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The BC Government should increase its budget for BC Parks.  Increases in 2005, 2006 and 2007 were a step in the right direction, but we recommend allocation of additional funding: 

· to improve visitor information about BC Parks, including park interpretation programs, 

· to increase the number of Park Rangers, and Area Supervisors and

· to provide funds to adequately maintain park facilities, especially backcountry facilities.

These improvements will 

· encourage more people to visit parks thereby contributing to healthier lifestyles, 

· connect kids, families and communities to nature

· help ensure meaningful, safe visits, 

· increase spending by tourists

· ensure protection for the natural habitats of BC Parks.

The overall budget for BC Parks is a very small portion of the provincial budget.  However the benefits to our Provincial Parks and to the public from a budget increase of a few million extra dollars would be tremendous.  BC Parks is likely the most cheaply run park agency in North America, when looked at either in terms of the parkland area managed or in terms of the number of people visits.

Being frugal is good, but being cheap in this case unfortunately means losing a great deal:  losing opportunities to encourage healthy exercise in the outdoors, losing opportunities to connect kids and new immigrants to BC’s amazing natural landscapes, losing dollars through tourist visits, and losing the opportunity to foster community pride and involvement in their provincial parks.

This proposal recommends an increase of $10 million to the BC Parks budget.  This would go a long way to help meet the objectives and performance measures stated in the government Service Plan.  That Plan includes: 

Goal 2 – Healthy & diverse native species and ecosystems;   objective of “well managed parks and protected lands”

Goal 3 – British Columbians share responsibility for the environment;  objective of “shared environmental stewardship”

Performance Measure: increase park visitation to 21.6 million by 2010/11.  This is an increase of 3.6 million over the 2004/5 base.  The way to increase park visitation is to improve the information about the parks for visitors and BC residents.  

As a side note here, note that 2011 is BC Parks 100th anniversary.  What an opportunity to built towards 2011 and celebrate our Provincial Parks!   

Budget Increase for:  Park Information, Visitor Services and Interpretation

More park information is needed.  BC Parks has a great website.  It is a wonderful tool, but print material should be available in the parks and in tourist visitor centres.  Interpretive signs in the parks are needed.

I’d like to speak especially to the area of Park Interpretation.  Some of you may be aware that BC Nature has developed a partnership with BC Parks and the Park Facility Operators and since 2004 we have been employing park interpreters.  The number of positions has grown from six in 2004 to 37 in 2008.  Sixteen of these positions are through the Conservation Corp program, which is a really good program that gets young people working in career experience positions with Ministry of Environment.   BC Nature sponsors several summer student positions through the federal government, and assists with training for all the positions.  An estimate from this past summer is: 73,000 people took park in programs, and an additional 56,000 were in contact with an interpreter in a park.  This helps connects kids and families with nature, encourages longer visits to the parks, and leads to word-of-mouth promotion of BC Parks.  Safety information such as “Bear Aware” and outdoor survival can be provided.

Although Park Interpretation is growing in the number of interpreters, much more could be done.  BC Nature is meeting later this month with Minister Penner to provide details on our shared stewardship proposal to enhance Park Interpretation.  The proposal is for a half million dollars that would provide more and longer term positions, encourage the better employees to return, and  provide outreach to facilitate community and school involvement.  …..  I have a copy of that proposal if anyone is interested.

Budget Increase for:  Park Rangers and Area Supervisors

The increase to number of Park Rangers has been good, but what is needed is more full time and longer season rangers, both to foster better joint projects with community groups and also to keep knowledgeable staff in place and build on communications with surrounding communities.  Three or four month positions are not long enough to encourage knowledgeable to return next summer.   More dollars are needed for staffing at the Park Ranger level and at the Area Supervisor level where staff can work with community groups and community projects. 

Budget Increase for:  Park Signage, Trails and Backcountry facilities

Some improvements have been made in signage, trails, and backcountry facilities, but much more is needed to foster use of the outdoors, to provide safe facilities and to encourage visits to our wonderful parks.  Much work could be done in this area through Parks staff working with school and community groups on projects – shared stewardship.  But dollars are needed for the facilities and to initiate the projects.

An increase in the budget of BC Parks has valuable spinoffs:   healthy and active living, long term community stability and pride through shared stewardship, revenue from tourists, and protection of our natural environment. 
