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The Syncrude Project is a joint venture undertaking among Canadian Oil Sands Partnership #1, Imperial Oil Resources, Mocal Energy Limited, 
Murphy Oil Company Ltd., Nexen Oil Sands Partnership, Sinopec Oil Sands Partnership, and Suncor Energy Ventures Partnership.

Our Sandhill Fen Watershed Project
is a shining example of how mine tailings 
from the oil sands can be incorporated
into sustainable reclaimed landscapes.  

Soon, we’ll have more ways to transform 
former mines into wetlands like this,

and other environments, too. 
Learn more at syncrude.ca
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Dennis Ranch, Southern Foothills, Alberta (Photo by CarysRichards/NCC)

Get Involved

Spend a day in the field: 
Become a Conservation Volunteer 
www.conservationvolunteers.ca

Help lead the way: 
Become a Leader in Conservation 
www.natureconservancy.ca/ab-lic

Our country is filled with some of the most 
amazing natural habitats in the world. It’s what 
makes Canada, Canada – and it’s why we’ve spent 
more than 50 years protecting our irreplaceable 
natural spaces and the wildlife that they sustain. 

www.natureconservancy.ca/ab          1-877-262-1253



www.shell.ca/conservation  

Shell has worked closely 
with conservation groups to 
protect over 31,000 acres  
of land across Canada.

CONSERVING  
LAND IS A GIFT 
FOR FUTURE 
GENERATIONS
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Wheaton Toyota On The Trail sponsors a Toyota Tacoma 
truck for Alberta Conservation Association. We use the 
truck in our conservation work across the province and 
also for special events like Kids Can Catch.

Have a WIN card? Stop by the dealership and show it for 
preferential pricing. 

Preferred 
pricing for WIN 

card holders!
5210 Calgary Trail, Edmonton
www.toyotaonthetrail.ca

780-701-2222
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From the President 
As this issue of Conservation Magazine reaches you, fall will be upon us. For the over 100,000 
Albertans who like to harvest their own protein, fall is a favorite season as it provides the 
opportunity to hunt a wide variety of game animals that provide a low-fat, antibiotic-free, 
locally grown food source that the whole family can enjoy. Check out harvestyourown.ca  
for more information on how to get started.

Of course hunting is not only valuable for providing protein for your family, it is also used as a 
wildlife management tool. But as many of you know, how this tool is used is often a subject of 
debate. Page 22 provides an example of the complexity of wildlife management and the use of 
hunting as a tool on Suffield.

I, for one, will be taking time away from work this fall to spend time with family and friends in 
the pursuit of my own free-range protein. Even if harvesting your own protein is not your thing, 
it is still a great time get out and enjoy the outdoors before the long cold winter that lies ahead.

Enjoy the fall,
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Silver Sage
Silver Sage is one of our most southern 
conservation sites. Located about 90 km 
directly south of Medicine Hat, this site 
consists of native prairie uplands, wetlands 
and cropland. The site is large and continues 
to grow; it sometimes makes our other 
conservation sites a little jealous. The site was 
expanded in 2015 to a total of 2,371 acres, 
with the addition of two quarter sections 
along Ketchum Creek.

As with many of our conservation sites, 
we are working on a number of different 
elements at Silver Sage. A few large sections 
of this site were once cropland, so we are 
working on restoring these areas back to 
native grasslands. 

You might be saying: "So you're just going to 
grow some grass? That's your big plan?" 

Yes, actually. Replanting native grasses and 
plants does not sound very exciting (although 
it's pretty thrilling for our biologists), but 

once they re-establish, native animals can 
make a comeback as well, which is the really 
fun part. Animals like the Sprague's pipit, 
sharp-tailed grouse, and pronghorn are some 
of the animals we really hope to see make a 
home here one day. To date, 1,060 acres of 
once cultivated lands have been re-seeded 
with native species, with another 250 acres 
scheduled to be re-seeded in 2017.

We will also be working towards restoring 
the wetland area found at the Silver Sage site 
and do some general cleanup of the human 
footprint on the site (concrete pads, scattered 
old farm equipment, garbage). Partners 
of this site include, Alberta Fish & Game 
Association, Government of Canada through 
the federal Department of Environment 
(Habitat Stewardship Program for Species 
at Risk), Medicine Hat Fish & Game 
Association, MULTISAR and Pheasants 
Forever (Calgary and Chinook Chapters).

Fish Bling Survey
If you were out fishing this summer at one 
of our stocked ponds and caught a tiny 
piece of coloured plastic, you might have 
wondered why there was a fish attached to 
it. This year we tagged trout at four different 
waterbodies—Beaumont Pond, Ray’s Pond, 
Drake Pond and Emerson Pond. We wanted 
to know how your short-lived relationship 
with the fish went. Was it a good fighter? Did 
it insult your fishing technique? How was the 
fishing at that lake in general? 

There are different strains of trout that we are 
able to purchase and release into Alberta’s 
stocked lakes. Each trout strain has different 
genetics and therefore different personalities. 
Since ACA staff can’t go fishing every day, 
we want to know what Alberta anglers think. 
The hope is that in the future, once we have 
collected enough data, we will be able to make 
more informed choices when it comes to trout 
strains, and ultimately make Alberta an even 
better place to go fishing.

Additionally, for every tag you entered with 
your information, you were put into a draw 
for some fantastic prizes from Cabela’s, 
including tackle boxes, fillet knives, spin rods 
and reels, and other awesome fishing items. 
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THANK YOU
ACA has a trailer for Report A Poacher that 
we take around to tradeshows and events to 
educate the public on the responsible use of 
fish and wildlife. The trailer and its displays are 
somewhat worn after over 20 years of service, 
so we’ve been raising funds for a new one. Enter 
Williams Energy Canada. Thanks to Williams 
tremendous support, we can now turn the 
dream of a new trailer into reality. 

“The important work that ACA does in 
environmental stewardship and conservation 
helps ensure that fish and wildlife resources 
are cared for today and accessible for future 
generations,” says Williams Energy Canada. 
“Williams is proud to join Alberta Conservation 
Association as a Corporate Partner in 
Conservation, supporting the new Report A 
Poacher trailer. At Williams we recognize and 
enthusiastically accept our responsibility to 
the communities we serve, through acting as a 
good neighbour and through involvement and 
support for community activities.”

All ACA can say to Williams Energy and their 
generous donation is a big, bold, exuberant, all 
caps THANK YOU!   

Camera Fundraising Goal Reached!
At the start of this year’s peregrine camera season, we launched a 
fundraiser with the aim of raising enough money to buy a fancy trail 
camera. The goal is to set up the camera at a different At Risk raptor 
nest: the ferruginous hawk. Within the span of two weeks, we raised 
over $1,500 thanks to our loyal peregrine-loving audience. If you 
donated to this campaign, we can’t thank you enough!

Ferruginous hawks are a provincially 
Endangered species and considered 
Threatened federally. Fortunately, some of 
our biologists know where to find a couple of 
nests. As with peregrine falcons, ferruginous 
hawks seem to like coming back to the same 
nest year after year so with any luck, we 
should be getting pictures of adorable little 
hawk chicks next summer that we will share 
with all of you!

Award Winning Biologist
Paul Jones, one of our esteemed biologists 
from our Lethbridge office, was just awarded 
two separate Special Recognition Awards at 
the 27th Biennial Pronghorn Workshop. If 
anyone has ever been pronghorn-famous, 
it’s Paul Jones. He has dedicated years to the 
collaborative effort of researching pronghorn 
movements and how to make their migration 
easier. Pronghorn face bodily harm or very 
restricted movements from the endless 
grids of barbed wire fences in Alberta and 
surrounding provinces and states. This 
work involves testing and researching fence 

modification techniques in order to keep the 
pronghorn populations stable and healthy.

The two Special Recognition Awards he 
received honour important contributions to 
pronghorn management and research. The 
first award was for “Instrumental long-term 
efforts for the conservation of transboundary 

prairie wildlife, including pronghorn, through 
generosity of spirit, pioneering research, and 
fostering public-private collaboration.” The 
second award was for “Tireless efforts to 
update and publish pronghorn management 
guidelines and the pronghorn bibliography, 
in collaboration with Jorge Cancino and Jim 
Yoakum.”  In the history of the awards, it 
is the first time that a single individual has 
received more than one award.

Paul Jones prepared two different 
presentations at the 27th Biennial Pronghorn 
Workshop. One presentation focused on how 
fencing is an obstacle for the conservation of 
pronghorn and the other presentation was 
on the preliminary results of pronghorn use 
of goat-bars (PVC pipe to cover the barbs), 
smooth wire and clips installed on existing 
barbed wire fences. 

Installing smooth wire instead of barbed 
wire for the wire closest to the ground will 
eliminate the chances that pronghorn will 
accidentally rip large strips of their coat off 
on the barbed wire. This damage to their 
coat can be dangerous in winter—frostbite, 
infections and general loss of heat. Another 
method is using clips to attach the lowest 
wire to the second lowest wire, which raises 
the lower wire and creates a larger gap for the 
pronghorn to crawl under. 

ACA couldn’t be prouder of Paul Jones for 
being an award-winning biologist!
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These Are Not 
the Drones You’re 
Looking For
How drones support conservation

 ► by Kelley Stark, ACA

Wow! Hunters are passionate about their 
feelings on drones (aka: unmanned aerial 
vehicles or UAVs). It is not uncommon to 
hear hunters say: “If I ever see a drone while 
I’m hunting, I will shoot it out of the sky.” 
And at times, this is an understandable 
point of view. Before taking aim, though, 
please consider how drones can benefit 
conservation. (For the record, we’re not 
talking about military-grade drones, just 
the little ones that takes pictures or video.) 

Rob Corrigan, Provincial Big Game 
Specialist with Alberta Fish and Wildlife 
Policy Division at Alberta Environment and 
Parks (AEP) is an expert on the legalities of 
hunting with a drone. In Alberta, hunting 
with a drone, or gathering information by 
drone with the intent of hunting, is illegal. 
You also cannot use a drone to interrupt a 
lawful hunt. “You can’t run out there and 
scare a deer away,” explains Corrigan. “You 
can’t wave your arms around to scare birds 
away in a field if people are going to shoot 
that field, so if you’re using a drone [to scare 
the wildlife] then that is an offense.” 

As an unlucky YouTuber recently found 
out, harassing wildlife with drones is also 
illegal. His video contained footage of 
a herd of mule deer running for about 
12 minutes. The reality is that this is no 
different than chasing a herd of deer in his 
truck. A hefty fine ($1,250) and the loss of 
his drone should hopefully stop him from 
doing that again.

Fortunately, Alberta’s hunters are largely 
an ethical bunch and illegal drone use 

is not that common. When it comes to 
conservation, though, work with drones is 
coming up more and more. Organizations 
are finding that renting a helicopter or 
walking the entire circumference of a lake 
or large property is expensive and time 
consuming when a 15-minute drone flight 
can accomplish just as much if not more. 

Land management is one of ACA’s biggest 
projects. Once we secure a piece of land, 
research is done to see what needs to be 
planted to benefit local wildlife. Once the 
flora is flourishing, we come back every so 
often to check for issues such as an overrun 
of weeds and to make sure that everything 
is coming up nicely. “Right now we walk to 
places and take photos in the same direction 
every year, every five years, how often you 
want to do it,” says Dan Sturgess, ACA 
biologist. “We spend a lot of time going to 
find this exact waypoint, and when you have 
a waypoint on your GPS, it’s never the exact, 
it’s within five meters so you have to look at 
your pictures and where you are and line it all 
up.” The problem is that once the plants get to 
a certain height, they block the picture of the 
current landscape. 

