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The war on weeds

►► by Ariana Tourneur and Dan Sturgess, ACA

Put it on paper

So far, ACA’s control efforts are effective on common
tansy, and show promise against Canada thistle,
scentless chamomile and burdock. The other four
(orange hawkweed, white cockle, tall buttercup and
yellow toadflax) are more persistent. Researching,
monitoring previous treatments, and test-driving
new techniques helps us learn and adapt strategies.
Weed management is never quick, never static, but
little by little we’re in it to win it!
photo: ACA, Chad Judd

What’s the good of science if people can’t
benefit from your research? That’s exactly
why several ACA fish biologists sought
publication of the Clearwater River Core
Area Bull Trout Status Assessment study
results in a scientific journal. Mike Rodtka,
with co-authors Peter Aku, Chad Judd and
Kevin Fitzsimmons, had his paper accepted
for publication in the prestigious Canadian
Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences.
The paper (Estimating occupancy and
detection probability of juvenile bull trout
using backpack electrofishing gear in a westcentral Alberta watershed) explores the
ability to detect bull trout, and the stream
habitat factors that impact detection.
Their findings will play a major role in
the efficient design and delivery of fish
distribution assessments in the future.

There are seven provincially-listed invasive plant
species getting a little too comfortable on our
Conservation Sites. Though some are indeed
beautiful, they’re ruthless—outcompeting native
species to eventually destroy Alberta’s plants and
animals. The first step of managing these invaders?
Determine the extent of the problem. During
property inspections, we see if invasive plants are
present in the first place, and use GPS technology to
map infestations.

Remember that time we released a herd of 410 goats
on the Silverberry Conservation Site? They gobbled up
toadflax for 12 days straight! While it was a fascinating
trial, we’ve had more success with other methods.

Whether it's building traps by hand for 12 hours in -30, being tracked by a
wolverine when we were supposed to be tracking her, or just taking in the
amazing sight of the animal itself, crews can't wait to do it all again. Until
then, check out more on the elusive wolverine at
www.ab-conservation.com/wolverine.
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honey!
Welcome Apis mellifera to the conservation club. Beginning
this spring, ACA is facilitating a pilot project that puts the
sweet stuff on a sampling of Conservation Sites. Did you guess
already? Yep, bees! Why introduce hives and beekeepers to
conserved properties? There are actually several reasons.

There are some huge “pollen crops” in Alberta that bees enjoy
(aspen, dandelions, canola, etc.). These plants are aplenty, so
when they are in a flowering pulse the bees do well—but
when they don’t have pollen from these crops bees fall on

It’s no secret—wolverines are one of the least understood species. They
make themselves scarce, prowling around in the most remote areas of our
province that are difficult to access. Technically, wolverines are considered
Data Deficient. But now that we’ve wrapped up our third field season of the
Wolverine Project, working with the Alberta Trapper’s Association and the
University of Alberta, we have learned more than ever.
Trappers use their expertise to lure wolverines to runpole locations (with
tasty beaver bait), where remote trail cameras capture photos and clips
collect hair samples for DNA analysis. The secondary part of the project, that
has proven to be a thrill, is radio-collaring the wolverines. This past field
season we live-trapped 32 wolverines and six lynx. Field crews were busy
backtracking wolverines and investigating GPS collar clusters (areas where
collared wolverines have devoted a day or more of their time). It opens up a
whole new world of information—we learn where and how the wolverines
spend their time, and what they’re hunting and eating. On one of our sites a
wolverine excavated into a beaver lodge!

Show me the

An increase in pollinators facilitate better sex for plants,
increasing recruitment of new trees and plants in the long
term.

What’s up wolverine?

photo: ACA, Diana Rung
photo: ACA, Garret McKen

workout

hard times. Conservation Sites have a great variety of
plants with different flowering times, providing a steady
food supply to keep bees in pollen until the big crops have
another pulse.
Beekeeping is a relatively non-invasive way to introduce
agriculture to our sites. There’s no need for fences or
infrastructure maintenance, so we expect little footprint
and alteration to the site. Additionally, agriculture
substantially drops property tax rates on most land,
allowing us to redirect money saved to other conservation
initiatives.
Because, honey! ‘Nuff said.

You gotta eat where?
With Conservation Sites scattered across the province, our
biologists put on plenty of miles managing them all. And often,
they get hungry. Hangry even. Luckily, in our travels through
small towns and highway hamlets, we’ve discovered a few
hidden gems. One favourite is the Erskine Grill, on the corner of
Highway 12 and Highway 835. Breakfast all day—you can’t go
wrong!
Plus, north of town, there are many Conservation Sites to explore
(let’s burn off that bacon!) The landscape has beautiful aspen
bluffs, small wetlands and rolling hills left behind by the glaciers.
The huge Buffalo Lake Moraine Conservation Area isn’t far
either. It boasts richly varied habitat and abundant wildlife. There
are lots of saskatoons, chokecherry and strawberries waiting to
be picked. An incredible grove of balsam poplar trees known as
Potter’s Seep is located here too, with a beautiful walking trail.
For a map, driving directions and more information, visit
www.albertadiscoverguide.com and search "Buffalo Lake Moraine."

The journey to Big Sky Country
Thanks to GPS collars for ungulates, we have confirmed for some time
what many researchers previously believed: pronghorn frequently travel
long distances to cope with the bitter conditions at the northern limit of
their range.

Host with the most
For the first time ever, Canada hosted the Deer
& Elk Workshop and the Black Bear Workshop in
early May 2015. If you haven’t heard about these
meetings of great minds, all you need to know
is that these workshops are a forum for wildlife
professionals across the globe to interact with
each other on new research, management and
enforcement. Ultimately, findings and discussion
help with the better management of species. Along
with Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource
Development, we are happy to have helped create a
learning forum in beautiful Canmore.

Although they’re North America’s fastest land mammal, pronghorn
do not jump over fences like deer, but instead crawl under the bottom
wire. In Alberta and Montana, we’ve documented many significant
pinch points—impassable fences and highways—that cause too many
pronghorn to not make it to their destination. Ever.
The next step in the multi-year Pronghorn Project involves a grant ACA
secured from the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation. Funds support
work on pronghorn movement and wildlife friendly fencing from
April 1, 2014 to December 1, 2016. Along with The Nature Conservancy
in Montana, we will evaluate fence enhancements to improve pronghorn
corridors, while Alberta Fish and Game Association will handle on-theground stewardship here at home.
photo: ACA, Paul Jones
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Why Fish?

Because
Kids Can Catch!
►► by Ariana Tourneur, ACA

Every year Alberta
Conservation Association
releases thousands
of rainbow trout into
Alberta’s lakes and ponds,
and each winter we
aerate select waterbodies,
growing bigger fish.
So fish one or fish
them all. Be the first to
know when we stock—
download the FREE
Alberta Outdoor Adventure
Guide app!

