




















































































































































































































facilitiated if at all possible.18 Other parks in the system with greater land
resources were desirable recipients, the most notable being Wood Buffalo Park
after 1922. On one occasion, 500 surplus bison were sent to Wood Buffalo by
truck, along with two shipments of Elk. Each animal was crated using the “three
corral” milling technique.1?

The third method, that of round-up and donation, took several forms.
Requests by appropriate agencies such as universities, museums and other public
departments were usually supported, while the meat from healthy surplus animals
slaughtered were often donated to local Indian Reserve populations.20 After 1929
the parks branch actively sought tenders from commercial meet-packing plants
for the slaughter and purchase of excess bison.21 For a period during the 1950s
and 1960s, the National Parks Branch flirted with idea of promoting commercial
sale of bison meat, as an outgrowth of its relationship with firms such as Canada
Packers.22 A Department of Indian Affairs and Natural Resources news release
of 1962 suggested that ‘Sweetgrass buffalo steaks will soon be adding northern
sizzle to Canadian menus.’23 Minister Walter Dinsdale announced that ‘Buffalo
meat from Elk Island National Park , Alberta goes on sale this year with the
sweetgrass variety’ and that ‘250,000 pounds of top quality meat from WBNP to
go on sale from coast to coast on Jan. 17.°24 With the best of marketing technique
the department announced that “Everything from streamlined hind quarters to
packaged buffalo burgers has been prepared to give jaded after Christmas
appetites a lift.”25 The department was in business and even went so far as to
publish an animal by-products price list.26

The fourth method, that of the application of wildlife management
techniques, is more properly associated with the post-1945 period, but elements
of this outlook definitely were a feature of Dr. B.I. Love’s superintendency after
1936. The winter of 1936 had been particularly severe at Elk Island. Among
other complications, the heavy snows brought on a major die-off of the always
sensitive fish populations of the lakes of Elk Island, particularly Astotin.27 A
certain air of crisis developed with respect to the walfare of the ungulates. For
much of the spring and summer, J.B. Harkin, and others, enquired into the
threats to the wildlife population through the potential for disease through
crowding and extension beyond carrying capacity.28 Harkin wrote to Wardle
with reference to a commissioned report by E.O. Greening in which it was
contended that Elk Island was greatly overstocked.29 There were some 5,600
animals in the park broken down as follows:
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Buffalo 2,052

Moose 775
Deer 261
Elk 1,997

Greening took a very conservative view of the ideal carrying capacity for Elk
Island, favouring a total population of only 430 large mammals.30 An important
feature of Love’s subsequent approach was his ability to see the need to greatly
reduce the average number of animals being supported at Elk Island, and to this
view he brought his considerable skills as a veterinary .31

Important reports sponsored by the Parks Branch between 1939 and 1948
helped pave the way for a much wider enquiry into policy which gained
momentum in the early 1960°s.32 Public pressure was mounting on park officials
to adopt the view that in National Parks, wild animals should not have to be
routinely slaughtered. The pursuit of more sophisticated wildlife controls and
methods increasingly became the response, and this took the form of a more or
less sustained commitment to habitat research (such as browse studies) and
experimentation with selective culls so as to induce preferred population sex-
ratios.33

An event of sigmficance took place in the late 1950s which was to have one
more complicating effect on wildlife administration at Elk Island. This was the
discovery of a herd of Wood Bison (Bison bison athabascae) north of the Nyrling
River in Wood Buffalo National Park in 1959. This new herd was assumed to
be of relatively pure stock and free of Plains Bison (Bison bison) hybridization
characteristic of the herds of bison in Wood Buffalo Park’s southern sections.34
In 1962 some of these Nyrling river bison were moved to an isolation area in
order to ensure that they did not come into contact with the larger southern herds
which were infected with tuberculosis and brucellosis. This isolated group then
became the basis for the present herd in the MacKenzie Bison Sanctuary north of
Wood Buffalo National Park.35 In 1965, 23 of these isolates were sent to a
segregation area in the south end of Elk Island National Park.The plan was to
establish at Elk Island, one more separate gene pool of disease-free Wood
Bison.36 More recent research has brought into question the extent of the purity
of the original Wood Bison stock shipped to Elk Island in 196537 This 1965
shipment of Wood Bison to Elk Island ushered in one more complex phase of
wildlife management at the park. (Maps 15 and 16)

41



4.3 Elk Island and the Wildlife Disease Frontier.

When considering the context in which wildlife management in the
National Parks has evolved, it is necessary to consider not just the progress of
agricultural settlement, the growth in local urbanism, and the alteration of
habitats. There is also to consider the steady growth in knoweldge of the
dynamcis of communicable diseases. This is particularly true for Elk Island
National Park. Remarkable scientific developments commenced in this body of
knowledge at about the same time as the onset of settlement in the Beaver Hills.
The state of human and veterinary medicine in 1880 differed radically from what
it was in 1911, and again as much in 1945 as in 1990. On the testimony of
medical practitioners themselves, there is normally a considerable delay between
the positing of a theoretical advance, and its general adoption.38 Park managers
and national policy-framers can not, as a rule, make decisions which run in
advance of the state of public knowledge in crucial areas such as public health.
Shifts in policy taken with respect to wildlife are, as a rule, made on the
conservative side, owing to a general preference for following the tried and the
true. When the best evidence has been assembled however, and contrary decisions
are taken, despite the evidence, as occasionally happens, science and professional
management may be seen to have been displaced by politics.39