With certain apps downloaded to phones 
or tablets, drone pilots are able to pre-set 
the exact flight with GPS. With the drone 
flying high above and set to the same GPS 
coordinates year after year, we can see what is 
growing and what needs to be planted. Even 
if the GPS is off by five metres, at 30 to 50 
metres above the earth, we’re still getting the 
whole area. 

This isn’t just useful for large swaths of land 
but also riparian areas. Sturgess did a riparian 
survey on the Edson River. “This river winds 
back and forth and back and forth. So let’s 
say you go here to do a riparian survey to 
determine: is [the shoreline] healthy? Is it 
unhealthy? What’s going on? Imagine if you 
had to walk all of this, and how long this 
would take. The winding back and forth 
and having to go through all this vegetation. 
[Using the drone] took me probably 30 
minutes. It would’ve taken all day to walk 
it.” Once the problem areas have been 
established, the biologists can find solutions.

Renting a helicopter or plane that would do 
the exact same thing is more expensive and 
has associated risks. Drones remove safety 
concerns in a very affordable manner.  

ACA’s Wildlife Program can benefit from the 
drone capabilities as well. The piping plover 
population (say that three times fast!) has 

been a bit scarce in the last few years. The 
birds nest on gravelly shores but dislike too 
much water and too much vegetation; the 
vegetation gives their gravelly camouflage 
away and they have a tough time breathing 
under water. Unfortunately, Alberta’s lakes 
have not really given them a lot to work with 
lately. So our biologists build habitat for them. 

The biologists need to find (or make) 
a shoreline that’s wide enough to look 
welcoming to the plovers. Walking around 
a lake can take hours, not to mention the 
possibility of stepping on the very birds’ 
eggs that we’re trying to save. A quick drone 
flight over the lake can show our biologists if 
there are any promising shorelines. Later the 
scientists can carefully check it out on foot. 

Kris Kendell is ACA’s resident amphibian and 
reptile expert. He hopes to use the drone to 
survey amphibian eggs. The eggs are easily 
distinguished from each other by a host of 
variables. Unfortunately, murky water or dense 
vegetation make them difficult to find. “Being 
able to survey such habitat at close range from 
above using a UAV,” acknowledges Kendell, 
“may have advantages over traditional 
ground surveys. In support of ACA’s ongoing 
assessment of UAV use within the Wildlife 
Program, we will test the feasibility of using  
an UAV to detect amphibian eggs at a 
breeding site.”

Rob Stavne, yet another ACA biologist, lists 
a couple more ways drones could help with 
wildlife research:

• “In addition to just capturing a 'regular 
view,' drones can be outfitted with an 
infrared camera to detect heat signatures. In 
a habitat setting that affords thick cover, the 
drone could still detect hot spots, such as 
nesting sites or bedded down animals. 

• “Fisheries staff used to hire a plane to fly 
over lakes to do a boat count where they 
were conducting creek surveys. With a 
drone, they can accomplish the same thing 
at smaller waterbodies to capture use on  
the lakes.”

Although drones seem to be getting a 
bad reputation in the public arena, please 
remember that the drones are just tools. In the 
wrong hands, a drone is annoying, intrusive 
and conducting illegal activities. However, 
for conservation, drones allow biologists to 
better conserve and enhance fish and wildlife 
populations and habitat without ever having 
to leave the ground.   
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Save the Bats 
(And Kill Mosquitos)

Announcing the new Alberta 
Community Bat Program

 ► by Lisa Wilkinson, AEP

maternity roosts, where groups 
of females raise their pups. Large 
roosts can house hundreds 
of bats and are critical to the 
reproductive success of local bat 
populations. Bats are long-lived, 
but typically give birth to only 
one pup per year, so populations 
are slow to recover after declines. 
Therefore, ensuring the long-
term availability of high quality 
maternity roosts is critical for 
the survival and recovery of bat 
species. The ACBP is eager to 
learn about maternity roosts and 
hopes to enlist Citizen Scientists 
to report and monitor them. In 
cases where people do not want 
to share a building with bats, the 
ACBP can provide guidance to 
safely exclude the colony and 
provide an alternate maternity 
roost. 

A key way to help bats is through 
protection of their “hibernacula,” 
where bats hibernate during 
the winter. Hibernating bats are 
vulnerable to human disturbance 
and exposure to the fungus 
responsible for White-Nose 
Syndrome. However, we know 
of only a few hibernacula in 
Alberta. The ACBP is working 
in conjunction with the Bats and 
Cavers Program to help identify 
and study bat hibernacula. The 
program works collaboratively 
with the caving community to 
help identify new hibernacula, 
and to encourage compliance 
with decontamination protocols 
for controlling the spread of 
White-Nose Syndrome. Cavers 
are currently assisting researchers 
by placing equipment in caves 
that monitors bat activity.

Our bats are an integral part of 
our ecosystem and are in need of 
understanding and protection. 
For more information about 
Alberta’s bats and ways that you 
can lend a hand, visit:  
www.albertabats.ca.   

Bats are an essential part of 
ecosystems throughout the 
world, including here in Alberta, 
where we have nine species of 
insect-eating bats. In North 
America, the fungal disease 
White-Nose Syndrome has 
devastated bat populations in the 
east, and has now been detected 
near Seattle. It is imperative that 
we learn as much as possible 
about Alberta’s bat populations to 
afford them as much protection 
as possible.

A group of bat biologists decided 
to take a more active role in 
helping Alberta’s bats, and 
created the Alberta Community 
Bat Program (ACBP). The 
program is a collaboration 
between the Wildlife 
Conservation Society of Canada, 
Alberta Environment and Parks, 
and the Alberta Bat Action Team. 
The mission of the Program is 
to raise awareness about bats 
and their conservation, help 
local residents manage bats in 
buildings, and collect data to 
monitor and better understand 
bats in Alberta 

The first step to helping bats 
is learning about them and 
dispelling pervasive negative 
myths. Bats are amazing! Bats 
are the primary consumers of 
nocturnal insects, including 
mosquitoes. A lactating female 
little brown bat can eat her 
weight in insects in a night. 
Bats eat forest and agricultural 
pests, and are estimated to save 
billions of dollars annually in 
lost productivity. Once people 
appreciate the value of bats, there 
are a variety of ways to be more 
active in bat conservation. Some 
examples include maintaining 
wetlands (bats come to drink 
and forage for insects), retaining 
snags and building bat houses.

Helping bats includes helping 
people with bat issues, such as 
bats roosting in buildings. Many 
bats rely on human structures for 
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Saving the Bats: In Action
 ► by Lisa Card, H2C

Cache Park Bat and Bird Conservancy

Highway 2 Conservation (H2C) has built a nature reserve 
where the presence of bats and other wildlife can be 
enjoyed by all. 

Supersized bat houses or bat “condos,” capable of housing 
hundreds of bats at once are the centerpiece of the park. 
The condos provide roosting habitat for the bats in a 
prime location. 

They are also being used as a public awareness campaign. 
H2C is planning on hosting interactive night walks where 
visitors can watch bats emerge from the condos and listen 
with bat detectors to hear their vocalizations that are 
inaudible to us without this equipment. 

H2C has also been educating Alberta Junior Forest 
Wardens and helping them build the condos, as well as 
talking to high school students and working with teachers 
to develop bat house wood working classes. 

Save a Barn, Save a Bat
H2C is also promoting bat education and habitat 
protection to agricultural landowners through the “Save 
a Barn, Save a Bat” program. Unfortunately, old barns 
and buildings are being torn down, eliminating great bat 
habitat. 

H2C is working with producers and landowners to change 
perceptions on bats and encourage roost site protection of 
these old buildings while simultaneously collecting data 
on where bats are roosting and their population numbers. 

All data collected is being shared with the Alberta 
Community Bat Program. Citizen scientists have been 
extremely eager to participate and people who don’t have 
bats are enthusiastically signing up for the bat house 
building workshops. 

Through funding from Alberta Conservation Association, 
H2C has been able to establish the first bat conservancy 
in the province and has reached hundreds of people 
through educational events and one-on-one consults. 
For more information on the project, please visit: 
highway2conservation.com/  
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conversations

Times they are a changin’

Initially, Jen focused on 
hunting upland game birds, 
and she enjoyed the challenge 
of working with the dogs and 
navigating the terrain. A couple 
of years later, she decided to 
harvest her first deer—and it was 
a lot easier than she expected. 
“What I found interesting was 
that we have a lot of deer around 
this area and I have a good idea 
of how they behave, what their 
habits are, and where they are. 
I found it almost disturbingly 
easy,” she says.

Jen says a big part of becoming 
comfortable as a hunter was 
knowing her own comfort level 
with how she wanted to hunt.  

Mike, a small town 
Saskatchewan-boy originally, 
always hunted. Jen introduced 
him to diving, first by snorkeling 
with him. He loved it. In turn, 
he introduced Jen to hunting, 
easing her into the idea through 
exposure.

“I tagged along with Mike on 
a few trips and I followed with 
the dogs, and became really 
interested in the dog training. 
When it came time to make the 
decision whether I was going 
to hunt for myself, it wasn’t this 
strange thing,” Jen says. “I knew 
how it worked, I knew how 
to do it and so it was an easy 
transition.”

People from all walks of life are learning how to hunt—even if they 
were raised on TV dinners.

“I didn’t feel pressure to get a 
deer. I knew there were lots 
around and that day; we could 
just go see how it went,” Jen 
explained. “I was just spending a 
normal day outside, and if I saw 
the deer I wanted to take, I could 
shoot it,” she says.

Jen’s first harvest was a success. 
She was comfortable with the 
animal she’d chosen to harvest, 
and she was comfortable with 
her range. And of course, for a 
biologist, gutting and skinning it 
was no big deal.

“I actually found it pretty 
interesting and I like seeing 
how it all fits together. I think 
anybody that buys meat from a 
grocery store needs to be realistic 
that the meat comes from an 
animal.”

Mike and Jen, now in their late 
30s, live in Pincher Creek and 
both have white-collar jobs. But 
every hunting season, you can 
find them in the bush, hiking 
out their next quarry—and not 
always together. Jen is more than 
happy going out on her own 
to hunt. “I became a biologist 
because I am interested in the 
outdoors, wildlife and ecology—
and those interests mesh 
very well with hunting. I am 
comfortable out in the woods."

Hunting has also added to her 
depth as a biologist. “I think 
it has helped me understand 
game management and even 
landowners, Jen says. “It 
opens up relationships you 
might not otherwise have 
in the community. And that 
makes you a better member of 
the community and better at 
understanding the dynamics  
at play.”   

Hunting’s old boys' 
club has a lot more 
women these days

 ► by Sheri Monk

A Google image search for 
“hunter” returns an interesting, if 
not somewhat predictable mix  
of stereotypes.

There are an inordinate number 
of distinguished, grey-haired 
men with moustaches smoking 
pipes beside their beagles. There 
are a lot of grizzled beards, and 
plaid shirts, and an unfathomable 
number of men in military 
camouflage. Conspicuously 
absent are women and younger 
people that aren’t sporting 
tactical rifles and clothing.

