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Shoot-for-Pay Wildlife Farms in Alberta: Ten Flaws

An Advisory White Paper

Article Summary:

A proposed policy change to permit the shooting of captive elk and deer for pay on Alberta farms (Cervid Harvesting Preserves) is under discussion. This paper presents ten serious issues deserving public consideration.  

(1) Risk of rapid disease spread  increases with the extensive movement of shooter bulls and bucks within Alberta.

(2) Public ownership and access to land may be reduced as marginal crown land is converted to private shooting farms 

(3) Negative public reactions to shooting farms can lead to reduced support for existing conservationist hunter groups,

(4) A track record of public reversals of policy exists for States and Provinces that formerly allowed shooting farm operations.  This may predict the future of Alberta if shooting is approved,  

(5) Plans for farmer’s self-regulation appears inadequate 

(6) Biological problems of habitat fragmentation, reduced biodiversity, increased predator control needs, and genetic mixing between hybrid captives and wild stock are exacerbated, 

(7) Economic risks exist to livestock industry from disease spread to cattle; financial burdens are borne by taxpayers to pay for regulation, enforcement, and compensation for disease culls.

(8) Questionable compatibility with naturalistic, ecological, and aesthetic values; generally offensive to Aboriginal cultures, 

(9) Inequitable because a very few businesses profit and costs are borne by all Alberta citizens, 

(10) Inadequate information transfer; Alberta government requires clear public support to change policy and the public needs information on the processes and procedures of shooting farms to develop an informed opinion. 

Recommendations in this paper relate specifically to shooting for pay operations, not to game ranching for venison or velvet antler, nor do they speak to perceptions of ethics or morals of shooting farms. 

______________________________________________________________________  

Introduction

It is currently illegal to accept payment from customers to shoot penned elk and deer in Alberta but that may be changing soon. Farmers that raise elk, white-tailed deer and mule deer for venison, velvet antler, and for export are currently organizing to sponsor legislation that will change the Alberta Wildlife Act and the Livestock Industry Diversification Act to make shooting for pay of captive elk and deer legal
. In 1990, Alberta Provincial policies were modified to allow captive raising of deer and elk for meat and antler products.  Since then, diseases have become a common problem and knowledge of diseases has greatly expanded our understanding of their potential problems.  Organizations representing approximately  590 elk and deer farmers in Alberta
 in 2001 are still seeking policy changes to allow shooting of captive deer and elk for pay.  

Wildlife Shooting Farms

Wildlife shooting farms, sometimes called Cervid Harvesting Preserves or CHPs, are high-fenced enclosures where elk and deer are released for the purpose of facilitating fee-paying marksmen in the opportunity to kill an animal. This is a controversial practice in public opinion but many activities receive a range of public support. This article focuses primarily on aspects of biology, ecological impacts, economics, pragmatism and public equitability. Wildlife farmers clearly embrace the lifestyle and their degree of devotion to their operations is strong. They contend that selling valuable opportunities to shoot penned wildlife is a legitimate business and their information outreach is persuasive and effective. Unfortunately, it appears incomplete in regards to public costs and risk factors.  To improve Albertans’ understanding of these risks, this article features 10 concerns that merit such consideration.

I. Increased Disease Movement with Animal Transport: What we do and Do Not Know about Chronic Wasting Disease. What we know and do not know about Chronic Wasting Disease
We live in an era of emerging and re-emerging infectious diseases.  Most of the best known examples such as Ebola virus and AIDS involve humans and public health.  Rarely do we see an agent with potential devastating effects for wildlife populations.  But there is a new player in the wildlife disease world; its name is chronic wasting disease or CWD.  It primarily infects mule deer and elk.  CWD might turn out to be little more than a pain in the neck of our mule deer populations, or it might be a disaster in the making.

Here, in diarised form is what is known and not known, and what can be surmised about Chronic Wasting Disease.

