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Abstract 

This study explored the experience of volunteering on a Wilderness Committee trail building trip 

in the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park. The research aimed to discover the effect of trail building trips 

on long-term commitment to environmental social movements, as well as to examine how 

participants’ perception might have been altered as a result of the trail building trip. This study 

was informed by phenomenology and employed qualitative in-depth interviews. Data was 

recorded, transcribed, and analyzed through a phenomenological approach of highlighting 

significant statements and thematically coding responses in order to create a detailed reflection 

for five unique themes. The interviews showed that trail building shifted participant perspectives 

of themselves, their connection to Meares Island, their relationship with First Nations people, 

their sense of community, and their contribution to the environmental movement. These 

perspective shifts have contributed to the participants’ commitment to further action supporting 

protecting of old-growth forests.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 On Meares Island in Coastal British Columbia, within the traditional territory of the Tla-

o-qui-aht, there is a camping area that surrounds the base of a giant Sitka spruce tree. The Sitka 

tree, with its dinosaur-like scaly bark, grows perfectly straight up for almost 100 meters. 

Standing at the base of this magnificent tree you cannot see the top, and you could almost believe 

it reaches up forever. The base is so wide you could put a tent on each side and no one would see 

their neighbours. Next to this ancient tree is a perfect location for camping, a perfect location for 

a good night’s rest before a long day of trail work. 

 This study investigated the phenomenon of personal experiences on volunteer trail 

building trips (VTBT) hosted by the Wilderness Committee (WC), a Victoria BC-based 

environmental non-governmental organization (NGO). The investigation explored the effects of 

trail building trips on trip participants and produced a collection of profound reflections which 

may contribute a new voice to environmental educational approaches. Understanding the larger 

scale impacts of WC trips could help to inform funding and resource allocation decisions within 

the organization, as well as promote greater future participation in trail building trips. This 

research sought to enable conversation between policy makers, non-government groups, First 

Nations and participants about the potential of trail building to enhance environmental awareness 

and engagement. WC expeditions have explicitly stated ecosystem and societal benefits; 

however, a subtler objective of the trip is to educate volunteers. This research presents an 

investigation into of the degree of learning that occurs through trail building trips. 

 This chapter begins with a brief background of the WC as an organization and explains 

trail building as one of their campaign strategies. Following the introduction of components of 

the WC history, is an overview of the VTBT, giving the reader an account of the nature of the 
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expedition and a sense of the experience. Next, the research questions are listed and the 

objectives are expanded upon. Subsequently is the inclusion of the researcher’s perspective, then 

the chapter concludes with an outline of what to expect in the thesis. 

Background 

 The WC is a non-profit, grassroots, environmental organization advocating for the 

protection of Canadian wilderness areas. The WC’s mission is to “protect Canada’s life-giving 

biological diversity through strategic research and grassroots public education” (Foy, 2015, para. 

2). One of the ways they aim to achieve this mission is through the education goals which are 

“supported by a strong research and mapping program, strategic alliances with other 

environmental groups, First Nations and community leaders, and regular expeditions into 

threatened wilderness areas” (Foy, 2015, para. 4). For more than 30 years, one component of the 

WC’s campaign for protecting ancient forests has been to promote awareness and low-impact 

recreational usage of wild lands through the building and maintenance of hiking trails. Trail 

building trips entail four days of backcountry camping and physical labour, with a team of adult 

volunteers led by WC staff. The direct and immediate benefits of building trails are observable: 

ease of access for tourists, reduced land erosion and impact on vegetation, and relationship-

building with local community members. However, there is a lack of literature on the indirect 

and lasting impacts of VTBTs on the volunteers themselves, which is discussed in Chapter 2.  

 Clayoquot Sound is a region on the central west coast of Vancouver Island, and includes 

Flores Island, Vargas Island, and Meares Island. The area is traditional Nuu-chah-nulth territory, 

home to the Tla-o-qui-aht and Ahousaht First Nations. Walter (2007) described that this region is 

“lush temperate rainforest in nine watersheds and is considered one of the most spectacular 

wilderness areas in North America” (p. 248). However, this region’s rich biodiversity and supply 
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of natural resources have created contentions over management practices including logging and 

development in old-growth forests. By focusing efforts on this region, the WC through 

supporting Nuu-chah-nulth people has contributed significant success toward conservation. 

Historically, the involvement of the WC, along with many other groups, aided in limiting 

logging in old-growth forests and influencing management styles that include multi-stakeholder 

governance. Walter explained the important role of the WC and other groups in supporting the 

First Nations land claims and affecting outcomes of protection. 

