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November 29, 2018 

 

Via email pc.wbnpwhs-pnwbspm.pc@canada.ca 

 

Parks Canada, 

Ottawa, Ontario 

 

Re: Wood Buffalo National Park World Heritage Site Action Plan - Draft 

 

The Council of Canadians was founded in 1985 and is Canada’s largest citizens’ organization, 

with members and chapters throughout the country. We work to protect Canadian independence 

by promoting progressive policies on fair trade, clean water, energy security, public health care, 

and other issues of social and economic concern to Canadians. In short, we stand for social and 

environmental justice and a healthy democracy. The NWT Chapter works on all of these issues 

with a particular focus on Indigenous rights and title, climate justice, and the human right to 

water.    

 

The NWT Chapter has reviewed the above mentioned draft Action Plan and offers the following 

comments.  

We commend Parks Canada for the quality and comprehensiveness of the Wood Buffalo 

National Park World Heritage Site Action Plan Draft for Stakeholder and Public Review (Nov. 

16, 2018). Overall the Action Plan shows a good understanding of the threats to this unique 

ecosystem and the critical role the Park plays in the health of the whole Mackenzie River Basin. 

Unfortunately, the Action Plan falls short in responding to all 17 recommendations contained in 

the reactive monitoring work to evaluate threats to the Park. A significant short-fall is the failure 

to respond to the fourth recommendation – “conduct, in line with the IUCN World Heritage 

Advice Note on Environmental Assessment, an environmental and social impact assessment of 

the Site C project, and if moved forward, any hydropower projects potentially affecting the 

Outstanding Universal Value of the property” (p.43).   

As Parks Canada knows, Site C is a proposed 60-metre high, 1,050-metre-long earth-filled dam 

and hydroelectric generation station on the Peace River in Treaty 8 territory. The dam would 

create an 83-kilometre-long reservoir that will flood 15,985 acres of agricultural land southwest 

of Fort St. John; destroy traditional hunting and fishing areas; and submerge 78 Indigenous 

heritage sites, including burial grounds and places of cultural and spiritual significance.  While 

about 25% of the Site C dam budget has been spent, no actual work on the dam has started. So 

Site C can be stopped. Further, the West Moberly and Prophet River First Nations have filed a 

treaty infringement case in the BC Supreme Court. In October 2018, a B.C. Supreme Court judge 

ordered a trial by mid-2023, before the dam's reservoir is filled, to determine whether the Site C 
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project infringes on Aboriginal treaty rights, given the risk of 'irreparable harm' being suffered.  

In addition, Mother Earth is also fighting the dam as evidenced in the recent landslides in the 

area of the Site C dam.  

We contend that the Site C dam will have significant impacts on Wood Buffalo National Park 

and that the Government of Canada cannot fulfill its responsibilities for protection of the Park’s 

Outstanding Universal Value if the Site C dam is permitted to proceed. Already two-thirds of the 

drying of the Peace-Athabasca Delta which supports Wood Buffalo’s unique ecosystem is the 

direct result of the existing dams on the Peace River. Site C will escalate drying in the Delta. In 

addition, after flooding decomposition processes will create poisonous methyl mercury which 

will bio‐accumulate in the aquatic food chain, poisoning fish and those whose diet relies on fish 

for two to three generations. These effects will be experienced in the Peace-Athabasca Delta.    

 

We believe that Parks Canada must conduct an environmental and social impact assessment of 

Site C to ensure that every effort is made to mitigate negative impacts to the Peace-Athabasca 

Delta and Wood Buffalo’s unique ecosystem. If impacts cannot be mitigated, the Site C project 

must be abandoned.  

 

As a downstream jurisdiction, the Government of the NWT has entered into transboundary water 

agreements with Alberta and British Columbia to ensure the health of the Mackenzie River Basin 

and aquatic ecosystems. These are important tools that need to be used by the various bodies 

identified in the Action Plan. They are also tools to bolster efforts to mitigate and manage the 

potential for negative impacts of increasing water withdrawals, fluctuating water levels, and 

potential contamination on Wood Buffalo for example, from tar sands tailings pond leaching into 

the Athabasca River. Unfortunately, the Action Plan fails to use these tools and link them to the 

appropriate legislation to ensure robust actions to mitigate these impacts.   

 

A third issue relates to the guiding principles for the Action Plan. We are astounded that the 

precautionary principle does not guide the Action Plan. How can the Government of Canada not 

commit to a duty to prevent harm, when it is within its power to do so, even when all the 

evidence is not available and the available evidence points to drastic harm? How can the 

Government of Canada not commit to a duty to prevent harm to this rare and unique ecosystem 

that is worthy of UNESCO World Heritage Site status?  The absence of this principle raises 

questions about Parks Canada’s commitment to protect the integrity of this UNESCO Site. 

  

Finally, we are disappointed in Parks Canada’s processes to respond to concerns of Indigenous 

nations and the Canadian public about the threats to Wood Buffalo National Park’s UNESCO 

World Heritage Site status, and the UNESCO’s request to develop an action plan to respond to 

threats to this site. Delays, secrecy, short time frames, and refusal to meet with directly affected 

citizens about the Action Plan illustrate the Government of Canada’s uncertain commitment to 

protecting this rare ecosystem and the wildlife and Indigenous nations that rely on the health of 

it. It certainly calls into question the adequacy of the Government of Canada’s fulfillment of 

responsibilities for respecting S. 35 constitutional rights, and its professed devotion to a new 

relationship based upon mutual respect and reconciliation.  We expected better from a 

government that purports to value and protect wildlife and wild spaces, and honour Indigenous 

rights and title. We expected honest and meaningful efforts to honour commitments to nation to 
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nation relationships, and treaty and constitutional rights. Further, given that a theme of the 

Action Plan is strengthening Indigenous partnerships, the lack of effort to dialogue in an open 

and meaningful way with directly affected communities undermines any credibility the Plan 

might have. Shame on Parks Canada for breaking that trust.   

 

In closing, we draw your attention to the position of the Slave River Coalition and Smith’s 

Landing First Nation reported in this article. https://cabinradio.ca/11365/news/environment/will-

this-plan-save-wood-buffalos-world-heritage-

status/?fbclid=IwAR0_puq9y3lh1adHrxh8jIR68mXB5zSoDDCdK7oVIdV91YasuVwjFXAyzY

g  We agree with the points they make. 

 

Finally, we note that the gaps in the Action Plan are serious and undermine the entire Plan. We 

trust that they will be addressed.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Lois Little, 

Co-Chair, NWT Chapter 

Council of Canadians  

  

c.c.  

Michael McLeod, MP NWT 

Catherine McKenna, Minister  

Slave River Coalition 

Smith’s Landing First Nation 

CPAWS 

Ecology North 

Megan Beveridge, GNWT ENR 
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