Stocked

Airdrie Pond
Anderson Dam
Bashaw Pond
Beaumont Pond
Bonnyville Pond
Bow City East
Boyle Pond
Bud Miller Park Pond
Castor East Side Pond
Centennial Park Pond
Cipperley ’s Reservoir
Daysland Pond
Dewitt’s Pond
East Stormwater Pond
Echo Dale Park
Emerson Lake
Enchant Trout Pond
Foremost Reservoir
Fort Lions Community Fish Pond
at West River’s Edge
Gibbons Pond
Gold Springs Park
Gooseberry Park Pond
Granum Pond
Hansen Reservoir
Hermitage Park Ponds
Innisfree Trout Pond

Irma Fish and Game Pond
Kraft Wimborne Pond
Lacombe Park Pond
Lamont Pond
Legal Reservoir
Len Thompson Pond
Lougheed Trout Pond
Magrath Children’s Pond
McQuillan Reservoir
McVinnie Reservoir
Midway Reservoir
Mirror Reservoir
Morinville Fish and Game Pond
Morinville Lake
Mound Red Reservoir
Nuggent Pond
Oyen Concrete Plant Pond
Oyen Reservoir
Pleasure Island Fish Pond
Pro Alta Pond
Radway Fish Pond
Ray's Pond
(formerly Niemela Reservoir
Stirling Fish Pond
Strathmore Children’s Pond
Tees Reservoir
Telegraph Park Pond
Two Hills Pond
Vegreville Children’s Pond

Vermilion Park Pond
(Claude N. Brennan)
Viking (Castaway) Pond
Wallace Park Pond
Waskasoo Park Pond
Westlock Recreational Pond
Wetaskiwin Pond
Windsor Lake
Aerated and Stocked

Beaver Lake
Birch Lake
Cecil Thompson Pond
Coleman Fish & Game Pond
East Dollar Lake
Fiesta Lake
Figure Eight Lake
Hansen Reservoir
Ironside Pond
Millers Lake
Mitchell Lake
Muir Lake
Spring Lake (Grande Prairie)
Spring Lake (Stony Plain)
Sulphur Lake
Swan Lake

We all know the simple things are the
powerful things. Alas, this isn’t A River
Runs Through It. It’s 2015 and we’re
busy. Between schedules, obligations
and life, how often do we actually go
fishing as a family? And if we’ve never
had the pleasure of trying, it may seem
intimidating when bringing kids into
the picture. What about equipment?
Licences? Where do we go?

Ask kids the best part of
fishing, and they’ll say
catching the fish.
Ask them the same
question 30 years later,
and they’ll say it was
being with you.

Simply memorable
Enter: Kids Can Catch. These events not only
teach families to fish, but also give them an
opportunity to make memories. It’s about
passing on a pastime, linking generation to
generation. “I remember as kids when my
cousin and I spent the entire day jigging
for fish from a dock,” says Sheila Campbell,
director of Kids Can Catch events. “We didn’t
really care if we caught any fish, but sure had
a lot of fun trying. To me, this is what Kids
Can Catch is all about. Let’s give as many kids
as possible the opportunity to fish and create
their own great memories with family and
friends.”

For fun, for fish
We aim to make fishing fun and accessible,
and that’s why it’s always a totally free event
(usually with lunch to boot!). Program
sponsors like DOW Chemical Canada help
make that possible. Participants learn about
hooks, baits and casting. If the bite is on, they
might just catch their first fish ever!
Explains Sheila: “It’s all for fun, but we also
want kids and parents to learn what it means
to be responsible anglers. We want everyone
to leave a Kids Can Catch event with a better
appreciation for fishing regulations, fish
identification and safe fish handling.”

It’s catching on
These events are truly grassroots, with
volunteers from local organizations and
businesses working together to create Kids
Can Catch opportunities for kids to fish.
Each year, there are more local groups and
businesses hosting events across Alberta. ACA
provides a “tackle box”—event planning tools
communities use to plan and promote their
own Kids Can Catch event.
“As Kids Can Catch grows, we hope one
day we’ll see these free family fishing events
at stocked lakes and ponds everywhere, all
across Alberta,” says Sheila. In the meantime,
ACA is encouraging families to check out the
events this summer.
Fishing is not complicated. In fact, we revel in
just how beautifully simple it is. So disconnect
to reconnect as a family. Come fish. It takes
only one day to make a lifetime memory.

Deeper than Water
More on the line than fish
1. It Connects Kids to Nature
Alberta’s kid-friendly fishing spots are beautiful or, at the
very least, quaint! Wherever they may be, nature happens
all around you. The breeze tickles your skin, birds swoop
overhead, and dragonflies hover close. For adults it’s
invigorating and uplifting—times that by ten for kids and
their developing brains!

2. It Teaches Patience
They get excited, cast the line, and…wait. Sometimes it’s
five minutes, and other times you’ll go home without a
single bite. In a time of instant gratification, it’s rewarding
to see children understanding the outcome is completely
up to nature. It is great to see their smiles when they hook
a fish, but it’s also refreshing to hear them say, “Oh well,
better luck next time” if they don’t.

3. It Teaches Conservation
Kids learn about the concepts of catch-and-release, taking
home only what you can eat, and following all regulations.
This helps kids understand the importance of thriving fish
populations and what that means for future generations.

“I have four young kids who have fished only a
handful of times, and a husband who loves to fish
but doesn’t get to go often. I thought this would be
a fun activity for the family, plus my husband could
get his “fishing fix.” It was a Kodak moment as my
husband caught one and quickly got my daughter
to reel it in. The look of pride on my kids’ faces as
we took pictures of them and their fish—now
that is what I call a worthwhile experience! What
surprises me is that my kids keep asking to go, even
when they didn’t always catch something the last
time. Thank you for providing such a wonderful
opportunity for families like mine to bond with each
other while enjoying nature.”

photo: ACA

photo: ACA, Natalia McPhee

4. It’s Time to Bond
Calm surroundings and little distraction—the perfect
setting to just talk. Often, the very best part is just standing
next to each other casting your lines, saying no words at all.

5. It’s for Life
Once you teach your child to fish, you have your very own
trusted (albeit mini) fishing companion. That common
ground never goes away, and you can bet one day your
grandkids will be teaching the next generation too.

6. It Builds Confidence
When kids fish, they learn to focus and persevere. From
reading the environment to setting the hook to reeling in
the fighting fish, kids realize what they’re capable of.

7. It Toughens Them Up a Smidgen
Kids will learn to bait a hook and how to remove it from the
fish’s mouth. Those times you decide to eat the fish, your
kids will learn to clean it properly. This kind of getting dirty
and the pride of providing a meal really foster self esteem.

For the latest Kids Can Catch events, visit www.albertakidscancatch.com
Want to host your own event? Email Sheila Campbell at sheila.campbell@ab-conservation.com.
12

From Pearl, a mother of
Kids Can Catch participants:
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►► by Kevin Kossowan

The wild table

from field to fork

I’ll confess I’m a salmon lover in general.
But I recently heard somebody refer to trout
as culinary fish royalty, and despite being
inclined to, I couldn't disagree. Maybe it’s
that they’re so darned pretty. Maybe it’s
the way it flakes when properly cooked. Or
maybe it’s the same basic principle as a lot of
other meats, including beef and pork. They
simply taste better when they have some
fat, and trout are high in oil with marble fat
between those flakes of meat.

I now find it strange I grew up exclusively
fishing the prairies for pike, perch, and
walleye. Trout were simply not part of the
culinary repertoire. We ate salmon from the
west coast more often than the trout in our
own backyard. I suspect this might be the
case for many Albertans. I dream of a day
when communities and restaurants on the
western slopes of Alberta host a culinary
celebration of this treasure in their waters.
So what to do with the trout? It is possible
to create a celebration of trout in your own
kitchen. Here’s how.

Leave it whole
Trout are a treasure for whole-fish cookery.
No scaling to do and when cooked to the
correct doneness the spine pulls right out of
the meat, ensuring very little waste. Whole
cooked trout results in perhaps a few fins, a
tail, and hopefully a cheekless head.
There are new culinary experiences to enjoy
within whole-fish cookery. First, the skin can
easily be enjoyed crispy. If you haven’t had
this or think you aren’t into crispy fish skin,
you really need to give it a go. Crisp some
up until it’s like a thin cracker then give it a
touch of salt; you might just be converted.
To take it a level further, the fins are in fact
shockingly pleasant when deep fried—
deliciously crispy. Like a seafood potato chip.
A friend praised the fins and I thought he
was crazy, until I tried them. Cut them off
with kitchen scissors to fry them solo, or
deep fry the whole fish and crack them off
from there.