The network of local environmental NGOs and activists that helped to catalyze the 

[Clayoquot Sound] movement—above all, the Friends of Clayoquot Sound, Western 

Canada Wilderness Committee, and Greenpeace—demonstrated the vital role of these 

associations in the construction of civil society. … They also realized their own ability 

and power to bring about nonviolent social change from the grassroots up. (Walter, 

2007, p. 259) 

The management history of this region demonstrated the success of participation with 

environmental organizations. 

 One region of Clayoquot Sound that is a usual destination for the WC’s VTBTs is Wah-

nuh-jus–Hilthoois (Meares Island). Meares Island is part of the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park, an area 

within the traditional territories of, and under management by, the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations. 

The Meares Island Tribal Park was established in 1984 as a management system that addresses 

values that may differ from those held by National or Provincial Parks (Murray & King, 2012). 

Through working alongside Tribal Parks Guardians (Tribal Park staff and members of the Tla-o-

qui-aht First Nation), trail building trip volunteers hear the stories of political and natural 
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resource negotiations. VTBTs are an opportunity for volunteers to connect with Tla-o-qui-aht 

people and learn about Tribal Parks as an alternative governance structure. 

 In 2014, the Wilderness Committee reinvigorated their Walbran Valley campaign, as part 

of their ongoing campaign to preserve the unprotected regions of the valley. The Walbran 

Valley is located on southwestern Vancouver Island, in traditional Pacheedaht territory.  Protests 

in the late 80s and early 90s saw the protection of parts of the region through the formation of 

Carmanah Pacific Provincial Park (now Carmanah Walbran Provincial Park). However, the Park 

does not include the Upper and Central portions of the Walbran Valley resulting in over 400 

hectares of low-elevation old-growth forest unprotected from clear-cut logging (Coste & 

Wieting, 2016). Many participants referenced their involvement with efforts in the Walbran 

Valley, including subsequent trail building trips in the region, which I explored in Chapters four 

and five.  

Trip Overview 

 The WC Victoria office has organized and led trail building trips of approximately twelve 

people from May to September, each year. Participants are volunteers recruited through WC 

volunteer lists, newsletter subscriptions, social media followers, and WC participation at various 

community events. VTBT volunteers must self-assess for a minimum physical ability to be able 

to walk/hike over rough terrain with a pack. Participants deemed capable of the trip enroll on a 

first come first serve basis in terms of availability. Volunteers are responsible for their own gear 

and food, however, the WC organizes and covers costs of transportation.  

 The trip begins with separate meeting points in Vancouver and Victoria to gather in 

carpooling arrangements. Participants then reunite at the water taxi dock in Tofino, where there 

is a 30-minute water-taxi trip to Meares Island. The ecosystem on Meares Island is old-growth 
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temperate rain forest, meaning it is rich in biomass, and home to impressive flora and fauna. 

Some examples of what participants will see are very old western red cedar and Sitka spruce 

trees, so large they have hemlock trees growing from them, and a thick dense understory of 

native plant growth. Whilst commuting between the work site, the campsite and the loading 

dock, it is not uncommon for participants to see eagles, a number of types of marine mammals, 

bears, and sometimes wolves or other large mammals. Upon arrival, volunteers unload work gear 

and personal supplies from the boat to the shore, then hike to their camping location. Work 

begins on the morning of the second day when participants are introduced to the work site and 

the Tribal Park Guardians they will be working with. Tribal Park staff have pre-determined 

projects. WC staff and volunteers take on the role of labourers, working on projects with which 

they feel capable of assisting. The second and third days are spent on Tribal Park trail projects 

which include blazing new trails, loping branches and shrubs to clear existing trails, building 

new boardwalk from fallen trees, and/or replacing old boardwalk. Volunteers are encouraged to 

participate in whichever way they feel comfortable if at all, but no components are mandatory. 

During the work days, the trails remain in use by tourists visiting either by kayak or water taxi, 

touring the trails, and viewing the local scenery. Volunteer tasks are regularly interrupted by 

tourist use, but volunteer-tourist interactions are amicable. Evenings are unscheduled and can 

include exploring the island, preparing for the following day, independent leisure activities and 

socializing with other participants and/or the local residents. The final day generally involves 

limited-to-no trail building work, instead, WC staff lead an interpretive walk along completed 

and incomplete sections of boardwalk trail, impressive biomass, and evidence of traditional land 

use from indigenous habitation. Generally, once the trip is complete, volunteers and staff gather 

in Tofino for a much-anticipated prepared meal and casual celebration of trip accomplishments. 
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At this time, the WC staff will often informally outline further engagement opportunities for 

volunteers. 