But hunting is no longer the 
old boys’ club it once was, and 
opening day is now attended by 
white-collar women, tattooed 
hipsters and organic urbanites. 
Of course, those are just 
stereotypes too, but more and 
more frequently, people from all 
walks of life are learning how to 
hunt—even if they were raised 
on TV dinners.

Jen Carpenter, a biologist and 
a long-time nature lover, didn’t 
grow up hunting. She’d always 
loved the outdoors, and was an 
avid hiker and diver, but didn’t 
really consider hunting until 
she met her now-husband,  
Mike Swystun.

“Mike and I and have brought 
different interests into our 
relationship. And because we 
are willing to do things that the 
other person is interested in, and 
we don’t necessarily need our 
own time, we’re happy to just go 
together. So we have been able to 
see whole other worlds that the 
other person has brought to the 
relationship,” Jen explains.

photo:  Mike Swystun
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Floating Islands
One possible solution for 
getting rid of fish-killing 
elements

 ► by Kelley Stark, ACA

So far it hasn’t worked out exactly as 
planned. But that doesn’t mean they’ve 
given up. And that doesn’t mean they 
didn’t learn some solutions to be used 
elsewhere. 

Hiller’s Dam, donated by the Hiller 
family in 1969, is a public day-use area. 
The reservoir is stocked yearly with 
approximately 10,000 rainbow trout and 
is a popular spot for Alberta’s anglers. 
Unfortunately, summer heat and the 
shallowness of the pond (only 9ft) cause 
algae blooms that deplete oxygen levels 
for the fish. 

In 2014, Mountain View County (MVC), 
with the help of a $24,000 grant from 
Alberta Conservation Association (ACA), 
installed floating islands. Two clusters 
of three islands were fashioned from 
recycled plastic and bonded together with 
foam. A mixture of native grasses, sedges, 
rushes and willows were planted on the 
islands so the exposed roots can absorb 
sediments, pollutants and harsh nutrients 
like phosphates, nitrates, ammonia and 
heavy metals. 

In the end, although the islands 
functioned as intended, they were simply 
too small to have a noticeable impact. 
But other positives have come from the 
experiment: “The islands have already 
become a favorite resting spot for the 
local waterfowl and are offering shade to 
fish in the dam,” says Lorelee Grattidge, 
sustainable agricultural specialist for 
MVC. “Blue herons, pelicans and 
numerous ducks have been spotted 
regularly enjoying the area and anglers are 
enjoying the fishing opportunities.”

The islands themselves are less successful 
than hoped due to the size of the 
waterbody but, “Hiller’s Dam will be 
an excellent demonstration site in the 
future with the opportunity to promote 
additional successful applications for the 
islands in dugouts or storm water ponds,” 
Grattidge continues. “In many ways the 
success of the project has gone beyond the 
original purpose of the project; ultimately 
this is creating an opportunity for 
education and community collaboration to 
make a difference in the local watershed.” 

The community in MVC has been 
looking at water quality on their own 
properties to see if the floating island 
idea might be beneficial there. Funding is 
available through the county’s Riparian & 
Ecological Enhancement Program to assist 
landowners. ACA funds this program as 
well. Alberta Agriculture and Forestry 
and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 
have lent a helping hand with supporting 
landowners’ management strategies. 

Other partners for the project include 
FortisAlberta for the waterside sign 
explaining the project and Vita Water 
Technologies for ongoing technical 
support as the distributor of the floating 
islands. Students from Olds College 
have been monitoring water for the past 
couple of years. They have provided input 
and recommendations for additional 
improvements. 

MVC has not given up on Hiller’s Dam. 
They’ve discussed the future of the 
reservoir and come up with some possible 
solutions to try next. “One possibility 
is the installation of a bio-dock,” says 
Grattidge, “engineered to provide the 
required buoyancy and function; similar to 
a floating island but incorporating a metal 
framework on top of the dock matrix to 
provide increased stability and rigidity. 
This would be an additional recreational 
feature at the reservoir: improving 
fishing access, water quality and in turn, 
accommodating for additional willow 
plantings along the bank.”        

photo:  ACA, Budd Erickson via ACA drone
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This  
Little Piggy 
Went Feral
Causing havoc across 
the country

 ► by Raea Gooding

The research team, led by Dr. Ryan Brook,  
has two different projects that are 
investigating wild boar distribution in 
Canada. Master's student Ruth Kost has 
surveyed hunters, landowners, aboriginal 
people, farmers, conservation officers, 
biologists and other wildlife experts to 
systematically document sightings across 
the country. So far, Ruth has collected over 
900 unique sightings of wild pigs in western 
Canada over the last five years. Hundreds of 
trail camera photos are also being collected 
from the research program and from hunters 
and nature enthusiasts sharing their own 
images with the research team. This will 
ultimately create a baseline map of confirmed 
occurrences that can be monitored over 
the years to determine their spread and to 
potentially support management efforts. 

In another project, Master's student Ryan 
Powers has been putting GPS satellite collars 
on wild boar in Saskatchewan to better 
understand their movements. Goals are to 

determine home range use and 
seasonal habitat selection, identify 
daily movement patterns, and assess 
areas of spatial overlap between 
feral wild boar and agricultural 
production (including domestic 
swine operations). 

The widest distribution in Canada 
appears to be in Saskatchewan, 
where about half of the 296 rural 
municipalities reported having wild 
boar. There is a clear association 
between wild boar presence and old 
or current wild boar farms which 
are both historic and contemporary 
sources for the current wild pig 
populations. The collared animals 
may also be used as “Judas pigs,” 
leading researchers to where 
additional groups of boar are on the 
landscape. This could be useful for 

management, allowing detection of sounders 
(groups) that could be removed for disease 
testing and population control. 

Community engagement is a major part 
of the wild boar study, with outreach 
coordinator Raea Gooding presenting at 
several schools, trade shows and other 
gatherings to raise awareness of the issue 
of feral wild boar and seek information 
on sightings. Tagging along on most trips 
is Boris, a 300 lb. taxidermied boar who 
is pretty good at grabbing attention from 
passersby! Anyone can help out the study by 
reporting sightings, kills, or signs of wild pigs 
to the lab at r.kost@usask.ca. Information is 
confidential and great care is taken to protect 
the privacy of landowners. You can also 
visit Wild Hog Watch (Feral Wild Boars) on 
Facebook for all of the latest news!   

These invasive animals were brought into Canada in the 1980s and ’90s to diversify agricultural food 
resources. With growing numbers, they threaten to out-compete native wildlife for resources.

Out of sight is not out of mind for 
a group of researchers from the 
University of Saskatchewan who are 
studying wild boar across Canada. 
The team is working to gain a better 
understanding of the ecology of 
this elusive animal on the northern 
prairie and assess the risks they pose 
to agriculture and the environment. 

These invasive animals were brought 
into Canada in the 1980s and 
'90s to diversify agricultural food 
resources. In addition, Eurasian wild 
boar shoot farms have recently also 
been established in Saskatchewan. 
Many animals managed to escape 
from the fences, and some were 
even intentionally released due to 
poor market performance. These 
releases continue in 2016. The hardy 
creatures had no trouble surviving 
the elements, often using “pigloos” made 
of cattails covered with a thick snow layer. 
So far, the study has revealed that wild boar 
have been reported in every province west 
of the Maritimes.

This is a problem, as wild boar reproduce 
very quickly—capable of having two litters 
of six to 12 piglets each in a single year. The 
wild hogs can be very destructive to both 
cropland and sensitive habitats, due to their 
wallowing and rooting behaviour. They have 
been known to prey on small wildlife and 
livestock, particularly young animals and 
nesting bird eggs. With growing numbers, 
they threaten to out-compete native wildlife 
for resources. Studies in other areas have 
found that wild pigs can significantly impact 
white-tailed deer and squirrel populations. 
Although no diseases have been detected 
in Canada for feral hogs, they are known to 
harbour numerous diseases and parasites in 
other regions that put the health of wildlife,  
livestock, pets and humans at risk. 
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Catching Rainbows 
Putting fish where there were few before

 ► by Mike Rodtka, ACA Some may be surprised to learn that our 
National Parks were in the business of 
introducing non-native trout to Alberta 
waters (the first hatchery was built in Banff 
in 1913), but this simply reflects society’s 
changing attitude toward fish culture and 
stocking. For much of the past century, 
the replacement of native fish species with 
desirable non-native species was largely 
viewed as a virtuous endeavour, providing 
a diversity of sport for anglers and ensuring 
(it was thought) there were plenty of fish 
available to be caught. Over the years, at least 
25 fish species have been stocked in Alberta 
waters, primarily to enhance recreational 
opportunities. 

But times change, and as Albertan’s 
appreciation for their native fish grows, 
today’s fisheries managers often find 
themselves lamenting the success of their 
predecessors. Naturalized populations of 
brook trout and brown trout now compete 
with native bull trout for living space in 
Eastern Slopes streams while non-native 
strains of cutthroat and rainbow trout 
interbreed with native stocks, threatening 
their very existence. It’s no exaggeration to 
say the past introduction of hatchery trout 
to Alberta streams has been disastrous for 
many native fish species. However, it is also 
undeniable that many of our most popular 
trout fisheries, fisheries like the Bow and 
North Raven, owe their genesis to the trout-
stocking-fervor of days past. 

Fisheries managers now make the 
conservation of native fish top priority, 
but millions of trout (primarily rainbow 

trout although brook, cutthroat and brown 
trout are also popular) are still stocked to 
hundreds of Alberta lakes and ponds every 
year. Although a handful of private growers 
operate in the province, the vast majority 
of trout are produced in the Government 
of Alberta’s Cold Lake and Sam Livingston 
fish hatcheries. The trout are intended to 
provide angling opportunities, especially in 
areas where opportunity would otherwise 
be limited, and it is working; roughly one 
quarter of all recreational fishing effort in the 
province is currently sustained through the 
regular stocking of trout. 

In contrast to the past, effort is made to 
ensure the stocked fish are only a temporary 
resident with minimal influence on native 
species. Many of the trout stocked are 
rendered sterile through clever manipulation 
of their genetic makeup, receiving waters are 
selected to minimize fish escapement and 
stock are routinely tested to ensure they are 
disease-free. A recent evaluation of trout 
introduction to lakes in the Rocky Mountain 
House area by University of Alberta 
researchers found minimal impacts of the 
introduced trout to the lakes’ native fish, 
amphibian and aquatic insect populations.   

Many anglers value the opportunity to eat 
some of their catch. Throughout much of 
Alberta, stocked fisheries provide the only 
option for angler harvest of trout. Stocking 
enables harvest rates (currently up to five fish 
at some lakes) that would be unsustainable 
at fisheries maintained naturally through 
the reproduction of wild trout. However, 
propagating fish stock is costly and successful 
stocking programs strike a balance between 
anglers’ desire for generous catch limits and 
the cost of stock production. 

Roughly one quarter of all 
recreational fishing effort 
in the province is currently 
sustained through the regular 
stocking of trout.  

photo:  ACA, Diana Rung
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What’s in a number? 
After a slow day spent fishing a trout-stocked 
lake, it is tempting to conclude the lake needs 
stocking. Ignoring for a minute the fact that 
even the best anglers have bad days, the 
solution to low catch rates is rarely so simple. 
The capacity of a waterbody to support trout 
varies widely between lakes and from year-
to-year at any given lake, setting an upper 
limit on the number or kilograms of trout 
(biomass) a water body can support. Stocking 
trout above this upper limit is almost always a 
losing proposition. 