The main transformations in animal disease research are closely related to
the progress of human medicine in the late nineteenth century. This ‘revolution’
was more propetly a coming together of many previous advances which had been
made over the previous century; but it is generally considered to be symbolized
best by the so-called ‘germ’ theory of medicine, a theory which slowly displaced
a longstanding body of medical diagnosis stretching back into classical antiquity.
In essence, the long labours of a number of scientists, wed to their microscopes,
had borne definitive fruit in 1882 when Robert Koch, building on the
achievements of the last forty years of European research, succeded in isolating
the ‘Bacillus Tubercule.” That long-standing scourge of the 19th century,-
‘consumption’- was now seen to be the product of a microbe, a small living
organism. This was the concrete realization of what other giants in the field of
medical research had been suggesting for some time. In 1877 for example, Louis
Pasteur had published an important paper on anthrax, (a subject Koch was also
working on at that time) and this was fully twenty years after Pasteur’s first
efforts at articulating the probablility of a ‘germ theory’ of disease.40 The
combined work of Pasteur, Lister, Koch, and others, had by 1875 gone far to
convince the leading medical practioners that there was, in many instances, a
relationship between disease and living micro-organisms.41 For the next fifty
years however, there would be a debate about the actual significance of this
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theory in terms of broad prevention. The tendency was to attribute too much
significance to the organism as such. Hence, Dubos has suggested that ‘during the
first phase of the germ theory’ the significant factor of virulence ‘was regarded
as lying solely within the microbes themselves.’42 In the early part of the century,
public experience with confined wildlife in large numbers was still short. Modern
insights into the dynamics of contagion were lacking and it took some time for
the actual mechanics of disease transfer to be worked out, even in rudimentry
terms.43 In the pre-World War 1 years, it was known that disease could spread
between species and so preventative considerations focused mainly on the
proximity of the wild ungulates to their neighbouring domestic relatives. With
the passage of time however, and greater enquiry, a respect for other
surrounding environmental factors came into play. ‘Now virulence is coming to
be thought of as ecological.” In other words, the degree to which an individual
lives ‘in equilibrium with microbes or become their victim depends upon the
circumstances under which he encounters them. 44

These last suggestions were still only dimly percieved in 1918 and are
important considerations with respect to the period of wildlife management at Elk
Istand after 1920, for two reasons.45 The first concerns the general uncertainty
with which specialists in wildlife disease and management still had to contend
concerning the character of such important bovine diseases as tuberculosis and
brucellosis. The second concerns the relatively confined nature of the
environment at Elk Island (and in other similar wildlife sanctuaries), compared
with the ancient expanses in which large ungulates had, since time immemorial,
been reared and roamed. The hard-learned lesson was that it is difficult to tell if a
given animal is a ‘carrier’ or not, and that, as one confines animals in
progressivly limited space, their ability to transmit certain diseases radically
increases.46

An interest in animal-related diseases has increased among park managers
since the mid-1920s, and the debate concerning transfer of plains bison to Wood
Buffalo National Park.47 “The shipment of animals to Wood Buffalo National
Park, a controversial move during a period of equally controversial bison
management, resulted in the hybridization of plains and wood bison and the
spread of tuberculosis from the Wainwright herd to the northern herd.’48 (Map
14). The first formal disease inspection of animals at Elk Island was undertaken
in 1929 in the aftermath of a slaughter. After a second major slaughter in 1935
more than 500 bison were tested and found to be free of disease. In 1938-39
some 800 bison were tested and found negative. Feelings of optimism
developed at that time that the bison herd was disease free.
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Old Corral at Elk Island National Park. 1992.

Plains Bison and Mature Aspen Growth, Elk Island 1992




In 1942 Dr. B.1.Love began to establish animal handling facilities suitable
for the testing of entire herds, and isolation areas which would allow for the
maintenance of disease-free animals.4? ‘It was necessary to construct about ten
miles of eight foot fence to provide necessary enclosures. The construction of the
new corrals, with pens, squeeze, loading chutes, etc., was completed in 1945.”50
Before the facilities were completed in 1946, six hundred bison were tested in
1944 and assessed to be free of disease, but in 1945 six animals tested of 400
were found to have TB-like lisions on the lungs. In 1946 Dr Love ‘with the
veterinarian’s professional caution’ was finally able to test the entire herd of
bison for tuberculosis and ‘this is thought to have been the first time when a
large herd of wild animals had been so tested.”5! Any animals not capable of
being rounded up were killed and then taken to the abbatoir for post-mortem
examination.52 The animals received the 96 hour tuberculin intradermal test.
Superintendent Love has recalled the details of that first herd treatment:53

To conduct the test after the round-up was completed about twenty-
five men were required to move the animals through the avrious
pens and squeeze. The tuberculin injections and the readings were
made in the squeeze. By constant observations and fast action on the
park of the Park Wardens and the men operating the stop gates in the
chute to the squeeze, 552 buffalo were injected in the first (eight
hour) day.

