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1 Issue 
Great Lakes dune grasslands are one of the rarest and most fragile ecosystems in Ontario. Pitcher’s thistle (Cirsium pitcheri) is a dune species that is endemic to the Great Lakes. It is rare globally, nationally and provincially and has been designated as endangered by COSEWIC. 

Pitcher’s thistle and the dune grasslands are threatened by a variety of activities. Some of the principal ones are:
1. Recreational use – recreational use of the dunes, particularly by ATV operators is one of the main threats to the dune ecosystem and Pitcher’s thistle. Dunes are very fragile and sensitive to disturbance and ATV use results in de-stabilization and erosion. 
2. Manipulation of the environment – the dunes are a dynamic and ever changing ecosystem. There is a lack of understanding by the public of the sensitive and dynamic nature of dune ecosystems, and a lack of value placed on this natural system and its fluctuations. Due to this lack of understanding and value, dunes are often exposed to a variety of ‘improvement’ activities such as levelling, artificial planting (e.g. planting lawns on the dunes to ‘hold them in place’) and stabilization structures. All of these activities prevent natural dune processes from continuing. 

3. Shoreline development such as marinas, cottages and business developments, along with their associated landscaping, can destroy dune habitat and eliminate or reduce numbers of Pitcher’s thistle. These activities can also fragment dune habitat and populations of Pitcher’s thistle.
Trampling by people walking on and through the dunes, activities such as volleyball and picnicking, and grazing on dune vegetation by Canada geese and White-tailed deer are other activities that threaten the dunes.
Another issue facing dune grassland and Pitcher’s thistle conservation efforts, particularly on Manitoulin Island, is a history of negative feelings and resistance towards conservation messages. There is a group of people that have, in the past, been resistant to various conservation initiatives. There is a perception amongst them that these efforts will interfere with their rights as landowners.
2 Communications Goals

The goals of this communications strategy are to:

1. increase understanding and awareness of natural dune processes 
2. increase appreciation of dunes and their dynamic nature

3. teach people how to live within dune ecosystems without manipulating and trying to ‘control’ them (e.g. develop cottages and associated landscaping while working with the ecosystem instead of against it)
4. encourage people to value the dunes and dune species in their natural state and appreciate their natural beauty and the feeling of being in the dunes
5. increase land owners’ pride in their dunes and honour those landowners who practice good dune stewardship
6. educate private and public landowners about the habitat requirements of Pitcher’s thistle and about activities that threaten this habitat
7. encourage landowner and volunteer monitoring of Pitcher’s thistle populations

8. develop public awareness of, support for, and participation in recovery activities

9. inform and reassure landowners that legislation and conservation initiatives will not erode ownership of land

3 Target Audiences

The target audiences can be broken into the following groups:

1. ATV users including ATV clubs and non-resident motorized recreationalists

2. Landowners including cottage owners associations, park managers, First Nations 

3. Local government including municipal planners, enforcement officers, community leaders, municipal managers of Shoreline Road Allowance
4. Residents of Manitoulin Island who are not waterfront property owners including local business owners, schools, media  
5. Non-resident beach users including visitors at hotels, cabin renters and park users
6. Manitoulin Island landowners with a negative perception of conservation initiatives 

4 Key Messages
Key messages are defined as follows:
1. Pitcher’s thistle and dune grasslands are very special.
· This is a rare and fragile ecosystem, one of the rarest in Ontario 
· It is a dynamic system that is constantly shifting and is dependent on natural fluctuations. This fragility and dynamic nature make it unique
· It is part of what makes Manitoulin Island and the Bruce peninsula special, and is one of the reasons people visit or buy cottages there
2. Impacts to this ecosystem can cause irreparable damage. 
· Impacts cause the system to fall apart 
· Recovery can take a long time and may not happen if the plants or animals that inhabit the dunes are lost
3. Managing the dune grasslands means letting natural processes take place. 
· natural dune processes are dynamic - sand builds up, grows vegetation, blows out, moves and grows vegetation again

· let the dune vegetation fulfill it’s ecological role 
· let the sand move, allow its natural flow to happen
4. The dunes are home to many different species of plants and animals.

