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Background

Entrance way sign at placer mining site in Dawson

district displays a bear bite.
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This contract involved undertaking field surveys

of approximately 100 mining and exploration

sites distributed across Yukon and reporting on

the extent and severity of human-bear incidents

in relation to regulated mining and exploration

activities. These surveys were conducted with the

goal of determining whether mitigations

imposed by regulators are being implemented

by proponents and whether they are effective.

 

The effectiveness of human-wildlife conflict

(HWC) mitigations recommended by the

Environmental Affairs Unit of the Department of

Environment (ENV) and the Yukon

Environmental Socio-economic Assessment

Board (YESAB), some of which are included in

operating conditions by regulators, has never

been assessed in the field to see if there is any

measurable effect on HWC.  It has long been

suspected that HWC at placer and quartz mines

or during exploration activities has gone largely

under-reported. 

 

Every year there are conflicts between people

and wildlife related to mining and exploration

activities. Some of these conflicts are minor in

nature while others are much more serious and

result in property damage, human injury and/or

bear death. In many cases, these conflicts are

entirely preventable. ENV is trying to reduce

HWC relating to regulated activities that are

subject to environmental assessments by

reviewing proponents' applications and

recommending best management practices to

mitigate HWC.
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Environment Yukon provided a list of
preselected, randomly distributed placer and
quartz mining and explorations site locations
which specifically contained bear mitigations in
their mining authorization documents.
 
In July, August and September of 2018, ninety
eight sites were surveyed in the Haines Junction,
Mayo and Dawson districts. Sites were accessed
predominantly by truck, however, a handful of
remote sites were accessed by boat and
helicopter. Aside from gathering survey answers,
observations of site cleanliness and attractant
management were noted. In many cases, the
survey was conducted away from the camp so
observations of camp cleanliness was not always
possible.
 
After visiting several sites that were on the
preselected list, it was apparent that many of the
sites were inactive. In order to obtain the target
sample size of approximately 100 distinct site
surveys, it was decided that whenever an active
site was encountered, it was necessary to include
it in the survey. 
 
Individuals on a given placer or quartz site were
approached by the surveyor and provided a brief
introduction. The surveyor indicated that they
were an independent contractor and that the 

Survey Methods
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contract was financed through Environment
Yukon. The contractor indicated that they were
collecting data on the efficacy of YESAB's
recommendations regarding bear mitigations.
Boreal Logic contact information and the survey
pre-amble sheet (see Appendix 2) were offered
to the respondent. When an active site was
successfully surveyed, the GPS location was
noted. Respondents were not offered an
incentive to complete the survey and were not
subsidized if they did complete the survey.
 
Of those 98 sites that were surveyed, 91
respondents were cooperative and 7
respondents were deemed uncooperative. Of the
91 viable surveys, 71 surveys could be traced to
their site YESAB and mining authorization
number with 100% certainty. Twenty sites could
not be accurately traced back to their YESAB or
mining authorization number because the GPS
coordinates recorded at the location of survey
were at an access road which led to several other
claims and were not actually reflective of site
where respondent worked and/or the
respondent was not able to provide the name of
the owner of the site or the name of the person
who was listed on the YESAB/mining
authorization documents. 
 
Respondents were asked about bear incidents
that occurred on site versus in camp. In camp
included any area where food was stored,
prepared (including kitchen facilities) and where
people slept. On site was considered all other
areas of camp.

YESAB Registry Document
Database Methods

To create the YESAB Registry Document
Database, the YESAB registry was accessed
(www.yesabregistry.ca) and the mining
authorization document, decision document and
evaluation report were downloaded for 181
projects. The terms and conditions relating to
bear mitigations were extracted from these
documents. The bear mitigation comments
made by Environment Yukon (see Figure 1) were
also obtained from the YESAB registry and
compiled. The terms and conditions were then
analyzed with particular emphasis placed on
whether certain bear mitigations were
recommended, legislated or rejected throughout
the YESAB process.

Barriers to Gathering Data

A lack of information on which mining sites were
active made gathering more than 98 surveys
impractical. Furthermore, there is no system in
place with the Energy, Mines and Resources
Department of Yukon Government to track
whether or not a particular mining site is active
or not at any given time. As a result, there was no
way to "call ahead" to a site to ensure that there
were going to be potential survey respondents
present. Lastly, no legal immunity for mine
workers who might be willing to provide
information about illegally shot bears meant that
there was apprehension on behalf of
respondents to disclose information that might
have implicated them. 
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The most consistently referenced publication in proponent terms and conditions regarding bear
training, attractant management, proper fuel storage and bear mitigation strategies is GIABC, available
as a pamphlet or on the Yukon Government website. Of the 71 confirmed sites, 27% have either
recommendations or legislations regarding the use of GIABC (Figure 28, page 14). However, only 6% of
survey respondents indicated that they use pamphlets or the Yukon Government website as a source
for bear mitigation information (Figure 17, pg. 9). This suggests that people working on Yukon placer
and quartz claims are not using the resources explicitly suggested by YESAB and the decision body to
mitigate bear interactions.
 
Of those sites that were visited, 34% were observed to have poorly secured petroleum products - a
known bear attractant (Figure 23, page 11). The survey data also shows that sites with no legislation or
recommendation regarding petroleum storage in their terms and conditions are twice as likely to have
unsecured fuels on site compared to sites that do have petroleum storage terms and conditions (Figure
24, page 11). 
 
