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Executive Summary Need for the project

Why are they

important?

What are
Species-
at-Risk?

* Traditional medicines
« Social activity

« Culture and language
preservation

« Environmental stewardship
* Health and wellness

Who are the four
Anisininew

Nations of * Ensuring the wellbeing of future
Manitoba? ]
generations

« Future infrastructure
development — hospital, high-
speed fibre optics, and winter
road






Data and Methods

Project workplan
« Outline project activities and timelines

Interviews (Knowledge-sharers, hunters, Elders, youth, (including risks and mitigation)
berry-pickers, fishermen, medicine people, leaders)

« Assign tasks, roles and responsibilities

(climate stewards and species champions)

Sharing stories/teachings, cultural activity . Community engagement (to share

information, obtain consent, provide

support, feasting).
Examining archives and historical data

« Data collection and analysis

* Report
Stakeholder engagement (academic researchers, )
subject-matter experts and policy-influencers). - Evaluation




FLIGHT RECORDERS

JULIA-SIMONE RUTGERS

NEW study out of northern Manitoba

is helping to make the case for Indige-

wus-led conservation amidst a global
biodiversity crisis, putting the spotlight on
Canada’s unique abundance of birds.

North America's bird population has declined
by nearly three billion in the last 50 years,
according to the National Audubon Society. But
within the 50,000 square kilometres of boreal
forest and subarctic tundra that form the Seal
River watershed's proposed protected area, sur-
veyors have found more than 100 bird species
— far more than have ever been documented in
the region.

“The total number was pretty astounding,”
Jeff Wells, vice-president of Audubon’s boreal
conservation program, said in an interview.

“It just continues to make the point of how
special and important this watershed is.”

The Seal River watershed crosses three dis-
tinct geographic regions: the dense and boggy
boreal forest, the transitional subarctic and the
rocky, barren fields of the Arctic tundra.

The region’s heartbeat, its eponymous river,
stretches from Shethanei Lake to Hudson Bay,
where saltwater from the northern Arctic
Ocean swells into fresh river water, creating a
vibrant estuary home to seals, beluga whales,
polar bears, fish — and lots of birds.

Previous research had already documented
two dozen species of migrating waterfowl and
shorebirds, but less has been known about the
birds farther inland.

The bird study, a joint effort between the
Audubon Society, an American non-profit fo-
cused on bird conservation, and the Seal River
Watershed Alliance, a group of four northern
First Nations working to protect Manitoba's last
major undammed river, found 102 bird species
from more than 30 taxonomic families.

This study forms part of the multi-year process
initiated in December 2023 when leaders from
the four nations — the Sayisi Dene, Northlands
Denesuline, Barren Lands First Nation and O-Pi-
pon-Na-Piwin Cree Nation — signed an agree-
ment with the provincial and federal govern-
ments to explore the development of a protected
area. The process is currently focused on ongoing
consultation with members of the four nations
and collecting feedback from across Canada,
including more than 30,000 letters of support.

Some of the birds are well-known symbols of
Canadian identity: the Canada goose, commaon
loon and rock ptarmigan, to name a few.

But others are perhaps less familiar to the
non-birding enthusiast, like the American
wigeon, a type of “compact duck"”, Philadel.
phia vireo, a small, rare treetop dweller, and
the sora, a comically chubby bird with stubby
wings, a vellow beak and long neon green legs.

Many are considered species in decline and
anada’s Species At Risk Act
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Efforts are underway to make the Seal River watershed a protected conservation area.
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Yellow-rumped Warbler was among species recorded.

BIRDS, like most other land and water species
acrass the globe, have been atfected by habicar
loss from human activity. Add the impacts ol
climate change — widespread fires, extreme
heat, drought, rain and cold — and the birds
“are pushed o a higher level of stress,” Wells
explained.

“The footprint of human activity is so massive
that it's really impacted birds,” he said.

Breeding birds have lost their nesting
grounds to agricultural developments and urban
expansion, while migratory birds now have to
navigate “a maze of threats” as they travel be-
tween their winter habitat and summer breed-
ing grounds.

That's what makes large, intact ecosystems
like the Seal River watershed so important.

Take, for example, the lesser yellowlegs — a
graceful, spindly legged shorebird that travels
as far as South America in the winter, but only
breeds in the northern boreal forest. The lesser
vellowlegs is threatened,; it's estimated the
bird’s population has declined by 60 to 80 per
cent in the last 40 vears.

SEEST TS PO
Common loon sightings were not uncommaon.

conserving that habitat relies on Indigenous
protection, he added.

“With this vast area in Canada of boreal for-
est, Arctic and marine areas that host billions
of breeding birds, the way to see those birds
continue to be healthy 1s completely intertwined
with the work of Indigenous communities,”
Wells said.

IN remote areas, birding is hard work. Dilfi-
cult terrain, changing seasons, bugs, weather
and wildlife can make it challenging to send
researchers into the wild for hours on end 1o
listen for the distinct trills, whistles and chirps
of birdsong,

The last large-scale bird study up north was
the Manitoba breeding bird atlas, completed in
2014, which relied on “a handful of surveys over
a couple of small areas in the whole watershed,”
Wells said, and found fewer than 70 bird species
across the Seal River region.

This time, Audubon and the alliance wanted
to do things differently.

Surveyors set up programmable recording de-
vices 1n the trees at 78 sites near Tadoule l.ake

region's winged creatures.

