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This issue of Canadian Wilderness commemorates what CPAWS has 
accomplished in its first half century. It profiles some of the leaders 
who have built our organization over those 50 years and some of the 

staff and volunteers who carry on that tradition today. Perhaps you have met 
some of them. You might even be one of them. 

Whatever your CPAWS connection, I want to thank you for being with 
us. I especially want to thank the many donors, supporters, volunteers and 
staff, past and present, whose names don’t appear in this issue. Every single 
one of you has made a vital contribution to our success.

I first learned about CPAWS three decades ago through a casual con-
versation with a former work colleague about her involvement in the local 
CPAWS chapter board. I was immersed in my career and parenthood, but I 
could be a monthly donor and write the occasional letter as part of a cam-
paign to create or protect a park. When the CPAWS Nahanni tour came to 
Ottawa, my daughter and I were in the audience. We bought two laminated 
posters of Virginia Falls that night, one of which hangs in my living room 
and the other in her house in Calgary. 

Until I became more involved eight years ago, I thought of my role in 
CPAWS as minor. Now, I understand more clearly how important monthly 
donors are to CPAWS’ financial sustainability. I also see the impact that 
several thousand supporters can have when they write to a minister on an 
issue like the boundaries of a national park. 

The stories in this issue may remind you of your own direct connection 
with CPAWS over the years. Globalization increases the demand for Can-
ada’s natural resources, but also the importance of our natural landscapes 
to sustainability and to people’s sense of connection to the natural world. I 
hope you’ll stay with us on the journey to keep conservation strong for the 
next 50 years!

Oliver Kent is president of CPAWS’ National Board of Trustees.

50
PRESIDENT’S
MESSAGE

50th ANNIVERSARY ISSUE

Oliver Kent on a recent 
trip to the proposed 

Thaidene Nene National 
Park Reserve, East Arm 

of Great Slave Lake.  
PHOTO: ERICA JANES
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The beauty of natural landscapes appeals to people the world over, 
Canadians no more so than the Chinese or Columbians or Croatians. 
Rolling hills, grasslands, mountains, forests, deserts, tundra: they speak 

to our sense of aesthetics at a primeval level. The allure is timeless: humans 
are as attracted today to the natural splendour of the outdoors as they were 
1,000 years ago. What has changed over the last 50 years is what we know 
and how we think about natural landscapes. 

When the National and Provincial Parks Association of Canada 
(NPPAC), the forerunner to CPAWS, was founded in 1963, it was in part a 
response to a call from Alvin Hamilton, then Minister of Northern Affairs 
and Natural Resources in the Diefenbaker government. In the summer of 
1960, Hamilton reminded his colleagues in the House of Commons, some 
of whom were urging him to consider hosting the winter Olympics in Banff 
National Park, that the fundamental purpose of parks is to preserve them for 
“the thousands who want these parks and who want them for their quiet-
ness and beauty and relief from the pressures of this civilization.”

The go-go post-World War Two years had generated unprecedented 

TheBIG
VISION

Our ability to  
perceive quality in 
nature begins, as in 
art, with the pretty. 
It expands through 
successive stages 
of the beautiful  
to values as yet 
uncaptured by  
language. 

Aldo Leopold, A Sand 
County Almanac, 1949

As our understanding of the importance of  
conservation has evolved, CPAWS’ campaigns  
have become more ambitious 

By Rick Boychuk
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prosperity in a rapidly urbanizing Canada. The number of visitors to existing parks was 
doubling every four years. Canadians had never been as well off, and resource-extraction 
industries were booming. By the 1960s, however, many Canadians had begun to worry 
about the impact of development on Canada’s rich ecological heritage that lay behind park 
boundaries.

“Parks everywhere, especially the national parks, were under siege,” recalled Gavin 
Henderson, an outspoken British immigrant passionate about conservation who served as 
NPPAC’s first executive director. 

In its earliest years, NPPAC focused on sound park management, on indeed preserving 
“their quietness and beauty,” as well as on expanding the number of parks. Henderson cam-
paigned to bring an end to hunting in Point Pelee National Park, to block Banff from being 
used as a venue for the Olympics, and to encourage good stewardship of parks in general. 
He was quick to take action against perceived threats to parks and took seriously the idea 
that the landscapes within parks were intended to be preserved “for all time in as near a 
natural state as possible—foregoing entirely the development of its economic potential.”

Shortly after NPPAC’s launch, Henderson was contacted by Gordon Nelson, a young 
academic at the University at Calgary. Nelson had grown up in Hamilton, Ontario, on the 
fringe of the Niagara Escarpment. He studied geography at McMaster University and 
completed a Master’s at the University of Colorado and a Ph.D. at Johns Hopkins. His core 
interests were land use and conservation. 

Winter cloaks the boreal 
forest in Prince Albert Na-
tional Park, Saskatchewan.  
PHOTO: WAYNE LYNCH
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Nelson, along with other University of Calgary faculty, students and concerned citizens, 
established a western front for the NPPAC. They brought a scientific and research perspec-
tive to NPPAC campaigns. By the early 1970s, NPPAC was recognized nationally and 
internationally as the leading citizens’ park and conservation organization in Canada. 

Nelson, who served as NPPAC president in the early 1970s, is now 81 and still active 
in conservation efforts. He views parks not as wild fortresses, but as “sources of natural 
and cultural knowledge.” And he says that in the 1980s, the emergence of concepts of 
biodiversity and landscape ecology dramatically changed approaches to conservation. To be 
environmentally sustainable, he believes, land use and conservation efforts need to consider 
ecosystem thinking, integrating corridors for the movement of wildlife, the history of First 
Nations land use and environmental thought and practice and particularly climate change.

Biodiversity and landscape ecology are about understanding that, in Aldo Leopold’s 
words, “The land is a community.”  To regard landscapes in these terms is to understand that 
parks cannot exist as islands; they need to be part of a larger canvas. And so, through the 
1980s and 1990s, NPPAC, which was renamed CPAWS in 1986, fundamentally reoriented 
its approach and reconsidered how to engage Canadians.

“We needed a big idea that defines Canada in the 21st century,” said Harvey 
Locke, a Calgary lawyer who joined CPAWS in 1981 and served as its vice-
president and then president from 1990 to 1995. 

The first big initiative Locke led was the Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative 
(Y2Y), with the goal of creating a continuous corridor for wildlife from Yellowstone Na-
tional Park in the United States to the Yukon in Northern Canada. It was bold and set the 
tone for work by CPAWS on a visionary new concept of land use planning for Northeast 
British Columbia’s spectacular Muskwa-Kechika area. 

Now CPAWS has embarked on its most ambitious campaign, calling on the federal and 
provincial governments to protect fully half of Canada’s land and waters. Although Canada 
has a resource-intensive economy, Locke and his colleagues in CPAWS believe that the 
tension between conservation and development that exists in the soul of all Canadians can 
be reconciled. A 50-50 split is not just an equitable and necessary goal, it is one that genera-
tions to come will laud as informed, farsighted and inspired. 

Part of the necessity for the conservation of big and connected landscapes, Locke wrote 
in a recent paper with Brendan Mackey, is that “research has shown clearly that protect-
ing primary ecosystems such as forests, wetlands, and peatlands (whether they be tropical, 
temperate, or boreal) keeps their carbon stocks intact, avoids emissions from deforestation 
and degradation, and is a necessary part of solving the climate change problem.”

CPAWS volunteers and staff speak for the conscience of Canadians and they do so in a 
collaborative tone. They work with governments, with local communities, with aboriginal 
peoples, with industry and with scientists. The volunteers and leaders, such as Henderson, 
Nelson and Locke, have built an organization that conducts careful research and works 
at the local and the national level. Their accomplishments are as grand as their ambitions: 
since its inception, CPAWS has helped protect some half a million square kilometres of 
Canadian landscapes, an area larger than the Yukon. 

