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Nicholas Stephen Novakowski was an enthusiastic
and very knowledgeable wildlife and fisheries scien-
tist. Although his list of published works is modest, he
was well known and respected across Canada and in
several international fora. He has been credited as “the
person who saved the Wood Bison as a discrete sub-
species” (W. E. Stevens, personal communication)
and was highly engaged in the early years of the sur-
veys and recovery of the Whooping Crane (Novakows-
ki, 1965b, 1966). Following those early days at Fort
Smith, North West Territories, Nick was transferred
first to the Edmonton office of the Canadian Wildlife
Service and then to CWS headquarters in Ottawa
where he was appointed Staff Specialist, Mammalogy,
and took on national and international responsibilities.
He retired in 1983 but continued his strong support for
endangered wildlife and their habitats until his death
on 3 July 2004 in Ottawa. He is survived by his wife,
Amy, and two sons, Kent, a professor of hydrogeolo-
gy and environmental engineering at Queen’s Univer-
sity and Erin Nicholas, a professor of geography and
environmental studies at Memorial University.

Nick was born 28 November 1925 in Mundare, Al-
berta (about 70 km east of Edmonton), the second child
and eldest son in a family of 10 children. His father
owned a Chrysler dealership and garage and from an
early age Nick learned about all things mechanical –
a fact that would stand him in good stead in later years
as a field biologist. He also developed an abiding loy-
alty to Chrysler products and, briefly, owned only one
automobile that didn’t bear that company’s mark. Find-
ing the alternate car highly unreliable, he soon returned
to his original choice and did not waver again. In his
younger years he was a superb athlete. He and his
brothers Archie and Van were well known in central
Alberta hockey circles as a high-scoring powerhouse.
Nick, who was ambidextrous, could play either wing
and was a sharp goal tender (Ken Novakowski, person-
al communication). Also in those early years he became
an ardent angler and as often as possible visited mem-
bers of his extended family who lived in towns north of
Edmonton. One of his favourite spots was Siebert Lake.
Just a couple of weeks before his death he very happi-
ly returned there with his sister, Sharon, and her hus-
band to renew those earlier experiences – with consid-
erable success. Time had not dulled his expertise.

Nick entered the University of Alberta in 1947 and
in the following two summers worked on forest fire

suppression crews based in Fort Smith, North West
Territories. There he became acquainted with Bill Ful-
ler, the resident mammalogist for the Canadian Wildlife
Service. He graduated with a B.Sc. in Chemistry in
1950 and that summer returned north but this time he
was hired by Northern Transportation Company Limit-
ed (NTCL) for summer work on the docks at the com-
pany’s shipping base near Fort Smith. At that time
NTCL gave hiring priority to young men who could
enhance its baseball team and Nick “was a very good
ball player” (W. A. Fuller, personal communication).
Nick returned to the University of Alberta that autumn
to begin a Master’s program and went back to Fort
Smith in the spring of 1951. That autumn Dr. Fuller
was assigned to conduct research of Wolves in Wood
Buffalo National Park (WBNP) and adjacent areas of
the Mackenzie District and employed Nick as an assis-
tant (see Fuller and Novakowski 1955). Nick also
helped Fuller with his studies of Beaver and with the
“autopsies of lone, crippled, bison we encountered from
time to time” (W. A. Fuller, personal communication).
It was the start of Nick’s wildlife and fisheries career,
and perhaps of equal importance, the start of the
romance that led in June 1952 to his marriage to the
love of his life, Amy Swartz, a Fort Smith school
teacher from Saskatchewan. 

Also in 1952, with Fuller’s recommendation, Dr.
D. S. Rawson accepted Nick for graduate studies in
fisheries at the University of Saskatchewan. Over the
next few years he worked very happily at his studies
and as a fisheries biologist for the Government of Sas-
katchewan. Although only one published paper appears
to have resulted from that work (Atton and Novakows-
ki 1956), he authored or co-authored many in-house
reports for the Saskatchewan government dealing with
fisheries research and resource management. Amy No-
vakowski tells me that those were the happiest years
of Nick’s life – helped, no doubt, by the fact that Amy
was able to accompany him on many of his extended
field studies in northern Saskatchewan. The photograph
accompanying this article was taken at that time.