All reactions were negative that year and when repeated on 1305 animals in the
following year, the results were again negative. In early 1947 testing of 1,949
bison was negative but later that winter 6 of 37 bison tested showed positive for
Brucellosis. In addition, in the late 1940s sixteen cases of actinomycosis on the
heads of bison were detected along with some positive reactions to Rickettsial
Rocky Mountain Q fever.54

In an effort to eradicate these disease the new park addition south of
Highway 16 was employed as an isolation area, but this proved ineffective and
before long animals in all parts of park were infected with brucellosis. ‘By the
mid-1950s the outward signs of Brucellosis were evident in the bison herd.”55
By 1959, 52% of the animals tested showed positive. This led to a large slaughter
in 1959 and 1960. All calves, yearlings and two-year olds were subsequently
vaccinated, ear-tagged and branded for easier identification. The disease then
underwent a steady deline until 1972 ,when Elk Island was pronounced Brucellosis-
free. This was not the case in the Wood Buffalo National Park area, where the
effects of plains bison shipments and hybridization had unleashed a major long-
term erosion of the population.56 At Elk Island, no effort was made in these
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Louis Pasteur dictating notes to his wife
c. 1865.

Pasteur undertook early work on Anthrax and
on fermentation in pursuit of a theory of bacteria.

| Dr. Robert Koch in his laboratory.
c. 1880



Hoyes Lloyd and Percy Taverner at Oak Lake Manitoba. c. 1925.

Lloyd played an important part in the transfer-of-bison-north controversy
during the mid-1920s.




Frank Oliver: Editor of the Edmonton Bulletin
Alberta Provincial Archives

W ~orss

Later Oliver was Minister of the Interior
in the Liberal Government of Sir Wilfred Laurier

J. Dewey Soper.

An authority on Alberta land and life,
Soper conduced a biological survey of
Elk Island National Park in the 1940s.




years to round up reactors in the moose and elk populations since it was
assumed that they were reactors, rather than hosts, and that symptoms in these
animals would disappear if the bison were cured.57

A disease more characteristic of domesticated agricultural land, became a
potential threat on occasion. In 1914 the so-called ‘hoof and mouth disease’ was
prevelant among some cattle in the vicinity of Elk Island, but following proper
procedures to close the park off tightly, the park remained free of it. Another
outbreak took place In the 1950s, but this disease was once again avoided. Rabies
affected local coyote populations and some were destroyed in order to counteract
its spread. Minor incidents of Tuberculosis were noted in 1964 but cleared up
with no subsequent outbreaks in the plains bison herd.

Mention has been made already of the 1965 shipment of a small population
of Wood Bison to the isolation area south of Highway 16. Following the isolation
of a population of the newly discovered Nyrling herd twenty-two head were sent
to Elk Island in 1965. These had been considered disease free. Initial testing in
1965 proved negative but in 1966 some of this bison population were showing
posltive, reacting to eye tests. Re-testing showed several reactors. All females
were thus destroyed after calving in both 1968 and again in 1969. Eventally all
of the original animals from Wood Buffalo were destroyed, and the surving
calves were hand reared by Wardens. The current population of Wood Bison at
Elk Island derive from these carefully reared calves, and as of 1985 the park
Wood Bison were considered to be TB and Brucellosis free.58
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Map 14

Movement of Bison Herds and Stocks, 1880-1980
After Scace (1979)
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Map 15

Distribution of bison in Western and Northern Canada: 1985
Wood Bison Recovery Group/Alberta Heritage Foundation
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Chapter 5

Parks and People at Elk Island: 1930-1970

5.1 Recreational Development at Elk Island: 1930-1945

As at many of Canada’s National Parks, the onset of the great depression
after 1929 curtailed the general use and demand for park facilities. Ironically, it
was in this period that much park infrastructure was improved and upgraded
through unemployment relief work projects. At Elk Island, a considerable
amount of road improvement was carried out between 1931 and 1935.1 It was
through such labour that work on the golf course was started in the same years,
responding to local expressions of interest which had been voiced since the early
1920s. Park engineer R. Atkinson directed the initial construction of the fair-
ways, but by 1935 they were not complete and it remained for Superintendent
B.I. Love to see the work through after 1937.2

Other improvements were made around what had become the main
recreational complex at Astotin Lake, particulary the Sandy Beach area. These
improvements included camping facilities, picnic shelters, and fireplaces. In
1935 an institutional camp known as Agape was allowed to establish on the south
shore of Astotin Lake. During the 1940s other improvements and additions were
made, including two bungalow camps, a baseball diamond, a dance hall, band
shell, tennis courts and a service station.3 These were also concentrated in the
Sandy Beach area. (Map 13) Many of the concessions found it difficult to survive
on the limited seasonal market. Lothian has observed about this period that:4

Patronage enjoyed by these concessions later proved
disappointing and was confined mainly to weekends.
Finally, after years of unprofitable operations, all but
two concessions with the park went out of business
either volunarily or following cancellation of leases
because of changes in park policy.

