Mr. Keith Baric

Ministry of Environment

Environmental Stewardship Division, Omineca Region 

4051 18th Ave. 

Prince George, BC  V2N 1B3 

Dear Mr. Baric:

Re:  Draft Management Plan Review for Mt. Robson

BC Nature (Federation of BC Naturalists) would like to provide the following comments on the draft Management Plan Review for Mt. Robson.   

The Review Plan and Process

(These comments refer to all parks’ Management Plan reviews and the suggestions for improving the process for this one apply to others as well.)

While this plan clearly has involved much effort and many aspects are well discussed and written, the document is too complex and detailed for most people not working with such plans to review with any genuine comprehension.  The present plan has about 350 draft strategies, which is impossible for anyone to comprehend. Not only is it difficult for the public to understand, but its aspirations are far too extensive for the number of BC Parks staff and the size of their budget to fulfill.  

Public review is made even more complex because several strategies on a particular topic are listed in different sections with different, at times apparently contradictory, directions on the same topic. The maps do not provide accurate information on the facility and trail location, making it hard to review proposals such as the hut proposed for Robson Pass.  

The overall impression from the above is of a somewhat unrealistic and at times ambiguous or contradictory document.

    Management Plans are the basis for park management for anywhere from five to fifteen years.  It is thus very important that those consulted are able to comprehend the material under review and make intelligent comments on it; otherwise the process is flawed from the start and the results are less likely to be accepted.   

BC Nature suggests that the plan should consist of the following:

· A concise vision of the park, that is, its role in the BC Parks system, and in the case of Mt. Robson, as part of the Canadian Rocky Mt. World Heritage as well

· Under each of the use and value categories (natural, recreational, First Nations, etc.) a realistic number of strategies for a) the near future (say the next five years) and b) for the longer term (into the next 15 years); care should be taken to avoid ambiguities and the appearance of goals and strategies that contradict other statements in the document.

· Fewer maps with more accurate information be included with the document  

The above would enable the public to better comment on what is being proposed and make the Management Plan a realistic working document for Parks staff to follow.

Public Consultation Process

The Ministry stresses the efforts to have broad public consultation on Management Plan reviews; however, much more could be done to solicit such discussion on management directions.  Along with the way the plan has been written, the number of Open Houses and format are not conducive to broad public input.  They neither provide all participants with the same information (since not everyone is able to speak with the limited number of staff present) nor do they allow those attending to hear the concerns of others and how these are answered, or not, in the Plan.  

BC Nature suggests that public meetings consist of the following: 

· An illustrated introductory presentation and commentary followed by a question and answer period long enough to cover most, if not all, queries.  

· The short illustrated presentation would highlight the wonder of the park, the vision for the park, and its role in the BC Parks/World Heritage system.  

· The planners would then present what is proposed over the next five years, followed by time for questions. 

Such a format would likely generate more interest, give people much clearer information on the proposed management direction, and likely increase public interest to visit the park.  There would be a high tourism dollar value for example, of Lower Mainland newspaper/TV coverage of a Public Meeting on Mt Robson.

The Vision Statement (p. 34)

· This statement appears satisfactory with the emphasis on the preservation of ecological values as primary in the park and recognizing its special place as part of the Canadian Rocky Mt. World Heritage Site, under UNESCO.

· Unfortunately, the strength of the vision statement focus is badly compromised by current and proposed management strategies and the very broad range of activities allowed in much of the park, activities often incompatible with each other (eg. mountain biking, hiking, and people with dogs) and incompatible with the supposed primary goal of ecosystem protection.

Natural and Cultural Values Management (p. 25ff)

· Ecosystem Based Management (EBM) appears to be a reasonable approach to protecting the complex natural values of the park; however, the ability of staff to carry this out at the present time is seriously undercut by the admission that “At the present time only a cursory examination of park flora and fauna has been completed and this is identified as a major knowledge gap for carrying out the biodiversity objectives of a management plan.” (pp. 25-26).  On p. 48, the admission is made the “presence and population health of smaller mammals has not been inventoried for many years and the vast realm of invertebrates has never been studied in the park.”  In addition, the admission that climate change will affect the ecology of the park makes the urgency of acquiring good inventories even greater before any new directions in management and recreation are taken. 
· BC Nature urges that the completion of basic vegetation and wildlife inventories be given high priority.  An important first step would be to acquire such inventories for the Robson Valley bottomlands, wetlands, and marsh areas, and for the Berg Lake-Robson Pass area.   