After completing his M.Sc., (Novakowski 1955c*)
Nick was hired by the Canadian Wildlife Service in
1956 and sent to Fort Smith. His mentor, Dr. Fuller, was
transferred that year to Whitehorse, Yukon, and Nick
dived immediately into Dr. Fuller’s continuing studies
of Beaver populations in the southwestern Northwest
Territories, Wolves in Keewatin District (Flook and
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FIGURE 1. Nick Novakowski, fisheries researcher, Lac des Iles, Saskatchewan, 1955.
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Novakowski 1956*; see also Novakowski 2003) and
Bison and Whooping Cranes in Wood Buffalo Nation-
al Park. 

In 1957, in the course of an aerial survey of Bison in
WBNP, he discovered the presence of an isolated herd
of Bison in the Nyarling River area in the northwest
corner of the Park (Banfield and Novakowski 1960).
Subsequent aerial and ground studies indicated that the
herd might be Wood Bison genetically uncontaminated
by the Prairie Bison that had been transferred to WBNP
in the 1920s. In 1959, Nick was able to obtain speci-
mens which were confirmed by the National Museum
to be Wood Bison (Banfield and Novakowski 1960). In
the following three years he arranged for over 70 live
specimens to be trapped and tested for tuberculosis and
brucellosis. Of those, 18 that were disease-free were
moved in February 1963 to a large holding corral north-
west of Fort Smith. Three calves arrived that spring
and in early summer all of the animals were again test-
ed for disease. All were clear. Nick had previously
scouted out appropriate habitat north of Fort Provi-
dence, North West Territories (Novakowski, 1959d*),
and 18 disease-free Wood Bison, including the new
calves, were transported there in August 1963. That
area, now known as the Mackenzie Bison Sanctuary,
proved to be an excellent site and the small nucleus
soon swelled. Subsequently other specimens were taken
from the Nyarling River site, transferred to Elk Island
National Park, and after a rigorous clean-up protocol,
produced another disease-free herd of Wood Bison
(Gates et al. 2001). Some of Nick’s less well-known
Bison research included “the first use of dental annuli
to estimate the age of bison” (Christianson et al. 2005).
The same authors also credit him with being the first
to measure and to demonstrate the usefulness of other
Bison dentition measurements in aging large samples. 

In 1958, Nick was also in charge of stocking Pine
Lake and a few smaller lakes in WBNP with Rainbow
Trout. He established and operated a small hatchery for
that purpose, putting his Saskatchewan fisheries experi-
ence to good purpose (Novakowski 1958c*, 1959c*).

In 1962, when anthrax struck the Bison population
just outside WBNP, it was the first recognized instance
in Canada of anthrax in wildlife and all concerned were
faced with a very steep learning curve. Nick worked
closely with a team of scientists from the Canadian
Wildlife Service, the Health of Animals Branch of the
federal Department of Agriculture, and medical per-
sonnel to bring it under control (Novakowski et al.
1963; Choquette et al. 1972).

Dr. Fuller had engaged the interest of a long-time
trapper in the southern portion of WBNP, Solomon
Lacaille, to help with Muskrat studies (Fuller 1951).
Nick followed through and set up a multi-year study on
Mr. Lacaille’s trapline to study many aspects of beaver
biology and ecology, leading to his Ph.D. from the Uni-
versity of Saskatchewan in 1965 (Novakowski 1965a*,
1967a, 1969a).

