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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
and Eric Denhoff’s Mediator’s Report, 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, by way of a media
release, a concerted effort to inform and engage all municipalities in Northwest Alberta begun.

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;
encompassing approximately 30,000 people and almost 120,000 square kilometers, a fifth of
Alberta’s landmass. 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.

Figure 1: Geographic area of the NWSAR Region
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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.

NWSAR overarching concerns
Many local stakeholders are concerned at the prospect of Denhoff’s proposed protection areas
(1.8 million hectares) 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.
If a new provincial park(s) were to be created within the NWSAR region; negative socio-economic
impacts are highly likely to occur. 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.
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”.

Purpose of the NWSAR recommendations report
The NWSAR’s purpose is to assist the government 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). 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.
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UNESCO’s Biosphere Reserves include; Core Zones for habitat protection, Buffer Zones where ecologically sound
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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BACKGROUND
In 2012, the federal government released a national Recovery Strategy 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. 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.
Range Plans are required for the five northwestern boreal caribou herds, including; Bistcho,
Yates, Caribou Mountains, Chinchaga and Red Earth. In 2012, Environment Canada identified a
threshold of 65% undisturbed habitat within all ranges for a 60% probability of caribou recovery.

Figure 2: Percentage and type of habitat disturbance for caribou in Northwest Alberta (EC, 2012)

The NWSAR believes that by using a national approach to caribou recovery in Northwest Alberta,
the governments will fail to effectively protect and recover northwestern boreal caribou
populations. Threats to these herds are unique to this region and differ from the threats to the
northeast and Southern Mountain herds in Alberta.
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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 southwestern 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 Species at Risk Act
(SARA) and a federal Recovery Strategy was posted on October 5, 2012. This Strategy requires
specific provincial action within five years (by October 5, 2017). Recovery actions must reflect the
habitat and population conditions within each herd’s range.

Figure 3: Five Caribou Ranges within the NWSAR Region

Although not required under the SARA, 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. Alberta’s Range Plans for the remaining local populations are due to the
federal government by October 5, 2017.
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Caribou range planning
The ‘range’ has been identified as the most relevant scale at which to plan for the conservation
of boreal caribou. 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 nonfederal lands need to be addressed in an integrated manner; through range-wide planning that
addresses the requirement of range-specific approaches.
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. Caribou 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 planning in Northwest Alberta provides a unique 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.
The NWSAR has found that threats to northwestern herds are unique to the region and differ from
the threats to the northeast 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.

Photo Credit: Caribou Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin
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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 method
Local stakeholder engagement provided the foundation to which research efforts by the NWSAR
administration were driven.
The NWSAR administration sought the assistance of three separate consultants 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 main body of the report
and research was led and completed by the NWSAR administration
Stakeholder engagement sessions were held on:





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

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



May 24, 2017: Best Western Mirage, High Level
May 25, 2017: County of Northern Lights Council Chambers, Manning

Photo Credit: High Level Open House
(May 24, 2017) – H. Gavin

Photo Credit: Manning Open House
(May 25, 2017) – B. Peters
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NORTHWEST ALBERTA CONTEXT
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. The NWSAR is seeking a made-in-Northwest-Alberta
approach to the recovery of northwestern caribou populations.

Social impact concerns
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 NWSAR region are at a disadvantage
in terms of: education ranking, health of children, abundance of low-income families and high
unemployment ratings.
Income, whether measured alone or in conjunction with other factors is a significant indicator of
health inequalities. Local demand for improved health services in the NWSAR region is already
high; local people are willing to enable partnering for future cross-jurisdictional programs.
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 northwestern region.
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.

Economic impact concerns
Socio-economic impact assessments are listed as a component of Action Plans under the SARA
legislation; 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.
The high level socio-economic analysis completed by the NWSAR is based upon an “in-active”
scenario; essentially, if parks were to be established in all caribou ranges immediately with no
further permitted industrial or commercial activity within the prescribed ranges, the following would
be the potential impact.
The forestry industry could see the immediate loss of more than 650 jobs, a cumulative revenue
loss of over $1bn in year 1 and 38.4% reduction in its working land-base. 144 Fur Management
Area licenses and in excess of $18m annually is at risk in the local trapping industry. The
estimated cost to appropriately abandon all oil and gas wells is in excess of $1.3bn. Finally, the
impact to the NWSAR rural municipal budgets could be 14.98%, 18.74% and 25.23% annually.
However, this analysis is incomplete; the NWSAR plans to include the potential impacts to; the
outfitting industry, wider oil and gas industry and the NWSAR service sector impacts
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Policy review conclusion
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 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 land-use plan, reclamation that
was historically required was frequently not reflective of ecological function, and thus of no benefit
to the caribou.
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% of the entire NWSAR region ought to be considered
in a regional land-use planning context. In the absence of the Lower Peace Regional Plan, the
NWSAR region is at risk of inadequate land-use management from, both, environmental and
economic perspectives.