Alberta is also a relatively dry province, 
which means managers rarely have the 
luxury of being choosey when deciding 
which lakes to stock. For example, some 
Enhanced Fish Stocking (EFS) ponds do not 
reliably maintain conditions favorable for 
trout survival during the hottest summers 
(many of the ponds are no larger than the 
average–sized football field). Degrading water 
quality results in lethargic trout that refuse 
to bite or, in extreme situations, fish death 
(summerkill). Either situation removes fish 
from the fishery. Adding more fish in these 
situations would only make the problem 
worse. Alberta Conservation Association 
(ACA) has been evaluating the performance 
of its over 60 existing EFS fisheries and is 
considering new ponds and hardier strains of 
trout for stocking based on the results. 

Unfortunately, anglers are not the only ones 
who like to eat trout; a whole host of Alberta 
wildlife find stocked trout irresistible. Raised 
in the safe confines of the hatchery, stocked 
trout are the proverbial sitting duck when 

released to the wild. Where predation is 
high, it is tempting to overstock a lake to 
compensate for the loss. When the predator 
is highly mobile, like cormorants or pelicans, 
this practice can quickly backfire. The 
unnaturally high density of naive fish acts like 
a dinner bell, drawing in hungry birds from 
far and wide. ACA has assessed a number of 
options to reduce avian predation of the trout 
it stocks but has had limited success to date.

Although excessively stocking a lake at any 
one time is a bad idea, repeat stocking of 
popular fisheries can be beneficial. Based 
on angler surveys ACA has conducted, we 
know that angler use at EFS ponds over the 
summer months varies widely from under 
100 angler-hours per hectare to a staggering 
1,000+ hours (for comparison, angler effort 
at Alberta’s natural-lake walleye fisheries 
averages around 5 hours per hectare). Many 
of the most popular ponds are located close to 
urban areas and may be the only local angling 
opportunity for thousands of people. 

As angler use accumulates through a  
season, trout numbers typically decline, 
either directly through harvest or indirectly 
as a result of the trauma of being hooked. 
Stocking rates (usually reported as fish-per-
hectare) for EFS ponds seek to provide a 
reasonable catch rate for anglers throughout 
the open-water season but avoid stocking 
more trout than the pond will support. 
Periodic re-stocking of the busiest fisheries 
through the summer allows ACA to better 
maintain a balance between these  
competing desires. 

Stocked-trout fisheries are relatively expensive, 
especially those stocked with catchable-
sized fish, but provide substantial angling 
opportunity in Alberta. Although it seems 
like common sense that more fish stocked 
equals better fishing, the reality is rarely so 
straightforward. As the cost to raise a hatchery 
trout continues to rise, the importance of 
maximizing the recreational potential of every 
trout stocked has become paramount.    

photo:  ACA, Diana Rung

Brown Trout at Beaumont Pond
photo:  ACA, Troy Furukawa 
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On a blanket of green grass and low-growing 
forbs, a set of faded, but detectible animal 
prints appeared on the forest floor beside 
the trail. You might expect to see such a site 
after a fresh snowfall in the dead of winter, 
but these hollowed out footprints were 
visible in the middle of June. In contrast 
to the surrounding lush, green flora, each 
impression, which my whole hand practically 
fit into, was virtually void of vegetation, with 
exposed soil, tree roots and dead pine needles 
within each print. 

Clearly this pathway was frequented by a 
single bear or several different individuals 
throughout the season and perhaps annually 
for … who knows how many years. After 
all, this was a well-used footpath leading 
towards what I could only assume would 
be a sizable fortune or a highly desirable 
destination for a bear. As I walked the trail, 

placing my own hiking boots inside each of 
these newly discovered footprints, I began 
to wonder when this trail had last been 
used and if the bruin was still in the area. 
One step after another, I found that the 
depressions formed a trail leading up to an 
average-sized lodgepole pine tree. Biologists 
termed what I have just described above as 
a “bear trail” leading up to a bear rub tree. 
Like a kindergarten science project, this 
particular tree was oozing sap and plastered 
with bear hair. This may not seem like much 
of a treasure at all, but to a wildlife biologist, 
collecting hair samples from rub trees makes 
it terribly convenient to analyze the genetics 
of species like grizzly bears in a safe, non-
invasive and cost-effective manner. 

There is plenty of speculation as to why 
bears rub, but generally, most would agree 
that it is a form of communication among 
species. Some scientists’ claim that bears 
are marking out the extent of their home 
range boundaries, while others reason that 
large males most often rub, in efforts to 
mark trees with scent and lure in breeding 
females. Others argue that sap-laden trees 
are selected and that the sap is used as a 
form of insect repellent. Regardless of these 
various philosophies, monitoring bear rub 
trees allows biologists to detect individuals, 
study their movements, monitor trends and 
establish density (population) estimates for 
given areas. 

Alberta Conservation Association (ACA) 
is collaborating with Alberta Environment 
and Parks (AEP), Parks Canada and Alberta 
Innovates to assist with the objective of 

Making Scents of Bear Rub Trees
Grizzly Bear Monitoring Project

 ► by Mike Verhage, ACA 
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establishing an updated minimum count for 
Alberta’s provincial grizzly bear population, 
as well as to provide information on bear 
density and distribution within southwestern 
Alberta. In the spring of 2014, ACA began 
contributing to this multi-year project effort 
by identifying and attaching barbed wire 
to naturally existing rub objects within the 
southern recovery zone of the Livingston 
Population Unit – Bear Management Area 5 
(BMA 5); an area in southwest Alberta that 
is primarily Crown Land extending from 
Highway 3 in the Crowsnest Pass to the 
southern extent of Kananaskis country in  
the north. ACA’s effort consisted of finding 
rub objects (i.e., trees, fence posts), and 
attaching short strands of barbed wire to the 
rub surface of each object which passively 
collects hairs from bears that came to visit 
over the year. 

In 2015, ACA continued to assist with this 
effort by identifying and attaching barbed 
wire to rub objects in the southern support 
zone in BMA 5; an area that parallels the 
southern recovery zone and is primarily 
deeded and leased land extending from 
Highway 3 in the Crowsnest Pass to the 
northern extent of Chain Lakes Provincial 
Park. During this time we completed 
approximately 30 landowner visits in 
southwest Alberta to gain support for the 
project and to request access onto private 
lands to survey for bear rub objects. We 
also partnered with the Waterton Biosphere 
Reserve, where key landowners and 
community stewards spread awareness  
of our project to landowners throughout 
southwest Alberta. 

In the summer of 2016, ACA collected the 
hair samples from the naturally existing rub 
objects that had been previously set up with 
barbed wire across the southern portion of 
BMA 5. Hair samples from grizzly bears had 
been collected from rub objects and sent to 
lab for DNA analysis. The results will identify 
the number of detected individuals, species 
and gender. In addition, results will be used 
to perform a mark-recapture population 
analysis for BMA 5.    

There is plenty of 
speculation as to why bears 
rub, but generally, most 
would agree that it is a form 
of communication among 
species.
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 ► by Sheri Monk

At 2,500 square km, Canadian Forces Base 
Suffield is the largest military training base 
in the Commonwealth. With its great land 
base and relative isolation, much of the base is 
leased to the British Army for live munitions 
training—portions of CFB Suffield are like a 
war zone, but without the war. The live fire and 
manoeuvre training at the base is renowned 
around the world, and the munitions training 
area covers nearly 1,600 square km.

The base is surrounded by picturesque rolling 
hills masking rugged coulees, and closer to the 
river, occasional sinkholes of unfathomable 
depth. Hot and dry, the shortgrass prairie is 
home to rattlesnakes, pronghorn, scorpions, 
black widows, cacti and burrowing owls.

The semi-arid climate has saved huge tracts 
of land from being broken for crop farming. 
Instead, settlers started running cattle on 
deeded and Crown lands where massive herds 
of bison had once roamed. Because of the 
area’s isolation and challenging environment, 
this part of the West was never quite tamed—
and that’s just how the resident ranchers like it. 

Out there, men and women in cowboy hats 
and chaps still ride out on the range to check 

their cattle. “Quad cowboys” are frowned 
upon, and the sensitive prairie grasses are 
gently nurtured and fiercely protected. And 
with good reason—it can take as much as 60 
acres of land to feed one cow-calf pair for a 
year. The prairie co-evolved with ungulates 
and requires grazing in order to retain its 
health and biodiversity. On the prairies, native 
grass is gold, offering a modest living and 
unbridled freedom in exchange for responsible 
stewardship. 

A History of Horses and Elk
A true western story wouldn’t be complete 
without horses, and until 1994, an estimated 
1,200 feral horses roamed the land at CFB 
Suffield. In the early ‘90s, there was growing 
concern that the horses were causing too much 
damage to the prairie ecosystem. Part of the 
impetus to remove the feral horse population 
was the growing recognition of how sensitive 
the grasslands were to disturbance, and 
how much native prairie had been lost to 
cultivation over the years. Grasslands are also 
home to scores of species at risk, and in 1992, 
the Canadian military reached an agreement 
with Environment Canada to designate 
458 square km on the base along the South 
Saskatchewan River as the Suffield National 
Wildlife Area. 

The round-ups to gather excess horses were 
controversial, and to quell the concern 
about the horse welfare, a citizens’ advisory 
committee was formed, which resulted in a 
strategy to remove and re-home all of the feral 
equines.

During the discussions the committee 
also determined that a large replacement 
ungulate would need to be introduced to 
take over large grazing role the horses had 
been fulfilling. Three years later, in 1997, 132 
elk were relocated from Elk Island National 
Park, and in 1998, an additional 89 head were 
introduced to supplement the herd for a total 
of 221 head. By late 2014, an official estimate 
from the government estimated the herd to be 
6,646. The elk had become an issue. 

Management Plan
Before the prairies were settled, elk were 
widely distributed, and the Suffield area would 
have been part of their historic range. By 
1960, the last of the elk population endemic 
to the Suffield area were extirpated, as a 
result of poaching. When the 221 elk were 
placed at Suffield, the area was missing a 

couple of components: any large predators 
with significant density or distribution and 
a concrete elk management plan. Without 
any hunting or predator pressure, the elk 
flourished and multiplied—and started leaving 
the base in large numbers.

Now retired, Major Dan Davies was the 
operations officer at the base during the period 
in question, and he says he personally assured 
area landowners that if the herd ever reached 
800 animals, there would be a hunt on the 
base. “We just picked a number. And there 
was no scientific reasoning for it. We picked 
600-800 as the maximum population and that 
was just based on the fact that we took 1,200 
horses off the base, so 600 - 800 elk would 
probably be about right.”

Eldon Bruns, also retired, was one of the 
Alberta Fish & Wildlife biologists that helped 
transplant the elk to Suffield. He doesn’t 
recall there being a specific management plan 
either. “I can’t remember the number but it 
was probably 1,000 or a couple thousand, but 
I don’t recall the exact goal. The intent was 
to let them increase for a few years and then 
hopefully start hunting them just like at (CFB) 
Wainwright.”

Joel Nicholson, senior wildlife biologist with 
Alberta Environment and Parks, says the 
province is now dealing with the problem. 
“There wasn’t necessarily a management plan 
established at that time and so the elk have 
done better than anyone would have predicted 
out there. We were a bit late with starting this, 
but it is well underway.”