The additional beauty with trout is that
executing this whole-fish philosophy needn’t
require fancy culinary skills or challenging
your palate. Freshly caught pan-fry-size trout
meeting cast iron over your camp fire is more
than sufficient to maximize the fish.

Partners in flavour
While savouring the whole fish might be
familiar, I challenge you to explore the
unfamiliar. Look to pair other wild foods
that grow in the same ecosystem with your
fish. Europeans figured out this "what grows
together, goes together" philosophy eons ago.
Culturally, we’re new to it in Alberta.
One of the best pairing discoveries I’ve ever
made is nodding onion "pesto" and trout.
Simply mash wild onion with salt until
pesto-like in texture, then cake it onto the
exterior of the trout by hand before cooking.
Truly incredible. When the opportunity
presents itself, I’ll pair trout with some wild
mushrooms from the area it was caught. A
bit high-concept, but in January we caught
trout from Spray Lake Reservoir and decided
to celebrate the austerity of the season’s
landscape and eat it sashimi-style sliced on
the clear blue ice. It only takes a few minutes
and an open mind to shake things up.
Backyard staples need not be boring or
dull. Some surprising rudimentary pairing
with other wild culinary resources can
elevate basic fish cookery to regal standing,
especially for this royal fish.

There are many Alberta ponds stocked with
trout. Go to www.albertadiscoverguide.com.

Kevin Kossowan is a local food writer deeply
involved in Alberta’s urban agriculture and
foraging communities. He believes wild foods are
photos: Kevin Kossowan

14

conservation Magazine spring Summer 2015

critical to our regional food culture.
spring Summer 2015 conservation Magazine

15

Team effort gives the
endangered piping plover a
fighting chance

photo: David Fairless

►► by Paul Hvenegaard, ACA

Hookin’ Up
With Old Friends
The decision was a no-brainer. I
had been invited down to a good
buddy’s fall hunting camp on
Redrock Creek located on the
breaks of the Kakwa River valley.
Hmmmm…hunting and fishing
amongst old friends and new
acquaintances in God’s Country?
Of course I said yes. Not having
any big game tags for the area,
my plan was to focus on fishing
and ruffed grouse hunting.
Mornings at elk camp were early
and frosty, but always came with
the expectation of a pleasant day.
As the sun crested the mountain
peaks to the west, I would begin
my 25 kilometre journey to the
upper reaches of the Kakwa
River.

16

With anticipation, I rounded the
last corner to the Lynx Creek flood
plain. Despite the visible evidence
of expanded resource activities,
I took a deep breath, consumed
by this special valley’s majestic
beauty and what the river’s Arctic
grayling and bull trout really
represent: pristine wilderness.

Grayling were rising everywhere.
I couldn’t wait any longer and
cast my line. After catching
several, I landed one worthy of
a picture (stories alone don’t
hold up that well in camp).
Surprisingly, this was a friend
that we named with a FLOY tag
close to fifteen years before. I
measured the fish and made note
of the tag colour and number to
look at its history later. Much to
my excitement, two other old
friends appeared for a visit. I
couldn’t wait to see how much
these three fish had grown!
After saying “see ya later,” with a
personal commitment to return
for another visit, I began the
often muddy and sometimes
dusty trip back to Redrock
Creek. The long solo trip gave
me time to ponder the study,
days gone by, and to pay mental
tribute to everyone who helped
put this place and the creatures it
supports on the map. It reminded
me that friends shouldn’t be
taken for granted. It’s always
worth the effort to get out and
visit them.

If it takes a village to raise a child, it takes
a conservation community to save an
endangered species.
In keeping with this philosophy, Ducks
Unlimited Canada (DUC) didn’t hesitate
when called to assist Alberta Conservation
Association (ACA) in their efforts to launch
a strategy to increase the population of the
endangered piping plover by helping to
protect an important Alberta wetland which
also serves as a key habitat for the endangered
shorebird.
Piping plovers have become an iconic symbol
of endangered species in Alberta and across
much of the Canadian prairie. They’ve been
listed in Alberta as an endangered species
since 2000; current population estimates
suggest that there are fewer than 150 of these
little shorebirds.
When a known historic nesting wetland
located 110 km east of Edmonton came
up for sale earlier this year, ACA reacted
immediately. Realizing that a change in land
ownership could spell disaster for the alkali
basin where as many as 10 per cent of the
province’s entire breeding population of
piping plovers nests annually, ACA offered to
purchase the land. But the challenge was how
to raise the $400,000 asking price to protect
in perpetuity the 289 acres of key habitat.

That’s when the conservation community
stepped up to the urgent call to action led by
ACA biologist Juanna Thompson. Among
those responding was Bryon Wolters, DUC
conservation specialist.
“DUC did not hesitate when asked to
support securement of the property,” says
Wolters. “It actually falls in the middle
range of our priorities when viewed only
as habitat for waterfowl. However, given its
importance for the endangered piping plover,
getting involved made it a higher priority.
Securement of the property also provided
DUC with the opportunity to restore adjacent
wetlands that had been previously lost to
drainage and will now serve as important
waterfowl pairing habitat.”
Thompson recounts how it wasn’t just DUC
that answered the call.
“We had an outstanding response to our
request for help,” she says. “Environment
Canada’s Habitat Stewardship Program
contributed $186,500, recognizing that this
was a unique opportunity that couldn’t
be squandered. Others quickly joined the
cause including ConocoPhillips Canada, the
Canadian Western Bank, the Alberta Fish
and Game Association and Aux Sable. It was
remarkable how quickly we were able to raise
the necessary funding.”

DUC contributed $40,000 towards the
purchase of the land and also restored four
drained wetlands on the property. ACA has
plans for further improvements at the site,
including laying gravel along a key shoreline
to make it more attractive to breeding plovers,
fencing portions of the property to manage
access, and installing a viewing platform to
provide nature enthusiasts the opportunity to
watch plovers from a safe distance.
Lance Engley, a biologist for ACA, is thrilled
about the opportunity to protect this property
as he says it’s rare that plover habitat occurs
on private land.
“The provincial recovery plans for piping
plovers have a goal of 300 birds, in line
with population estimates of the 1970s.
Securing this key nesting site will go a long
way towards making that goal a reality,” says
Engley.
Ironically, this key piece of piping plover
habitat is named Junction Lake. Thinking
about the meaning of the word ‘junction’
as a coming together point, the project
seems aptly named and reflects perfectly
the collective response of the conservation
community to this unique opportunity.
Alberta’s piping plovers are most certain to be
better off for that response.

photo: ACA, Paul Hvenegaard

The author fishing on Kakwa River.

photo: David Fairless

photo: ACA

Down memory lane
The trip was extreme déjà vu. The
dust, the mud bog, the clovercovered side slopes, the sunny
parts of the trail and the general
majestic beauty of the river—
everything felt like an excerpt
from the day to day routine
of an Alberta Conservation
Association (ACA) study of bull
trout I was part of in the 1990s.

The study’s two main objectives
were to determine population
size along with spawning and
over-wintering sites for the
conservation of this very special
fishery. Comparing where fish
were tagged to where they were
recaptured identified areas
critical to bull trout life cycle and
survival. Our data substantiated
this particular spawning stream
as critical for bull trout as well as
Arctic grayling, and ensured its
protection.

Friends surface

Advertorial

We caught and released 3,400
individual fish and “named” 1,400
of them with FLOY tags. FLOY
tags are a uniquely coloured and
consecutively numbered plastic
device inserted into a fish near
the dorsal fin. When a fish is
recaptured, biologists can assess
growth rates, movement patterns
and population size with recapture
data.

