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Riding Mountain Biosphere Reserve (RMBR) was founded in 1986, 53 years after the establishment of Riding Mountain National 
Park (RMNP). Currently the RMBR is one of 18 biosphere reserves in Canada, three of which are located in the Prairie region. 
The reserve has a total area of approximately 13,310 km2 comprising the RMNP core area measuring 2,700 km2, a buffer zone 
of 268 km2, and a transition zone or cooperation area of 10,342 km2. Fourteen municipalities and four First Nation reserves 
are located within the transition zone. Three of the reserves (Rolling River, Keeseekoowenin, and Waywayseecappo) are located 
in the southern part of the RMBR. This paper focuses on the complex ecological, demographic, cultural, socio-economic, and 
political-administrative framework and relationships between RMNP, the municipalities, and the First Nation reserves. ‘Baskets’ 
of complementarities, mutual opportunities and benefits contrast with multiple challenges, diverging interests, and potential 
sources of conflict. Recently, enhanced communication, closer interactions, and joint projects have characterized relationships, 
at least in some areas between the National Park, and some of the municipalities and First Nation reserves. However, genuine 
environmental commitment and protection, as well as a strong, diversified economic base, and a harmonious coordination of 
these principal objectives may require an even stronger effort and cooperation between all of the regional stakeholders. 
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Key Messages

• Riding Mountain Biosphere Reserve (RMBR) is one of three biosphere reserves in the Canadian prairies.
• Multiple interactions take place between Riding Mountain National Park, the adjacent municipalities, and First Nation 

reserves.
• Projects and activities pose challenges that for successful resolution require cooperation among RMBR stakeholders.
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Figure 1 
The UNESCO world biosphere reserves of Canada 
Source: www.biospherereservecanada.ca 
Cartography: W. Hiebert 
Basemap: Natural Earth

In 2016, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) recognized 669 designated biosphere 
reserves in 120 countries. Of these, 18 are located in Canada 
and three—Riding Mountain, Manitoba, Redberry Lake, Sas-
katchewan, and Beaver Hills, Alberta—within the Prairie region 
(Figure 1). The biosphere reserves are composed of three inter-
related zones with supposedly complementary and mutually re-
inforcing functions. Core areas comprise legislated protected re-
gions whose principal aims are the conservation of landscapes, 
ecosystems, species, and genetic resources. Buffer zones adjoin 
the core areas. Their function is the pursuit of activities compat-
ible with a sound ecological base. Transition zones, or areas of 
cooperation, are regions where the greatest human-nature inter-
action takes place. The mandate of such zones is community 
and regional development that is both ecologically and socio-
culturally sustainable.

Biosphere reserves in Canada are highly diverse in size, 
physiography, ecology, and human activity, as well as in their 
function and management mandates. In general, the reserves 

have three principal functions. First, they contribute to the con-
servation of ecosystems, and to the preservation of cultural heri-
tage. Second, they foster the economic and social viability of the 
countryside and the livelihoods of local people. Third, they con-
tribute to local and regional capacities for education, training, 
research, monitoring, networking, and partnerships with respect 
to conservation and regional sustainable development.

Today, local perceptions of and attitudes towards biosphere 
reserves are ambivalent and sometimes controversial. Some 
communities are proud of being part of a biosphere reserve, may 
identify with it, and are aware of the benefits, in terms of main-
taining ecological integrity, or enhancing their economic poten-
tial, for example in ecotourism promotion. Others may perceive 
biosphere reserves as externally imposed administrative units 
that hinder the exploitation of natural resources and regional 
development opportunities. Borrini-Feyerabend et al. (2002, 5) 
have pointed out that, in the context of local heritage, indigenous 
people have made, and continue to make, a significant contri-
bution to the establishment, maintenance, and conservation of 
sacred sites that long precedes the establishment of legally es-
tablished protected areas.