A policy of relative inertia has often been followed by park administrators

with respect to external development proposals, and for sound reasons. At Elk
Island, where at least partially-conflicting mandates have been in place from the
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Map 16 Elk Island National Park: Land Use: 1906-1983
After Blyth et al. (1983) Parks Canada
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Map 17 Wood Bison area, Elk Island National Park. 1983
After Blyth (1983)
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Map 18 Recreational Areas, Elk Island National Park.
Astotin Lake area. Late 1940s
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very beginning, superintendents had to wend a cautious policy course. Scace has
observed about the long tenure of the first superintendent and his approach to
development proposals that: ‘During his tenure, Superintendent Coxford
seemingly resolved the problem by submitting estimates to Ottawa that were
exorbitant enough to ensure rejection.’S As a result the development zones at Elk
Island remained quite limited in geographic scope in the pre-1950 period,
consisting of a basic road network, the administration area at the northwest, end,
the farm operations, the Sandy Beach recreation area, ungulate treatment corrals,
and a net-work of warden cabins.6

5.2  Post-War Recovery and Changing Visitor Demand: 1946-1970

Despite unprofitability in the concession sector, the park responded to
visitor demands for certain types of facility development in the years between
1948 and 1968, but as carly as 1954 the National Parks Branch demonstrated a
desire to move very cautiously with respect to in-park developments, as it had
during the late 1920s and 1930s. Noting a recent departmental review of outside
applications one park official wrote to the superintendent that ‘in view of the
character of Elk Island National Park, no further applications for concessions,
leases or licences covering use of public land will be considered, other than
possible renewals.’7

Construction of the Sunset Cabins was authorized in 1948 along with a tea
room. These were sold to the park in 1951 which then leased them out until
1968, when their deteriorated condition precluded further effective use.8 A.S.
Birch had built 24 cabins between 1948 and 1950 but surrendered his licence in
1960, having advised earlier of ‘the difficulty of conducting a remunerative
venture in a park in which visitors came for a day’s outing or a picnic and did not
stay overnight.’® Other initiatives which came in the post-war years included
public camping at Camp Agape, tent rental operations, a hostel built in 1953 by
the Canadian Youth Hostel Association, refreshment booths, the Wapiti Inn, and
boating concessionaires. Many of the agreements were cancelled between 1960
and 1970 owing either to lack of productivity or responses by the National Park
to changing policy directions.10 The late 1960s saw the emergence of formal
park policy direction at the National level, the first important discussion since the
passage of the 1930 National Parks Act.11 It is in this context that Robert Scace
noted about the scale of past development at Elk Island that:12
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Indeed the arrangement was tolerable until after the
Second World War when a more sophisticated and
professional view of the role of national parks as
islands of relatively intact ecosystems combined with
intensified recreatonal use of these same areas to
greatly complicate the administrative, professional and
lay perception of desirable land use and management
strategies.

If parks officials moved cautiously with respect to commercial
development after World War I, they were nevertheless open to proposals which
clearly contained a wider benefit or spoke of a more generalized concern with the
park. An early form of co-operating association had come into being as early as
1934 with the foundation of the Elk Island National Park Association.13 Later
correspondence between interested local citizens and their political repre-
sentatives had succeeded in the formation of a local committee and in 1949 a
gathering was held ‘for the purpose of organizing a committee which would
help plan certain improvements within the Elk Island National Park.’ 14

A number of ideas were proposed by this committee, largely of a
museological nature. The central ideas involved developing a series of buildings
for purposes of illustrating various themes of the regional history including the
fur trade and agricultural settlement.15 The main force behind this committee
was Dr. A.E.Archer, a well-respected pioneer doctor in the region who had been
one of the first to hold cottage property along the northwestern shore of Astotin
Lake.16 The death of Dr. Archer in 1949, and a general limitation on funding,
curtailed the activities of the committee but the main achievement of this period
was the erection and furnishing of a replica pioneer Ukrainian home on the west
side of Astotin Lake near Sandy Beach. This suggestion had been made first in
1947 by Dr. Archer, who felt that the ‘Galacian pioneers of the district deserved
to be honoured with a monument of some kind.” 17 This building is still in place
and is now accompanied by a commemorative marker put in place in 1973 by the
Ukainian Pioneers Association of Alberta.18 While national park policy with
respect to historic sites has since evolved in different directions from those
favouring reconstruction, the work of this committee was important in its attempt
to understand the park in its historic landscape setting and in recognizing the
park as a special place in which heritage ideas should dominate. Appropriately,
in 1949 the Historic Sites and Monuments Board approved the erection of an
historic marker in the Sandy Beach area of Astotin Lake commemorating the
conservation of the plains bison.
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Town of Lamont North of Elk Island National Park c. 1992




Representative of those early post-war years when dollars were still in
short supply, but a good time was nevertheless sought, were the activities
provided at the Band Shell at Sandy Beach. Park officials worked cooperatively
with the National Film Board and the Cultural Activities Branch of the Province
of Alberta to sponsor regular Sunday afternoon concerts in the summer.
Regular programs were on-going througout the 1950s and 1960s but in 1972 the
Band Shell was declared surplus and turned over to the developing Ukrainian
Cuiltural Heritage Village.19

By 1949 a demand for increased recreational facilities was also being
experienced as post-war recovery started to make its effect in terms of available
consumer disposable income and vacation time. In a report prepared for the local
M.P. for Vegreville in the autumn of 1949, park officials remarked on the
rapidly increasing demand for services, and summarised past achievements
designed to cope with this demand. It was stated that as of September 1, 1949,
122,745 persons had entered the park, representing an increase of more than
63,000 from the previous year. Significant developments for campers and day-
users had been put in place around Astotin Lake in response.20 This was but the
beginning of on-going upgrading of this recreation area which culminated in a
much expanded site development plan prepared in 1962 by Project Planning
Associates of Toronto.21 Guided by the plan, many of the old lease structures,
long-considered unsightly by some, were taken down and replaced by new pubic
facilities.