Éric Hébert-Daly, the current national executive director of CPAWS, is building on that 
impressive legacy. He believes that the key to engaging the next generation lies in helping 
us see beyond the beauty of natural landscapes to their importance for the global climate, 
the economy and human health.

“The services nature gives us—clean air and water, food and medicine, long-term sus-
tainable eco-tourism opportunities, and spiritual well-being—are not considered when 
wilderness is replaced with logging trucks and mining pits. Our economics need to evolve 
to understand that a tree doesn’t only have value when it is cut down. The importance of 
having a well-informed and engaged public on conservation issues is more critical to us 
now than it has ever been.”

Rick Boychuk is the former editor of Canadian Geographic magazine.

CPAWS 
volunteers 

and staff 
speak for the 

conscience 
of Canadians 

and they 
do so in a 

collaborative 
tone.
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Guests of photographer and CPAWS board member Wayne Sawchuk ford a river in the Muskwa-Kechika Management 
Area (top), a 6.4-million-hectare protected expanse of wilderness in northern British Columbia (bottom), that is roughly 
the size of Ireland.  PHOTOS: WAYNE SAWCHUK
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Boreal  Truce
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Boreal  Truce To protect  
the ‘lungs of  
North America,’ 
CPAWS has  
sought peace  
rather than war  
in the woods 
By Fraser Los

The Wanipigow River, which 
empties into the eastern 
shore of Lake Winnipeg, 
flows through the world’s 
largest stretch of intact bo-
real forest.  PHOTO: RON THIESSEN
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Head north almost anywhere in Canada—past the Western Prairies 
or the pine-draped cliffs and kettle lakes of the Canadian Shield in 
Ontario and Quebec—and take a long look from any high vantage 

point. Here, the landscape of spruce, jack pine, muskeg and lakes seems to 
last forever, blending green into blue on a far-off horizon.

Canada’s boreal forest has been called the “lungs” of North America—a 
massive carbon sponge that absorbs CO2 emissions. It provides an income 
for thousands of Canadians who work in the lumber and pulp and paper 
industries. For many First Nations, the forest is part of their homeland. For 
roaming caribou and wolves that have chased them for millennia, it is one 
of the world’s largest intact ecosystems. 

The importance of the boreal could never be measured by a few isolated 
metrics, nor could it be managed by just a few interested parties. Protecting 
something this vast, this vital, requires a whole new vision of how to make 
peace in the woods.

Conserving the boreal forest has been a priority for CPAWS since the 
organization’s earliest days. In the 1990s, when scientists warned that large 
portions of the region would have to be protected in order to maintain this 
vast ecosystem for the future, it was a catalyst for renewed focus and ur-
gency, and a foundation for action. Over the past dozen years, CPAWS has 
accelerated efforts to protect Canada’s boreal forest—aiming to protect 50 

A visitor to the Muskwa-
Kechika Management Area 
pauses for a cool swim in 
one of the area’s many pris-
tine lakes.  PHOTO: WAYNE SAWCHUK 
Below: Representatives of 
CPAWS and collaborating 
environmental organiza-
tions joined forestry industry 
officials on May 2010 to sign 
the landmark Canadian 
Boreal Forest Agreement 
(CBFA). Bottom: Janet Sum-
ner, CPAWS representative 
to the CBFA and executive 
director of CPAWS Wild-
lands League chapter, takes 
the microphone during a 
press conference in June 
2012 to announce a proposal 
from forestry companies 
and environmental groups 
to preserve caribou habitat 
in the Abitibi River Forest in 
northeastern Ontario.

PHOTOS: CANADIAN BOREAL FOREST 
AGREEMENT SECRETARIAT
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OUR SHARED 
HABITAT
“When the caribou’s in danger, you are too.”

Many Canadians have never set foot in the boreal 
forest, which means one of the biggest challenges 
of protecting the region is educating people about 
what’s at stake. Through its “Caribou and You” cam-
paign, which emphasizes that threats to caribou habi-
tat endanger the boreal forest and the global climate, 
CPAWS is increasing awareness about the issue, and 
encouraging people to take action by making an online 
pledge to protect boreal woodland caribou habitat. 

The campaign engages Canadians in decisions that 
will determine the future of this threatened species 
and the vast boreal forests and wetlands they rely on 
for their survival. It has already had a great impact. 
Thanks to Caribou and You supporters, the federal gov-
ernment has received more than 14,000 public com-
ments, which helped to strengthen its final recovery 
strategy released last year for caribou under the Spe-
cies at Risk Act.  

per cent (or more) through public outreach efforts and intense “one-on-one” negotiations 
involving key partners, plus some unlikely and unprecedented alliances. 

By the turn of the millennium, CPAWS had already achieved a series of conservation 
breakthroughs in the boreal, spearheaded by then conservation director George Smith and 
current national board member Wayne Sawchuk. The two worked closely with local First 
Nations, industry and government representatives to create a precedent-setting compre-
hensive land-use plan for beautiful Muskwa-Kechika—a 6.4-million-hectare expanse of 
the boreal forest in northeastern British Columbia. Successes such as this offered a wel-
come reprieve from an era marred by conflict between conservation groups and resource 
companies, which often made long-term solutions seem impossible. 

“In the 1970s and 1980s, the forest was seen as, at best, a tree farm by resource manage-
ment agencies,” says CPAWS’ first boreal program director Tim Gray—now the program 
director for the Ivey Foundation, which has funded many CPAWS projects through its 
Conserving Canada’s Forests program. Clearcuts were growing larger in size, partly to sat-
isfy a global marketplace, but also because logging was expanding north into forests more 
sparsely populated with smaller trees. That meant loggers had to cut bigger areas to get the 
same value in timber. With the bigger cuts came all the hallmarks of industrial forestry 
disturbance, including roads and more roads—fragmenting the landscape and posing dan-
gerous obstacles for migrating caribou and other species. 

But public attitudes were changing; Canadians wanted their pristine forested areas 
protected. Some environmentalists realized that blocking sales was more effective than 
blocking logging roads, explains Gray, and a carrot-and-stick scenario began to take shape. 
The carrot was introduced in 1993 with the creation of the Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC), a worldwide certification system, founded in Toronto, for sustainably managed for-
ests. CPAWS’ national forest program director, Chris Henschel, helped to write the FSC 
national boreal forest standard, and now sits on the FSC-Canada Board. To date, more 

‘In the 1970s 
and 1980s, 
 the forest 

was seen as, 
at best, a tree 

farm by  
resource  

management 
agencies.’ 

PHOTO: TED SIMONETT
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than 34 per cent of Canada’s forests have been FSC-certified, the largest commitment to 
sustainable forest harvesting by any country. 

The stick side of the equation was obvious: wood supplies from unsustainable companies 
were tarred with boycotts. “No longer was it just a local risk, where someone would come 
and block a logging road,” says Gray. “Companies could lose tens or hundreds of millions 
of dollars in a boycott.” That fight, which played out in the marketplace of both finance and 
public opinion, was not sustainable—not for the forestry industry, not for northern com-
munities, and certainly not for boreal ecosystems. 

The “war in the woods” had to stop, and CPAWS believed the boreal was perhaps the 
best place to make things right. Protecting the region required a new management para-
digm; a new path that ensured conservation would not remain on an endless collision 
course with industry. 

In 2003, the Boreal Leadership Council—comprising CPAWS and other conservation 
groups, First Nations and resource companies—articulated that shared vision through the 
Boreal Forest Conservation Framework, a collective commitment to move toward sustain-
able forest management that council members hoped would become the envy of the rest 
of the world. 

