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Rick Banack
manages the
Galleon Reef,

a 150,000-litre
walk-through salt
water aquarium
at Club Regent
Casino.
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How does a
Prairie boy

become an
underwater
zookeeper?

PHOTOS BY JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS

Salt water in his veins

er version of Dennis Franz, the bald-
ing actor who played gruff detective
Andy Sipowicz on TV’s NYPD Blue.

But the closest he gets to a gun is an aggres-
sive Hawaiian trigger fish.

Banack, 46, has been a local expert on the
care of exotic fish for 25 years. Under con-
tract through his company, Environmental
Aquatic Services Ltd., he is curator of Mani-
toba’s largest and most awe-inspiring aquar-
ium, the walk-through, tunnel-shaped tank at
the tropical-themed Club Regent Casino.

In the huge saltwater tank, eye-catching
groupers, puffers, triggers, tangs, look-
downs, wrasses, damsels — even two

R ICK Banack looks like a much short-

freaky-looking eels — can glide over visi-
tors’ heads, creating a 3-D sensation of
being underwater with them.

Do Banack and his staff give names to the
colourful creatures?

“I don’t encourage it,” says the brisk
curator, wearing rolled-up sleeves and
keeping a near-constant grip on his cell-
phone.

After all, these are not pets but speci-
mens, most captured in the wild because of
the difficulties of breeding tropical fish.
Banack’s chief concern is maintaining an
ecosystem as similar as possible to their
native coral-reef environment.

“These are wild animals,” says Banack,

who likens himself to a zookeeper. “When
they come in, they’re right-proper wild.”

Talk to Banack for a while, and you real-
ize that his apparent gruffness is just a
shell (he adores turtles, by the way). He is a
nature lover and environmentalist who
cares as deeply about saving Lake Winnipeg
as he does about ocean life.

“I can’t possibly fathom a life without
fish,” he says.

He avoided the animated undersea movie
Finding Nemo when it came out. Eventually,
though, he “had to see it” to inform himself
because casino patrons (who must be age 18
or older) kept searching for a blue tang and
asking “Where’s Dory?,” the forgetful fish

voiced by Ellen DeGeneres.

He now concedes that the tale of a clown-
fish trying to rescue his son, Nemo, from a
dentist-office aquarium is “very nice.” And
he has a clownfish family anecdote of his
own.

He and his team obtained eggs laid by the
aquarium’s “tomato” clownfish and success-
fully raised them in the casino basement.
About six months later, they were wary
about reintroducing the young into the big
aquarium, where there is a distinct hierar-
chy and upsetting the social order can have
deadly consequences.
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“But when we dropped the young in,
(the parents) took them right back, like
long-lost children,” he says. “It was
very endearing.”

Like Nemo in the movie, Banack was
an only child. Half-Polish and half-
Ukrainian, he grew up in Garden City,
where his parents fully supported the
fish fever that hooked him from the
age of 10.

His grandfather built his first aquar-
ium from old windows and a tin frame.
“In those days (circa 1970) they didn’t
have silicone,” he remembers, so tar
was the sealant. Banack thinks he
bought his first freshwater fish at
Sears.

In his teens he kept meat-eating pira-
nhas. (Today, he says, piranha buyers
tend to be goth types.) Then he ven-
tured into “crabs and crawlies” and
other marine critters, when it was still
unusual for anyone to keep ocean fish
at home.

“A lot of the technology was brand
new. In some instances we were
inventing things as we were going —
me and the pet shops. You’d have to
buy one of those, and cut this and glue
that, and make a thing, and that would
work a little better. You’d try different
fish and experiment with feeds.”

The resourceful fish fiend took sci-
ence courses at University of Manito-
ba, but dropped out after two years. At
about age 22, the self-described “little
Polish boy” launched an aquarium
business — Rick’s Aqua Exotics — out
of his parents’ house. It evolved
through several locations and store
names, including Something Fishy on
Notre Dame and Winnipeg Aquarium
Company on Pembina.

It didn’t take long for the largely
self-educated Banack to earn an expert

Diver Mike Sinclair with a large puffer fish.

I Raised on Peony Avenue in Garden City, only
child of a railway-worker father and govern-
ment-employee mother. Graduated from
Garden City Collegiate in 1978.

1 Has run his aquarium business since 1982,
under several names and in different locations.

reputation. The Assiniboine Park Zoo

had his company install numerous

aquariums when he was only about 23.
“Somehow we got this job,” he

remembers. “I was quite young to be in
charge of all those people.”

