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 Issue:

Proposed Polar Bear listing of “Special Concern” under Species At Risk  

                                    Act (SARA)

Background: 

The SARA-NLCA Harmonization MOU outlines a process in which the federal government conducts public consultations with affected communities before seeking NWMB approval for species listings. Environment Canada held consultations on the proposed listing of the polar bear in Nunavut from February to April 2009. All Nunavut communities were consulted except for Baker Lake which declined the invitation and Bathurst Inlet which could not be reached due to logistics.

NTI, Regional Wildlife Organizations (RWOs) and Hunters and Trappers Organizations (HTOs) accepted the invitation to participate in the consultations. The GN declined the invitation to participate in the consultations; however, local GN Conservation Officers were invited to meetings in each community.

The Hunters and Trappers Organizations (HTOs) in each community, through a contract, provided logistical support to Environment Canada, including help to ensure that meetings were well-advertised and those materials could be shared with, and collected from the public after the meetings took place.

Key points from the Environment Canada presentations were:

· The Nunavut Land Claims Agreement takes precedence over SARA. SARA prohibitions for Threatened and Endangered Species do not apply to Inuit who are harvesting under the NLCA. SARA also requires consultation with the NWMB before any decisions affecting Nunavut can be made.

· Under SARA there is no requirement for harvest restrictions, quotas, tags or any other changes to harvesting practices if a species is listed as Special Concern.

· The main obligation is development of a national management plan for a Special Concern species.

· Development of the SARA management plan requires consultation with communities, and the plan must be approved by the NWMB.

Issues and concerns raised during community consultations:
NTI does not have an obligation to make a decision, or take a position on whether or not to list polar bears as special concern; this is the job of the NWMB and Minister.  NTI however would like to make a submission to the NWMB that; it should consider the following;

· Only one community in Nunavut supported the listing of polar bear as special concern and that was the community of Kugluktuk. The rest of the communities consulted did not support the listing.

· Majority of Inuit present community consultations were of the opinion that the number of polar bears are not declining and are increasing in most areas of Nunavut.  (see CWS consultation report) In fact many of the communities have seen increases in their regions of meat caches and cabins destroyed by polar bears.
· Majority of Inuit present at community consultations acknowledged climate change but did not think that it would have a negative impact on polar bear numbers or abundance.

· The NWMB should fully acknowledge the opinions and concerns expressed by Inuit during the consultation process.  In the event that the NWMB does not consider Inuit submission during consultations, it should publicly give reasons for doing so.

· The listing of species as “special concern” is often considered an opportunity to learn more about a species that is not well known, this consideration does not apply to polar bears.

· The listing of a species as “special concern” is often considered an opportunity to develop a national management strategy for the species, this is not necessary for polar bears as there are management agreements in place (MOUs) in Nunavut.

· The listing of a species as “special concern” is often considered as an opportunity to acquire resources for research of the species.  The funding from a SARA listing of “special concern” would be insignificant to the current annual research budget for polar bears in Nunavut and contribute little to the research program.

· The NWMB should fully consider the intent and purpose of the Species at Risk Act, and the definition of a listing of “special concern”, does it apply to polar bears at this time.

· The NWMB should make a decision on the consultations with Inuit, the most current and compelling scientific information and not consider politics, public misconceptions, or unverified models.
NTI’s main concern is that RWOs, HTOs and community opinions and concerns are taken into account as you make your decision on the listing of polar bears as “special concern” under the Species At Risk Act.
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