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For more than a half hour, we've

been crawling on our bellies through the tall
grass until a deep creek makes us think
twice about going any further. In the near
distance are three large wolves — two
white, the other charcoal black — circling
slowly but anxiously, like dogs having trou-
ble finding a comfortable spot to lie down
and sleep. On both sides of the wolves, no
more than a hundred metres away, are three
bison bulls and a herd of bison cows and
calves. The cows are keeping a wary eye on
the wolves. The bulls are lying down,
chewing their cuds, and acting as though
the wolves aren’t even there.

“I thought maybe they were feeding on
a kill,” whispers Lu Carbyn, a Canadian
Wildlife Service (CWS) scientist who is
studying the interaction between wolves and
bison in Wood Buffalo, Canada’s largest na-
tional park. “But that’s obviously not the
case here. If they were, there would be
ravens about. These guys have probably
been chasing the bison for some time
without success. Now, both the wolves and
the bison are tired and they’re taking a time
out. Before nightfall, they’ll begin the chase
again.”

Whooping cranes that once teetered on the
edge of extinction now number between 136
and 140 birds. These magnificent birds
depend on Wood Buffalo National Park for
their breeding habitat.




The wolves of the Wood Buffalo area
are the largest canids in the world; the park
bison the continent’s largest prey. Depend-
ing on the time of year, there can be be-
tween 80 and 220 wolves preying on the
3,500 bison. That roughly translates into
one wolf for every 2.6 square kilometres of
territory in the Peace-Athabasca delta,
where the highest concentrations of wolves
are found. Put another way, every six or
seven days in winter, one adult bison is
killed by an average-sized pack of 10
wolves. In summer, it is three calves that
are taken. Nowhere else in nature is there
anything quite like it.

The wolves of Wood Buffalo are the largest
canids in the world and they have developed a
unique dependence on the bison.

Both the wolves and the bison of Wood
Buffalo, however, are facing a very uncer-
tain future, as is the entire national park.In
addition to the hydroelectric dam in British
Columbia that is drying up the
Peace-Athabasca delta, the loggers that are
clearcutting the park’s forest and the up-
stream pollution that is slowly poisoning
the park’s ecosystem, Agriculture Canada
is proposing to spend $20 million to slaugh-
ter Wood Buffalo’s 3,500 bison. The idea is
to eliminate bovine brucellosis and tubercu-
losis that have infected many of the bison
and to replace them with a healthy herd of
wood bison from outside the park.

But destruction of park bison will cer-
tainly lead to the demise of the wolves, for
the bison constitute about 85 per cent of
their diet. Without the bison to feed on dur-
ing the many years it would take to reintro-
duce healthy animals, the wolves would
have to resort to other prey, such as moose
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and caribou. In that event, one of two
things will happen; either the federal gov-
ernment will be forced to launch a predator
control program or the wolves will find
themselves in a life-and-death struggle with
other packs already occupying outlying ter-
ritory where woodland caribou and moose
are found.

Although no other country in the
world has ever successfully eradicated an
unwanted wildlife population, the so-called
“Armageddon” option for Wood Buffalo
came within an inch of coming into force in
August 1990, when a federal environmental
review panel gave it the green light. How-

"What we have here is a small group of badly in-
formed scientists and manipulative politicians who
tecided to play God by proposing the ridiculous idea
of killing 3,500 bison and replacing them with what
they wrongly assume is a superior animal.”

when it comes to the less expensive chores
of stopping the logging in the park; mitigat-
ing the damage that is being done by dam
builders and polluters; or supporting badly
needed scientific studies on the park’s eco-
system and the half-million migrating birds
and the large variety of land mammals that
depend on it.

Now, there is strong evidence to sug-
gest that many of the scientific arguments
used to justify the slaughter were either un-
founded, untrue or wildly speculative, and
that the primary cause for the apparent de-
cline of the bison of Wood Buffalo is not
disease at all. Nor does it appear that there
is such a thing as a pure wood bison that is
more suitably designed for Wood Buffalo as
proponents of the slaughter have stated. In
fact, there is no convincing evidence to sug-
gest that the area around the national park
was ever home to more than a few hundred
bison, not the thousands that are being en-
visioned. “There is no doubt in my mind
that this was a conspiracy of very nar-
row-minded interests right from the very
beginning,” says Valerius Geist, a Univer-
sity of Calgary biologist. “What we have
here is a small group of badly informed sci-
entists and manipulative politicians who de-
cided to play God by proposing the ridicu-
lous idea of killing 3,500 bison and replac-
ing them with what they wrongly assume is
a superior animal. Their motives have noth-
ing to do with conservation values or the in-
terests of Wood Buffalo National Park.
Rather, they have more to do with protect-
ing cattle and game ranches and seeing to it
that national park interests do not continue
to dominate regional economic interests in
the future.”