· dune grasslands are dynamic, self organizing ecosystems with a unique collection of plants, animals and insects that are adapted to the harsh conditions found there
· some species such as Great Lakes wheatgrass, Gillman’s goldenrod, and Lake Huron locust are rare and only found in these ecosystems
· the dunes are also used by migratory birds and monarch butterflies 

5. Pitcher’s thistle is an endangered species and is completely dependent on the dune ecosystem. 
· it is only found around the Great Lakes and is very rare everywhere it is found

· it lives along the dunes in open, windblown areas with loose, moving sand
· it cannot compete with lots of vegetation

· it is in danger of becoming extinct in both Canada and the United States
· it and its habitat are protected on federal lands under the federal Species at Risk Act (SARA) and proposed for protection on other lands under the provincial Endangered Species Act (ESA)
· conservation does not mean government taking over private land, but SARA and ESA do provide protection for the plant and its habitat

· these regulations should have minimal impacts upon landowners who are willing to take measures to protect Pitcher’s thistle and its habitat
6. Need to work together to protect Pitcher’s thistle and the dunes

· Only a couple of sites are in protected areas such as parks

· Landowners, beach users and volunteers can make a difference

5 Strategic considerations
1. Strive to foster dialogue between the recovery team and the public, particularly land owners (including those resistant to conservation messages) and ATV users.
2. Communicate and educate through several different methods.
3. Strong visuals should be used to convey the sense of being in the dunes and to illustrate how special they are. Use of a video could set the tone for public meetings and convey the unique aspects and beauty of the dunes better than words.
4. Non-conventional means such as art, music, theatre and poetry can be used to build a broad-based communications effort.
5. Focus on positive messages, such as land owner cooperation and stewardship.
6. Encourage people to have a different mind set at the cottage, no lawns to mow, be more in tune with nature.
6 Tactics

6.1 General
General tactics should include stakeholder and community meetings targeted at key audiences. These meetings can be used to provide information on Pitcher’s thistle and the dunes, discuss Species at Risk legislation, and to actively involve the community and stakeholders in the identification of the issue and potential solutions. These meetings need to be facilitated by someone who is not in government and who is perceived by the stakeholders as being neutral. This will be especially important when dealing with groups with negative feelings towards conservation issues. Use of a video at the start of the meeting can convey the message of dunes being unique and special places. 
Develop protocols for recovery team members when communicating with the media, landowners and general public. Members need to be able to respond immediately to concerns and negative messages.
Develop media packages that include articles, photographs and a list of contacts. Contacts need to be prepared to explain and defend the recovery strategy.
Develop a media strategy that includes writing and soliciting articles for newspapers, community magazines and newsletters of target audience groups. Issue press releases and develop displays for use at community events and public venues (e.g. on the ferry).
Create a web site with links to other sites, both about Pitcher’s thistle and dune grasslands, and also about Species at Risk in general.
Develop and distribute fact sheets about the ecology of Pitcher’s thistle, SARA and ESA implications for landowners, other species of concern in dune grassland ecosystems and about appropriate management of dune ecosystems.
Develop partnerships with like minded organizations such as the Lake Huron Centre for Coastal Conservation and link to their web site.
Consider development of a demonstration site to show what dunes should look like in a natural state.
6.2 Specific
1. ATV users 
· develop information packages that specifically target ATV users. Bulletins, pamphlets and fact sheets can be distributed via ATV shops, clubs, rental agencies (cabin and ATV), put on the ferry, web
· focus on key messages numbers 1 and 2

· encourage development and use of an alternate or sacrifice area for ATV use or develop and encourage the use of designated trails 
2. Landowners 
· develop incentives for having a natural landscape. Host a workshop with a landscape firm (or a government landscaping professional) for cottagers to learn how to landscape in a ‘dune-friendly’ manner. Win a free landscape session, then use that as a model dune area that can demonstrate to other cottagers what can be done. Work with cottage associations
· encourage use of native plants for gardening and landscape projects, provide list of suitable plants as well as unsuitable (i.e. invasive alien species) and a list of suppliers of native plants. Emphasize not relocating native plants from dunes.
· encourage voluntary monitoring of Pitcher’s thistle plants. Develop a program for volunteers which provides them with information on how to monitor and access to monitoring results (perhaps on web site)
· educate park employees and managers about dune friendly practices such as closing beaches to the public or not raking dunes and beaches – key message 3
· develop brochures or booklets for landowners focussing on topics such as: how to care for Pitcher’s thistle and dunes, landscaping alternatives to lawns, sources of native plants, invasive plant identification and control methods. Key messages 3 and 5
3. Local government

· work with municipalities, local representatives, Manitoulin and Bruce and Huron County planning boards. Attend planning meetings and show the video. Provide suggestions for changes to municipal planning activities. Consult with planning staff to determine their information needs
· provide examples from other municipalities to demonstrate how it can work (Lake Huron Centre for Coastal Conservation)

· develop fact sheets or publications specific to local government needs that provide information about the needs and value of Pitcher’s thistle and dunes, restoration and management options and best practices, and protection and stewardship tools – Key messages 3 and 5
· ensure that technical support is available to local governments for use in local land use planning initiatives. Offer workshops and information sessions
· work with real estate developers to promote ecologically sensitive design to new home buyers

