largest 
urban centres, Edmonton and Calgary. In order to facilitate accurate results a 95 
percent (95%) confidence level and confidence interval of 5 would be suggested 
requiring a sample size of 384 results from both centres. Ideally this would be 
conducted with the assistance of the Cities to identify a number of areas of diverging 
social, cultural and income values to allow for a wide breadth of input.  
 
These values would allow the research team to determine an approximate percentage 
of the larger urban populations that would be willing to drive the required distance to 
visit the five ranges within the purview of this report.  Assumptions could then be made 
based on existing tourism values to find an increase to tourism industry revenues within 
the NWSAR region. 
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5. CHALLENGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
5.1 Northwest Alberta context  

The ranges for the west-central caribou herds overlap with significantly more forestry 
and energy resource extraction activities and higher anthropogenic disturbances than 
the northwest. The intensity of natural resource activities is different for the five herds of 
Northwest Alberta, resulting in much lower anthropogenic disturbance levels and more 
natural disturbance within these ranges. Denhoff (2016) primarily explains the pressures 
for the west-central Little Smoky and A La Peche herds, as the context and the 
challenges within the northwestern herds differ; a different approach is required to 
assess their condition and ultimately plan for their recovery.   

Denhoff (2016) describes several recommendations for the recovery of caribou in 
Alberta, including: restoration of linear disturbances (i.e. seismic lines); fenced rearing 
facilities; predator control; rescheduling of forest harvesting timelines and energy 
development while rearing facilities are established; coordination of industrial 
development plans through integrated land management; and monitoring and education 
efforts. While the NWSAR supports many of these approaches, we have provided a 
rational for why such methods should vary in the northwest from a local perspective.  

The potential effectiveness of one of Denhoff’s (2016) major recommendations – the 
protection of huge areas through the creation of large protected areas in Northern 
Alberta is unsubstantiated for the northwestern region. This recommendation assumes 
that, immediate protection of such areas will automatically benefit the caribou 
regardless of the existing habitat conditions and does not consider the potential short 
and long-term socio-economic impacts on the surrounding communities. 

Photo Credit: Margaret Lake, Caribou Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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5.2 Northwestern challenges and recommendations   

Northwest Alberta faces many localized challenges that differ from those which occur 
elsewhere in the province. Through legislative, numerous policy reviews, multiple 
stakeholder engagement sessions, discussions and research; the following challenges 
have been identified. Cumulatively, these challenges have the ability to hinder effective 
caribou recovery in the northwest. The challenges are followed by locally-developed 
recommendations that seek to assist localized caribou population recovery, sustain 
social well-being and secure economic certainty for the NWSAR region. 
 

5.2.1 Overarching challenge and recommendation  
 
From a national and provincial level, the main challenge remains the uncertain impacts 
on the NWSAR region, which are intensified by stakeholder engagement. The lack of 
clearly defined consultation requirements, from both levels of government, generates 
uncertainty for how stakeholders from the NWSAR region can work collaboratively to 
address the ten localized challenges and instill effective mechanisms to overcome them 
with the ten locally-developed recommendations.  
 
 
Overarching Challenge: 
Uncertain local impacts of  
caribou recovery planning  
 

 
Overarching Recommendation: Ensure that caribou 
population recovery is achieved through a flexible adaptive 
management process; which includes meaningful local 
multi-stakeholder participation and minimizes the socio-
economic impacts to the NWSAR region 
 

 
 
Overarching Challenge:  Uncertain local impacts of caribou recovery planning: 
 
 
The preamble to the SARA (Canada, 2002) declares that:  

 
Throughout, the SARA (2002), federal [draft] species at risk policies24 and the provincial 
Action Plan for caribou recovery (see Government of Alberta, 2016) the level of 

                                                           
24 Includes: Policy on Critical Habitat Protection on Non-federal Lands; Policy on Protecting Critical Habitat with 

Conservation Agreements under Section 11 of the SARA; Policy on Survival Recovery; Policy Regarding the 

 

…“all Canadians have a role to play in the conservation of wildlife in this country, including the 
prevention of wildlife species from becoming extirpated or extinct. There will be circumstances 

under which the cost of conserving species at risk should be shared. The conservation efforts of 
individual Canadians and communities should be encouraged and supported. Stewardship 

activities contributing to the conservation of wildlife species and their habitat should be 
supported to prevent species from becoming at risk. Community knowledge and interests, 
including socio-economic interests, should be considered in developing and implementing 

recovery measures.” 
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stakeholder consultation and required engagement is not clearly defined. Early 
engagement and involvement of communities and stakeholders in the consultative 
process is extensively cited as a key component for success.25 However, planning at 
the local level has often relied upon expert/professional input to identify and build 
frameworks and priorities into plans.26  
 
All too often, the engagement component is subsequently ‘anchored’ on, in contrast to 
being embedded within a collaborative process from the onset; where meaningful 
communication, knowledge sharing and proactive strategies for discussion and 
planning, at the local level can be explored and utilized.27  
 
Recent local multi-stakeholder engagement sessions have concluded that, stakeholders 
from the NWSAR region feel the ‘anchored on’ stakeholder engagement approach, 
outlined above, is currently being undertaken for impending caribou range planning. It is 
viewed that there is an over-reliance of quantitative data rather than integrating 
qualitative data, such as local and traditional information and knowledge and regional 
socio-economic implications, to collaboratively plan for the management of a sensitive 
social-ecological system through mandated caribou recovery.  
 
It is suggested that various plans and projects that affect the local level, tend to be 
dominated by the influence of ‘goal-oriented’ stakeholder groups, particularly in top-
down initiatives;28 in this instance adverse reactions from local level stakeholders are 
inevitable.  
 
The economic viability of many northwestern industries is sensitive; if new policy for 
caribou recovery is too stringent the adverse effects could be overwhelming for many 
stakeholders. Effectively balancing the requirements of this social-ecological system 
requires opportunities to provide meaningful input from locally affected stakeholders 
within the NWSAR region. At present, this component of public participation is lacking in 
the northwest.   
 
 
Overarching Recommendation: Ensure that caribou population recovery is achieved 
through a flexible adaptive management process; which includes meaningful local multi-
stakeholder participation and minimizes the socio-economic impacts to the NWSAR 
region: 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Identification of Anthropogenic Structures as Critical Habitat under the SARA; Approach to the Identification of 

Critical Habitat under the Species at Risk Act when Habitat Loss is Not Believed to be a Significant Threat to the 

Survival or Recovery of the Species; Species at Risk Act Permitting Policy; and Listing policy for Terrestrial Species at 

Risk (2016).  
25 See Scott, (2011); Blackstock et al.,( 2012); Everard et al., (2012) 
26 Including policies, projects, directives, etc. 
27 See Scott (2006); Reed et al., (2010); Demetropoulou et al., (2010) 
28 See Selman (2006) 
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Local land-users including, but not limited to; jurisdictional governments, trappers, 
outfitters, resident hunters, Indigenous Peoples, municipal governments, recreational 
users, landowners and multiple industries have a role to play in localized caribou range 
management and recovery, as all parties will experience impacts from new policy and 
land-use regulations.  
 
Ensuring that the stakeholder engagement ‘tick-box’ is complete as an ‘add-on’ will not 
suffice; stakeholders of the NWSAR region are willing to assist the provincial mandate 
for the recovery of caribou. The input they provide and local knowledge they can share 
requires meaningful consideration for effective public participation to take place.  
 
Sawchuck et al., (2014) suggests that, successful species conservation and recovery 
requires the understanding, support and participation from land-user groups and 
stakeholders in conjunction with external biological expertise. Species management in 
social-ecological systems is complex, the importance of comprehensively engaging 
stakeholders and understanding their relationships with threatened species prior to the 
development of recovery plans is essential.  
 
Research concludes that, meaningful local engagement can better inform local 
management options and instill effective collaborative species management and 
conservation. The participation of “non-scientific experts” offers vital insight into local 
social, ethical and political values that cannot otherwise be obtained;29 by using a 
diverse range of sources, a more comprehensive overview is developed – thus reducing 
uncertainty, potentially filling knowledge gaps and providing a more robust factual base 
to plan from.30  
 
Adaptive management provides one method to potentially make environmental 
management more democratic and to enhance stakeholder collaborative working 
(Stringer et al., 2006). Environment Canada (2012) recognizes that adaptive 
management has the capability to address knowledge gaps, as well as to identify 
context-specific needs and uncertainties.  
 
Embedding a clear adaptive management approach in northwestern caribou range 
planning, with flexibility built-in to consider a variety of context-specific complexities and 
conditions, is key to achieving effective caribou recovery over the life of the individual 
caribou range plans.          
 
 

5.2.2 Localized challenges and recommendations    
 
The following is an overview of the challenges and recommendations that the NWSAR 
has identified to support the recovery of caribou populations locally, alongside balancing 
                                                           
29 Middendorf and Busch, 1997) 
30 See Olsson et al., (2004); Stringer et al., (2006)  
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the socio-economic interests of the NWSAR region. Table 28 states the challenges and 
recommendations and Table 29 provides a rational for our decision-making from local 
stakeholder engagement, successful pilot projects and peer-reviewed research. 
 

Table 28: Overview of Locally-identified Challenges and Locally-developed Recommend ations 

 
Challenges 

 

 
Recommendations 

 
 
Challenge 1: Land management and 
regulatory policy 
 

 
Recommendation 1: To integrate and 
accelerate discussions for regional land-
use planning and growth in caribou 
range planning for northwestern herds 
 

 
Challenge 2: Lack of data 
  

 
Recommendation 2: Updated range-
specific biophysical characterization 
inventories for effective restoration 
 

 
Challenge 3: Diseased bison of Wood 
Buffalo National Park 
 

 
Recommendation 3:   Inclusive 
regional, healthy multi-jurisdictional 
bison and caribou population recovery 
range planning 
 

 
Challenge 4: Restrictive Fur Management 
Area regulations and unproductive traplines; 
preventing increased and effective predator 
control 
 

 
Recommendation 4: Establish a 
locally-led predator management 
network, productive use of all traplines 
and consideration of recreational cabins 
on Crown lands 
 

 
Challenge 5: Alternative prey species 
management 
 

 
Recommendation 5: Local 
outdoorsmen-led sustainable 
management of alternative prey species 
within caribou ranges, National and 
Wildland Parks 
 

 
Challenge 6: Reduced economic certainty 
equating to mass asset abandonments. 
Existing orphan well system’s capacity to 
successfully address significant asset 
abandonment reclamation  

 
Recommendation 6: The removal of all 
northwest moratoriums from 2012 and 
2016. Caribou recovery policy impact 
assessment is to be conducted, to 
determine the level of environmental 
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and liability risks from multiple un-
reclaimed assets. Prioritizing the use of 
some Orphan Well Association funding 
in northwestern caribou ranges 
 

 
Challenge 7: Planning for regional growth 
 

 
Recommendation 7: Optimal strategic 
habitat restoration and the identification 
of strategic regional growth 
opportunities 
 

 
Challenge 8: Standardized approach to 
disturbance buffers and usage of disturbance 
data  
 

 
Recommendation 8:  Establish 
anthropogenic and post-wildfire buffers 
(zones of influence) by caribou range 
and disturbance type; to determine 
realistic “on-the-ground” disturbance 
baselines within northwestern caribou 
ranges  
 

 
Challenge 9: Indigenous Treaty Rights and 
sustenance hunting of boreal caribou 
 

 
Recommendation 9: Resolve the 
historic diseased bison issue to 
minimize sustenance hunting of boreal 
caribou in northwestern ranges, while 
protecting Indigenous Treaty Rights 
 

 
Challenge 10: Official recognition of 
additional trans-boundary herds and 
transparent inter-jurisdictional collaborative 
working 
 

 
Recommendation 10: Increased 
provincial support and assistance in 
continued northwestern trans-boundary 
range delineation analyses and 
transparent inter-jurisdictional 
collaborative working for effective 
caribou population recovery 
 

 

Table 29: Rational for Locally-identified Challenges and Locally-developed Recommendations  

 
Challenge 1:  Land management and regulatory policy: 
 
 
As introduced in Section 2.3, the current state of the Alberta’s landscape (including 
caribou habitat) is the result, in part, of historically complex interactions between land-
use agencies and regulations. Land uses across Alberta are authorized by several 
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agencies using various and competing regulations (see Table 7, page 41).  
 
Each agency can have different mandates and implementation policies. The absence of 
regional planning in Northwest Alberta and the lack of optimal land management tools 
including the appropriate consideration of the cumulative effects of multiple industrial 
and commercial activities has contributed to significant land fragmentation. Examples 
include the development of permanent access roads, pipelines, and utility corridors 
within the northwestern Boreal Forest.  
 
 
Recommendation 1:  To integrate and accelerate discussions for regional land-use 
planning and growth in caribou range planning for northwestern herds: 
 
 
The potential for permanent protection of vast habitat and the restriction of land-uses of 
this magnitude (proposed 1.8 million hectares – see Denhoff, 2016) ought to be 
considered in a regional land-use planning context.  The NWSAR urges the GOA to 
maintain sufficient flexibility within proposed caribou Range Plans to allow the 
impending regional planning process to take precedent, rather than be pre-determined 
by other provincial initiatives, such as caribou range planning.  
 
