Protecting our natural heritage is never a waste, always an investment!

Your editorial (September 29, 2005) reflects a mode of thinking that is inconsistent with just about every value cherished by Canadians.  A World Heritage Site (WHS) is no small achievement.  Should it be created under Premier Gary Doer’s watch, then it would be one of the single most lasting achievements of his government. That such an achievement would be built on the vision of the east side First Nations only adds to its importance.  The First Nations vision for their future is one that is culturally strong, economically vibrant, and ecologically sound.  Their vision for protected lands and a World Heritage Site will benefit the economy and health of this boreal region for generations to come.  

The vision of these First Nations is to protect traditional boreal forest lands and develop a future economy that maintains the health of the forest. Their vision is a challenge to us all – a World Heritage Site of 4 million hectares to be recognized globally for its contribution to the world. It is a vision most of us must sprint to keep up with! World Heritage Sites are “places on earth that are of outstanding universal value to humanity (…) to be protected for future generations to appreciate and enjoy”. (http://whc.unesco.org/en/faq/) World Heritage Site status is the most significant global recognition that any place on Earth can receive.

To gain World Heritage Site status, the lands need legal protection, completed land management plans and a plan for continued governance of the WHS. So, before a World Heritage Site can be created, Poplar River First Nation needs permanent protection for their traditional lands and other lands need interim protection so that communities can carry out the planning necessary to make protection and land use decisions. 

I am pleased the Manitoba Government, in December 2004, publicly endorsed the First Nations’ proposal to establish a World Heritage Site that straddles the Manitoba-Ontario region from Lake Winnipeg east, including two existing provincial parks. 

Minister Chomiak and Minister Robinson  have stated in your newspaper that Manitoba Hydro’s proposed  BiPole transmission corridor will not be routed down the east side of the province, (Winnipeg Free Press, May 29, 2005 ‘Hydro won’t get cheapest route – Province rejects line down east lakeshore’; Winnipeg Free Press, August 4, 2005 ‘East Side voices a guiding force’). This decision by the provincial government comes from a government that is listening to the concerns, aspirations and views of east side communities. Both Ministers have attended community meetings and heard concerns about the impact a hydro transmission line would have on the boreal forest. The government’s decision also reflects the East Side Planning Initiative terms of reference.  One of the three fundamental principles in this document is “maintaining the ecological integrity and biological functions of the boreal forest within the planning area”. (http://www.gov.mb.ca/conservation/eastsideplan/pdf/terms-of-ref.pdf) 

The communities interested in the World Heritage Site are planning for the future of these boreal forest Lands. Land management plans the communities themselves undertake require time and resources. During formal planning, communities seek certainty that development decisions will not cancel or contradict their protected lands vision. Sierra Club Canada and other environmental non-government organizations such as Manitoba Wildlands, and the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) support interim protection for WHS nominated lands where planning has not yet occurred. Failure to act contradicts the Manitoba government’s stated support for the future World Heritage Site. 

A July 2004 Sierra Club of Canada report made strong recommendations to the Government of Manitoba to provide resources for community planning and to move ahead on protection for World Heritage Site nominated lands (‘Integrated Land-Use Planning and Canada's New National Forest Strategy’ http://www.sierraclub.ca/national/programs/biodiversity/forests/nfs/index.shtml#ilp). 

Currently, formal lands planning processes for these First Nations are not underway, with the exception of Poplar River First Nation, who will be releasing their lands management plan this fall. This first lands plan among the World Heritage Site First Nations has been achieved by the community, independent of government.
 

Other governments and international bodies have endorsed this World Heritage Site nomination.  In April 2004, the Canadian Government placed this World Heritage Site nomination on Canada’s Updated Tentative List for World Heritage Sites (‘Minister of the Environment Unveils Canada’s Updated Tentative List for World Heritage Sites’ April 30, 2004 http://www.pc.gc.ca/apps/cp-nr/release_e.asp?id=791&andor1=nr). - 

The November 2004 3rd World Conservation Congress (WCC) in Bangkok, Thailand, approved a recommendation calling on boreal forest nations, including Canada, to recognize, preserve and protect ecological processes that sustain the health of boreal forest regions and recognized the importance of this proposed World Heritage Site. (WCC Recommendation CGR3.REC021 - Conservation of Canada's Boreal Forest http://manitobawildlands.org/docs/CGR3_Rec021-FINAL.doc).

For a step of this magnitude to be reduced to an over-simplified economic analysis by the Free Press (one that is not in line with other estimates) is similar to a newspaper berating a government for maintaining the Louvre instead of building underground parking garages.  

Lift up your eyes. Manitobans can have a World Heritage Site and a secure energy future.  All it takes is a little vision.
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