Making it work on the ground would not be easy. “We first had to develop some level of 
trust between the players,” says Gray. “The industry folks had a sense that the environmen-
tal community’s only objective was to put them out of business. On the environmental side, 
there was a view that these guys were just interested in maximizing profit; that they didn’t 
care about the forest. We needed to get over those preconceived ideas.”

The Canadian Boreal Forest Agreement (CBFA), though still a work in progress, is 
perhaps the most far-reaching opportunity to make that collective vision a reality. Signed 
in 2010 by nine environmental groups, including CPAWS, and 21 forestry companies, the 
CBFA aims to protect or sustainably manage 76 million hectares of the boreal. Environ-
mental groups agreed to halt negative campaigning against participating companies while 
all signatories worked together to develop bilateral action plans for sustainably managing 
key regions of the boreal.

The agreement’s first major success—a proposed caribou action plan for the Abitibi River 
Forest in northeastern Ontario—was a direct outcome of collaborative efforts to priori-
tize both conservation goals and economic viability. With its roots in earlier work between 

Species found 
throughout Canada’s 
vast boreal forest 
include red fox, bald 
eagles, moose and 
black bears.  
PHOTOS, TOP TO BOTTOM: ROBERT 
BERDAN; PETER DETTLING; JOE 
DESJARDINS; TERRY SHADDICK

Members of the Cat Lake First Nation, near Berens River, Ontario, discuss land use 
plans with CPAWS staff.  PHOTO: ANNA BAGGIO
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CELEBRITIES 
IN CANOES
To truly get people engaged and interested in Canada’s boreal 
forest, nothing works quite like cap-
tivating images and fascinating sto-
ries. And getting celebrities involved 
helps too. 

With its 2003 “Boreal Rendezvous” 
project, CPAWS brought together  
Canadians from all walks of life—
writers, artists, scientists, musicians 
and hockey players—and sent them 
on a series of canoe trips within the 
boreal wilderness. 

In 2004, CPAWS released Rendez-
vous with the Wild, an ambitious book 
edited by best-selling author James 
Raffan that documented the project. 
The first hard-cover in North America to be printed on FSC-
certified paper, the book brings the boreal to life through the 
eyes, ears and intimate thoughts of the more than 70 notable 
Canadians who participated in the trips—including David Su-
zuki, Wade Davis, John Ralston Saul and Ken Dryden. 

The canoe trips and accompanying national media cover-
age have helped to broaden public awareness of threats to the 
boreal forest. 

CPAWS and the forestry company Tembec, the 
Abitibi plan offered recommendations for protect-
ing over 800,000 hectares of caribou habitat and 
sustainably harvesting the region’s remaining 2.2 
million hectares. 

Although it still requires final sign-off from 
the province, CBFA planners are optimistic that 
clearing this last hurdle is only a matter of time, 
especially with local mayors and First Nations 

on board. For CPAWS, col-
laboration is the key. “It means 
you can create solutions that no 
one thought you could get,” says 
CPAWS-Wildlands League 
executive director Janet Sum-
ner, a key player in creating the 
Abitibi plan and in the CBFA 
nationally. “You can start a new 
dialogue with northern mayors, 
who may have thought you were 
just a ‘southern environmentalist’ 
before. Now they’re saying, ‘This 
is exactly the kind of solution we 
need.’” 

By its third anniversary, in June 2013, the 
CBFA had weathered a series of setbacks. Green-
peace and Canopy had pulled out, and the remain-
ing seven conservation groups suspended further 
work with Resolute Forest Products, an industry 
signatory. But Sumner believes their “winning rec-
ipe” used for the Abitibi plan is simply too sensible 
to fail; she feels it will surely be replicated in other 
regional plans nearing completion in Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan, Alberta and Newfoundland. 

That collaborative strategy has also led to deep 
connections with Aboriginal communities. In 

Manitoba, for example, CPAWS has teamed up with First Nations on many conserva-
tion projects—securing two new provincial parks as well as an end to industrial activity in 
all Manitoba parks except one. Currently, CPAWS-Manitoba is working with five First 
Nations and Manitoba and Ontario governments to establish a UNESCO World Heri-
tage Site in the boreal forest east of Lake Winnipeg—an area called Pimachiowin Aki in 
Ojibwe, meaning “the land that gives life.” 

“We’re not going to get anything done unless we get First Nations on board,” says 
CPAWS-Manitoba executive director Ron Thiessen. It’s not just about protecting the bo-
real, he says, it’s also about ensuring that First Nations have more say in what happens on 
their traditional lands. 

Creating those lasting partnerships epitomizes CPAWS’ work in the boreal—whether 
it’s deepening ties with local communities or building bridges with forestry companies 
through landmark agreements like the CBFA. There’s a huge benefit to working on these 
solutions together. That accumulated good will, knowledge and expertise will be key to 
making conservation gains in years to come. 

Now a Toronto-based writer, Fraser Los wishes he could relive the decade he spent 
planting trees in Canada’s boreal forest.

The “war  
in the woods”  

had to stop, and 
CPAWS believed 

the boreal  
was perhaps  

the best place  
to make  

things right.

PHOTO: RON THIESSEN
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GRASSROOTS

Chorus
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Along the eastern arm of Great Slave Lake in the Northwest Ter-
ritories, the boreal forest transitions to Arctic tundra. This is the 
homeland the Lutsel K’e Denesoline people share with huge herds 

of barren-ground caribou. At the heart of this wilderness lies the proposed 
Thaidene Nene National Park Reserve.

CPAWS has launched a national campaign to mobilize the 65,000 people 
on its e-list in support of Thaidene Nene and to promote the proposed park 
reserve more broadly to the Canadian public, media and decision-makers. 
A national speaking tour this spring included stops in Yellowknife, Ottawa 
and Calgary. The tour and follow-up promotion of videos produced in the 
community through web and social media channels is giving the Lutsel K’e 
Denesoline an opportunity to tell Canadians why protecting this place from 
development matters.

“Thaidene Nene will not only be sustainable for us, but also for the rest 
of the world too, in terms of pollution and teaching why it is important to 
protect water, trees and the animals,” says Gloria Enzoe, Thaidene Nene 
Program Manager for the Lutsel K’e Dene First Nation. 

The Lutsel K’e Dene are working with Parks Canada to create an in-
novative partnership model for managing Thaidene Nene. CPAWS, as it 
has done so many times before, is helping to educate Canadians and others 
around the world about the very special cultural and ecological values of this 
extraordinary landscape. 

Mobilizing support for new parks is just one role CPAWS has embraced 
over the decades since its founding in 1963. It has been an unwavering de-
fender of the ecological integrity of our national parks. Through the years, 
the key to its effectiveness has been the ability to tap into the abiding ap-
preciation Canadians have for wilderness and mobilize a base of grassroots 
supporters who donate time and money for the preservation and expansion 
of protected areas across Canada. 

“The core strength of CPAWS is that it’s a membership-based organiza-
tion, consisting of real people who live across the entire Canadian landscape,” 
says Harvey Locke, a former CPAWS National President and Founding 
Chair for the Foundation for Canadian Parks and Wilderness. 

Facing page: Dawn illumi-
nates clusters of ice  
crystals on Bow Lake in 
Banff National Park.   
PHOTO: PETER DETTLING

Top: These rock cliffs that 
run along the East Arm of 
Great Slave Lake would be 
included in the Thaidene 
Nene National Park Re-
serve.  PHOTO: TESSA MACINTOSH

Above: Young Lutsel K’e 
Dene cast into the smooth 
waters of Great Slave Lake.  
PHOTO: STEVEN ELLIS

Powered by the voices of its passionate 
and committed members, CPAWS’ 

campaigns have helped protect and 
expand Canada’s parks

By Christopher Pollon
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The organization that became CPAWS emerged by necessity out of a national crisis. 
The 1950s were a dark time for Canadian parks, when public neglect enabled govern-
ments to erase numerous protected areas from the national map. It was also the dawn 

of rubber-tire tourism, boosted by the construction of the TransCanada highway through 
the heart of four western national parks, and a rising tide of park commercialization and 
resource development schemes. In response, a small group of conservation-minded Cana-
dians created the National and Provincial Parks Association of Canada, which was renamed 
CPAWS in 1986, to protect parks from the rush of commercial development. 