It is necessary for regional plans, developed through Alberta’s Land-use Framework, to 
be maintained as the overarching land-use regulation. This will enable the consideration 
of smart regional growth opportunities and facilitate the preliminary assessment of 
social, economic and environmental trade-offs for the Lower Peace Region, prior to the 
implementation of permanent land-use restrictions for caribou range planning.    
 
The Lower Peace Regional Plan (LPRP) will encourage a strategically balanced 
approach for approval of industrial activities and initiatives for local economic, 
environmental and social gain, which could be selectively applied with caution within 
caribou range. These tools require inter-agency, inter-industry, and interjurisdictional 
coordination, and offer opportunities to integrate unique localized perspectives, through 
a locally-developed Regional Advisory Council (RAC).  
 
The RAC would be uniquely positioned and equipped to provide guidance on competing 
priorities for regional economic, environmental and social development, preservation 
and enhancement (see Government of Alberta, 2017a). Once established, the LPRP 
provides tools such as regional planning and active reclamation, which includes market-
based stewardship and conservation opportunities to private landowners (Conservation 
Easements).  
 
In addition, they support a management approach with ecosystems services provided 
on, both, public and private lands. Alternatives include; Triad Land Management, 
Integrated Land Management and long-range planning to facilitate integrated industrial 
access and cohesive approaches between public and private lands; essential to 
achieving and maintaining contiguous caribou habitat over space and time. Essential 
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monitoring of critical habitat and population trends could also be established by the 
LPRP and implemented through the RAC in collaboration with local Indigenous 
Peoples, outdoorsmen and trappers. 
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Challenge 2:  Lack of data: 
 
 
The availability of high quality, current, comparable and/or site-specific data and 
research, publicly-available, for Northwest Alberta is presently lacking31. The boreal 
plains eco-zone of Canada encompasses large extensive areas of peatland underlain 
by permafrost (see Beilman, 2001); these boreal eco-zones include the caribou ranges 
of Northwest Alberta.  
 
The hypothesized effects of Climate Change are likely to severely impact approximately 
60 percent (60%) of all peatlands across Canada. Impacts could include the 
disappearance of wetlands, increased wildfire frequency and permafrost degradation 
(see Lemmen et al., 2008). The extent to which these impacts will affect northwestern 
peatlands will depend upon the density of peat formations; thus the wider effects of 
such habitat alteration on sensitive species, such as boreal caribou are unknown.  
 
Previous wildfires within the Caribou Mountains have historically been intense due to 
the density of peat within the plateau. Habitat recovery has been overwhelmingly 
identified as the best approach for national caribou recovery.32  
 
Without comprehensive, site-specific ecological data inventories for northwestern 
caribou ranges; local stakeholders lack faith in a national approach to localized 
recovery. Further data needs to be collected to better understand the complex 
ecological formations of northwestern caribou ranges, prior to range planning for 
caribou recovery.   
 
 
Recommendation 2:  Updated range-specific biophysical characterization inventories 
for effective restoration: 
 
 
The collective efforts of multiple; governments, biologists, industries, Indigenous 
Peoples, trappers, outfitters, resident hunters and others is required to understand the 
true extent of the northwestern human footprint, its impacts and caribou habitat. This will 
provide the ability to strategically prioritize recovery methods, such as habitat recovery 
for the benefit of local caribou populations.  
 
Szkorupa (2002) and O’Leary et al. (2002) recognize the importance of defining area-
specific biophysical inventories for optimal habitat recovery and effective preservation of 

                                                           
31 For example, Al erta s Wetla ds I e tor  14) has numerous limitations including four inventory systems 

with varying imagery sources, dates resolutions and classifications systems. The inventory provides its weakest 

visual resolution and scale in Northern Alberta.       
32 Hervieux et al., 2013; Russell et al., 2016; Denhoff, 2016; Government of Alberta, 2011; Government of Alberta 

2016 
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protected areas, respectively. Ray (2014) suggests that, site-scale efforts directed 
towards restoring features (i.e. linear features, etc.) are necessary to set a course for 
success, where work is defined on the basis of current and likely future local conditions; 
to establish the best potential areas, likely trajectories, and the end points of active 
efforts.  
 
Site-specific spatial fire simulation modelling33 could be utilized within all caribou ranges 
of Northwest Alberta to determine the fire risk or burn probability posed to varying types 
of caribou habitat; the Yates and Caribou Mountains ranges have historically 
experienced severe wildfires in contrast to the Bistcho, Chinchaga and Red Earth 
ranges, which have experienced far less.  
 
It is also important to periodically (timelines should be clearly defined) update range-
specific biophysical inventories to increase their value for effective long-term caribou 
recovery planning. The Government of Alberta should factor range-specific biophysical 
inventory updates into Range Plan monitoring and review processes, with the 
assistance of local land user groups.       
 
 
  

                                                           
33 Burn-P3 (probability, prediction and planning) (see Western Partnership for Wildland Fire Science (2011)  
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Challenge 3:  Diseased bison of Wood Buffalo National Park: 
 
 
In 1925, plagued with disease,34 the decision was made to transfer 6,673 plains bison 
north into Wood Buffalo National Park (WBNP) from Buffalo National Park (see Pybus 
and Shury, 2012).  
 
The inability of Alberta to formally protect free-roaming bison under the Wildlife Act 
(2000)35 renders these animals vulnerable to year-round unregulated hunting; yet this 
unregulated environment is the only mechanism that enables some form of diseased 
bison population management, in any capacity. Successful hunters are at risk of 
harvesting wildlife with Zoonotic diseases, and other wildlife and livestock are also at 
risk of contracting the diseases. The Government of Alberta (2004) cautions that the 
presence of northern diseased bison is a major growing risk to the national beef 
industry; further stating that optimal healthy recovery of this species is impossible while 
diseases are prevalent.  
 
The historical and sustained availability of debilitated, diseased bison may have, and 
could continue to, artificially support a larger population of wolves.36 Higher wolf 
populations are likely to exacerbate the poor recruitment of all bison calves and other 
vulnerable species, such as woodland caribou, within close proximity to WBNP.  
 
While there has not been any confirmed case of free-roaming caribou with bovine 
brucellosis or tuberculosis, the Government of Alberta (2004a) acknowledges that 
caribou can host bovine brucellosis, the implications of which can include; abortion, 
weak calves, infertility or chronic arthritis and lameness. These implications have the 
capability to adversely affect caribou recovery in the northwest. Though not a confirmed 
case, caribou in northeastern Alberta have been sighted with suspicious joint lesions; an 
indicator of disease presence.37  
 
In addition, UNESCO’s recent report on the heritage status of WBNP (2017) concluded 
that Canada should be given one opportunity, under the World Heritage Convention, to 
immediately develop a structured and adequately funded response guided by 
seventeen recommendations.38 These recommendations will bring diseased animals 
and higher numbers of wolves closer to other caribou herds; further adversely effecting 

                                                           
34 Bovine tuberculosis discovered in 1917 at Buffalo National Park; reached its most prevalent, peaking at 

approximately 75 per cent of animals by 1922-23 (Phybus and Shury, 2012). 
35 East of Highway 35, north, northeast and southeast of Fort Vermilion (see Government of Alberta 2013; 2015). 
36 See Tessaro et al., (1990); Carbyn and Watson (2001) 
37 See Government of Alberta (2004a) 
38 These recommendations include; the implementation of an effective buffer zone around the park, a systematic 

assessment of options to better realize synergies between WBNP and surrounding land-use planning and to further 

harmonize and adopt the Recovery Strategy for wood bison, including the development of disease management 

options other than culling (see UNESCO, 2017) 
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caribou recovery surrounding WBNP.  
 
Indigenous Peoples located in the northwest state that, the diseased bison situation is a 
key issue that needs to be resolved to assist the successful recovery of other vulnerable 
species, such as woodland caribou, and before any other planning initiative (i.e. the 
LPRP) is implemented within the region. Environment and Climate Change Canada 
(ECCC) (2016a) acknowledges that, at present, the only effective tool to successfully 
eradicate the threat posed by bovine tuberculosis and brucellosis to other wildlife and 
the beef industry, from within and surrounding WBNP is by depopulation of the free-
roaming bison.  
 
However, this option is likely unpopular with Indigenous Peoples, environmental 
organizations and the general public. Depopulation and reintroduction of “clean” bison 
into WBNP is the only option that has been proposed by several committees and task 
forces to resolve this issue, since the early 1970s (see Carbyn and Watson, 2001).  
 
To overcome this challenge it would likely take the efforts and coordination of multiple 
international organizations, federal and provincial departments, local governments and 
organizations and others to achieve successful eradication of the disease. UNESCO 
(2017) has asked Canada for creative solutions (other than by culling/depopulation of 
bison) by February 2018.          
 
 
Recommendation 3:   Inclusive regional, multi-jurisdictional healthy bison and caribou 
population recovery range planning:  
 
 
To increase northwestern Indigenous food security, enhance effective localized predator 
management, and to eliminate the threat posed to the national beef industry; inclusive 
northwestern caribou range planning is required.  
 
A collaborative federal, provincial and local approach is required to resolve the historic 
diseased bison issue and its effect upon effective caribou population recovery within 
applicable northwestern ranges.  
 
The Alberta First Nations Food Security Strategy, released in January 2015, found that 
efforts to increase northern Indigenous Peoples’ food security includes hunting of 
culturally traditional wildlife, such as buffalo (see Pedersen, 2015).  
 
Under the SARA Section 83.(1).a. (Canada, 2002) there is a general exception to 
several sections of the SARA (2002) (relating to the destruction of animals, their 
residences and critical habitat) when carrying out activities authorized under the Health 
of Animals Act (Canada, 1990). This Act permits the federal government to make 
regulations to control or eliminate diseases and toxic substances, by means of 
quarantine and destruction of animals.  
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Range-specific research is required to define the extent to which caribou (particularly 
within the Caribou Mountains range) are infected with bovine brucellosis; this range has 
included a combination of approximately 70 percent (70%) of federal and provincial park 
protection for at least the last 15 years and this herd is classified as not self-sustaining.  
 
Localized habitat and population trend monitoring could be instilled to assess trends 
over time on the ground. The Government of Alberta (2004a) recognizes the threat that 
bovine brucellosis can have on caribou recovery, and multiple sources identify predation 
by wolves as a key limiting factor hindering caribou recovery.39   
 
Caribou Range Plans that acknowledge the threat that Zoonotic disease poses to the 
area’s domestic animals and wildlife is required. Although the integration of healthy 
bison management within the caribou range planning process is likely to restrict creative 
solutions for the diseased bison issue and complicate recovery of this species on a legal 
level, the NWSAR believes that strong flexibility needs to be factored into caribou 
Range Plans. This will ensure that Range Plans can be adapted around future solutions 
for addressing the diseased bison issue. A comprehensive plan to successfully recover 
all healthy bison in Western Canada will take the collective efforts of the Government of 
Canada, the Government of Alberta, Indigenous Peoples, local level land users and 
jurisdictions.        
 
 
  

                                                           
39 See Environment Canada, 2012; Hervieux et al. 2013; Denhoff, 2016; Government of Alberta, 2011; 2016.  
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Challenge 4:  Restrictive Fur Management Area regulations and unproductive traplines 
preventing increased and effective predator control: 
 
 
Predator-caused caribou mortality continues to be a major limiting factor for boreal 
caribou recovery.40 Many local trappers have expressed concerns with the rules and 
regulations for the current trap-check window. It has been suggested that the time 
allocated to check traps is unrealistic, particularly for trapping species such as wolves.  
 
When traps are placed in remote areas it is difficult to capture, thaw, skin and prepare 
pelts in a manner that is cost effective, while adapting to fluctuating market values.41 All 
the steps involved in the current limited timeframe, can make trapping costs prohibitive 
resulting in fewer wolf captures within remote areas, including caribou ranges. Alberta’s 
trapping regulations (2016-17) state that: 

 
Many local trappers cite the unrealistic practicality of such regulations in addition to the 
unproductive nature of many traplines in Northwest Alberta that are being purchased 
and used for recreational purposes, rather than active wildlife management; both of 
which hinder effective localized caribou population recovery.  
 
British Columbia’s trap-check window is currently set at 72 hours, with killing traps and 
snares currently set at 14 day trap-checks. The Yukon’s trap-check window is set at 5 
days for devices designed to restrain an animal and a 7 day trap-check for all devices 
designed to kill quickly.42  
 
Although widely controversial,43 predator management in the shorter term combined 
with effective habitat restoration may be the only effective method to recover many 
caribou populations across the province (Hervieux et al., 2014).  
 
Although, there has been relative success from government-led predator control to 
stabilize the west-central Little Smoky herd,44 northwestern caribou ranges dwarf the 
size of the Little Smoky range.    
 
