





This lead to the establishment, through Order-in-Council, of
Kennedy Coulee Ecological Reserve, which consists of
1,036 ha (2,556 acres), and the larger Milk River Natural
Area, which consists of 5,344 ha (13,205 acres). (Although
natural areas and ecological reserves are covered under the
same legislation, the Wilderness Areas, Ecological Reserves
and Natural Areas Act, there are significant differences
between these two types of protected areas. Ecological re-
serves are highly protected while the legislation governing
natural areas is much more flexible. For example, activities
such as hunting are not allowed in ecological reserves but are
in natural areas.)

DEVELOPMENT OF THE PLAN

The Task Force also recommended the formation of a man-
agement committee consisting of both government (5) and
non-government (5) members and the local Member of the
Legislative Assembly (ex officio). In 1990, the Milk River
Management Committee held its first meeting. At this meet-
ing they were presented with a draft of the management plan,
encompassing both the ecological reserve and natural area,
which had been drafted by the Public Lands Division of
Alberta Forestry, Lands and Wildlife. The committee had to
wrestle with some contentious issues, particularly fire and
access within the area. It took more than a year of discussions
to get a revised plan with which the committee felt comfort-
able. Development of a vision for the site by members was
the first step in resolving these issues. Members were able to
put aside personal biases and were able to discuss points and
reach a consensus. As the local members of the committee
provided input, representing the views of the community,
throughout the development of the plan, it was favourably
received by the public in 1991. The management plan has
been finalized, approved and endorsed by the Ministers of
Forestry, Lands and Wildlife and Tourism, Parks and Rec-
reation.

The overall goal, or vision, for the site is “to protect and
maintain the ecological and aesthetic character of a repre-
sentative example of the Mixed Grassland Natural Region,
with minimal human interference” (Hood and Gould 1992).
Development of, and agreement on, the vision by members
of the committee was an important first step as it ensured that
everyone was working toward the same goal. This vision
provided the framework around which the management de-
cisions for both the ecological reserve and natural area were
made.
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The vision included three components:

1. to maintain ecological diversity, ecological processes,
native species and habitats;

2. to protect rare and significant natural features and to
maintain species and habitats; and

3. to ensure the availability of public land in a natural
state for use by the public for recreation, education,
scientific research or any other purposes, where
compatible with the primary intent of protection.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PLAN

Given this vision for the site, the challenge lies in implement-
ing the management plan. We started with an area that was
relatively unaltered by man’s intervention. Even though the
site has a history of grazing by cattle, it had been well
managed and is in good ecological condition.

Historically, large herbivores such as pronghorn (Antilo-
capra americana) and bison (Bison bison) were found in this
area. Their grazing habits resulted in patchiness--some areas
were heavily grazed, others ungrazed and still others received
a moderate amount of use.

At Milk River, we have tried to develop a grazing strategy
that provides some patchiness. We are using cattle to achieve
this end while realizing that cattle do not mimic bison in their
grazing patterns. Although bison will not be used on site in
the near future due to concerns expressed by the local people,
the opportunity to use them at some point is provided for in
the plan. Under the grazing strategy that has been developed,
Kennedy Coulee Ecological Reserve will not be grazed and
serves as a core area, providing habitat for those species of
both plants and animals, such as Baird’s sparrow (Ammodra-
mus bairdii) (designated as threatened by the Committee on
the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC)),
that require taller grasses and a build up of litter.

Portions of the Milk River Natural Area will be grazed,
providing a diversity of habitats for species associated with
either taller or shorter grasses and various levels of litter. We
expect areas of shorter grass around salt blocks and sources
of water. Such areas will provide habitat for species such as
Mountain Plover (Charadrius montanus) (designated as
threatened by COSEWIC and endangered in Alberta).

Before putting cattle onto a portion of the site in 1991, a
long-term monitoring program was initiated. This is the first
such program for any protected area in Alberta. The manage-
ment plan is strongly tied to the monitoring program as it will
guide strategies for grazing. The ecological reserve, which is
ungrazed, is serving as the control against which the effects
of grazing are being measured. The results obtained from the
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monitoring program will be used to determine the need for
grazing and on the effects of grazing on plant and animal
communities and on rare species and their habitats. Should
we find that the site is being affected adversely by our grazing
strategy, we will alter our strategy using the information that
we have obtained from the monitoring program.