In the early 1970s, the battle over the future of Canada’s parks reached fever pitch when 
Lake Louise was proposed as ground zero for the Winter Olympics. The proposal would 
have created a Whistler-like village in the midst of grizzly habitat. A coalition of groups 
led by CPAWS defeated the plan. In the 1980s, development threats soared again when 
the federal government allocated $500 million for new development initiatives in Banff. 
Albertan Harvey Locke, a life-long advocate for Banff, assumed the presidency of CPAWS 
in 1990 and, under his leadership, a line was drawn in the sand. “I was a volunteer, we didn’t 
have Calgary staff, we had a tiny budget and national organization, but we had enormous 
grassroots power and we mobilized it,” says Locke. The Banff commercial space expansion 
was ultimately nixed. “People stood up for Banff park even if they had never been to it, 
because they understood how we had to stand up and fight for something symbolically 
important to everyone in the country and the world.”

In 2000 the National Parks Act was amended to ensure that Banff and Jasper would be 
the last towns ever sited in a national park. 

At about the same time the battle of Banff was heating up in the early 1970s, Pierre 
Trudeau made a famously photographed visit to the South Nahanni River in the North-
west Territories. He was captivated: the South Nahanni boasts truly iconic wilderness, with 

“ECOLOGICAL
INTEGRITY”
AS THE PRIME

PARKS
OBJECTIVE
CPAWS played a lead 
role in ensuring that 
“ecological integ-
rity” became the core 
priority in all national 
park management 
plans when the Na-
tional Parks Act was 
updated in the late 
1980s. The legislation 
was further strength-
ened in 2000, when 
ecological integrity 
became the first prior-
ity for the Minister 
of Environment in all 
park management 
decisions. 

CPAWS Wildlands 
League of Ontario 
borrowed a page from 
the national legisla-
tion when it waged a 
successful seven-year 
fight to get the same 
“ecological integrity” 
priority embedded in 
Ontario’s provincial 
parks legislation. De-
spite this achievement, 
only about 20 per 
cent of the province’s 
much-loved Algonquin 
Provincial Park falls 
under the full weight 
of the new legislation. 
“We spent seven years 
getting it right for 
the Parks Act,” says 
Evan Ferrari, who led 
the CPAWS charge in 
Ontario. “It’s going to 
take another genera-
tion to finish the job.”

A white-tailed deer hightails it through the wilderness.  PHOTO: RYAN PERUNIAK



  Fall 2013/Winter 2014 • Canadian Wilderness  17

CPAWS DONOR 
JOHN BLACHFORD 

PADDLES
THE NORTH
Since attending his first 
CPAWS/SNAP meeting 
in Montreal in 2001, John 
Blachford has not only 
become a generous CPAWS 
donor, but has paddled at 
least a dozen big rivers in 
the Northwest Territories, 
Yukon and Nunavut. 

“I really love the wilder-
ness, so I take a canoe 
trip every year,” says the 
76-year-old Montrealer. 
“I’ve been to a lot of differ-
ent parts of the world, and 
it’s not nearly as beautiful 
as the Canadian north.” 

Blachford helped orga-
nize the 2004 “True North 
Wild and Free” Boreal 
Celebration in Montreal. In 
2007, he hosted an event in 
Montreal for CPAWS’ “Three 
Rivers” campaign to protect 
the 30,000-square-kilome-
ter Peel River watershed, 
home to three of his favou-
rite Canadian rivers. He has 
also generously supported 
CPAWS’ campaigns to ex-
pand Nahanni and establish 
Thaidene Nene National 
Park Reserves in the NWT.

It’s due to the generos-
ity of John Blachford and 
many other supporters that 
CPAWS has become such 
an effective national voice 
for Canada’s extraordinary 
parks and wilderness areas.

Left: An avid wilderness 
canoeist, John Blachford 
donates generously to 
CPAWS’ campaigns.  
PHOTO: LEITH BLACHFORD

The waters of the Nahanni River 
boil over Virginia Falls in NWT’s 
Nahanni National Park Reserve.  
PHOTO: BILL MASON PRODUCTIONS 
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canyons as deep as the Grand Canyon, and a waterfall twice the height of Niagara. 
The NPPAC had recognized by the end of the 1960s that Canada needed more parks, 

so work began on expanding the national park system. New chapters of the organization 
sprang up organically across the country; most focused on provincial park issues. At the 
national level, NPPAC turned its eye northward and began to campaign for national parks 
in northern Canada.

The drive to create a park at Nahanni was one of the first big campaigns for the NPPAC. 
It featured a national “Park or Power” speaking tour. In 1972, the Trudeau government 
protected part of the river corridor, neutralizing the threat of hydro development, but it was 
not enough to protect the area’s wide-ranging woodland caribou and grizzlies. 

More than two decades would pass before a First Nations-supported vision of protec-
tion for the entire South Nahanni watershed emerged. Herb Norwegian, Grand Chief of 
the Dehcho First Nations—a tribal council representing 10 Dene and Metis communities 
in south-west NWT—recalls facilitating a pivotal meeting in the early 1990s, attended by 
CPAWS, where a consensus was reached to protect the entire South Nahanni watershed. 
“This was only going to fly if our elders understood what we were doing,” says Norwegian. 
“We drew a line around the entire watershed and told them, if you want to protect the 
water, this is what we need to do.”

CPAWS organized an 18-city tour in 2005-06 with the Dehcho, local outfitters and sci-
entists that turned the Nahanni into a household name across Canada. In 2009, the South 
Nahanni was expanded to protect 90 per cent of the Dehcho portion of the watershed, al-
though work continues to this day to protect an important missing piece of the headwaters 
in Sahtu territory. 

Through the latter part of the 1980s and 1990s dedicated CPAWS volunteers and staff 
also campaigned for the establishment of many provincial parks in B.C. (the Stein, the 
Tatshenshini-Alsek) and helped forge a land-use consensus for the Muskwa-Kechika. 

Bob Peart, a self-described “life-long CPAWS junkie” with deep connections in govern-
ment and citizens’ groups alike, began volunteering in 1974, and served on the national 
board for over 10 years and as national President from 1984-87. He fought for the creation 
of Saskatchewan’s Grasslands National Park in 1983, established the B.C. chapter in the 
early 1980s and helped persuade the B.C. government in the 1990s to expand its park sys-
tem from five per cent to 12 per cent of the province’s land mass.

“CPAWS can look in the mirror and be really proud of what we’ve achieved over the last 
50 years,” he says. “But the battles continue.” 

“There was good progress over the last decade in building a strong science-based man-
agement system for national parks,” explains Alison Woodley, CPAWS Parks Program Di-
rector. 

 After advice from a blue ribbon panel of experts in 2000 that our national parks were 
in serious trouble, the federal government amended the National Parks Act to clarify that 
ecological integrity is the first priority for management and it re-invested in science-based 
conservation measures. But 13 years later, our parks are once again facing a renewed trend 
of commercial and industrial development pressures.

“Parks are a win-win opportunity for Canada. They protect examples of our amazing 
natural landscapes, provide habitat for wildlife, enable people to get out and enjoy and con-
nect with nature, and support Canada’s economy. It’s an investment we can’t afford to lose,” 
Woodley notes.

 Today CPAWS staff and volunteers across the country are continuing to make the case 
for conservation loud and clear when threats such as oil exploration metres from Gros 
Morne National Park arise. 