Introduction: Biosphere reserves in Canada
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Figure 2 
Riding Mountain Biosphere Reserve 
Source: Stadel 2015, updated 2019 
Cartography: W. Gruber

Biosphere reserves in Canada are represented and supported 
by the Canadian Biosphere Reserves Association (CBRA). It co-
ordinates projects by providing funding, research, monitoring, 
education, and training. The vision of the CBRA is

to be a leader in creating vibrant, healthy, sustainable commu-
nities across Canada, while conserving Canada’s natural and 
cultural heritage. As model regions and dynamic learning sites 
for collaborative projects…BRs strengthen and celebrate Ca-
nadian values and action national priorities including biodiver-
sity conservation, sustainable development, and reconciliation 
between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples (CBRA 2018, 
1)

In 2013, the CBRA cooperated in the compilation of the 
guidebook Learning From Each Other: Proven Good Practices 
in Canadian Biosphere Reserves (Godmaire et al. 2013). This 
report lists projects relating to the broad themes of land manage-
ment and ecosystem services, sustainable tourism, and educa-
tion. It uses most of the Canadian biosphere reserves as case 
studies.

The objective of this paper is to examine the multiple eco-
logical, cultural, economic, social, and political-administrative 
interactions between the core area of Riding Mountain Bio-
sphere Reserve (RMBR), the Riding Mountain National Park 
(RMNP), and its adjacent zone of transition. The latter includes 

14 municipalities and four First Nation reserves. The focus of 
the study is on the southern fringe of RMNP as this is the most 
dynamic arena of interchanges and cooperation, but also of fric-
tions. A host of issues and challenges characterize this zone, for 
example in wildlife management, infrastructure services, the vi-
ability of municipalities and First Nation communities, sustain-
able agricultural development, and the proliferation of cottage 
subdivisions.

The Riding Mountain Biosphere Reserve (RMBR): 
General characteristics

RMBR (Figure 2) was established in 1986, 53 years after the 
founding of Riding Mountain National Park. The RMBR is lo-
cated in western Manitoba, some 300 km northwest of Winni-
peg, and about 100 km north of Brandon. Its core coordinates 
are 50°45’N and 100°19’W. The RMBR is situated in the so-
called “Parkland region,” a transition zone of grassland, and 
aspen-oak and mixed forest biomes. Within Manitoba’s Prairie 
region, the RMBR represents a unique topographic, ecological 
and cultural landscape. Its altitudinal range extends from 304 m 
at the shore of Lake Dauphin to 755 m at the highest point of 
Riding Mountain. The total area of the RMBR is 13,310 km2, 
with the core area of RMNP measuring 2,700 km2, a small adja-
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Figure 3 
Combining in the Municipality of Harrison Park 
Photography: C. Stadel

cent buffer zone of 268 km2, and a neighbouring transition zone 
of 10,342 km2 (UNESO 2015).

As part of the Manitoba Escarpment, Riding Mountain rises 
conspicuously from the flat Manitoba Lowlands at its eastern and 
northern faces. To the south and west, in contrast, there is a grad-
ual landform transition to adjacent hummocky knob and kettle 
topography, gently rolling moraines, outwash plains and some 
deeply entrenched glaciofluvial channels. Because of its higher 
elevation and associated cooler and moister climate, the RMBR 
represents an ecological niche of different forest and grassland 
biomes (CPAWS 2004). Historically, the ecological island char-
acter of the biosphere was further enhanced by the fact that the 
terrain, soil and climate, except for its forest resources, proved 
to be largely unattractive to agricultural colonization and early 
European pioneer settlement. Although it has been described as 
an “island of natural vegetation in a sea of human-altered envi-
ronments” (Stadel 2015, 84), forestry and milling operations, as 
well as haying and grazing began as early as the 1870s. These 
enterprises were later supplemented by agricultural activities in 
the vicinity of Riding Mountain, mostly by Ukrainian and Scan-
dinavian settlers. In 1895, the Riding Mountain Timber Reserve 
was established. Despite this, logging continued, even with the 
establishment of Riding Mountain National Park in 1933; the 
last timber mill in Riding Mountain closed only in 1949.

The early European impact on the region should not conceal 
the spiritual, cultural and economic significance of Wowwaswa-
jicus (Hill of the Buffalo Chase) for the indigenous Cree and 
Assiniboine societies. To these communities, Riding Mountain 
has always been a sanctuary and a source for a variety of re-
sources. Indigenous people used the rich resources of the Riding 
Mountain region for hunting, fishing, trapping, and berry and 
mushroom picking. They also relied on its rich supply of water, 
wood, and pastures. With the advent of the European fur trade 
and the establishment of trading posts and trading routes by the 
Hudson’s Bay Company, many indigenous people participated 
in this economic venture (Stadel 2015, 84–85).

