Conserving
anada’s Wild Species

Studying, understanding and fighting for
the protection of Canadian plants and wildlife

by Rob Rainer, Perth, Ont.

here is little I value

more than the beauty

of the nature that

blesses Canada—es-

pecially the slice of

heaven on the edge
of the Canadian Shield in Lanark
County, Ont., where I am grate-
ful to live. From the log house on
17 acres that my wife Mary Lou
Carroll and I inhabit, I relish dai-
ly gifts such as melodious song-
birds and peeping frogs in
spring; tail-slapping beavers,
sun-soaking turtles and yodel-
ling loons in summer; flaming
maples, ashes and aspens in au-
tumn; and deer, coyote and fox
tracks in winter.

Thrilling me with their magic
and infusing me with joy, wild
species are essential to my hap-
piness. No wonder, then, that I
count myself among the half of
adult Canadians who, according
to a 2012 survey, have chosen to
live where we do in part to be
close to nature.

However, as I enjoy our land
and other wild parts of Canada,
[ am saddened by the fraying of
our country’s natural heritage. A
report I recently co-wrote for the
national charity NatureServe
Canada, and supported by some
of Canada’s most accomplished
biologists, documents 381 spe-

cies and 188 subspecies that are
at risk of being lost forever to
extinction. These include flow-
ers, ferns, beetles and butter-
flies, as well as dragontflies, fish,
turtles and snakes. The list also
includes songbirds, seabirds,
bats, seals, whales and more.
Two hundred and thirteen of
these animals, plants and li-
chens are found only in the “True
North strong and free,” meaning
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that Canada alone has responsi-
bility for their fate.

Since 1844, at least 16 ani-
mals and plants formerly of Can-
ada have gone extinct, from the
famous passenger pigeon to the
virtually unknown Macoun'’s
shining moss. Biologists cannot
yet be certain, but other flora
and fauna may be extinct as well
due to human activity. For ex-
ample, the Vancouver Island
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blue, a butterfly known only on
the island, has not been ob-
served since 1979. Honey-flow-
ered Solomon’s seal, a plant
known only from a few sites in
Ontario and Michigan, has not
been seen since 1937.

Many of Canada’s species and
subspecies at risk have highly re-
stricted ranges. Kluane draba, for
example, is a flower whose
worldwide population exists en-
tirely within Kluane National
Park and Reserve in the Yukon.
False northwestern moonwort is
a fern-like plant known only from
a few locations along the north
shore of Lake Superior. The Un-
gava seal, uniquely living year-
round in freshwater, dwells with-
in a handful of lakes in northern
Quebec. They, along with 108
other animals, plants, and li-
chens are “critically imperiled”
across their global distribution—
perilously close to extinction.

Some other species and sub-
species at risk have very wide
ranges. Among them are the
ghost tiger beetle, known from
five provinces and 36 American
states; piping plover, a shorebird
known from nine provinces and
38 states; and the hoary bat and
silver-haired bat, both known
from nine provinces and all 50
states. Despite such breadth of
geography, each of these species
and subspecies is now globally
vulnerable to extinction.

The good news is that extinc-

Clockwise from far left: the rare
Vancouver Island marmot; Puvirni-
tugq Mountain in northern Québec;
Atlantic whitefish; a rare ram’s
head lady’s slipper; a big sand
tiger beetle; whooping cranes;

a rare wood turtle; Klaza draba,
found in upper regions of Langham
and Tritop mountains, Yukon.
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tion due to human activity can,
in many cases, be prevented. An
inspiring example is that of the
Vancouver Island marmot, Can-
ada’s rarest mammal. Once
numbering fewer than 30 indi-
viduals in the wild, there are
now approximately 200, moving
towards a goal of 400 to 600
marmots living in three geo-
graphically distinct populations.
Though still at risk, this mar-
mot'’s future is brighter thanks to
the intervention of the Marmot
Recovery Foundation and part-
ners such as the Government of
British Columbia and several
forestry companies.

Looking ahead, I hope Canada
will long include room for all of
our nation’s roughly 140,000 wild
species—only about half of which
have been scientifically described
to date. From the Great Plains la-
dies’ tresses—an orchid found in
open grasslands—to the snuff-
box, a freshwater mussel persist-
ing in Canada in only two south-
ern Ontario rivers; from the oreas
anglewing, a butterfly of the
western mountains, to the kiyi, a
fish restricted to the depths of
Lake Superior; from the hotwater
physa, a snail found only in one
hotspring complex in Liard River
Provincial Park in northern B.C.,
to the Sprague’s pipit, a bird of
our threatened Prairies; and to so
many more species in trouble, I
hope that Canada'’s rich natural
heritage—honoured by a maple
leaf on our national flag, the com-
mon loon on our dollar, and in so
many other ways—will persist for
generations to come. B

To learn more, Visit the NatureServe
Canada website www.natureserve.
ca and access its report: On Guard
for Them: Species of Global
Conservation Concern in Canada.

SEAN BLANEY

Tracking the status of plants
and animals in Atlantic Canada

est in nature at a young age. Today, Sean is one of Canada’s pre-

eminent botanists and all-around biologists, able to identify
thousands of plant and animal species and to provide encyclopedic
insights into their natural history.

"1 remember learning to read at age four,” Sean says, “in part because
I knew the names of many different birds. I could look at a birding field
guide and figure out why G-R-A-C-K-L-E spelled grackle and S-T-A-R-L-I-N-G
spelled starling. | became a proficient birder through many family out-
ings and later through personal exploration while in high school.”

Early in his career, Sean spent “eight happy summers” as a profes-
sional naturalist in Algonquin Provincial Park. He earned a master’s
degree in botany in 1999 and that year joined the Atlantic Canada
Conservation Data Centre as its first senior botanist. Eighteen years
later, he is now its executive director and senior scientist. There, Sean
leads the centre’s work in tracking the status of the native flora and
fauna of Atlantic Canada. The centre is one of ten such organizations
across Canada—one in every other province and territory. They are
nationally linked through NatureServe Canada and connected to a net-
work of conservation data centres throughout the United States and
elsewhere in the Western Hemisphere.

"l feel good,” says Sean, “about adding to the understanding of
the species that share our landscape, and putting that knowledge into
a form that will serve conservation interests for generations to come.
I believe that if more people were exposed to the fascinating beauty of
biological diversity in a deeper way, we would do a much better job
of limiting the impacts of our way of life, our societal footprint.”

G rowing up in Belleville, Sean Blaney developed an intense inter-
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