Original on BC Nature letterhead
Chair Dan Ashton, and Board of Directors
Regional District Okanagan Similkameen 

101 Martin St.

Penticton, BC  V2A 5J9

May 20, 2008

Dear Chair Ashton and Board of Directors:
Re:  St. Andrews area, White Lake Basin

As Chair of the Conservation Committee for BC Nature, I am writing to request that your Board reverse the recent decision to designate the St. Andrews area along White Lake Road a Secondary Growth Area under the new Regional Growth Strategy.  The importance, and threatened status, of the White Lake Basin and surrounding area’s ecology must be given priority.  As well, the economic, and ecological, benefits of having the Dominion Radio Astronomical Observatory in the Basin are such that its continued existence must not be jeopardized.  

BC Nature (the Federation of B.C. Naturalists) represents 50 clubs with about 5000 members from all corners of the Province. Our motto and objective is “to know Nature and to keep it worth knowing”.  We are also affiliated with Nature Canada and members of the Canada-wide naturalists’ Canadian Nature Forum.  In the case of the Growth Strategy, we are concerned primarily about the long-term effects, on local wildlife and their habitat, of housing developments that would be allowed under such a designation. We are also very concerned about the broader issue of urban sprawl into wild lands with all the environmental issues that follow, such as water quality and shortages, vehicle traffic and emissions, more and larger roads, and increased need for utility corridors. 
The White Lake Basin’s bunchgrass-shrub steppe community is particularly critical habitat for low-elevation species of many kinds.  As this type of habitat disappears in the Okanagan Valley, relatively intact expanses such as the Basin become even more significant.  Over one-third of the threatened and endangered species in BC require this and other associated habitats for survival: leaving out plant and invertebrate species, ones under threat include birds such as Sage Thrasher, Brewer’s Sparrow, and Grasshopper Sparrow; mammals such as California Bighorn Sheep and Nuttall’s Cottontail; and reptiles and amphibians such as Pacific Rattlesnake, Tiger Salamander, and Great Basin Spadefoot.  Grassland-shrub steppe habitat was the home of extirpated species such as Sharp-tailed Grouse and White-tailed Jackrabbit. 
One indication of the importance of the White Lake Basin for birds alone is the designation of it under the international Important Bird Area (IBA) program which started in the 1980s and now covers over 100 countries.  The scientific criteria for such a designation are extremely rigorous, and the Basin is one of only about 80 sites so named in BC. Volunteers monitor and report conditions in and threats to their IBA through BC Nature.
There is already serious pressure on the White Lake Basin area which would seriously affect wildlife and other environmental aspects of the area.  A housing project of several hundred units is proposed adjacent to St. Andrews which would put a strain on the already scarce, and declining, water supply in the area. It would almost certainly also entail demands for a wider road with the attendant greater amount of traffic, speed, and danger to wildlife crossing the road.  
The DRAO’s existence, and along with it the protection the federal ownership of that land provides, would be compromised by further housing projects.  The increased electronic interference from radio and other electro-magnetic sources in new residential areas could well make it impossible for the Observatory to continue effective work in that location, an issue that we understand was recently outlined by the head of DRAO, Tom Landecker.  The loss of DRAO and the wildlife habitat that surrounds it would be a huge loss of economic benefits now enjoyed by the area and would put in jeopardy one of the valley’s few remaining large and continuous stretches of low-elevation grassland shrub-steppe habitat.

We urge the Board of the Regional District to consider these very serious effects on the Basin and area and to remove the designation of St. Andrews as a Secondary Growth Area. 

Yours truly

Anne Murray, Chair

Conservation Committee

BC Nature

cc Bill Schwarz, Director, Area “D”, RDOS

