Original letter on BC Nature (Federation of BC Naturalists) letterhead
February 20, 2008

John Glaspie, Recreation Officer
Okanagan District, Ministry of Tourism, Sport & the Arts

c/o Okanagan Similkameen Forest District
2501-14th Ave.

Vernon, BC   V1T 0Z1

Dear John Glaspie:
Re: Regulation of motorized and non-motorized use in the Apex area, specifically the Okanagan Vista Cross-country Ski area in accordance with the Okanagan-Shuswap LRMP Management Plan 

It has been brought to BC Nature’s attention that over the past few years the number of snowmobilers encroaching on designated ski trails in the OkanaganVista/Nickel Plate recreation area has greatly increased.  These trails (with the exception of the old roadways such as the Hedley-Nickel Plate FSR) have been designated and signed for many years as cross-country ski trails.  This encroachment is not only unsafe for skiers, and the increasing number of snowshoers who use that area, but is quite contrary to the protocol developed in 1995 through a broadly based stakeholder consultation process led by the BC Forest Service.  Snowmobile traffic on small pothole lakes and wetlands in the areas through which these ski trail systems run is an added problem for skiers as well as being associated with likely environment damage.
The tensions arising from incompatible recreation uses were clearly identified in the Okanagan-Shuswap LRMP.  There the goal was set of “maintain[ing] the features that provide for the diverse range of quality recreational experiences”;  however, motorized incursions are adversely affecting both the features and the experience for non-motorized users.

In short, high-quality recreational opportunities, for cross-country skiers in particular, cannot be maintained without adequate management which at present is sorely lacking.

Specific Concerns
Skiers and others engaged in non-motorized recreational pursuits in the area are greatly concerned about personal safety and the loss of their right to quiet enjoyment of the area designated for their use. The machines chew up the trails making them difficult and at times dangerous for skiers of all abilities; the deteriorating conditions have been documented in numerous photographs taken over the past two winters. Snowmobiles create a particular risk to skiers and snowshoers in the hilly terrain and when the machines are run on designated ski trails.   The noise and fumes from the machines and the undesirable ‘tracking’ of ski trails and meadows by the snowmobilers are additional detriments to a high-quality experience for skiers.
Environnmental damage includes compaction of the snow over land and water and the concomitant increase in the time taken for the snow to melt; the oil and unburned gas that snowmobiles leave behind to pollute the soil and especially water; and the disturbance to predator-prey patterns from factors such as the compacted tracks.
Directions from LRMP
Members of BC Nature participated in the Land and Resource Management Plan over several years, and it set out a goal to “Prevent or resolve conflicts between recreation users” which regrettably is not being realized.  This is most unfortunate given that the LRMP also noted that “Ongoing conflicts [such as at Apex] should be moved through the procedure [to resolution]… as quickly as possible.”  For polygon-specific Recreation Management Zones such as the Apex Recreation RMZ, the LRMP contemplated a forum on matters of concern “on a priority basis” to organize trail networks and identify required seasonal area restrictions (S4-12).

The LRMP also laid out various relevant principles to guide the process of resolving conflicts between motorized and non-motorized users.  These include:
· “To maintain or enhance values (4-1)

· To encourage compatibility (4-2)

· Recreational use restrictions … may occur to ensure compatibility and safety (4-2)

· In some situations due to public safety and compatibility… there may be a need to separate or exclude some uses (eg. excluding snowmobiles from managed cross-country ski trail areas (4-2)

· Place seasonal restrictions on motorized recreational use … to maintain the quality of experience for non-motorized users (4-16)”

These principles are directly relevant to the Okanagan Vista-Nickel Plate Provincial Park area, but are neither respected nor applied at present.

Provincial Perspective

As you may be aware, the Coalition for the Licensing and Registration of Off-road Vehicles (ORVs) in British Columbia, a group drawn from all outdoor recreation sectors as well as other interests, and of which BC Nature (the Federation of B.C. Naturalists) is a member, was formed, in part, to address just the sort of situation present in the Okanagan Vista area (Apex RMZ). Unfortunately, three years of work, by consensus, of the group has yielded virtually no results in the area of BC government policy or regulations on ORVs.  

In the absence of a province-wide outdoor recreation management policy, the process outlined in the LRMP serves to deal with conflicts as they arise in specific areas.  It must be observed, however, that deliberate neglect of the overall Coalition recommendations does a disservice to all outdoor recreationists and the environment as well as reflecting badly on the government’s resource-management policy. 

Current Situation

We understand that a meeting of stakeholders was held last March after which a second meeting was to have been arranged to finalize basic agreements on exclusive-use and shared-use trails (based on the map developed in the 1995 process noted earlier in this letter) and to address unresolved matters. We urge the Ministry of Tourism, Sport & the Arts (MTSA), to convene this second meeting as soon as possible so that the lack of management of this unsafe and environmentally damaging situation will not continue into the 2008-2009 winter season.  MTSA should be assisted by the Ministry of Environment because some of the trails in question pass through Nickel Plate Provincial Park. As well as improving the situation for the skiers and snowshoers, such a meeting would give responsible snowmobilers an opportunity to assist in developing an appropriate network of trails in the larger Okanagan Vista area that will allow them to maintain their sport while protecting the waterways, wetlands, and wildlife and the integrity of the ski trails.
We urge the Ministry of Tourism, Sport and the Arts, to convene the intended follow-up workshop in the coming weeks to fulfill the priority established in the LRMP of resolving recreational conflicts. By this mechanism, a plan to ensure compatibility among users and the safety and long-term viability of the recreational and environmental values can be developed as the LRMP anticipated.  

Yours truly
Bev Ramey

President, BC Nature

cc  Drew Carmichael, Regional Manager, Environmental Stewardship, Okanagan Region, Ministry of Environment 

Steve Carr, Chair, Inter-Agency Management Committee, Thompson-Okanagan

Bruno DeleSalle, Co-Chair, ORV Coalition

