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BC Nature

#307-1367 West Broadway

Vancouver, B.C.

V6H 4A9

January 26, 2007

Ms. Heather Mitchell

Species at Risk Co-ordination Office

P.O. Box 9301 Stn. Prov. Government

Victoria, B.C.  V8W 9N2

Dear Ms. Mitchell:

Re:
Mountain Caribou Recovery Options

Thank you for the opportunity for BC Nature (Federation of British Columbia Naturalists) to provide input to SaRCO as part of the mountain caribou recovery planning process.  Our organization has a keen interest in this issue and several of our members have been involved with local recovery planning and implementation groups over the years.  We are therefore very concerned to note a significant weakening in the latest mountain caribou recovery strategy (received from SaRCO November 9, 2006) compared to the July 2006 Management Options and Related Actions document prepared by the Mountain Caribou Science Team.

BACKGROUND

In 2002 A Strategy for the Recovery of Mountain Caribou in British Columbia was published providing a process for the recovery of Mountain Caribou herds to sustainable levels. It was a very comprehensive document prepared by the Mountain Caribou Technical Advisory Committee.  Recovery Action Groups (RAGs) were formed in response to that document and local Recovery actions developed by these committees were in most cases reported to the government. In the spring of 2005, the RAGs were disbanded (no longer funded) and a new group the Recovery Implementation Group (RIG) was formed, composed of government officials and other individuals with expertise in mountain caribou issues.    Then in October 2005, a request for input on Recovery Options for Mountain Caribou was sent to certain groups.  This document was a lengthy report by SaRCO offering options that included recovery of some herds, maintenance of some herds and the abandonment of others.  BC Nature responded to these options with our letter dated February 23, 2006. (see attached).  On November 9, 2006, SaRCO released another document that further erodes the Mountain Caribou recovery options. 

MANAGEMENT OPTIONS

We believe there is a strong likelihood that the management options proposed by SaRCO will not meet SaRCO’s objective:  “to halt the decline in mountain caribou, promote a stable-increasing population trend, and promote ecological conditions that allow mountain caribou herds to become self-sustaining, where ecologically feasible”.

The Self-Sustaining Management Option.   

Of the five management options presented, we strongly support restoring and maintaining habitat conditions so that mountain caribou populations can eventually be self-sustaining without the need for long-term predator-prey management for all planning units where the Mountain Caribou Science Team considers this to be feasible. 
We are therefore dismayed to find that in the November 2006 SaRCO Recovery Strategy, the Self-Sustaining Management Option is no longer suggested as an option for any of the planning units, although it was considered feasible for 6 planning units in the earlier Management Options Document prepared by the Mountain Caribou Science Team.  

The Status Quo Option. 

The Status Quo option is equivalent to abandonment and is not acceptable for an Endangered Species.  In the July 2006 Management Options document, the Science Team states that the Status Quo option “was considered inadequate to ensure persistence of resident mountain caribou in any planning units”. We are therefore alarmed to note that this option is now being proposed for three planning units.  Even though these units have low caribou use at present, the habitat has potential to be restored to support more animals in the future.  

The Maintain with Resilience Option 

This option is recommended in the SaRCO document for the Southwest and Southeast Kootenay planning units despite the fact that a population of 75-100 animals is described as “the minimum” able to withstand random events and environmental variables.  According to the Science Team a subpopulation of this size “will likely decline to where it is highly vulnerable before appropriate management actions are developed and applied”.  They considered assisted long-term sustaining as a feasible option here.  Why was this recovery option not adopted by SaRCO?

MANAGEMENT ACTIONS

Recreation Management

Recreational activities, particularly snowmobile use, have been shown to have significant negative impacts on caribou through direct disturbance and displacement to inferior habitats, and providing easy access for predators.  Simpson and Terry (2000)
 indicate that snowmobiling is the greatest recreational activity threat to Mountain Caribou. In some areas resort development and backcountry skiing activities are adversely affecting caribou use of their range.  Strong lobbying by well-funded recreational interests must not be allowed to trump the needs of a provincially Endangered and Nationally Threatened species. 

We feel strongly that the recommendations by the Science Team for restrictions and closures of areas to snowmobile use, heli- and snow-cat skiing, other back-country access and resorts need to be adopted and the funds and manpower necessary for monitoring and enforcing restrictions be provided.  It is our understanding that while guidelines are in place to reduce impacts from these operations, these are not being adhered to in some areas.  Guidelines, with no legal clout, need to be replaced with legislated regulations that are rigorously enforced.

Funds must be made available to educate both backcountry users and the general public about the plight of the mountain caribou.  Signage should be posted in critical areas to alert the public about the need for protected areas for caribou and the benefits of compliance. 

Predator/ Prey Management 

It is alarming to note that prey and predator reductions are planned for almost every planning unit.  