· The first should focus on waterfowl, shorebirds and other wildlife of these critical habitats and should be completed before any proposals are entertained to extend canoeing or kayaking routes or provide rustic backcountry campsites for these activities (p.65).   There is the statement, “Care must be taken to ensure nesting waterfowl on Moose Marsh are not disturbed”, but where is the inventory to show where nesting now occurs?  As well, it has been shown in numerous studies (eg. loon monitoring in Ontario) that canoes and kayaks can seriously disturb shore and water-nesting birds primarily by coming close, and almost silently, up to the nests.  

· As the most heavily traveled backcountry part of the park, the second area should have extensive inventories carried out to provide a belated, but still valuable baseline before any proposals are considered for increased recreational facilities or numbers of people.   

Vegetation and Wildlife Management (pp. 43-52)

· There are many good strategies listed, though as noted before, the scope appears often to be likely beyond the capabilities of the current staff and budget levels.  

· The exclusion of all domestic pack animals except limited numbers of horses is excellent. 

· We appreciate the proposal on p. 46 to “Develop and promote an annual “BioBlitz” enlisting citizen science to fill data gaps,  on p.51 the proposal to “encourage assistance of volunteers and others to collect wildlife data with BC Parks Observation Cards”, and to “continue with annual Bird Blitz”.   Nonetheless, the majority of data gathering should be by publicly financed professionals, especially given the World Heritage recognition of this park and to provide park managers with comprehensive, credible data.

Concerns include the following:

· The acknowledged lack of data on both vegetation and wildlife and especially on the rare and threatened species puts in question the viability of comments such as to “Manage human activities as necessary to provide high quality backcountry experience with least possible lasting impacts on park vegetation” (p. 45) and “Protect and manage all park wildlife to sustain “natural” behaviour, influenced by human interaction as little as possible.” (p. 49)

· The statements on p. 51 to “Protect the park’s limited wetlands and marshes to maintain the natural environment and the diverse bird populations” and “Manage wildlife values with priority over recreational activities” appear to be contradicted by the proposals to increase boating on the lakes and traffic in the Berg Lake-Robson Pass. It also appears to contradict the goal to “Protect critical habitats and enhance declining habitats where it is compatible with other park resource management and recreation use objectives.”
· The contention used to justify controlled-burn regimes is that the park’s forest age-class mix is not a natural one, but the result of 40+ years of fire suppression.  Information received from forestry scientists puts the fire-return interval for the park and area at about 150+ years.  Thus the fire-suppression period would have little if any effect on the natural age-class mix.
· Forestry scientists also note that old-growth forest classes will almost inevitably be larger in protected areas than in the surrounding area where timber harvesting is the main use of forests. Thus, the “high” amount of these classes in Mt. Robson is not ‘unnatural’, but a result of logging not being allowed. 
· Mt. Pine Beetle ‘management’ is manifestly useless in controlling the current spread and as a natural process (even if accelerated by climate change and other factors) should be allowed to take its course in the park.  Contrary to common belief, heavy erosion and greatly increased fire hazard from the beetle kill are not born out by science; the remaining tree roots and new, lush growth from increased light in the forests help balance the losses of the dead trees.  In short, the natural ecological processes should be allowed to take place and distribute forest age classes according to natural principles.  
Outdoor Recreation Opportunities (pp. 61ff)

· BC Nature in general supports the range of recreation opportunities offered at the park; concerns primarily involve proposals for increased traffic and the addition of activities requiring helicopter access

Concerns include the following:

· Suggestion (p. 69) to “Revisit quota numbers should the proposed Fixed Roof Accommodation proposal for the Robson Pass area obtain final approval” is very questionable in light of the earlier comment that “Surveys indicate that some visitors believe the area [Berg Lake Trail] to be over-used” (p. 29) and that over-use was an issue in the 1992 Management Plan review at a time when the numbers of overnight visitors was almost precisely what it was in 2003, about 11,400 and when the day use now is almost 53,000.

· The apparent attempt to offer almost all forms of recreation within the park, and in other parks, when ample opportunity exists for all of these outside the park(s); as noted in the Vision comment, some of these activities are incompatible with each other and with ecosystem protection.

· The document would be improved by more specific details on improvements proposed over the next five years on backcountry trails and wilderness campsites.

· The proposal to increase boating (power and canoes/kayaks) on Moose and Yellowhead Lakes (p. 63) is very questionable given the lack of information on wildlife species, habitat, and use of the lakes; much more information is needed on wildlife, especially waterfowl, before such increases should be considered.

