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All-Party Outdoors Caucus aims to protect hunting, fishing rights

But the Humane Society International Canada says it shouldn’t exist at all.

Laura Ryckewaert

Parliament’s All-Party Outdoors Caucus, currently the largest all-party caucus with an estimated 81 MPs and Senators, wants to protect Canada’s heritage sports such as hunting, angling, sport shooting and trapping, but an animal protection agency says the caucus shouldn’t exist at all. 

“There is absolutely no need for federal government involvement in preserving or protecting any sport in this country related to the consumptive use of animals. There are many, many powerful lobby groups that are already working on those issues,” said Rebecca Aldworth, executive director of Humane Society International/Canada. “It really does stand out to me that our government is choosing to form a caucus on something like this when we do not have an animal welfare caucus in contrast to a number of other developed nations, such as the U.K.”   

NDP MP Bruce Hyer (Thunder Bay-Superior North, Ont.), co-chair of the Parliamentary Outdoors Caucus, said the caucus is trying to address the increasingly large, but little-known, “nature deficit disorder” which many Canadians suffer from today. 

“Hunting and fishing and trapping are a big part of Canadian roots. It’s a huge part of our history and even today it’s an important element in many people’s lives,” said Mr. Hyer “And it’s not just recreation. I think a lot of people don’t understand it isn’t just getting food and it isn’t just fun—it’s a connection to the land in a very different way than from people who interpret the outdoors through television and who think meat comes in Styrofoam.” 

Conservative MP Garry Breitkreuz (Yorkton-Melville, Sask.), caucus co-chair, said heritage activities are healthy pursuits that can help keep young people from getting “involved in other unsavoury activities.” 

The outdoors caucus had their first meeting of this Parliamentary session on Sept. 20, a breakfast in the Parliamentary Restaurant, and drew a substantial crowd of MPs and Senators from every party. At the meeting, Mr. Hyer jokingly boasted of the caucus’ success in recruiting 100 per cent of the Green Party caucus—indeed, sole Green Party MP and leader Elizabeth May (Saanich-Gulf Islands, B.C.) was in attendance.

Ms. May said while not all people in the Green Party support hunting and fishing activities, “I have certainly have people in my riding who are hunters and fishers.” As a vegetarian bird-watcher in support of keeping the long-gun registry, she was certainly a minority at the caucus meeting.

Mr. Breitkreuz was the MP who introduced the private member’s bill, Bill C-301, to scrap the long-gun registry last year, and was also the person who revealed massive cost overruns in the long-gun registry while former Liberal prime minister Jean Chrétien was in power.

Outdoors caucus member NDP MP Peter Stoffer (Sackville-Eastern Shore, N.S.), a vice-co-chair of the caucus along with Conservative Yukon Senator Daniel Lang, said that the major aim of the caucus is to get people off their couches and enjoy Canada’s great outdoors. “If you’re a fisherman, feel free to fish, if you’re a hiker, a kayaker, a canoer, … whatever activity you wish to do outside, first of all, it promotes a healthier lifestyle, and two, it also gives you respect for the land itself, and that’s really what we’re trying to promote, the breadth of these activities that take place out there,” he said.

Mr. Stoffer said people who engage in such heritage sports are “some of the best environmentalists” out there.

Mr. Breitkreuz created the caucus in 2006. With 81 current members, Mr. Breitkreuz said it’s one of the largest all-party caucuses on the Hill. He said this year’s membership list is not available publicly yet, but in 2008, there were 95 members, of which 84 were MPs and 11 were Senators. There were 61 Conservatives, 24 Liberals, five Bloc MPs, and the NDP and Independent forces on Parliament were represented with four and one member, respectively.

All-party caucuses are not administered or funded by the Parliament of Canada, and as a result are not required to register with the Joint Interparliamentary Council which deals with such decisions for non-partisan Parliamentary associations. Instead, registration is voluntary, and as a result, only two all-party groups are formally listed on the Interparliamentary website: the all-party Parliamentary Caucus on Ending Malaria and the all-party Parliamentary Group for the Prevention of Genocide and other Crimes Against Humanity. 

Some other all-party caucuses include: the Aerospace Caucus, the Arts Caucus, the Rail Caucus, the Women’s Caucus, the Caucus on Dementia, the Pro-life Caucus, the National Sugar Caucus, the Credit Card Caucus, the HIV/AIDS and TB Caucus, the International Conservation Caucus and the Steel Caucus. 

Mr. Hyer said that part of the caucus’ “raison d’être is to provide a balance against some of that anti-hunting, anti-fishing, anti-trapping, anti-shooting culture.”

The all-party outdoors caucus is often visited by industry members such as Ducks Unlimited, the Fishing Alliance of Canada, or the Ontario Federation of Anglers and Hunters. These industry groups share the caucus’ goals, said Mr. Breitkreuz, and want to “ensure that we’re continuing to protect their traditional heritage activities.”

Mr. Breitkreuz said the groups want to keep the caucus informed on what’s happening in the rest of the country.

At their Sept. 20 meeting the Outdoors Caucus heard from fishing guru Bob Izumi who talked about the economic benefits that are reaped from participation in heritage sports like fishing, and encouraged members to legislate the protection of such activities.

As Mr. Stoffer explained: “When you take your kid out into a little boat and you take them out into a lake and you go fishing, or you go fish with your buddies, the gas, the motels, the gear, the bait—everything that you spend in order to do that activity adds to the economy.”

Last year, the All-Party Outdoors Caucus focused on enhancing Canada’s tourism website “to highlight our hunting and fishing opportunities,” said Mr. Breitkreuz. At the Sept. 20 meeting, the caucus heard a brief update report on the website’s changes. Mr. Breitkreuz said they will be looking more deeply at their work on the tourism website at their next, yet unscheduled meeting.

Mr. Breitkreuz said this year, the caucus’s priority is to bring back something like the Survey on the Importance of Nature to Canadians, which collects information on outdoors activities and how they contribute to the country’s economy, and was last conducted in 1997.

Mr. Breitkreuz said the survey is something that would be “very valuable information” for governments to have when making related decisions. 

“One thing that we really need to do is measure the value of wildlife related activity in Canada, so that we make the economic case that we need to protect habitat,” said Ms. May.

All-Party Outdoors Caucus member Conservative MP Rick Norlock (Northumberland-Quinte West, Ont.) introduced Bill C-261, a bill to create a National Hunting, Trapping and Fishing Heritage Day on June 21. A previous version of this bill was introduced by Mr. Norlock in 2009 and made it as far as its second reading in the Senate before it died on the order paper. The bill is currently at second reading.

While the outdoors caucus always meets on the Hill, they don’t have a set meeting place, but Mr. Breitkreuz said they often use vacant committee rooms. He said they intend to meet four times a year.

Mr. Stoffer, Mr. Hyer, and Mr. Breitkreuz all said they haven’t had much of an opportunity to go out hunting and fishing themselves since being elected as MPs. Mr. Breitkreuz said he hopes to organize a group fishing trip, or some other outdoor activity, for February or next spring “when the river opens up.”
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