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Wednesday, November 17th, 2004 

World Heritage site in view

Doer government joins push to get eastern Manitoba area designated

Wednesday, November 17th, 2004
By Helen Fallding

THE Doer government is getting on board the campaign to turn a vast area of wilderness in eastern Manitoba into a World Heritage site.

 The commitment will be announced in Monday's throne speech.

 First Nations and environmentalists are mounting an international campaign to get a large swath of boreal forest on both sides of the Ontario border designated a World Heritage site by the United Nations.

 Ottawa added the area to its list of candidate sites in April when it dropped Winnipeg's Exchange District from the short list.

 Canada already has 13 World Heritage sites, but none in Manitoba.

 A senior government source confirmed the provincial commitment after yesterday's release of a status report from the East Side Planning Initiative.

 Among its 102 recommendations, the report calls on the Manitoba government to take an active role in the push for a UN World Heritage site.

 Provincial Liberal Leader Jon Gerrard also came out in support of the proposal yesterday.

 The site nomination covers about 43,000 square kilometres of land -- an area almost as big as Nova Scotia.

 It includes Manitoba's Atikaki Provincial Park, Ontario's Woodland Caribou Provincial Park and the traditional territories of five First Nations, including Poplar River.

 Canada can submit only one potential site from its short list to the UN every year.

 Existing World Heritage sites include Old Quebec City, Head-Smashed-in-Buffalo Jump in Alberta, Stonehenge and the pyramids of Egypt.

 Conservation Minister Stan Struthers said yesterday the province has already taken several steps this year toward establishment of the World Heritage site, including extending protection of the Poplar/Nanowin rivers park reserve.

 The proposed Manitoba-Ontario World Heritage site is on the agenda of the World Conservation Congress in Thailand this week, where a resolution backing the designation is expected to pass. The resolution is being promoted by seven major North American conservation groups, including the World Wildlife Fund.

 The push for a World Heritage site may be the most concrete thing to come out of the East Side Planning Initiative so far.

 The group was mandated to develop a broad-area plan for how the region should balance logging, mining, hydro lines and new roads with preserving the wilderness.

 But after four years and $1 million worth of work, the Promises to Keep report's hundreds of pages only outline more steps that need to be taken before a real land-use plan can be created.

 Struthers said 80 consultation meetings in remote communities and a complete change of approach to put First Nations in charge of their destiny was a time-consuming exercise.

 "I'm very happy with the work that's been done," he said after formally receiving the status report yesterday.

 The report is a joint project of a stakeholder round table and a First Nation council, with staff seconded from government.

 University of Manitoba botanist David Punter, who was on the round table, said the planning group was hampered by lack of staff in the early stages. There are still big gaps in the information available about resources north of Manigotagan, he said.

 Round table member Don Sullivan of the Boreal Forest Network complained that members never had a chance to review the final draft before it was submitted to Struthers.

 He speculated the release was rushed so the report would be out before the throne speech, but planning initiative staff said the report was merely handed to the minister as soon as possible after coming back from the printer Friday.

 Conservation groups are calling for the public to be given time to comment on the East Side report, but Struthers said he will take it to cabinet and announce which recommendations the province will follow in about two weeks.

 He said Phil Fontaine, head of the Assembly of First Nations, will continue to co-chair the planning council.
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