Bull trout with FLOY tag.

Here’s how my old friends had grown:
Friend’s Name

Original Capture
Date

Length at
Original Capture

Recent
Recapture Date

Length at
Recapture

Growth Rate

Blue 0514

Sept 27, 1997

354 mm FL

Sept 13, 2013

499 mm FL

11.3 inches in 16 years

Green 12119

Sept 26, 2000

345 mm FL

Sept 13, 2013

692 mm FL

13.6 inches in 13 years

Blue 1207

Sept 26, 2006

417 mm FL

Sept 13, 2013

571 mm FL

6.0 inches in 7 years

conservation Magazine spring Summer 2015

spring Summer 2015 conservation Magazine

17

Celebrating

20 Years

of Grants in
Biodiversity

“Hell is the truth learned too late.” – Thomas Hobbes, English philosopher

What We Know

Now
Alberta Conservation Association’s

Grants in Biodiversity (GiB) program

has become one of the most impactful
research programs of its kind in
North America. The program enables
the coming together of government,
academia, and the private sector to
collaboratively make decisions that
support student research projects in
biological sciences. Significant patterns
have emerged from the program,
building bridges between research
and the general public, enhancing our
understanding of biodiversity and
influencing the way we use and care for
the land and its inhabitants.

One of the earliest projects funded by the GiB
program was conducted by a young scholar
named Axel Moehrenschlager, a PhD student
from the University of Oxford. His research
study set out to determine whether efforts
made to reintroduce the swift fox to southern
Alberta in the mid-1980s had been successful.
Moehrenschlager was granted around
$10,000 for his project. He radio-collared
50 swift foxes and collected data on their
movements and behaviours over two years.
What he found was that the fox—absent
from our landscape for 45 years—could
have a fighting chance if the right locations
were chosen for release sites, and only if
pipelines were rerouted to prevent den
destruction. That was in 1995. Since then,
the status of swift fox has been downlisted
from Endangered to Threatened in Canada.
Dr. Moehrenschlager is now Head of
Conservation Research at the Calgary
Zoo, where his work continues to drive the
recovery of the swift fox in Alberta.
This is not an isolated example. Over the last
20 years, some 423 research studies have been
funded by the GiB program. Many have
changed the way we view and use the natural
world which surrounds us. There have been
studies on big species, little-known species,
and microscopic species. Like putting pieces
of fabric together to make a quilt, our
understanding of Alberta’s unique
biodiversity—what threatens it, what makes it

photo: ACA, Stefanie Fenson
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Swift impact
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►► by Nicole Nickel-Lane

thrive—has multiplied and deepened. The
program’s findings have become a kind of
intellectual canary in the coal mine,
forecasting the effects of disease, habitat loss
and human impact on the future of Alberta’s
natural heritage.
We currently have several pressing wildlife
issues in our backyard: white nose syndrome
in bats, grizzly bear populations and loss of
sage grouse habitat. Each has benefitted from
discoveries made through the GiB program.
Effects of deforestation, seismic lines, tailings
ponds, forest fires and pine beetles are also
GiB research stories that have made the
transition from the lab to the living room of
the average Albertan.

Swift Fox
illustration: Get to Know contestant Jordan Lange (age 17) from Alberta.
Learn more at www.gettoknow.ca!

spring Summer 2015 conservation Magazine

19

Celebrating

of Grants in
Biodiversity

But the benefits of funding GiB projects
weren’t always so self-evident. The program’s
early proponents faced a long uphill battle.
Take, for example, pitting academic interest
in mayfly nymphs against the recreational
community’s interest in big game species.
Dr. Bill Samuel, GiB program founder and
first Director, was often criticized for taking
money away from researching big game
exclusively and redirecting it towards a
variety of species, from the bottom of the
food chain all the way to the top. The shift
was without any specific agenda other than to
keep the objectives broad and simple. “All we
ever said in the beginning was [we wanted]
‘to better understand the flora and fauna
of Alberta,’” recalls Dr. Samuel. “We came
up with the idea that giving smaller sums
to more kids would have a longer-lasting
impact.”
That idea may have been a well-founded
scientific hunch, but nobody at the time
would have dared speculate that the program
would create such a legacy within the
scientific community in Alberta. Fast forward
a decade or two, and the program’s early
research findings have helped bring critical
environmental issues to light, enabling
conservation groups, legislators, and the
general public to weigh in and make change.
Others involved in the program early on
could see the value and stuck it out. “The
Grants in Biodiversity program has become a
really integral part of what ACA is,” says John
Pattison, the GiB program’s current Director.
“It shows ACA's commitment to conservation
in the long run.”

The GiB program may be the only one of
its kind in Canada, if not North America.
On average the program distributes
approximately $225,000 every year among
20-odd projects, each unique and based
entirely on Alberta species and habitats.
Student proposals are not selected based
on grade point average, but on the quality
of the proposal and the student’s ability to
complete the project. Though the research
must be Alberta-based, the program accepts
applications from students worldwide,
bringing some of the brightest young minds
together to focus their research here.

“It’s a model that’s become the envy of department heads at other universities across North America.”

ACA is pleased to be working with
Syncrude Canada Ltd., which has
pledged $250,000 over five years
(2014-2018) to support the
Grants in Biodiversity program.

photo: ACA, Jim Potter

From the ground up

photo: ACA, Mike Jokinen

20 Years

Advantage Alberta
In most cases the intellectual capital stays
in Alberta, with graduates going on to
work for various sectors with a focus on
Alberta species and habitats. This kind of
tightly-contained turnover within Alberta’s
academic community has netted a batch of
really good educators and biologists. These
people have both a huge depth of subject
matter expertise and a love of the local
landscape, a combination that is extremely
difficult to match or recruit for.
The GiB selection process is tight and
transparent. An adjudication committee
comprised of biologists, government and
public sector representatives reviews the
vetted applications together, each offering
different backgrounds and perspectives to
the evaluation process. This triad creates a
democratic system of checks and balances,
ensuring the best projects are supported for
the right reasons. It’s a model that’s become
the envy of department heads at other
universities across North America.
A portion of the program’s funding is
derived from hunting and angling licence
levies, which are then leveraged five to six
times through corporate sponsorships and inkind donations. The average project receives
about $10,000, small chunks of money that
have become the springboard for research
and shaped the landscape of fish, wildlife and
habitat management in the province. It’s a
small investment for a high return, helping to
broaden ACA's mandate and bring benefits to
the entire public.

20
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Celebrating

2015 AC A G rants in Biodiversity Recipients

20 Years

of Grants in
Biodiversity

Recipient
(Program)

Institution

Supervisor

Project Title

Jason Airst (MSc)

University of Winnipeg

Susan Lingle

Variation in male mating tactics in mule deer and
white-tailed deer

Oscar Aleuy (PhD)

University of Calgary

Kathreen Ruckstuhl

Refining and testing predictive models for host-parasite
interactions in a changing climate: the case of
Marshallegia marshalli and its latitudinal plasticity in
thermal tolerance

Jonathan Backs (PhD)

University of Alberta

John Nychka & Colleen
Cassady St. Clair

Development of reliable warning signals for the
prevention of bear-train collisions

Zach Dempsey (MSc)

University of
Lethbridge

Theresa Burg
& Cameron Goater

Phylogeography and systematics of Oreohelid land
snails in southern Alberta

Catherine Denny
(MSc)

University of Alberta

Scott Nielsen

Spatial patterns of food resources and the movement
patterns of grizzly bears (Ursus arctos)

Paulson Des Brisay
(MSc)

University of Manitoba

Nicola Koper

Determining the effects of oil infrastructure on the
demography and stress physiology of the chestnutcollared longspur (Calcarius ornatus)

Laureen Echiverri
(MSc)

University of Alberta

Ellen Macdonald

Optimizing partial harvesting for understory plant
diversity

Barbara Gass (MSc)

University of British
Columbia

Amy Angert

Relating needle traits to rust resistance in limber pine

Anjolene Hunt (MSc)

University of Alberta

Erin Bayne

Habitat use of Canada warblers in an extensively
managed forest landscape

Stefan Hupperts (MSc) University of Alberta

Simon Landhausser

Shifts in lifestyles of ectomycorrihizal fungi: Does host
tree phenology induce facultative saprotrophy?

