
 

 

Nicholas S. Novakowski—-CSTWS Pioneer 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Nicholas (Nick) Stephen Novakowski is credited with the discovery of the Wood Bison as a 
discrete subspecies.  He was also directly involved in the early period of monitoring the 
endangered flock of whooping cranes on their nesting grounds.  Later on as a staff specialist of 
mammalogy at Canadian Wildlife Service headquarters in Ottawa, he became well known for his 
early work on species at risk both in Canada and internationally through CITES.  
 
Nick was born on November 28, 1925, in Mundare, Alberta as the second child and eldest son in 
a family of 10 children.  One of his quirks was to drive only Chrysler vehicles throughout his 
lifetime, partially because his father owned a Chrysler dealership.  He was also well known for 
his hockey playing in central Alberta along with two brothers, Archie and Van.  He was also a 
very good baseball player.  
 
Nick received a BSc in Chemistry from the University of Alberta in 1950.  He began an MSc 
program the following year in William Fuller’s Zoology Department and followed Fuller to 
Wood Buffalo National Park as an assistant to conduct research on wolves and beaver.  In 1952, 
however, Fuller recommended that he transfer to the University of Saskatchewan where he 
completed his Masters on fish stocks in Reindeer Lake.  He received his PhD at the University of 
Saskatchewan on the population dynamics of beaver at northern latitudes in 1965. 
 
Dr. Novakowski continued to work closely with Bill Fuller and Don Flook during his graduate 
studies and after on bison, wolves, whooping cranes, beaver and northern fish stocks in the 
Yukon, Wood Buffalo National Park and the Keewatin District of NWT.  In 1957 during aerial 
surveys, he discovered an isolated herd of Wood Bison in the Nyarling River area.  Over 70 live 
specimens were trapped and tested for tuberculosis and brucellosis.  Of these, 18 were disease 
free and transferred to a holding facility northwest of Fort Smith.  Later, three calves were born 
to this group and all were retested and found to be disease free proving that they were distinct 



 

 

from the plains/wood bison hybrids found in other parts of Wood Buffalo National Park.  Nick 
also was the first biologist to use dental annuli to estimate the age of bison and other dental 
measurements in aging large samples.  In 1962, anthrax struck the Bison population near Wood 
Buffalo and Nick described the first instance of this disease in Canada.   
 
Following the discovery of the whooping crane nesting grounds in Wood Buffalo, Nick worked 
with Bill Fuller and others to monitor nesting success in the mid 1950s and 1960s.  In 1964, he 
was responsible for capturing and transporting an injured juvenile whooper to a captive breeding 
facility in the United States near Washington D.C.   This male named “Canus” to denote its dual 
nationality, sired over 180 whooping cranes in captivity before it died in January 2003.   
 
From the 1970s to the end of his career in 1983,  Nick Novakowski became the lead Canadian 
scientist on species at risk.   He helped John Heppes establish the scientific and management 
authorities for CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora 
and Fauna) in Canada.  In 1977, Nick was also instrumental in establishing COSEWIC 
(Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada).  Upon his retirement in 1983, he 
became a scientific consultant on a wide range of topics from fish to caribou to fur-bearers.  
 
Nick died on July 3, 2004, in Ottawa.  He and his wife, Amy, a school teacher from Fort Smith, 
had two sons, Kent, a professor in hydrogeology and environmental engineering at Queens 
University and Erin Nicholas, a professor of geography and environmental studies at Memorial 
University. 
 


