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Ongoing study looks at potential
threat of mountain pine beetle

When it comes to learning more about the
eastward movement of the mountain pine
beetle and the potential threat it could pose
for northern Saskatchewan, two research-
ers from the nation’s capital recently made
their way west.

Dr. Howard Huynh, a postdoctoral
fellow from Ottawa’s Carleton University,
was joined by Professor Stephan Schott
in Meadow Lake last week in an effort to
collect data and secure feedback for a study
they are conducting on the mountain pine
beetle and the impact it could have on the
forest industry.

“Since last year we have been contacting
different stakeholders and rights holders in
the area to see if they would be interested in
participating in a study on forest manage-
ment and policy in the area, in the context
of possible mountain pine beetle arrival
in Saskatchewan, and specifically in the
Meadow Lake area,” Huynh reiterated.

The duo arrived in the community last
Sunday (June 16) and returned home
Friday (June 21).

“This 1s part of a larger project together
with the University of Alberta and the Uni-
versity of Victoria, and it’s looking at things
like the eastward spread of the mountain
pine beetle,” Schott added. “These beetles
have spread over the Rocky Mountains into
Alberta, and Saskatchewan is investing in
Alberta to stop the further eastward spread.
Our study is looking at the risks of that,
understanding also how people perceive
that risk. For example, the typical host for
the mountain pine beetle is large pole pine.
We want to study if there is a chance it can
also go over the jack pine. Our research
partners are doing scientific testing on the
beetles themselves and different hosts, and
we also want to know is this perceived as
a threat by people or not and how they
react to it. We also want to explore it in
the context of climate change because we
know, with climate change, we see more
forest fires, different species thriving, insects
generally spreading, so we want to see if
people are planning for that.”

During their visit to the area, Schott and
Huynh met with officials from Mistik Man-
agement Ltd., as well as others.

“Before we arrived in Meadow Lake,
we did some interviews in Saskatoon with
stakeholders who have had and who contin-
ue to have or conduct activities in Meadow
Lake,” Huynh said. “One is a retired bird-
er who organizes trips for the Saskatoon
Nature Society. Another individual is a
former resident of Montreal Lake who lives
off the land and is an avid nature lover,
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Dr. Howard Huynh (left) and Professor Stephan Schott of Carleton University in Ottawa
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were in Meadow Lake recently to conduct research for a study they are conducting on the
mountain pine beetle and the impact it could have on the forest industry.

while another was a conservation director
for the Saskatoon Nature Society. Here,
we met with Mistik Management. We also
approached the local pulp mill, but they
haven’t called us back. We're trying to put
faces to our names, so, the last few days,
we’ve been driving around town trying to
introduce ourselves to various individuals
and agencies. However, we haven’t had a
lot of luck in getting interviews scheduled.”

The two men, however, did have an op-
portunity to also meet with local outfitters
as well as a representative from the provin-
cial Ministry of Environment.

“We also spoke with with Flying Dust
First Nation, while our colleagues have
spoken with people in Canoe Lake and Ile-
a-la Crosse,” Schott noted. “We see this as
a long-term relationship building process.
The project is still two-and-a-half years or
so in the running... We are interested in
building new relationships, especially when
it comes to First Nations and Métis people.
We don’t know what their challenges, inter-
ests or priorities are, and we want to listen
to them and, with them, perhaps apply for
new funding to go in the direction they are
interested in. We're doing that in Alberta
currently... Many of the First Nations are
represented by models from the government
or by industry, and they cant counteract
it. We want to help them by connecting
Indigenous knowledge with other model-
ling. .. From what we’ve heard so far, the
community does not know much about the
mountain pine beetle. They haven’t really
seen it... | hey are, however, interested in

learning more about it.”

The mountain pine beetle is a small,
bark beetle about four to 7.5 millimetres in
length — approximately the size of a grain
of rice. It is the most significant pest threat
to pine forests in North America, posing a
threat to pine forest ecosystems and sustain-
able development of the forest industry in
Saskatchewan and across Canada.

Saskatchewan serves as a critical barrier
to stopping the spread of mountain pine
beetles in Canada’s Boreal forest. If the
beetle spreads across Saskatchewan, the
rate of spread will likely increase substan-
tially because the distribution and density
of pine forests increases in eastern forests.
The mountain pine beetle outbreak in Brit-
ish Columbia infested more than 18 million
hectares and killed 731 million cubic
metres, or 54 per cent, of the province’s
merchantable lodgepole pine. Those losses
impacted forest-dependent communities.

“This study is not just about publish-
ing scientific or academic papers, but also
about information dissemination to the
public,” Huynh said. “We understand how
government and industry will respond to
this kind of biological threat, but we’re just
as interested in what the community has to
say because sometimes their voices aren’t
necessarily heard or documented or taken
into account. That is the impetus for this
study and for our approach. As for the tan-
gible results we’ve reached so far, we have
discovered Meadow Lake is a very unique
community when it comes to the local forest
operation. It’s a very unique model we’re
trying to understand right now concerning
relationships between the forest industry

and Indigenous communities. Several
stakeholders have emphasized the need for
greater communication and greater public
education. We’re hoping to get those differ-
ent perspectives from different stakeholders
on how they value the forest and how they
envision forest management manifesting

to reflect their value systems. Even though
our main interest lies in the mountain pine
beetle, studying their life history, dispersal,
possible establishment in new areas east

of where they originate, we’re very flexible
and our team is very multi-disciplinary. We
want to emphasize we’re coming in with an
open mind, we’re not dictating or forcing
anybody to participate. We’re trying to
gather the necessary information from the
community itself and identify their priori-
ties, their needs for their communities.”

Schott, meanwhile, also stated the goal of
the study 1s not to scare anyone.

“It 1s a potential crisis, but, right now, it
has been contained in Alberta,” he said.
“But, people should be aware. If they see
something, report it and look at solutions.
We are looking at different, practical solu-
tions of dealing with certain outbreaks.”

He also said both he and Huynh are
likely to return to Meadow Lake in the
future.

“We just started stakeholder engage-
ment, learning how they want to see the
forest of the future,” he said. “In the end,
we want to bring all the stakeholders
together for Phase 2. We will likely be
back one if not two more times. And, in
the end, we want to validate all our results
with the community. We don’t want to
publish anything until we run it by the
community to make sure we’ve interpreted
everything correctly. So far, Meadow
Lake is a very interesting forest model. We
would like to understand the process more
and see if it can become a role model for
other areas. We see Indigenous engage-
ment is a problem in forest management
across Canada, but it’s well integrated
here in terms of the consultation part. Our
objective is really to help the community.
We aren’t thinking about publishing this
paper and leaving things alone. And, if
people have suggestions on how we can
help them more in this field — connected
to our research obviously — we’d be very
happy to accept those suggestions. We
have a method where we constantly revise
our research objective... The only thing
we want to find out is what the perceived
understanding is of the mountain pine
beetle and its threat.”

Phil Ambroziak m pride.news@sasktel.net

We do Custom Stamp Orders!

CONTACT NORTHERN PRIDE * 306-236-5353 ¢ northern.pride@sasktel.net “