Collateral Damage
Jeff Lewandoski, a rancher whose land borders 
CFB Suffield on the west side feels the efforts 
are too little, too late. “From May until the end 
of September, we probably spend an average 
of two hours a day fixing fence and chasing elk 
out of here.”

The elk jump the fences, often taking out the 
top wire as they do. They rub their antlers 
on the posts, whittling them down to near 
pencil sticks in the process. Some pastures 
formerly used for grazing simply can’t be used 
any longer because the fences are destroyed 
so frequently that cattle can get out and make 
it onto the nearby roads and highways. But 
it’s not just fence lines the elk are wrecking—
forage crops and haystacks are consumed and 
destroyed too.
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The elk are also attracted to the water the 
ranches provide for their livestock. “You’ve 
got to remember there’s no developed water 
on that base, and we live in a pretty arid 
part of the country,” says Brad Osadczuk, a 
delegate with Alberta Beef Producers as well 
as a councillor for Special Area 2, subdivision 
8. “This is as close to a desert as you get 
in Alberta, so on a good year there’s some 
sloughs out there that those elk can drink out 
of, but when it gets into August and things dry 
up, they have to come out for water.”

For years, the area ranchers tried to engage 
the base and the province about the growing 
elk problem to no avail. “It couldn’t get more 
complicated than the scenario we have right 
here. There is no easy solution and nobody 
wants to deal with it. It’s such a hot topic 
with animal welfare and all that stuff,” says 
Osadczuk.

Bruns agrees resolving the issue was difficult 
because of the complicated nature of the 
situation. “You have the Alberta government 
that actually doesn’t own the land, the 
federal government that does, but you have 
Alberta managing the hunt, and the British 
government is renting the land, and you have 
the First Nations too.”

Bruns says there was a previous base 
commander for several years at Suffield that 
wasn’t interested in having a hunt on the land. 
“That was the big stumbling block. He was in 
charge of the military operation and as near as 
I can tell, he wasn’t in favour of hunting. It was 

probably a pain in the side for them to initiate 
a hunting regime in there, and he held off the 
hunt for too long.”

Davies, who retired from the military in 2001, 
says it has always been possible to allow on-
base hunting, and he’s not sure why it wasn’t 
permitted in the past. “They say it’s a safety 
reason, and it’s not. It was just a reluctance 
to fulfill the obligations to which we had 
committed. That’s my view.”

Exploring the Options
People opposed to an outright cull have called 
upon the government to capture and relocate 
the elk, but because of the chronic wasting 
disease (CWD) in wild deer populations 
in southeastern Alberta, relocation isn’t a 
plausible option.

CWD is a disease very similar to BSE (known 
as mad cow disease), but CWD spreads much 
more easily, and tends to be found in areas 
where large numbers of animals spend a great 
deal of time. In 2002, CWD was discovered 
at an elk farm in Alberta. It wasn’t until 2005 
that Alberta had its first case of CWD in a wild 
deer. Found near Suffield, close to the Alberta-
Saskatchewan border, the Alberta government 
tried to curtail the spread of the disease by 
engaging in deer culls over four subsequent 
winters.

The deer cull was controversial and people 
were outraged at the number of deer being 
killed. The optics of the herd reduction didn’t 
reflect well on the Alberta government, and 

the cull made national news. In 2009, the cull 
was suspended. CWD continues to be present 
in deer in the region, but to date has never 
been detected in a wild elk in Alberta.

It’s not just CWD concerning beef producers. 
“What we’re worried about is tuberculosis 
(TB), and brucellosis. If we get a positive TB 
in this herd, it could hurt our cattle industry. It 
could cripple it. We don’t need another BSE,” 
says Osadczuk.

In July of 2014, affected stakeholders proposed 
to the Alberta government that 1,500 elk be 
captured, relocated to a farm, and slaughtered 
over time at a provincially inspected abattoir 
to provide meat for food banks. The proposal 
was considered but did not move forward. 

“Basically we did not have access to the 
military base to control the population, but 
when elk started coming outside the base we 
established seasons outside of CFB Suffield,” 
Nicholson explains. “Eventually it got to the 
point where the military agreed to access 
and they definitely deserve some credit these 
last few years because they have put forth an 
enormous effort to make the hunts work. We 
greatly appreciate the cooperation of the folks 
at CFB Suffield because it wouldn’t be possible 
without them.”

In 2007, the province allowed 300 tags each 
year for elk in the areas surrounding the base. 
It wasn’t until 2012 that the base opened 
to hunting with 200 tags issued that year, 
and with 300 in 2013. Knowing there were 
thousands of elk and the government was still 
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CWD

only harvesting hundreds, Lewandowski and 
others took their story to the national media in 
2014. In November of that year, CFB Suffield 
held a meeting for the community members 
at large affected by the elk. At the meeting, the 
new base commander reported that they had 
made 70 per cent of the Suffield base accessible 
to hunters.

In the 2014 hunting season, 300 elk in the 
WMUs surrounding the base were made 
available, and 660 elk were made available for 
harvest on the base. In December 2014, it was 
announced a special draw would be held for 
two supplemental hunts in February 2015 with 
250 hunters in total being permitted to harvest 
two cow elk each. The total possible licensed 
harvest for Suffield elk in the 2014/15 hunting 
season was 1,460—not including any animals 
harvested by First Nations.

First Nations Sustenance 
Hunting
First Nations sustenance hunting is permitted 
year round on federal land and on private 
land with permission. Lewandowski says 
when word got out about the population 
problem at Suffield a couple of years ago, First 
Nations members began approaching him 
for permission to hunt on his land adjacent 
to the base. “We had a lot of natives in here 
last year. We harvested about 50 head of elk 
within about a three-mile area from my yard 
and at least two-thirds of them were by natives 
because we started in June last year and the 
hunting season doesn’t start until September.”

“They were very respectful and helped me out 
a great deal with keeping the elk at bay,” he 
continues. “I can call at a moment’s notice for 
them to come and take a few elk and they are 
very glad for the meat.”

Lewandowski says last year, three members of 
Meadow Lake First Nation in Saskatchewan 
came to hunt for their entire community. 
“That outfit took 13 elk out of here for their 
local food bank on the reserve, which I 
thought was pretty cool.”

Myles Blackwater, a firefighter/EMT and a 
member of Kainai First Nation in southern 
Alberta, tried his luck at harvesting an elk 
last year. He wasn’t successful, but he says he’s 
going back this year. “Most First Nations hunt 
for the meat and the teeth. Two elk will feed 
my family all winter.”

The 2015/16 Hunt
There were 2,100 on-base tags issued for the 
2015/16 season, including 700 bull elk. An 
additional 375 licences were available for 
the land surrounding the base. The off-base 
hunting season begins in September whereas 
the on-base season ran from November until 
February.

“It was quite successful from the standpoint of 
reducing the herd numbers,” says Nicholson. 
“We had around 1,600 head that were taken 
on CFB Suffield and in addition to that, the 
licences outside of CFB Suffield. We probably 
were in that ballpark of 1,800-1,900 elk taken.”

Nigel Forster has hunted the elk on-base 
since 2013. “It seemed to be going well the 
first couple of years, and everyone generally 
had good opportunities to harvest their 
animal. I am much more critical of last year’s 
effort where the animals were hunted hard 
with little respite for a couple of months. 
The net result was that at first light the herds 
generally headed for the out of bounds areas. 
I am concerned that the habitat in the NWA 
(Suffield National Wildlife Area) has taken a 
real beating as that is where the majority of the 
animals sought refuge.”

Crayton Sorensen, a veteran hunter with 40 
years of experience under his belt, appreciates 
the effort it takes the base to allow the hunt. 
“It costs them time and money and effort 
to let hunters on there.” He’s not sure he’ll 
be returning though. “We only stayed two 
days,” he says of his experience at the end of 
November. “We didn’t feel comfortable there.”

Others who may have come expecting a typical 
elk hunt left disappointed. “Many who used 
precious priority points now wish that they 
had not,” says Forster. “The elk were pursued 
relentlessly from the get-go and by the time 
we got there [for the third cow season] the 
animals were extremely gun shy.”

Clearly there are different expectations for 
the hunt depending on the goal trying to be 
achieved. Finding a solution that benefits all 
involved has not been easy. Especially when 
the list of “all involved” is so extensive: the 
federal government, First Nations, landowners, 
the military, the hunters and the provincial 
government. The best they can do is try to 
understand the issue from various perspectives 
and work together to find the right solution, 
and that’s what they’re all working on. 

In the ’80s, farmed elk from the U.S were brought 
to Saskatchewan for the purposes of elk farming. 
Subsequent testing showed positive results in the elk for 
Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD), a known prion infection. 
From 2000-2004, Alberta Fish & Game Association 
documented 328 escaped animals from game farms 
though there are no known instances of CWD in wild elk 
in Alberta. 

Many mammalian species can be infected by prions, 
although it is unusual for the prions to cross the species 
gap. Due to the protein’s highly specific construction, 
they are unable to effect protein structures in creatures 
with different proteins (a known exception being BSE or 
Mad Cow Disease). 

In some Wildlife Management Units (WMUs) in Alberta, 
hunters are required to submit their hunting tags along 
with the head of the animal. In the lab, brain tissue is 
harvested from the head and inspected for prions. 

Margo Pybus is a provincial wildlife disease specialist. 
She indicates that there is no known risk associated 
with eating CWD infected animals, but some health 
authorities (WHO, CDC) do not recommend eating any 
animal with a prion disease. Ultimately, the decision to 
eat the meat is left up to the hunter.

If you choose to discard the meat, you will be issued 
another hunting tag for the next year. The government 
hopes that hunters will not be discouraged and continue 
to hunt in that same area. Handing out second tags is a 
win-win. Not only does the hunter get another chance at 
harvesting a healthy animal, but if the hunter harvests 
another infected ungulate then two infected animals 
have been removed from the chain of infection.
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No Easy Solution
It still has not been determined yet how 
large the elk herd should ultimately be, and 
Nicholson maintains the goal right now 
is to reduce the herd and get the situation 
under control. “We don’t have a specific 
population goal right now. We are going to 
go into a planning process with the military 
and stakeholders and determine that target. 
But the approach that we took was we knew 
that based on social tolerance we certainly 
had more elk there than what we needed, and 
there are potentially some other sustainability 
issues too. So we wanted to focus on the 
immediate goal of reducing the elk population 
by half, which will mitigate a large number 
of these conflicts with the agricultural lands 
surrounding the base.”

Nicholson says they expect a 2016 calf crop 
of approximately 800. An aerial survey of the 
population was conducted in March this year, 
and estimated the herd to be at 4,600. “The 
survey was extended well beyond the base 
boundaries and all elk were counted.” 

The hunt at Suffield is only a few years old, 
and Alberta Environment and Parks adjusts 
it every year. The 2016/17 season will be 
no different, and hunters can expect some 
changes to address the continually changing 
elements. Scheduling the hunt isn’t easy—the 
base is leased and the hunting periods have to 
coincide with when live training isn’t active.

“Some of the off-base hunts have generally 
overlapped with hunting on the base,” 
Nicholson explains. “Our dates on the base 
are dictated by the military training calendar 
as well.”