Christopher Pollon is a widely-published freelance journalist based in Vancouver. 

Alison Woodley (below) 
reviews campaign plans to 

expand Nahanni National 
Park Reserve with Dehcho 
First Nations Grand Chief 

Herb Norwegian (in white) 
and former Nahanni Park 

Superintendent Chuck 
Blythe.  PHOTO: HARVEY LOCKE

‘CPAWS can 
look in the 

mirror and be 
really proud 

of what we’ve 
achieved 

over the last 
fifty years, 

but the battles 
continue.’
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Established 40 years ago as a national park to protect one of Canada’s most 
spectacular coastal areas and designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site for its 
exceptional geological features and natural beauty in 1987, today Gros Morne 
National Park is at risk of becoming an industrialized landscape. 

CPAWS and concerned local citizens are leading the charge to stop a proposal 
to drill and “frack” for oil within metres of the park’s boundary. Their shared goal 
—a buffer zone that will keep Gros Morne National Park and surrounding area 
permanently free of industrial activity. 

 “It’s so important for us to have the support of CPAWS with its nation-wide 
reach when a threat like this to the park emerges,” says Sue Rendell, owner and 
operator of Gros Morne Adventures in Norris Point.  Rendell and her husband 
have spent 30 years in the area building a sustainable tourism business.

Western Brook Pond in Gros Morne National Park.  PHOTO: MICHAEL BURZYNSKI
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The appearance of Mr. Stinky on Parliament Hill a few years ago says a 
lot about both the progress of ocean conservation in Canada and the 
urgent need for bolder, faster steps. 

On one hand, the event on Oceans Day, June 8, 2010, was a roaring success. 
Mr. Stinky, a rare specimen of glass sponge reef, delighted Members of 

Parliament so much that many posed for pictures with the animal, says Sa-
bine Jessen, National Oceans Program Manager of CPAWS and the brains 
behind the sponge’s guest spot on the centre stage of federal politics. 

Not only that, but then-Fisheries and Oceans Minister Gail Shea used 
the occasion to declare the glass sponge reef ’s living space in the Hecate 
Strait off the coast of British Columbia a federal “area of interest,” the fore-
runner to official designation as a marine protected area.

But the event tells another story, too. The glass sponge reefs off the coast 
of B.C. that Mr. Stinky comes from are the only ones in the world. They 
were discovered by chance in 1987 by Canadian government scientists. 
Their find was hailed as a miracle and became the focus of international 
research. Until then, scientists had thought that the reefs had gone extinct, 
along with the dinosaurs. 

Glass sponge reefs are globally unique, scientifically alluring, important 
nurseries for commercial fish, fragile and threatened by human activity. 
Some of them have been destroyed by bottom-trawling, which has now 
been halted in some of the reefs. But the federal government has still not 
fully protected them. 

Just to put this in context, Canada ranks 70th in the world in protecting 
ocean areas within its territorial limits, with only 0.5 per cent of its ocean 
areas under formal safeguard, despite federal promises to preserve 10 per 
cent by 2020. 

OCEAN 
Champion

Mr. Stinky, with former 
speaker of the House 
Peter Milliken and 
Sabine Jessen, makes 
his debut on Parlia-
ment Hill.  
Facing page: A bathing 
pool on Hotsprings 
Island, Gwaii Haanas 
National Marine  
Conservation Area.  
PHOTOS: SABINE JESSEN
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Inspired by ‘Marine’ Sabine Jessen’s passionate ocean  
advocacy, CPAWS has become a strong voice for the  
protection of Canada’s threatened marine environment 
By Alanna Mitchell
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So Mr. Stinky’s successful trip to Ottawa may show that people at the highest political 
levels care about protecting the ocean, but also that there’s a flagging sense of urgency to 
make it happen, even for the most important sites.

That’s the paradox facing Jessen, who, according to scientists, environmental volunteers, 
parks officials and funders, has been a driving force for two decades behind Canadians’ 
growing interest in establishing marine protected areas. 

“She’s been critical,” says Natalie Ban, a professor in the School of Environmental Stud-
ies at the University of Victoria. “She’s one of the most passionate people I know advocat-
ing for the ocean.” 

Ban worked with Jessen for five years in B.C.’s CPAWS office, leaving in 2003 to do her 
PhD. Since then, she’s become an expert in international marine conservation, inspired by 
Jessen’s conviction that the ocean needs champions. 

Jessen’s mission to protect the ocean started more than 20 years ago when she signed 
up as a volunteer with the B.C. chapter of CPAWS. Then, she recalls, nobody was 
paying much attention in Canada to ocean issues. The focus was on the land; looking 

at the ocean was counter-cultural.
For her, though, love of the ocean was bred in the bone. Her ancestors were Vikings. Ev-

ery four years as she was growing up in Toronto, her family would return to Schleswig, their 
home village in northern Germany on the Baltic Sea, which features a Viking museum 
complete with a massive longboat found preserved in a bog. She says as a child she used 
to love wandering along the village’s cobblestone streets, savouring the joys of a traditional 
fishing community. 

It stuck with her. Meaghan Calcari Campbell, who works for the California-based Gor-
don and Betty Moore Foundation, a long-term supporter of CPAWS’ ocean work, says 
Jessen’s fascination with the marine world plays out in her boundless energy for preserving 
it and a canny pragmatism for how to do that. 

“Without Sabine, the topic of a network of marine protected areas would not be on the 
federal government’s radar,” she says, adding that Jessen is tireless at finding opportunities 
to drive home the urgency of protecting the ocean to powerbrokers, all the while retaining 
her robust sense of humour and infectious laugh.

A lot has happened legislatively in those couple of decades since Jessen joined CPAWS. 
The Oceans Act came into force in 1997—making Canada a world leader in comprehen-
sive planning to safeguard the marine environment—followed by the National Marine 
Conservation Areas Act in 2002. As well, the Canada Wildlife Act and the Canada Migra-
tory Bird Sanctuaries Act provide for protection of ocean spaces.

In 2011, the federal, provincial and territorial governments took things a step further 
by agreeing on a national framework for Canada’s marine protected areas, region by region. 
On the B.C. coast, the province and Ottawa have advanced more deeply and have agreed 
on a draft strategy to create marine protected areas. 

Ban says that Jessen’s influence on many key pieces of marine protection legislation has 
been strong, particularly in encouraging the language of conservation in the laws. And 

while activists in other organizations have also pressed for protection of the ocean, 
Jessen has had the staying power few others have been able to sustain, she says.

Even within CPAWS, the marine environment was out of sight, out of mind 
until 2006 because the organization was focused mainly on protecting land. Jessen 
remembers going to CPAWS national board meetings for years and repeating her 
mantra: “Don’t forget the oceans!” 

She says her insistence was so strong that some of the board members dubbed 
her “marine Sabine.” 

“There’s just more awareness of what’s happening in the ocean and in undersea 
ocean ecosystems,” Jessen says. “Globally, there’s a lot more attention on the need 
for protection.”

Her work on oceans started small—and just in B.C. The core idea was to show 

Sandy Bay’s broad salt marshes 
at Port Joli on the south shore 
of the St. Lawrence River are a 
critical stopover for migratory 
birds. CPAWS is working with 
area residents to encourage 
stronger marine conservation 
measures for this important 
coastal area. PHOTO: IRWIN BARRETT
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that the ocean is not just a bathtub full of water, but a vibrant habitat with species, she says. 
That meant collecting lots of underwater photos and finding creatures that could represent 
some of the threats to the ocean environment. The night-hunting giant Pacific octopus, so 
smart it can figure out how to open jars, took on a starring role. So did Mr. Stinky, who 
got his name a few hours into a jaunt up the B.C. coast with CPAWS staff in a closed van. 

