 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Is Nova Scotia’s “New” Forestry giving Wildlife a Chance? 

As a new biologist in the 1970's,  I recall a government statement that the pulpwood cut annually in Nova Scotia, piled four feet high, would stretch from Halifax to Winnipeg. To me that seemed excessive. Were they considering ecologically-healthy forests and wildlife habitat needs? Exposed to sun and the ground-drying effects of wind, clearcuts rarely regenerate original forest species. Four decades later harvesters are grinding up 30 year old “fibre”, while companies pay a pittance per ton, and label it sustainable.   

For centuries agriculture and forestry interests have cleared and simplified Nova Scotia’s forest landscapes, so that soil nutrients and the sun's energy produce a few human commodities. This replacement of forest ecosystems with one or two species  effectively removes many of nature's safeguards against events like insect population eruptions. While degrading waterways, forest harvesting at unsustainable levels for decades leaves woodland birds, mammals, amphibians, and down-the-food chain to fish and bugs, searching for alternate habitats. If animals manage to relocate, the new space is almost always occupied. Empty space is rare in good habitats. Territorial battles begin. Wildlife requirements for food, shelter, water and the demands associated with raising young necessitate the use of many natural “resources” that become no longer available. Successive provincial governments have steadfastly paid token attention to these issues, but have been unrelenting in their blind commitments to maintain a steady supply of wood fibre to industry. These commitments - lately leases - have no basis in a natural world and are turning Nova Scotia’s woodlands into fibre farms.   

Populations of forest birds have plummeted between 1992 and the present, as recent results of the Maritime Breeding Birds Atlas clearly show.  For naturalists and many dedicated bird watchers, this is not surprising.  Many forest bird species had nearly vanished from vast expanses of landscape geography they had occupied decades before. Forest insect communities that support wetland birds and other insect-eating creatures have severely declined. Intact bird communities remain only in isolated pockets of habitat.  With small population sizes, fractured by ever-expanding gaps in the landscape mosaic, mating systems break down, healthy gene pools languish and species disappear.  Problems in the tropical wintering grounds used by many migratory species only further accelerate bird declines.

The Forest/Wildlife Guidelines introduced in the 1980's represented a  first step but amounted to a political compromise. The recent forest strategy willfully ignores large bodies of scientific evidence for change, much of that evidence generated in Nova Scotia. 

Too much forest flattening, too fast, and for too long. Ousted from forest harvests, many wild animals resort to marginal habitats, or move nearer to humans. Bears, fishers, coyotes and bobcats are showing up in settled areas like the Annapolis Valley.  

Working for a Mi'kmaq tribal council a few years ago, I found a remnant mainland moose population on 1,000 acres of reservation land. The softwood shade coolness essential for moose health in summer heat was there, but little food. I contacted a regional manager of the provincial government to propose a joint moose management zone incorporating nearby Crown land and a lake. A long silence followed on the telephone. Finally he replied, “We have two crews that could harvest that (First Nation) land for you.”    

Some wildlife species adjust. Most quietly starve and die. Nova Scotia’s plundered forests and wildlife need and deserve a better vision than word play and cheap, thinly-veiled definitions designed to disguise clearcut conditions. If 12% of the land base is eventually protected, should industry and contractors be allowed to severely degrade the remaining 88% for profit? Nova Scotia and its wildlife need ecologically-healthy working landscapes to connect protected areas.  Rebuilding healthy forests would provide long term jobs with the promise of  more stable, long-term financial returns. 

Healthy forests and harvests are possible. Where is that balance? Where is the new forestry? What about wildlife?  The NS government and Nova Scotia Power are planning to biomass harvest and burn hardwood and softwood forests in Port Hawkesbury, producing power at only a 21.5% rate of efficiency. To lower industrial energy costs?  While nature dwindles, Point Tupper burns. The project is too large to be “green”.

Port Hawkesbury Paper LLC has already cut existing buffer zones put in place to safeguard wildlife. Wagner cuts deer wintering areas on lands purchased from Kimberley Clark.  Cheap fibre is the mantra - even if it has to come from New Brunswick. Jobs at what environmental and wildlife cost?  Government biologists will not have the resources or time to assess the new Crown land lease giveaways and if they do not fall in line, will be over-ruled.

The forestry bus, long driven by industry, with governments aboard for the sake of jobs, has left a trail of lasting environmental destruction that continues to this day. Will industry interests  prevail over the newly-acquired Bowater lands? Most woodlands are already destabilized; nature's ability to heal has been crushed or reduced. We depend upon a healthy environment - it alone sustains us. That bus driver needs new orders and a new direction. It’s time to think beyond profits and jobs, and make reasonable accommodation for other wild species living in Nova Scotia.

Bob Bancroft 