 

                                                           
40 See Hervieux et al., (2014) 
41 See also Alberta (1991) 
42 See Government of British Columbia (2016); Yukon Environment (2016) 
43 See Hervieux et al., (2014); Robichaud and Knopff (2014) 
44 See Hervieux et al., (2014); Government of Alberta (2016a) 

“Traps that are not killing devices must be checked at least once every 48 hours if 
set under the authority of a Registered Fur Management License, or at least once 
every 24 hours if set under the authority of a Resident Fur Management License.” 
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Recommendation 4: Establish a locally-led predator management network, productive 
use of all traplines and consideration of recreational cabins on Crown lands: 
 

In collaboration with local trappers and the Alberta’s Trappers Association (ATA), we 
recommend the Government of Alberta to develop a partnership network of pre-
approved trappers on neighbouring traplines; with the goal of establishing a locally-led 
strategic selection approach to trapping wolves within caribou range.45  

This initiative would involve the mandatory productive use of all traplines for active 
predator management, increasing trap-check windows and government funding to 
subsidize trapper’s time and efforts; which will alleviate reliance upon fluctuating pelt 
market values and ensure consistent use of all traplines.  

In Northwest Alberta, maintaining the ability to trap within caribou range and existing 
Wildland Parks is important for local trappers to protect their livelihood and wildlife 
management. Local trappers observe many unproductive traplines within remote areas 
of the northwest, including within caribou ranges where traplines are purchased for 
recreational purposes. To mitigate this, consideration should be given to allow for the 
development of recreational cabins on Crown lands, unaffiliated with traplines.  

This recommendation would assist the provincial government with short-term measures 
to increase the likelihood of local caribou population stability; with a view to achieving 
long-term recovery (i.e. ethically managed trapping of predators while strategic habitat 
restoration occurs, see Recommendation 7).  

Caribou and wolf populations trend monitoring should be instilled as an integral part of 
these agreements and the network of trappers over, both, the short and longer-terms; to 
monitor progress with flexibility to adapt to alternative measures, if necessary.  

This recommendation would also eliminate the use of expensive and unethical methods 
of predator management, which have occurred in Alberta historically (see Brook et al., 
2015). 
 
 
  

                                                           
45 Eliminating reproductive wolves can fragment existing wolf territories and can inadvertently increase wolf 

densities through counterbalancing reproduction and territory settlement (Ballard and Stephenson, 1982; Hayes et 

al., 2003; Brainerd et al., 2008).  
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Challenge 5:  Alternative prey species management:              
 
 
Alternative prey species such as moose and deer produce multiple offspring each year, 
contrary to caribou that produce one calf bi-annually (EC, 2012); they attract and 
sustain a higher population of predators. Sustainable management of these species is 
also vital for caribou recovery. Existing Wildland Parks within Northwest Alberta provide 
little-to-no opportunities for resident hunters and outfitters to exercise management of 
alternative prey species, such as moose and deer, within and surrounding caribou 
ranges.  
 
As the effects of Climate Change are likely to continue to change boreal ecological 
conditions (i.e. most of Alberta’s boreal forest is expected to convert into parkland and 
grassland under a warming climate)46 and increase the population sizes of primary 
predators, such as wolves and bears, and also increase alternate prey species; these 
implications of Climate Change will adversely impact the caribou.  
 
Effective management of alternative prey species will be essential to reducing higher 
wolf and bear occurrence within caribou range and optimizing the effectiveness of the 
locally-led predator management (see Recommendation 4).   
 
 
Recommendation 5: Local outdoorsmen-led sustainable management of alternative 
prey species within caribou ranges National and Wildland Parks: 
 
 
Through provincial wildlife management expertise and local consultations, a strategic 
increase in the availability of tags for predator and alternate prey species should be 
made available to northwestern outfitters and resident hunters. In addition to utilizing 
outfitter, trappers and Indigenous Peoples local expertise to assist in the biophysical 
range characterization inventory, within remote areas of all caribou ranges, this will 
increase the success of locally-led predator management. Through minimizing a high 
influx of alternative prey species in remote areas of caribou range, and thus limiting the 
number of predators attracted by them that successfully predate upon caribou. 
 
The NWSAR also recommends the GOA and the Government of Canada to maintain 
existing outfitter and resident hunter access to caribou ranges and to re-introduce 
outfitter and resident hunter access, with certainty,47 to the applicable existing Wildland 
Parks and National Park within the NWSAR region. Outfitters and resident hunters are 
keen to assist with provincial and federal caribou range planning and other initiatives. 

                                                           
46 Northern Alberta Conservation Area Working Group (2016) 
47 Outfitters of the NWSA‘ regio  ha e e pressed o er s o er the Go er e t of Al erta s a ilit  to ithdra  
access permits to parks after their approval. This factor creates uncertainty for outfitters booking up guiding 

activities, many of which are pre-booked seasons in advance – based on consumer demands.  
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By acting as an interim buffer to contain the diseased bison to WBNP and the short-
term management of predators and alternative prey species, combined with habitat 
restoration efforts, certainty can be developed for the local outfitting industry and both 
parties will be assisting the GOA to stabilize caribou populations locally.   
Utilizing locally-specific knowledge and expertise of Indigenous Peoples, resident 
hunters, outfitters and trappers alike can be of real benefit to managing an inevitable 
influx of alternative prey species and predators, as well as obtaining  a greater 
understanding of past, present and future local ecological conditions with ranges. 
During a biophysical inventory study of the Chinchaga Wildland Park, O’Leary et al. 
(2002) acknowledged that the field work component could not have been completed 
without the efforts of a local outfitting business; emphasizing the strength and value of 
localized knowledge in remote areas.  
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Challenge 6:  Reduced economic certainty equating to mass asset abandonments. 
Existing orphan well system’s capacity to successfully address significant asset 
abandonment reclamation: 
 
 
Denhoff (2016) and the Government of Alberta (2016) suggest that, industry should 
voluntarily reschedule and fund reclamation efforts locally. During local stakeholder 
engagement, concerns were raised about the capacity of the existing orphan well fund 
to adequately address mass abandonments of oil and gas assets. Should any caribou 
range become a Wildland Park, and/or the new policy approach to caribou recovery 
adversely affect local industry, liability costs derived from future mass well and 
infrastructure abandonments could be much higher than estimated by the Alberta 
Energy Regulator (2015) (see also Section 4.2.6).  
 
Local engagement with the oil and gas industry raised concerns of potential 
environmental hazards, such as major sour-gas leaks, as a direct consequence of mass 
abandonments with minimal restoration undertaken when off-loading liability assets. 
Local industry estimates a cost in excess of $500,000 per well for adequate 
reclamation. With the potential establishment of a provincial park, an under-funded 
orphan well system and little-to-no industry to fund reclamation and/or potential 
environmental incidents; this scenario will significantly perpetuate the adverse effects 
for optimal caribou population recovery.  
 
In 2012, the Government of Alberta implemented the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan 
(LARP) and concurrent action was taken in the Lower Peace Region by identifying 171 
townships as potential conservation areas (see Appendix 5). Alberta Energy imposed 
an interim moratorium on all mineral lease sales within these proposed conservations 
areas. The moratorium was to be in place until the LPRP was implemented. However 
five years on, in the absence of the LPRP, the moratorium remains in place. In 2016, 
Alberta Energy imposed an additional restriction on the sale of mineral rights within all 
caribou ranges.48 
 
The uncertainty shaped by changing and unfinished plans has impacted the investor 
confidence of local and distant industry. Industries will not invest in capital assets or in 
improvements to capital assets until policy certainty is delivered. The current land-use 
and resource moratoriums in place across northwestern caribou ranges are having an 
adverse effect on effective caribou recovery; due to reduced investment from industry 
uncertainty and asset abandonment.  
 
For example: in April 2016, leases for one company’s lithium brine-bearing operations 

                                                           
48 See Alberta Energy (2016) 
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were significantly expanded upon; adding 160,000 hectares of land in Mackenzie 
County to their portfolio,49 pending permit approval for exploration in June, 2016.50 In 
2017, their current portfolio does not consist of any assets within Mackenzie County.51  
 
Existing moratoriums and the new policy approach to caribou recovery have the 
capability to drive a trend on asset abandonment that exceeds the orphan well system’s 
capacity over the longer-term.   
 
 
Recommendation 6: The removal of all northwest moratoriums from 2012 and 2016. 
Caribou recovery policy impact assessment is to be conducted, to determine the level of 
environmental and liability risks from multiple un-reclaimed assets. Prioritizing the use of 
some Orphan Well Association funding in northwestern caribou ranges: 
 
 
To effectively plan for localized caribou recovery, the removal of imposed moratoriums 
from the northwest is required. This would provide certainty for local industry and 
encourage required long-term investment towards; regional economic growth, capital 
asset maintenance and reclamation, all of which are positive for effective caribou 
population recovery. 
 
In addition, we recommend an impact assessment of the proposed caribou recovery 
policy be conducted; to determine the level of the risk posed from new regulatory 
implementation and their likelihood to drive mass asset abandonment within caribou 
range. The identification of proposed conservation areas within the Lower Peace from 
the LARP and impeding moratoriums which followed have adversely affected the 
NWSAR region, both economically and environmentally.  
 
Significantly reduced activity and lack of long-term investments has brought minimal 
investment in reclamation activity on abandoned assets, including within caribou 
ranges. The inability of the existing orphan well system to effectively address this 
potential is, at present, unknown; with the capability of developing into a significant 
limiting factor for effective northwest caribou population recovery.  
 
However, the Government of Alberta has recently introduced legislation that will allow 
them to lend $235 million to the Orphan Well Association to increase sufficient 
abandonment and reclamation of a growing number of oil and gas well sites that no 
longer have a responsible owner (Alberta, 2017). Using some of these funds, we 
recommend Alberta to collaborate with the Canadian Association of Petroleum 
Producers (CAPP) and the Petroleum Services Association of Canada (PSAC) to 
strategically identify and reclaim existing orphan wells within northwestern caribou 
ranges.       
                                                           
49 See MGX (2016) 
50 See MGX (2016a) 
51 See MGX (2017) – asset portfolio map. 
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52 See Denhoff (2016); Government of Alberta (2016)   
53 Maps ere reated fro  the est esti ate  reser es prese ted i  E erg  ‘esour e Co ser atio  Board   
54 i.e. for every X sq. km reclaimed industry could cut X sq. km for exploration or development (see COSIA, 2016)  

 
Challenge 7:  Planning for regional growth: 
 
 
To better serve local communities, a fundamental feature of regional planning is to plan 
for sustainable growth, including planning for the integration and enhancement of new 
and existing; transportation corridors, major utility arteries and natural resource 
development connectivity and coordination. In the NWSAR region, current services are 
reaching their ideal functional capacity levels. The proposed approach to northwestern 
caribou recovery52 fails to consider such regional requirements.  
 
Projected ‘best estimate’ oil and gas reserves are encouraging for the local economy in 
the NWSAR region (see Appendix 6)53 however, uncertainty surrounding expected 
future development and operational restrictions is hindering investment. Opportunities to 
increase access and demand for other northwestern commodities such as agricultural 
products, through enhanced agri-business are also limited. The proposed G7G railway 
transportation corridor offers some prosperity for northwestern commodities, but 
unknown caribou recovery planning restrictions also impedes the fruition of such plans. 
The absence of the LPRP and/or regional land-use planning tools to plan for caribou 
recovery, limits the capacity to which such considerations are afforded.        
 
 
Recommendation 7:  Optimal strategic habitat restoration and the identification of 
strategic regional growth opportunities:  
 
 
In the absence of the LPRP, this recommendation would be an important aspect of 
assessing cumulative effects of future activities likely to destroy critical habitat and 
optimizing long-term caribou recovery planning. Through the recognition of long-term 
phased development and thus, reclamation efforts can be prioritized in areas more likely 
to develop into and sustain functional habitat for caribou over the longer-term.      
 
The Algar project in northeastern Alberta faced similar challenges. Planning for optimal 
habitat restoration for caribou recovery was approached strategically; collaborating with 
a number of local stakeholders, including trappers and the energy industry, to identify 
underutilized/non-beneficial disturbances for reclamation, developing trade-off 
mechanisms for future development,54 incentivizing multiple-industry coordination and 
reclamation and setting aside areas for future infrastructure access, transportation 
corridors and major utility artery planning. 
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Challenge 8: Standardized approach to disturbance buffers and usage of disturbance 
data: 
 
 
Historic wildfire disturbance should not be considered as the equivalent of legacy and 
recent anthropogenic disturbances (human footprint). Functional caribou habitat that 
remains after the effects of a wildfire (i.e. residuals, such as water bodies)55 requires 
recognition within fire disturbance data polygons.  
 
In addition, the variety of “zones of influence” from the differing levels of human impacts 
on caribou dispersals and range use should be considered when calculating range 
disturbance percentages.    
 
The national Recovery Strategy (EC, 2012) measured disturbance as the combined 
effects of wildfires <40 years old, and anthropogenic disturbances, buffered by 500 
meters (500m) visible from Landsat imagery at a scale of 1:50,000 (see EC, 2011; 
2012).  
 
Although, it was acknowledged that the effects of anthropogenic disturbance differs 
between ranges, Environment Canada (2011) recommended that this combined 
footprint best represents the collective effects of increased predation and caribou 
avoidance to measure declining caribou population trends at the national scale.  
 