Geist is no stranger to controversy, but
neither is he the typical critic of govern-
ment. Among the
most prolific wild-
life scientists in the
world today, he has
applied his exper-
tise to a wide vari-
ety of interests, in-
cluding the biology
of mountain sheep,
diet and health, ar-
chitecture,  game

Valerius Geist

ever, a revolt from within the Canadian
Parks Service and pressure from scientists,
native groups and conservationists from
across Canada and around the world has at
least temporarily put the proposal on hold
while another review is conducted. Naive
and informed, passionate and pugnacious,
the voices of opposition have at least one
thing in common — no one can believe that
in this day and age, there is not a less vio-
lent solution to the disease problem or
some other way of preserving the world’s
largest free-roaming bison herd. They
might also ask how the federal government
can come up with so much money to kill
bison when it claims that the bank is broke
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ranching, and most
importantly, the origins of American wood
bison. Neither is he alone in thinking that
there is a conspiracy. Among those who
share his views are most of the wardens of
Wood Buffalo, senior park officials in Win-
nipeg and a growing number of scientists
and conservationists both inside and outside
government.

To appreciate the debate that is cur-
rently taking place, it is essential to unders-
tand a little of the park’s history and to see
how the political machinations and mis-
management of the past have influenced the
events of the day. Before the turn of the cen-
tury, federal officials enacted legislation to
protect a remnant herd of about 500 wood



bison on the Alberta/Northwest Territories
border that had, it was believed, suc-
cumbed to a series of natural disasters and
over-hunting. More protective measures,
including the appointment of a special en-
forcement team of Buffalo Rangers, eventu-
ally led to formal establishment of Wood
Buffalo National Park in 1922. Around the
same time, similar efforts were made to
preserve what was left of the smaller,
darker and generally more aggressive
plains bison, which had been reduced from
a North American prairie population of an
estimated 30 million before 1800 to a few
thousand captive animals by 1880. The gov-
ernment of Canada bought some of these
captive animals from Montana rancher
Michel Pablo and had them shipped north
to Wainwright, Alberta.

The establishment of Buffalo National
Park at Wainwright was a widely praised
move, but one that was ultimately too suc-
cessful for its own good. The bison outgrew
their habitat by 1923, forcing federal offi-
cials to cull more than 2,000 older males
over the next two years. The slaughter,
however, did not go over well with the pub-
lic who saw no room for this kind of man-
agement in a national park. So, acting on a
plan that was first suggested by Liberal
MLA Jim Cornwall, the government
quickly dispatched 6,673 animals to Wood
Buffalo National Park on the Alberta/
Northwest Territories border. Coinciden-
tally or not, the Northern Transportation
Company, owned and operated by Cornwall
and his family, got the lucrative government
contract to ship the bison north.

When the government turned the ani-
mals loose on the west side of the Slave
River, it did so despite being warned that
the bovine tuberculosis that the bison had
got from cattle in
southern Alberta
might be spread
to animals in
Wood Buffalo and
that an interbreed-
ing of plains and

wood bison N
would inevitably 1”,0”0 at the time.
occur,  compro-

then confirmed by biologists in 1948. By
1956, they also detected bovine brucellosis,
a disease that was almost certainly brought
north by the Wainwright animals.

It was Agriculture Canada that offered
up the Armageddon option as a way of rec-
tifying this past wrong and to ensure that
the original inhabitants of the park — the
pure wood bison — will be there in perpe-
tuity. But this was not the first time eradica-
tion was proposed. Back in 1953, federal of-
ficials actually worked out a scheme in
which the Royal Canadian Air Force was to
be dispatched to conduct a search-and-de-
stroy mission of the park’s bison, which

Back in 1953, federal officials actually worked out a
scheme in which the Royal Canadian Air Force was 1o
be dispatched to conduct a search-and-destroy
mission of the park's bison, which numbered around

mising the genetic
integrity of the last remaining wild wood
bison herd in the world.

