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Executive Summary

Since the 1970s, when the Bighorn Backcountry fivasidentified as a provincially
significant wilderness area, management priorities have focused on watershed protection,
wildlife habitat conservation, and dispersed ‘mootorized recreatial activities. Alberta
Wilderness Association (AWA) has actively gpapted these priorities and, for more than 30
years, has sought protected aresigteation for the Bighorn Wildlartdin 2002, through the
Bighorn Backcountry Access Management Plan (AMP), the Alberta Ministrysibfable
Resource Developmef(itow theMinistry of Environment and Sustainable Resource
Development (ERD)) formally permitted motorized recreation of édighway Vehicles
(OHVSs) in areas where theaetivities were formerly not permitted

Researchhas showrhat unregulated, @mforced usef an area by OHVs over the long
term negatively affects water quality, vegetation, historical trails, and wild@llifese activities
may alsadissuadenany noamotorized recreationists froosingthe same trails. Experience has
revealedhis to be true fothe Bighorn Backcountry, as emphasibgdextreme trail erosion and
widespread environmental degradation throughout the area

In thedocuments the Access Management Plan Working? Monitoring Recreational Use
in the Bighorn Backcountr§2004-2008) AWA evaluateé management success in the Bighorn
Backcountry five years after the implementation of the AM®understand what effect new
recreational guidelines are having in the Bighorn Backcountry, we monitored OHV and other
recreationahctivities betwee2004 and 2008This study focused othe 76-km network of trails
designated for motorized and norotorized ge in the Upper Clearwat&am Public Land Use
Zone (R.UZ), and evaluatethree criteria as indicators of management success

1. lllegal use oftails,
2. Recreational impasbn and around trailgnd
3. Trends in motorized vehicle activity.
Since the time athe 2009eport, AWA has continued to monitor trends in motorized

recreation, and dmment the extensive damage tbatinues to occur as a result of increased

L within the general category of Provincial Park, wildlands is a special subcategory established by a set of
regulations in 1996. Based closely the Willmore model, this designation was intended to allow for the
establishment of large protected areas. It is now the form of prot@sadiesignation under which most land is
protected in Alberta.

2 An annotated bibliography of all relevant litaree appears as Appendix D of AWAs 2009 repisrthe Access
Management Plan Working? Monitoring Recreational Use in the Bighorn Backcountry.
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motorized use¢hroughout the Bighorn Backcountrhis currentdocument representise data

and observations gathered bWA staff and volunteers throughout th@12field season

Key Findings

1.

lllegal use oftrails is occurring. Although trail regulations governing OHV activity
including seasonal closures are in place, OHV traffic that does not comply with current
PLUZ regulations continues to occue. trails are used out of the designated season or
within non-designatedreas

Trail damage is increasingBetween 2004 and 200853 features of concesuch as

trail braiding or rutting were recded. In 2012, an additiona#i6 features of concern
were recorded. Of previously recorded sites, damage senarigasedn 80 percent.
Erosion events (EEs) due tecreational use werservedt 98 sites

The total footprint of non-desighated backcountry camping is significantin AWAs
previous report, it was found thaiettotal combined footprint from randotmackcountry
campsitesn the study area was 50,574.ffihis area is roughly equivalent to 32 NHL ice
surfacesln 2012, one new backcountry campsite was observed.

Water bodies are not adequately protectedVe documente@ water crossings

throughout the &il network only 1 of whichhad fomal crossingtructures present.

5. Motorized traffic on trails continues to increase

6. The particular topography, soil type, and vegetative communitiefound in the

Bighorn are unable to support motorized recreation.The extreme trail erosion
observed throughout the 2012lfiesseason confirmetthat motorized raeation is
incompatible withprotection of the pristine wilderness values of the Bighorn
Backcountry.