The nesting grounds of the Whooping Crane, long
an international mystery, were discovered in 1954 in
the northern portion of Wood Buffalo National Park.
In the subsequent two years the site was monitored by
Dr. W. A. Fuller. Nick took over those studies in 1956
and monitored the small breeding population for sever-
al years (Novakowski 1966, 1967d). He was also res-
ponsible for capturing an injured juvenile whooper in
1964 and for ensuring its safe conduct to the breeding
facility of the United States Fish and Wildlife Service
near Washington, D.C. (Novakowski 1965b, 1965e*).
That bird, a male named “Canus” for its dual nationali-
ty, sired “over 180” (E. Kuyt, personal communication)
Whooping Cranes over its long career. It died in Jan-
uary 2003. The mounted body was repatriated to Cana-
da and is now installed at the Northern Life Museum in
Fort Smith, N.W.T. (E. Kuyt, personal communication).

Nick’s work on Wood Bison and Whooping Cranes
introduced him to the burgeoning field of rare and
endangered species. It was a field that would occupy
much of his attention for the remainder of his life.
The Canadian Wildlife Service moved Nick to a Staff
role in Ottawa in 1966. J. Anthony Keith, who was
Nick’s immediate superior in the Canadian Wildlife
Service for much of his time in Ottawa, reported that
“Nick Novakowski was the founding voice in CWS
headquarters for wide-scale collaborative action on
endangered species, beginning in 1967 when he was
Staff Specialist, Mammalogy. While his own earlier
work on Whooping Cranes became the trademark fed-
eral endangered species project, there was a continuing
debate amongst headquarter staff about how far CWS
should get involved in endangered species work. Nick
had to argue against those who saw it as a diversion of
limited resources from urgent wildlife conservation
issues. He worked with Ted Mosquin to produce the
first set of scientific articles in Canada on endangered
vertebrates (The Canadian Field-Naturalist 84(1)
1970), writing the article on mammals.” [See Nova-
kowski 1970b].

In 1973, Nick represented the Canadian Wildlife
Service at the international negotiations in Washing-
ton of what became the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES). While John Heppes joined CWS to estab-
lish the Canadian management authority for CITES,
Nick chaired the scientific authority until he retired
in 1983 (Burnett 1999, page 162).

Nick Novakowski and John Heppes worked well
together. Their first task was to convince provincial gov-
ernments that CITES would not interfere with provin-
cial authority over wildlife resources. John dealt with
the administrators and enforcement personnel while
Nick met with the wildlife managers and scientists.
“Nick showed an amazing understanding and ability
in persuading all concerned to fully cooperate …” (J.
Heppes, personal communication). Canada ratified the
Convention in early 1975. Every two years there was
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a “Conference of the Parties” at which member nations
negotiated changes. “It was at these Conferences that
Nick really proved his worth. In his role as Scientific
Advisor he was always able to present the Canadian
viewpoint in a clear and concise manner. While usually
a calm and collected person, Nick could at times be
very forceful in getting the Canadian opinion across
… he was respected by many international authorities
who often sought his advice on biological status of en-
dangered species and his assistance in presenting their
positions.” (J. Heppes, personal communication). 

Eugene Lapointe, the first Secretary General of
CITES, remembers Nick’s contributions for their sci-
entific rigour and said, “My recollection of Nick is that
he played a key role at the CITES meeting held in Gab-
arone, Botswana in 1983. The international commu-
nity had an opportunity to realize what real and cred-
ible science was all about, and that thanks to Nick. I
always perceived him as one of the most candid scien-
tists. He was highly respected by his peers from the
CITES community” (E. Lapointe, personal communi-
cation).

I recall one meeting in Ottawa where Canadian Non-
Government Organizations (NG0s) were presenting
their concerns about an upcoming Conference of the
Parties. Two delegates were particularly vociferous in
their assault on a proposed Canadian position. Nick as
usual was thoroughly prepared and met both scientific
and emotional arguments with calm, well-reasoned,
non-confrontational responses which won the day.

Nick was also front and centre in the discussions lead-
ing up to the establishment of the Committee on the
Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC).
Ted Mosquin recalled that as he was preparing draft
recommendations for an upcoming symposium on
Canada’s Threatened Species and Habitats in 1975 Nick
suggested that he look into the UK model that had “a
unique committee that addressed the matter of the
status of endangered species in the UK. [Nick] came
over to the CNF office to fill me in on how the UK
system worked. The result was a draft recommenda-
tion … which led to almost immediate establishment
of COSEWIC by agreement of CWS and provincial
agencies via the Federal Provincial Wildlife Confer-
ence” (T. Mosquin, personal communication).