Parks not the solution to caribou recovery in Northwest Alberta
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 large protection areas.
Specifically with respect to national parks: they are explicitly to be included in critical habitat
protection as part of recovery planning. For caribou ranges that include federal lands, these lands
must be included and considered protected in Range Plans and Action Plans.
However, national and provincial parks have both, historically had limited success for caribou
recovery; Jasper, Banff and Wood Buffalo National Parks and the Caribou Mountains provincial
park have all failed to effectively increase boreal caribou populations. Moreover, Banff’s herd
became extirpated (extinct in the wild) after an avalanche killed the remaining caribou in 2009.
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. The
NWSAR is advocating for working landscapes that have had greater success with the recovery
of other sensitive species provincially.
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CHALLENGES
Overarching Challenge: Uncertain local impacts of caribou recovery planning

Challenge 1: Land management and regulatory policy

Challenge 2: Lack of data

Challenge 3: Diseased bison of Wood Buffalo National Park

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

Challenge 5: Alternative prey species management

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

Challenge 7: Planning for regional growth
Challenge 8: Standardized approach to disturbance buffers and usage of disturbance data

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

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

Photo Credit: Margaret Lake, Caribou Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin
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RECOMMENDATIONS
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: Integrated regional, healthy 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

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: The establishment of range-specific anthropogenic and post-fire “zones of
influence” to determine realistic disturbance baselines within northwestern caribou ranges
Recommendation 9: Resolving the historic diseased bison issue to minimize sustenance hunting
of boreal caribou in northwestern ranges

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

Northwest Species at Risk Committee – Northwest Alberta, Canada

10

Recommendations for Boreal Woodland Caribou Population Recovery in Northwest Alberta
Summary Report Draft 1: July, 2017
Table 1: Recommendations specific to each caribou range

Recommendations

Bistcho Range

Caribou Mountains Range

Chinchaga Range

Red Earth Range

Yates Range

Recommendation 1
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Recommendation 3

Recommendation 4











Recommendation 5











Recommendation 6
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Recommendation 8

















Recommendation 9

Recommendation 10
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Benefits to Caribou
 Balanced approach
 Minimize footprint
 Long-term phased
strategic development
 Site-specific
biophysical conditions
 Strategic critical
habitat restoration
 Reduce predators
 Eliminate disease
transfer threat
 Recover ecosystems
 Effective predator
management
 Stabilize local caribou
populations
 Strategically-targeted
 Reduction in localized
predator populations
 Habitat restoration
 Local Indigenous and
traditional knowledge
 Activity coordination
 Known infrastructure
phased development
 Strategic identification
and investment for
habitat restoration
 Better understanding
of future development
and activities to permit
within ranges
 Reduce predators
 Eliminate disease
transfer threat
 Recover ecosystems
 Stabilize populations
 Improve site-specific
recovery options
 Characterize actual
ranges and conditions
 Optimize herd stability
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CONCLUSION
The NWSAR region represents the most intact landscape in Alberta; including Wood Buffalo
National Park, the NWSAR region encompasses over 43,600 square kilometres, or 28.6%, of
permanently protected areas.
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% "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.
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.
There have been countless conversations with Alberta’s provincial planning staff and biologists;
each working on different aspects of caribou range planning. We sincerely thank all of these staff
for their willingness to engage with us over the past year, and look forward to a continued working
relationship as we strive to develop effective caribou Range Plans in the Northwest.
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 compliment their
range-specific assessment for caribou population recovery with range-specific socio-economic
assessments for localized social and economic stability and prosperity.
SUMMER OF 2017
Over the summer, 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. 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.

The NWSAR plans to update this report as our research and recommendations develop for
delivery to the Government of Alberta in the fall, 2017
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NWSAR Chair: Lisa Wardley, Deputy Reeve, Mackenzie County
Contact Information: lisa@mackenziecounty.com 780-841-5799
NWSAR Vice Chair: Crystal McAteer, Mayor, Town of High Level
Contact Information: cmcateer@highlevel.ca 780-841-5729
NWSAR Lead Admin: Byron Peters, Director of Planning and Development, Mackenzie County
Contact Information: bpeters@mackenziecounty.com 780-821-3278
The NWSAR would like your input
Review our full report here
Complete our surveys to have your say!

Photo Credits: Woodland Caribou, Caribou
Mountains (May 18, 2017) – H. Gavin

13

Northwest Species at Risk Committee – Northwest Alberta, Canada