1) CWD is one of several transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (TSEs) that include bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) or mad cow disease in cattle, scrapie in domestic sheep, and Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in man.  Although it is related to BSE and the fatal human brain illness called variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, CWD has not been shown to trigger the illnesses in humans or livestock.

2) CWD is associated with brain tissue proteins known as prions.  And prions are not viruses, bacteria, parasites or other pathoges.  Prions are corrupted pure proteins produced by genes.  The point is they are unique and we know relatively little about them.

3) Infected deer and elk waste away and die.

4) Method of transmission between cervids is unknown, although the agent is presumed to be shed ‘in some combination of saliva, feces, urine and/or placental tissues and fluids.  But it is known that captive cervids have spread disease to free-ranging wild cervids, captive cervids have spread CWD to other captive cervids, and we surmise that wild cervids have infected captive cervids by some through-the- fence means.

5) There is no vaccine or treatment.

6) There is no test for the disease in live elk, though some progress has been made working with deer.

7) The first known cases were found in a captive cervid research facility operated by the Colorado Fish and Wildlife Division, Ft. Collins, Colorado.

8) The second know cases were found in a similar facility of Wyoming Department of Game and Fish in Sybille, Wyoming.  This facility shared animals with the Colorado facility.

9) Fifty-seven of 66 mule deer developed clinical signs of CWD at these facilities between 1974 and 1979, and none survived.

10) Workers at the Colorado facility killed all deer and elk in contaminated pens, plowed the soil and repeatedly sprayed buildings and grounds with disinfectant and restocked with disease-free elk.  Within a few years, animals again died of CWD.

11) It can be surmised that CWD spread from those facilities to free ranging wild mule deer, white-tailed deer and elk near these facilities.  The disease is now firmly entrenched in wild mule deer in northeastern Colorado, southeastern Wyoming and western Nebraska.

12) It can be surmised that CWD spread from wild deer to elk game ranches in those areas. 

13) Since the early 1990s, CWD has spread from captive elk in Colorado game ranches to similar facilities in South Dakota, Montana, Oklahoma, Nebraska, Kansas, Texas, and Saskatchewan.

14) The number of infected captive elk in Saskatchewan is significant, numbering well over 100 on many elk farms.

15) Several wild mule deer have been found infected in Saskatchewan near elk farms and unfortunately, near Alberta.  It can be surmised that captive elk spread disease to the native wildlife.  Thus, it is conceivable that a second foci of CWD has been established in wild free-ranging cervids.

16) Recently, 12 of the 25 white-tailed deer in a shooting preserve in Nebraska were confirmed infected with CWD.  This facility adjoined a captive elk facility.

17) Texas, Kansas, Missouri, Indiana have recently closed their borders to all cervids or are considering or have made some closures, all because of concern about CWD.

18) Manitoba and Montana have decided against shooting farms; again, CWD played a major role in these decisions.

19) In Colorado, where up to 15% of wild mule deer and 1% of elk are infected with CWD, a recent article
 a research model forecasts that if nothing is done to manage infected deer populations, such populations may go to extinction in the next several decades.

Alberta has been fortunate in having a moratorium on such movements in place for over a decade.  Alberta is also fortunate in having a very detailed set of great protocols on disease and cervid importations that have been accepted by the province.  Nonetheless, in summary of the above information on CWD it seem completely prudent for Alberta to be cautious at this point in time in moving forward with initiatives that would result in increased artificial movements of captive cervids. There are several spin-off issues not mentioned above that would relate to CWD and other diseases.  These include:

1) the fact that large fenced areas that would make up the proposed shooting areas would rarely handle such animals, thus providing limited to no opportunity for regular disease testing.

2) in the rare event that a disease outbreak would occur in a shooting facility, the lack of such surveillance would confound eradication or control attempts.

3) the fact the large areas with natural tree cover and rolling terrain will make it difficult to monitor sick animals or to find carcasses.

