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Calgary sits at the conﬂuence of the Elbow and Bow Rivers, a corridor that supports not just the people who live here but also a rich legacy of natural abundance and
biodiversity. Calgarians are proud of the city’s numerous parks and open spaces as well
as our connection to nature enhanced by living in such close proximity to the Rocky
Mountains and the federally protected lands encased within them. The parks and wild
spaces of Calgary provide habitats for over 400 species of wild animals. The lives of
many citizens of Calgary are enriched daily by these flourishing wildlife populations that
help to define the landscape of our city.
The Calgary Wildlife Rehabilitation Society (CWRS) has been an integral member of the
Calgary community since 1993, committed to mitigating the negative impact of humans
on wildlife. Our role within the community is to rehabilitate injured and orphaned wildlife,
an imperative that is unique within the city limits of Calgary. The vast majority of our
patients (over 2,000 per year) come to us through interactions with everyday human
life. Whether they involve being caught in barbed wire, electrocuted on power lines,
burned by natural gas flares, injured by striking windows, or being hit by cars, the negative impacts that humans have on urban wildlife are clear when you step into our hospital. These animals are victims of our encroachment on their native habitats and of the
conflict between human activity and wild behaviours. Most of our patients are familiar
species to urbanites; Canada geese, white-tailed jackrabbits, mallards, robins, magpies,
and crows. We accept animals from all over southern Alberta; the range of species
amazes even the most seasoned biologists among us! Shifts in migratory paths and fluctuations in climate patterns bring new and unusual species through our city (and our
doors) every year.
As Calgary expands and encroaches upon spaces that were previously wild, more and
more wildlife find refuge and habitat within the city limits. At CWRS we are always so
surprised to hear complaints from everyday people who, having paid a premium for
park-side, ravine-abutting and river-view properties, are shocked to see wildlife in their
own backyards. We spend so much time answering our wildlife hotline, explaining to
stunned homeowners why wild animals have chosen to “trespass” on their properties.
We take the time to carefully analyze each situation and make suggestions as to how
such encounters can be deterred or avoided. If we had a quarter for every time we
heard, “these animals don’t pay my taxes,” day-to-day operations at this not-for-profit
wildlife hospital would be so much easier.
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Would it not be more effective to educate ourselves on the local fauna of our region
than to fight the appearance of wildlife in our backyards? To acquire, at the very least,
an understanding of the behaviour and natural history of the animals that live among
us? A little bit of information goes such a long way. It is startling to hear how many people think that striped skunk spray is poisonous, that North American porcupines can
shoot their quills, and that jackrabbits are vectors of rabies. Day after day we reiterate
that birds, with their poor sense of smell, will not reject their babies if they are touched
by a bare hand, contaminated by our human odour. It seems that passing on these tall
tales and myths of our youth is more popular than obtaining true knowledge.
Living with wildlife means exercising patience while enjoying the wonder of the natural
cycles of wildlife: waiting a month or two for a litter of skunk kits to grow up and move
out of your yard; keeping your dog on a leash while songbirds are fledging; tolerating
that Canada goose’s aggressive behaviour as she nests on your deck. Wildlife enriches
the lives of every Calgarian, and allowing for natural behaviours is a small price to pay
to have the opportunity to observe the diverse species that call our city home.
For us to co-flourish with wildlife, there first needs to be recognition of the inherent
value each individual life has within the ecosystem and then we need to reframe our experiences with, and expectations of, wildlife. Even so-called nuisance species such as
Richardson ground squirrels and striped skunks perform highly valuable functions within
the ecosystem and need to be seen as important links within a great chain. It is for this
reason that the ethics of the destruction or displacement of these animals should embrace a larger context including the niche that animal fills within the ecosystem and the
consequences of its removal. Oftentimes the culling of wildlife that are considered pests
has unintended negative consequences for wildlife and humans alike. Urban and rural
wildlife management strategies are generally more successful when they include an
analysis of the benefits of wildlife and their natural behaviours in the entire system.
As stewards of this land, it is imperative that citizens develop an appreciation for wildlife
and find ways to harmoniously co-exist with the creatures that share our city. It is becoming increasingly clear that humans need wild spaces in order to maintain mental,
emotional, and even physical health. Allowing for spaces that create a sense of connection to nature has to be part of a larger, more synergistic approach to managing human
stress and health. Healthy ecosystems benefit every life within them, including humans.
The wildlife that inhabit our city contribute to its vibrancy, its beauty, and its diverse
wealth. They are worth protecting.