Years later, he set up the aquatic
exhibit for the Zoo’s Down Under pro-
ject, importing four sharks.

About 11 years ago, Banack estab-
lished the company’s current name and
location at 288 McDermot Ave. He
gave up retailing to concentrate on
manufacturing tanks, raising fish and
providing maintenance to commercial
clients, including offices and restau-
rants. “We do a lot of lobster tanks,” he
says. “We’re currently doing all the

Club
Regent
Aquarium
Facts

inside Club Reg

24,000-litre one

I Manitoba’s largest aquarium, hold-
ing 150,000 litres of salt water. Home
to about 400 fish. Opened in 2000

known as Galleon Reef Aquarium.

VITAL SIGNS

divers.
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1 Banack and his seven staff, including his 26-
year-old son Jason, are advanced scuba

I Lives on an acreage in Lorette with common-

adviser.

maintenance for Red Lobster in Win-
nipeg.”

When Manitoba Lotteries decided to
buy the tunnel aquarium and fish from
a top Colorado company, Banack’s
tremendous expertise made him the
top Manitoban — probably the only
Manitoban — for the tendered cura-
tor’s job of operating it, says his long-
time friend and employee Mike
Sinclair.

“He’s the best there is, anywhere
around us. There was only one person
that I think could have taken care of
it.”

Sinclair says Banack is a compas-
sionate boss who respects his staff’s
opinions and fosters team spirit. He’s

ent Casino. Officially

admission.

1 The province’s next-largest fish
tank, says Rick Banack, is the one at
FortWhyte Alive. The third-largest is a

in Banack’s shop.

law partner Cecile Foster, a U of M student

a skilled cook who lays on a seafood
feast for his employees and their
spouses every Christmas.

The Club Regent contract makes up
about half of Banack’s business. Oddly
enough for a boy from Winnipeg, he
has won contracts to supply and install
aquariums in tropical locations such as
Antigua and Belize. Close to home, his
company has recently equipped two
rural clients to farm freshwater
shrimp on a trial basis.

The international community of
aquarium professionals, he says,
freely exchanges advice and knowl-
edge. He has contacts in places like

the-scenes aquarium tours in Vancou-
ver, Seattle, Havana and London.

His home in Lorette is strewn with
fish videos, reference books and
research papers.

“The environment has been a huge
thing for us all along,” he says. “Global
warming is slowly heating up the
ocean, the ocean is getting less salty,
the currents are changing, the coral
reefs are in danger. . . . Whatever small
bit I can do to abate the environmental
calamity that’s in front of us, I certain-
ly do.”

Banack is well aware that taking ani-
mals into captivity for entertainment
can be controversial. He emphasizes
that the casino fish are not “rare,” in
the sense of disappearing in the wild.
Some, though, are large fish that are
rarely seen in a home or office aquari-
um because of their size.

“I won’t import a fish if it’s threaten-
ing the wild population,” he says.
Whenever possible, he obtains crea-
tures certified by the Marine Aquari-
um Council. That means they have
been wild-caught in a sustainable way
using environmentally friendly meth-
ods, and that collectors are paid “real
money.”

His dream project is to create a pub-
lic aquarium for Winnipeg — a dream
that his friend Sinclair is convinced
he’ll pull off. It would be a fitting
attraction, Banack says, since Manito-
ba has ocean access at Churchill.

“I'm short about $50 million,” he
quips.

“Maybe one day we’ll find sufficient
investment. We’ve got a lot of people
trying to build stadiums all over the
place. Maybe one of those rich fellas
wants to throw us a few bucks, and
we’ll make a nice fish tank so the chil-
dren actually have a big aquarium to
go and see.”

Portraits is a series profiling exceptional
Manitobans who live with passion and
purpose. From movers and shakers to
little-known characters, we’re looking
for innovators, achievers, crusaders,

experts, people with unlikely jobs or
quirky obsessions... the fascinating folk
who live among us. If there’s someone
whose story you’d like to read, send

1 Banack believes the acrylic Club
Regent tank is the only “tunnel”
aquarium in Canada. There is a simi-
lar walk-through tank at the Mall of
America in Minnesota. It charges

I A scuba diver hand-feeds certain
fish and eels and cleans the tank,
usually from 12:30 to 1 p.m. daily.