4) the obvious inference from CWD is that single fences do not prevent disease transfer to contact animals inside and outside fenced areas.

5) diseases and parasites that use vectors such as slugs, snails, biting insects, etc, will not be contained by fences.

inevitably, fences are breached due to many factors including weather, improper construction, gates left open, etc

A second major disease transmitted by elk, bison and cattle is bovine tuberculosis. Bovine tuberculosis is also associated with game farms.  There is no reliable test for tuberculosis in live animals. Michigan game farms have been hypothesized as a source of a recent epidemic of bovine tuberculosis that crossed into free-ranging North American cervids
, however, the residual presence of tuberculosis in white-tailed deer there makes this undefinitive. More recently, TB was spread from farmed elk to free-ranging mule deer in Montana by coyotes moving through the fences
.  

Elk are also highly susceptible to brucellosis,
 which can infect cattle, bison and deer. Humans who consume infected meat can contract it also
.  There is no cure and the movement of infected animals spreads the disease rapidly to isolated healthy populations. Brucellosis can be transmitted through fences by nose-to-nose contact or physical contact from bulls fighting through game fences.Other diseases spread by moving deer or elk from location to location includeGiant liver flukes
, Bovine Viral Diarrhea (BVD)4, Anthrax
, and Lungworm.10  

II. Increased Footprint of Agriculture on Marginal Land

“Bush agriculture” such as domesticated cervid ranching and shooting may extend the footprint of agricultural development farther into the green zone and provides a short-term demand for Crown lands at the white-green zone margin. One can expect this farming to increase title transfers from Crown ownership to private ownership as well as increased land clearing. Some see this as undesirable.  Of concern is that in many such forest-agriculture fringe areas the soils will not support row cropping or intensive grazing but may support low densities of deer and elk. High concentrations of deer and elk can overgraze low productivity sites as well. These systems are often not sustainable in terms of nutrient availability. 

III. Reduced Public Support for Hunting-based Conservation

Shooting farms have the potential to erode public support for all hunting. Subsistence, traditional, and household hunting are still relatively well-accepted by the Alberta public.  Sport hunting enjoys only moderate acceptance (85% of American public against
); trophy hunting has a yet lower acceptability, and trophy shooting under captive conditions by foreigners has very little support from either the hunting or non-hunting public.  The uninformed public may fail to discriminate between the types of animal harvests, focussing on the least acceptable method, thereby jeopardizing all hunting. 

Resource stewardship and volunteerism are not as supported under a for-profit system. Hunters in wild, free-range environments pay license fees to the Department of Renewable Resources and help support various public goods such as Buck for Wildlife and the Alberta Conservation Association. This support is critical to conservation programs in Alberta. Hunter stewardship fosters a spirit of volunteerism and habitat support through organizations such as the Alberta Fish and Game Association, Ducks Unlimited, The Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, Pheasants Forever, and The Ruffed Grouse Society.  This same good will, appreciation of wildlife in sustainable habitats and generosity toward public good rarely occurs in shooting farm businesses. Shooting farm operators run their farms as businesses at the margins of profitability. Unlike the conservation organizations whose mission is conservation, the farmers cannot be expected to provide free services to the public.  Emeritus Professor of Wildlife Valerius Geist said “Fenced hunting preserves and other businesses that provide "canned" trophy hunting opportunities for private customers must also follow market demands and manage wildlife accordingly in order to be profitable.”
  Without public involvement hunting cannot build a broad public clientele of supportive voters.  Without such support, hunting as a time-honoured tradition will fade. As hunting fades, so does public support for public wild areas.  