It also meant the practical work of mapping the whole coast of B.C. and combing 
through endless scientific and community reports assessing the ecological values of differ-
ent parts of the marine world.

Gwaii Haanas, made a marine conservation area reserve in 2010, stemmed from that 
exercise after the Haida Nation pressed home to Canadians the interconnectedness of land 
and sea. 

“Sabine has a real passion for Gwaii Haanas and was involved behind the scenes in 
influencing senior officials in government and meeting with them,” says Ernie Gladstone, 
superintendent of Gwaii Haanas. 

Eventually, chapters of CPAWS began to focus on marine issues in other parts of Can-
ada. Julie Huntington remembers working with Jon Lien, who has since died, and Jessen 
in 2003 to launch ocean campaigns in Newfoundland. A major push was to establish a 
protected area off the southern coast fjords. Parks Canada was keen, but the province has 
recently pulled back support. 

“Whenever she came to town, it was amazing,” says Huntington. “We’d go to the pro-
vincial government people, do a press conference, talk to federal representatives, hold public 
meetings, talk with scientists—and all in 48 hours!”

It’s a similar story for CPAWS Quebec chapter, where several areas ripe for protection 
have been identified. And CPAWS Nova Scotia chapter founder Martin Willison pushed 
the federal government to establish the first national marine protected area in 2004: the 
Gully, 200 kilometers off the coast on the edge of the Scotian shelf, protects corals, shal-
low and deep-water fish and northern bottlenose whales. Now, the chapter is working to 
establish marine protected areas in the Bay of Fundy and in St. Anns Bank off the east coast 
of Cape Breton. 

“Sabine is absolutely unbending in the way in which she pushes the agenda forward try-
ing to promote systems of marine protected areas,” says Willison, a biologist retired from 
Dalhousie University and president of the Nova Scotia chapter. 

There’s good reason. Jessen has tracked the increases in dangers to the ocean ecosystem 
over the 20 years she’s been working on the file: acidification caused by ever higher carbon 
dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere, warming waters, the flight of species toward the 
cooler waters of the poles, overfishing, sedimentation from land-use, pollution. It tells her 
that the need for speed is critical.

Scientists have found that marine protected areas act as a last refuge for species under 
stress. Ban points to studies in tropical systems and in temperate zones similar to Canada’s 
that show “vast” increases in the number and size of fish in the protected areas. She and 
Willison say Canada urgently needs to ramp up the creation of marine protected areas. 

Jessen agrees. She and other CPAWS marine conservationists on both coasts have re-
cently launched the national “Dare to be Deep” campaign, which has identified a dozen 
potential marine protected areas, some of which the federal government is working on. 

She knows it can be done swiftly. Along with running CPAWS’ marine program, she’s 
doing a PhD in geography at Simon Fraser University comparing the politics of creating 
the areas in Canada with the politics in Australia and New Zealand. For example, 36 per 
cent of the total national waters of Australia are protected, not including what individual 
states are doing. Much of that happened in just a few years.

“It doesn’t take as long in other countries,” Jessen says. “Maybe there’s something we can 
learn from them.”

Alanna Mitchell is an award-winning journalist and author whose most recent book is 
the international best-seller Sea Sick: The Global Ocean in Crisis.

Top to bottom: Finger 
goblet sponges, the 
same species as 
Mr. Stinky, on a reef 
in Hecate Strait. A 
decorator crab inches 
across a glass sponge. 
PHOTOS: K. CONWAY/NRCAN  

Snails leave a trail at 
low tide at Sandy Bay 
Beach on the St. Law-
rence River. Beach pea 
flowers add a decora-
tive touch to rocks in a 
Sandy Bay salt marsh. 
PHOTOS: IRWIN BARRETT
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Scientists  
have found  
that marine  
protected  

areas act as  
a last refuge 
for species  

under stress.

A diver explores a sponge 
reef—critical habitat for many 
species—in Hecate Strait off 
the British Columbia coast. 

PHOTO: DALE SANDERS
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Nature
atHome

Sometimes the landscapes  
most in need of protection  
are those in our own backyards 

By Dan Rubinstein
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Consider it a colossal Christmas present. Last December, the Nova 
Scotia government purchased 220,000 hectares from Resolute Forest 
Products—the largest sale of privately held land in the province’s his-

tory, about four per cent of its total landmass.
One of the drivers behind the $100-plus-million deal for three expansive 

clusters of woodland on the western half of mainland Nova Scotia was a 
desire for more sustainable forestry. With the industry slumping and mills 
closing, the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS) was con-
cerned about foreign timber investment management organizations (TI-
MOs) swooping in to snap up undervalued land, then developing prime 
properties along lakes and rivers and clear-cutting the rest. So CPAWS, 
along with many other groups involved in the Buy Back the Mersey Coali-
tion (a grassroots movement bringing together more than two dozen diverse 
organizations, from environmentalists and research institutions to munici-
palities and off-highway vehicle enthusiasts) pushed the Nova Scotia gov-
ernment to acquire the lands, protecting the most ecologically significant 
properties and undertaking community forestry on the remaining terrain.

Large land purchases in Nova Scotia are crucial for conservation, since 
only about a third of the province is publicly owned—the second lowest 
percentage in the country after Prince Edward Island. Over the last five 
years, Nova Scotia has spent $350 million on land acquisition, an extraor-
dinary figure for a small province. The Resolute land purchase is only the 
most recent step the Nova Scotia government is taking to protect wilderness 
in the province. It is also working to establish many new protected areas 
through the “Our Parks and Protected Areas” plan, a commitment to create 

The 22,000 acres purchased 
from Resolute Forest Prod-
ucts include (from left to 
right) Tobeatic-Little Tupper 
Lake and stretches of the 
Shelburn and Jordan rivers.  
PHOTOS: NOVA SCOTIA ENVIRONMENT 
(ALL)

Facing page: Autumn’s  
palette colours the banks  
of the Kelley River in the 
wilderness of Chignecto, 
Nova Scotia.   
PHOTO: IRWIN BARRETT
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four new provincial parks, 44 new wilderness areas and 120 new nature reserves while 
expanding dozens of other sites. The commitment was arrived at after lengthy negotiations 
between environmental groups and forestry companies in the province. CPAWS played 
a key role in identifying properties for protection and negotiating an agreement with the 
forest companies. 

“When you see environmental organizations and forestry companies collaborating, it’s 
an eye-opener,” says Chris Miller, CPAWS Halifax-based national conservation biologist, 
who feels it’s crucial to use scientific knowledge and to work with industry, government and 
local communities to advance conservation. “The government saw an opportunity because 
two traditional adversaries were working through their differences. The package we pre-
sented was a solution that resulted in a lot more land being protected.”

Because Nova Scotia has such a long history of settlement and development, and much 
of the land is committed to industry already, it’s often regarded as a challenging place to 
undertake conservation work. But many people in the province—including Miller, whose 
family’s roots are as deep as you can dig—have the type of strong conservation ethic that 
derives from living in such a beautiful part of Canada. They’re intimately familiar with both 
intense development pressure and the urgent need to protect the wilderness that remains. 
And in Nova Scotia, as with all of the country’s heavily populated, southern latitudes, that 
means stepping up to safeguard the nature that’s in our own backyards.

Gatineau Park is literally a backyard (or playground) for residents of the national 
capital. The 36,131-hectare wedge of hills, lakes and trees is just a 15-minute drive 
from Parliament Hill, on the north side of the Ottawa River, and draws more than 

2.7 million visitors every year. People come to hike, paddle and picnic, and to cross-country 
ski or snowshoe in winter. There are grandfathered homes and cottages inside the park, and 
because of its proximity to Canada’s fourth largest urban area, there are frequent pushes to 
permit new residential development.

