Terms of Endearment:
The place of Canadian biosphere reserves in community-based ecosystem management
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This research project is being funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. Funding will be in place from 2006-2010.  The purpose of the research is to study the evolution of Canadian biosphere reserves in order to i) determine how current efforts by Canadian biosphere reserves have emerged from changing values and practices associated with conservation and development, systems of knowledge, governance, and culture; and ii) to assess the implications of these changes for the ability of biosphere reserves to meet their conservation, sustainable development, and scientific research objectives.

My initial research suggests that the emphasis of contemporary biosphere reserves on involving local communities in ecosystem management marks a key shift in their orientation.  In the 1970s, biosphere reserves were created primarily to advance scientific understanding of ecosystems. Now they also serve to address a broader concern for advancing sustainable development.  This shift has introduced a larger range of stakeholders and management objectives.  I will explore the activities and relative influence of key groups in scientific, public, private, and civic sectors in pursuing biosphere reserve objectives between 1974 and the present.

The research will be guided by 4 questions: 

1. What philosophical perspectives related to conservation and development, systems of knowledge, governance, and culture have influenced the creation and implementation of Canadian biosphere reserves between 1974 and the present? 

2. What specific conditions have fostered or hindered the development of individual biosphere reserves? 

3. Why has the local network of reserves grown while the broader institutional structure has waned?  

4. What policy or program changes might help biosphere reserves to achieve their current objectives?

The research involves detailed historical analysis using archival records held at Wilfrid Laurier University, interviews with contemporary and retired practitioners, detailed case studies of 4 biosphere reserves, and information exchange with Canadian Biosphere Reserves Association members and networked organizations. I would like to focus the 4 cases on Mt. St. Hilaire, Mt. Arrowsmith, Riding Mountain, and Southwest Nova as these 4 represent different time periods of designation, different ecosystems, and proximity to urban populations. I hope to involve one undergraduate and two graduate students during the project.  I also want to help biosphere reserves meet their objectives by documenting shared experiences, and strengthening the networks among similar non-governmental organizations. Should it be of interest to the Canadian Biosphere Reserve Association, I would like to consider co-publishing a book that would showcase the work of biosphere reserves in Canada.  The proposed research extends my previous study of Clayoquot Sound and Redberry Lake biosphere reserves, and makes links to a related Ontario research project. Finally, the results will improve our understanding of environmental management and sustainability, with emphasis on changing scientific research priorities, community demands, local capabilities and involvement, and new structures for biosphere reserves.

Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions.