“Throughout Nick’s work as a senior scientist in
headquarters, he maintained a network of colleagues in
provincial and territorial governments. Nick’s credibil-
ity with these colleagues was vital in their governments’
agreement in 1977 to the initiative that became the
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in
Canada (COSEWIC), with Nick elected as its first per-
manent secretary. During the first formative years of
COSEWIC Nick did outstanding work helping to forge
a new way of doing business, helping to bring federal,
provincial, territorial and non-government agency peo-
ple to agree on publicly-released status reports. Making
public the facts about endangered species was what
Nick had been calling for since 1967, believing that this

would lead to remedial actions supported by the public.
COSEWIC continued to grow in the spirit of Nick’s
early aspirations, and recently was established as a for-
mal entity under the Species at Risk Act.” (J. A. Keith,
personal communication).

In addition to Nick’s work as COSEWIC secretary,
he maintained his avid interest in species biology. He
wrote the original Wood Bison status report and con-
tributed to others. He also chaired the Marine Mammal
and Terrestrial Mammal subcommittee in 1980 and,
when it split, he chaired the Terrestrial Mammal sub-
committee from 1981 to 1984.

Dr. Novakowski was involved in a much broader
scope of activities than this review can encompass but
three items may help to round out the story. For a num-
ber of years in the 1960s and 1970s he was involved
with the search for more humane traps for capturing
furbearers. His field experience with trappers proved
very useful. He thoroughly understood the trappers’
needs (Novakowski 1958d*) and also the political pres-
sure being created to do away with the leg-hold trap. In
1967 he gave a brief but cogent review of the problem
to the Federal-Provincial Wildlife Conference (Nova-
kowski 1967e) and continued to be involved with the
resulting program to develop humane traps until his
retirement. Another example of his varied work in-
volved blocking the introduction by an Ontario fur
rancher of several dozen Raccoon Dogs (Nyctereutes
procyanoides) from Finland. When the news arrived on
Nick’s desk, he nearly blew a fuse! He was one of the
very few people in Canada who had the knowledge
to foresee a disastrous outcome if those animals were
allowed to stay. He knew from the literature and from
his many European colleagues that if the animals ever
got loose the species could have devastating ecological
effects. And he knew that no matter what precautions
were taken, sooner or later some of them would get
loose. He sought the assistance of Dr. Eric Broughton,
a veterinarian with the CWS, to have Agriculture Cana-
da deny the import permit. No dice – there was no basis
for denial on environmental grounds. Nevertheless,
based on knowledge of the ecology of the species, he
convinced Canadian authorities that the animals posed
an unacceptable threat to Canadian wildlife and ob-
tained authorization to have all of the imports killed,
the pelts processed by the Hudson’s Bay Company and
compensation made to the owner. But he didn’t leave
it there. Nick pursued the problem domestically and
with the United States authorities resulting in a formal
Canada–USA agreement to bar the future importation
or Raccoon Dogs into either Canada or the USA (E.
Broughton, personal communication). A third dimen-
sion of Nick’s professional work involved teaching a
variety of courses, including biology, terrestrial ecol-
ogy, and wildlife management at University of Ottawa,
the University of Guelph, and Sir Sandford Fleming
College in Lindsay, Ontario.

After retiring from the Canadian Wildlife Service in
1983, Dr. Novakowski became active as a scientific
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consultant and engaged in a wide range of projects.
In some cases he worked independently. In most he
served as a member of a consulting team. In one of his
early projects, he worked with Ted Mosquin to con-
solidate and review many earlier reports on Caribou
and fur-bearers in Pukaskwa National Park (Novakows-
ki and Mosquin 1986a*, b*, c*, d*). Dr. Mosquin
recently commented: “Nick provided the publications/
reports, guidelines, policies, appendices, survey data,
illustrations, etc. as well as some text. I basically organ-
ized and wrote the reports based on the material and dis-
cussions. He was the expert. We worked well together
and I learned a lot! … We sometimes sat for more than
a few hours trying to figure out what needed to be said
and how to best say it.”