In many areas of northwestern caribou ranges, historic disturbances are no longer in 
use (i.e. abandoned well sites) and/or have achieved significant regrowth (i.e. legacy 
seismic lines). At a scale of 1:50,000 most of these disturbances are no longer visible; 
however with updated finer scale modelling (i.e. at a scale of 1:15,000) a desktop study 
will identify such historic disturbance and buffer them by the ‘standardized’ 500m (see 
Appendix 7).  
 
Many of the northwestern caribou ranges do not experience excessive amounts of 
multiple industrial uses and overlap; for example, a number of the Forestry 
Management Units (FMUs) within ranges do not consist of forestry tenure or marketable 
timber (see Denhoff, 2016), but do sustain human activity from seasonal trappers, 
resident hunters, outfitters and the energy sector activities.  
 
The usage of finer scale modelling for disturbance mapping could inadvertently hinder 
effective habitat reclamation; increased disturbance demands increased restoration; 
industrial uncertainty hinders investment; low investment increases mass abandonment; 
equating to increased disturbance with little-to-no industrial partners to support and fund 
reclamation (see also Recommendation 6).  
     
                                                           
55 See Kansas et al., (2016) 



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

103 

 

 
Recommendation 8:  Establish anthropogenic and post-wildfire buffers (zones of 
influence) by caribou range and disturbance type; to determine realistic “on-the-ground” 
disturbance baselines within northwestern caribou ranges: 
 
 
We recommend establishing range-specific anthropogenic and post-wildfire buffers or 
“zones of influence” to determine realistic disturbance baselines within ranges by the 
type of disturbance, that serve as appropriate levels for future monitoring and reporting 
on changing habitat conditions. This approach takes the type and density of disturbance 
impacts into consideration.   
   
A “management buffer” is a defined area surrounding an ecological or resource feature 
where industrial activity is restricted or prohibited. A “zone of influence” is the difference 
between the activity’s spatial footprint and the extent of the activity’s effects on the 
surrounding habitat and wildlife populations (Wilson, 2016).  
 
Although, research on wildlife avoidance of human structures has frequently cited 
distances of <250m for roads, 100-250m for seismic lines and 250-1000m for well sites 
(see Dyer et al., 2001); it is important to highlight that a “zone of influence” does not 
imply a total loss of available habitat for any species of wildlife (Hebblewhite, 2011). The 
distances mentioned above are the maximums detected through variable research 
methods, and wildlife use is expected to occur to some extent throughout buffer zones 
(Wilson, 2016).  
 
It is reasonable to suggest that, legacy seismic lines with significant re-growth and/or 
little-to-no human access cannot be treated with the same buffer dimensions as 
permanent roadways experiencing continuous industrial use. Noisy oil and gas facilities, 
such as compressor stations, should be afforded other buffer considerations than 
relatively quiet [seasonal] well sites (see Wilson, 2016).  
 
MacNearney et al., (2016) found that grizzly bears, wolves and caribou responses 
within seismic line “zones of influence” varied seasonally, and were dependant on 
vegetation regeneration stages within the Chinchaga caribou range. Kansas et al., 
(2016) concluded that traditional mapping methods (i.e. EC, 2011) used to delineate fire 
disturbance nationally, significantly overestimates the effects as a result of including 
post-wildfire residuals (such as water bodies) as burned, and thus not functional for 
caribou usage.  
 
For the benefit of effective caribou recovery, the latter two findings emphasize the 
importance of obtaining range-specific characterization inventories (see also 
Recommendation 2) and assessing wildlife responses to wildfire and variable “zones of 
influence” seasonally, prior to the use of finer scale modelling and the establishment of 
‘standardized’ buffers, identified at the national level (see EC, 2011; 2012), for various 
levels of disturbance impacts.  
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The recent release of the federal Action Plan for boreal woodland caribou (see ECCC, 
2017) encourages the NWSAR. We are pleased to see that the federal government is 
furthering research, through the new National Boreal Caribou Knowledge Consortium; 
to improve their understanding of the effects of different disturbance types on caribou 
population and their commitment to furthering scientific work to better understand the 
impacts of Climate Change on this species. The NWSAR strongly advocates for new 
science and updated site-specific data collection and inventories, which account for 
local and regional conditions; to ensure that the caribou have the best chance of 
survival and recovery.   
 
The development of new National Caribou Monitoring Standards also encourages the 
Committee, as this mechanism will enable jurisdictions with trans-boundary herds to 
measure progress through a standardized process. 
 
The NWSAR is very supportive of the Government of Canada’s decision to update 
caribou habitat disturbance levels with 2015 data, as well as their commitment to review 
caribou population sizes and trends, and range delineation boundaries, based on 
updated information. However, the NWSAR is clear that new disturbance mapping 
should be conducted and mapped from range-specific, on-the-ground data collection.  
 
Local knowledge has already verified that the current method of disturbance mapping is 
inaccurate and incomplete. Examples from NWSAR stakeholders during engagement 
sessions have been provided whereby contractors were required to remove 15 foot tall 
trees from a cutline in order to plant 12 inch tall seedlings to satisfy regulation on the 
removal of historical disturbance.  
 
In addition, the NWSAR also supports ECCC’s focus on achieving real outcomes for the 
caribou; that result from the combined efforts occurring within any given jurisdiction. The 
recommendations within this report are provided with a focus on practical multi-
stakeholder action that can deliver real, positive outcomes for the caribou populations, 
in Northwest Alberta. The NWSAR believes that this ethos should be applied to new 
and updated disturbance mapping in all caribou ranges.       
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Challenge 9: Indigenous Treaty Rights and sustenance hunting of boreal caribou: 
 
 
The NWSAR region does not support caribou range planning that has the potential to 
impact Indigenous Treaty Rights. Local engagement with northwestern Indigenous 
Peoples has highlighted the values and interests they would like to protect, which 
includes their Treaty Rights. During NWSAR engagement with some local First Nations 
Peoples it was stated that, the risks posed to Indigenous hunters by disease prevalence 
in northern bison leaves some Indigenous families with little choice but to harvest 
alternatives, (sustenance hunting) such as boreal woodland caribou.  
 
The Government of Alberta states that there is an understanding between Indigenous 
Peoples and the provincial government to voluntarily cease all harvesting of caribou. 
The NWSAR region has a high population of Indigenous Peoples. For example, the 
population of Indigenous Peoples within Mackenzie County is almost ten times the 
provincial average;56 this could result in a higher amount of sustenance hunting within 
the NWSAR region. In Northwestern Alberta alternative food sources for Indigenous 
Peoples are limited;57 as a result, boreal caribou will be harvested out of necessity. 
 
Several of the northwestern caribou herds travel across jurisdictional borders (i.e. from 
Alberta into the Northwest Territories and British Columbia). As these jurisdictions have 
different hunting rules and regulations, including the harvesting of boreal caribou, this 
provides additional implications for local caribou recovery.  
 
Through local stakeholder engagement, it was heard that the Northwest Territories 
government will prioritize the protection of hunting rights territorially, including the 
harvesting of boreal caribou. Concerns were also heard from multiple northwestern 
stakeholders about the prospect of losing numerous caribou to out-of-province hunting, 
particularly with ‘unrecognized’ trans-boundary herds (i.e. Bistcho and Yates).  
 
 
Recommendation 9:  Resolve the historic diseased bison issue to minimize sustenance 
hunting of boreal caribou in northwestern ranges, while protecting Indigenous Treaty 
Rights: 
 
 
A collaborative federal, inter-jurisdictional and local approach is required to increase 
northwestern Indigenous food security, limit out-of-province hunting of provincially-
protected boreal caribou and to improve the chances of local caribou recovery. The 
collaborative approach should instil integrated cross-jurisdictional planning; to minimize 
sustenance hunting of protected boreal caribou and to resolve the historic diseased 
bison issue. 
                                                           
56 See Section 3, Table 8 of this document.  
57 Local trappers share intimate knowledge of low numbers of moose, deer and elk.  
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Northwestern Indigenous Peoples value their Treaty Rights and their ability to sustain 
their families from the land; including through the harvest of wild game. Hunting is an 
important aspect that supports the culture of Indigenous Peoples – they are intrinsically 
bound. Their inability to harvest higher quantities of moose and healthy bison increases 
the likelihood of harvesting boreal caribou.  
 
Ultimately, the federal government is responsible for engaging in discussions with the 
Indigenous Peoples order of government; it may be necessary to enter a Nation to 
Nation discussion for the interim restriction of caribou sustenance hunting nationally, 
until such a time those local populations can sustain such an impact. Alternatively, 
interim seasonal hunting of caribou bulls could be enabled with harvest of caribou cows 
prohibited,58 until such a time those local populations can sustain such an impact. 
 
A successful model that is enabling  species’ recovery and allows for Indigenous 
hunting is the provincial Hay-Zama bison annual harvest. Since the re-introduction of 
bison to the Hay-Zama area in 1984 (see Alberta Parks, 2007), bison populations have 
flourished; allowing for annual license availability to non-Indigenous and Indigenous 
Peoples. This regulation has not had a negative effect on the successful recovery of a 
Threatened species.      
 
The NWSAR and local stakeholders are insistent that Alberta, and more specifically the 
industries, municipalities and residents of the NWSAR region, should not be required or 
expected to compensate caribou recovery efforts that are not equally adopted by other 
government jurisdictions. 
 
The NWSAR has heard from numerous stakeholders concerned about the prospect of 
potentially reducing future access to established natural resources (in order for new 
permanently protected areas to be developed for caribou recovery), when the caribou 
have the continuous limitation of sustenance hunting to contend with. Local people 
cannot fathom how we can achieve successful caribou recovery in Northwest Alberta 
with this risk; continuously hindering their chance of survival and recovery across the 
provincial border and within the province.       
 
The NWSAR understands that this discussion is to occur at a Nation to Nation level, 
which is beyond the jurisdiction of this committee. However, the NWSAR recommends 
that such a discussion needs to occur, and that an assessment into the level of 
significance this limitation poses for effective northwestern caribou recovery be 
completed.  
 
The absence of such a discussion and assessment occurring is likely to adversely affect 
the NWSAR region’s resident’s livelihoods and the successful recovery of the caribou.    
                                                           
58 To avoid the likelihood of quasi-extinction; EC (2011) concluded that a minimum local population of 100 caribou 

provides a 0.7 probability of not reaching a quasi-extinction threshold of less than 10 reproductively active 

females, under stable conditions.   
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Challenge 10 : Official recognition of additional trans-boundary herds and transparent 
inter-jurisdictional collaborative working:  
 
 
Despite provincial telemetry data demonstrating out-of-province range usage by the 
Bistcho and Yates herds (see Appendix 3) the federal and provincial governments do 
not acknowledge any trans-boundary caribou herds within northwestern Alberta, other 
than the Chinchaga herd.  
 
Established on information available at the time, Environment Canada (2012) based its 
population and distribution objectives and Critical Habitat requirements on 51 Local 
Population Units (LPUs). LPU boundaries were founded on a variety of data sources 
and expert opinion, but were not mapped consistently throughout the boreal region 
(Wilson et al., 2016).  
 
Environment Canada (2012) identified the refinement of LPU boundaries as a high 
priority for national caribou recovery, and recommended that further analyses be based 
upon more animal location and movement information, greater inter-jurisdictional 
collaboration and a standardized approach to range delineation to consistently describe 
ranges of local populations.  
 
Ultimately, Environment Canada (2012) anticipated that any revision of LPU boundaries 
has the potential to revise corresponding subpopulation size and trend information, 
habitat disturbance calculations and, therefore, estimates of local population self-
sustainability (See also Wilson et al., 2016). It is reasonable to suggest that, if 
successful, a collaborative approach to inter-jurisdictional range planning would be of 
benefit to trans-boundary caribou population recovery in the northwest.     
 
 
Recommendation 10: Increased provincial support and assistance in continued 
northwestern trans-boundary range delineation analyses and transparent inter-
jurisdictional collaborative working for effective caribou population recovery: 
 
 
Demonstrating an evident, transparent, collaborative inter-jurisdictional approach to 
trans-boundary caribou range planning would increase alignment across jurisdictions for 
effective caribou protection and enhance local confidence in effective recovery planning.    
 
Although, representatives from the Government of Alberta are assisting the recent 
northwestern trans-boundary range delineation analyses with caribou location data and 
valuable insight. The report cites some limitations, including the ability to obtain updated 
reliable disturbance data; to better assess the risks associated with altering caribou 
range delineation boundaries (Wilson et al., 2017). This emphasizes the importance of 
obtaining range-specific characterization inventories to better understand the current 
condition of caribou ranges, prior to the implementation of permanent regulatory and/or 
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altered land-use provisions.  
 
If this analysis is continuously supported and, then, utilized by the Government of 
Alberta, an improved understanding of the Bistcho and Yates’ range usage could better 
delineate these ranges boundaries. Thus, improving the extent to which these ranges 
are affected by wildfires, anthropogenic disturbances and other local pressures such as; 
local and trans-boundary sustenance hunting, and falling victim to higher levels of 
successful predation from wolves sustained by deliberated bison, in addition to a more 
accurate estimate of local population sustainability.  
 