To be fair, Maxwell Graham, the di-
rector of the Dominion Parks Branch, de-
cided in favor of transplanting the animals
because he never believed that the two pop-
ulations — the plains bison of the Prairies
and the wood bison of Wood Buffalo —
constituted distinct subspecies. He also be-
lieved that the disease was an affliction of
older animals and that if the younger ones
at Wainwright were segregated and tested
before being sent north, there was no cause
for alarm. While testing was done in the
beginning, someone apparently got tired of
doing the chore. Not surprisingly, tubercu-
losis was identified in the park in 1937 and
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numbered around 10,000 at the time. Ot-
tawa rejected the plan as too extreme. The
next year, however, approval was given to a
test and slaughter program that would last
until 1962. But according to the govern-
ment’s own reports, the experiment did
more to supply meat for northern commu-
nities than it did to deal with diseased ani-
mals.

By 1986, when the park’s bison popu-
lation had dropped to 6,000 from a high of
more than 11,000 two decades -earlier,
nearly everyone assumed that it was disease
that was responsible. It was agreed that it
was in the best interests of the national
park, the native people and outside eco-
nomic interests, including the agricultural
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industry, to at least consider ways of con-
trolling or eradicating the afflictions. So in
1986, an inter jurisdictional steering com-
mittee was set up to explore the possibili-
ties. A variety of federal and provincial
agencies, including agriculture, environ-
ment and health were represented on that
committee. Conspicuously absent, how-
ever, were those whose culture had been
built around Wood Buffalo and the hunting
of its animals — the native people. It was an
oversight that would come back to haunt
the government.

The task force representing the com-
mittee considered nine alternatives for deal-

The bison population of Wood Buffalo has fallen
Sfrom 11,000 in 1971 to 3,300 in 1991.

ing with the disease problem, including the
possibility of vaccinating and treating the
animals. But only five were deemed plausi-
ble, the most realistic being the establish-
ment of fences and buffer zones around the
park, the slaughter of all of the animals or
maintaining the status quo. Most of the
committee members favored the slaughter
option as the quickest and cheapest way of
eliminating the disease.

Again, the federal cabinet was reluc-
tant to make a decision. So the Federal En-
vironmental Assessment Review Office
(FEARO) was called on in the hopes that it
would decide for it. However, the strategy
backfired. Proclaiming that it could not
consider the impact of something that didn’t
have a proponent, FEARO officials notified
Ottawa that one government department
was going to have to take on the job. Other-
wise, there was no point assessing some-
thing that wasn’t being formally backed by
anyone.
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It was at a subsequent high-level meet-
ing of senior bureaucrats from the depart-
ments of Agriculture, Health and Environ-
ment (which oversees the Canadian Parks
Service and the Canadian Wildlife Service)
and representatives from the governments
of Alberta and Northwest Territories that
the nature of the so-called conspiracy
started to take form. At that meeting, indi-
viduals from the Canadian Parks Service
voiced serious objections to any plan that
would compromise national park values the
way the Armageddon proposal evidently
would. Most vocal was Ken East, the su-
perintendent of Wood Buffalo. Uncon-
vinced that disease was the critical factor,
he told his government colleagues what he
had been saying publicly all along — that
the combination of three major floods that
killed 5,000 bison in the late 1960s and
early 1970s and the drying up of the
Peace-Athabasca delta may be the real rea-
son for the decline of the herd.

The Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS)
had a problem of a similar kind. With few
exceptions, most of the department’s senior
scientists were convinced that no amount of
time and money could be reasonably
granted by the government that could suc-
cessfully kill off 3,500 bison over such a
large area. And as much as Hal Reynolds,
CWS’s bison specialist, was in favor of
eradication, its wolf biologist, Lu Carbyn,
had some serious reservations. A 25-year
veteran of the service, Carbyn saw evidence
in his study of wolves and bison that sug-
gested that heavy predation in the park was
something that should be looked at more
closely. He also saw, in many of the Wood
Buffalo animals, the kind of wood bison
features that proponents of the slaughter
said they were trying to preserve.

The untenable positions of both the
Canadian Parks Service and the Canadian
Wildlife Service left Len Good, the deputy
minister of the Environment Department,
in a dilemma. How could his minister back
such a potentially unpopular proposal when
there was so much doubt and opposition
within departmental ranks? Good’s problem
turned into Jean-Jacques Noreau’s fortune.
It gave the deputy minister of Agriculture
the opportunity to accomplish something
that he had been ordered to do by cabinet
and by his minister, Don Mazankowski,
who also happened to be the deputy prime
minister — eradicate bovine brucellosis and
tuberculosis from all animals in Canada
and maintain animal resources free from
disease.