4. Other residents of Manitoulin Island and Bruce County 
· local media articles, video clips, TV clips such as Hinterland’s Who’s Who (contact Environment Canada), public meetings. Key messages 1, 2 and 4
· develop and distribute an education kit for schoolteachers, educators, youth group leaders (Scouts, Guides). Could include posters, pamphlets, colouring pages and contests, poetry contests, theatre performances
· work with tourism industry to promote scenic values and uniqueness of dunes in their natural state
5. Non-resident beach users

· information packages for hotels and cabin rental agencies to hand to guests, interpretive signage and displays at beaches with pictures of native dune plants and key messages 1, 2 and 4 
· pamphlets to put on ferries with photos and key messages 1,2 and 4
· dune walks and educational field trips provided to beach users by naturalist clubs, students, volunteers
6. Manitoulin Island landowners with negative perceptions of conservation initiatives
· ensure this group is included in public meetings. Key messages 1, 2 and 5
· emphasize minimal impacts and government not taking over private land

7 Timelines

The web site needs to be developed immediately so that people can be referred to it.

Priority should also be placed on developing a video that would be suitable for presentation at stakeholder meetings as well as at other events, in schools, and perhaps modified for a Hinterland Who’s Who TV spot. This video is important for setting the tone and mood in meetings. 
Community and stakeholder meetings are another area of high priority. It is important to start communicating with stakeholders in order to establish a relationship with the local community and to develop partnerships and create buy-in.

A landscaping workshop should occur at the beginning of the communications process so that it can be used as a promotional tool for the duration of the strategy.

Other strategies listed in this plan can be implemented over the 5 year time frame. It is expected that some, such as articles in newspapers and magazines, talks to school groups and clubs, and landowner incentives will be ongoing throughout the life of this strategy whereas other such as interpretive signage, web sites, videos, and pamphlets will be done initially and used for the duration of the strategy.
8 Evaluation

One method of evaluating the impact of the tactics used in this communications strategy is to develop and implement a survey designed to assess public awareness and interest in dune ecosystems and Pitcher’s thistle. This survey should be implemented once at the beginning of the communications efforts and once at a later stage. The initial survey can help to prioritize and focus communications efforts. The follow up survey will help to gauge the effectiveness of the communication and public education strategies and allow changes to be made where required. Questions on the survey should be designed to answer questions such as the following:
· What does the public know about dune grasslands and Pitcher’s thistle

· Can they identify a Pitcher’s thistle

· Are they aware of it’s status 

· Do they have a basic understanding of the implications of SARA and ESA

· What are their perceptions of conservation needs for this ecosystem

· Are they aware of activities that threaten this ecosystem

· What are their attitudes towards conservation of this ecosystem

Table 1: Priorities, timelines and performance indicators

	Task 
	Priority
	Timeline
	Performance Indicator

	Web site
	high
	immediately
	Number of hits on site, comments related to site, feedback from site

	Video
	high
	As soon as possible
	Professional perception of how well video worked, number of meetings where it is shown, requests for video, comments from viewers

	Stakeholder meetings
	high
	Summer of 2005
	Attendance, audience participation, feedback from participants and facilitator

	Direct contact with landowners
	high
	Summer of 2005
	Percentage of landowners managing dunes, changes in landowner knowledge about dune ecosystem requirements, number of volunteers monitoring thistles

	Public surveys
	medium
	2005 and again in 2008
	Percentage of surveys completed

	Landscaping workshops
	medium 
	Summers of 2005 and on 
	Number of participants, level of interest in site tours each year

	Direct contact with municipalities
	medium
	Winter 2005/2006
	Improvement in municipality uses of dunes and management of beaches. Changes in thistle population numbers. Changes in development planning and planning regulations to reduce impacts on dunes

	Fact sheets 
	low
	Winter 2005/2006
	Number of fact sheets distributed, feedback received, number of requests for fact sheets, number developed 

	Interpretive signage at beaches
	low
	Summer 2006 
	Feedback from beach users

	Media releases, interpretive programs, school talks, beach walks
	low
	2006 and on
	Number of people contacted, number of articles published, level of attendance 


This communications strategy must be periodically reviewed to ensure all interested stakeholders and community groups are involved and being kept informed. 
9 Background
A recovery strategy was written for Pitcher’s thistle – Lake Huron dune grasslands and submitted for approval in July, 2004. This strategy outlines the goals, objectives and approaches that are deemed necessary for the protection and recovery of this species and its dune habitat. This communications strategy is a component of the recovery strategy.
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