
[image: image1.wmf]
Woodland caribou need government to protect forests from industry: report

Monday, May 29th, 2006

JOHN COTTER

EDMONTON (CP) - Canada's declining herds of woodland caribou will only survive if governments move to protect large tracts of northern forest from industrial development, conservation groups warn.

Only about 184,000 of the shy, elusive animals remain in small groups scattered in remote areas of mature and old-growth forest. Without government action now, the species could disappear from Alberta within decades and in Ontario by the end of the century, says a new report by the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society and the Sierra Club of Canada.

"The species remains extremely vulnerable to industrial landscape pressures such as logging, mining and oil and gas explorations," says the report obtained by the Canadian Press.

"If development continues to push into intact forest areas used by woodland caribou, these boreal icons could become extinct."

Woodland caribou are also in decline in other provinces and territories from Yukon to Newfoundland.

The report calls on governments to create networks of interconnected permanently protected areas within current caribou ranges.

Resource development policies should be improved to reduce the cumulative impact of roads, pipelines and seismic lines on forests and the animals.

Ecosystem conservation, including protecting caribou habitat, must become part of land use planning as governments and industry rush to exploit boreal forests that have so far remained untouched.

Gillian McEachern, one of the report's authors, said woodland caribou have already lost about half of their range over the past 100 years.

To help the species survive and recover, governments must change land use policies in areas already under industrial development where specific herds are at risk.

Money and other financial concerns should not outweigh the need to protect the species, she said.

"Governments across the country can still save the woodland caribou," McEachern said from Toronto.

"If we can save the caribou we will also be ensuring that we have healthy, functioning, boreal forests across Canada."

The report says Newfoundland, Manitoba and Alberta have recently released plans to help caribou.

But it also notes that Alberta rejected recommendations from a government-appointed committee that called for a moratorium on future industrial projects in the ranges of critically endangered herds.

The province started a wolf kill program last winter as it sold oil and natural gas leases in habitat near the endangered Little Smoky caribou herd.

Alberta government officials were not immediately available for comment.

Saskatchewan, Ontario and Quebec are currently working on draft plans to deal with woodland caribou.

The report is also critical of the federal government.

Efforts to bolster dwindling woodland caribou numbers in Jasper National Park have been hobbled by a failure to deal with causes such as collisions with vehicles, it says.

"It appears that the interests of local business owners, who participated in the recovery planning process and who opposed road closures, served as barriers to the implementation of key strategies for recovery," the report says.

Jim Schaefer, a Trent University biology professor who has studied caribou for 20 years, praised the report.

He called its recommendations reasonable, especially the need to protect large-scale areas of habitat from industrial development.

Schaefer said governments must be willing to make policy decisions now that may not show positive results for decades.

Part of the challenge is to get people to care about an animal that is part of Canada's heritage, but that few people will ever see in their lifetime.

"Many Canadians would like to know that for their grandchildren the caribou will still inhabit our forests," Schaefer said.

"We need to find a balance between that and the other desires that we are hoping for from this northern forest of ours."
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