The human landscape and its economic orientation in the 
Riding Mountain region has been fundamentally transformed 
since the second half of the 19th century. This development was 
spurred by four principal factors: first, the subdivision of the 
land under the Dominion Lands Act into a grid of sections and 
townships initiated in 1869; second, the political integration of 
the prairies into the Dominion of Canada; third, the building of 
the Canadian Pacific Railway across the southern prairies in the 
early 1880s and the Canadian Northern Railway (formerly the 
Lake Manitoba Railway and Canal Company) in the 1890s in 
the Parkland region, as well as the dense network of coloniza-
tion railways and branch lines in the following years; and fourth, 
the allocation of homestead lands to settlers facilitated by the 
above factors. The railway transportation ‘revolution’ triggered 
a massive influx of European settlers to the prairies. These were 
mostly British, French, Ukrainian, Scandinavian, and people of 
German origin. They settled in dispersed farmsteads or in strings 
of low to high order service centres, predominantly along the 
railway lines. Very quickly, southern Manitoba was shaped by 
an agricultural economy dominated by large-scale grain farm-

ing and livestock operations. In the Parkland region, agricultural 
activity was supplemented by lumbering and timber operations 
in the upland areas (Stadel 1995, 144–147).

Quite early in the 20th century, the recreational potential of 
the lakes and forests of Riding Mountain was discovered. Ini-
tially, primarily local people visited the beaches of Clear Lake; 
they camped and built their first cabins in Riding Mountain. 
With the rise of automobile traffic and the improvement and ex-
pansion of roads, recreation and tourism in the Riding Mountain 
region increased. Its recreational hinterland expanded into the 
entire region of southern Manitoba, especially attracting visitors 
from the towns and cities, the foremost of which were Bran-
don and Winnipeg (Everitt 1981, 20–25). Soon, there emerged a 
touristic infrastructure of hotels and shops to service the cottag-
ers and visitors. The recreational and touristic appeal of Riding 
Mountain was further enhanced with the establishment of Rid-
ing Mountain National Park in 1933 (Stadel 2015, 85–86). In 
the 1930s, a large infusion of capital funding and relief camps of 
approximately 2,500 men provided cheap labour. Infrastructure 
was further expanded in the 1940s when conscientious objec-
tors continued to provide cheap labour. In the post war years the 
automobile provided more and more access from further away.

Today, the Riding Mountain region still has a primarily dual 
agricultural and recreational function (Figures 3 and 4), supple-
mented by a range of other commercial activities that are mostly 
concentrated in the service centres of the region. Since the late 
20th century, the rural areas and small towns and villages of the 
region have exhibited a tendency for population decline. How-
ever, population forecasts of the late 20th century envisaging a 
general dramatic decline of rural and small town populations, 
and the disappearance of most villages and hamlets, has not tak-
en place. Overall, population change has been rather complex 
and a result of a range of different factors.

Between 2011 and 2016, the resident population of the 
RMBR decreased by 1.6% from 30,809 to 30,324 (Statistics 
Canada 2017; Table 1). During the same period, the population 
of Dauphin, the largest settlement in the RMBR, declined from 
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8,457 to 8,251 (−2.4%); and in keeping with this general trend, 
the combined population of the 13 rural municipalities in the 
RMBR also declined from 19,987 to 19,566 (−2.1%). In con-
trast, three municipalities experienced a population increase be-
tween 2011 and 2016. Of these, the RM Dauphin experienced by 
far the greatest increase (+8.5%). Among the ten municipalities 
that experienced decline, the sharpest was in the RM of Har-
rison Park (−9.8%). Interestingly, Harrison Park has the highest 
number of cottages (877) and likely the highest concentration of 
summer seasonal residents, but these persons are not included 
in census figures. The RMBR also includes four First Nation 
reserves with a 2016 total population of 2,507, representing an 
increase of 6.0% since 2011. Here too, population change has 
varied from reserve to reserve: Rolling River and Waywaysee-
cappo experienced significant increases of 14.3% and 12.0% re-
spectively, whilst Keeseekoowenin has undergone major popu-
lation decline of −14.2%.