Up until that point, Noreau’s staff had
done a pretty good job of doing just that,
but at a high cost — $260 million since
1957 and the lives of 400,000 cattle. Main-
taining the status quo in Wood Buffalo, ac-
cording to department documents, posed
serious problems. It would mean imple-
menting a series of actions to prevent, de-
tect and eradicate any transmission of the
diseases to domestic livestock or game
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ranch animals in the area. The cost, accord-
ing to those same documents, would be ex-
orbitantly high; $2.6 million annually for
surveillance testing north of Manning, Al-
berta and $795,000 for depopulating bison
herds outside the park if the disease spread.
None of this was good news for a depart-
ment facing tens of thousands of financially
troubled farmers and a Treasury Board that
was calling for restraint and cutbacks. So
not surprisingly, Noreau offered to take on
the grisly chore of killing the park’s bison.

It is important to note that had Agri-
culture Canada gone it alone in this endeav-
or, it’s doubtful that it would have stood a
chance against the interests of the national
parks service in the public review process.
In a battle between cattle and bison, the bi-
son would surely win. But politics, in this
case, favored the underdog by bringing to-
gether a variety of diverse, and up until
then, contrary interests — including the
World Wildlife Fund and the Alberta and
Northwest Territories governments.

On the assumption that the wood bison
is genetically distinct from its plains
cousin, the World Wildlife Fund had for
years devoted a great deal of time and
money to restoring their numbers in the
Canadian North. Success in doing that,
however, depended on something being
done to eradicate the disease in Wood Buf-
falo. The Alberta government, a key player
in the wood bison recovery effort, was
resolute in its promise not to participate un-
less the northern part of the province was
disease-free. The province, in this case,
was not so much interested in the future
health of bison as it was in the welfare of
cattlemen and game ranchers, who were
gradually pushing northward, away from
the drought-stricken countryside of the
south. Coincidentally, the same held true
for the government of the Northwest Terri-
tories, which saw in the Mackenzie Bison
Sanctuary near Wood Buffalo an opportu-
nity to get into the game-ranching industry.

Despite the apparent show of solidar-
ity, Agriculture Minister Don Mazankows-
ki could not avoid the outpouring of cyni-
cism when he formally called for an envi-
ronmental review of a slaughter on his de-
partment’s behalf. Two Ontario university
scientists, Thomas Nudds and Vernon
Thomas, suggested that the situation in
Wood Buffalo was more of a cattle problem
than a bison problem. They said that if the
federal government was so concerned about
the spread of the disease, it should stop en-
couraging farmers to move into the Wood
Buffalo region. They also suggested, as
East had already done, that disease may not
be the principle cause for the decline of the
Wood Buffalo herd and that the impact of
previous massive drownings of bison in
Wood Buffalo, water diversions schemes
and severe winters should be studied more
carefully.

The charges evidently struck a raw
nerve. In an extraordinary move, Bill Bul-
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mer, Agriculture Canada’s director of Ani-
mal Health, shot back with a letter to the
Globe and Mail insisting that Nudds and
Thomas were wrong. “In fact, the risk of
the diseased animals infecting cattle is
small in comparison to the chance of them
infecting healthy bison,” he wrote. “If we
don’t act now to eradicate bovine brucello-
sis and tuberculosis in the herd at the park,
all free-roaming bison in northwestern
Canada will probably die in 10 years.” As
for the principal cause of the decline of
wood bison in Wood Buffalo, Agriculture’s
Bulmer pointed to a University of
Saskatchewan study that he insisted proved
them wrong. “It found that mass drowning,
water diversion schemes and severe winters

cannot be blamed for the decline of the

Above: Willow ptarmigan.
Opposite: Moose.

herd.”

Bulmer was evidently misinformed or
clumsy with his facts, for the University of
Saskatchewan study makes no mention of
the herd dying off in 10 years. There was a
suggestion that it might be 25 or 30 years.
But this estimate was based on a theoretical
model and no one involved in the study ever
believed that the disease would ever com-
pletely kill off the herd. Quite simply, there
was no precedent for it in nature. Yet nei-
ther Bulmer nor his associates in the Agri-
culture Department did much to clarify the
matter. In fact, the tone of their language