Research Questions and Objectives 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1) How do WC’s volunteer trail building trips affect longer term participation in 

environmental engagement? 

2) In what ways do trail building trips alter perceptions of environmental initiatives? 

The main research objectives were to understand the impact of the trail building experience on 

volunteers and to analyze the potential for trail building trips to foster pro-environmental values 

and behaviours. I explored the possibility of a link between trail building trips and post-trip 

engagement in other environmental initiatives. Additionally, I investigated the potential for 

learning and personal change to alter perceptions of environmental initiatives. Specifically, the 

research examined the relationship between an immersive, interactive, perspective-shifting 

experience (i.e., the VTBT) and acquiring new learning and new behaviours. This research 

created a frame with which other participants may make meaning of their unique experience. 

 My research carried the objective of speaking to policy-makers and informing future 

programming for the WC. Furthermore, my research aimed to highlight and define the process of 

volunteer trail building trips and to also give the trail building trip academic understanding which 

could potentially be adopted by other organizations. On a larger scale, this study identified the 

elements in designing effective adult environmental education and contributes to the body of 

research on transformative learning. 
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Researcher Perspective 

 From a phenomenological perspective, reflexive research is central to this study. As a 

researcher, I discussed my own experience on trail building trips and the phenomenon of living a 

transformative experience. This discussion serves to both highlight the lived experience which I 

would like to further explore, as well as clarify my own assumptions. According to Butler-Kisber 

(2010), due to its interpretive nature, phenomenological inquiry “requires that researchers state 

their assumptions and biases up front, and bracket these, as they strive to understand the essence 

of the lived experiences of others” (p. 50). Following is a clarification and documentation of my 

own interpretation of the transformative process within my own trail building trips. 

 Growing up I felt a strong connection with the natural world and a sense of responsibility 

to advocate for its health and fair treatment. My high school graduation saying for hopes for the 

future was “I want to save the earth.” So I went on to study biology and environmental studies 

during my undergrad period. However, I never had much confidence to take on any kind of 

leadership role. I started volunteering with the WC about six months before my first trail 

building trip because I wanted to get more involved in environmental initiatives. I volunteered 

for some events tabling with a WC staff member and we quickly built a friendship, which I think 

was one of the biggest influencers for becoming as involved as I did. My first trail building trip 

was in July 2015, and I have been on two other trips since.  

 As a participant of volunteer trail building trips, I have personally, and witnessed others 

who have, experienced a value shift as a result of the experience. I understand that each person’s 

experience is unique and influenced by the sum of their life experiences. People develop 

complex values that are unique to their interactions with nature. My own life events and 

worldviews shape my perceptions right down to my understandings of words such as: nature, 
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connection, wilderness. The trail building trip, coupled with other significant life events around 

the same time, was a transition point for me from having knowledge to taking action. I have 

passion and enthusiasm for trail building trips, and see great potential in their role in 

environmental action. My interest in researching VTBTs stemmed from my own experiences, 

witnessing other peoples’ participation and observations from WC and Ancient Forest Alliance 

staff regarding the power of the experience. 

 I am a settler Canadian and acknowledge my privileged perspective. I have had the 

freedom and luxury to enjoy wild places through both leisure and employment. I have not been 

dependent on an income that is based on natural resource extraction, nor do I feel that my 

ancestors had connection to this place or traditional knowledge to pass on. I consider myself an 

advocate for building respectful relationships with all interest parties of the West Coast. I view 

the protection of lands and more-than-human beings as a priority in my life and feel compelled 

to share that view. My view of the world as more-than-human aligns with how Wiebe (2016) 

described the role of humans within their environment “Human subjectivity, through an 

ecological lens, begins from an embedded rather than hierarchical account of human–more-than-

human relationships” (p. 185). My views are heavily informed by interconnectedness and based 

in a reciprocal way of being. I am a proponent of continual learning and self-reflection, thus my 

frames of reference are continually being challenged and renewed.  

 I approached this research under the assumption that participants volunteered as a result 

of personal interest and without pressure or obligation from other parties. I also assumed 

participants were environmentally oriented and were supporters of the protection of old-growth 

forest ecosystems. Further, I carried the expectation that trail building trips would have created 
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knowledge gain in participants, and they would have the ability to recognize acquisition of new 

information as well as recognize any personal transformations.  

