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Instead, the AER provided an inappro-

priately narrow perspective on wildlife 

impacts. This perspective is presented in 

a ‘Wildlife-Livestock-Priority’ category. In 

that category, of the 933 total pipeline in-

cidents reported in 2015 and 2016, 858 

(92 percent) had no effect, 62 (7 percent) 

had no classification, 12 were classified as 

‘Animal(s) affected’ and one was classified 

as ‘Animal(s) injured or killed’. Habitat im-

pacts were ignored. 

The report provided only a very coarse 

environmental location: ‘air/land,’ ‘flow-

ing water’ or ‘muskeg/stagnant water’. 

This last term is presumably an outdated 

reference to wetlands. Spill impacts and 

frequency also should be reported based 

on proximity to headwaters and by nat-

ural region, to identify areas of particular 

environmental risk as a focus for future 

incident reduction. Overall, this report 

demonstrates that our energy regulator 

needs to modernize and improve its re-

porting on environmental impacts to align 

more accurately with its mandate. 

Another recent investigation of AER pipe-

line spill data raised concerns that cumula-

tive impacts of pipeline spills are not ade-

quately managed. In early February 2017, 

ecologist Dr. Kevin Timoney presented his 

findings on AER pipeline spill and cleanup 

records. Indigenous Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge holders worked with Timoney 

to investigate nine pipeline spill sites on 

Dene Tha traditional territory in the Hay 

River watershed of northwest Alberta. The 

spills occurred between the 1970s and 

2012. Timoney’s investigation found that 

on those sites lingering impacts from the 

spills were significantly worse overall com-

pared to AER’s records. This was the case 

for both spill volume recovery rates and 

wildlife habitat impacts. These discrep-

ancies raise worrying questions about the 

quality of Alberta’s pipeline spill cleanup 

certification processes. 

Timoney’s research also analyzed AER 

data on 35,000 crude oil and saline water 

spills across Alberta from 1975 to 2013. 

The analysis suggests that Alberta’s pipeline 

spill records generally overstate spill vol-

ume recovery rates and understate harmful 

impacts on wildlife and their habitat. One 

risk identified from unreliable cleanup data 

is that harmful effects to soils and vegeta-

tion, which can be especially persistent with 

saline water spills, are not being properly 

documented or managed. This may lead to 

a significant gap in managing cumulative 

pipeline spill effects over time in more sen-

sitive and higher-risk environments. These 

findings suggest that the AER needs to im-

prove its assessment protocols in order to 

reduce risks to the environment and local 

communities. It also needs to provide more 

accurate, relevant information to the public 

about pipeline spill impacts.

- Carolyn Campbell 

Why are grizzlies getting 
hit by trains? Survey says…

Trains are the leading killer of grizzly 

bears in Banff and Yoho National Parks. An 

estimated 17 bears have been struck and 

killed since the year 2000. This is a signif-

icant number given that population esti-

mates suggest there are only approximately 

60 bears in the region. Trains don’t only kill 

grizzlies either: countless other wildlife are 

victims too. Four wolf pups, for example, 

were killed last summer.

Canadian Pacific Railroad and Parks Cana-

da started a five-year project in 2010 to un-

derstand and address the root causes of bear 

deaths on the tracks. The results and com-

mitments to take action were announced at 

a press conference earlier this year.

The research highlighted commonly held 

knowledge that the railway tracks are attrac-

tive to bears and other wildlife for a number 

of reasons. For starters, travel is made easier 

on flat and cleared corridors. These cleared 

paths also provide the perfect conditions for 

bear food such as buffaloberries and dan-

delions which flourish in the sunlight. To 

combat these attractants, Parks Canada has 

committed to using prescribed burns to cre-

ate alternative suitable habitat away from the 

tracks and to clear edible vegetation away 

from the tracks. 

Another complicating factor to bear-train 

collisions is the location of the tracks. Bears 

are more readily able to flee trains when the 

trains are easy to hear and the bears have 

clear lines of visibility. But in the parks 

there are a couple of notable pinch points 

where there are steep slopes without clear 

escape routes and where train noise echoes 

in the valleys and confuses the bears as 

to where the sound is coming from. Early 

warning signals, clearing pinch points, and 

fencing off high risk areas were all suggest-

ed strategies to help reduce deaths related 

to this cause.

While it’s encouraging to see these re-

search-inspired commitments to try to re-

duce bear mortalities on train tracks in Banff 

and Yoho National Park, the conference 

failed – or neglected – to address a vital is-

sue: grain spillage.