 

5.3 Localized challenges and recommendations summary 
     

The provincial government alone cannot achieve the outcomes necessary for caribou 
recovery, as is partially evident in the declines of Southern Mountain and woodland 
herds amidst extensive uncoordinated land-use development, national and provincial 
park protections. A combined local and provincial approach, as outlined above, to 
managing the local herds in Northwest Alberta can work towards achieving self-
sustaining populations.  
 
Locally variable conditions and a lack of a true ecological threshold make it necessary 
to adopt a cautious approach when selecting the management threshold of 65 percent 
(65%) "undisturbed habitat" as a sole restoration target, and reinforces the importance 
of monitoring population trends and assessing whether local populations are responding 
positively to new restoration efforts.59  

The existence of federal protected areas in the NWSAR region is of significant 
importance; under the SARA (Canada, 2002), critical habitat on federal lands, 
particularly national parks, is considered as permanently protected. In Northwest 
Alberta, over 29 percent (29%) of the Caribou Mountains range, approximately 8 
percent (8%) of the Red Earth range and 14 percent (14%) of the Yates herd, all include 
portions of Wood Buffalo National Park. Under the SARA (Canada, 2002), these 
portions are considered as permanently protected from any future destruction of critical 
habitat. The Parks Canada Agency has provided legal protection to all boreal caribou 
critical habitat within three national parks including; Prince Alberta National Park of 
Canada, Nahanni National Park Reserve of Canada and Wood Buffalo National Park 
(ECCC, 2017).          

Operational regulations that are considered appropriate, practical and realistic are more 
likely to be followed. If new restrictions are either too stringent, or too relaxed, it is 
reasonable to suggest that an increased level of non-compliance will transpire. This 

                                                           
59 See Ray (2014) 
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creates an undue burden on enforcement officers and the courts, and ultimately society 
as a whole. This emphasizes the importance of caribou recovery efforts to strongly align 
with the local perspective of what is considered appropriate, reasonable and effective 
for the region. Utilizing the wealth of local and traditional knowledge, by exercising 
transparent meaningful multi-stakeholder participation alongside facilitating the above 
ten recommendations and maintaining the overarching recommendation; is the most 
effective way to instil essential tools and methods for effective northwestern caribou 
population recovery. 

Although, the NWSAR believes enhanced inter-jurisdictional collaborative working will 
ensure a better outcome for the northwestern transboundary caribou herds, we can 
appreciate that additional discussions need to occur with, both, British Columbia (BC) 
and the Northwest Territories (NWT); particularly in light of the current political situation 
unfolding in BC and the vast developments being undertaken for caribou-specific data 
collection in the NWT. Inter-jurisdictional contingency plans will be a likely outcome to 
ensure the methods and actions of multiple jurisdictions and agencies are effectively 
coordinated to successfully recover trans-boundary herds in Northwest Alberta. 

Table 30, outlines the caribou ranges that each of the above ten locally-developed 
recommendations are specific and applicable to, and thus where successful 
northwestern caribou population recovery cannot be effectively achieved without 
addressing. 
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Table 30: Recommendations specific to each caribou range 

Recommendations Bistcho Range Caribou Mountains Range Chinchaga Range Red Earth Range Yates Range Benefits to Caribou 
Recommendation 1:  The 
immediate development of the 
Lower Peace Regional Plan to 
instill the coordination of future 
development 

          

 Balanced approach 
 Minimize footprint 
 Long-term phased 

strategic development  

Recommendation 2:  Range-
specific biophysical 
characterization inventories for 
effective restoration 

          

 Site-specific biophysical 
conditions 

 Strategic critical habitat 
restoration 

Recommendation 3: Inclusive  
regional, healthy multi-
jurisdictional bison and 
caribou population recovery 
range planning 

        

 Reduce predators 
 Eliminate disease 

transfer threat 
 Recover ecosystems 

Recommendation 4:  Establish 
a locally-led predator 
management network, 
productive use of all traplines 
and consideration of 
recreational cabins on Crown 
lands 

          

 Effective predator 
management 

 Stabilize local caribou 
populations 

 Strategically-targeted   

Recommendation 5:  Local 
outdoorsmen-led sustainable 
management of alternative 
prey species within caribou 
ranges, National and Wildland 
Parks 

           Reduction in localized 
predator populations 

Recommendation 6:  The 
removal of all northwest 
moratoriums from 2012 and 
2016. Caribou recovery policy 
impact assessment is to be 
conducted, to determine the 
level of environmental and 
liability risks from multiple 
un-reclaimed assets. 
Prioritizing the use of some 
Orphan Well Association 
funding in northwestern 
caribou ranges 

          

 Habitat restoration 
 Local Indigenous and 

traditional knowledge  
 Activity coordination 

Recommendation 7:  Optimal 
strategic habitat restoration 
and the identification of 
strategic regional growth 
opportunities 

          

 Known infrastructure 
phased development 

 Strategic identification 
and investment for 
habitat restoration  

Recommendation 8:   
Establish anthropogenic and 
post-wildfire buffers (zones of 
influence) by caribou range 
and disturbance type; to 
determine realistic “on-the-
ground” disturbance 

          

 Better understanding of 
future development and 
activities to permit within 
ranges 
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baselines within northwestern 
caribou ranges 
Recommendation 9:  Resolve 
the historic diseased bison 
issue to minimize sustenance 
hunting of boreal caribou i n 
northwestern ranges, while 
protecting Treaty Rights 

        

 Reduce predators 
 Eliminate disease 

transfer threat 
 Recover ecosystems 
 Stabilize populations 

Recommendation 10:  
Increased provincial support 
and assistance in continued 
northwestern trans-boundary 
range delineation analyses 
and transparent inter-
jurisdictional collaborative 
working for effective caribou 
population recovery 

         

 Improve site-specific 
recovery options 

 Characterize actual 
ranges and conditions 

 Optimize herd stability 
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6. PARKS: NOT THE SOLUTION TO CARIBOU RECOVERY   

Establishing parks as areas protected from development is not the solution to effectively 
recover northwestern caribou populations; parks create permanent reserves of land, 
with restrictions on access. Although, parks may have many positive components 
including; the limitation of disturbance from resource extraction activities and restrictions 
on recreational activities, the justification for establishing a park cannot be counter-
productive to the park’s overarching objectives (i.e. it would be counter-productive to 
establish a park with restricted vehicular access, if the overarching objective was to 
enhance social well-being, through recreation). Parks are, at best, a static solution to a 
dynamic issue. 

In an attempt to provide clarification to the GOA on the local context and experiences of 
some user groups in regards to provincial parks, the NWSAR shares the following: 

The NWSAR region is home to Canada’s largest national park; Wood Buffalo National 
Park, and Alberta’s largest provincial park; Caribou Mountains Wildland Park. There are 
also two additional provincial parks; Hay-Zama Lakes and Chinchaga Wildland Parks; 
all of which protect ecosystem integrity, biodiversity and ecological goods and services, 
and collectively measure approximately 52,000 square kilometers.  

Although Alberta’s Wildland Parks are established to preserve and protect the natural 
heritage, some are also designed to offer backcountry recreational activities (Alberta 
Parks, 2017b). Unfortunately for the residents and visitors of the NWSAR region, the 
latter opportunities are largely unavailable with respect to existing NWSAR region 
national and Wildland Parks, mentioned previously. In addition, human and vehicular 
access to these parks is primarily unavailable from within the NWSAR region. 

Photo Credit: Hay-Zama Bison, Zama (April, 2015) – L. Wardley 
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Further to these realities, numerous provincial recreation areas, established over the 
years, have subsequently been abandoned by the GOA. To prevent their closure, 
northwestern municipal governments intervened and have taken responsibility for the 
development, operations and maintenance of these former provincial recreation areas; 
to ensure these recreational opportunities continue to be available for locals and 
visitors. The expenditure associated with these actions have costs local municipalities 
hundreds of thousands of dollars, and years of struggles to obtain provincial approval 
for smart recreational development.  

Table 31: Existing Parks within NWSAR Region with Perceived Local Value 

Park/Rec 
Area Accessibility Amenities 

Developed/ 
maintained 
by (entity) 

Significant 
feature or 
challenge 

Local Value 

Wood 
Buffalo 
National 

Park 

By road from 
Fort Smith 

NWT 

Fort Smith, 
NWT Federal 

UNESCO 
designation 
under threat 

Undetermined 

Caribou 
Mountains 
Wildland 

Park  

By air None Provincial 

Plateau with 
significant 
peatlands, 
rare plant 

species and 
nesting sites  

Undetermined 

Hay-Zama 
Lakes 

Wildland 
Park 

Gravel road None Provincial 

Wetland 
complex – 

twinned with 
Mongolian 

site 

Undetermined 

Chinchaga 
Wildland 

Park 
None None Provincial 

Foothills 
wetland 

complexes 
and Boreal 

Forest 

Undetermined 

    

During local engagement sessions with NWSAR stakeholders, many land user groups 
expressed pessimistic viewpoints of opportunities to provide public input into provincial 
plans; stating that stakeholders had many years of public consultation prior to the 
establishment new Wildland Parks within the NWSAR region – input of which was not 
reflected in new parks.  

The above historical experience of northwestern parks leaves many stakeholders of the 
NWSAR wary and dissatisfied with the establishment of any new park. Alberta prides 
itself on establishing parks for all Albertans to enjoy (see Alberta, 2017); the NWSAR 
wants to ensure that the local perspective is not overlooked and that meaningful 



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

114 

 

consultation with locals and input from locals is reflected in new plans for caribou 
recovery and proposals of any new park within the NWSAR region. 

Perhaps, if a new approach to provincial parks was implemented; whereby tangible 
local value is captured and incorporated, the northwestern region, and by extension the 
NWSAR, may be more receptive to the ideology of new parks within the region. 

6.1 Disadvantages of Utilizing Parks as the Solution to Caribou Recovery      
              

A park alone is not a Range Plan, and the limitations of parks are extensive. Denhoff’s 
(2016) major recommendation is for the creation of very large permanently protected 
areas in Northwest Alberta, but large protected areas alone will not help caribou in the 
northwest. The disadvantages of this proposed approach are as follows: 

Fixed point in time: A park provides protection for the habitat that exists today, but 
does not address the landscape changes that inevitably occur over time. The 
implications of Climate Change may alter forest types and landscapes currently 
favoured by the caribou, may shift to outside of park boundaries in the future. 
Additionally, while some wildfire suppression can occur within parks, they are not 
completely protected from external impacts and natural disturbances that change the 
landscape. A Range Plan must identify commitments that go beyond simply protecting 
lands under a park designation, at a broader timescale than the human timescale. 

Expensive and time consuming: Creating large new parks is time consuming and 
expensive. On the surface, parks created by the province on Crown lands are a simple, 
potentially cost-effective solution, but administration and reverting existing land-use 
permissions are labour-intensive and time consuming. The province would need to 
develop and enact the appropriate legislation to create the park, and then put in place 
the administrative and technical support to manage the park area. Compensation to 
industry would be required to re-purchase existing tenure and/or leases that would no 
longer be permitted for incompatible activities (i.e. oil and gas, grazing, forestry). A 
substantial consultation process with Indigenous Peoples would likely be required to 
establish how this new land-use type and the access restrictions would impact Treaty 
Rights and/or traditional use. Additionally, protection of a large area of land may distract 
from other critical activities, including restoring critical habitat (i.e. existing disturbance 
within the proposed future park area) and connecting the park to other important 
landscapes for biodiversity and recreational usage.  

Disregards landscape connectivity: If new parks are established and applied as the 
only landscape management tool for caribou recovery, this may result in the isolation of 
some local populations; which could impact genetic diversity. Experience of local land 
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users (i.e. Indigenous Peoples, trappers and outfitters) would help to prioritize key 
areas, such as movement corridors for restoration purposes. 

Parks do not remove historic disturbance: New large parks will not solve the issue of 
current fragmentation, particularly as it relates to abandoned historical resource 
extraction infrastructure. While new parks may constrain development moving forward, 
they do not address the current disturbance footprint on the landscape. Given the low 
density of industrial development in some of the northwestern region, even small efforts 
in reclamation could vastly improve contiguity of remaining undisturbed habitat. Other 
assessments on northern caribou habitat have determined that habitat restoration is the 
best response to caribou decline, including the restoration of seismic lines; active 
restoration is required to accelerate natural recovery (see Russell et al., 2016). Strategic 
restoration is particularly important for the northwestern herds, as compared to the 
west-central herds, disturbance is at a lesser extent and permanence (i.e. presence of 
permanent roads) is less prevalent. Southern Mountain caribou herds have historically 
had the protection of national and provincial parks in the Banff and Jasper areas for 
over a century. Nevertheless, the Banff subpopulation was extirpated in 2009 when the 
last remaining caribou herd perished in an avalanche (Government of Canada 2014a). It 
is essential that Range Plans for caribou recovery do not rely solely upon the creation of 
new parks and large protection areas. 