Overview of the Thesis 

 The thesis is formatted into six chapters. This first chapter has introduced the focus and 

framing of the study. Chapter 2 reviews literature related to the three key concepts that framed 

this study: transformative learning, place connection, and environmental engagement. Chapter 3 

presents a detailed account of the methodology including data collection and analysis methods. 

In Chapter 4, the results are presented, organized into five main findings. Chapter 5 presents a 

discussion of the five main findings, relating them to the research questions and relevant 

literature. Finally, Chapter 6, presents my conclusion and recommendations for future research. 

Having introduced the context and provided an overview of the thesis, I now move into a review 

of the literature in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 To establish a gap in literature, and a need for this research, I ran searches using various 

combinations of terms, in various databases. I used the Royal Roads University Library search 

tool to access a number of databases (WorldCat.org, ABI/INFORM Complete, Wiley Online 

Library, CBCA Reference & Current Events, SpringerLink, Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 

ScienceDirect, SAGE Knowledge and Research Methods, ERIC, JSTOR, and others). I used 

search terms including various combinations of the words trail, building, volunteer, 

transformative learning, environmental education, environmental leadership. I also used the same 

terms and ran a search through Google Scholar to expand the database search (which reached 

more including Proquest, Taylor & Francis, EBSCOhost). Through these searches I found 

literature pertaining to trail building for ecological restoration, volunteer experiences of working 

holidays, historical trail establishment, and participant experiences of Outdoor Adventure 

Education. Much of the literature referenced the importance of environmental identity, place, and 

building connections, which I present in this Chapter. 

 This chapter explores the literature pertaining to transformative learning, a place-based 

educational approach, and environmental engagement. First, theories of transformative learning 

are presented, including elements of the environment which have been argued to affect personal 

transformation. Next is a summary of place-based education along with supporting research on 

interdisciplinary approaches. Finally, I have explored research on environmental engagement 

specifically the influence of collective benefits and interpersonal bonds.  
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Transformative Learning  

 Mezirow (1998) identified transformative learning in adult education “as the process of 

using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s 

experience in order to guide future action” (p. 162). Transformative learning generally follows a 

pattern of experiencing a “disorienting dilemma,” which initiates self-awareness, leading to 

critical contemplation of community action in a process that develops competence, confidence, 

and community ties (Mezirow, 2000). Mezirow (1997) argued that providing new information 

will not create behaviour change in the learner if they are viewing the new information within 

pre-established frames of reference. “To become meaningful, learning requires that new 

information be incorporated by the learner into an already well-developed symbolic frame of 

reference, an active process involving thought, feelings, and disposition” (p. 10). Throughout 

Mezirow’s work, he theorized that to communicate with adult learners the process of 

transformative learning needs to focus more on perspective change than on formal instruction, 

through critical reflection of assumptions and relating of experiences, to change frames of 

reference and develop autonomous thinking. Therefore, rather than simply providing learners 

with more information on environmental issues, Mezirow’s argument might have led us to 

believe that it would be more effective to educate for behavioural change by providing 

opportunity and encouragement to reflect on personal assumptions.  

Taylor conducted a review of transformative learning theory in 2007, which supported 

much of Mezirow’s notions that autonomy, critical reflection, and experiential learning are 

essential to foster transformative learning. However, Taylor acknowledged where Mezirow’s 

findings have been contested, and called attention to potential missing components, noting the 

tendency for literature to highlight the importance of dialogue and communication in trusting 
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relationships for transformation to occur. His review also explored research indicating that 

transformative learning requires an sense of purpose to drive action. Taylor (2007) also pointed 

to studies that reframed the ‘disorienting dilemma’ as an epistemological readiness for 

transformative learning.  

A third factor to consider when fostering transformative learning is how to recognize 

when students are susceptible to or desiring a transformative experience, much of which 

can come from playing close attention to their discourse in response to personal 

questions. Lange (2004: 131), in a study on revitalizing citizen action, found students 

using terms such as ‘crossroads,’ to describe their life as they began a cooperative 

extension course titled Transforming Work and Living. She referred to the student’s 

disillusionment and fragmentation not only as signs of a disorienting dilemma, but as 

‘pedagogical entry points’, where students’ were consciously engaging their personal 

dilemma as a potentially transformative experience. (p. 183) 

Dirkx’s (1998) review of transformative learning theories presented by Mezirow, Freire, 

Daloz and Boyd, supported the idea of transformation occurring when adult learners present 

opportunities for entry points as a result of discontent with old assumptions. Based on his review, 

Dirkx concluded “When we seek transformative learning as the aim of what we do, we attend to 

processes of change already at work within persons and communities” (p. 11). Further, Taylor 

(2007) drew attention to literature examples of the importance of context, and states, “Mezirow’s 

(2000: 22) perspective gives too much attention to the individual and not the individual within 

his or her soci-cultural[sic] context,” (p.185) and recognized a need for better understanding of 

contextual influence.  
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 With consideration for the social and contextual influence on transformative learning, my 

research is influenced by one of the founding pedagogues of adult learning for cultural action. 