Inconsistent description of attractant management in decision documents:
There are inconsistencies in how attractant management is either legislated or recommended in
proponent terms and conditions (Figure 26 and Table 3, page 14). This potentially results in ambiguity
regarding how proponents ought to manage their attractants. For example, some proponents might
tell their neighbour that it is not a legislated requirement - which might in fact be true for their site, but
not for their neighbour - especially given that 74% of survey respondents indicated that they did not
know or only partially knew their operating conditions. Such inconsistencies also pose difficulties from
an enforcement standpoint. When the terms and conditions differ from site to site, it is more
challenging to implement a clear and consistent response policy.
 
Inconsistent citation of “wildlife incident” in decision documents:
Decision documents do not consistently state what project proponents need to do in the case of
wildlife incidents. For example, in the 71 sites that were surveyed and linked to their mining
authorization number, 22 decision documents legislated the reporting of wildlife incidents (“proponent
shall report wildlife incidents…”) whereas 17 project proposals had the same term removed before the
decision document was issued and 32 decision documents made no mention of reporting wildlife
incidents at all (Figure 27, page 13). As a result, there is inconsistency in the understanding of how
proponents ought to respond to wildlife incidents. 
 
Ambiguous use of the term “wildlife incident” in decision documents:
Many of the decision documents issued by YESAB for placer and quartz projects include terms and
conditions that legislate or recommend the reporting of wildlife incidents. For example, many decision
documents state that, “...the Proponent shall report any incidents involving wildlife to the District
Conservation Officer and report when bears are frequenting the camp area for advice on further
mitigation”. However, the Quartz and Placer Land Use Regulations makes no reference to the term
“incident” nor does the Yukon Wildlife Act. In a Yukon Conservation Officer Services Facebook post from
December 2018, it was noted, "...that a bear incident does not mean a human altercation with a bear,
but could simply be a bear passing through a community or property”
(https://www.facebook.com/yukoncoservices/). It is in the best interest of mining proponents as well as
those responsible for responding to wildlife incidents, such as conservation officers, to establish more
clarity around the term wildlife incident. 
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Conclusion
Evidence of human wildlife conflicts in the majority of other Yukon sectors, namely residential, is

derived based on the number of reported conflicts. This information is gathered through COSB

occurrence reports which include important descriptions of where a conflict occurred, the type of

animal species involved and how a resident can better enhance their attractant management

strategy. Mining sites, however, occupy far more remote spaces in Yukon. As a result, for those mining

sites that are situated in particularly active bear territory and are mismanaging attractants, shooting

a bear is an easier strategy than reporting a conflict and risking unwanted attention from

enforcement and regulators. As evidenced in this report, many miners have easy access to firearms

and are not aware of the obligation to report bear incidents. This report also demonstrates that many

miners are not aware of their site’s terms and conditions (“operating conditions”) which may or may

not impose explicit obligations to report bear incidents that occur onsite. Taken together, the

reliability of the data regarding the actual number of bear conflicts that are occurring at Yukon

mining sites remains questionable. 

 

This report also demonstrates that the decision documents issued to proponents are lacking in

consistency with regard to bear conflict mitigation legislation. When YESAB assessors submit their

comments for a particular project, they do so based on a case-by-case basis using the most recent

similar files and ones that have the same context (e.g. habitat interactions). However, there is no

framework or grid which dictates, for example, that all class 3 placer sites with a camp must have an

electric fence. Furthermore, the decision body might comment on the YESAB assessor’s comment 

and change the outcome. The result, as evidenced in this report, is that some terms and conditions

contain bear mitigations that are enforceable (e.g. legislated through the use of the term “shall” in

the decision document) whereas other bear mitigation terms and conditions are mere

recommendations. Furthermore, the lack of consistency with regard to terms and conditions

promotes a lack of clarity for proponents given that the neighbouring site might have a completely

different set.
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(1) I think they need to make it so that if a

bear gets shot by a miner, that they can

report the shooting without fearing they

will be prosecuted. If you report a shooting

of a bear, the CO comes and does an

investigation. I haven't had to shoot many

bears on my other sites but when I have

had to, I'm always surprised. I don't change

any of the practices between my various

sites, but some of the sites are located in

areas that are on bear routes or something.

As a result, I don't know if bear conflicts are

at all to do with site [operating] conditions.

 

(2) I know that lots of miners shoot bears

and just don't report it cause it's too much

hassle or they don't want to deal with the

headache.

 

(3) If you want to know about # of bears

being shot, make it easy to report

anonymously. Most miners just deal with

trouble bears themselves - there's no

incentive to report.

Excerpts from the question "How would you change Yukon's

regulatory systems for miners with regards to bears?":
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(4) Lots of miners don't report because they

are worried about prosecution

 

(5) I hear people talking about bears being

shot.

 

(6) I've heard of lots of miners that have

killed and buried bears

 

(7) There's not much the government can

do if a miner wants to shoot a bear - they're

going to do it. Well, the government has no

idea about the actual number of bears that

are shot because most people/miners don't

want to deal with government crap. So if

they make it easier to report, they might

actually get an accurate number of bears

that miners are encountering.

 

(8) Because of how remote we are/how far

away we are from the COs, we have to

handle bear encounters ourselves. As a

result, there really needs to be more

flexibility and understanding of this

context. The COs are compelled to blame

someone for a dead bear so it doesn't

create a system that is conducive to

wanting to report.

*none of the responses included here were
made by respondents who also reported having
killed bears on site in defence of life and
property. 
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