It is evident that the RMBR is characterized by an intrigu-
ing diversity of features of both the natural and human environ-
ment. With the National Park at its core, the establishment of the 
RMBR included a wider settled area and thereby amplified the 
mandate and planning requirements of the region. This is true 
for not only ecological concerns, but also for the viability and 
sustainability of the resident population.

Mandates, tasks, and challenges of the Riding 
Mountain Biosphere Reserve

When the RMBR was established in 1986, its core area, Riding 
Mountain National Park, was already in existence for over half 
a century. The areal designation of the biosphere reserve was 
entrusted to the Riding Mountain Liaison Committee, whose 
mandate it was to seek regional cooperation of RMNP and the 
neighbouring towns, municipalities, and First Nation reserves. 

With the amalgamation in 2015 of most rural municipalities into 
larger administrative regions, the RMBR today nominally con-
sists of the federally administered National Park, the locally and 
provincially governed incorporated towns, villages and munici-
palities, as well as the four First Nation reserves. The latter are 
largely self-governed but to a great extent depend financially on 
the federal Ministry of Indian and Northern Affairs. Therefore, 
the delimitation of the RMBR based on political-administrative 
principles is rather arbitrary.

The mandates and objectives of the National Park, the mu-
nicipalities and First Nations reserves are quite diverse, and this 
is even the case between individual municipalities and First 
Nation reserves. RMNP fulfills a dual function of ecological 
protection and recreation/tourism. Because the resident popula-
tion of cottage owners, business people, and park employees is 
largely restricted to the summer season, the mandate of nature 
protection and ecological integrity is more easily implemented 
than in the transition zone of the biosphere reserve. Neverthe-
less, even within the National Park, the interests of stakeholders 
may be diverse and can be a source of frictions, especially in 
the resort town of Wasagaming during the summer peak season 
(Stadel and Selwood 1996). With the creation of RMNP, Anishi-
naabe people (Cree and Assiniboine) were expelled from their 
land within the National Park and were stripped of their tradi-
tional activities of hunting, fishing, and berry picking. In partial 

Figure 4 
Visitor Centre in Wasagaming, Riding Mountain National Park 
Photography: C. Stadel

Table 1 
Population change in the Riding Mountain Biosphere Reserve, 
2011 to 2016 
Source: Statistics Canada (2017)
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restitution of these injustices, the Keeseekoowenin First Nation 
was given back a piece of land on the northwestern shores of 
Clear Lake.

In the transition zone of the biosphere reserve, the situation 
is more complicated. Here, within the triple political-jurisdic-
tional framework of provincial, municipal, and First Nations, 
competence and power may have a complex impact on goals 
and activities. While the Manitoba government exercises a high 
degree of authority over many larger environmental, political, 
economic, and social agendas, individual municipalities control 
local taxes, land use, and infrastructure. In turn, First Nations 
have a considerable degree of administrative authority over 
land regulation, infrastructure services, and social services. The 
transition zone of the RMBR is characterized by an agricultural 
economy of grain growing and cattle operations, supplemented 
by the service functions of the towns and villages. During recent 
decades, numerous lakes and forested areas have become attrac-
tive locations for recreationists. This has resulted in a prolifera-
tion of new subdivisions, especially in the wooded areas adja-
cent to RMNP, and along the shores of the larger lakes. A large 
proportion of the incoming population comprises summer sea-
sonal dwellers, but the number of new permanent residents has 
also increased. This development has transformed considerably 
the functional orientation, land-use pattern, and social fabric of 
the region at the southern fringe of RMNP (Borgfjord 2010). 
In some municipalities, the councils are no longer exclusively 
dominated by local farmers and their interests. Instead, they may 
be challenged by a new political class of urban newcomers with 
interests and agendas often different from those with a tradi-
tional rural-agricultural outlook (Stadel 2005). The new func-
tional orientation, re-zoning of the land into residential lots, land 
speculation, and dynamic real estate market in choice locations 
have driven up land prices. This has either made it costly for 
farmers to acquire more agricultural land, or has enticed them to 
give up farming and sell their land. In turn, municipalities with 
recreational potential have benefitted from substantial hikes in 
residential taxes, allowing for the provision of better infrastruc-
ture and services.