Despite such a heavy human presence, the park is also one of the most biodiverse 
places in southern Quebec—in Canada, biodiversity typically increases the farther south 
you travel—and an important link to other natural areas in all four directions. Gatineau 
Park is home to 125 rare or endangered plant and animal species, including the wolverine 
and southern flying squirrel. Yet it is managed by a Crown corporation called the National 
Capital Commission (NCC) and doesn’t have the legal protection afforded by national 
park status, which has made its preservation a priority for CPAWS Ottawa Valley chapter. 
The chapter, in fact, was founded in 1970 specifically to fight for the protection of the park.

Above left: Pink Lake  
reflects seasonal colours  
in Gatineau Park, which is  
a 15-minute drive from 
downtown Ottawa.  PHOTO: 

CHRISTOPHER POLICARPIO/CREATIVE  

COMMONS Above: CPAWS 
conservation biologist Chris 
Miller.  PHOTO: IRWIN BARRETT
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“We’ve spent hundreds of years trying to shield ourselves from and conquer nature,” says 
the chapter’s executive director, John McDonnell, who got involved with CPAWS more 
than a decade ago, during a successful campaign to stop cottage and ATV trail development 
in Forêt-la-Blanche, a rare patch of old-growth forest not far east of Gatineau. “As a society, 
we need to step back and realize the value of nurturing these areas.”

In the Ottawa Valley, CPAWS’ strategy entails talking to the NCC about sustainable 
transit to minimize the number of private vehicles in Gatineau Park and sustainable recre-
ation, raising concerns for example, about the impact of activities such as mountain biking 
on erosion, and about the threats posed by residential development and an expanded road 
network. Achieving long-term goals—national park status, legally enshrined boundaries, a 
ban on new roads and development inside the park—will take time, but these conversations 
have made headway. CPAWS and the NCC have cooperated on GIS projects over the past 
couple of years, for example, to map potential conservation corridors that link to the park 
and the Greenbelt that encircles the capital.

The Chignecto Isthmus is also a significant conservation corridor. Just 17 kilometres 
wide at its most narrow point, the land bridge connects Nova Scotia to New Bruns-
wick and the rest of North America. If you see a moose in Nova Scotia, odds are it 

(or one of its ancestors) walked through Chignecto’s patchwork of wetlands and hardwood 
forests, which provides habitat for more than 120 species of birds and drinking water for 
the town of Amherst, N.S., among other communities in both provinces. But most of the 
isthmus is private land, especially on the New Brunswick side. And that’s a challenge for 
the province’s CPAWS chapter.

It’s important to encourage landowners to manage their land in a way that allows wild-
life to migrate through, says executive director Roberta Clowater. That could mean leaving 
a patch of old forest intact, doing due diligence before deciding on the route of a new road, 
and maintaining hedgerows and well-buffered streams on farms. CPAWS New Brunswick 
has organized workshops, led by woodlot owners and foresters, who talk about the success-
ful conservation projects they’ve undertaken on their properties.

The province is somewhat of a paradox in this regard. The people of New Brunswick are 
extremely outdoorsy: they camp and hike, hunt and fish, and love the land and waters. For 
generations, so many have made their living from natural resources, whether it’s logging, 
mining or fishing, that a utilitarian approach to forests, rivers and bays is still prevalent. 
Trying to carve out a space for wild nature, in the face of ingrained natural resource-based 
economies, can be like pushing a big boulder up a hill, says Clowater—and you need a criti-
cal mass to impel the government into action. 

Researchers are studying 
the pine marten, a mem-
ber of the weasel family, to 
better understand how they 
respond to forest manage-
ment practices that affect 
their habitat.  PHOTO: LORI LABATT
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well-buffered 
streams on farms.
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But progress is being made. Over the last few decades, the number of New Brunswickers 
willing to speak out for the “public value” of wilderness has been rising, she says. And now, 
the “trickle up” to government is starting to happen.

Case in point: the Restigouche River. With a watershed that covers more than one mil-
lion hectares in Quebec’s Gaspé Region and northern New Brunswick, the river is perhaps 
the wildest waterway in south-eastern Canada, home to lynx, bears, bald eagles and barred 
owls and some of the largest wild Atlantic salmon in the world. Yet less than one per cent 
of the watershed is officially protected from development, leaving it open to mining and 
logging. CPAWS’ nation-wide campaign, “Keep the Restigouche Wild,” has attracted over 
11,000 supporters for protecting the wildest parts of Restigouche. Armed with statistics on 
the river’s angling and ecotourism industries (they’re worth more than $20 million annually 
and support more than 400 jobs), CPAWS is playing a central role in the campaign that 
Clowater is confident will expand the amount of protected land in the watershed to four or 
five per cent within the next year.

“Getting even this much protected is a start,” she says, “and these ‘wildest’ places can be 
added to over time. Protecting natural areas so close to many of our communities will have 
an impact on the quality of life of all New Brunswickers. It’s a buffer against the impacts 
of climate change—protecting our natural flood barriers, air conditioners and water filters. 
These wild spaces are also where people might have their first experience connecting with 
nature. Young families will canoe or hike, encounter wildlife and begin to appreciate our 
important relationship to nature.”

That relationship is what appeals to CPAWS donors such as 90-year-old New Bruns-
wick naturalist Mary Majka, an Order of Canada recipient who has been a supporter of 
CPAWS and the parent organization that preceded it since the 1970s. Majka, who immi-
grated to Canada from Poland in 1951, says she has seen a tremendous change in perspec-
tives since moving to the region 62 years ago. People no longer view nature as a domain for 
them to rule, she says. “My greatest concern was always reaching children and CPAWS has 
helped to raise a generation of much more aware and caring people across the country and 
our province. People who deeply appreciate our country’s natural world.”

Ottawa-based writer and editor Dan Rubinstein contributes to publications such as The 
Walrus and The Economist, and is working on a non-fiction book about walking, which 
will be published in spring 2015.

Above left: Quebec’s  
Restigouche River water-
shed.  PHOTO: BART FIRTH  

Above: Conservationist Mary 
Majka, an Order of Canada 
recipient, has been a sup-
porter of CPAWS and its 
parent organization since 
the 1970s.  PHOTO: DAVID CHRISTIE
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Above: Less than one per 
cent of the Restigouche 
River watershed, cover-
ing more than one million 
hectares in Quebec and New 
Brunswick and home to lynx 
(right), bear, eagles and 
some of the world’s largest 
wild salmon, is protected 
from development. 
TOP PHOTO BY DAVE GODIN.  
PHOTO AT RIGHT BY RON THIESSEN

“Keep the  
Restigouche  
Wild” has  
attracted over 
11,000 supporters 
for protecting  
the wildest parts 
of Restigouche.
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Outdoor
RemedyConnecting children  

with nature may  
help improve their 
health and inspire  
the next generation  
of conservationists 

By Anne Casselman
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Nature-deficit disorder in youth today may mean fewer environmental 
stewards tomorrow. Or so goes the logic behind CPAWS’ drive to 
engage Canadian youth with the outdoors, whether it’s with class-

room education programs, green-themed youth leadership symposia or 
inspiring youth to be ambassadors for the outdoors with their own peer 
groups. “CPAWS’ focus is really to ensure that the future has wilderness 
defenders,” says Elyse Curley, Terrestrial and Youth Programs Manager for 
the CPAWS B.C. chapter. 

At a time when research is showing that more time spent outdoors helps 
combat obesity, ADHD symptoms, and poor test scores, children are out-
doors less than ever. Nearly eight out of ten parents report that their chil-
dren spend less time in parks and green spaces than they themselves did. A 
David Suzuki Foundation survey reported that 70 per cent of children play 
outside less than an hour a day. And no wonder: Canadian children and 
youth today spend an average of 7 hours and 48 minutes a day in front of a 
TV, computer, smart phone or video game screen. 