Rola Kutby (PhD)

University of Calgary

Ralph Cartar

Determinants of reproductive success in bumble bees of
Foothills forests

Analisa Lazaro-Cote
(MSc)

University of Calgary

Leland Jackson

The impact of municipal wastewater effluent on the
stress response of native fish in the Bow River

Caitlin Mader (MSc)

University of Alberta

Nadir Erbilgin

Ecology and phenology of a resident Aphelinid wasp
(Coccophagus sp.) and evaluation of its potential as a
biocontrol agent of European elm scale
(Eriococcus spurius)

Limoilou-Amelie
Renaud (PhD)

Universite de
Sherbrooke

Fanie Pelletier

Implications of phenotypic plasticity and maternal
effects for the dynamics of a declining population of
bighorn sheep

Matthew Robinson
(MSc)

University of Alberta

Scott Nielsen

Influence of variable retention timber harvesting on
upland habitat and population dynamics of wood frogs
(Lithobates sylvaticus)

Zhuoyan Song (PhD)

University of Alberta

Heather Proctor

Disentangling the Gammarus-acanthocephalan system
in Edmonton wetlands from ecological and molecular
perspectives

Janet Sperling (PhD)

University of Alberta

Katharine Magor

Microbiome diversity of ticks ectoparasitic on Alberta
wildlife

Eric Spilker (MSc)

University of Alberta

Evie Merrill

Spatial interactions in multi-carnivore communities in
the Rocky Mountains of Alberta

Ashton Sturm (MSc)

University of Alberta

Cameron Carlyle

Bee conservation in Alberta's grasslands: Developing
measures of bee diversity and abundance with an
indicator taxa

Riley Waytes (MSc)

University of Calgary

Ralph Cartar

Insect-mediated cross-pollination in hybrid seed
canola: Contributions of native bees and their influence
on managed pollinators

Scott Wilson (MSc)

University of Alberta

Erin Bayne

Monitoring bird use of reclaimed well sites using
autonomous recording units

photo: ACA

Yet with $4.3 million invested so far, how
can the benefits possibly be quantified?
“Research is inherently inefficient,” says GiB
past-Director Dr. Lee Foote. “You never know
which project will hit pay dirt. You have to try
to count the wins, not the losses.”
Global decline of biodiversity is recognized
as one of the most serious environmental
issues facing humankind. The key is to never
let a species get out of balance in the first
place. So with the dangers of lungworm in
bighorn sheep, fecundity in grizzly bears,
white nose syndrome in bats, and the decline
of the northern leopard frog, the cost savings
to Albertans is to catch these warning signs
early.
The hallmark of the GiB program has been
knowing where to look. The program’s
research looks beyond wildlife species and
down to grasses, mosses, lichen, bacteria, and
disease. Early detection of anomalies here can
lead to early prevention farther up the food
chain. Roughly half of the program’s funding
goes towards researching these smaller factors
and organisms, stemming the tide of bigger
issues and maintaining a healthy biodiversity.
Which leads back to Samuel’s early vision:
it’s the program’s breadth that best serves
to increase our understanding of the natural
world—that oddly, by studying the seemingly
minute aspects of an organism, chapters can
be revealed on how ecosystems interact.
“There isn’t a whole lot of funding for
the small things,” explains GiB Program
Administrator Tracy Stewart. “This research
does a lot to impact the big picture.” We
all have a rudimentary understanding of
ecological interconnectedness. But when
someone is able to show how bacteria on
rocks ultimately impacts bighorn sheep

or how spilled grain from rail cars has
contributed to grizzly bear mortality, that’s
when the rubber hits the road for the rest of
us outside the lab.

A Few Success Stories
Axel Moehrenschlager’s research in 1997 has
helped bring the swift fox back from extirpation
(local extinction).

John Pattison is the program’s third Director,
having taken the reins from Dr. Foote in
September 2014. A rural farm kid from
central Alberta, Pattison grew up close to the
land, hunting and helping out with livestock
and crops. He chose an academic path to
support local research and to explore the
connections he’s witnessed. New questions
and challenges are being revealed today
that certainly demand a response from the
scientific community, but that will also bring
the research into public debate in terms of
land use, environmental policy, and urban
planning.

David Gummer found a completely isolated
colony of Ord’s kangaroo rats at CFB Suffield.
He made remarkable discoveries about how
Alberta’s rats have adapted to our seasons
through hibernation and completely different
reproductive cycles.
Susan Lingle’s cutting-edge research on deer
behaviour and Kathreen Ruckstahl’s research on
bighorn sheep near the Milk River has led them
to become leaders in wildlife ecology for these
iconic Alberta species.

Science is necessarily becoming more social.
It’s a new era, a new ethos being applied
that is changing the demographic of how
our natural resources are being used and
conserved. As urban spaces expand ever
wider into wetlands and agricultural land, it
is scientific research alone that can explain
how decisions taken today will affect people,
communities and wild spaces down the
road. At what point do we take to heart the
state of the bee population, wetland habitat
loss or global food security, and let our local
policy-making be guided accordingly? Which
issues are isolated and which follow the same
trajectory? Public perception needs to be
grounded in a solid foundation of scientific
or biological processes that serve the public
good. In other words, good research, done
well, is not self-serving.

Erin Bayne discovered radiating populations of
earthworms around boat launches, which have
significantly altered the soil structure of boreal
forests.
Cory Lassen raised the flag that without the
right habitat, bats in Alberta would succumb to
white nose syndrome.
Erin Baerwald found that wind farms kill large
numbers of migratory bats.

For more about the GiB program, and
information about past projects, visit
www.acabiodiversity.ca.

“[…] when someone is able to show how bacteria on rocks ultimately impacts bighorn sheep or how
spilled grain from rail cars has contributed to grizzly bear mortality, that’s when the rubber hits the
road for the rest of us outside the lab.”
photo: ACA, Mike Jokinen
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A not-so-hopping scene

Jumping Around

The Experimental Translocations
of Ord’s Kangaroo Rats

Alberta can do without invasive Norway rats,
but Ord’s kangaroo rats (Dipodomys ordii) are
a unique part of our grassland biodiversity.
They are not vermin, or even closely related.
These small mammals, named for their large
hind legs, long tail and uncanny jumping
ability, are Endangered in our province.
Biologists are working hard to conserve them.
Unique little creatures, Ord’s kangaroo rats
are well adapted to life in very dry places, like
the sand dunes found in Alberta’s grasslands.
Surprisingly, they can survive on no drinking
water, and can get all the moisture they need
from seeds! Kangaroo rats spend most of
their days in underground burrows. On dark,
moonless nights, they head above-ground for
food and friends. Their fur-lined cheeks are
perfect for carrying seeds and plant material
back to their burrow, which they aggressively
defend against potential thieves.

