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Planning Participants Must Sign Confidentiality Agreement
To Obtain Copy of Final Implementation Plan for Saving Mountain Caribou

The public process on a recovery plan for the endangered mountain caribou isn’t public
anymore. The BC government is forcing people to sign a confidentiality agreement in order to
obtain a copy of the final draft implementation plan. Valhalla Wilderness Society (VWS)
director Craig Pettitt received a tip about the plan and called Mark Zacharias, the head of BC’s
Species at Risk Coordination Office (SARCO). Zacharias said the plan was released
approximately a month ago. “I requested a copy,” says Pettitt, who sat at one of the recovery
tables for two years and has made several presentations and written submissions to SARCO.
“Mr. Zacharias said | would first have to meet with him and SARCO representative Pat Field
next week to determine whether we could have a copy, and that VWS would have to sign a
confidentiality agreement.”

Pettitt was told that the document is “Cabinet secure” — it has been sent to Cabinet and is now
confidential; however he was also told that the document is “still under discussion”. “Any
document that is still under discussion can be amended, and that means it’s still a draft,” says
Pettitt. “The story | heard was that there are negotiations going on between environmental
groups, logging companies and the winter recreation sector. This has been the best-kept secret in
the environmental movement. It may even turn out to be the biggest back-room deal we’ve ever
encountered in over 30 years of environmental work, but our access to information has been very
limited.”

“If environmental groups can’t tell their colleagues and the public what they’ve seen in this
report, or share the report, that is a very real clamp on their freedom of speech,” says Anne
Sherrod, a director of VWS. “The requirement to sign a confidentiality agreement excludes
groups that have a strong sense of public rights in matters concerning public resources. People
who sign have to be willing to keep the information secret from the media, the public, their
colleagues and even their own members, no matter how much bad news it contains for the
mountain caribou.”

Furthermore, the government has apparently been selective about who was offered an
opportunity to sign the agreement. “VWS found out about the release of the plan and the



negotiations by accident,” says Pettitt. “It was never given a chance to consider whether it would
sign a confidentiality agreement,” says Sherrod. “This is also true of other environmental
organizations working in the mountain caribou range. This is discrimination between parties that
should be treated equally.”

The main issue at stake for the mountain caribou is habitat protection. “Previous drafts of the
recovery strategy protected little habitat and relied heavily upon shooting predators,” says Pettitt.
“Over 19 environmental groups and 50 scientists have said the previous draft strategy was overly
focused on predator control and inadequate to protect mountain caribou. They have called for an
end to logging old-growth caribou forest, as well as for numerous new parks and conservation
zones,” says Pettitt.

What harm could be done by this? “Environmental groups can be induced to modify their
positions and give up protections they would like to see, lured by the possibility that the logging
companies will agree with them if only they will give up enough. But when does compromise go
too far? When does the government or other sectors apply inappropriate pressure and
manipulation to get agreements? What’s to prevent groups that want more protection for caribou
in their area from sacrificing protection in someone else’s area? The best protection from such
possibilities is to give all process participants an opportunity to take part in or observe the
negotiations. Yet, by sending the draft report to Cabinet and calling it “final”, the government
can use the confidentiality agreement to keep out people who would alert the public to back
room deal-making and any dangers to the caribou.

Such situations generate a lack of public confidence in government decisions. This one of the
reasons why two BC forestry commissions have said in the past that all land use decision
processes should be open and transparent to the public. These commissions made their
recommendations on public process to quell huge public distrust of government arising from a
history of backroom deals and even bribes in forest management decisions. The principles of
public process are meant to protect everyone, even the government.

The Society has requested that SARCO release the plan to the public, the terms of reference for
the negotiations, and a list of participants. For more information see the Valhalla Wilderness
Society’s submission to SARCO posted at www.vws.org.
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