Freire’s (1970) concept of conscientization, which influenced early ideas of transformative 

learning, is a process within oneself and occurring with others “united by their action and by 

their reflection upon that action and upon the world” (p. 471). Freire’s early theory of 

transformative learning accounted for the social, historical, and communal action context of 

volunteer trail building trips. 

Connection to Place 

 Many researchers have established a sense of place definition that includes human values 

and connections with natural spaces (Relph, 2008; Rogers & Bragg, 2012; Williams, 1996). 

Knapp (2005) described a sense of place as a “meaningful personal connection to the land” (p. 

280). Forming an attachment with local settings, including its people and biosphere, is an 

important part of developing protective attitudes and influencing environmental behaviours 

(Rogers & Bragg, 2012). Forming connection to place influenced my research through three 

components: connection to nature, place-based education, and interdisciplinary approaches. 

 Connection to nature. 

 In viewing trail building trips as a tool for environmental education, it was important to 

address the role of the natural environment. Mayer and Frantz (2004) developed a new 

framework, Connectedness to Nature Scale (CNS) for measuring emotional connection to nature 

and found a positive correlation with pro-ecological behaviour. They reminded the reader 

“people need to feel they are part of the broader natural world if they are to effectively address 

environmental issues” (p. 505). Mayer and Frantz tested their framework with students and 

community members, concluding that an increase in connection to nature increases the 
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probability of individual’s concern for nature expressed through eco-friendly actions and/or 

environmental activism. WC trips have unique aspects that allow for connection to natural places 

including old-growth forests (Kimmins, 2003), wilderness solitude (Hammitt 1982; 1989; 

McIntyre, 1998), and an awe-inspiring magnificence (Warren, 2005).  

 Place-based education. 

 Elements of research on participant experiences of place have influenced my study, and 

specifically the perspective of place-based education. Knapp (2005) defined place-based 

education as an “instructional approach designed to help students learn about the immediate 

surroundings by capitalizing on their lived experiences” (p. 278). One example of applied place-

based education is outdoor adventure education (OAE), wilderness programs with goals of 

focusing on “leadership, learning to live in nature, and personal challenge” (D’Amato and 

Krasny, 2011, p. 238). Trail building trips shared similarities to OAE, including wilderness 

immersion, and aspects of educational and interpretive elements. D’Amato and Krasny studied 

OAE as a transformative learning process and explored its connection to post-course 

environmental behaviours. The study looked at youth (age 15 – 24) who were former participants 

in Outward Bound or the National Outdoor Leadership School. Select respondents were 

interviewed immediately on completing their course, and another group was interviewed one to 

five years after course completion. D’Amato and Krasny highlighted participants’ deeper 

understanding of connections to and reliance upon nature, inspiring intent to live a more 

sustainable lifestyle. Their study found that OAE creates personal growth, which allows for 

consideration of one’s place in nature.  

 Brown (2008) delved deeper into the place-based approach, which he argued is education 

that focuses on what gives the local community its unique identity. Brown explained that 
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localized outdoor education may alter personal paradigms and ultimately behaviours. Learning 

and experiencing natural and cultural connections to the local community has the possibility of 

creating a deeper connection to place, which could be a component of fostering further protective 

behaviours of that place. Rogers and Bragg (2012) found that sense of place is common among 

various activist groups and a facilitator of environmental action. Their research discussed how 

giving meaning to place holds potential for increased environmental awareness and ability to 

face environmental challenges. 

 In a case study with Nuu-chah-nulth people, McAvoy, McDonald, and Carlson (2003) 

acknowledged the discrepancies that can emerge when various “meanings of sense of place 

range from concise, tangible terms that define economic and material needs to broad, elusive 

terms which give spiritual, cultural, and personal meaning to places for individuals and groups 

alike” (p. 89). As a result, the case study applied a dichotomous definition of thick or thin 

connections to place: “A thick connection to a place would represent a deep, personal attachment 

to the terrain developed by long-term and intense experiences. A thin connection would be a 

superficial one based on shorter term, less intensive experiences” (p. 89). McAvoy et al.’s  

thick/thin definition of connection to place informed my inquiry by providing a framework for 

understanding VTBT participant’s connection to Meares Island. 