Several of Dr. Novakowski’s post-retirement proj-
ects dealt with major Environmental Impact Assess-
ments of such projects as the Military Low-Level Fly-
ing program in Labrador, uranium mining in northern
Saskatchewan, the Rafferty-Alameda dams proposal
in southern Saskatchewan, military base proposals in
the arctic, and bison management in Wood Buffalo
National Park. He became very knowledgeable about
environmental impact assessments in Canada and con-
tributed behind the scenes on a variety of policy issues.
He also contributed to a review paper on the evolution
of environmental impact assessments of watershed mod-
ification projects (Dirschl et al. 1992).

In 1982, a year before Nick retired from the Cana-
dian Wildlife Service, Dr. Husain Sadar arrived at the
Federal Environmental Assessment Review Office
(FEARO). In a letter following Nick’s death, Dr. Sadar
wrote that one of his “major responsibilities was to
organize teams of highly recognized, accomplished and
credible independent experts and specialists to assist
and advise [the independent review panels] for analyz-
ing and addressing often complex scientific, technical
and socio-economic issues … Nick served as an inde-
pendent expert for several panels [dealing with] some
of the most difficult, controversial and complex mega
project proposals … the panels benefited immensely
from Nick’s unique experiences and expertise in wild-
life management and habitat protection. Whether the
issue was protection of caribou herds, moose, large car-
nivores, furbearers, waterfowl, seabirds, birds of prey,
marine birds or deer, Nick’s critical analysis, evalua-
tion and resolution of all such issues was simply out-
standing … But the most important quality of Nick’s
wonderful character was his ability to interact and
work with other professionals in a highly profession-
al, civilized and friendly fashion. He truly was a real
gentleman.”

Dr. Herman Dirschl, with whom Dr. Novakowski
collaborated on many contracts, recalled their joint
efforts on some of those major projects and comment-
ed, inter alia that, “Nick could be very passionate in his
views, particularly when political decisions seemed to
often favour short term economic gains at the expense

of the long term environmental health. However, he
managed to always stay calm and collected in the face
of such adversity. I admired him for this ability and will
greatly miss him.” Dr. Dirschl also recalled their work
“on an assessment of priority habitat sites throughout
Canada to be considered for protection by the Canadi-
an Wildlife Service in concordance with the Federal
Government’s ‘Green Plan’ goals. Nick took on the res-
ponsibility for reviewing the site records for a total of
262 sites in all provinces and territories; designing a
classification system and defining latitude/longitude
centroids for each site.”

Even Canada Post sought out Dr. Novakowski’s ad-
vice in planning for a commemorative postage stamp
featuring Beaver – the 150th anniversary of the origi-
nal 3¢ Beaver stamp (Novakowski 1997*).

Nick the scientist was also Nick the practical envi-
ronmentalist. Early in their stay in Ottawa he and his
wife, Amy, bought 150 acres of forested land in near-
by Lanark County. It was covered primarily with sec-
ond growth hardwoods but also had a small plantation
of Red Pine which Nick carefully nurtured. He became
very interested in the “Model Forest” concept and was
a very keen member of the “Eastern Ontario Certified
Forest Owners.”

I leave the closing words to his good friend, car pool
partner and long-time professional colleague, Gerry
Lee: “On a house visit one day, Nick invited me into
his garage to see his latest pride and joy. There sat a
beautiful cedar strip canoe, like a collector’s piece of
rare furniture, hand built by canoe builder Nick for one
of his offspring. Apart from the odd comment previous-
ly about ‘building a boat someday,’ I had no inkling of
his interest or talent in this area. So much for thinking
you know someone! To sum up, Nick to me was the
consummate good guy; respected professional, devot-
ed family man, equally devoted environmentalist, polite,
humble and honest. A good friend I’ll never forget.”
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