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I support the Lutsel K’e Dene First Nation’s objection to the issuance of a land use permit to UR-Energy Inc. and I urge the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board (MVEIRB) to deny UR-Energy Inc. permission to explore for uranium in the upper Thelon River area.


For the past thirty-one years, I have made my living by operating guided canoe trips in the Thelon River basin under the name of my business, Canoe Arctic Inc. At least half of my canoe trips each summer are located on the upper Thelon River system with the rest farther north in the Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary.  My clients come from as far away as Europe, Australia and South Africa (but mostly from the USA and Canada) to experience the remote pristine wilderness of this part of the central Barren Lands and the abundant wildlife that dwells there. Mineral exploration and development are not compatible with the way the Thelon watershed is currently being used by tourism businesses like mine or by the many independent wilderness canoeists who come from all over the world to paddle the Thelon River every summer. Most important, mineral exploration and development conflict with the plans that Lutsel K’e has to protect their traditional homeland in the upper Thelon watershed from all forms of industrial development.


The Barren Lands are the largest wilderness left in North America and one of the last virtually untouched areas remaining on earth. It is to Canada’s enduring shame that its federal government allows mineral exploration to proceed willy-nilly in our last great wilderness without protecting substantial parts of it first. The “conservation first” approach would also give the mining industry more certainty.  The Thelon basin is some of the purest wilderness left in Canada, as yet largely unspoiled by mineral exploration and development. I urge the MVEIRB to keep it that way.


I have travelled all over the Barren Lands and in my experience the most spectacular parts are the area surrounding Bathurst Inlet and the upper Thelon watershed. Bathurst Inlet and the upper Thelon are very different kinds of places, but in my opinion the big, treed, sandy eskers of the upper Thelon are by far the most stunning features in the Barren Lands.  For me, this area contains the most beautiful landscape on earth and I am someone who has seen a good deal of the rest of the world.


The upper Thelon country is also one of the most spectacular wildlife areas left on our planet. Except for the game parks of East Africa, it is second to none. In terms of its wildlife, the upper Thelon is comparable to the Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary in both variety of species and populations. It contains the major migration routes of the half-million caribou of the Beverly and Ahiak herds, as well as minor migration routes of the Bathurst caribou herd. The upper Thelon also contains larger populations of muskoxen than are currently found inside the sanctuary. There are large and growing numbers of grizzlies and wolverines and the area has one of the largest populations of breeding wolves in Canada. The upper and middle Thelon is also North America’s most important moulting ground for the larger subspecies of Canada geese.


On our canoe trips on the upper Thelon River we have encountered all of the five large mammal species — caribou, muskoxen, wolves, moose and grizzlies — during the course of a single day.  On a typical eleven-day canoe trip here we have seen as many as 100,000 caribou, one hundred muskoxen, twenty wolves, a dozen moose, a half-dozen grizzlies and several wolverines.  The Thelon watershed is easily the most spectacular wildlife area in Canada — a true national treasure.


The Beverly and Qamanirjuaq Caribou Management Board (BQCMB) has recently released a position paper advocating legislated protection for the calving grounds and post-calving areas of the Beverly and Qamanirjuaq caribou herds in the Northwest Territories (NWT) and Nunavut. Last fall I provided the BQCMB with my observations on caribou migrations over the past fifteen summers. These observations show that the post-calving areas for the Beverly herd include all of the Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary and the entire upper Thelon watershed (the BQCMB defines “post-calving areas” as those areas used by the cows and calves from late June to the end of July).


The Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary straddles the NWT-Nunavut boundary in the central Barrens. The management plan for this sanctuary (which was recently approved in Nunavut) contains provisions for creating Special Management Areas adjacent to the sanctuary for the protection of (1) the calving grounds of the Beverly caribou herd in Nunavut, and (2) much of the upper Thelon watershed in the NWT.  In the NWT, Lutsel K’e approved this management plan in principle in 2001, pending overall Akaitcho support which is expected to come soon.  Lutsel K’e has also stated its intention to consider some form of protection for the upper Thelon, either as a Special Management Area attached to the Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary or as an extension of the East Arm National Park.  Similarly, in Nunavut, Baker Lake is currently examining an area centred on the Beverly herd’s calving grounds adjacent to the sanctuary for possible future protection.


If the hopes and dreams of Lutsel K’e and Baker Lake are brought to fruition, the conservation reach of the 13.8 million-acre Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary could be extended by as much as ten million acres in the NWT by adding the upper Thelon watershed, and by another five to eight million acres in Nunavut by adding the remainder of the Beverly herd’s calving grounds as well as other nearby areas of interest to Baker Lake.  As a result, this entire complex could be ecologically linked to the 15.5 million-acre Queen Maud Gulf Migratory Bird Sanctuary, also in Nunavut. The outcome would be almost fifty million acres or about 75,000 square miles of connected wildlands — stretching from treeline to tidewater on the Arctic Coast — protected for wildlife and the people who depend on it forever. This would be the largest protected area in North America and one of the two or three largest on earth — a priceless gift from the Dene and Inuit to future generations of Canadians.


For the upper Thelon the choice is between uranium mines and the preservation of a northern Eden that would be the envy of the rest of the world. I know what choice most Canadians would want this board to make.
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