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A Sanctuary that Protects Nothing; Victoria's announcement about the central and north coast rainforest is simply spin-doctoring
24th July, 2004
Jim Fulton (Special to the Vancouver Sun)

 

Last Saturday, the provincial government announced the creation of "a new sanctuary" for the Kermode, or "spirit," bear in British Columbia's coastal rainforest.

This "good news" story made headlines in The Vancouver Sun and newspapers across the country. The "spirit bear" is in the running to be named a 2010 Olympics mascot and its home is threatened by clearcut logging. But media coverage did not tell the whole story about the crucial planning process that will determine what happens to the wildlife and human communities of the B.C. north coast, or even to this one rare bear.

The fact is, not a single bird, tree or bear was permanently protected by this announcement. The government properly congratulated regional planning bodies in the central and north coast forest districts for their land-use recommendations, but these still require negotiations between the provincial government and coastal first nations. In other words, beyond areas protected by past governments, Premier Gordon Campbell has not protected a single twig.

The area under negotiation is the central and north coasts, more than twice the size of Vancouver Island. This part of the province contains the largest remaining intact areas of temperate rainforest on B.C.'s coast. It includes over 300 of the world's largest wild pacific salmon runs, numerous threatened species, and is one of the most biologically productive ecosystems on earth.

The biomass (weight of organic matter) in some locations is four times as great as that of any comparable area in the dense jungles of the Amazon. First nations communities have thrived on the resources of this rich ecosystem for millennia and local communities still depend on them today.

To end the conflict over the management of the resources of this region, local land-use planning tables were advised by a blue-ribbon independent science panel, the Coast Information Team (CIT) to provide a "science-based" solution. Supported by $1.5 million from Premier Campbell and another $1.5 million from some forest companies and environmental organizations, they developed a world-class framework for environmentally responsible land use on the coast called ecosystem-based management (EBM.)

A simple way to describe EBM is management based on leaving rather than taking -- leaving a "safety net" of life-support habitat while "taking" some forest products and other resources in a sustainable manner. Thus the Coast Information Team's ecosystem-based management is also intended to provide sustainable economic opportunities and employment.

But despite the $3 million that was spent on developing EBM with its proposed increase in protection over current levels, the government's land-use tables did not include many of the Coast Information Team's most valuable recommendations. As a result, the areas proposed for protection do not in fact provide adequate levels of protection for many species, including salmon and large carnivores such as grizzly bears and coastal wolves.

In fact, the planning tables have proposed to protect less than half of the total area recommended for protection by the scientists sitting on the CIT.

The panel also concluded that just focusing on protected areas isn't enough to ensure the long-term maintenance of species on the coast. It recognized that protected areas should not stand alone as isolated patches on the landscape. Many species need large corridors of forest standing as migration routes between the protected areas. Wildlife and culturally significant areas also need protection at a local scale.

While the government applauds the regional planning tables for adopting ecosystem-based management, the watered-down EBM framework they proposed is unsound. The planning tables removed most of the thresholds that were designed by the Coast Information Team to ensure species survival on the coast. Instead they accepted only the principles of EBM, deferring its implementation to the forestry companies with few controls. Without a prescriptive EBM "safety net," the proposed protected areas are only isolated patches that could well be islands of extinction for wide-ranging carnivores such as the grizzly bear.

Not surprisingly, the forest industry likes the planning table recommendations. Perhaps that's because the plan leaves 85 per cent of the timber harvesting land base -- the places that are most accessible to logging and where the biggest and most valuable trees live -- for logging. Conversely, nearly one-third of the proposed protected areas covers rock and ice, and mountain tops -- areas where the companies had no interest in logging in the first place.

The "spirit bear" conservancy message may serve the B.C. government in its effort to regain a positive profile in the international marketplace. However, government has a lot of work to do before it can hold this coastal land-use plan up and say with integrity that it will both protect the environment and provide sustainable jobs for coastal first nations and communities.

It is important for the public to know that long-term security for the wolves, bears, salmon and other species in our coastal rainforest environment, along with the well-being of coastal communities and first nations, is not guaranteed by this announcement.

The provincial government's latest announcement is simply spin-doctoring that reduces years of scientific research, millions of taxpayers dollars, and multi-stakeholder negotiations into fuzzy public relations rather than a sustainable future. Without the comprehensive protection and full EBM the CIT scientists called for, the coast will lose.
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