It was to be some time yet before a serious examination of the role of Eik
Island as a large ungulate sanctuary would take place. A fundamental ambiguity
with respect to 1its identity had marked Elk Island from the beginning, and the
emergence of the Wood Bison issue in the mid-1960s served to compound the
dilemma.22 The notion that tourists should be able to ‘see’ such animals was a
longstanding one, as it was in many other National Parks.23 The need to reconcile
the game sanctuary idea with visitor beliefs that they were in some kind of ‘zoo’
was a more or less constant policy question. In earlier years however, when the
forest was less dense, and travel more leisurly, the visitor would normally have
his wishes satisfied. This was not the case in the late1950s however. Fire
suppression had aided in bringing on a forest in which the animals were often
well hidden. A special drive-in paddock of 95 acres was fenced off in 1963 and
located close to the main through-park road.24
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Chapter Six

Dissolving Park Boundaries:
Wildlife Management in the Urban World of
Elk Island National Park: 1970-1994

6.1 Changing Views of Elk Island lLand and Life

In a scholarly report prepared on the history and management of
vegetation and wildlife at Elk Island National Park, Charles Blyth and R.J.
Hudson noted the long-term effects of a policy which, from the beginnings of
park establishment, tended to favour the conservation of large game animals.
They observed that ‘over the entire time period from park establishment to
1962, significant succession to spruce forest had not occurred except on the
islands of Astotin Lake.”l Another student of the landscape and its apparent
stability, suggested that the bison were the main factor in reducing the natural
succession from aspen to spruce for bison tended to ‘seek and destroy’ young
planted spruce.2 The only part of the park which has, in recent times, seen
significant succession to spruce forest was the isolated Astotin Island.3

In 1970, the National Parks Service started to prepare a management plan
for Elk Island National Park. By way of preparation air photos of the
contemporary vegetation cover were assembled. These photos were able to assist
in the interpretation of the ungulate enclosure plots which Holsworth had put in
place in 1960 and which provided a measure on the effect on vegetation of
browsing ungulates. Resulting map work provided detail on the age of the forest
and confirmed the trend towards a maturing aspen forest uncomplicated by
natural spruce succession.4 As of the 1970s then, a broad generalization with
respect to the ecosystem would have contended that in the previous sixty years
forces had been at work favouring a select number of species, increased
uniformity in the vegetation regime, and a severe decline in aquatic species
owing to a lowering of the water-table and restricted flows through the water
courses,
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Official attitudes were clearly changing in these years. In 1967 a decision
was taken to suspend systematic production of feed crops in the park, thus
bringing to a close a longstanding management practice. Despite this cessation of
haying activities the old hay meadows have remained as a place of forage for the
grazing animals in the park. They are normally fenced off in the summer and
opened up each winter for grazing by the main bison herd and some elk.5

This decision reflected an interest, expressed on occasion over the years, in
restoring Elk Island National Park towards something of its original character as
a component of the Aspen Parkland. Not all were agreed on just what the ideal
vegetative character of Elk Island actually was, but the debate in the 1960s and
1970s over this issue was a healthy and vigorous one, and most were agreed that
the longstanding policies favouring large ungulates and of systematic fire
suppression had definitely altered normal succession patterns.6

A debate concerning the ideal vegetational character of Elk Island
commenced shortly after the retirement of the long-time superintendent B.I.
Love in 1959. Unlike the first half-century of park administration, when only
two men had held sway, the next eighteen years saw no less than six super-
intendents, each attempting to alter policy or prepare a park management plan.7

The first was H.R. Webster who showed a keen interest in gaining accurate
estimates of the contemporary ungulate population and utilizing academic
research in the interests of policy development. Webster encouraged the first
aerial survey of animal populations by D.R. Flook in 1959. A recent M.Sc. thesis,
completed by W.N. Holsworth, became the subject of some interpretive confusion
by Webster and by Canadian Wildlife Service Chief Mammalogist W.E. Stevens.
The latter took the view that Holsworth’s work indicated that the ungulates were
tending to reduce the plant variety of the park landscape. In a communication to
Webster he suggested that elk and moose had the ability, in the long term, to
prevent new deciduous growth and that this might ‘in due course’ reduce the
northern areas of the park to a meadow.8 Webster interpreted the scientific
report as bringing into question the very idea that Elk Island was a suitable place
for a bison sanctuary. In his opinion, the park, as much of the Beaver Hills of
old, was most naturally a spruce forest which had been home only to moose and
some elk. Any bison in the area were likely only passing through. The present
vegetation was a result of man-caused fires from the homestead period, while
subsequent animal-use had prevented regeneration of the natural spruce forest.
These facts could explain the ‘mistaken premise’ which had ‘guided the general
philosophy of the park for a number of years’ and vestiges of which “still
appears on interpretive signs in the park today.’?
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Holsworth and others were, in fact, less concerned about the ideal character
of Elk Island as bison range, and more with the question of carrying capacity.
Holsworth, by way of response, contended that in much of the park the grass and
shrub meadows had been maintained where forest should have been. In his
opinion this was due to over-browsing. Severe overgrazing in the past 20 years
had meodified the physiognomy and floral composition of the park, and in some
areas agricultural species had flourished by one means or another. He
recommended that bison be held at 400, Elk at 400, and Moose at 100. This
would, he felt, lead to a certain revitalization of shrub and tree growth and to a
higher percentage of rabbits and deer.10 The parties to this 1960s debate agreed
to disagree. Webster contended that Elk Island was less than ideal bison landscape
and that its small size could only increase its capacity to become a harbour of
disease. Canadian Wildlife Service staff on the other hand, tended to take the view
that, whatever the limitations at Elk Island, it played an important role in the
larger scheme of bison conservation sanctuaries. Both parties filed differing
recommendations as to the proper course for future management.11 Both parties
filed differing reports as to the proper course for future management.12

Webster’s report discussed range condition and the general conclusion he
reached was that present browse and grazing levels were much too high and that
they should be lowered in order to allow a spruce forest to properly develop. His
recommendations were as follows:13

1. ‘That more serious consideration be given to establishing plains
bison on more typical bison range somewhere on the Canadian
prairies.