In most cases, mountain caribou are not the primary food source for predators.  Where predation occurs, rather than indiscriminate predator control, targeted removal of individual predators known to prey on caribou should be considered.  Because some predator species are also carrion eaters, it is important to establish the level of actual predation by a particular species prior to instituting a wide-scale cull of that species.

There are numerous problems associated with predator control, although it may be a viable short-term option in extreme cases.  If this approach is taken, predator management proposals must provide information on verification of kills and control methods to be used, and include public consultation.  Use of maternity pens to protect cows and calves in vulnerable life stages and diversionary feeding of accidentally killed prey species near calving grounds, as suggested in the Jan. 3, 2006 letter (see attached) from the Federation of British Columbia Naturalists should be tried as alternatives to predator control in some areas. 

The proposal to reduce the numbers of other prey species as a means to reduce the numbers of predators is also fraught with uncertainty.  For example, there would likely be increased predation on mountain caribou by predators whose primary prey has been decreased.   These approaches would require considerable human resources for 

monitoring, and have a high potential to have unintended outcomes.  It would prove very difficult to artificially maintain the desired balance between prey and predators, which fluctuates naturally 

Habitat Restoration and Management
Without extensive caribou habitat restoration the proposed predator and prey management strategies are likely to become an ongoing and costly activity. The increase in alternate prey species and their associated predators is largely a factor of changes to habitat, for example more early seral forest stages and less old growth as a result of logging.  Therefore, it is critical that protection and restoration of suitable existing caribou habitat, particularly old growth and mature forests, and improvement of suitable potential habitat for caribou be the main focus of mountain caribou recovery measures.  

We advocate for the identification of critical caribou habitat as often being greater than the area currently occupied by the herd, and should include important adjacent areas, referred to as matrix habitat by the Hart and Cariboo Mountains Recovery Implementation Group.  The definition of critical habitat should be expanded to include those areas presently defined as adjacent “matrix” habitat as the matrix caribou habitat is important for caribou recovery.

As mentioned in the Science Team’s Management Options document, maintaining habitat connectivity between sub-populations is essential.  There needs to be a moratorium on new development in these areas.  Where prime caribou habitat and/or connectivity corridors occur on private land, adequate funding is necessary to vigorously promote, support and monitor stewardship and, in some cases, purchase or swap land.  Perhaps land purchase could be accomplished through partnerships with conservation organizations such as land trusts and conservancies.  

We support the recommendations in the Management Options report for retaining and expanding no forest harvest zones.  We also support their conclusion that achieving self-sustaining populations will require restoring an older forest age distribution adjacent to mountain caribou range than currently exists. Current conditions have been created primarily by forestry activities.  Logging of old growth and mature forest habitat is a key factor in the decline of the mountain caribou and there needs to be a moratorium on those logging areas that the science team feels are critical, until the recovery action plan is finalized. 

The arboreal lichens associated with the mature and old growth forests are also of vital importance and require further study and monitoring by qualified lichen ecologists.  

In areas where the draft recovery strategy indicates that the reasons for the decline of caribou are poorly understood (such as the South Monashee unit) the subpopulations should be further studied to determine the probable causes of their decline. Recovery actions may then be changed to reflect the results of the study.

In summary, we believe the focus of mountain caribou recovery plans should be protection and enhancement of habitat, with predator/prey reduction only used as a short-term tool and only where the Mountain Caribou Science Team considers it to be absolutely necessary.  No Species at Risk should be targeted for individual or population reduction.

Public Involvement

We are dismayed to note in the October 24th news release from the Ministry of Agriculture and Lands that only recreational and forestry stakeholders are listed as media contacts with an interest in mountain caribou recovery.  Environmental groups definitely qualify as having an interest in mountain caribou recovery in British Columbia and at least some of these groups should have been listed as media contacts. For all planning units, local expertise should be consulted for input, and the public kept informed of recovery strategies, action plans and recovery progress through regular bulletins and a website. It would be helpful to have maps illustrating current and planned forest harvest areas for consideration and comments from interested parties on the website or elsewhere.
CONCLUSIONS
The march toward extirpation that we see in the mountain caribou is directly related to increased human population and habitat usage, resulting in disturbance and fragmentation of home ranges.  A properly funded science-based approach that includes the precautionary principle and adaptive management is necessary for the recovery of mountain caribou populations and is essential to an effective recovery action plan. We are gravely concerned that the SaRCO has given too much weight to economic consideration into their recovery recommendations.  It is time to correct our mistakes and give the mountain caribou a chance.

BC. Nature requests that we continue to be informed and consulted as the mountain caribou recovery process proceeds. Thank you for considering our comments.

Yours truly,

Kathleen Wilkinson

Species at Risk Co-ordinator

BC Nature
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