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NELS committee recommendations:

Following a discussion of the attached report at a meeting of the NELS committee on
September 13, 2022, the NELS committee respectfully makes the following
recommendations for the consideration of council regarding bear activity in the village:

1. Purchase and install good quality bear-proof garbage and recycling bins.
e Perhaps see if Blue Planet could arrange leased garbage and recycling bins
in Cochrane for SVGL residents to use until the current contract runs out.

. Establish strict protocols for garbage management within the village (including
secure storage of garbage on private properties), with significant and enforceable
consequences for violations. Communicate this information to all villagers.

. Remove or replace the combination recycling / trash bins located around the village,
or at least seal off the access holes during bear season (April through November) so
that no garbage or recycling can be deposited in them during that time.

. Purchase several Caution - Bear in Area signs. When a bear is sighted in the village,
immediately place the signs at the main entrance of the village; at the main garbage
collection area; at the main beach area; at the community hall, and anywhere else
where large numbers of villagers would see them. When there have been no bear
sightings for a period of days, remove the signs.

. Establish or create a village-wide communication channel to provide alerts and
updates about bear activity (and possibly other emergency / safety issues). Ensure
that ALL villagers are aware of the channel and connected to it unless they ask not to
be. Communicate alerts about bear activity via the official channel in an immediate
and consistent way, and make frequent updates as situations evolve.

. Recognize that climate change is a significant and complicating factor contributing to
changes in bear habits and habitation. As far as possible, try to use climate change
grants and funding opportunities to pay for measures that will help to mitigate bear
activity in the village.

. Regularly remind villagers of the numerous ways they can help to reduce bear
activity in the village and take responsibility for keeping themselves and their families
and pets safe. For example, when there is a bear in the area:

Don’t walk alone, especially at night.

Keep dogs on-leash at all times when off of your property.

Make noise while out walking.

Carry bear spray, and know how to use it.

Bear-proof your property (e.g. with regard to bird feeders, BBQ grills, trees
with fruits or berries, compost, outdoor pet food, garbage storage, etc.)
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Background report:

Adjusting To and Living with Bears in SVGL

by Connie Beaton

SVGL has had a very busy bear season this year, and is not alone in this regard.
Canmore, Bragg Creek, Redwood Meadows, and Lethbridge—to name a few—have all
experienced an increase in bear activity this summer. There are numerous and
complex causes for this.

In recent years, late springs due to large volumes of snow at higher elevations have
forced bears to move to lower, more populated areas in search of food when they come
out of hibernation. In addition, extreme heat and drought-like conditions in the past two
or three summers have decimated wild berry crops, and this has added to the necessity
for bears to seek alternate food sources, often in human-populated areas. Extreme
forest fires to the west, north, and south (which are largely attributed to climate-change-
related factors) are also reducing habitat and food sources for bears. It is no wonder
that bears are appearing in increasing numbers in local municipalities throughout
Alberta and BC.

Human-caused factors are also complicating the situation. Bragg Creek, Redwood
Meadows, and Ghost Lake Village all have a common problem: Improper garbage
storage.

Here in SVGL, our garbage and recycling bins (including the several small
recycling/trash containers at convenient locations around the village) are not bear-proof,
and it is evident that foraging bears are aware of this. Council and Administration are
also aware of this and have been investigating other garbage storage options for some
time. Administration has been instructed to aim to have a solution in place before the
end of 2022. In the meantime, we continue to “deal with” bear activity in the village.
More on this later.

Bragg Creek is part of Rockyview County. At this time, a local environmental group
(Bragg Creek Wild) is lobbying Rockyview County to change one of its bylaws (we are
not clear which bylaw) to make bear-proof garbage bins mandatory. Rockyview County
is a huge area with many municipalities within its boundaries. If Bragg Creek Wild is
successful in its efforts, it will create a huge demand for bear-proof garbage and
recycling bins. SVGL Council and Administration may want to take this into
consideration if ordering bear-proof bins for SVGL is in their future plans.

The Village of Waiparous does not have garbage pick-up or recycling bins within the
village. Instead, it has leased garbage bins in Cochrane (which are located behind the
“Venue Bar”), and all villagers are allowed to take their garbage there for disposal.
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Their recycling items are also taken into Cochrane. We do not know the details as to
the cost for this arrangement, but perhaps our CAO could liaise with his counterpart at
Waiparous and find out, if Council considers this a viable solution to our bear-related
garbage and recycling problems. If Waiparous is able to do this, perhaps “Blue Planet”
could arrange something similar? It might be a way to solve our current Blue Planet
contract problem. Perhaps it would be a short-term solution until SVGL can obtain
bear-proof garbage and recycling bins?

And now a look at bears in SVGL in 2022. On May 17/22, a female grizzly (estimated to
be 350 Ib.) overturned a garbage bin and had a feast. She returned for another feast on
May 18. As a result, SVGL temporarily locked the garbage bins, and called Fish &
Wildlife. Because grizzlies are a protected species in Alberta, Fish & Wildlife trapped
the sow and relocated her on May 19/22. Information about this bear “event” was
shared via Facebook and informal chats with neighbours. We also understand through
rumours that Fish & Wildlife told someone (not sure who) to tell Council that we as a
municipality had to fix our garbage storage problem or Fish & Wildlife would not be
back.

Further bear sightings in the village occurred on the dates below (based again on
various informal communications via Facebook, Ghost Lake Live, and chats with
neighbours):
e May 16 — 20, inclusive

June 20

July 3, 6, 13

August 7, 8, 23, 26, 28

September 7, 9

In addition, there were no doubt bears moving through the village that no one

ever saw.