IV. Lessons from History: Eventually the Public Turns Against Shooting Farms 
Most of the states and Provinces that initially allowed shooting farms eventually find that the public eventually grows insistent that they stop. The trend is to outlaw them as the public becomes more educated on their activities and develops an understanding of the social costs.  In 1999, Montana, one of the key big game hunting states in the US, passed in a general public opinion moratorium (Bill I-143) banning the establishment of shooting preserves.  Colorado, one of the earliest states to experiment with commercial shooting preserves has also limited their existence. In January 2002 Manitoba also passed legislation prohibiting new shooting preserve establishment. In January 2002 Texas closed its borders to Colorado elk imports. There is waning public support for these operations in states and Provinces that have tried them.  It is clearly not a politically sustainable activity. 

Most captive exotic and wild animal businesses in Alberta have short life spans.  Other captive wildlife initiatives such as fox, mink and chinchilla fur farming, ostrich and emu ranching, pet breeding of llama, vicuna, angora goats, and miniature donkey  prospered for a while before collapsing. These endeavours, like elk shooting farms, catered to narrow specialty niches with very limited demand for the goods and services and may not be commercially sustainable for long. The mean longevity of elk and deer shooting farms is expected to be low. This instability is important in that it provides numerous exchange points in foreclosures and one-time liquidations where enforcement of legitimate stock transfers is difficult. The urgency to sell and shoot may be higher for unscrupulous farmers if herds are suspected of disease and eventual eradication.

V. Weak or Non-existent Enforcement 

In some proposals, shooting farms would only be regulated on an honour system to self-report exchanges, escaped animals, fencing problems, incidental entrapments and other risk factors. Most farmers abide by laws and regulations but a few can be expected not to.  There is neither a mechanism nor funding within the department of Agriculture to check shooting farms appropriately and to track imports, check for diseases and monitor or detect animals escaping to the wild or being subsumed from the wild into captive herds.  Additionally, a strong system of regulating inter-herd movements of captive elk is essential.  

Legalization of shooting farms seems to be weak policy lacking enforcement power. The desired laws are meaningless without some mechanism of enforcement.  It is not apparent what department would finance this burden of regulation. Without funding, no enforcement can occur. Captive wildlife is regulated as livestock by the Department of Agriculture, yet free-ranging wild ungulates are regulated by the Department of Sustainable Resources Development. It is impossible to recognize or regulate an escaped farm elk. 

VI.  Conservation Biology and Wild Animal Movement Concerns
Exchange of genetics between captive and wild animals of the same species is a form of genetic contamination.  Captive deer and elk frequently escape their pens to mix with wild stock. European red deer genes in captive elk have been transferred to Colorado wild Rocky Mountain elk resulting in animals not adapted to the conditions of central Colorado
.  

Large game-proof fenced enclosures block movements and migration corridors for wild elk, deer and moose.  This restricts movement and constitutes a serious form of habitat fragmentation of the landscape and interference with gene flow of wild ungulates and predators
. Not only are wild animal movements blocked on the fenced periphery, but wild stock is eliminated from the tracts of land holding semi-domestic stock
. Even cattle ranching with its low, barbed wire fences is compatible with some level of wildlife co-habitation, production and landscape redistribution. Not so with game fencing. 

Naturally occurring wild predators become unwelcomed threats to deer and elk operations. Farmer requests for predator control bring further taxpayer expense.  Business interests for a few can result in depopulation of indigenous predator populations, primarily coyote, black bears, but also some foxes.  

Antibiotics may be necessary to combat increased disease and parasite loads in high stocking densities of deer and elk in captivity.  Antibiotic use to maximize deer and elk growth may lead to resistant strains of disease and parasites. Although the vaccinated captives may thrive, the wild ungulates adjacent to pens have no enhanced resistance to the altered strains of diseases they may contact through the fences. Nose-to-nose contact through fences is believed to be a problem in disease transmission and during the breeding season wild ungulates are attracted to the pen margins were males may attempt to fight through the fences and females may seek breeding. In both cases some contact  can occur.  