This year will realize the inclusion of 
additional WMUs to manage the elk that 
have been pushed farther from the base. “This 
year we tried to have as many breaks between 
hunts as we could to reduce pressure and 
hopefully keep more animals inside the base. 
If significant numbers of animals move outside 
again, the double antlerless licence should 
increase harvest outside,” says Nicholson.

The plan for 2016/17 is to increase the total 
number of elk licences. There will be six 
seasons inside the base, and each season will 
offer 100 antlered licences, and 100 anterless 
licences for two cows, for a total potential 
on-base harvest of 1,800 animals. There will 
be an additional 145 antlered licences and 270 
antlerless licences for two cows in the WMUs 

surrounding the base for an additional 685 
potentially harvested elk.

“We are going to continue with another year of 
fairly aggressive hunting this fall and winter in 
order to continue to bring the numbers down.”

Osadczuk says the area ranchers are 
committed to helping facilitate the hunts and 
are happy to cooperate with the base.  
He maintains the area landowners simply 
want to achieve a balance where nature and 
ranching can thrive. “I love these elk. There is 
nothing more magnificent than seeing these 
elk around, but we don’t need eight thousand.”

Wildlife management is never easy, partly 
because we tend to end up managing people’s 
expectations more than managing wildlife 
directly. Different groups of people clearly 
have different expectations as to how many 
elk are enough and how management of the 
herd should be implemented. In the end, the 
provincial biologists take into account all the 
facts, including a wide range of factors that we 
may not have even considered, to make their 
decisions. Wildlife management is complicated 
under “normal” circumstances and Suffield is 
anything but a normal circumstance.    

“It couldn’t get more 
complicated than the scenario 
we have right here.” - Brad 
Osadczuk
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You can have your adventures on Android now too. You can have your adventures on Android now too. 
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Win! Win! Win!
Your land,  

our organization,  
happy wildlife:  

Land Habitat Partnership Program

 ► by Kelley Stark, ACA

If you’re reading this magazine, you’re 
probably well aware of what conservation 
means to Alberta Conservation Association 
(ACA). It’s in our mission statement; it’s in 
our vision statement; it’s even in our name. 
Conservation governs everything we, as a 
corporate entity, do. Literally. Our reason for 
existing is conservation and much of Alberta’s 
fish, wildlife and land benefit tremendously 
from the work that we do, typically in 
conjunction with like-minded organizations, 
agencies, businesses and individuals. 

Alberta’s population has grown by over 
800,000 in less than ten years, making for 
some pretty intense pressure on our landscape. 
Between industry, agriculture, forestry and 
urban and rural expansion, the stress put 
on Alberta’s land has been extensive. The 
Landowner Habitat Partnership (LHP) 
program alleviates some of the strain. 

The program involves habitat on privately 
owned land. Landowners who are willing 
to sign an agreement are compensated to 
retain habitat and allow public access to their 
property. Our three major requirements 
include: no clearing of the land, allowing 
reasonable public access (see sidebar) and 
displaying signage to promote the program. 
With this approach, habitat is maintained 
(or enhanced), which is great for wildlife 
and responsible recreational use of the land 
is encouraged. This benefits conservation by 
connecting people with the outdoors. 

There is an ebb and flow to participation in 
the program. Last year, ACA managed 45 LHP 
agreements throughout the province. Some 
of the agreements have come up for renewal 
and some of the landowners have decided not 
to renew for various reasons. One landowner 
was not interested in having the signs up or 
allowing public access, others have children 
who have found a love of horses and need 
the land for grazing. “Another reason people 
don’t re-sign is they’ve been in the program 
for 20 years and it was fun but now they 
don’t want to be in an agreement and tied to 
restrictions,” explains LHP project manager, 
Ed Kolodychuck. “In the end, if support 
for conservation by both landowners and 
recreationalists is increased, whether people 
are in the program or not, then it’s a win!” 
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Use Respect – Ask First
You can find Use Respect – Ask First signs 
on all LHP properties. The signs are meant to 
encourage outdoor recreationalists to ask the 
landowners for use of their land. There is space 
on the signs for the landowner’s phone number 
to contact for permission or instructions like 
“be sure the gate is closed.” The Petersons have 
a number of people that contact them every 
year to hunt on their land and a few that they’ll 
let ride their horses through. With crime on 
the rise in the area, they’re pretty careful about 
who they’ll let in while still remaining as 
generous as they feel is safe. 

In Action
Ken and Shannon Peterson have been in 
the LHP program for 20 years and have just 
committed to another ten. They have two 
grown children, run a pet cemetery and live 
in a straw house, off the grid, in northern 
Alberta. Lest they sound like flower children of 
the ‘60s, chatting with them for any length of 
time will discourage that line of thinking. 

The Petersons own almost 460 acres and 250 
of that is dedicated to the LHP program. 
“Basically, all the forest is what we have in 
agreement,” says Kolodychuk, gesturing to 
an overhead map of the land. “In the 20 year 
agreement we also had the hay land, but Ken 
and Shannon and I sat down and figured 

out how we want to manage the hay land 
and when to rejuvenate it.  Now they can do 
whatever they want with the hay land; they’re 
going to be reseeding.”

When the Peterson’s first started with the 
program, the neighbours were unhappy. 
“They’d call up,” says Ken, “and ask why we 
were putting deer in here.” The Petersons good 
naturedly pointed out to the neighbours that 
the deer can’t actually read the signs. And 
while there have been plenty of elk, bison, 
moose, and even bears, cougars, and wolves, 
the neighbours are no longer angry and many 
see the benefit of having conserved land on 
their properties.   

Please act responsibly and obtain permission 
from private landowner for access.
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Banging Their Drums
Grouse genetics and a quest to understand them

Mail in Your Grouse Parts!
Ashley Jensen is doing her Master’s thesis 
on ruffed grouse population genetics and 
behaviour. Since collecting grouse parts from 
all over Alberta is rather impossible for one 
person to do over the course of a Master’s 
thesis, she is requesting that hunters from all 
over Alberta send in ruffed grouse wings and 
tail feathers.

• Since the wings and tail feathers aren’t 
that great to eat, we’re hoping you won’t 
mind parting with them.

• Grouse wings: No specific removal 
technique, just send the whole wing.

• Tail feathers: Please PLUCK the tail 
feathers, do not cut.

• Pre-paid shipping boxes will be sent to 
you at your request.

Please contactAshley.jensen@uleth.ca for box 
requests and any other information.
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 ► by Budd Erickson, ACA

If you’ve hunted or observed ruffed grouse for 
any length of time, you might’ve noticed that 
they aren’t like other birds. Even though they 
can fly, they seem to prefer scuttling along 
the forest floor, almost as if flying is too much 
effort. During mating season, grouse don’t 
sing cute little songs like other birds, instead 
they beat their wings against their chests to 
make deep thumping sounds like some kind 
of stubby, fluffy Tarzan.

Ashley Jensen is a student at the University 
of Lethbridge who is working towards her 
Masters by studying ruffed grouse population 
genetics, an area with a surprising lack of 
data. Despite ruffed grouse being extremely 
popular among hunters and bird enthusiasts, 
little research has been done on grouse 
genetics, a critically important subject for 
grouse population management. 

One interesting aspect of her research 
is translocation and trait variability. As 
discovered with other species, translocation 
(moving animals from place to place) is 
a bit of a gamble. Sometimes the refugee 
individuals survive well in their new habitat, 
and other times the individuals die off 
without much of an explanation. 

Animals that don’t travel huge distances (our 
lethargic ruffed grouse, for example) can have 
a surprisingly amount of genetic diversity, 
even within a relatively small geographic area 
such as Alberta. This can result in different 
traits or behaviours. If one group of grouse 
is randomly translocated to a new area of the 
province, the difference in genetics means 
they may not survive. In this way, having a 
deeper understanding of their genetics and 
behaviour can make the difference between 
flourishing or floundering. 

“It’s not obvious how important population 
genetics might be, but knowing the genetic 
makeup and how populations move between 
each other is very important for population 
management,” says Jensen

One mystery about ruffed grouse that Jensen 
intends to address is what their different 
colour morphs on their tail fans mean, if 
anything. Ruffed grouse don’t come in a 

rainbow of different colours, but there is 
variation, and the difference is very apparent 
when looking at two different feathers. 

Strangely, in the northern population of 
ruffed grouse, a majority of the population 
is grey, and finding a red morph is rare. On 
the west coast, it’s quite the opposite; where 
finding a grey morph is unlikely. Is there a 
behavioural difference between red and grey 
ruffed grouse? Does it contribute to their 
respective survival or reproductive success in 
the different regions? Could this information 
be used to better manage ruffed grouse 
populations? These are questions worthy of 
investigation.

Another thing Jensen has discovered while 
observing ruffed grouse is that they really, 
really like their logs. Once a season, a male 
ruffed grouse will find a fallen log, stand on 
it, and drum all day long. Exactly why they 
do this is not certain, although many believe 
it is meant to attract females. Part of the 
research is determining how close you can get 
to a drumming grouse on his log before he 
flushes. They really don’t seem to like that.

“They act irritated when you interrupt their 
drumming and come up to their log. They 
just look at you like: ‘Are you really doing 
this? You’re coming over here aren’t you?’ 
Some of them don’t even flush. You will 
get right up to them and they will just hop 
off the log, stomp around and make what I 
assume are angry grouse noises.” Although 
no definitive conclusions have been drawn 
yet, she thinks there might be some difference 
between the red and grey morphs when it 
comes to log-stubbornness.

Although Jensen has collected reams of data 
that need to be poured over, she still needs 
help with certain areas of the province. That 
is why she is asking hunters from all over 
Alberta to send in wings and tail feathers. If 
you are planning to hunt ruffed grouse this 
season, please consider sending her some 
feathers; it could someday mean more grouse 
in the wild.   

photo: Ashley Jensen

photo: Ashley Jensen
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Just Getting Started
 ► by  Ariana Tourneur
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Trapping is often misunderstood. No, 
it’s not a sport. No, it’s not cruel. And 
no, not all trappers are grizzled old 

hermits in the middle of nowhere.

Alberta is lucky to have its own progressive 
group of experts—the Alberta Trapper’s 
Association (ATA)—gradually changing 
those misconceptions. About two-thirds of 
all trappers in Alberta are registered with 
the organization, focussing on fur harvest 
and furbearer population management. 
“Trapping is a well-regulated, sustainable and 
progressive activity,” says Bill Abercrombie, 
long-time ATA member deeply involved 
in the trapping community. “There isn’t a 
group of people that are more engaged when 
it comes to environmental sustainability, 
conservation, and any and all issues that 
could potentially affect the landscape.” 

A trapper is no stranger on the landscape; he 
is part of it. Perhaps that’s exactly what sets 
trapping apart from hunting, angling and 
other outdoor pursuits. “We take our roles 
as trappers very, very seriously,” emphasizes 
Abercrombie. “If you’re a trapper, that’s what 
you are first. That’s what defines you as a 
person. It’s 100 per cent a way of life.” 

That way of life enables trappers to see and 
feel things the rest of us can’t, tapped into 
the land in way most of us aren’t. Although 
trapping is anchored to history—our 
ancestors’ survival depended on it—it’s not to 
be left in the past. “Considering who trappers 
are and what they have invested in the land, 
and where we are as human beings and a 
society in general, trappers have never been 
more relevant,” he adds.