Habitat solutions require access and human management: Parks do not inherently 
exclude access and human use, in fact recreational access is frequently a part of park 
mandates. Minimizing the creation of footprint in a working landscape requires carefully 
considered development plans, operational conditions and coordination of access to 
minimize new linear disturbances and to identify opportunities to restore existing linear 
disturbance. A mandatory Integrated Land Management approach should be used 
through the approval of a coordinated regional access development plan. In Northeast 
Alberta, the province has committed to coordinating the development of a recreation 
access component of the multi-company regional access plan and the restoration plan 
(Alberta, 2016b). This approach was used to define designated routes in cooperation 
with affected Indigenous communities, municipalities, recreational users and other land 
users; this will necessarily include the restricted use of motorized vehicles to approved 
roads and corridors only. 

Does not use all the tools available and excludes local stakeholders: Solutions for 
caribou population recovery in Northwest Alberta must include more management 
approaches and tools beyond the establishment of large parks alone, and solutions 
must consider continued development of economic opportunities that support local 
communities. In addition, improvements to the way new infrastructure is developed, 
decommissioned, and reclaimed should help reduce cumulative impacts on the 
landscape. Consultation with stakeholders is critical to the success of the strategies 
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selected, and is essential to ensuring that social, economic, and environmental 
objectives defined in the regional planning process (see Government of Alberta, 2009) 
and provincial caribou policies (see Government of Alberta, 2011) are achieved. 
Alternate approaches that could be used are discussed in Denhoff’s report (2016)60 and 
expanded upon in Section 5 of this report. 

Planning transparency is required: There may be many reasons to create large parks 
in the northwest portion of the province that are not discussed in the Denhoff (2016) 
report, including achieving the provincial commitment for the proportion of parks on the 
landscape;61 improving Alberta’s social license within North America and the world 
(relating to land-use and resource extraction); and focusing protection efforts on Alberta 
herds in a less disturbed landscape. These reasons are external to the benefits and 
limitations of large parks for caribou habitat and ultimately, caribou population recovery. 
A full and transparent discussion needs to occur with the regional and local 
stakeholders about their contributions to supporting the wider provincial economy, as 
well as themselves, with larger-than-normal environmental contributions. 

6.2 Parks Summary  

Establishing parks as areas protected from development is not the solution to effectively 
recovering northwestern caribou populations. A park alone is not a Range Plan, and the 
limitations of parks are extensive.  

A park provides protection for the 
habitat that exists today, but 
does not address the landscape 
changes that inevitably occur 
over time. The implications of 
Climate Change may alter forest 
types. Landscapes currently 
favoured by the caribou may shift 
to outside of park boundaries in 
the future.  

Creating large new parks is time 
consuming and expensive. A 
substantial consultation process 
with Indigenous Peoples would 
likely be required to establish 

                                                           
60 (i.e. predator management, local stakeholder engagement and inter-jurisdictional working with BC and NWT).  
61 A target of 17%, a 2.5% increase on currently protected areas (see Derworiz [CBC News], 2015)  

 

Photo Credit: Chinchaga Wildlife Management Gate – A. Wardle 
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how this new land-use type and access restrictions would impact Treaty Rights and/or 
traditional use.  

New large parks will not solve the issue of current fragmentation, particularly as it 
relates to abandoned historical resource extraction infrastructure. Protection of a large 
area of land may distract from other critical activities; including restoring critical habitat 
(i.e. existing disturbance within the proposed future park area) and connecting the park 
to other important landscapes for biodiversity and recreational usage. The experience of 
local land users (i.e. Indigenous Peoples, trappers and outfitters) would help to prioritize 
key areas, such as movement corridors for restoration purposes.  

Southern Mountain caribou herds have historically had the protection of national and 
provincial parks in the Banff and Jasper areas for over a century. Nevertheless, the 
Banff subpopulation was extirpated in 2009 when the last remaining caribou herd 
perished in an avalanche (Government of Canada 2014a). Solutions for caribou 
recovery in Alberta must include more management approaches and tools beyond the 
establishment of large parks alone, and solutions must consider continued development 
of economic opportunities that support local communities. 

A Range Plan must identify commitments that go beyond simply protecting lands under 
a park designation, at a broader timescale than the human timescale. Though there 
may be many other reasons to justify establishing a large park; these reasons are 
external to the benefits and limitations of large parks for caribou habitat and ultimately, 
caribou recovery. It is essential that Range Plans for caribou recovery do not rely solely 
upon the creation of new parks and large protection areas. 

The NWSAR is clear that the establishment of new parks and permanent protection 
areas is a discussion to be had during the Lower Peace Regional Plan development; 
where local representation can advise on local social, economic and environmental 
goals for the region, rather than during provincial caribou range planning. However, the 
NWSAR understands that the interim use of alternative legal conservation protection 
tools could be utilized for the benefit of the caribou in the shorter term, during the 
development stages of the impending regional plan. 

For example, strategic legal protection of restored habitat and critical areas (i.e. habitat 
necessary for caribou biophysical requirements) is beyond the static nature of parks. 
Once combined with the 11 recommendations outlined in Section 5, most notably; 
integrated land access management; increased economic certainty and reclamation 
investment; strategic predator management; optimal effective habitat restoration; 
strategic alternate ungulate management; reduced sustenance hunting; and enhanced 
inter-jurisdictional collaborative working, the future for northwestern caribou can be 
optimistic.    



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

118 

 

The NWSAR recommends the Government of Alberta to consider utilizing a Biosphere 
Reserves (BRs) approach to northwestern caribou range planning. This a tool used for 
environmental conservation and management that also works to effectively balance 
socio-economic considerations. UNESCO (2017) proclaims BRs encompass three 
interrelated zones that work together to fulfil three complementary functions. There are 
core areas which protect ecosystems; buffer zones surrounding or adjoining core areas 
(providing networks of protection for vulnerable ecosystems and species), where 
activities that are compatible with sound ecological practices can occur; and transition 
areas where the greatest activity is permitted, including industrial operations.  

The Beaver Hills, east of Edmonton, received a UNESCO designation as a Biosphere 
Reserve in 2016.  This designation is restricted with any governing regulations and the 
municipalities can continue to govern within their boundaries; this BR gives the area a 
clear approach to address local growth, environmental protection and industrial land 
uses (Morey, 2016).   

We conclude that the utilization of land-use planning models in conjunction with updated 
biophysical range inventories and realistic baseline disturbance levels can be used to 
assist with effective caribou population recovery. Range zonation can be completed 
similar to that of BRs; with core areas (where habitat restoration can be prioritized), 
customized buffer zones can be implemented (with regards to the activity’s defined 
“zone of influence”), and transitional areas can be defined to safeguard local jobs and 
secure economic development for the NWSAR region (see Louruval et al., 2016).      

The Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society Northern Alberta has developed a 
zonation approach for critical habitat restoration in northwestern caribou ranges through 
the use of Marxan, conservation planning software (see Russell et al., 2016). While the 
NWSAR is encouraged to see socio-economic values factored into the identification of 
the “irreplaceability value” of habitat selection (see Russell et al., 2016), more work and 
local engagement with northwestern stakeholders is required to complete the finer scale 
zonation approach used to prioritize areas for habitat restoration. 

The NWSAR is in support of a localized zonation approach, similar to that of BRs, to 
strategically identify core areas for caribou, customized buffer zones and transitional 
zones. This promotes a working landscape for smart regional growth, supporting 
northwestern economic prosperity, where multi-stakeholder land management can 
occur to effectively recover caribou populations over the longer-term.           
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7. CONCLUSION 

Through this report, the Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) has provided 
the Government of Alberta and others with a local multi-stakeholder perspective on the 
impending caribou range planning process for Northwest Alberta.  

It is clear from the information outlined in this report that the local stakeholders of the 
northwest want to assist the provincial government in their efforts to show adequate 
progress for five boreal caribou Range Plans including the; Chinchaga, Bistcho, Caribou 
Mountains, Yates and Red Earth herds, by October, 2017. 

Local stakeholders are clear that a multitude of values and interests (including a variety 
of localized range management options and socio-economics) must be meaningfully 
considered for effective caribou recovery to take shape over time in Northwest Alberta. 
Emphasizing that strong local support and ‘buy-in’ of commitments to acceptable land-
use regulations and solutions will enhance the probability of localized caribou population 
recovery. 

Recommended range management options include:  

 the combined local and provincial coordination of future regional and industrial 
development growth;  

 characterizing and updating range-specific biophysical inventories for effective 
strategic restoration;  

 mitigating limiting risks posed by other wildlife (i.e. diseased bison)  
 establishing locally-led effective predator control;  
 increased sustainable management of alternative ungulates – reducing predator 

numbers;  

Photo Credit: Caribou Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin 
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 decreasing industrial asset abandonment and orphan well fund burden of asset 
liability, by increasing economic certainty and using some Orphan Well funding;  

 increasing Indigenous food security to reduce reliance on sustenance hunting of 
boreal caribou, while protecting Treaty Rights; and  

 improving reliability of datasets by working inter-jurisdictionally and collaborating 
with locals on the ground.  

The NWSAR is certain that the provincial Wildlife Act (2000) does not offer the strength 
of protection required for critical habitat under the SARA (2002), and is under the 
assumption that the Government of Alberta is seeking to achieve the 65 percent (65%) 
“undisturbed habitat” threshold, exclusively.  

The NWSAR cautions that, local variable habitat conditions, a lack of a true ecological 
threshold and the varying effects of Climate Change make it necessary to adopt a 
cautious approach when selecting the management threshold of 65 percent (65%) 
"undisturbed habitat" as a sole restoration target (see Ray 2014). This reinforces the 
importance of monitoring population trends and assessing whether local populations are 
responding positively to new restoration efforts, as well as the strong consideration of 
alternative local management options as outlined in Sections 5 and 6 of this report.     

The existence of federal protected areas within the NWSAR region is of significant 
importance; under the SARA (2002), critical habitat on federal lands, particularly 
national parks, is considered as permanently protected. In northwest Alberta, over 29 
percent (29%) of the Caribou Mountains range, approximately 8 percent (8%) of the 
Red Earth range and 14 percent (14%) of the Yates range, all include portions of Wood 
Buffalo National Park. Under the SARA (2002), these portions are considered as 
permanently protected from any future destruction of critical habitat. The Parks Canada 
Agency has provided legal protection to all boreal caribou critical habitat within three 
national parks including; Prince Alberta National Park of Canada, Nahanni National 
Park Reserve of Canada and Wood Buffalo National Park (ECCC, 2017).       

Effectively managing caribou populations and critical habitat with the appropriate 
approaches and tools requires the use of appropriate habitat and population 
information, and ecological data for a range, as well as a clear understanding of human 
development and other range-specific pressures that are reducing the herd numbers 
within a range.  

Decisions must be informed by data appropriate to the region where the management 
decision is being made. Decisions on the creation of large protected areas and/or parks 
in the northwest must not be based on data from the west-central portion of the 
province; as this is not likely to result in the necessary outcomes for the northwest 
caribou herds. The northwest and west-central caribou areas are very different, in terms 
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of the current conditions of the landscape and existing and future pressures on the local 
landscape.  

If Denhoff’s (2016) recommendation is followed through, and several large protected 
areas and/or parks are developed in the northwest, the economic potential for the 
NWSAR region of Alberta will be limited. If inaccurate or inappropriate data is used in 
selecting new protected areas or parks; it is unlikely that these methods will achieve the 
desired outcome of protecting critical caribou habitat, and ultimately the successful 
recovery of local caribou populations. 