VII. Economic Issues:

The long-term economic and ecological costs will be greater than the short-term profits. The cattle industry, which supports the captive raising of wildlife for profit, may also be perpetuating its own greatest economic risk by helping diseases escape into landscapes saturated with wild deer that could serve as transmission agents to cattle.  As the family of similar TSEs (transmissible spongiform encephalopathies such as Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathogy (mad cow disease), CWD and Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease increase in range, abundance, and diversity; the numerical probabilities of cross-species mutations increase. Several prion-transmitted diseases appear to have crossed species boundaries, e.g. scrapie in sheep to Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) in cattle, and BSE to humans. 

With substantially more elk movement it is unlikely that TB could then be kept out of Alberta, thereby preventing Canada from maintaining its TB-free status. Such a loss would result in huge economic costs. Ultimately the livestock industry should calculate the probabilities of this disease threat to the cattle industry and weigh them against the small benefits of exotic and wildlife husbandry. Diseased herds must be destroyed at taxpayer expense. Government compensation to farmers costs taxpayers an average of $200,000 per year from Montana’s Fish and Game budgets.  Furthermore, escaped animals must be destroyed by government wildlife agents, again, at government expense.

Shoot for pay operations may be lucrative to a few producers, but overall their benefit to the public is questioned. 

VIII. Non-monetary Values 

The rationale for harvesting semi-tame or habituated wildlife within fenced paddocks much smaller than the average home range of the species does not constitute fair-chase as defined by the norms of North American hunting culture. It is likely to be unacceptable to most Albertans (hunters and non-hunters alike). 

Some Alberta Aboriginal groups object to shooting farms as superfluous and wasteful. Antler size and relative score is a primary focus and a cultural symbol in some strata of modern hunting societies.  This, however, is rejected as insufficient grounds for raising and harvesting animals by some pro-hunting groups, especially First Nations members.       

The loss of wildness and domestication of wildlife species, while developing an economic value, simultaneously compromises many of the ecologistic, naturalistic, spiritual, and aesthetic values ascribed to free-ranging wildlife by members of the public.

IX. Inequity: A Few Individuals Gain - the General Public Loses

Shooting farms are unfair to Alberta taxpayers.  The customers of shooting farms are predominantly non-Canadians. These individuals bear few of the responsibilities for their actions, nor do they adequately compensate the public for the repercussions of penning wild animals.  The economic benefits accrue to the few dozen individuals owning shooting farms, and those that supply them, yet the ecological and economic risks must be borne by the much larger Alberta public. It would be understandable if the public did not endorse shooting farms from a risk management perspective.
Shooting farms may restrict access by resident hunters and reduce legitimate wild hunting opportunities to citizens. Only the wealthy can afford the $3,000 - $20,000 fees of penned trophy hunts. Hunters of more modest income are denied access to wildlife on or from shooting farm acreages. Reduced access is one of the primary reasons given for Alberta hunters to stop hunting altogether.

X. Considerations Surrounding Public Support

No specific ethical position is endorsed in this paper. Ethics are highly subjective, personal, and difficult to compare even amongst the most similar of perspectives. Without addressing the rightness or wrongness of the process of penned hunts, we believe the public is not yet sufficiently informed to make educated judgements on the merits and problems associated with shooting farms. There has been no scientific, objective assessment of public opinion on this issue.  A series of public hearings held by Elk and Deer hunting organizations in 2001 represented an effort by a user group with a strong vested interest in a favourable outcome of those meetings. That exercise embodied a strong conflict of interest and does not accurately represent the broader public opinion.   therefore, Alberta policy explicitly based on public values should not move forward until the public has been adequately surveyed.   

However, public attitudes are generally known; 85% of Americans agree with hunting for meat and 80% oppose hunting for trophies.
  From the debate in the media, informal straw polls, and even amongst the elk and deer farming community, it is clear that there is a very large range of fiercely held opinions regarding shooting farms. If “broad public support” is the litmus test government has established for shooting farm approval, it should be recognized that such support simply does not exist. 

This paper concludes that shooting farms should not be made legal in Alberta at this time.   
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