Wildlife group raps province

Criticizes delay in saving caribou
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The Manitoba government lacks the "political will" to save a species on the path to extinction, says a national wildlife group. 

Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS) and the Sierra Club of Canada released a report titled Uncertain Future: Woodland Caribou and Canada's Boreal Forest yesterday. The report bashes Manitoba's delay in declaring the boreal woodland caribou a "threatened species," a status one notch shy of endangered, which would trigger laws to protect its habitat. 

'MORE PROTECTION' 

"Manitoba's woodland caribou are walking the road to extinction, unless our provincial government lists and protects them under the Manitoba Endangered Species Act," said Ron Thiessen, executive director of CPAWS. 

A "threatened" species ranking would force the government to protect the boreal forest the species relies on, said William Pruitt, who's specialized in wildlife studies for 33 years. "Once they can get that designation, a number of legal issues kick in ... That means they would have more protection than they have now," said Pruitt. 

Manitoba's woodland caribou population has decreased by 50% since 1950. This leaves between 1,821 and 3,135 woodland caribou in the province, Manitoba Conservation said. 

CPAWS said the species has lost half its historic Canadian range, mostly due to industrial expansion. It wants mandated habitat protection to prevent further loss. 

But Conservation Minister Stan Struthers said the province has invested $1.7 million to protect the caribou during the past five years and hired two new biologists. He said this is the most money his government has ever devoted to preserve a single species. 

He added the delay in declaring the woodland caribou "threatened" stems from extensive public consultation. Struthers said the talks were needed because conservation efforts could violate treaty rights. These meetings are now complete and a "threatened" listing is "imminent," he said. 