2. That a heavy reduction of all large herbivores be carried out to
decrease the pressure on the range; (main park: 300 bison; 400 elk, 150
moose; Isolation area - 200 bison, 50 elk, 50 moose.)

3. That ear tagging be implemented as a method of recording Brucellosis
vaccination in bison.

4. That consideration be given to the future status of the Isolation area as
an integral part of the park or for other purposes such as a research area
for the CWS

5. That the services of a biologist with training and experience in range
work be made available. (for general advice on animal welfare, etc)
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Webster was quite successful with his population recommendations. These were
accepted and a slaughter that winter reduced the ungulate density by over 45%
bringing it to its lowest since the 1920s.14

Superintendent Webster recognized bison management and it scope to be a
main question for future management. In keeping with the developing breadth of
ecological thought, he also placed biological considerations on the table: what
should the relationship with other large ungulates be? In the absence of natural
controls and feeding programmes, how were numbers to be controlled? These
were important questions with which students of ‘carrying capacity’ and wildlife
management were then struggling.15 An early response to this new thinking was
the 1960 decision by the Canadian Wildlife Service to conduct more aerial
surveys and to consider the possibilities in re-introducing trumpeter swans to Elk
Island.16

Despite recommendations received from several areas, or perhaps because
of them, no long term policy was approved. The Superintendent continued to
give the bison priority, if for no other reason than a recurrent need to do so, and
to consult with the CWS. In the early 1960s Webster implemented a policy
tending to favour a ratio of male bison to female approaching 2:1.17

The question of forest character was not totally resolved. Holsworth had
attempted to breath an historical factor into the debate by raising the ancient role
of fire in the Beaver Hills. His main point was that although the climax
vegetation produced a white spruce forest, such had probably never been
maintained over long periods or large areas due to frequent natural fires. 18 The
question of whether the Elk Island area was or was not a classic bison landscape
was, for Holsworth, something of a red-herring. Webster did have his way in a
partial sense for during his tenure ‘spruce tree planting in most of the highly
visible areas of the park was undertaken.” This was done both ‘for aesthetic
purposes’ and as a perceived ‘compensation for spruce regeneration that the large
ungulates had retarded.’ 19 During his superintendency the numbers of animals in
the park never came close to approaching their historic highs in the 1920s and
1930s.20 By a certain irony however, another animal had started to regain its old
status, perhaps by virtue of a certain stabilization of water bodies and the
regeneration of the aspen forest. The namesake animal of this region, the beaver,
had made a remarkable recovery, with much attendant flooding, necessitating
their control on occasion by shooting. The historic ideal character of the Beaver
Hills region had begun to reassert itself.21
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Figure 1 a.

Aspen-Parkland Succession: Lowland Succession, Elk Island National Park
After Hardy and Associates, 1986
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Figure 1 b.

Aspen-Parkland Succession: Upland Succession, Elk Island National Park
After Hardy and Associates, 1986
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In 1965 G.H.W. Ashley replaced Webster as superintendent. The
singular event of his tenure has already been discussed, the introduction of
twenty-four head of Wood Bison from Wood Buffalo National Park into a newly
constructed Canadian Wildlife Service isolation area in the southwestern portion
of the park. In 1967, Ashley was replaced by Mr. T. Ross, and he was succeeded
in 1969 by a number of superintendents who served relatively short tenures until
1976 when Fred Bamber was appointed. The identity of Elk Island had now
become recognized as a curious amalgam of game ranch, zoo, recreation centre,
and nature area. In order to sort out these conflicts a 1978 Elk Island National
Park Management Plan was approved.22 It was a comprehensive document and
was timed to coincide with the adoption of new national parks policies.23 The
objectives clearly indicated that Elk Island Park was to take on a new identity
much more in keeping with broad ecosystem values and theory, and in which
species-specific interests would be down played.24 The most radical suggestion
along these lines was undoubtedly that of Superintendent Don MacMillan who in
1972 suggested that the plains bison herd should be removed entirely and be
replaced by a small display herd.25

6.2  Park Planning and Management at Elk Island National Park: 1970-1990

In the years between 1945 and 1970 a greater role had been assigned by
management to the results of systematic scientific study and inventory. No firm
set of management guidelines had ever been achieved however. In the 1970s park
planning came to the fore, as it did in many national parks in the system. The
identity of Elk Island had become a curious amalgam of game ranch, zoo,
recreation centre, and nature area. Ashley was succeeded in 1969 by a number of
superintendents all of whom served relatively short tenures until 1976 when
Fred Bamber was appointed. Debates about the cost-effectiveness of trapping and
shooting excess animals continued, producing a policy of humane trapping and
removal.26 The most radical suggestion for reduction of the park herds came
from Superintendent Don MacMillan who in 1972 suggested that the plains bison
herd should be removed entirely and be replaced by a small display herd.27
While this suggestion was not accepted it was representative of the new thinking
which characterised Elk Island Park in the 1970s when a number of important
studies were undertaken seeking to define the optimum carrying capacity for the
park and better understand the general relationships between the ungulate
populations.28
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Figure 2