The NWSAR asks the Government of Alberta to empower the locals in the northwest to 
play an active and meaningful role in caribou range planning decision-making that, if 
developed contrary to local interests and values, has the capability to adversely affect 
this region, socially, economically and environmentally, for years to come.        
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APPENDIX 1: NWSAR Contact Information  

List of all the NWSAR Committee members and their contact information: 

Name Position Municipality E-mail Phone 
Lisa 
Wardley Chair 

Mackenzie 
County 

lisa@mackenziecounty.com  
780-841-

5799 
Crystal 
McAteer 

Vice 
Chair 

Town of 
High Level 

cmcateer@highlevel.ca  
780-841-

5729 
Mike 
Morgan Member Town of 

High Level 
mmorgan@highlevel.ca  

780-841-
7669 

Eric 
Jorgensen Member 

Mackenzie 
County 

eric@mackenziecounty.com  
780-926-

9605 

Terry 
Ungarian Member 

County of 
Northern 

Lights 
ungariant@countyofnorthernlights.com  

780-836-
5264 

Jacquie 
Bateman 

Alternate 
Member 

Mackenzie 
County 

jacquie@mackenziecounty.com  
780-926-

6526 

Linda 
Halabisky Member 

County of 
Northern 

Lights 
halabiskyl@countyofnorthernlights.com  

780-836-
0652 

Michelle 
Farris Member 

Town of 
Rainbow 

Lake 
for-sure1@hotmail.com  

780-956-
4420 

Chris 
Mitchell Member 

Town of 
Rainbow 

Lake 
brentmo3@telus.net  

780-956-
5160 

Miron 
Croy Member Clear Hills 

County 
mironcroy@gmail.com  

780-596-
2187 

Peter 
Frixel 

Alternate 
Member 

Clear Hills 
County 

peterfr@hushmail.com  
780-494-

2467 
Charlie 
Johnson Member Clear Hills 

County 
cpjohnson@telusplanet.net  

780-595-
2294 

Sunni-
Jeanne 
Walker 

Member 
Town of 
Manning 

sonnij@telus.net  
780-836-

3820 

Brenda 
Kerr 

Alternate 
Member 

Town of 
Manning 

baxkerr59@gmail.com   
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List of all the NWSAR administration representatives and their contact information:  

Name Position Municipality E-mail Phone 
Byron Peters Lead 

Admin 
Mackenzie 

County 
bpeters@mackenziecounty.com  780-928-

3983 
Hayley Gavin Admin Mackenzie 

County 
hgavin@mackenziecounty.com  780-928-

3983 
Dan Fletcher Admin Town of High 

Level 
dfletcher@highlevel.ca  780-926-

2201 
Ashleigh 
Bulmer 

Admin Town of High 
Level 

abulmer@highlevel.ca  780-926-
2201 

Theresa Van 
Oort 

Admin County of 
Northern 

Lights 

cao@countyofnorthernlights.com  780 836-
3348 

Allan Rowe Admin Clear Hills 
County 

allan@clearhillscounty.ab.ca  780-685-
3925 

Bonnie 
Morgan 

Admin Clear Hills 
County 

bonnie@clearhillscounty.ab.ca  780-685-
3925 
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APPENDIX 2: NWSAR Survey Results  

Results recorded from: May 24, 2017 – August 17, 2017 

Q1. Did you know that caribou live in the Boreal Forest, and can be found in roughly 
50% of the forested area of Northwest Alberta? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 159 64.37% 
No 46 18.62% 
Unsure 12 4.86% 
Sort Of 30 12.15% 
Total 247 100% 
 

Q2. Prior to the effects of the NWSAR Committee, were you aware of the 
Federal/Provincial caribou recovery plan? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 97 39.27% 
No 105 42.51% 
Unsure 4 1.62% 
Sort Of 41 16.6% 
Total 247 100% 
 

Q3. Do you think large protected areas (presumably parks) will be of benefit to the 
caribou? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 20 8.16% 
Unsure 33 13.47% 
No 192 78.37% 
Total 245 100% 
  

Q4. Do you think large protected areas (presumably parks) will be of benefit to you 
and/or your family?  

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 12 4.88% 
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Unsure 20 8.13% 
No 214 86.99% 
Total 246 100% 
 

Q5. Do you believe increasing parkland to protect caribou will affect the economy for 
forestry and oil and gas, etc. in this region? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 222 89.88% 
Unsure 3 1.21% 
No 22 8.91% 
Total 274 100% 
 

Q6. Do you believe this affect will result in positive or negative outcomes for the region?  

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Positive 7 2.83% 
Negative 225 91.09% 
Unsure 15 6.07% 
Total 247 100% 
 

Q7. The Government of Alberta is currently proposing to protect 1.8 million hectares of 
caribou habitat in Northwest Alberta. Please indicate the level of protection that you feel 
would be most beneficial to the region: 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 
No change in status 
(protection measures are 
only reflected in industrial 
operating requirements) 

182 75.83% 

Protection that allows for the 
grandfathering of existing 
industry with no new 
development 

13 5.42% 

Protection that allows for the 
grandfathering of existing 
industry with additional 
stringent regulations 

39 16.25% 

Fully protected with Wildland 
Provincial Park status 

6 2.5% 
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Total 240 100% 
 

Q8. Current socio-economic indicators for Northwest Alberta indicate that we have 
poorer health and education and lower family income than the rest of Alberta. Do you 
prefer government social programs or free enterprise/capitalism as the mechanism to 
improve the socio-economic status of the region? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 
Social programs 11 4.62% 
Social based with some free 
enterprise 

11 4.62% 

Equal mix of both 58 24.37% 
Free enterprise with some 
social assistance  

101 42.44% 

Free enterprise 57 23.95% 
Total 238 100% 
 

Q9. Do you think the socio-economic issues of the region should be considered when 
developing caribou range plans? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 197 82.43% 
Unsure 21 8.79% 
No 21 8.79% 
Total 239 100% 
 

Q10. There is likely to be more public engagement regarding caribou habitat protection 
over the next year or two. Would you PREFER this engagement to be led by: 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

The NWSAR 183 76.25% 
Provincial Government  13 5.42% 
A combination of both 0 0% 
Other (please specify) 44 18.33% 
Total 240 100% 
 

Comments 
A committee of NWSAR and First Nations 
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NWSAR and Government jointly 
A committee of NWSAR and First Nations 
Led by NWSAR with Provincial Reps, paid for by the province 
ACA and user groups 
Collaboration of both would be better 
ACA and user groups 
If change is needed, I believe NWSAR along with all groups and stakeholders should 
have inputs in the process. 
Led by the NWSAR with input from the surrounding people in the communities that are 
affected 
Local groups 
Representatives from Mackenzie County 
If changes are needed, all groups and stakeholders should be involved in the decision-
making process. 
The NWSAR is a grassroots group that will go the extra mile to engage people. The 
NWSAR is directly involved in anything that happens in the Northwest region. 
Both – NWSAR and provincial government 
A neutral party should be involved 
Local governments and stakeholder groups that reside in the proposed areas 
Government should consult people in the area that it will be affecting 
Jointly between NWSAR and the province 
Residents who live in the northern area with leaders to enforce rules and regulations 
Both – NWSAR and provincial government 
Both – NWSAR and provincial government 
Let the local people decide what to do 
Both – NWSAR and provincial government 
Led by the NWSAR but have the provincial government in attendance 
Both – NWSAR and provincial government 
Our local people seem to be doing the right thing. The more informed the opinion the 
better 
If the NWSAR is made up of people from the local communities then it makes sense for 
them to lead 
Led by similar committee that includes ATA, oil and gas, forestry, First Nations and 
Metis and the Government of Alberta 
Indigenous Peoples, trappers and Elders   
Both – NWSAR and provincial government 
If change is needed, the NWSAR along with all groups and stakeholders should have 
input into the process 
ACA and user groups 
A committee of the NWSAR and local First Nations 
Collaboration of NWSAR and the province would be better 
Led by NWSAR with provincial representation and paid for by the province  
A committee of the NWSAR and local First Nations 
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Q11. Who do you believe is in the best position to represent your interests?  

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

The NWSAR 201 84.1% 
Provincial Government  11 4.6% 
Other (please specify) 27 11.3% 
Total 239 100% 
 

Comments 
Not sure 
Myself 
NWSAR and industry 
Indigenous communities  
ACA and user groups 
Local government  
Local government  
Representatives from local government and delegates from industries affected 
The NWSAR is comprised of people who live and work in the local region, so they have 
a better understanding of the issues that are faced to survive in this region 
Local stakeholders and local governments NOT provincial or federal government 
People from the area who have adequate knowledge of this region 
Myself! 
Local government 
A committee of local representatives 
Myself! The NWSAR is next best 
Local government 
Need more information about the NWSAR 
Indigenous Peoples, trappers and Elders 
Mackenzie County 
Both – NWSAR and provincial government  
Groups specific to each interest  
ACA and use groups 
The NWSAR and community input (better scheduled meetings and form) 
ACA and user groups 
 

Q12. Do you think your perspective has been captured well by the NWSAR Committee? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 165 69.04% 
Unsure 56 23.43% 
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No 18 7.53% 
Total 239 100% 
  

Q13. Do you think the NWSAR are approaching caribou recovery with a fair and 
balanced approach? 

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 176 73.95% 
Unsure 42 17.65% 
No 20 8.40% 
Total 238 100% 
 

Q14. Do you support the documents being submitted by the NWSAR to the Provincial 
and Federal Government?  

Answer Number of Responses Percentage of Responses 

Yes 178 75.11% 
Unsure 43 18.14% 
No 16 6.75% 
Total 237 100% 
 

Q15. If you would like updates on NWSAR Committee efforts please provide information 
below: 

Contact information provided by 141 people 
 

Q16. Comments or suggestions to the NWSAR Committee 

Comments 
Great job, keep up the good work.  
The large recreational hunting community (represented by the Alberta Fish and Game 
Association) (AFGA) were not included in the Denhoff report or the NWSAR input to 
date. Is it possible for this group to be recognized as a stakeholder and included for 
future input? 
You need to consult with expert biologists and expert economists. It is obvious to 
everyone outside of your organization that your recommendations are weak and are 
motivated by emotional opinions and seriously lack scientific evidence and economic 
growth. Listen to your critics; you are up against a Federal mandate to protect caribou 
habitat in a province that has by far the most disturbed caribou habitat. You cannot win 
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this. Better to invest your efforts in innovative ways to sustain your communities rather 
than fight the inevitable. Look at what happened with the cod fisheries on the east 
coast, if they had headed biologist’s warnings decades ago perhaps those communities 
would still be thriving today in other ways. Sadly this may be your future if you do not 
invest all efforts in more sustainable economics for your communities. You have a 
responsibility to do so!   
The report prepared by the NWSAR seems to advocate for status quo. THE Species at 
Risk Act has made it a legal requirement that protection be put in place for woodland 
caribou to prevent their extirpation from this region. The draft report puts astronomical 
economic value on potential resource extraction from inaccessible areas that are better 
off protected as parks. Forestry in many of these regions is unsustainable anyway 
because it would take 200 or 250 years for regrowth to occur given local conditions. 
Many of the sources used to create the draft report were chosen specifically because 
their views would align with those of the so-called “NWSAR”, making the report biased. 
Scientists working for the University of Alberta or Calgary, or government scientists 
would be able to provide more valuable information. Additionally, the views of 
Indigenous Peoples are not given enough value. Setting aside parks for protection will 
barely affect economic activity in this region, if at all, especially given how large an area 
this is.   
Please contact area Indigenous communities for their input.  
Do not make these lands into parks. 
There hasn’t been caribou near Manning in hundreds of years. Why protect the habitat 
for caribou? Question 12: both parties have their own agenda; nobody listens to the 
concerns of the people.  
Please protect our traplines and continue your efforts. 
We need to keep government out of this.  
Stick to the decision of no more parks! I’d rather have Biosphere Reserves to help 
ensure the environmental, economic and social sustainability of the region.  
Keep up the good work, we need more employment! 
Great job, I’m happy local people are looking after us.  
Control predators; don’t make this all about humans.  
Good work, great team and development strategies.  
Good job – keep up the good work! 
Great job guys! Keep pushing your proposals!  
Get real GOA! Attacking the trapper and public user is not going to save the caribou. 
Crashing all forestry and oil & gas won’t either, but it would be more honest.  
I am convinced we need to pay attention to our environmental footprint. There are areas 
with room for improvement for example: I have invented spill control devise for portable 
fuel tanks. These tanks are everywhere and they all have a potential to harm the 
environment. For more info please go to www.spillnomore.ca  
Please keep the public informed about the status of the government trying to enforce all 
these bazaar ideological ideas on us. 
Stop this inn its tracks! We can’t let the government take our jobs away. 
Leave things the way they are – if this policy passes it will destroy our whole area. 
Stop this foolishness in its tracks! We have to protect the jobs or we’ll have ghost towns. 