Sand dunes are rarely separated by just a
hop-skip-and-a-jump, so Ord’s kangaroo rats
living in different sand dunes are not often
within easy jumping distance of each other.
If the population living in any one dune is
lost, there is no guarantee the neighbours can
move in to replace them.
►► by Sue Peters, ACA

On a larger scale, Alberta’s population of
Ord’s kangaroo rats is not within jumping

Got rats?
Ord’s kangaroo rats cache the seeds of many
dry grassland plants underground, often only
to be uncovered through erosion years later,
even after the local plant population may have
disappeared. Kangaroo rats are also a valuable
prey source for many other wildlife, including
other at-risk species such as burrowing owls
and prairie rattlesnakes.
In Alberta, kangaroo rats are found in one
small area called the Middle Sand Hills. In
this southeastern corner of the province, they
find their open, sandy habitat of choice—
at least for now. Sand dunes are rare and
not faring very well here; long-term fire
suppression and the absence of grazing bison
means open dunes have a hard time staying
open, thanks to encroaching vegetation.
Sadly, the kangaroo rat’s future in Alberta is
anything but certain.

photo: Lia Brands

photo: Lia Brands

noise pollution, can also make those areas
unsuitable for kangaroo rats.

CFB Suffield
Species Range

Rats on the move
The Experimental Translocations of Ord’s
Kangaroo Rats project investigates the
feasibility of moving individuals between
habitat patches (translocation). Specifically,
biologists want to move kangaroo rats to high
quality, unoccupied habitat to help sustain
the population by increasing its distribution
in Alberta.

Study Area

Alberta

Red Deer River

Biologists started out with more questions
than answers. Would it work to move Ord’s
kangaroo rats from places where their
populations are healthy to places where they
are struggling to survive? Does Alberta have
enough under-populated, high quality habitat
to make such a “rescue mission” possible?
What can biologists do to help them settle
into new homes and reproduce there? As it
turns out, the answers aren’t simple and the
research is ongoing.

South Saskatchewan River

N
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In the spring of 2014, biologists were happy
to find two young-of-the-year in one of the
new territories. That probably means at least
one translocated female survived the winter.
With this encouragement, the research
project continued. According to Dr. Darren
Bender, associate professor at the University
of Calgary, the research is continuing into
2015 because it did not reach the sample
size for the translocation experiments that
researchers needed last year. He added,
“Unfortunately, this population is in dire
straits and numbers are so low it is now
difficult to study or recover them.”

A “happily ever after” would have been nice;
then we could conclude that translocating
kangaroo rats works. But even the most
optimistic biologist knows many factors
control the outcome of such research.

National Wildlife Area

photo: Andy Teucher

number of Alberta Ord’s kangaroo rats in
more than a decade, biologists captured seven
individuals. The captured kangaroo rats were
moved to new homes in two areas (one in
the Canadian Forces Base Suffield National
Wildlife Area and one in private lands).
Three were fitted with radio collars to collect
information on their locations and activity;
two of them abandoned their artificial nests
and set to work establishing their own nests
and burrows—a good sign.

No fairytale ending

When you buy a hunting or fishing licence in Alberta, you contribute to wildlife conservation. A portion of these licences goes to Alberta Conservation Association.
We make grants available to support a variety of on-the-ground efforts and research projects, like the Experimental Translocations of Ord’s Kangaroo Rats project.
ACA’s Grant Eligible Conservation Fund, or GECF, supported this research in 2013-2014. This project was conducted by Dr. Darren Bender (University of Calgary).
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distance of the closest populations to the
south (Montana) or east (Saskatchewan)
either. This isolation, and the fact that they
are the most northerly population, makes
them extra sensitive to human activities
and natural events. For example, weather
can wreak havoc on our kangaroo rats—
abnormally cold or long winters may result
in larger than usual decreases in population
size. The construction of pipelines, roads and
compressor stations in sand dune areas, and
the associated night-time illumination and

In the spring of 2013, despite the lowest

Biologists also know they must be creative
with developing management tools for
kangaroo rats, because many options for
creating habitat are not simple. Setting
grassland fires to reduce vegetation in sandy
areas? Not simple. And it’s been a long time
since large herds of native bison grazed our
prairies and naturally kept patches of open
sand for the plants and animals that live
there. Moving healthy Ord’s kangaroo rats
to favourable habitats seems more feasible. If
this experiment proves successful, biologists
will have a management tool to maximize the
distribution of this species, ensuring Alberta
does not become rat-free on our watch.
The GECF program is now two separate
programs, known as ACA Conservation,
Community and Education Grants and ACA
Research Grants. For information on ACA’s
grant programs, visit: www.ab-conservation.
com/grants.
For more information about recovery efforts
for the Ord’s kangaroo rat in Alberta, go to
www.esrd.alberta.ca and search “kangaroo
rat recovery plan” for a copy of the provincial
plan.
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►► by Ariana Tourneur, ACA

Safely
Taking the
Safety Off

One year, two million rounds of ammunition.
It sounds like the latest homeland security
shopping spree, a monumental weapons
seizure, or the plot summary of the
blockbuster you saw on the weekend.
The truth? It’s about a not-for-profit,
volunteer-based organization with humble
beginnings and a heart for conservation.
The Alberta Hunter Education Instructors’
Association (AHEIA) is responsible for an
excess of two million rounds of ammunition
fired per year at their training centres in
Calgary and Alford Lake. And every single
one of those shots has been fired without
incident. It’s impressive, and more than
anything, a true demonstration of AHEIA’s
due diligence. Talk about a track record.

Beyond shooting
AHEIA rightfully holds a reputation for
impeccable safety. Perhaps what they are
most known for is being the knowledge
powerhouse when it comes to Alberta’s
outdoors. They are the go-to group for
training hunters and outdoor enthusiasts of
all ages.
In addition to hosting standard training,
women-only programs and archery events,
they also offer specialty school programs
that connect youth to nature. In fact, some
participants had their first ever outdoor
experiences thanks to those courses. AHEIA
is always updating and adding to their
26

The second step is to obtain a Possession
& Acquisition License giving the bearer
the certification necessary to purchase and
possess a firearm. This 8+ hour course is
offered by AHEIA, again by donation, giving
both the theory and practical hands-on
handling experience with firearms.

Borrow experience

repertoire, fulfilling the needs of the public
while keeping the best interests of Alberta’s
outdoors at the forefront.

Technically, you’re ready to hunt. But off the
record? Consider the mentorship course, in
which you go hunting with an experienced
hunter. Mentorship puts skills learned from
the course into practical application. In the
field, tracks can look a lot different than they
do in a book. Buying the right tags for the
animal you want to harvest can be confusing.
A mentor can help, big time. Launched in
1992, the First-Time Hunter Program was
formed using the concept that attitudes and
the perception of hunting are permanently set
by the hunter's first experience out in the field.
AHEIA aims to make it a good one, linking
first-time hunters with experienced mentors
who have truly grasped the ethics and skills of
a richly rewarding hunting experience.