The vision of First Nations is to preserve the natural environ-
ment, its resources, and the cultural heritage of their homeland. 
This vision is similar to the general objectives of the biosphere 
reserves. The resource base of the reserves is modest and eco-
nomic opportunities are scant. Consequently, unemployment 
and underemployment are serious problems, with many people 
having to work outside the reserves. Economically, the reserves 
are highly dependent on subsidies paid by the federal govern-
ment. The reserves are equipped with basic infrastructure and 
services, but are deficient in the number and variety of com-
mercial activities. Therefore, a combined and coordinated effort 
to maintain environmental integrity, preserve and revive the cul-
tural heritage, stabilize the population, enhance economic and 
employment opportunities, and attenuate social problems, are 
major challenges for a viable and sustainable future for the re-
serves (personal discussions between the authors and band el-
ders and a band manager in 2018).

It follows that the visions, mandates, challenges, and priori-
ties of the National Park, the municipalities, the First Nations, 
and those of visitors and recreationists, may be quite diverse. 
But the overriding goal and challenge of the biosphere reserve is 
to harmonize the different interests in a cooperative approach, in 
order to both maintain the ecological integrity of the region, as 
well as to ensure the welfare of its residents.

Interactions, exchanges, and regional cooperation 
within the southern part of the RMBR

Interactions within the RMBR take place in an array of different 
spatial and sectoral levels both within and between each of the 
primary stakeholders, namely RMNP, the individual municipali-
ties, and the four First Nation reserves (Figure 5). Interactions 
take place in ecological, demographic and social, economic and 
financial, as well as in political-administrative terms. Some of 
these interactions are positive and mutually beneficial, where-
as others are frictional and problematic. In terms of ecological 
overlaps and interactions, it is obvious that vegetation and fauna 
are not affected by political boundaries. For example, at times 
beavers have migrated out of Riding Mountain causing chang-
ing water levels, and flooding of fields and roads. Other wildlife 
are moving freely between the National Park and adjacent areas, 
offering hunting opportunities, but feeding on crops (bears, deer, 
geese) or transmitting animal diseases (bovine tuberculosis). The 
National Park in turn can be affected by harmful invasive plants 
and animals (e.g., zebra mussels—Dreissena polymorpha).

In terms of population interactions, there is a great season-
al flow of vacationers both into and out of the National Park, 
with marked peaks in July and August and during long holiday 
weekends. This involves not only people from the neighbouring 
municipalities but also from southern Manitoba and southern 
Saskatchewan, as well as tourists from other places in Canada, 
the United States and overseas. Of particular interest for the pur-
pose of this paper are the mobility patterns between the National 
Park and the adjacent municipalities and First Nation reserves. 
Here, the most active movements are those of cottage residents, 
both inside and outside of the National Park. In the townsite of 
Wasagaming, the Wasagaming Community Plan (Parks Canada 
2011) lists for 1998 a total of 246 cottage lots, 520 cabin lots, 
510 camping sites, and 35 commercial businesses. Since 1998, 
there has been little change in these numbers. However, the rec-
reational subdivisions in the municipalities adjacent to RMNP 
have experienced a phenomenal increase in recent decades. 
These subdivisions are no longer zoned as seasonal recreational 
land, but simply as rural residential lots, reflecting the fact that 
many of the new dwellings have become year-long secondary 
residences or new homes for people, especially retirees. The 
large number of new residents, especially in the municipalities 
of Harrison Park and Clanwilliam-Erickson, means that substan-
tial population movement takes place in the summer and fall 
months between these municipalities and the National Park, and 
in particular in Wasagaming with its recreational, commercial, 
and entertainment amenities. Many of the employees of the 
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Figure 5 
Interactions of administrative levels within the Riding Mountain Biosphere Reserve 
Source: Stadel 2015, modified 2019 
Design: W. Gruber

National Park live beyond its boundaries and commute to their 
workplaces in the Park, an activity that is largely restricted to the 
summer season.