http://www.spillnomore.ca/
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We as a whole can work together to improve our footprint in the environment. For 
example, please take a look at www.spillnomore.ca  
Thank you for your commitment to this project. Thank you for all the hard work in 
researching and representing the northwestern communities and their industries to 
better sustain our region’s needs and protect our wildlife. 
Do whatever can be done to stop this bill from passing – it will destroy our whole area. 
Don’t; let the provincial/federal government kill our local economy.  
The FMA already has good protection practices in place. I am not sure if any further 
protection is required other than maybe control of the wolf populations with extreme 
prejudice.  
Having worked in the logging industry, I have seen firsthand how the FMA is dealing 
with the caribou situation. I believe that their plan should be more than sufficient for the 
protection of the caribou.   
Save the caribou! 
I have grown up in the Caribou Mountains all my life and have a serious concern with 
some of the recommendations that limit/eliminate future public access or industrial 
activities. Wood Buffalo National Park and Caribou Mountains Wildland Park are in 
place that already protect wildlife and limit public access, there is no need to have 
further limitations placed in this area.    
In my experience as a past forester and oilfield worker and an avid hunter, logging and 
oilfield development can help wildlife if managed properly.  
I have lived in Northwest Alberta all my life; I am an avid hunter and fisherman. I have 
great respect for the land and animals, the only caribou I have seen are within the 
Caribou Mountains Wildland Park. If you want to save the caribou then I would suggest 
setting up a plan to kill more wolves and penalties for anyone shooting the caribou (it is 
only the natives that shoot the caribou and when they do, they shoot the whole herd – I 
know this from personal experience). Your proposed plan kills most of the industry 
within the area, by keeping the logging industry out of these areas you are creating a lot 
of old growth forest which creates prime wild fire forest areas. By using logging methods 
like selective logging you can minimize effects on the forest and the animals. Cut block 
are also prime habitats for moose and caribou and create new growth which these 
animals can feed on.  
Thank you for taking the time to work on this important topic that will affect all of the 
constituents in the area. 
First problem is that the natives need to quit shooting the caribou so they can reproduce 
the same issue as our elk population – natives shot any sex no matter what time of 
year. Their hunting should be no different than anyone who pays for a license. It’s not 
the oilfield that interferes with their habitat its humans!     
Predator control is the most important thing to build up the caribou herds – need to 
control wolf and black bear populations. Quit bringing the problem grizzly bears up to 
the Chinchaga range, west of Manning!  
Keep up the good work. 
I would like to see protection and restoration of herds without affecting hunting abilities 
of other ungulates.  
Our government needs to include the local municipalities and people affected by their 

http://www.spillnomore.ca/
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decisions. 
More public meetings. 
Good job! 
Keep up the good work! Thank you! Question 3: look at the caribou populations in 
Jasper and Banff National Parks. Question 4: Not in the NW Alberta. Question 10: 
Where are MLAs? – are they absent/ silent? Question 11: Also with local constituents. 
Huge impact to economy if this affects mill AAC – Northwest Alberta has a lot of jobs 
depending on WF/DMI/Boucher/Canfor 
Spin off jobs – huge loss (very scary for Alberta)  
Need to be in communication with FMA/Quota holders – DMI has good ideas and have 
developed a model – payout tenure/land swap (fiber pooling) 
NWSAR stance on this – increase caribou populations but maintain jobs and access 
Thank you NWSAR! 
The root problem is native hunting of caribou – this needs to be stopped before land 
protection is considered.  
We don’t need any more parks – if the wolves are within the parks the caribou are done. 
Give back the northern allowance so people will want to move North or stay!   
We need to assure our urban neighbours to realize that Northern Albertans are the 
economic engineers of the province. Northwest Albertans are species at risk if this land 
grab is allowed to proceed. There will be a greater and faster exit of Northwest Alberta – 
we need jobs to survive!  
Potential for industry and government – let’s find the common goals. 
Keep up the great work. Better decisions are made by local people because it is in their 
interest to have a healthy balance. Question 7: let northerners and industry build the 
plan. 
Also consider; global warming; new diseases from wetlands drying up; clear cutting; 
reintroduction of bison to hay-Zama area in 1984; wide corridors. Question 10: 
Consultation with First Nations and Metis Peoples.   
Bring the smart people from the south up to the caribou ranges and drop them off in the 
bush and see if they can find how to get home.  
Question 1: I have flown over Northwest Alberta for 25 years and have yet to spot a 
caribou. Question 4: certainly not! I am a developer who relies on lot sales. As job 
opportunities disappear so do sale opportunities. Question 5: Yes, negatively and 
severely. One Ritchie auction absorbed 180 truckloads of equipment (pinnacle) last 
spring – that was one sale. Question 8: This observation holds true for the native 
population, but is certainly not true of the heavy concentration of millionaires in La 
Crete. But it is this economic machine that presents the opportunities for the general 
population. Question 9: Certainly! Question 13: Likely.  
Native groups must be involved to have success. Good presentation! Very informative. 
Question 3: not parks – specific areas. The caribou need protection. Question 9: but do 
not let greed be the guide. Question 11: NWSAR and provincial government to work 
together. Question 12: For the most part. Question 13: don’t let the special interest 
groups rule.   
Thanks for looking out for us. 
Questions 10 and 11: also by Alberta Forest Alliance (AFA)  
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If we don’t do something, we will be the species at risk.  
Very good job. I want my children and grandchildren to stay and thrive in this MD. 
Would NWSAR be willing to present data collected to Beaver First Nation? 
Very good job NWSAR! 
Question 3: I think this is a waste of tax money. If you want to protect caribou, stop all 
persons (including the natives) from hunting them. Question 4: I won land in Rainbow 
Lake – this project will restrict industry, we need to stop it all together. Question 6: I 
think this will screw the livelihood that brought me here and make my life investment 
worthless. Question 12: No, nothing is mentioned of how this will affect land owners 
except it looks like industry will be choked out and make private land owners worthless. 
Question 13: not enough details, just found out about this 2 days before this. Question 
16: Maybe ask some home owners what they think instead of doing what the big 
companies and Bands think. Maybe talk to the people that pave the way for them and 
dump their lives into paying taxes.     
I have been in tourism for 39 years; the caribou in my area are not affected. I truly think 
predators are the issues.  
Too cluttered, too much information overlapping from over the years.  
If access is denied you will put me out of business – I have $100’s of thousands 
invested.  
Questions 10 and 11: no to the provincial government!  
Ensure you communicate with other groups involved in these initiatives (i.e. Tolko and 
NPTC).  
Protect caribou but don’t shut the land users out of the area, we help control predators.  
What is the government trying to do to us?! 
Lot of work you have done, good presentation. Question 5: do not let greed mandate, 
my concern is for environmental devastation. Question 7: depends on particular area 
and condition of animal population. Question 8: Our predicament came from 30 years of 
capitalism. Question 9: greed – presently. Question 13: Need to get clarity. A bit too 
much today.  
Huge problem is native hunting. Question 11: NWSAR and provincial government.  
Question 7: regulated management rather than protection. 
Question 1: its 25% 
Question 1: its 30% 
Lack of development in existing areas will decrease values and opportunity to sell. 
Junior or mid-size companies can easily go into insolvency. This would add to 
government monies needed to reclaim existing sites. 
Question 5: in a very negative way!! Question 10: funded by provincial government. 
I am convinced we need to pay attention to our environmental footprint. There are areas 
with room for improvement for example: I have invented a spill control devise for 
portable fuel tanks. These tanks are everywhere and they all have a potential to harm 
the environment. For more info please go to www.spillnomore.ca  
Get real – attacking the trapper and public user is not going to save the caribou. 
Crashing all forestry and oil and gas won’t either, but it would be more honest.  
Great job guys! Keep pushing your proposals! 
Good job – keep up the good work! 

http://www.spillnomore.ca/
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Good work, great team and development strategies! 
Control predators, don’t make it this all about humans. 
Great job, I’m happy local people are looking after us all! 
Keep up the good work, we need more employment! 
Stick to the decision of “no parks” I’d rather have Biophysical Reserves to help ensure 
the environmental, economic and social sustainability of the region.  
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Q17. Are you male or female? 

 

Q18. What is your age?  
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Q19. What industry do you work in?
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Womens Shelter
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Transportation
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Service
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APPENDIX 3: Caribou Location (telemetry) Data  

Distribution of first recorded locations for each caribou in the telemetry database for AB, 
BC and NWT including Environment Canada (2011) LPU boundaries.  

Figure 14: Wilson et al., (2017) 

 



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

149 

 

  



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

150 

 

APPENDIX 4: Environmental Reclamation Costs – AER Estimations for Well 
Abandonment within the Entire Caribou Ranges for Area 6 (High Level) 

Table 32: Area 6 High Level: approximate costs of well abandonment (AER, 2015) 

Depth (m) Empty not 
Perforated 

Empty 
Perforated Tubing Only Tubing and 

Rods 
Weighted 
Average 

0 – 1199 $15,200 $22,448 $46,955 $52,243 34211.5 
1200 – 1999 $15,533 $23,427 $55,038 $60,462 38615 
2000 – 2499 $15,833 $24,407 $62,179 $72,246 43666.25 
2500 - 2999 $16,400 $25,519 $70,159 $84,669 49186.75 

3000+ $16,867 $26,896 $86,872 $109,418 60013.25 
 

Table 33: Chinchaga Caribou Range  

Depth (m)      

0 – 1199 1201 $41,088,011.50  Reclamation Cost 
Boreal Area 

 

1200 – 1999 572 $22,087,780.00   $23,875.00 
2000 – 2499 412 $17,990,495.00  Wells 3,527.00 
2500 - 2999 246 $12,099,940.50   $84,207,125.00 

3000+ 51 $3,060,675.75    
  $96, 326, 902.75    
      

Abandoned 1046 
Facility 

Abandonment 
 $17,000.00 $42,177,000.00 

RecCertified 915 
Groundwater 

protection cost 
 $39,292.00 $97,483,452.00 

RecExempt 391 
Vent flow repair 

cost 
 $123,173.00 $305,592,213.00 

Amended 212 
Gas migration 

cost 
 $56, 245.00 $139,543,845.00 

Issues 1173 
Multiple event 

sequence factor 
25% 

 25% $191,332,634.44 

Re-Entered 32     

Suspension 1064 
Total wells not 

abandoned 
 2,481 $956,663,172.19 

Total 4833     

 

Table 34: Bistcho Caribou Range 

Depth (m)      

0 – 1199 109 $3,729,053.50  Reclamation Cost 
Boreal Area  

1200 – 1999 717 $27,686,955.00   $23,875.00 
2000 – 2499 17 $742,326.25  Wells 2,096 
2500 - 2999 10 $491,867.50   $50,042,000.00 

3000+ 22 $1,320,291.50    
  $33,970,493.75    
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Abandoned 1221 
Facility 

Abandonment 
 $17,000.00 $14,875,000.00 

RecCertified 230 
Groundwater 

protection cost 
 $39,292.00 $34,380,500.00 

RecExempt 286 
Vent flow repair 

cost 
 $123,173.00 $107,776,375.00 

Amended 91 
Gas migration 

cost 
 $56, 245.00 $49, 214,375.00 

Issues 253 
Multiple event 

sequence factor 
25% 

 25% $72,564,685.94 

Re-Entered 34     

Suspension 497 
Total wells not 

abandoned 
 875 $362,823,429.69 

Total 2612     

 

Table 35: Yates Caribou Range 

Depth (m)      

0 – 1199 47 $1,607,940.50  Reclamation Cost 
Boreal Area  

1200 – 1999 4 $154,460.00   $23,875.00 
2000 – 2499 0 $0.00  Wells 88.00 
2500 - 2999 0 $0.00   $2,101,000.00 

3000+ 0 $0.00    
  $1,762,400.50    
      

Abandoned 1046 Facility 
Abandonment 

 $17,000.00 $867,000.00 

RecCertified 915 Groundwater 
protection cost 

 $39,292.00 $2,003,892.00 

RecExempt 391 
Vent flow repair 

cost 
 $123,173.00 $6,281,823.00 

Amended 212 
Gas migration 

cost 
 $56, 245.00 $2,868,495.00 

Issues 1173 
Multiple event 

sequence factor 
25% 

 25% $3,971,152.63 

Re-Entered 32     

Suspension 1064 
Total wells not 

abandoned 
 51 $19,855,763.13 

Total 4833     

 

Table 36: Caribou Mountains Caribou Range 

Depth (m)      

0 – 1199 2 $68,423.00  Reclamation Cost 
Boreal Area 

 

1200 – 1999 0 $0   $23,875.00 
2000 – 2499 0 $0  Wells 12.00 
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2500 - 2999 0 $0   $286,500.00 
3000+ 0 $0    

  $68,423.00    
      

Abandoned 10 
Facility 

Abandonment 
 $17,000.00 $34,000.00 

RecCertified 27 
Groundwater 

protection cost 
 $39,292.00 $78,584.00 

RecExempt 48 
Vent flow repair 

cost 
 $123,173.00 $246,346.00 

Amended 0 
Gas migration 

cost 
 $56, 245.00 $112,490.00 

Issues 0 
Multiple event 

sequence factor 
25% 

 25% $206,585.75 

Re-Entered 0     

Suspension 2 
Total wells not 

abandoned 
 2,481 $1,032,928.75 

Total 87     

 

Table 37: Red Earth Caribou Range 

Depth (m)      

0 – 1199 35 $1,197,402.50  Reclamation Cost 
Boreal Area  

1200 – 1999 2 $77,230.00   $23,875.00 
2000 – 2499 0 $0.00  Wells 81.00 
2500 - 2999 0 $0.00   $1,933,875.00 

3000+ 0 $0.00    
  $1, 274, 632.50    
      

Abandoned 44 
Facility 

Abandonment 
 $17,000.00 $629,000.00 

RecCertified 50 
Groundwater 

protection cost 
 $39,292.00 $1,453,804.00 

RecExempt 33 
Vent flow repair 

cost 
 $123,173.00 $4,557,401.00 

Amended 1 
Gas migration 

cost 
 $56, 245.00 $2,081,065.00 

Issues 17 
Multiple event 

sequence factor 
25% 

 25% $2,982,444.38 

Re-Entered 1     

Suspension 18 
Total wells not 

abandoned 
 37 $14,912,221.88 

Total 164     
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APPENDIX 5: Potential Conservation Areas Identified in the Lower Peace Region 
through the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (2012)  
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APPENDIX 6: Natural Product Reserve Map 

Figure 15: NWSAR Region Best estimate Natural Reserves with Denhoff Proposed Protected Areas  



 

Northwest Species at Risk Committee (NWSAR) 

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta  

Final: September, 2017 

155 

 

APPENDIX 7: Anthropogenic Disturbances with and without 500m Buffers 
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APPENDIX 8: Natural Footprint – Wildfire Disturbance 
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APPENDIX 9: Natural Environment of the NWSAR Region and Other Land Users 
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