 Interdisciplinary approaches. 

 Knapp (2005) identified a key attribute among various definitions of place-based 

education for content and goals to be multidisciplinary in nature. Gruenewald (2003) also 

suggested bringing together an emphasis on local space and a comprehensive political context in 

his conception that “a critical pedagogy of place offers a much needed a framework for 

educational theory” (p. 3). Trail building is a tactic used by environmental non government 
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organizations (ENGOs) for environmental engagement with economic, political, and cultural 

implications (Foy, 2015). Trail building has typically been researched from an ecosystem service 

view, with studies documenting impacts on ecology and tourism (e.g., Bennett, Peterson & 

Gordon, 2009; Marion & Leung, 2004). However, authors have acknowledged a need for 

systems that seek transdisciplinary solutions and research for environmental protection and 

education, in contrast to traditional silo-mentality based approaches, (Pearson, Honeywood & 

O’Toole, 2005; Speth, 2008). Trail building trips might, therefore, be examined through theories 

which take a multidisciplinary approach. Breuing (2011) reviewed various definitions of critical 

pedagogy, offering that the approach involves unlearning of dominant beliefs and reflective 

education incorporating marginalized views moving toward interdisciplinary understandings.  

 Bennett and Lemelin (2013) discussed an emerging concept for the larger societal 

situation of environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs), such as the WC, through 

the eco-social economy. 

The eco-social economy is that portion of the social economy [primary importance on 

social over economic development] that is focused on the environment and on 

conservation as part of or as a means to social – including cultural, political, and 

spiritual aspects – and economic ends. Eco-social economy organizations are 

independently managed, democratically run, and support either the mandates of their 

members, other groups, or broader society. (p. 73) 

The eco-social economy critically inspired my understanding of the interdisciplinary style 

of trail building trips. Bennett and Lemelin introduced the ENGO placement in an eco-social 

economy as an alternative to traditional ENGOs which have had “ongoing critiques of the 

impacts of strict conservation on local cultures and communities and of big environmental non-
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governmental organizations – often the leading proponents for the establishment of protected 

areas” (p. 70). Thus, on top of conservation issues, environmental organizations face a need to 

become situated in the eco-social economy by addressing economics, politics, and socio-cultural 

components in their campaigns as well (Bennett & Lemelin, 2013).  

 An interconnected view of planning for sustainable futures is shared by the eco-social 

economy theory and by Indigenous values for land management. “For Indigenous people, 

conservation is as much a social, economic, political, and cultural endeavour as it is about the 

protection of nature” (Bennett & Lemelin, 2013, p. 69). Lee (2016) furthered this view with her 

claim that “Reconciliation includes the land. Reconciliation includes not only humans, but more-

than-human creatures” (p. 19).  The WC, in accord with the eco-social economy, has aligned 

with the Tla-o-qui-aht Nation in support of their Tribal Park initiative. The establishment of the 

Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park was a land management decision that set international precedent. 

Literature is rich in reference to specifically the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park as an area designation 

that promotes values-based stewardship of the land for sovereignty and sustainability (Carroll, 

2014; McAvoy et al., 2003; Robinson et al., 2012). Although acquisition of Indigenous teachings 

is an important part of the trail building experience, Simpson (2002) noted that education for 

traditional knowledge also needs to occur for Aboriginal students, which she argued, is not 

typically most effective through dominant Western academic approaches. The historical and 

political background of the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park on Meares Island laid the interdisciplinary 

foundation for studying trail building trips as a place-based educational experience.  

Engagement 

 Whereas experiential learning opportunities can educate for behaviour change (Dillon et 

al., 2006; Kolb, 2014), my research aimed to understand if the trail building experience also 
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provided inspiration for further participation in environmental activism. Environmental activism 

differed from individual commitment to sustainable behaviour, as activists “also try to influence 

people’s attitudes and behaviours toward the environment” (Séguin, Pelletier, & Hunsley, 1998, 

p. 631). Dono, Webb, and Richardson (2010) defined environmental activism “as a process of 

collective action to support the environmental movement” (p. 178). Although environmentally 

conscious lifestyle practices can have positive effects, participation in an environmental 

movement has greater potential collective benefits (Chawla & Cushing, 2007; Clover, 2003). 