At the present time, we are monitoring the following for any
effects from grazing: vegetation, populations of four nation-
ally and provincially rare plants [smooth boisduvalia (Bois-
duvalia glabella), small evening-primrose (Oenothera
andina), California oat grass (Danthonia californica) and
one-spike oat grass (Danthonia unispicata)), breeding birds,
including Baird’s sparrow, small mammals, northern leopard
frog (Rana pipiens) (proposed for designation in Alberta as
an endangered species), nesting birds of prey, such as golden
eagle, ferruginous hawk (designated as threatened by
COSEWIC and endangered in Alberta), merlin (Falco co-
[umbarius) and prairie falcon, and eastern short-horned liz-
ard (Phrynosoma douglassi brevirostre)(designated as
vulnerable by COSEWIC). The monitoring program is a
cooperative one with assistance coming from Alberta For-
estry, Lands and Wildlife, World Wildlife Fund Canada,
consultants, academics and members of the public. We will
be expanding the monitoring program to include other spe-
cies and/or habitats and more detailed analyses of population
biology and dynamics depending on the availability of funds.

One of the most hotly debated issues among management
committee members was that of fire. Although all members
understand the role of fire in the grassland ecosystem; how-
ever, the local community expressed concerns related to
safety and potential for damage to adjacent properties. At
their request, prescribed burning will not be done in the near
future. However, the plan does not preclude prescribed burn-
ing at some point, under strict conditions and upon consult-
ation with the local community. We are documenting the
response of the grassland through the long-term monitoring
program. Transects are being established in different habitats
that are burned and in areas that are burned at different times
of the year. This information will then be used in the devel-
opment of a fire management plan for the site. For example,
asmall area within the natural area burned in September 1991
as aresult of a wildfire. Four transects have been established
here and we are collecting information on the vegetation
along these transects.

In addition to helping with the monitoring program, members
of the public are actively collecting additional information
on the features and use of the site. Such information will be
used to identify other priorities for monitoring and general
management of the area. All data is being housed with the

government where it is being put into a database for linkage
to a geographic information system (GIS).

All information collected through the monitoring program
will be used to guide management activities on the site. The
management plan is not a static document. We were careful
to ensure that the plan was tied directly to the monitoring
program. In this way, we were able to provide the flexibility
needed to manage the site based on ecological principles.

One of the keys to the success of the protection of the site is
the innovation of the management committee. The non-gov-
ernment members of the Milk River Management Committee
are a registered society (Milk River Management Society).
The Society has been issued a twenty-one year recreational
lease for the natural area for one dollar ($1.00). We pursued
this arrangement because it ensures that the Committee has
control over the management of the site. This was important
as we did not want to be bound by the traditional grazing
lease/permit arrangements that are the normal types of dis-
positions on public lands. The Society wanted to be able to
dictate the conditions for grazing including entering into a
long-term contract with a local rancher of their choice. The
Society currently has a contract in place that is flexible
enough that it allows the Society to alter the grazing strategy
depending upon the results of the monitoring program. This
is the first time that grazing has been used as a management
tool in Alberta. It is also the first time that a grazing contract
has been issued on public land.

One additional advantage of this type of arrangement is that
all monies received by the Society from the contractor are put
back into the management of the site. This ensures that the
site management, including the monitoring program, can
continue as it is not dependent upon government funding and
the idiosyncrasies of the government budgeting process.
With the typical grazing lease/permit arrangements on public
lands, monies are put back into General Revenue of the
Alberta government and may not be available for site man-
agement.



SUMMARY

The keys to planning for ecological integrity are innovation
and flexibility. It is also important that an overall goal, or
vision, for the area be developed. At Milk River, we are
attempting to ensure that its ecological and aesthetic charac-
ter are maintained. The monitoring program, which is based
on ecological principles, is being used to guide all manage-
ment activities. Flexibility has been written into the manage-
ment plan and the grazing contract to ensure this. Innovation
is being used to find solutions to management and funding
problems.

The long-term monitoring program at Milk River is the first
for an ecological reserve or natural area in Alberta that is
aimed at documenting the effect of management activities

and at providing future management direction. This monitor- *

ing program is now serving as a model for management of
other protected areas.

In summary, the success of any management planning exer-
cise depends upon the commitment of the individuals. The
Milk River Management Committee is successful because all
members are committed to the long-term conservation of the
site and are willing to try new, innovative ways of ensuring
that protection.
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