Protection of ecological values in the Bighorn is the top management priority of
Albertans. Albertans consistently rank healthy environment and ecosystems as the

number one priority for land use planning (SRD 2007).
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Recommendations

Ourmost recentnonitoring dataserves to reinforce AWASs previousassertiorthat
currentaccessnanagement ithe Bighorn Backcountry is unablepiootect the environment
from degradation caused bgcreational impacts. Reasdnslude 1)enforcement andoluntary
complianceof PLUZ regulations do not appear toreeucing the amount of illegal activity on
trails, 2) current levels of recreational activity are causing severe environmental degradation, and
3) extreme trail erosion in 2012, exacerbated by high water lesteigest these trails cannot
sustainably support motorized reation and thatuchproblems will increase cumulatively.

We recommenthe following actions be taken

1. Restrict motorized recreation in the Prime Protection Zoné.
AWA recommends the furemoval of motorized accessthe Prime Protection Zone.
Prudent management intervention is needed to prevehefand possibly irreversible

damage from occurring in this area.

Without full legal protecti on of the Prime Protection Zone the following

recommendations must be implemented immediately.

2. Increase enforcement presence and actian backcountry areas including
substantial fines for illegal activities.

3. Ensurethat all non-designated(i.e. illegal) trails are physically blocked and signed
at the junction, with language indicatingthat motorized usersproceeding off of the
main trail are in violation of PLUZ regulations. .

4. Redesign elements of the trail network to facilitate safety and enforcement patrols.
Ensurethat amateur stewardship effots to repair damagedtrail sections are
overseen by professional enginerg and construction personnel.

6. Address water quality and fisheries objectives by improving water crossings along
designated trails through the construction of bridges for permanenttseams and
hardened fords for ephemeral streamsApproaches to streams should be hardened

with gravel to reduce bank erosion dadced to encourage their use. AWA was pleased

% Under the 1977 Eastern Slopes Policy, the Prime Protection Zone (PPZ) became the zone with the highest level of
protection, with the only adduwmerdyoterizedageareation.es bei ng Adi
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to observe some examplekproper water crossingsrtiughout oustudy area 2012
ESRD staff should ensure adequate trail infrastredgiconstructed throughout ttrail
network.

7. Increase management responsiveness to changing trail conditions by closing areas
until repairs are made or the area naturally regeneratesAWA was fdeased that in
July 2012 trails in the Hummingbird Recreatiome& were closed to motorized traffic.
The lack of response to AWA's letter of concern requesting trail closure in September
2011 where we warned of increased trail damage, significant trahwid, frolicking in
the meadows of BTS remains a concétris disappointing that contibbns were allowed
to becomesoseverely damagdueforethe necessary closures were made

8. Enforce a threemetre-wide trail designation. The 10m or 23m designated &il width
(SRD 2002b) in the Bighorn is far wider than in many jurisdictions in North America
where OHV use is common. Having more reasonable and enforceable trail widths will
help minimize environmental degradation as well as improve the efficiency of

stavardship efforts.

Future Actions by AWA

Thisreport should be considered @pdatededition of AWA s previousBighorntrail
monitoring report@ndtrail monitoring work ongoing since 2004t is intended to provide
complementary data and analysis for gamment agencies responsible for access management
decisions in the Bighorn Backcountry

AWA will continue to monitor recreation used impactsn the Bighorn Backcountry,
and advocate for its protection. We will:

1) Continue to promote full legal protection of the Prime Protection Zone;

2) Continue monitoring efforts using traffic counters;

3) Spotcheck severely disturbed areas for management intervention and update the

photodatabase of areas;

4) Continue monitang of trail network for comparison against baseline data to

determine trends of impacts on landscape;

5) Continue to bring management/enforcement issues to the attention of authorities; and

6) Continue to be a resource for those who have questionsrabredtional impacts in

the Bighorn and want to find a way to help.
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Introduction

Recreational trail use is growing in Alberta as more people become engaged in backcountry
activities and as new infrastructure development increases new unregulated access to wilderness
areas. Under thegrovincial Landuse Framework (LUF), the Albert government commits to

"ensure responsible stewardship of Alberta's lands and resources, so that future generations of
Albertans benefit from the province's natural beauty and prosgestyas we do todayGoA,

2011). Alberta's backcountry users includgéuralists, photographers, hunters and anglers,

hikers, cross country skiers, mountain bikers, trappanshersrock climbers, rafters,

commercial outfitters, equestrian, tfighway vehicle (OHV) andnowmobile riders. These
backcountry users come from a variety of communities with equally varying values and opinions
about wilderness protection and management which has lead to severe challenges in eonsensus
based landise management.