Advance to go

The model

Let’s be honest: to the non-hunter or hopingto-be-a-hunter, the process of getting into
the field can seem complicated or lengthy.
AHEIA simplifies the process, but also
prepares you to feel equipped and confident
when it’s time to start your hunting career. If
you are new to hunting, there are two initial
steps you need to take before hunting season
opens: Step one is get certified to hunt. Step
two is get certified to use and own a firearm.
The Conservation and Hunter Education
Course Certification can be taken by one of
two delivery methods. You can meet with
a pro AHEIA instructor for a 30-hour (or
more) course. As a registered charity with
the mandate from the Alberta Provincial
Government through a Memorandum of
Understanding, AHEIA asks simply for a
donation, making it affordable and accessible
throughout the province. If learning at home
is more your style, the program is offered in a
10 hour on-line format for $70 fee ($95 with
the manual) at aheia.com.
Either way, you will grasp the basics of gear,
the game you want to hunt and the ethics of
hunting. Once you complete the course, you
will receive a certification card and be ready
to purchase a hunting licence in Alberta.
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Conservation isn’t just for the hunter; it
concerns every single Albertan. Education
is how we get there. AHEIA’s Alberta
Conservation and Hunter Education Program
is pegged as one of the best (arguably the best)
of its kind in North America. In fact, their
program has become the template for multiple
jurisdictions in the US and Canada in
delivering hunting, fishing, firearms safety and
other like-minded conservation programs.
The goal of Conservation Education is to
"make wildlife and fish part of the value
system of every Albertan.”
All AHEIA’s programs validate what they
are all about: mentorships, partnerships and
relationships. Connections. In fact, ACA
and AHEIA have been working together for
18 years. It’s a natural fit since hunting and
conservation aren’t distantly related—they go
hand in hand.
Yet the most important connection of all that
AHEIA fosters is the one between people and
Alberta’s outdoors. AHEIA has taken on the
remarkable responsibility of educating those
who are and will be the caretakers of Alberta’s
fish, wildlife and habitat. In the words of an
AHEIA instructor: “Go, learn, and enjoy the
outdoors.” Sometimes, the simplest advice
says it all.

In the Beginning
On February 2, 1984, an association of Conservation and Hunter Education Instructors
was incorporated and registered with the Societies Act as a nonprofit organization.
On January 1, 1991, it received its registered charity status. The goals were concise,
meaningful and, in their minds, absolutely necessary for conservation in Alberta:
 To promote the highest standard of sportsman behaviour.
 To teach and promote the ethical and humane treatment of fish, wildlife, and all
other living creatures.
 To support the improvement of Conservation Education.
 To promote Hunter Education curriculum and instruction development.
 To promote communication among all instructors in the Conservation Education
and Hunter Education Programs.
 To promote affiliation with Conservation and Hunter Education interest groups.

photo: ACA, Mandy Couve
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►► by Brad Fenson
Alberta hunters were given their first
opportunity to hunt spring snow geese in
2015 and I took part in the opportunities
right here at home.
The hunt came about from an explosion
in snow goose populations. The Canadian
Wildlife Service counts white geese every
year and the current population is more than
1,200 percent over the long-term average.
The sheer numbers of geese have negatively
impacted the arctic tundra habitat where they
nest and rear broods. The continual grazing
of thousands of geese has created a vast
mud flat tundra that stretches along Hudson
Bay, without a single blade of grass or sedge
visible. This habitat destruction has impact on
not only the geese, but also on other wildlife
that historically use the same areas for nesting
or grazing.

Check your decoys

Balancing numbers
Hunters have been called on to act as one of
the best management tools to help control
snow goose numbers. Liberal limits in the
spring and fall seasons allow for more birds
harvested than most hunters ever dreamed
of. Lesser snow geese and Ross’ geese can
be harvested in the spring goose hunt. The
Alberta spring season affords hunters 50 birds
a day with no possession limit.

Be sociable, be successful
Snow geese are intensely social
birds, spending their entire lives
surrounded by thousands of other
geese. They are extremely vocal with
a high pitched, three-note call,
making them easy to identify. To
be successful hunting, you have
to duplicate what the birds see
every day of their life; that is,
large numbers of noisy birds
on the ground.

photos: Brad Fenson

Because snow geese are
often found in groups of
thousands it is easy to
understand how and why
they feed in a specific
way. Incoming birds
always go to the front
edge of the feeding
flock on the ground.
There simply won’t be
any food left on the
ground behind their
hoard of hungry
friends.
28
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Hunters should place decoys in a checkmark
pattern, with the point of the bottom of the
check facing into the wind. Geese will always
try to land into the wind to prevent their
feathers from being pulled backwards against
their skin. So the checkmark represents how
the birds spread out while feeding. A long
line of birds flares off to one side, while the
“V” tip of the check is the pivotal point where
every bird wants to be and will try to land.

Landing Zone
Incoming Geese

Knowing how birds feed allows
hunters to set up their blinds near
the point of the checkmark, where
birds will be lowest in elevation
before landing. It is important
to use hundreds of decoys, as
incoming birds are used to
seeing their buddies in huge
numbers.

Blinds

There are a number of economical decoy
options. Hunters report success even using
white garbage bags or cardboard staked to
the ground. Many commercial options range
from rags to full-bodied decoys. Experienced
hunters suggest you need a minimum of 400
decoys to be effective, so it might be time to
pool your resources with friends.

Give a shout out
The second and most important part of the
hunt equation is calling. You must call snow
geese to be successful. They have been greeted
their entire lives by the shrill cackles of their
buddies. To show up and not hear continual
racket would be foreign and alarming.
Hunters are allowed to use electronic calls
for snow geese that you can either purchase
or make. Several hunters I know have made
their own callers from iPods or MP3 players
hooked up to an amplifier and speakers.
Turn it up and leave it on for the entire hunt,
as you never know when birds will sneak in
unnoticed.

Enjoy the bounty
Wind
Decoys

Incoming Geese

What will you do with all the birds, if you
did manage to shoot a full limit or two this
spring? Snow geese are tremendous eating
after wintering on rice and corn fields near
the Gulf coast. When seasons and limits were
liberalized the Arctic Goose Joint Venture
published a cookbook dedicated to enjoying
white geese. You can download a free copy at
www.agjv.ca. Click on the “What’s Cooking”
tab for a few tasty recipes.
spring Summer 2015 conservation Magazine
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team pheasant
ACA & 4-H Alberta
Pheasant Raise & Release Project
►► by Nicole Nickel-Lane and Ariana Tourneur, ACA

A dog, a cat, a parakeet? Many of us remember begging
our parents for that special animal, pledging utmost
responsibility and diligence if only please oh please they
would make it ours. Would you have been surprised if they
handed you a shipment of 100 fuzzy hatchling pheasants?
This article is Part One of a two-part
series on the ACA & 4-H Alberta
Pheasant Raise & Release Project.
Watch the Fall/Winter issue of
Conservation Magazine for the
results and the birds’ release.

4-H Alberta and Alberta
Conservation Association (ACA)
are saying yes and doing just that.
Back in the '80s, an initiative
called the Day-Old Chick
Program had 4-H members
raising pheasants while learning
about habitat, business, and hard
work. Today, we’ve revamped
the original program. Partnering
with 4-H Alberta, we hope to
inspire our future generations
to “learn to do by doing”—and
enhance our province’s pheasant
population along the way.

Talk about responsibility

photo: Vanessa van der Wielen

The ACA & 4-H Alberta
Pheasant Raise & Release
Project is a bit more involved
than remembering to clean the
birdcage. We provide day-old
chicks to participating 4-H
members, who must build a
pen and keep the birds fed and
safe for 14 weeks. We encourage
participants to work directly
with biologists from ACA, who
provide education, materials and
ongoing support to help them
raise their 100 new additions.
This includes a “101” on the
stages of pheasant development
and evaluating brooder houses
and flight pens.

Connecting Alberta to the World
Local service with a global reach.
Helping your business take flight in
Alberta’s key business sectors.
Discover the Davis Difference.
Calgary | 403.296.4470
Edmonton | 780.426.5330
www.davis.ca
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It’s vital the four-month-old
birds are able to withstand the
elements, because in September
the 4-H members reach the
pinnacle of their project:
releasing their hens into suitable
habitat! We remind people that
hens aren’t huntable, so each
bird raised and released can
potentially become eight to 12
pheasants the following year.

