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Tuesday, November 30th, 2004  

Groups join in effort to save boreal forest

Seek World Heritage Site designation

Tuesday, November 30th, 2004
By Helen Fallding

AN international campaign to create a World Heritage Site spanning the Manitoba-Ontario border will be launched today by a trio of environmental groups.

 Canada's Winnipeg-based Boreal Forest Network and Manitoba Wildlands are teaming up with one of the largest environmental lobby groups in the U.S. to preserve a vast swath of undisturbed wilderness east of Lake Winnipeg.

 The largely coniferous boreal forest is home to eagles, black bears, otters, elusive woodland caribou and millions of songbirds that migrate north from across the continent to feast on mosquitoes and blackflies while raising their young.

 "I have been to many World Heritage Sites all over the world, and there is no question that the Bloodvein (River) and the wilderness it drains is eminently worthy, and urgently in need, of this designation," U.S. novelist Alex Shoumatoff wrote. He is among a series of writers being offered guided canoe trips by the Boreal Forest Initiative to raise awareness of the area.

 Members of the U.S.-based Natural Resources Defence Council have already sent a couple of thousand online letters urging the premiers of Manitoba and Ontario to support the proposed Atikaki-Woodland Caribou World Heritage Site.

 The Doer government formally announced its support for the United Nations designation in last week's throne speech, but is being asked to back that up with formal protection from development and money for local planning.

 "It can only become a World Heritage Site once it has local protection," said NRDC spokeswoman Susan Casey-Lefkowitz.

 Whether World Heritage status can co-exist with a proposed new hydro corridor down the east side of Lake Winnipeg will have to be worked out through a heritage site planning process led by local First Nations, she said.

 The World Heritage designation was originally proposed by the Bloodvein and Poplar River First Nations and covers an area four-fifths the size of Nova Scotia.

 Former chiefs Louis Young and Vera Mitchell will be on hand for the launch at noon today. Mitchell has just returned from promoting the World Heritage proposal at the World Conservation Congress in Thailand.

 "We are working to ensure that your children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren have air to breathe. Come and join us make good news," Young said in a news release announcing the event.

 Senator Mira Spivak will be presented with the first annual Boreal Heritage Initiative award at an invitation-only evening reception at Fort Gibraltar in St. Boniface.

 Spivak was deputy chair of the Senate subcommittee on the boreal forest that released a ground-breaking report in 1999.

 The Boreal Forest Initiative will be officially launched in the U.S. in March at a giant paddling trade show in Wisconsin.

 High-profile NRDC lawyer Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has already had a public battle with Manitoba Hydro over its plans for new dams and transmission lines after visiting Manitoba's boreal forest earlier this year.

 But some First Nations believe there is room for both a World Heritage Site and an energy-saving power corridor east of Lake Winnipeg.

 Manitoba Hydro president Bob Brennan said the utility would be willing to discuss putting money into trust funds as compensation for crossing traditional First Nation hunting territories, as is being negotiated for Wuskwatim power lines.
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