Significant mobility patterns can be further observed be-
tween the three First Nation reserves located in the southern part 
of the RMBR and their neighbouring municipalities. This move-
ment involves to a large extent only First Nation people. They 
frequent the commercial facilities of nearby towns and villages 
(e.g., Erickson, Onanole, Sandy Lake, Elphinstone, and Ross-
burn) and also depend on a variety of social, medical, and other 
professional services and infrastructure in the vicinity. Children 
from the reserves have to commute to the schools of the nearby 
centres and, given the limited employment opportunities on the 
reserves, adults have to seek work outside the reserves. First Na-
tion people also have links with the National Park mostly for 
work or recreational purposes. Not least, Keeseekoowenin First 
Nation is a partner of RMNP in the townsite of Wasagaming 
where it operates a centre for introducing visitors to their cul-
tural heritage.

It is obvious that the population exchanges within the 
RMBR have an economic and financial impact on the National 
Park, the municipalities, and the First Nation reserves. The Na-
tional Park (i.e., the federal government), benefits financially 
from cottage and cabin leases, campground, golf course, tennis, 
and park entry fees, plus to a lesser extent from some services 
provided for visitors. Furthermore, businesses in Wasagaming 
(hotels, restaurants, shops) draw substantial external investment 
money into the townsite. At the same time, the summer season 
also generates significant outflowing incomes. For example, 
businesses located outside the National Park (e.g., restaurants, 

grocery stores, hardware stores, financial institutions, real es-
tate agencies, developers, builders, and craft and trade people) 
draw customers not only from the municipalities, and to a lesser 
extent from the First Nation reserves, but also from within the 
Park. Within the RMBR, there are undoubtedly some good pros-
pects for fostering ecotourism activities, but in the opinion of the 
authors, this potential so far has not been adequately explored 
and acted upon. Other common economic activities are farmers 
markets and flea markets, but in general the RMBR could likely 
find other activities for stimulating the regional economy.

It is obvious that the administrative boundaries of RMNP, 
the municipalities, the First Nation reserves, and the RMBR are 
arbitrary, at least in part. But the multiple interactions within the 
entire region call for an attenuation of barriers and boundaries, 
and for a facilitation of exchange flows. Stakeholders in the bio-
sphere reserve may be well aware of the long-term benefits of a 
strengthening of regional ties, but the implementation of region-
al cooperative ventures proves to be a challenging task. These 
difficulties notwithstanding, in a concluding section of this pa-
per, examples of cooperation and joint projects are outlined.

Cooperation and joint projects within the RMBR: 
Achievements and setbacks

An important component of interactions among RMNP, the 
municipalities, and First Nation reserves is their shared infra-
structure plus services. Although Highway 10 linking southern 
Manitoba with its northern regions, as well as Highway 19 link-
ing Riding Mountain with the Manitoba lowlands to the east, are 
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provincial highways, the National Park (i.e., the federal govern-
ment) is responsible for the maintenance of these highways. In 
turn, the federal Royal Canadian Mounted Police post in Wasag-
aming services not only the National Park but also the adjacent 
municipalities. In terms of shared infrastructure and services in 
the southern part of the RMBR, the Rural Municipality of Har-
rison Park provides a volunteer Fire Protection Unit, as well as 
an open land fill and recycling facility both for the municipality 
and the National Park. Elsewhere, a newly implemented cen-
tral water system pumps fresh water from Clear Lake into the 
residential and commercial establishments at the southern fringe 
of RMNP and to Onanole Elementary School. This staged proj-
ect is not yet completed but in time will be complemented by a 
centralized sewage disposal system; already, sewage from the 
Elkhorn Resort, located in the Municipality of Harrison Park, is 
disposed of in the RMNP sewage lagoon.

To date, infrastructure cooperation among municipalities and 
between municipalities and the First Nation reserves has been 
limited and negatively affected recently by political squabbles. 
The planned joint landfill site for RMNP, the Keeseekoowenin 
First Nation, and the municipalities of Clanwilliam-Erickson 
and Harrison Park on reserve land has stalled. Meanwhile, the 
Rolling River Reserve and the Municipality of Clanwilliam-
Erickson plan to haul their garbage to the regional Evergreen 
landfill site near Neepawa. RMNP is also looking for alterna-
tives, possibly shipping the garbage to Dauphin.