Left and facing page: Alex 
Mowat, interpretive guide 
for CPAWS Southern Alberta 
chapter, delivers hands-on 
lessons to potential next-
generation wilderness 
defenders from Annie Foote 
School in Calgary.
PHOTOS: JENNIFER CASCIANI (LEFT);  
CLAIRE SAKOWSKI (FACING PAGE) 

Below left: The school 
visits organized by Jennifer 
Casciani, CPAWS Southern 
Alberta chapter’s education 
coordinator, are designed 
to inspire student action. 
Below: Grade 4 students at 
Calgary’s St. Maria Goretti 
School investigate why leop-
ard frogs are disappearing 
in Alberta.  PHOTOS: KATE SEMRAU 



34  Canadian Wilderness • Fall 2013/Winter 2014

All of which spells trouble unless we get kids outdoors and fast, says Curley. 
“If our youth aren’t connecting to nature right now, they’re not going to understand its 

benefits or why we need to protect nature in the future. We want to connect them to nature 
so that as they grow older they want to protect nature into their adulthood.” 

Hence the drive behind Get Outside BC, a youth leadership project for 14-18-year-olds 
entering its third year in B.C. and now expanding to CPAWS chapters in New Brunswick 
and Ontario. The program trains some 40 youth leaders each year at a leadership summit 
held in Squamish, where they meet mentors who work in the green sector, hike, camp and 
learn about how to plan and execute their own outdoor events. After returning to their 
home communities the young leaders, in turn, organize outdoor events that, on average, get 
an additional 550-600 children and adults into the outdoors themselves. The program is a 
hit, probably because at the end of the day it’s a tonne of earth-friendly fun. 

“That’s what Get Outside does really well. It provides information and awareness and 
opportunities to engage with the outdoors,” says Kluane Buser-Rivet, a Get Outside alum-
na who organized an outdoor-themed Amazing Race in her hometown of Victoria in fall 
2011 that included challenges such as rolling down a hill or getting to know a tree while 
blindfolded. 

“One of the things I took out of it was that it’s not as difficult as I thought to organize a 
successful event that gets a lot of people outdoors,” says Buser-Rivet. “Everyone was having 
a total blast. It’s really awesome to see people having fun outdoors.”

That’s exactly what Anne Marie Syslak’s experience as Executive Director of the South-
ern Alberta CPAWS chapter has shown her. Something as humble as spotting a bird 
through the trees or handling a garter snake will get students fired up and excited “about 
the beauty of nature and things that are alive.” Since the Southern Alberta CPAWS envi-
ronmental education program started in 1997, it has reached more than 85,000 students 
and teachers. The program links elementary and high school curricula with environmental 
lessons and even gets students out on interpretive hikes, where lessons from the classroom 
come alive. Syslak recently attended a talk by Richard Louv, the author of Last Child in 
the Woods who coined the term nature-deficit disorder, in which he urged his audience to 
“prescribe nature.” That phrase was music to Syslak’s ears. 

“I thought, that’s exactly what we’re doing. In these programs we are prescribing nature. 
We are trying to connect students with nature and we’re teaching them about the values of 
nature, environmental issues and conservation.”

Anne Casselman is based in Vancouver and reports on science and nature for Canadian 
Geographic, The Walrus and ScientificAmerican.com.

Above left: A student takes  
a break during a hike at  
the Get Outside BC Youth 
Leadership Summit.  
Above: Becs Hoskins, a 
Get Outside BC founder, 
discusses what it means to 
be a leader at the summit.  
PHOTOS: NICHOLAS STANGER

SPECIAL THANKS
For more than  

20 years, Mountain 
Equipment Co-op© 
has helped CPAWS 
to engage people in 

nature conserva-
tion by supporting 
programs like Get 
Outside, and pro-

moting wilderness 
protection campaigns 

to  MEC members. 
Learn more at  

cpaws.org/about/
partners
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As a young boy growing up in Toronto I fondly looked forward to the 
summers when my parents or my grandmother would take us camp-
ing. From my early years, parks were an important part of my life. 

When my wife Dale and I married we’d head north to the Huntsville area 
for camping. After we moved to Calgary, we were looking for an organiza-
tion where we could offer our time. When I volunteered for an event for 
CPAWS’ Southern Alberta chapter, I knew that this was the organization 
that I wanted to support financially and through volunteering. 

What impresses me most about CPAWS is the people and their belief 
in what they do. CPAWS is trying to give our parks and wilderness a voice. 
I’m also a big fan of CPAWS Southern Alberta’s education program. I truly 
believe that education is such a fundamental part of development in young 
people as well as in continuing life-long learning for everyone. 

Our decision to leave a legacy gift to CPAWS was easy given our belief in 
the organization. And hopefully my gift will prompt others to do the same. 
I hope in the future people won’t just marvel at the economic accomplish-
ments of the country, or specific companies, but also at the natural wonder 
of our parks and wilderness. How we take care of this “asset” is what will set 
us apart as a place to live.

Gord James
Donor/Volunteer, CPAWS Southern Alberta chapter

For more information about leaving a legacy gift to CPAWS, please contact Vicki DiMillo  
at vdimillo@cpaws.org

LEAVING A LEGACY GIFT
TO CPAWS MAKES SENSE

CONTACT US

Gord James, a volunteer 
with CPAWS Southern  
Alberta chapter, has in-
cluded a legacy gift to the 
organization in his will.   
PHOTO COURTESY OF GORD JAMES

CPAWS
613-569-7226  
or 1-800-333-WILD
www.cpaws.org

CPAWS British Columbia
604-685-7445
www.cpawsbc.org

CPAWS Southern Alberta
403-232-6686
www.cpaws-southernalber-
ta.org

CPAWS Northern Alberta
780-432-0967
www.cpawsnab.org

CPAWS Manitoba
204-949-0782
www.cpawsmb.org

SNAP (CPAWS) Quebec
514-278-7627
www.snapqc.org

CPAWS New Brunswick
506-452-9902
www.cpawsnb.org

CPAWS Newfoundland
709-726-5800
www.cpawsnl.org

CPAWS Nova Scotia
902-446-4155
www.cpawsns.org

CPAWS Northwest  
Territories
867-873-9893
www.cpawsnwt.org

CPAWS Ottawa Valley
613-232-7297
www.cpaws-ov-vo.org

CPAWS Saskatchewan
306-469-7876
www.cpaws-sask.org

CPAWS Wildlands League
416-971-9453  
or 1-866-570-WILD
www.wildandsleague.org

CPAWS Yukon
867-393-8080
www.cpawsyukon.org
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TOGETHER,
IN 50 YEARS WE’VE CONSERVED  

OVER HALF A MILLION SQUARE KILOMETRES  
OF CANADA’S WILDERNESS!

Thanks to the THOUSANDS OF VOLUNTEERS, ACTIVISTS AND DONORS over the years…
and very special thanks to our MOST GENEROUS CONTRIBUTORS:

Peter A. Allen and Jocelyn Allen
Anonymous
The Estate of Dr. John B. Benson
John Blachford and Janet Blachford
Canadian Boreal Initiative
Canadian River Expeditions
The late Glen W. Davis

PHOTO: TERRY SHADDICK

The Echo Foundation/Fondation Echo 
The Estate of John Webster Grant
The Ivey Foundation
The Henry P. Kendall Foundation
Oliver Kent
David Lang and Sally Lang
The Estate of Georgia M. Leroux

Donald S. McMurtry
The George Cedric Metcalf  

Charitable Foundation
The Gordon and Betty Moore  

Foundation
Mountain Equipment Co-op
The Ontario Trillium Foundation
Tides Canada Foundation
Wilburforce Foundation