Therefore, it is important for organizations such as the WC to understand which variables 

empowered participants for long-term environmental action and leadership. While the trail 

building trip is not a formal educational setting, according to Lawrence (2006), “the link between 

experience of nature and change in attitudes or values” (p. 292) could be extended from adult 

education subjects to volunteer participants as well. For the purpose of understanding volunteer 

engagement with post-trip environmental initiatives, two main enablers of environmental 

engagement were explored: understanding potential collective benefits (Chawla & Cushing, 

2007; Lubell, 2002) and creation of interpersonal bonds (Ryan et al., 2001; Stoddart & Tindall, 

2010; Tindall et al., 2003).  

 Collective benefits. 

 Opportunities with discernible positive value for the public good are vital to 

environmental engagement. Chawla and Cushing (2007) reviewed education for developing 

proenvironmental behaviours and personal and collective competencies in children and youth. 

They defined the desired outcomes of a fostered sense of collective competency as: healthy 

human interactions with natural resources to sustain human communities. They concluded a 
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necessity for students to have a sense of collective competence for sustained engagement in 

environmental action.  

They [young people] need opportunities to work for social and environmental change 

with others in order to acquire a collective sense of competence, or the belief held by 

members of a group that they can coordinate their actions effectively and accomplish 

shared goals through unified efforts. (p. 446) 

Lubell (2002) presented a model for measuring the influence of collective benefits, which may 

include preventing environmental degradation and conserving natural resources, on partaking in 

environmental activism. Lubell described how people consider the possibility of their actions 

making a difference (p. 444), theorizing participation in environmental action occurs when 

outcomes are perceived as beneficial to the public good.  

People will participate in a collective endeavor when the expected value of participation 

is positive. People judge the expected value by assessing the value of the public good, 

the probability their participation will affect collective outcomes, and the selective 

benefits/costs of participation. (Lubell, 2002, p. 432) 

The potential for making a difference appeared to be an important motivator for initial and 

continued engagement for students and environmental activists, and this concept is also extended 

to volunteer initiatives. Research with environmental stewardship and restoration volunteers 

similarly documented possibility to affect positive change as a dominant motivator for continued 

involvement (Bramston et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2001; Schroeder, 2000).  

 Interpersonal bonds. 

 Further, the literature suggested community formation through forming relationships with 

peers (other movement participants, volunteers, or community members) as an influencing factor 
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for ongoing action. In a comparative study on environmental engagement between genders, 

Tindall, Davies, and Mauboulès (2003) explained the power of connectedness, through forming 

ties and having social support, with the concept of micromobilization: “the more connected one 

is to other movement participants, the more active one will become” (p. 913). The authors drew a 

link between group connection and level of ongoing participation, and theorized that frequent 

interaction reinforced a collective identity, potentially increasing participation in environmental 

movements. Volunteer relationships with one another were important connections for forming 

environmental identity and continued engagement; however, Ryan, Kaplan, and Grese (2001) 

noted the importance of the individual relationship with the organizing body as well. Their 

research involved a survey of adult volunteers with long-term participation in environmental 

stewardship programs. Results demonstrated that program coordination and leadership was the 

third highest factor in motivating volunteers to continue their involvement with their identified 

stewardship program. Stoddart and Tindall (2010) expanded on the idea of social motivation by 

conducting qualitative interviews with members of social movements to investigate possible 

connections between social ties and participation. Stoddart and Tindall discussed how 

establishing social networks not only held potential to further participation but also possibly 

enhance political outcomes. In Coghlan and Gooch’s (2011) review of volunteer tourism through 

the lens of transformative learning, they pointed to the importance of community. 

The need for sense of community is notably absent from our culture; instead we cultivate 

a sense of displacement through heightened mobility patterns and homogenised 

developments. To overcome a sense of displacement, O’Sullivan encourages educators to 

foster a sense of place by focussing [sic] on bioregions; this would encompass the study 
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of the land as well the history of the communities and peoples that have occupied the 

region. (p. 9) 

Personal connections were important to both education and environmental engagement, 

connections both with peers and within a larger community. One main component of my study 

was trying to understand the relationship-building of volunteers with individuals of the Tla-o-

qui-aht Nation. Many researchers have maintained that developing personal relationships 

between Indigenous and settler people is essential to decolonization and reconciliation 

(Amadahy, 2008; Corntassel, 2012; Denis & Bailey, 2016; Lee, 2016; Walia, 2012).  