Over recent years, the RMBR has conducted a number of 
projects and activities. In 2003, the Bovine Tuberculosis Stake-
holders Advisory Committee was formed. It is chaired by the 
RMBR and financed by RMNP. The objective of the Commit-
tee is to fight TB at the deer/elk and livestock interface in the 
Riding Mountain ecosystem (Godmaire et al. 2013, 23). The 
RMBR is also coordinating the control and management of in-
vasive plant and animal species whose spread threatens the en-
vironment, economy, and society. Most recently, the RMBR has 
been concerned about the potential impact of aquatic invasive 
species (AIS), especially zebra mussels, into watersheds and 
lakes. A public AIS awareness program has been introduced and 
all watercraft in RMNP are required to be inspected. In 2012, 
the RMBR, in partnership with the Centre for Sustainable Wa-
tersheds, developed a water stewardship education program to 
protect and preserve the region’s rich water resources and their 
habitats (RMBR 2012). In addition, the Parkland Habitat Part-
nership, a coalition of agencies in the RMBR, promotes habitat 
conservation and has been instrumental in securing over 1,000 
acres (405 ha) in conservation agreements. Furthermore, the 
RMBR has started to create a number of Native Species Gar-
dens to display and highlight diverse plant species that are at-
tractive to butterflies and birds, and one that is resistant to graz-
ing by deer. The RMBR continues to be involved in a number of 
educational programs with school divisions and other interested 
groups, for example with the Park West School Division and 
the Turtle River School Division. Of growing interest to visitors 
is the Caching Riding Mountain program, an adventure game 
for GPS users, developed in partnership with Friends of Riding 
Mountain National Park and supported by RMNP.

A popular showcase for a lively regional agricultural econo-
my within the RMBR is the yearly fall event, At the Farm Gate, 
where small-scale producers and crafts people display their 
products in the Onanole and District REC Centre. Unfortunately 
to date, little initiative is evident to stimulate and promote the 
rich and diverse ethnic heritage and the material culture of the 
region. Similarly, the significant potential of regional economic 
and cultural tourism has not been adequately explored. In gen-
eral, and in comparison with many other biosphere reserves, the 
RMBR is not well known within its immediate hinterland and 
beyond, and little has been done to make it more visible and 
familiar to the general public. Undoubtedly, insufficient outside 
funding may be a hindrance, but in the opinion of the authors, a 
dynamic and innovative group of committed stakeholders could 
find avenues for self-supporting activities and for the promotion 
of the RMBR as a rich and attractive region in the Canadian 
prairies.

A number of joint projects have been implemented within 
the RMBR. However, other important issues have been ignored, 
and a number of planned regional ventures have failed. In some 
cases, the reasons for this may have been insufficient reliable 
funding, but in other instances divergent particular interests on 
the part of stakeholders and a lukewarm dedication to mutual re-
gional projects, have been a hindrance to effective cooperation. 
Innovative and dynamic activities within the biosphere reserve 
require strong leadership within each of the political constituen-
cies, a climate of trust, and an enhanced awareness and support 
of the goals of the biosphere reserve by the general public.

Conclusion

The southern part of the RMBR represents a highly complex 
natural and human environment. This part of the Parkland re-
gion has witnessed many and great transformations; first by the 
European colonization and settlement process; second by the 
profound transformation of the agricultural economy and both 
business and industrial sectors; third by the challenges facing 
rural communities and First Nation reserves; and most recently 
by a recreational boom.

The establishment of biosphere reserves has been guided to 
channel ecologically sensitive areas into a path that ideally pro-
tects the environment and also fosters sustainable human devel-
opment. In short, “Biosphere Reserves and related institutions 
have to work towards true integration of their ecological, social 
and economic potentials, and set up a framework of genuine sus-
tainability governance” (Stoll-Kleemann and O’Riordan 2017, 
89).

The RMBR has set a number of positive initiatives for joint 
ecological programs, infrastructure cooperation, and fostering 
of regional compatible and sustainable economic activities. But, 
in the opinion of the authors, the potential for effective, innova-
tive, resilient and sustained ecological protection and economic 
development has not been fully acted upon. This requires an en-
hanced awareness of and commitment to the goals of biosphere 
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reserves by all stakeholders in a climate of mutual trust and co-
operation.
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