California, Florida, Las Vegas and Eng-
land. He has been able to take behind-

your suggestions to:
alison.mayes@freepress.mh.ca.

1 Fish come from coral reefs in the
Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans,
the Red Sea and the Great Barrier
Reef. The tank’s coral is artificial.

I Filters, skimmers and pumps add
oxygen to the water and remove
wastes and toxins. Beneficial bacteria
are cultured for the tank. Heaters and
a timed lighting system help to
mimic a natural reef. Extra tanks on
the casino’s lower level allow fish to
be quarantined and prepared for
introduction to the aquarium.

I Aquarium operators must be
extremely knowledgeable and vigilant
about the animals’ health, behaviour,
predatory tendencies and response
to stress.
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Leading home builder is looking
for a

COLOR CONSULTANT/
DECORATOR

to join our Design Center team.
Successful candidate would
have decorating and customer
service experience.

Forward resume with salary expect-
ations by fax 254-9459 or email
dheuchert@qualicogroup.com
by April 27th.
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Thomson Nelson, Canada’s leading educational publisher, is looking for
a highly motivated and strategic individual to join our Higher Education

ople make the difference and we are seeking a

talented individual to become part of our growing and innovative
company. We will provide you with opportunities to realize business
success, develop yourself professionally and enjoy future advancement.

The candidate will possess:

e Strong interpersonal skills

e Proficient computer skills

e Competitive drive and ability to work autonomously
¢ A valid license and travel are essential

You will work in a fast paced, competitive environment representing our
product lines to College and University Faculty. You will also represent our

discussions with Professors on future product

Qualified candidates should submit their resumes no later than April 27th to:

es, Thomson Nelson, 1120 Birchmount Road,

Toronto, Ontario M1K 5G4. Fax: (416) 752-9646
Email: humanresources@nelson.com

www.nelson.com
We thank all applicants for their interest,
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Zellstoff Celgar Limited, operates a 470,000 tonneN
year state-of-the-art bleached kraft pulp mill located
in Southeastern British Columbia. This market
kraft operation is founded on being its customers’
preferred supplier of customized pulp, while
maintaining its responsible position within the
community.

TECHNICAL MANAGER
Pulp & Paper

A key member of the senior management group, this position reports directly to the
General Manager and is responsible for the operation’s process engineering,
laboratory services, environmental, customer services, and shipping functions. The
Technical Manager plays an important role in defining the research and development
needs of the operation. In addition to managing the day-to-day activities of your
areas, you also provide support to the operating departments in the mill.

Your initial challenge will be to establish a strong, effective working relationship
with the other members of the senior management group. You contribute to the
setting of the operation’s priorities — you provide sound, knowledgeable input for
your areas.

You focus your groups’ improvement activities on the identified priorities and provide
direction and support, to ensure accountability and achievement of results.

Your chemical engineering degree, coupled with 10+ years experience in all technical
aspects of kraft pulping provide the foundation of your knowledge. Your
demonstrated superior management skills and leadership of technical professionals
are the core of your success.

Castlegar, located in the heart of the beautiful West Kootenays, provides excellent
family recreational activities and leisure facilities, while offering the full range of
services and amenities including education to the college level.

If you — have shown your effectiveness in a similar role, as part of a progressive
management team — enjoy leading change and continuous improvement — are seeking
an opportunity to be part of creating a ‘world class’ operation — submit your resume
in the strictest confidence to:

SAVAGE CONSULTANTS INC.

HUMAN RESOURCES zig LABOUR RELATIONS

2000 - 1066 W. Hastings St., Vancouver, B.C. V6E 3X2
Tel: (604) 601-8222 Fax: (250) 655-3657

J

mda@savageconsultants.com

"

WIN THE TUNGRS

Get your tickets today for the award-winning Free Press Tuner Project 3, a brand-new Chevy Cobalt
SS-Supercharged, complete with custom interior, audio-video, air-ride suspension, GM Performance
Parts Stage Il performance kit, custom cat-back exhaust and a wicked two-tone paint job.

Just named Best-in-Class at the Piston Ring World of Wheels Car Show, March, 31.

Tickets are only $5 each (only 10,000 tickets printed) and are available at the
Winnipeg Free Press, Phat Ride Customs, and Winnipeg’s four Chevrolet dealers.
Net proceeds donated to the Children’s Hospital Foundation of Manitoba. Children’s Hospital Foundation of Manitoba Inc. Lic. # MGCC 1138-RF
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