It comes from a passionate place; 
Abercrombie has encountered the attitude 
that trapping is an unnecessary practice. 
“When someone says trapping isn’t relevant, 
that shows just how disengaged humans are 
becoming from the natural world. The laws of 
nature apply to us, just like every other living 
thing. Our engagement with the natural 
world is often a one-way street—as a user or 
resource extractor, and that’s it. Trappers try 
to bring people back to the land and think of 
it in another context besides what’s available 
for our use. Trappers matter because we 
transcend both worlds.”

Unlike days long ago, trappers’ lives 
now happen beyond the bush. Trapping 
is no longer just about survival or self-
fulfillment—ATA is making a difference in 
population management at no cost to us, 
teaching kids and their families about the 
land, taking on serious environmental issues 

Trapping: more than you  
might think
Regulated seasonal fur trapping is a consistent way 
to manage populations at no cost to taxpayers, while 
providing a valuable source of statistical and scientific 
information. It’s not easy to find sufficient biologists, 
researchers and volunteers to go into the wild to 
gather this indispensable information. By submitting 
annual capture numbers, animal samples and other 
local habitat and animal observations, trappers 
deliver a crucial and free monitoring service. 

Trapping can:

 • protect natural habitat, farmland, roads 
and other property from wildlife damage

 • help disease control (such as rabies or 
beaver fever)

 • maintain or improve biodiversity of both 
animals and plants

 • protect vulnerable species from over-
abundant predators or competing species

 • assist public safety

 • safely remove wildlife in urban and 
suburban areas

 • reintroduce species to their historical 
territories

 • assist conservation research

 • monitor environment and wildlife 

 • supply furs and food

(adapted from fur.ca)

Lynx tracks
photo: ACA, Robert Anderson

and contributing to academics and science. 
They’re a resource society can’t afford to lose.

In fact, fur trapping plays a major role in 
wildlife monitoring, species protection and 
conservation research. Capturing wildlife as 
well as observing changes in the animals and 
their habitats is necessary in conservation. 
Take the Wolverine Project, ACA’s 
partnership with the University of Alberta 
and trappers. Their knowledge of trapping 
methods, animal behaviours and patterns, 
and the remote study areas made the ultimate 
difference in the success of the project. 
“Trappers help gather and interpret data more 
effectively, and provide the logistics of getting 
around and pinpointing where researchers 
need to go,” says Abercrombie. 

Trapping has also put our province on the 
map: “In my opinion, Alberta has the best 
system in the world,” says Abercrombie. 
Registered fur management areas encompass 
all the crown land in Alberta (except for 
parks). This means that nearly two-thirds of 
all furbearers can be managed responsibly 
and ethically. It’s a good thing considering 
modern trapping respects animal welfare and 
is typically the most practical and economical 
option for capturing wild animals. “One 
thing people should know—trappers more 
than anyone want to harvest furbearers in a 
humane and ethical way. For an animal to live 
a wild and free life, and then die quickly and 
humanely, is our number one objective.”

Even though ATA is meant to represent 
the entire trapping community, not all 
trappers are members, and that’s a chief 
goal. Abercrombie also says ATA is 
working on more engagement with First 
Nations communities: “We’re starting to get 
representation from them now, but we could 
be working together better.” The organization 
also wants to continue to work on being a 
resource not only for trappers, but also for 
anyone working with wildlife. “I think in 
the future you’re going to see trappers being 
much more vocal with society in general, 
putting pressure on the government to do 
things the right way when it comes to the 
environment, and continue to be involved 
with organizations like ACA.”

With a strong plan for the future and no 
intention of hiding away on a remote trap 
line, ATA trappers are changing the way we 
look at and benefit from the age-old tradition. 
Spend a little time with a trapper, and you’ll 
learn most stereotypes don’t correspond  
to reality.  





The least weasel (from the family Mustelidae) 
is the smallest carnivore on the planet.  
But don’t let its tiny stature, absurdly cute 
itty-bitty face and its big, soulful eyes fool  
you into thinking it loves to cuddle. 

In that particular family, wolverines and 
badgers are the pleasant cousins. For example: 
one of the least weasel’s main food sources is 
the vole, and sometimes the weasel will forgo 
eating most of the animal, opting instead to 
feast on just the brain. The least weasel has 
many other enduring qualities, such as the 
admirable tendency to steal other rodents’ 
burrows and then decorate the walls with 
straw and the skin of its victims.

Despite the fact that average male least 
weasels don’t weigh much more than a king-
sized chocolate bar, they occasionally attack 
and kill animals much larger than themselves, 
like grouse or rabbits, which can weigh up 
to an astonishing ten times more than the 
weasel itself.

So how does a least weasel, not much bigger 
than a row of cookies, kill something so much 
bigger? By being as cunning and vicious as 
possible of course. The weasel will crawl onto 
the back of another animal in order to bite 
and puncture the prey’s throat, causing severe 
bleeding. The weasel will then follow its prey 
around and wait for its oversized meal to die 
a slow death, presumably while rubbing its 
little claws together and laughing maniacally 
to itself.

At birth, least weasels are similar to most 
rodents—hairless, pink, blind and completely 
useless. That changes quickly, however. By 
eight weeks, the baby least weasel is already 
practicing its stealthy killing techniques on 
bugs. Four weeks after that, the weasel family 
disbands and the tiny assassins are left alone 
to start their adult lives. 

Don’t let it fool you
 ► Budd Erickson, ACA

LOOKS ARE DECEIVING

The least weasel evolved from a process that 
began about six million years ago, when thick 
forests began to open up to grasslands, and 
there was an explosion of small burrowing 
mammals. Not only did the weasel survive 
the last Ice Age, it thrived. The least weasel is 
very adept at chasing down its enemies under 
the snow, which is known as the “subnivean 
space.” The subnivean space is a gap that 
naturally forms between the snow and the 
ground. This unique micro-environment 
provides two major benefits for the weasels: 
the climate is moderate and they are safe from 
large predators like coyotes and owls (because 
snow is rather difficult to see through). 

Though this tiny mammal looks sweet and 
innocent, it’s probably not a good pet. And 
that’s ok because it certainly doesn’t need 
humans to take care of it. In the wilderness, 
where it belongs, the vicious least weasel is 
pretty successful at taking care of itself.      
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What  
Comfort   
Zone?
It takes an unlikely team to learn the  
ways of the wolverine

 ► by Ariana Tourneur
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What  
Comfort   
Zone?
It takes an unlikely team to learn the  
ways of the wolverine

 ► by Ariana Tourneur

 ► “If wolverines have a 
strategy, it’s this: Go hard, 
and high, and steep, and 
never back down, not even 
from the biggest grizzly, and 
least of all from a mountain.”

– Doug Chadwick, The Wolverine Way

If researchers have a strategy, it’s this: Go 
hard, and high, and steep, and take some 
ingenious trappers with you. 

And unlike the wolverine, humans do it 
better together. The Wolverine Project—one 
of the most buzzed about research projects 
in Alberta—is no exception. Its success has 
hinged on on an unusual yet absolutely 
essential pairing: data-driven biologists 
equipped with valuable technology and 
trappers who have memorized even the most 
remote and ruthless parts of Alberta’s boreal 
forest. 

“There’s no way trappers could carry 
something like this alone, and there’s no 
way ACA could carry this alone either,” says 
Neil Kimmy, long-time trapper in the Birch 
Mountains, who has been actively involved 
with the Wolverine Project since the start. “It 
has 100 per cent been a team effort to push 
this project forward.”

The effort is for good reason: to better 
understand and manage the future of 
the wolverine. Wildlife managers are just 
beginning to learn what factors determine 
their distribution, population trends and 
conservation needs. The wolverine is officially 
a “data deficient” species, but this project 
could be the kick-starter to change that. 

We do know these stocky, muscular 
carnivores, about the size of a small Labrador 
retriever, are isolated, fragmented animals. 
They live in remote places and have massive 
home ranges, with territory up to 1,500 
square km. They’re cantankerous and 
sometimes vicious—all in all, not a model 
study subject. No wonder they’ve preserved 
their mystery.

Wolverines are typically linked to 
mountainous habitats, where their numbers 
are thought to be declining; however, Alberta 
trappers echoed that within the boreal forest, 
wolverines are far more common than 
wildlife managers realized. “I have always 
trapped wolverines in my area. Our quota 
was one wolverine per trapline, and there was 
talk of the government eliminating that—so 
zero per trapline. In my opinion, there are 
way too many wolverines out there to even 
think about having a quota,” explains Kimmy. 
So in 2011, a group of trappers approached 
ACA with a proposal: a joint effort to identify 
where wolverines occur in the study regions 
and uncover the major factors associated with 
their distribution. 

With the project’s ambitious study area 
(stretching roughly from Cold Lake to 
Grande Prairie and north to the Northwest 
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Territories border), the trappers are 
indispensable—at the helm of over 80 per 
cent of the research sites. Trappers volunteer 
their time and equipment to check and 
maintain these sites throughout the winter 
and then provide photographs (around 
150,000 per season) to biologists, who analyze 
them to determine what site characteristics 
are associated with a higher probability of 
finding wolverines and other species.

 “We’re trappers, not biologists,” reminds 
Kimmy. “The process in which the data has 
to be collected I’ve learned from the 
biologists. We didn’t know the proper 
methods on data collection and the scientific 
process, and now we’re getting there. I’ve 
learned a lot from them.”

The same can be said about trappers being 
teachers: “My biggest contribution is the 
knowledge of the area,” says Kimmy. He’s 

been trapping in the Birch Mountain area for 
over 30 years, and is familiar with all of the 
trails, wolverine habitat, track identification, 
even when the wolverines tend to show up. 
ACA trusts that expertise, having the trappers 
pinpoint the exact spot within the designated 
townships to place the runpoles. Kimmy 
simplifies: “The trappers know roughly where 
the wolverines are, and the biologists know 
how to study them.”

With the sheer volume of work and massive 
area to cover, this had to be a team effort 
with everyone’s best assets put to use. “Every 
single ACA person I’ve worked with is a 
team-builder, and the interaction between the 
trappers and biologists was excellent,” says 
Kimmy. “If I needed to know something, all I 
had to do was pick up the phone.” 

In total, 59 different wolverines (13 male, 12 
female, 34 unknown) have been identified at 

“The trappers know roughly where the 

wolverines are, and the biologists 

know how to study them.”  

– Neil Kimmy

photos:  ACA, Mike Jokinen
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runpoles since the study began (2012–2015), 
not including the most recent season. Beyond 
that, the runpoles revealed wolverine habits. A 
runpole is essentially a pole with bait (usually 
rotting beaver carcass—a wolverine delicacy) 
that snags hair samples for DNA analysis. 
“Wolverines are habitual, and often return to the 
same runpoles year after year. They are always 
moving on to different areas too,” says Kimmy.

Some runpoles were placed in “unknown” 
territory. “We knew there wasn’t a lot of 
wolverines caught in certain areas but we 
didn’t know why…low trapping effort, or are 
there just no wolverines? In some of the other 
areas we put poles, we know there are a lot of 
wolverines—they’re just a little trap shy. With 
four years behind us, we’re starting to see 
patterns and make sense of it all,” he continues. 

Generally speaking, researchers found the  
closer a site was to an area of either Lower or 
Upper Boreal Highlands natural subregions, the 
more likely wolverines are present. Wolverines 
were less likely to occur as the road density 
within the surrounding township increased, 
or the closer a site was located to a human 
population centre.

