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412-63 Albert Street, Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada R3B 1G4

TEL: 204.944.9593  FAX: 204.947.3076  info@manitobawildlands.org
manitobawildlands.org
November 15, 2004

SARA Coordinator, Central and Arctic Region 
Freshwater Institute

Fisheries & Oceans Canada 
501 University Avenue 
Winnipeg, MB 
R3T 2N6 


fwisar@dfo-mpo.gc.ca
Re: Species At Risk Act Public Consultation – Lake Winnipeg Physa Snail

Please consider this letter the formal comments of Manitoba Wildlands regarding the public consultation for Species At Risk Act (SARA) listing of the endangered Lake Winnipeg Physa Snail. 

Manitoba Wildlands fully endorses the listing of the Lake Winnipeg Physa Snail on Schedule 1 (the List of Wildlife Species at Risk) of the Species at Risk Act (SARA). This species, which has been assessed by COSEWIC and classified as endangered, should receive full legal protection under the federal Species At Risk legislation.

COSEWIC Assessment

The COSEWIC Assessment and Status report (2002), by Dr. Eva Pip, provides compelling scientific justification for listing the Lake Winnipeg Physa Snail on Schedule 1 of SARA. The limited distribution of the mollusk to a single lake in Manitoba, the paucity of information regarding its biology and ecology, and the threats to its habitat from eutrophication and human disruption of habitat raise sufficient concern to warrant action. Risks in the form of “[p]ollution, particularly nutrient influx from cottage developments, urban centres and livestock operations . . . nutrients and silt from intensive logging and increased shoreline erosion due to water-level regulation . . . and habitat disruption due to recreational use and shoreline modification”
 are the primary issues.  

Dr. Pip’s Assessment also indicates that the Physa Snail has disappeared from two sites where the snails were previously known to occur, and has not recolonized (indicative of environmental sensitivity), which further reinforces the need to take steps to actively preserve the species. Lake Winnipeg is the only habitat of the Physa Snail.

In particular, we wish to highlight Dr. Pip’s observations regarding lack of existing protection for sites where the snail is presently known to occur. None of the known sites are legally protected from human disturbances, and all of the sites are subject to recreational use and shoreline alteration which will accelerate the fate of the Physa Snail. In our mandate regarding protected areas establishment in the province, we will be requesting our Minister of Conservation to cooperate with protection of the Physa Snail’s habitat.

The need for federal protection of the Lake Winnipeg Physa Snail is particularly important because the province of Manitoba does not always list species under the Manitoba Endangered Species Act that have been identified by COSEWIC to be at risk The provincial Act does not require the Minister to adhere to or even consider COSEWIC Assessments in listing species under the Act. There are several examples of species that have been assessed by COSEWIC as being threatened or endangered that do not appear on the Manitoba regulation that lists species at risk. 

Other Considerations

Dr. Pip’s query as to whether this mollusk is already extinct in its previous lake habitats puts added emphasis on the importance of the Physa Snail in Lake Winnipeg.  Listing the Lake Winnipeg Physa Snail under Schedule 1 of SARA would highlight broader ecological issues associated with the Lake. The Manitoba government has made significant reduction of nutrient loading in Lake Winnipeg a public priority, with a report from the Lake Winnipeg Stewardship Board on steps needed to meet this objective due in December 2004. Because of its environmental sensitivity, the health of the Lake Winnipeg Physa Snail can be thought of as an indicator (one of many) of the overall health of the Lake. Federal legal protection of the mollusk strengthens the case for meaningful effort and resources to be allocated to address the decline of the species and the health of Lake Winnipeg. Research, monitoring, and action regarding the Physa Snail will contribute to a better understanding of the problems faced in restoring the ecological health of Lake Winnipeg.  Such steps are part of knowing if we have in fact returned Lake Winnipeg to its former healthy state, when the Physa Snail enjoyed sufficient habitat. 

In addition, there is an opportunity for listing of the Physa Snail to be a motivator to identify and use indicator species to chart the progress of efforts to restore ecosystem health in Lake Winnipeg. This is a challenge to the scientific and regulatory community, in both the academic and private sector to develop a plan and monitoring program for the Physa Snail, if this is not already envisioned.

SARA Public Consultation Process and Questionnaire

You will note that Manitoba Wildlands has elected to forgo answering the questionnaire provided on the SARA Public Registry website and has opted instead to provide comments in the form of a letter. This is intentional.

In general, we feel that the questions within the questionnaire, which appear to politicize and legitimize non-scientific reasons for listing or not listing a species under SARA, are not consistent with the aim of SARA. We were particularly dismayed by the questions that asked for information about how the listing of the species would affect respondents’ organizations (in either positive or negative ways). We presume that decisions regarding listing of species will not be made solely on social or economic grounds. 

The above statements are not intended to dismiss or diminish social and economic considerations. However, the appropriate context and stage at which to examine social and economic considerations is not in the decision whether to protect species at risk, but in the planning and execution of how to protect a species at risk. The decision to protect a species needs to be based exclusively on credible, independent, sound scientific assessment. 

We trust that you will find our comments constructive and useful and we appreciate the opportunity to provide our input on this incredibly important issue. If you or your staff has any questions or concerns about our comments, please do not hesitate to contact our offices (204.947.3400).

Yours truly,
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Gaile Whelan Enns

Director, Manitoba Wildlands

Copy to:

Honourable Geoff Regan, Minister of Fisheries and Oceans

Director, Prairie Region, Department of Fisheries and Oceans 

� See pg. iv, COSEWIC 2002. COSEWIC assessment and status report on the Lake Winnipeg Physa Physa sp. in Canada. Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada. Ottawa. vi + 21 pp.
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