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Forests, Fish and Wildlife on the Firing Line
 

"There is something fascinating about science. One gets such wholesale returns of conjecture out of such a trifling investment of fact."      Mark Twain

 

The recent local press coverage of scientific reports on acid rain, logging methods and the potential impact on the health of area forests and related
timber economies is a representative example of a much larger issue. The government of Ontario is clear cutting what little remains of provincial funding for essential scientific research and field surveys  of forests, fish and wildlife by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources. Quietly and without fanfare, the McGuinty government is dealing the final death blows to the finances for the core field programs of an agency that was once one of the most progressive and well respected in North America. The erosion of environmental priorities and funding at MNR began with the Peterson government in the late 80"s, and each successive political party - NDP, Conservative, and now Liberal for the second time has left the agency in worse shape than when they inherited it. Our environmental legacy.

 

Forest management is not the only area where the deficit of environmental political will  is being felt in Ontario. Critical field research and timely population monitoring of fish and wildlife is going from endangered to extinct. Many  MNR field biologists and research staff are long gone, and the few that remain have a pittance of annual funding that cannot begin to allow them to obtain even the most basic level of information that is required to responsibly plan and manage sustainable harvest levels of trees, deer, lake trout or walleye. Computer modeling , a euphemism for an electronic guess, has become the sorry replacement for the scientific gathering of current data in the field.  Natural resource management professionals and the public mandate for maintaining the future of our public natural resources are being replaced by well intentioned but mostly untrained local advisory groups on fish, wildlife and forestry. 

 

Public input is not a substitute for science, education, experience and timely scientific data from the field. One scientific report does not provide a complete picture in a natural world that is in a constant state of change and adaptation. Computer modeling of living natural systems without current field data is to be generous, nothing more than a guess. Imagine, the future of much of our rural economy is being based on a guess. The less information natural resource managers have, the greater the chance for long term mistakes.

Taking the impact of acid rain on local forests issue as an example, soil temperature and  rainfall are also critical factors in the regeneration of a forest. Soil temperature is directly related to the percentage of trees which are removed - less shade equals higher soil temperatures and accelerated evaporation. Local streams and lakes would be affected by acid rain, and one natural barometer is the health and growth rates of fish. While acid rain is quite possibly having a significant impact on local woods, waters and wildlife, it is not the only factor to consider when trying to determine what levels of harvest of fish or forests are sustainable.

 

 In other words, if we look to only one causal factor and assume this is the entire picture, we could easily be missing critical information that may tell a very different story. Or not.  In the absence of an adequate level of current monitoring of the key fish, wildlife or forest conditions in the field, we are left to guess because no one knows what the facts are. All opinions become valid in the absence of solid factual data. And the only way to find factual data in our forests, lakes and streams is by professionals going out into the field and collecting it.  In nature as with natural resource based economies, when we pull on one string we find the others are also attached.

 

This is basic natural resource management doctrine, as taught in colleges and universities across North America. The current status and health of fish, wildlife and forests is a critical barometer of the condition of our air, water and natural environment and by extension, of our own health. This information is vital for the future of rural economies across Ontario that rely heavily on timber, tourism and fishing and hunting. Sadly due to the fiscal cuts at MNR and in the absence of environmental political will in Cabinet and Queen's Park, this is no longer a priority in Ontario. The troubling trend in the absence of timely science based field data is for MNR to continue to cut creel limits for fish, to reduce moose tags, and to reduce the allowable harvest of trees.  Even the ever popular Algonquin Park and our provincial fish hatcheries are without political support and adequate baseline funding for core programs.

Groups like the Ontario Federation of Anglers and Hunters and the Canadian Sportfishing Industry Association continue to press the McGuinty government to restore the funding for these priorities, with little success. The so called environmental groups like Sierra and World Wildlife Fund are very successful at generating media campaigns against fishing and  hunting and soliciting large donations for themselves, but suspiciously absent when it comes to speaking out on behalf of the MNR funding deficit issues. While we read the recent announcement by the Ontario Minister of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs  Leona Dombrowsky that,

 "the government of Ontario is committed to restoring this province's public infrastructure", the funding for our most critical local and provincial rural natural resource infrastructure agency - Ontario MNR - is left to wither on the political vine.  Not really much of a commitment to rural infrastructure after all.

 

Phil Morlock

Director, Environmental Affairs

Shimano Canada Ltd.

Former Chair, Ontario MNR Fish & Wildlife Advisory Board to the Minister