Still, the only predictability of a project this 
size is unpredictability: “We didn’t get all of 
our runpoles up this winter because there 
wasn’t access without enough snow—it was 
far too warm,” says Kimmy. The inconsistency 
of the wolverines is a challenge in itself too. 
“Last winter we spent half of January, most of 
February and March with very little wolverine 
activity. Then at the end of March we came 
across three wolverines in two days.”

 While the wolverine keeps everyone guessing, 
the team behind it all does not. No matter the 
challenges, every team member follows the 
detailed plan with dogged commitment and 
gusto. “Other trappers and I are happy to be 
involved as long as it’s required—as long as 
we’re all still learning,” says Kimmy. Although 
researchers and trappers are not seemingly an 
ideal combination, it goes to show great things 
don’t come from comfort zones. Like pickles 
and peanut butter, don’t knock it ‘til you try it. 
As researchers continue to analyze the most 
robust wolverine data set Alberta has ever had, 
there’s certainly no knocking it here.   
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Take a Break
South Plain Lake

 ► by Stefanie Fenson, ACA

It was a chilly October day 
when we travelled east to check 
out some sites near the hamlet 
of Musidora and stop at the 
South Plain Lake Conservation 
Site. We were on a mission 
to investigate reports of a 
downed fence and some fresh 
truck tracks. Since this site has 
become a popular destination 
for hunters, we thought a quick 
visit might be prudent to ensure 
everything was in order, so we 
pulled up past the information 
sign and parked in the ditch. 
Across the gravel road, two 
gentlemen sat on the tailgates 
of their trucks, camo-clad legs 
swinging in the cool crisp air. sit
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They parked with tailgates facing 
each other, and were enjoying a 
hot cup of coffee and sharing a few 
stories. One had a dog, but you’d 
never know it as it quietly rested 
in its kennel while the friends 
took their break from hunting too. 
We walked over to chat and were 
greeted with a warm welcome and 
appreciative comments about how 
much they have enjoyed their trips 
to this little corner of the world. 

The South Plain Lake Conservation 
Site is located southeast of Two 
Hills, about two hours northeast of 
Edmonton, among a conglomerate 
of six other conservation sites 
within five kilometres. At 318 acres, 
the habitat is incredibly rich, with 
rolling hills, forest stands, and 
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low lands dotted throughout. 
In 2007, Alberta Conservation 
Association (ACA) purchased 
this half section of land together 
with Ducks Unlimited Canada 
as part of the Suncor Energy 
Foundation’s Suncor Boreal 
Habitat Conservation Initiative. 
Nestled in a landscape dominated 
by agriculture, South Plain Lake 
provides a necessary corridor of 
habitat for wildlife in the area. A 
mosaic of aspen, poplar, spruce 
and willow support a variety of 
wildlife from white-tailed and 
mule deer, moose, black bear, 
grouse, hare and an abundance of 
songbirds. Below the protection 
of the overhead cover lies another 
world—a thick understory of 
saskatoons, wild rose, dogwood, 
and hazelnuts. The hummocky 
terrain makes it easier for animals 
to hide and find shelter, and 
provides a great environment for 
hiking or hunting where you can 
forage for hazelnuts in the fall 
and strawberries in July.

Wetlands are the lifeline for 
wildlife diversity so Ducks 
Unlimited Canada went to 
work early on, planning and 
implementing some key wetland 
retention initiatives. When all 
was said and done, 14 ditch plugs 

were constructed to increase 
water retention in the low lands. 
Ditch plugs are a common 
wetland restoration tool, as the 
earth is strategically moved to 
essentially stem the flow of water 
in areas where it might have been 
previously drained from. Using 
the land’s natural forms, Ducks 
Unlimited is able to restore the 
hydrology of sites to improve 
nesting and brooding habitat for 
waterfowl and other wetland-
loving species. 

In 2015, South Plain Lake 
was added to the list of ACA’s 
pheasant release sites, to 
create more accessible hunting 
opportunities in areas north 
of where pheasants have been 
typically released in the last few 
decades. Although ring-necked 
pheasants are native to Asia, they 
have earned a special place as a 
sporty upland game bird in the 
eyes of Alberta’s hunters, and 
have been a strong motivator 
for habitat conservation since its 
introduction over 100 years ago. 
The habitat features of quality 
pheasant habitat also benefit 
of host of other species, from 
ground squirrels and frogs to 
deer and hawks, making it a  
win-win all around. 

Conservation sites like this one 
do need a little TLC every now 
and then to further enhance the 
wildlife habitat—for South Plain 
Lake, this means removing the 
decades-old half rotten page wire 
fencing to make the place safer 
and easier to navigate for four-
legged and two-legged friends 
alike.

Interestingly, the two gents we 
ran into on our trip had actually 
met and forged a friendship over 
pheasant hunting at South Plain 
Lake. The hunting community 
is close-knit so when one fellow 
downed a pheasant but didn’t 
have a four-legged sidekick to 
help locate it, another fellow 
offered up the services of his 
dog to unite the hunter with his 
quarry. And the rest, they say, 
is history as the trio went out 
hunting together several times to 
South Plain Lake since then and 
enjoyed every minute. 

A thick, soupy fog surrounded 
us the day we crossed paths with 
them, but the roar of shotguns 
heard through the mist only 
meant there must have been 
plenty of pheasants and with any 
luck, some happy hunters.    

ph
ot

o: 
 AC

A,
 N

ikk
i M

cP
he

e

John and his dog Jack at South Plain Lake
photos:  ACA, Calvin Peterson



We interview people for jobs, 
we grill our daughter’s dates, 
hand-pick our softball team, 
but how do we select our 
hunting companions? Here are 
some of the things that might 
be important for this crucial 
selection.  

Competence  
and Outdoor Skills 

We’d all like our hunting partners 
to be able to do a J-stroke 
in a canoe, build a fire in a 
snowstorm, tie a bowline, and 
turn a trailer on a narrow muddy 
road. How is his firearm muzzle 
control? Does he fully utilize his 
game animals? Can he cook? 

Good Judgment 

Does she understand her 
limits? Does she know when 
to use discretion when facing 
a very steep hill or mud hole 
of unknown depth? Does 
she understand her shooting 
abilities? Is she motivated by the 
“right” reasons and can she still 
have a good hunt when no game 
is bagged? Does she know that 
she snores?

Sense of Humour

Humour is a great eraser of 
tensions, blame and resentment. 
It is the antidote to hard 
feelings. With humour, some 
very uneventful hunting trips 
become beloved stories of shared 
troubles. Horses and dogs help 
guarantee something funny 
happens, usually involving 
stream crossings, porcupines 
or deep mud. Something is 
harvested on every hunt, be it 
game or stories. 

Humility 

Nobody likes a non-stop 
braggart. If the reason for 
hunting is self-promotion, 
puffery, personal inadequacies 
or one-upmanship, then a goose 
pit can become a small prison. 
Tired of the third telling of a 
sheep grand slam, the thousand 
doves per day in Argentina or 
the bragging after a good shot? 
Where are the earplugs?  

Well-matched

In tennis, dancing and hunting, 
mismatched skills are frustrating. 
A partner who extends your 
expertise, and both teaches 
and learns from you is a joy. I 
sometimes hunt with an Olympic 
skeet shooter who simply does 
not miss on ducks. He also 
doesn’t hog shots, preferring to 
shoot “clean up” on birds others 
have missed. He is a shooting 
gentleman. 

Consideration 

Have you ever sat on your front 
steps with your shotgun, dog and 
shells and watched the sun come 
up while waiting for your buddy 
to pick you up? Have you had a 
pair of geese dropped in front 
of you before you could shoot? 
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 ► by Dr. Lee Foote

Has someone stood by and let 
you clean his deer? Don’t be that 
guy; don’t mentor new hunters to 
be that guy either. The attributes 
we most value in hunting 
companions are those new 
hunters most need to hear too. 

Do your hunting companions 
offer game to those in the group 
who were less fortunate that 
day? Drop by to tell landowners 
thanks? Offer to drive or pay for 
gas?  Great companions do. Then 
again, the perfect companion will 
speak bluntly, honestly and with 
good intentions. For example 
“Man, your duck call sounds 
awful. Let’s see if they will decoy 
without it.” Ouch! Did they 
decoy in after that? . . . uhmm . . . 
yeah, maybe. 

Good with dogs 

The way one treats dogs says 
a lot about peoples’ patience, 
commitment and cooperative 
hunting ability. Most dog 
problems such as aggression, 
untrained in pointing or 
retrieving, or destructive habits 
are directly traceable to their 
owners. It is interesting how 
often people’s children and pets 
show similar tendencies.  

Happy Hunters

Rationale  
and Tolerance

When our hunting companions 
have compatible values we can 
drop our guard a bit and focus 
on hunting. We need to know 
they respect the laws, landowners 
and themselves. The last thing 
we need is an argument or 
resentment afield.

Clearly, we also need to look in 
the mirror occasionally too. One 
gift of hunting is the chance to 
become better people by leading 
lives of dignity, competence, 
consideration and appreciation.

In the future when I am  
toothless and sitting on the  
deck of an extended care facility, 
I would select the same kinds 
of companions. In no time we 
would be eyeing the feral pigeons 
soiling the rafters . . . “You know, 
if we rigged some surgical  
tubing between our wheelchairs 
and got a billiard ball from the 
rec room . . .” God love an old 
hunting buddy!    
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It’s tIme to rescue our 
wetlands. together we can.
With more than 2,000 projects covering 2.3 million acres, Alberta is home to Ducks Unlimited 
Canada’s largest concentration of wetland and upland habitat projects. These projects play an 
important role in safeguarding our land’s natural function and ecological benefits which include 
improved water and air quality, reduced harm from flooding and drought, climate change 
management, and greater biodiversity. 

By collaborating with landowners, volunteers, industry and government to protect, conserve  
and restore Alberta’s wetlands, we’re bringing many natural areas in Alberta back to life.  
But there is more work to be done. You can help.

Please support our Rescue Our Wetlands campaign. Together, we will be able to make  
even greater strides to create a better quality of life for all Albertans. 

Water. Wildlife. You. Make the connection.

to learn more, vIsIt 
ducks.ca/rescue-our-wetlands 



ph
ot

o: 
AC

A,
 Bu

dd
 Er

ick
so

n

1-877-969-9091   
ab-conservation.com/cpic
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City of Fort Saskatchewan
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Let's Go Outdoors
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Martin Motorsports
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Shell Canada
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TeraGo Networks

Thompson-Pallister Bait Co. 

TransAlta

West Fraser Mills

Wheaton Toyota
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Williams Energy Canada

Wingate by Wyndam

Donations  
make a difference; 
partnerships  
put them into action.
The ACA and 4-H Alberta Pheasant Raise and Release Program 
simply would not be possible without newly hatched pheasants. 
In 2017, the chicks will be 100 per cent donated by MacFarlane 
Pheasants Inc. 

4-H members raise the chicks into full-grown hens and release 
them into suitable environments to help re-establish local pheasant 
populations, learning about wildlife, habitat needs and the business 
of agriculture along the way. 

Project Partners: 4-H Alberta, Fort MacLeod Fish & Game Association, 
Lethbridge Fish & Game Association, MacFarlane Pheasants, 
Wheatland Conservation & Wildlife Association.