The Alberta Minis¢ry of Environment and Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD) is
responsible for meeting the often competing demands for new recreational opportunities from
these user groups, whilslso addressg human impacts on water quality, for@saintenance
and regeneration andldlife habitat. The government agencies responsible for regulating
recreation access across the province are tnedeurced to plan, manage, amfioece
regulationsn backcountry areas.

This report is intended to prime complementary data and analysis for government

agencies responsible for access management decisions in the Bighorn Bac atryhich
lies approximately 90 km southwest of Rocky Mountain Hamsidirectly east of Banff and
Jasper National Park&n | mportant piece of Al bertads East
is a large and intact wilderness area that has largely retained its ecological integrity due to the
absence of roads and industrialized accesge the 1970s, the Bighorn Backcoyritas been
identified as a provincially significant wilderness area. The EasteresSRyglicy (Government
of Alberta, revised 1984) gives management precederm®ti@ection of intactvatershed,
native vegetation, and wildlife habitat over all other udhis sensitivarea.

The ABighorn Wil dland Recreation Areaodo was
in 1986, but the corresponding legislatitm protect inever materializedn 2002 the Bighorn

Backcountry was placed under new access manageegiations through the designation of

“AWA prefers the use of the term Bighorn Wildland.
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six Forest Land Use Zonésince changed tBublic Land Use Zoné¢PLUZ)) under the Forest
Recreation Regulation¥he R.UZ regulations enabled the government to legally designate
recreational trails for specific e@s and seasons. The government also publicized access to the
Bighorn area with a map, brochure, and website (SRD 2006a) and officially permitted motorized
(mixed-use) trails in some areas through the Bighorn Backcountry Access Mamaddare
(AMP) (SRD 2M@2a). Overall, these actiohave led to advergsecreational impacts in the area
andhavesignificantly diminished wdlife and watershed values, as wellnasrmotorized
recreational opportunities.

Alberta Wilderness Association (AWA) is committedetasuring the tremendous
ecological attributes of this area are consgramd is seeking Wildland Papkotection for the
Bighorn

The protection of the Bighorn Backcountry is the responsibility of ESRD in the past,
the Ministry has recognizkthat nixed recreational use the area will bring challenges to the
task of protecting sensitive resources (SRD 2002b). Concerned about these challenges, in 2003
AWA planned a 5year program to monitor OHV and other recreational activities and assess how
well regulations in place would protect the sensitive ecosystems of the BiGinamtly
thereafter, ESRD created a Trail Impact Monitoring Program (SRD 2003) based on the
recommendations of the Bighorn Advisory Group (SRD 2002b), a-stakeholder group
desiged to provide access management advice to ESRD. Through this monitoring program,
ESRD aims to manage the Bighorn Backcountry
while all owing responsi bl e and sustasdoma&abl e
years of monitoring was expectedaarly 2009, but was not made pubhliatil the summerof
2012(although the report is dated January 13, 2012¢ report provided to AWA is based on a
review of current and past members of the steering andistpcommittee and states that
members of the committee "garnered input from the larger groups they represent as users of the
Bighorn area". Regrettably AWA and its 40 years of efforts at maintaining trails as well as our
trail and access management moriitg work for the past eight years, including our reports to
the ESRD department, did not qualify to comment as part of the review.