· The suggestion that the unused heli-skiing ‘licence of occupation’ for the Mount Longstaff area be “discussed” is disturbing.  BC Nature considers heli-skiing to be incompatible with other park values, constitutes a highly likely disturbance to wildlife at a very stressful and vulnerable time of year, and as such should not be allowed in the park.  We urge that the Licence of Occupation be cancelled.
· The open ended statement  on winter use (pp. 29-30), that “With due consideration for environmental factors and safety, the management plan should indicate whether any expansion or diversification of winter recreation opportunities is appropriate in the park.”  The specifics related to this statement are not addressed in one place in the plan, and as it now reads, it is not clear whether there is a recommendation for expansion being proposed.  Page 55, reads, “Determine appropriate levels for winter use.”  There is no inventory provided on winter ungulate use, and therefore we suggest that BC Parks should not consider any increased winter access that would involve l helicopter or other vehicular access.  
· As a general comment, the draft plan’s statements about Limits of Acceptable Change and social and environmental carrying capacities (see p. 80) are not quantified or supported by referenced research.  Without quantification, such statements lack substance.
Access Management (p. 29 and in Recreation strategies)

· BC Nature supports in the near future the strategy of no increase to helicopter landings beyond the current flights Mondays and Fridays and only at Robson Pass, but suggest that Parks consider limiting the number of landings on those days.  In addition, encouraging use of the most quiet types of helicopters possible would be helpful.

· We support BC Parks working with Transport Canada to ensure good restrictions on heli-sightseeing flights, in terms of height of flights, and routes of flights.

· We strongly support the exclusion of mechanized travel in or access to the Berg Lake/Mt. Robson area aside from the above. 

· The proposal to increase power boats and floatplane landings on Moose and Yellowhead Lakes (p. 63) is very questionable given the lack of information on wildlife species, habitat, and use of the lakes; much more information is needed on wildlife, especially waterfowl, before such increases should be considered.

Overnight Accommodations (p. 72ff)

· BC Nature supports the strategy to maintain the current campsite numbers in the high-use areas as well as the exclusion of mechanized travel in the park
Concerns include the following:
· BC Nature does not agree with the proposal for a new roofed accommodation in the Robson Pass area to be run as a commercial operation nor with providing new commercial roofed accommodation in any BC Parks as being against the status of parks as a public trust.  

· We also have serious concerns about the proposed location for the ACC hut at Robson Pass, how that location was determined, and the timing of the request for proposals, well ahead of the Management Plan review. 

· BC Nature is also concerned about the imprecise and possibly contradictory strategies given on p. 77 on managing negative impacts on the land and wildlife of increased traffic occasioned in part by new facilities like the proposed ACC hut; much of it seems to revolve around after-the-fact attempts to clean up or ‘mitigate’ damage rather than prevent it in the first place.

Commercial Recreation (p. 79ff)

· We urge BC Parks to prepare thorough statements in any Park Use Permit for Commercial Guiding, statements that will stipulate the ‘best practices’ for good stewardship to be required of the Commercial Operator, and how the Commercial Operator will not detract from, and when possible enhance, public use.

· We suggest that BC Parks conduct an annual review of the Commercial Operator’s adherence to these environmental stewardship requirements and fit with public use and that this review should be an essential part of the Park Use Permit.  These annual reviews could also reduce the amount of “periodic re-advertising” required.  

· Consideration must be given to social carrying capacity for the areas where commercial guiding is to take place with overlapping tenures being avoided.

· We support the suggestion for exclusive or limited commercial service opportunities to be awarded after a competitive bid process.  Unlimited commercial service opportunities harm both the commercial operator and the general public.  

Visitor Services (p. 83)

· We support the strategies listed to increase the type and variety of information sources for visitors, to expand the Visitors’ Centre capabilities, and especially to  “provide interpretive programming in the park for visitors” (p. 87);  reference should be made to working with the Park Facility Operator to achieve this end.

Plan Implementation (p. 102)  

· This is the section that the public could most readily comment on, and one would expect that it would describe in some detail what BC Parks will likely be doing in the near future.  The bald statement that the details will be filled in after the public consultation process gives the public no idea whatever on what will actually be carried out and allows for no comment on those specific plans. This is unacceptable and puts in question the purpose and actual effects on the final document of the public consultation process. 

Yours truly,

Eva Durance

BC Nature Parks & Protected Areas Coordinator
Bev Ramey

BC Nature President

