Project Title: 

Sturgeon River Plains Bison Stewardship

Describe Project/Activities: 

A population of pure Plains bison roams freely through the area in and around the southwest corner of Prince Albert National Park, Saskatchewan. This is a nationally significant population being the only free-roaming pure Plains bison existing on their original range in Canada. Plains bison are listed by COSEWIC as threatened. The greatest problem facing these bison in Canada is the lack of habitat, due to conversion to agriculture and urbanization. Additional threats include domestic cattle disease and the risk of genetic pollution from escaped ranched bison, including some that may carry cattle genes. COSEWIC estimates the total number of free-ranging and semi-captive mature bison of this subspecies is just under 1000, and there are fewer than 5 populations.

As the population at Prince Albert National Park expands at a rate of about 10% annually, now numbering over 400 bison, it has become a growing concern as well for farmers, cattle ranchers and bison ranchers living on agricultural lands adjacent to the park. For many years, the national park has been working cooperatively with local landowners to prepare a management strategy for the growing population. Recently, the landowners have organized themselves to take over responsibility to further develop and implement this strategy.

The newly incorporated Sturgeon River Plains Bison Stewards:

· Work with local landowners to identify opportunities, threats, issues, and knowledge gaps related with the wild Plains bison, and contribute to a regional management strategy to address problems while enhancing stewardship and conservation of this nationally unique and significant wild population. We have accomplished this through assisting landowners with environmental farm planning and other such activities.
· Encourage and facilitate stewardship actions on private lands, subject to individual landowner acceptance and willingness, in order to reduce negative impacts of bison. Actions included: 

· working with federal and provincial jurisdictions for habitat management to encourage bison use of non-problem areas (provincial or federal lands away from agriculture); 

· management actions to divert bison from problem areas before they get there, such as the ongoing construction of 2 diversionary fences on private land; and

· working with the RM of Canwood on liaising with compensation programs and helping landowners submit claims.
· Development and implementation of a regional communication strategy in co-operation with Prince Albert National Park that is complementary to the existing Parks Canada communication strategy. This will ensure consistent regional communication, allow for the sharing of resources, promote the uniqueness and value of this rare free-ranging Plains bison population, and reduce duplication of efforts. The SRPBS have taken on the role of publishing the “Bison Times” newsletter, previously published by Parks Canada. This will allow Parks Canada to focus communication in-park, and assume a ‘support’ role to the Sturgeon River Plains Bison Stewards on communications external to the Park. 

· Visiting landowners individually to discuss their concerns, ideas, and opportunities, and keep them informed of developments through various means such as follow-up visits, public information sessions, newsletters, and e-mail updates. 

Conclusions:
The project is proving quite successful on a number of fronts. More landowners have come on board with their support for our proposed conservation actions, as evidenced by our growing membership numbers. The process of taking over responsibility for the “Bison Times” newsletter is complete. Collaboration with the Saskatchewan Boreal Forest Learning Center has resulted in a successful bison education program being developed and implemented.
Weather delayed our fencing projects. An early winter caused us to postpone completion of the projects until the spring. 
Outputs: 

· Develop a sustainable action plan that can quickly react to the challenges presented by the unpredictable free-ranging herd.
· Work with the Sturgeon River Plains Bison Strategic Management Team on the implementation of the Sturgeon River Plains Bison Strategic Management Plan.
· Work with Prince Albert National Park on the development of a communication strategy.
· Consult with Sask Environment on the feasibility of a sustainable future hunt/harvest.
· Work with local landowners and stakeholders, based on each individual need or concern, to assist them in developing and achieving their own bison stewardship goals and objectives.
· Explore other opportunities such as eco-tourism and education that may exist and provide support to these ventures.
Next Steps: 

· Top priority is the completion of the fencing projects underway. 
· New projects will be started in May, 2008
· A hazing program will be developed 
· A vegetative monitoring program will be put in place in 2008 to help us get a handle on why bison choose some areas and not others, with the hope of giving us information that we can use in reducing negative impacts caused by bison.
Methods of Measuring Success and Reporting Results: 

· Annual General Meeting of Sturgeon River Plains Bison Stewards

· Annual meeting of West Side Bison Management Group

· Monthly public meeting of Sturgeon River Plains Bison Stewards Board of Directors

· Communication Strategy

· Action Plan with specific timelines and guidelines for reporting each goal or objective

· Concerns of landowners decrease as strategy is implemented, while bison population continues to thrive.

Impacts of Activities on the ground and how to transfer to other locations:

· Document the group’s conservation activities and create a working model that can be used by other communities.

· Create education models that can be adapted to other projects.

· Create an Eco-Tourism strategy model that demonstrates how this industry can co-exist with other industries (forestry, agriculture) in a way that is mutually beneficial.

· Use existing documentation on the creation of the Sturgeon River Plains Bison Stewards as a model for the formation of successful new grassroots organizations. 

Project Lead/Contact Person: 

Gord Vaadeland, President, Sturgeon River Plains Bison Stewards 

Budget funded by Forest Communities Program-Core funding:


Core: 20.0K/yr

Forest Community Program Partners (indicate whether cash or in-kind, remember 50% of the core funding shown above must be matched by Partner agency cash):
   Local landowners: Labour and materials, 35K in kind
   Parks Canada: 15K in kind support
   Saskatchewan Environment: 2.3K in kind support
External Contributions, from outside FCP Core funding or partners: (Specify amount provided by whom)
   Habitat Stewardship Program: 17.2K