® Due to changes made to the provincial Public Lands Act (PLA) in 2010, and the consolidatioRareste
Recreation Regulation (FRR) into the Public Lands Administration Regulations (PLAR) in 2011, the six FLUZ are
now referred to as Public Land Use Zones (PLUZ). The PLUZ are still governed by the legislativemeqtsr

established in the FRR.
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AWA supports the goals of the Trail Impact Monitoring Program and believes that
decisions made by managers of the Bighgirould be evidendeased. AWA also believes that
access management regulations can be improved through monitoring studies that address
changes to environmental conditioAdl. trail monitoring reports compiled by AWA are
intended to provide complementatgta and analysis for government agencies responsible for

access managemaetcisions in the Bighorn Backcountryear

Figure 1. The forested foothills of the Bighorn Backcountry area.
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Study Area

This study took place in tHdpper Clearwater/RamL®Z within the Bighorn

Backcountry, which is located approximately 90 km southwest of Rocky Mountain House

(Figure 1). The Bighorn Backcountry is adjacent to Banff and Jasper National Parks and consists

of approximately 5,000 kfrof public lands. Within ta Bighorn Backcountry, thépper
Clearwater/Ram PLUZ is the largest of the sibUZs, with an area of approximately 2,000%m
The Upper Clearwater/RamlRJZ consists of Alpine and Subalpine subregiohthe Rocky

Mountain Natural Region. Most of the trails we focused on occur within the Subalpine, an area

characterized by forests of lodgepole piRe(s contorty Engelmann sprucé®icea

engelmann), and subalpine firAbies lasiocarpg high elevabn meadows comprising hairy

wild rye (Elymus villosuy June grasKeleria cristatg, and bearberryArctostaphylos uva

ursi); wetlands; and shrub areas. Large carnivores (e.g., bears, wolves, cougars), ungulates (e.g.,

deer, elk, and bighorn sheep)ngbirds, and cutthroat and bull trout are also prevalent here.
Since the 1970s, there has been no industrial gctivihe Upper Clearwater/RaniBZ, in

contrast t o
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Figure 2. General location of studgrea(left). The specific study ardsight) is indicated by theedsquare near the
certre of thegeneralffigure. Legal LandDescriptiontownship and rangeoordinates are shown along the right and

top margins of the mapespectively
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Methodology

AWA designed anonitoring progranthat looked at three indicators of management
success
1) lllegal activity on trails,
2) Recreational impacts in and around trails, and

3) Trends in motorized vehicle activity.

Study area

We chose to focus our efforts on trdilssed out of the Hummingbird Forest Recreation
Area. These trails are the largest Old¥signated trail system in the Bighorn and are located
within the Prime Protection Zone. We divided the trail network into seven sections based on
names identified on theLUZ map published by SRD (2006b; revised from 2003). Where
designated trails were not named, we added complementary names to specific skigfohes (

2).

Four of these seven trails are former resource exploration roads dating to before 1970;
these ilude the Onion Lake Trail (ONC), Hummingbird Creek Trail (HUM), Canary Creek
Trail (CAN), and Ranger Creek/South Ram River Trail (RNG). The three trails we assigned
names to are Back Trail North (BTN), Back Trail South (BTS) and Back Trail Ranger (BTR).
For classification purposes, we combined the lower portion of the Ranger Creek Trail with the
South Ram River Trall to its junction with BTRi¢ure2). This classification allowed us to
efficiently survey the trail network as well as incorporate a vaagtsail regulations, such as
temporal restrictions and equestrian verst8/Qinto the study

For the 2012 monitoring update trip, two Samsung 7" tablet computers running the
Google Android platform were purchased. These tablets were equippedmwébapixel
cameras and an integrated GPS. Survey software from Open Data Kit (ODK) was installed on
the tablets that allowed for efficient data collection. The ODK surveys were set up such that for
any given damage site, measurements of the physical dimensions (length, width, depth) and
severity of the damage could be entered, along with various othactdstics (presence of
braids, erosion events, and so forth) and any annotations. Each observation was automatically
timestamped, geolocated with a GPS reading and associated with one or more photographs of the
site. A portable solar charger from Vottéystems was also purchased and brought along on the
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trip to recharge the tablets after each day's use. The solar charger was attached to a backpack,
allowing it to accumulate a charge over the course of a day.