Working hard, dreaming big
Like any other 4-H project,
this one requires a lot of time,
effort and of course recordkeeping. Hard work doesn’t go
unnoticed though—each project
member receives $10 per hen
for their efforts. 4-H members
may raise up to 100 birds, with
ACA purchasing at least 75
back. Between levy funds and
contributions from donors,
we hope to expand funding to
include habitat enhancement
education for participants too.
“It’s not for everyone, but those
that have participated have
loved being a part of it,” says
Ginny Smith, 4-H Specialist with
Alberta Agriculture and Rural
Development. Smith notes that
many families who signed up last
year have returned this year. In
the project’s second year, there
are about 30 kids taking part. The
ultimate goal? One hundred kids,
raising 100 pheasants each.

One hen or ten…
Help 4-H members do it again!
You can lend a hand to the project without taking
in 100 hatchlings. Sponsor hens for 4-H members
by visiting www.4hpheasants.com, or simply text
ACAHEN to 41010 to donate $10 or $20.

4-H Alberta’s motto has been
“learn to do by doing” for over
50 years, and we couldn’t agree
more. The best lessons are
the hands-on ones, and these
kids will learn about wildlife,
habitat needs, and how actions
today affect the abundance and
diversity of our outdoor heritage
tomorrow. Getting them involved
early in conservation develops
skills that last a lifetime. With
luck, the 4-H pheasant project
members will witness the steady
comeback of Alberta’s beloved
bird, and maybe even let their
future kids raise a few (hundred)
hatchlings of their own!
photo: Monique Huvenaars

Landowner
Takes the Lead
Reversing river
damage

►► by Karen D. Crowdis

W

hat does “family homestead”
mean to you? Often it
conjures up the romanticized
nostalgia of the lawless west
depicted in Bonanza, where families stood
united against adversity and nothing mattered
more than protecting each other and the
land. For many of us, it is nothing more than
a sentimental fantasy of a bygone era where
land passed from generation to generation.
For Lindsey Tanghe though, it’s reality. She
is among the fortunate few who really know
the history of her family land and, after
significant hard work, was in a position to
buy it. Doreen Tanghe agreed, and sold the
family homestead to her granddaughter.
“I was honoured to be able to purchase this
parcel of land from my Grandma,” Lindsey
says.
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The parcel has been in the family since 1958
when her grandparents purchased the section
and a half along the Edson river. It came with
a two-room house that they moved about a
kilometre from its original site to where it
stands now. In those two rooms, they raised
a family of five children. Here they put down
roots; it was home.
Stories and memories of the family are
held in the walls of that home. But the land
holds their hearts. Robert Tanghe faced the
challenge of clearing the land mostly covered
in brush and mixed forest to make pasture
and hayland—difficult work, done with pride.
While working the land was foremost,
Robert did an uncommon thing for the
time and also made a portion available
to secure a conservation easement for
the enjoyment of future generations. The
easement was managed by the Rocky
Mountain Elk Foundation and later by
Alberta Conservation Association (ACA). It
was certain Lindsey’s grandfather recognized
the value of keeping the land from going
to industry or being subdivided. Lindsey’s
purchase of the homestead quarter added
to the four adjacent quarters owned by
her father, his siblings and their families.
Ultimately, her grandparent’s wish to keep the
land in the family is fulfilled.

Below the surface
Lindsey’s appreciation of the land runs deeper
than a romantic notion. You could say it’s
in her blood. “I had taken environmental
reclamation in college and we studied water
and its surroundings,” says Tanghe. She
understands what it means to have conserved
land alongside working ranches and farms,
especially near a river.

Her deeper understanding of working the
land and conserving it too created the perfect
storm when ACA began working in the area
on the Edson River Riparian Conservation
Project. The basin was eroded and fish
populations were declining as a result of
resource development and general human
activities.
“When it all came into play, I was intrigued
that I could help in any way,” she states. “I was
happy to cooperate.”
Lindsey is a leader in her community,
working with ACA to repair damage to
the river along her land. “Her enthusiasm
is encouraging. She was first to come on
board without benefit of other landowners
as reference,” observes Juanna Thompson, an
ACA biologist working in the area.

Changing the current
The project aims to repair the riparian habitat
and water quality so that it can once again
support fish populations. Building fences and
creating off-site watering access for cattle is
key. When cattle can’t go right to the river, the
banks are protected from further degradation,
but cattle still have good grazing opportunity
away from sensitive areas.
“Erosion will be less on the banks, so my
fields will stand together longer without
the river making new routes of flow due to
washouts and […] high rainfall,” Tanghe
notes. While it does create some extra
maintenance work for her, Lindsey is
confident the work is worth it, and shares
her experiences with other landowners.
Her hope is more participants make use of
the opportunity with ACA, because habitat
development benefits not only landowners,
but also fish and wildlife.

Evidence of riparian degradation by livestock.

Recovering riparian area along the Edson River.

Granddaughter, landowner, conservationist—
Lindsey’s story embodies the romanticized
vision of owning a family homestead. Her
legacy on the land will build on the work
of her grandparents. It will have equally
long-lived results thanks to her conservationminded spirit leading the charge on river
restoration and habitat reclamation. With
perseverance and hard work, she keeps the
land, the river, and the family roots intact.
Riparian fencing limiting livestock access to recovering
riparian habitat.
Riparian areas are next to streams, rivers, lakes and
wetlands, where vegetation and soils are influenced by
the presence of water.
photos: ACA, Juanna Thompson

Edson River

Road

Putting down roots

Fence
1000 m
Riparian Area 6 ac
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conversations

Lee Foote

I, like many nature-oriented people, had an
epiphany when I had children. I began to see
the future differently, to remember the flow of
experiences of discovery into which children
slip in and out.

As humans, we drift toward the arrogant,
selfish and egocentric unless we can be drawn
out of our self-absorption and engage. We all
do better when we have a physical connection
to nature.

Educating kids about nature is a rich
investment; they instinctively connect and buy
in. Nature builds their neurological networks
in unique ways. Adults also benefit from the
same encounters and education. Many of us
will walk weeks without stepping off a manmade surface. It impacts people in ways they
don’t realize.

Conservation areas offer the opportunity for
connectivity by matchmaking people and
spaces. It would be a serious step backward
to lose them. Using these spaces feeds human
appreciation of the gift of nature. People seek
to protect places they connect with.

Pervasive urbanized viewpoints lead to
apathy and insufficient appreciation due
to lack of connection, influencing how we
work with nature. Hubris, techno-arrogance,
smugness and domination: none of these have
worked particularly well in the long term
without being tempered by circumspection,
selflessness, appreciation and a love for nature.

photo: ACA, Don Myhre

I am optimistic that the influence of the day,
our youth, will get the message out if they
have a connection to nature. Education and
experience outside human/urban confines will
feed that connection. Messages about the value
of wild spaces, responsible stewardship and
sustainable uses will be heard if we appreciate
nature.

Humans and nature swirl together separate yet
innately connected in an intense affiliation. As
a scientist I want to discover and understand
everything on our planet. As a humanist, I love
the process of discovery, too. Being in nature
makes me a better scientist.
Nature is not linear. I am fascinated by the
unanswerable questions it provokes. I love
the mystery of it. There is a spiritual aspect
to nature. It feeds my soul—everyone’s soul.
I never want to lose that connection. Nature
forces our humility; it puts us in our place.
We rely on it more than it on us. And that is
thrilling, truly thrilling.

Lee Foote is a husband and the father of two girls,
a professor of Conservation Biology in the Faculty
of Agricultural, Life and Environmental Sciences
at the University of Alberta, a hunter, an outdoors
enthusiast, and plays the 5-string banjo.

photo: ACA, Kris Kendell

Donations make a difference

Partnerships put
them into action.
Project Photo: Amphibian Monitoring Using Environmental DNA (eDNA)
Corporate Partner: Shell Canada
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