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January 28, 2009

Mr. John Hawkings, Chair, Trails Strategy Committee

Provincial Trails Manager, Recreation Sites and Trails Branch

Ministry of Tourism, Culture and the Arts

42000 Loggers Lane

Squamish, BC V8B 0H3

By Email to:  TrailStrategy@gov.bc.ca
Dear Mr. Hawkings:

Re:  Draft Trail Strategy 
BC Nature (Federation of BC Naturalists) supports this government’s effort to establish a “world-renowned network of sustainable trails, [with at least some] accessible to all, which fosters social, cultural, health, economic and environmental benefits for trail users, communities and the province”.  Such a publicly organized, regulated, and administered system is badly needed for the long-term benefit of residents and visitors and to reduce as much as possible damage to wildlife and wildlife habitat brought about by careless and inappropriate activities in the backcountry.

Our main comments and suggestions are given below.  While much detail could be given on each one, we have kept it as spare as possible; further detail and examples to support our points are available if the Committee wishes to pursue these issues.

· As a general principle, the protection of natural values and features must be central to any consideration of individual trails and trail systems, and in implementing such a plan.  Wildlife and the land they inhabit are often negatively impacted by recreational users, in particular motorized trail users, yet wildlife has only the voice that we humans give it in such deliberations as this Strategy.
· "Given the current lack of adequate staff and funding for our provincial parks, including the trail systems there, we are deeply concerned that any overall Trails Strategy would be under-funded and inadequately maintained and that regulations on environmental protection, users, signs, and other aspects necessary to a "world-class" system would be lacking."

· Local biologists and naturalists should be consulted from the outset for their knowledge of their particular area’s natural values and sensitivities in determining what trails are appropriate and where and in some cases what areas should be off-limits for particular recreational uses.  In some cases, wider scientific expertise may be needed as part of implementing the Strategy and funding should be available as part of the Strategy for such consultations and studies.
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Trails Strategy Comments from BC Nature – page 2

· The Committee should consider incorporating trail systems in larger, protected wildlife corridors in rural and resource-development areas. 

· Non-motorized trail users’ needs must be adequately addressed in the Strategy with the numbers of trails designated for non-motorized users reflecting the high numbers of such people.  These users include hikers/backpackers, mountain bikers, horseback riders, cross-country skiers, snowshoers, and in some places, wheelchair users, a cross-section of citizens and visitors whose numbers far outstrip motorized users’.   Non-motorized trail users, however, do not have the ready-made commercial lobbies which many of the manufacturers of ORVs provide; as well, since non-motorized recreation tends to be more individual and informal, these people have fewer umbrella organizations to speak for them than do motorized users.  Thus, the voices of individual non-motorized users tend to be overwhelmed by those of motorized recreation organizations.

· Non-motorized trail use is especially important to promote because it supports a healthy, physically fit public, thereby reducing the growing pressures on our health care system.  This is exactly what the Government is promoting in its Healthy Living program, “Physical Activity” section.

· The Committee should consider encouraging trail systems through and between urban-rural areas that allow users to carry out daily activities via the trails (shopping, travel to work, etc.); for example, Whitehorse and Ottawa have trails through natural areas and along their respective rivers connecting outlying suburban developments with the city core.

· The importance of trails and trail systems to tourism especially in wilderness or semi-wilderness areas should be taken into consideration; ones such as the West Coast Trail and others in provincial and national parks are often over-used when other areas nearby are just as attractive, but not known, mapped, and signed.  

· The development of standardized, adequate, and clear signs on trails is essential to the success of any province-wide trails system and strategy. The placement of locally oriented interpretive signs would provide trail users with information about local natural values and features. And would help locals and visitors alike appreciate the area they are traveling through.

· The Committee should consider the serious issue of lack of access to many trails and potential trails because of the need to cross private land.  This is a complex matter; however, in other countries and provinces, public trails routinely have access through private lands without insurmountable problems and with the support of landowners.  In BC, a public education programme is needed on access to private land to reach recreational trails, along with legislation to back up such access. 
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Trails Strategy Comments from BC Nature – page 3
· There is also a need for clarity around maintaining public access to public lands held by private interests under leases (resorts, etc.) and to public lands that are sold.  

· As a member of the ORV Coalition, BC Nature’s position is that all off road motorized vehicles must be registered and required to display a decal or license plate which is visible from a reasonable distance.  This is essential for enforcement and management of  motorized vehicle operators who ride where they should not be or otherwise act inappropriately.

A few other points we feel should be considered in the context of implementing the Trails Strategy.

· Guidelines will be needed on how to determine where trails should be, what ones should be deactivated and returned to a more natural state, and what types of surfaces are best for different uses and areas.

· We feel that the initial focus should be on identifying, mapping, improving, and maintaining existing trails (where these are in appropriate areas, don’t negatively affect sensitive habitat and/or species, and have been created with some form of prior approval from the land owner/agency), before building new trails; exceptions might be where a clear need is identified in an area with insufficient trails or where existing ones are in sensitive habitat or otherwise poorly sited.
· Improved methods of deactivation of resource roads and monitoring of the work are needed to retain these road as recreational spaces; conversely, deactivation should not be avoided under the argument that recreationists need the roads to access wilderness areas

· Sales outlets of motorized recreational vehicles and mountain bikes should be required to inform buyers and renters of their equipment of where appropriate trails are located and of responsible use of the equipment, and to provide them with maps of the trails.  

Yours truly

Eva Durance
Parks & Protected Areas Coordinator

BC Nature
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