Wells was surprised to hear the whistle of
a magnolia warbler and piercing trills of the
cedar waxwing far further north than their
typical summer ranges.

The data, he explained, will help researchers
understand the “little tantalizing mysteries” of
bird migration and distribution, like whether
some are moving north as a result of climate
change

Most importantly, Thorassie said in an inter-
view, it's supporting First Nations’ land-moni-
toring work.

“Often it's our community members just
driving the boat for scientists that come in,”
Thorassie said. “They do whatever they're
doing and then they leave and we never see the
reports.”

THIS project was different. The Audubon so-
ciety turned to community members to drive
the research, Thorassie explained. Elders,
land users and members of the alliance’s land
guardian program decided where record-

ing devices would be placed based on their
knowledge of the landscape, oral histories,
stories and memories. Land guardians then
installed the units and collected the record-
ings.

LLand guardians led an initiative to include a
glossary of Indigenous bird names as an appen-
dix to the study. The 102 species spotted in the
watershed are listed in English, Dene, Cree and
syllabics from each of the four nations, based on
interviews with elders.

“It was really beautiful to see the sense of
ownership the community members feel about
this data because of being a part of the process
from the beginning,” Thorassie said.

While the research has practical applications,
it's also brought a lot of inspiration — especially
for the community’s yvouth.

Since the project wrapped up, Wells said,
some of the guardians have become fervent
birders.

Some land guardians traveled to Maine to
spend time with the Audubon Society to learn
about bird tagging and monitoring. Next month,
Audubon and the alliance hope to bring the
land guardians to Colombia, to take part in this
year's United Nations biodiversity conference
(COP16) as well as a cultural exchange with
Indigenous communities who steward many
of the same species that eventually migrate to
Hudson Bay.

“These are life-changing opportunities,”
Thorassie said

As youth in remote northern First Nations
navigate resource gaps and confront the lasting
impacts of generational trauma, the opportu-
nities to contribute to these projects can bring
hope and purpose, she added.

“Conservation 1s heger than mst the environ-



Two little brown bats hibernatingin a
Manitoba cave. A biologist put the blue
forearm band on the bat on the left in 1989
and | took this photo in 2010!

A silver-haired bat, a migratory species that
used to be common across Canada but is now
crashing because of deaths at wind farms.

Listed as endangered by the Committee on the Status of Endangered
Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) because hundreds of thousands of
them are killed at industrial wind turbines every year.

All wildlife species are valued as an important component of
healthy ecosystems by the Anisininew.

The project offers an opportunity to train youth and other community
members to listen for bats and collect valuable information about
wildlife species using sophisiticated acoustic and software equipment.
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Top — Craig and community members learning about wildlife conservation and other
issues facing Anisininew communities | Bottom — Craig showing how bats fly (with
their hands! Their wings are made of skin stretched between finger bones).




Top – Craig and community members learning about wildlife conservation and other issues facing Anisininew communities | Bottom – Craig showing how bats fly (with their hands! Their wings are made of skin stretched between finger bones).





Oopkwananjeeze in Anisininew Nations



Two little brown bats hibernating in a Manitoba cave. A biologist put the blue forearm band on the bat on the left in 1989 and I took this photo in 2010!



A silver-haired bat, a migratory species that used to be common across Canada but is now crashing because of deaths at wind farms.

Listed as endangered by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) because hundreds of thousands of them are killed at industrial wind turbines every year.



All wildlife species are valued as an important component of healthy ecosystems by the Anisininew.



The project offers an opportunity to train youth and other community members to listen for bats and collect valuable information about wildlife species using sophisiticated acoustic and software equipment.
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Dr. Kevin Fraser, University of Manitoba kevin.fraser@umanitoba.ca




Seed dispersal by the American Robin
(short distant migrant) during fall
stopovers

Lotek Argos tags
attached to birds
\ N for GPS tracking

American Robin
Turdus migratorius
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Native and non- h x ggjsssd
, . .
22::3;2?8 ‘ travelled Through satellite tracking
; -* up to 320 American Robins were

identified through

fecal samples km at found to migrate primarily at

stopover night, stopping in urban
areas to refuel, where they
showed great seed
dispersal potential

N
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BUDGET - $200,000
PHASE 1: PLANNING & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
PROJECT DURATION: 12 MONTHS (PHASE 1)

Category Description Timeline | Budget

Research Team & Community Hire staff, job fair in community, lead researcher & 12 months  $90,000
Engagement community liaison (Indigenous Researchers),

community knowledge holders & elders, honoraria

for interviews and info gathering, quarterly

workshops, sharing circles, story telling, feasts,

ceremonies, land activities in the community.

Travel & Accommodations Travel to the community, boat, chopper, taxi, plane, 12 months $50,000
food, accommodations (remote)

Equipment & Rental — support Acquiring equipment for recording, documentation, 12 months  $30,000
local always to pay the people and story/data storage — knowledge bank creation.
Rental space for feasts, surveys, sharing circles

Knowledge Sharing & Reporting Community reporting and consulting, policy 6 months $30,000
recommendation, printing & translation, awareness
campaign, short story documentaries.



Conclusion

* Preserve the land, medicines,
people, culture, language and
traditions for future
generations

« Establish climate
stewardship action plans

« As a baseline assessment for
future infrastructural
development - airports,
hydro, schools

 For areturn to health and
balance

» Respect, autonomy, and
nation rebuilding
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