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Thursday, April 15th, 2004 

Dam may threaten caribou
Hydro disagrees with estimated 20% drop in population
By Helen Fallding

A caribou biologist says Manitoba Hydro might have seriously underestimated the effect of its proposed Wuskwatim dam and transmission lines on the sensitive animals. 

Trent University professor James Schaefer has studied caribou across Canada, including in Manitoba. 

He told the Manitoba Clean Environment Commission yesterday that woodland caribou are among the species most sensitive to human disruption of the landscape. 

Female caribou in Newfoundland kept about nine kilometres away from clear-cut areas, he noted in a paper presented to the commission. Norwegian reindeer, which belong to the same species, showed no signs of getting used to development after six years. 

If caribou in the Burntwood River region where Manitoba Hydro plans to build its new 200-megawatt dam keep an average of five kilometres away from the transmission lines, 4,000 square kilometres of habitat could be lost, Schaefer said. 

That could reduce the regional caribou population by 20 per cent, or about 40 animals, not counting the effects of increased hunting. 

"The physical footprint of industrial developments underestimate the effective loss of caribou habitat," Schaefer wrote. 

However, a Manitoba Hydro spokesman noted that Schaefer acknowledged that there is a high degree of uncertainty in his estimates. Hydro has estimated the loss of no more than one animal due to the Wuskwatim project, which they considered insignificant. 

Hydro spokesman Glenn Schneider said that as few as one per cent of the population could be lost if the caribou only steer about 250 metres clear of the transmission lines. 

"We're reasonably confident the lower end impact is more likely," Schneider said, noting that traditional aboriginal knowledge about caribou in the area was considered in decisions about where to locate the dam and transmission lines. 

Schaefer, brought to the hearing by the Winnipeg-based Boreal Forest Network, said making the road into the Wuskwatim dam a wildlife refuge should be a prerequisite for development. 

The project's impact on caribou should be closely monitored, he said. The results might have implications for larger dams and longer transmission lines on Manitoba Hydro's drawing board. 

"Each such project needs to be treated as an experiment," Schaefer wrote. 
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