Many papers noted that grain contributed 

to grizzly deaths. One study found that an 

average of 110 tons of grain is spilled annu-

ally; this is equivalent to leaving open nearly 

1 1/2 hopper cars full of grain for animals 

to scavenge. Obviously, not all of the spilled 

If even our protected areas don’t keep grizzlies safe, 
where do they have left? PHOTO: © AWA
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grain is available for bears. Some of it is scat-

tered very sparsely and/or is consumed by 

other animals. Still, grain could be a major 

supplement to the diets of grizzlies in a rel-

atively unproductive landscape such as our 

mountain parks. In fact, this amount of 

spilled grain is enough to meet the annual 

nutritional needs of 50 grizzlies.

What makes this situation even more 

threatening to the bears is the seasonal avail-

ability of grain spills. Grain along the tracks 

is highest in the fall, when shipping rates 

are high, and in the spring when snowmelt 

reveals all the grain accumulated through-

out the winter. This also coincides with the 

times when bears are most food stressed, 

leading up to and immediately following hi-

Map of the whirling disease infected area in Alberta. SOURCE: GOVERNMENT OF ALBERTA

bernation. The peak seasons for bear mortal-

ity – spring and fall – are the seasons when 

the most grain is available. 

And yet, there was no mention of any com-

mitments on the part of Canadian Pacific to 

address the ongoing grain issue. Instead, the 

response seemed to be that there wasn’t a 

need to act since grain spillage isn’t the only, 

or the most significant, contributing factor 

to grizzly deaths. 

This type of response ignores the fact that 

grain spillages play a role. Also, it ignores 

the fact that no study conclusively proved 

that grain wasn’t an important factor. Spilled 

grain’s place in the diets of other wildlife in-

cluding squirrels, deer, and moose makes the 

train tracks an attractive spot for bears to find 

prey and to scavenge other killed wildlife. 

One study highlighted that squirrel density 

was significantly higher near the tracks and 

that middens near the tracks were packed 

with grain – creating yet another attractant. 

Working to improve bear movement and 

habitat but neglecting to address the amount 

of grain spilled is counterintuitive. It’s like 

saying exercise without a healthy diet will re-

sult in good health outcomes.

This whole story reads like an episode of 

Family Feud where a contestant loses the 

round because everyone failed to mention a 

glaringly obvious answer. In this case, our 

contestant is the grizzly. Let’s hope they don’t 

lose this round.

- Joanna Skrajny

Whirling Disease – Spinning 
in circles for much needed 
action

Canada’s whirling disease “baptism” came 

on August 25, 2016. That was the day the 

Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) 

confirmed the presence of whirling disease 

in fish in Johnson Lake in Banff National 

Park. I remember quite vividly an off-the-

cuff remark by a fisheries scientist then that 

if fish are infected in the Park, it’s likely the 

entire Bow is infected as well. I wonder if 

he knew just how prophetic those words 

would be. Last month, on February 10th, 

the CFIA declared the entire Bow River wa-

tershed to be infected with whirling disease. 

This means that all streams, creeks, lakes, 

and rivers that feed into the Bow River, in-

cluding the Elbow River, have been infected. 

Whirling disease is caused by Myxobolus 

cerebalis, a microscopic parasite. This para-

site has a complicated lifecycle which begins 

in spores found in soil at the bottom of water 

bodies. These spores are taken up by tubifex 

worms in the soil. In the worms the spores 

develop into the triactinomyxon, the para-

site form, which is released into the water 

and infects salmonid fishes (trout, salmon, 

whitefish) through the skin. Obviously this 

leaves many opportunities for the disease 

to spread: water, soil, or fish contaminated 

with whirling disease all are potential carri-

ers and hosts of the disease.  

Whirling disease originated in Europe as a 

parasite in brown trout. Since the disease co-

evolved with brown trout, it wasn’t detected 

until Europeans brought over rainbow trout 

to Europe from North America and noticed 

die-offs and swirling swimming patterns in 

fish behaviour. The completely common-

place practice of bringing over fish eggs and 

live fish a century or more ago meant that 

in the early 20th Century whirling disease 

had spread to the United States. Initially de-

tected only in fish hatcheries, it wasn’t until 

the massive declines of native fish species in 

Colorado and Montana in the mid 1990s 

when the potential and dramatic effects of 

this disease on native fish species dawned on 

anglers and conservationists alike.

The disease’s mortality rate depends on a 

number of factors. The most significant one 

is the size of the fish when it is exposed to the 

parasite. The height of summer and early fall 

are the peaks times for the presence of the 

parasite in the water which means that the 