Ungulate Increases and Decreases: Elk Island National Park
Parks Canada. Natural Resource Conservation
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Debates and disagreements on some of these important questions had
prevented superintendents in the 1960s and 1970s from gaining agreement on the
substance of a park management plan. In the early 1970s a draft Provisional
Master Plan had been prepared and by 1978 a formal Elk Island National Park
Management Plan was approved.2? The 1978 plan was comprehensive and was
timed to coincide with new national parks policies.30 The park objectives outlined
in the plan clearly indicated that Elk Island Park was to take on a new identity
much more in keeping with broad ecosystem values and theory. In summary
those objectives stated:31

1. To preserve the natural features and processes occurring in the park as
representations of the Beaver Hills/Cooking Lake Moraine which are significant

in the Canadian context as a vegetation island or outlier of the Mixed wood
Boreal Forest

2. To manage the natural features and processes only where such management is
necessary in order to compensate for man-induced changes, or to protect man-
made facilities.

3. To provide opportunities for participation in outdoor recreational activities
where such opportunities are compatible with the preservation of the park.

4. To provide an integrated communications program which will present to the
public:

i) the natural features and processes occurring in the Park.

ii) the significance of the above to the Beaver Hills/Cooking LLake Moraine
in the context of the National Park System.

iii) the human activities which had or were taking place in the Park or
the surrounding areas and the impact of these activities.

iv) the management programs necessary to compensate for these
activities.

v) recreational opportunities available n the park, and

vi) limitations governing use of the Park related to public safety and
resource protection.
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These objectives provided the management guidelines for the next fifteen years at
Elk Island, and are the essential reference against which the 1990 park planning
initiative may be measured.

6.3 Historical Retrospect

The effort to bring back from the edge of extinction certain large
ungulate species since 1900 is an important chapter in the history of North
American conservation, one that has not yet been closed. The effort must be
considered an interim success with respect to Bison, Elk and Pronghorn
Antelope. These species have re-attained substantial populations, the latter two on
open terrain as well as in strict reserves. With respect to the bison, the
achievement was realized in the midst of considerable policy ambiguity.

Conflicts were essentially of three orders. First, those which grew out of
the initial designation of Elk Island as a defacto game preserve followed by its
fairly rapid inclusion within a developing system of National Parks. This
inclusion meant that Elk Island, as a landscape, was administered with a view to
the varied mandates outlined in park legislation including the mandate to provide
certain recreational opportunities. Elk Island was no exception in this respect.
Fifty years ago combining mandates was not viewed as particularly anomalous,
and indeed was a continuation of that versatile resource policy of the late
nineteenth century - ‘multiple use.” Consider the 1940-words of the official
National Park Historian W.F. Lothian in a popular article on Elk Island:

..Elk Island National Park, for more than a quarter of a
century has been fulfilling a dual purpose. As a
sanctuary for wild-life it has not only helped to save for
posterity the buffalo...but it is preserving in their
natural surroundings other interesting big-game species
and wild birds. As a public resort it is also providing
opportunities for outdoor life and recreation amid the
unspoiled beauties of a beneficent Nature...

The quieter and less-congested world which Lothian was describing in 1940 has
long-since vanished. Well before the 1990s, the reality of a large urban
neighbour in the form of the City of Edmonton started to lead park managers
towards an interest in evaluating the ideal recreational role of the park in a
regional system of supply.
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A second source of conflict grew out of the rapid isolation of Elk Island
National Park, as a special landscape, from the agricultural lands surrounding it.
Owing to the manner in which ecosystems operate, this isolation has only been
partial, and park managers have traditionally had to pay close attention to the
agricultural activities and interests of neighbours. Indeed for many years,
portions of the park were designated as agricultural lands in their own right..
This trend was one which worked against the fundamental lessons of wildlife
ecology which seek to reconcile animal numbers with an ideal habitat range. At
Elk Island, the animals regularly outstripped their habitat rendering the
conditions more artificial and zoo-like than natural.

A third source of conflict, and closely related to the conditions imposed by
the second, may be said to have come about as a natural side effect of the rapid
growth in scientific thinking about animal ecology and disease control which
commenced in the 1880s. Park managers were compelled to try and conform
with, and take cognisance of, the latest in medical technology and thought during
a period when medicine itself was undergoing particularly rapid and continuous
change. Test and Slaughter was the only practical option for many years, one
which acknowledged the potential and realities of transmission. The illusion was
that by serum testing one could determine if a given animal was positive or
negative in terms of diseases such as tuberculosis or brucellosis. With advances in
modern microbiology, it came to be seen that many animals can also be dormant
‘carriers’ and that they may never come down with the disease but may ultimately
become a source of infection. As this fact started to emerge, the notion of
slaughtering all adults became the option, with a strong effort to monitor calves.
This was not the complete story however. By the 1980s it had become clearer that
certain diseases of animals were particularly hard to monitor and eliminate, and
that the degree to which it was possible to do so had much to do with the
development of proper range conditions and diffused animal proximity.32 The
restricted range and conditions of wildlife existence at Elk Island were directly
contrary to what was required according to evolving post-1930 theories of
wildlife ecology and carrying capacity. Continually burgeoning ungulate
populations at Elk Island had to be controlled nonetheless, by one means or
another. One of the main approaches to control was the direct marketing of meat
from slaughtered animals, accomplished through contracts to major meat-packing
houses.33 Publicity campaigns might try and disguise this fact on occasion or,
alternatively, work to give the approach a romantic or normative aspect, but the
facts tended to remain the same from the mid-1920s through the 1960s: Elk
Island National Park was in the ranching business as a necessity.34
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Older Warden’s Barn. Elk Island. 1992