In August, starting on the 7th, two small black bears (one injured) were spotted by
various villagers. The information was posted on Facebook and an e-mail was sent out
telling people that there was a injured bear and that Fish & Wildlife had been called and
would be sending an officer to assess the situation. We heard that an officer drove
through the village but did not come across the injured bear at that time. Four more
sightings were reported through to August 28. We are not sure if Fish & Wildlife was
recalled at those times, but we are aware that some villagers hoped that the injured
bear might be trapped and (depending on its injuries) sent for rehabilitation at the facility
near Cochrane.

[Side note: Rehabilitation of bears in Alberta has been stopped. The same group out of
Bragg Creek is lobbying the Alberta Government to reinstate the former bear
rehabilitation program, as at this moment there are five orphaned bear cubs in Bragg
Creek / Redwood Meadows due to two sows being killed on Highway 22X and one sow
being put down due to being conditioned to food within a human-populated area. There
are many more stories just like this one throughout Alberta, however, bear rehabilitation
centres are no longer allowed. We are aware of three rehabilitation centres in BC.]
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To continue, the two small bears were spotted again in SVGL on September 7; mainly
the injured bear. Fish & Wildlife was called again, and a Ghost Lake Live e-mail was
sent out to inform villagers and information was posted on Facebook. Thankfully,
several villagers kept an eye on the injured bear until Fish & Wildlife responded, at
which time they humanely destroyed the injured bear. As far as we know, there is still
one small black bear at large in the village, most recently sighted on September 9.

It is important to emphasize that black bears, in contrast to grizzly bears, are NOT a
protected species. When black bears become a problem in human-populated areas,
they are destroyed. No ifs, ands, or buts. In the majority of cases, black bears become
problems because of human carelessness and poor management at the various places
where humans and wildlife intersect—such as where garbage is stored, etc.

At this time (September 13), we still have a black bear (or bears) roaming the village.
That means we still have a problem. We have not mentioned the very high risk that this
situation poses to villagers and their children and pets, as it should be obvious. As we
know, however, children often play unsupervised in the village, and pets often walk off-
leash in the company of their owners.

Given that bear activity in the village is an ongoing problem, and given that Fish &
Wildlife has been called numerous times (and have had to trap and relocate a grizzly
bear and humanely destroy a black bear in SVGL in the short space of five months), we
are concerned for villager safety and wonder where any liability might lie in the case of a
bear-caused human injury or death.

As villagers, we should also care about the often lethal effects that our behaviours and
policies have on bears. It is within our power to make changes to help keep our
residents safe, and to protect the lives of bears, which are an important and integral part
of the local web of life.

Recommendations:

1. Purchase and install good quality bear-proof garbage and recycling bins.
Establish protocols for garbage management within the village. Create
significant and enforceable consequences for violations.

e We recognize that the dollar expense for this is very high, however, human and
pet safety and bear lives depend on our responsible management of food
attractants. It is potentially a very false economy to skimp on quality in favour of
low price where garbage and recycling containers are concerned.

Unfortunately, we recommend that this also include removing (or replacing) the
small recycling/trash bins that were recently acquired and set out in different
locations around the village. They are great in terms of making it easy for
villagers to dispose of garbage and recyclable items while they are out and about
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in the village, however, in this rural foothills setting, they are a food source
attractant for bears, insects (especially wasps), and other wildlife.

A no-doubt unpopular (but possibly less expensive?) option would be to remove
all garbage and recycling containers from the village and make arrangements for
villagers to take their garbage/recycling to an appropriate designated location
outside of the village.

There are also a lot of common sense suggestions out there that we recommend
continuing to encourage individual villagers to follow on their private properties,
such as leaving bird feeders empty during bear season (beginning of April to end
of November); keeping BBQ grills clean; keeping garbage in a secure area until it
can be deposited in a bear-proof bin; keeping their fruit tress picked in the fall;
etc. Some of this encouragement is already taking place via the SVGL website,
and since this kind of information is readily available from many other sources, it
will not be detailed here.

2. Establish or create a village-wide communication channel specifically related
to bear activity (and other emergency / safety issues such as wildfires, fire
bans, floods, etc.). Ensure that ALL villagers are aware of it and connected to
it (unless they ask not to be). Make sure that it is used consistently, in a
timely manner, and is frequently updated as situations evolve.

e Itis evident that communication around bear activity in 2022 has been largely ad
hoc, and via informal channels. This has been inconsistent at best and possibly
inaccurate or non-existent at worst. With human safety and bear lives at stake,
we recommend that it become an immediate priority to improve the quality,
consistency, and frequency of communication around this issue. Using the village
website is a good idea, but it seems it cannot be updated quickly and frequently.

. Recognize that climate change is a significant and complicating factor
contributing to changes in bear habits and habitation. Research and take pre-
emptive action within the context of climate-change initiatives / funding.

e As far as possible, we recommend trying to use climate change grants and
funding opportunities to pay for measures that will help to mitigate bear activity in
the village (e.g. the Climate Resiliency Grant and/or Climate Risks and Adaption
Plan?). Failing that, however, we recommend considering the possibility of
reallocating funds from less critical aspects of the village budget toward actions
that will reduce ongoing and undesirable bear activity in the village.
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4. Educate and encourage villagers to understand the problem and take personal
responsibility for being part of the solution.

e We recognize that some of this is already taking place via the village website.

e NELS can do its part by arranging a bear awareness / living with bears event for
villagers in the near future.

We know that bears will continue to be part of the future (possibly in greater numbers
due to climate change) here in SVGL. We do not want to become known as a
municipality that relies on bear relocation and humane destruction instead of taking
action to manage our bear issues. There are many things within our control that can
help to keep our residents safe, save bear lives, and reduce bear activity in our village.

Respectfully submitted to the NELS commiittee,
Connie Beaton and Bruce MacDonald
September 13, 2022
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