Damage observations were made over theeslgingth of the trails selected for the
monitoring (CAN, BTS and BTR). The trail selection was made based on a combination of ease
of access; diversity and representation of terrain types; and potential for further degradation (as
noted on earlier tripsMethodologies for determining the size and severity of the damage
remained as described in the origia@D42008Bighorn Monitoring Report (see pp8j. As the
objective was to document the changes that had occurred since the initiation of the stily, a ha
copy catalogue of all the damage sites initially recorded was brought along, which included GPS
locations and photos from the original monitoring trips. At each damage site observed, the
catalogue was checked to determine if it had been previouslyestdf not, it was recorded as
a new damage site. Otherwise, the site was compared to the record in the catalogue to determine
whether the site appeared worse, much worse, better, much better, or about the same as the
existing record indicated. In the tasase (no significant observable change), the site was-not re
recorded. In all other cases, it wageeorded, with an annotation indicating the degree of
observed change.

Results

Monitoring trends in illegal activity on trails

As detailed in earliereports, AWA has had TRAFx vehicle counfarsplace on several
designated and undesignated trails since 2003. These counters record and timestamp OHV
passes, data which is then downloaded to a computer for analysis. Since 2009, AWA has had
five such couters active: two on ONI, anche each on HUM, CAN and RN@e latter of

which is closedo OHVs other than snowmobiles

Due to the annual freeze/thaw cycle of the ground and difficulty of winter aticess,
have been several data outage windows whedateowas collected from the counters, making a
precise daypy-day comparison of the numbers difficult. Howetxgo trends arelear from the

data collected:

® http://www.trafx.net/products

AW



1. OHV use in the Bighorn is increasing every year

2. OHV use in the Bighorn does occur during tcddlsure periods

Weekly totals report
Covering 301 weeks from 2006-07-17 to 2012-04-22
Report generated on 2012-07-27 20:37:01 (UTC -06:00) by awa.sn@shaw.ca

Site Name Average Min Max
Bighorn 1 69.7 0.0 440.0 Totals

Figure 3. A graph from the TRAFx website showing recorded OHV passes at the ONI/HUM trailhead. A clear trend
of increasing use from 2006 to present is visible, despite data gapslaldasso evidences vehicle passes during
the trail dosure period fronfrebruary 1 (previously March 1&) June 30 every year, whitlas beemrorroborated

with visual observationSimilar patterns of use are observable in the data collected from the other vehicle counters.

Monitoring the impacts ofecreationalactivitieson andneartrails
We surveyed the trail network for four types of recreational activity impact: 1) damaged
sites, 2) water crossings, 3) campsites, and 4designated trails égonday trails). In total,
approximatel\20 kmof designated trailerere surveyed anti46 features of concemwere found
Where damaged sections of a trail exceededd¢éhvaf 3 m (defined by AWA as the
reasonablenaximumtrail width that should be enforced throughout the Bighositg, width was
measuredThe averageverallwidth of recordedeatures of concenwas found to be 5.74 m, the

widestsite being approximately 30 .mVhere damaged sites involved trail rutting that visibly
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exceeded finor naeltoteitherexssivie nsg or drespn, site depth was measured
(i.e. ruts were observed throughout the entire trail network, but were only measured when the
depth was of concern). Of these damaged shesveragadepth wa$.62m and themaximum
observed depth was75m.

- / RN Yok A0
Figure 4. A section along CAN trail showing damaged site of approximatdly’5 min depth

We observed ldondesignated trails, some of which had official signs directing
motorists against using the particular trail. We also observed various methods of trail obstruction
such as logs, assumedly put in place by trail stewardship grouleser users from syg off
the designated trail

The density of campsites was similar to that obsenvgai@vious studies. Overad,
campsites were observed. The majority of random campsites were found in good condition,
althowgh vegetative damage duedcis of vandalis and horsebeing tied to trees was notdd
particular, one campsite (assumedly on a trap line) had several traps lefsectired

We documente@ water crossings throughout the network with the highestrwate
crossing densities along CAN. Of thesater crossingsynly 1 hada formal crossing structure

present
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Figure 5. A water crossing located along CAN trail. As no permanent structures are present, users must travel

directly through the stream.

Figure 6. Permanent waterossing constructed on BTR.

Erogon events were observed attotal of98 sites(Figure 7) Trail erosion wasnost

severe on CANwhere large sections were essentially impassable.
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