6.4  Parks, Ecosystems and Cities: The Contemporary Debate at Elk Island

In 1990 the Canadian Parks Service commenced preparation of a new park
management plan. The issues addressed during this initiative grew out of a
number of circumstances, some local, some regional, and some national in scope.
From a policy perspective, the Canadian Parks Service is required to prepare new
Park Management Plans every fifteen years, and to review them every five years.
This plan sought to revise the 1978 Management Plan. In many respects, the draft
1992 plan is a refinement and extension of some of the 1978 objectives.
Superintendent Fred Bamber noted that the ‘realities of the 1990s and beyond
will present new challenges and opportunities to the park. Park resources will
become increasingly threatened.’35 He went on to express the hope that it would
be possible that the park would ‘inspire in people a sense of shared responsibility
and environmental stewardship, and enhance its leading role in environmental
research.’36 Reflecting the conclusions of a recent state of the parks report, it was
felt that human impacts on special landscapes had to be limited even further, and
park education and landscape planning policies made to coalesce with those of
surrounding agencies and land management authorities. ‘Almost all parks report
increasing danger from the “island effect” threat, as the development of lands
around the parks encroaches closer and closer upon actual park boundaries.’37

The central issues outlined during the public participation process dealt
with some of the perplexing and fundamental environmental questions facing the
international world order. A primary objective was to provide renewed
management guidelines for the park which would be seen to mesh with the World
Conservation Strategy documents promulgated by such respected bodies as
UNESCO and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature.38 In
essence, the Canadian Parks Service was attempting to forge a new deal for Elk
Island Park, one in which management would be guided by (1) a rigorous
analysis of past impacts on the park landscape, (2) promotion of increased bio-
diversity through a restoration of a landscape with terrestrial values more
representative of the historic boreal-parkland transition belt, (3) increased re-
gional co-operation and integration with other landscape management authorities
and heritage and education bodies, and (4) an evaluation of the regional
recreation opportunities available in the Edmonton area, and the ideal place of
Elk Island National Park in that system.39

As in much that is done in the life of a great conservation agency, the
terminology may have taken on a contemporary ring, but in terms of
fundamental processes and aspirations, there was much old wine in the new
bottles. The preoccupation with ‘science’ was appropriate but not new. The
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Bath House and the National Historic Sites and Monuments Board
Commemoration Cairn to the Bison. Sandy Beach area. 1992

Trumpeter Swan Habitat Group. Provincial Museum of Alberta.
(Grand Prairie Region). Provincial Museum of Alberta

The Trumpeter Swan is now being actively conserved at Elk Island National Park




balancing act for park managers both in the field or in policy areas has often
required them to decide whose science to believe. The previous sections of this
report have attempted to demonstrate the difficulty that any large agency has in
keeping current in fields of knowledge, some of which since World War II, have
been providing new insights almost daily. One of those areas, crucial to wildlife
managers, that of generalized and veterinary medicine was itself, in 1990, a
landscape of the mind that would be as little recognizable to our ancestors of the
1880s, the 1920s, or the 1940s, as would the contemporary landscape of Elk
Island National Park. The history of the North American Parks movement runs
virtually parallel with a century of medical research and change which has totally
altered pre-1870 conventional views of public health and disease transmission, not
to mention biological genetics which scarcely had a pre-1870 existence.

These are some of the considerations which have led to a re-evaluation of
the general role of Elk Island National Park in the Canadian system. The early
years demonstrated a bias in favour of large ungulate management and habitat,
mixed with efforts to provide a parallel series of recreational opportunities in the
form of day-use hiking, swimming, boating, picnic facilities, golf and a limited
amount of in-park cottage development. With the general success of the ungulate
conservation program, and the post-war expansion of recreational supply in the
Edmonton region, the issues are seen now to be of a more general and regional
character. Terrestrial conservation theory now suggests that isolated park
landscapes and reserves cannot do the job in isolation.40 The external landscape
must become more ‘park-like’ itself if crucial habitat considerations are to be
guaranteed in the long term. National Parks then, require management on behalf
of the legitimate ecosystem values which they embody, but they also be managed
by means of co-operative adjustments at the boundary and in the wider natural
region of which they are just a part. The questions currently being posed at Elk
Island National Park are questions seeking an historical redress of its purpose.
Are the roads, recreational facilities, and past wildlife conservation objectives as
relevant now as they were in the 1920s? If not, what adjustments should be made?
And in the brave new world of regional integration, what surprises are in store
from such fledgling but expanding enterprises as systematic game ranching?4!
And what can be expected from the not-so-long-ago science-fiction frontiers of
biotechnology?42
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Map 19

Elk Island and its Neighbours: 1992
Parks Canada
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