 Collective action and interpersonal bonds as components of environmental engagement 

informed my study. A framework for understanding what may motivate and sustain volunteers 

was helpful for reviewing the volunteer trail building experience. Keeping in mind the 

framework I established from the relevant literature, I turn to Chapter 3, which gives a detailed 

description of the methodology and the methods I used for data collection and analysis.  
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Chapter 3: Research methodology 

Methodology 

 My research was informed by an overarching phenomenological methodology. The 

phenomenological approach focuses on making meaning from lived experiences and 

documenting meaning in a way that can be related to a more general human-experience.  

The point of phenomenological research is to ‘borrow’ other people’s experiences and 

their reflections on their experience in order to better be able to come to an understanding 

of the deeper meaning or significance of an aspect of human experience, in the context of 

the whole of human experience (van Manen, 1990, p. 62). 

The phenomenological approach was appropriate to this study as it provided an opportunity to 

observe significant reflections of any transformations that participants might have experienced 

during the trail building trip. Phenomenological research falls within interpretive methodology 

which, according to Robson (2011), “emphasizes the world of experience as it is lived, felt and 

undergone by people acting in social situations” (p. 24). Through her research on policy analysis, 

Dvora Yanow (2007) further discussed interpretive methodology, identifying “its focus on 

meaning as central to individual and collective endeavors” (p. 111). Yanow also underlined the 

importance of including the researcher’s account and process of meaning-making. Schwartz-

Shea and Yanow (2013) described the role of the researcher in the interpretive method as an 

interactive observer, explaining that the researcher’s worldviews are often affected by the 

process. 

 Conducting this study through the scope of phenomenology was important to the field of 

environmental education to clarify and validate individual trail building experiences. Thomas 

(2005) reviewed a three-category classification of environmental education: educating in, about, 
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or for the environment. Educating in the environment provides direct access to specific 

environments, thereby creating awareness. Educating about the environment focuses on 

information collection for dialectic and behaviour change. Education for the environment “has an 

overt agenda of political literacy, values education, and social change: to create a new 

environmental paradigm, which promotes an ecologically sustainable, people-environment 

relationship” (Thomas, 2005, p. 108). This study understood trail building as education for the 

environment, and explored the trip’s potential to create contextual understanding, relationships, 

and environmental paradigms. 

 A phenomenological approach was applied in this research using qualitative interviews 

with open-ended questions with six volunteers. My methodology did not create a binary between 

research subject and researcher, as I myself was a participant in VTBTs and have had 

relationships with some participants, thus my approach was relational and interpretive, not 

objective or positivist in orientation. Phenomenological analysis was useful for this research as it 

aided to understand the phenomenon of transformative learning experiences and created a 

comprehensive description of the meaning of people’s lived experiences. The choice to use 

phenomenology also stemmed from the observation for the potential of stimulating a reflective 

component of transformative learning. An opportunity to reflect upon and discuss their trail 

building efforts during the interview held potential to serve as a reiterative process. Discussing 

their experience in response to open interview questions, gave a chance for participants to 

understand how their perspectives may have changed and conscientization may have occurred 

(Freire, 1970). Coghlan and Gooch (2011) discussed how a more specific, structured reflection 

process could promote the transformative learning process in volunteer tourism. Through their 

review of volunteer tourism, Coghlan and Gooch identified key aspects which may enable 
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transformative learning. Aspects included removal from socio-cultural familiarities, immersion 

in a context of what the learner desires to understand, and opportunity to express newly formed 

insights. The authors recommended reflection on insights through either social discourse or 

private journals. Similarly, Simpson (2002) explained the importance of a repeating process of 

experiencing and critically reflecting to Indigenous teaching and learning. Though trail building 

trips created environments that fostered reflection, they did not have formal and consistent 

procedures for reflection built in. The interview process in this study provided an explicit 

opportunity for meaning-making, therefore rounding-out the transformative learning experience. 

 As my research explored possible transformative impacts of VTBT, participants were 

invited to bring photographs to interviews to employ a photo-interviewing method known as 

photo-elicitation (Collier, 1957), the use of participant photographs was meant to help elicit 

understanding of the lived experience. Photo-elicitation was included to stimulate deeper 

consciousness and therefore draw out different responses than words alone. Collier (2001) 

explored the capacity of images “as vehicles to knowledge and understanding via the responses 

they trigger in photo elicitation sessions” (p. 46). As participants discussed trips that occurred up 

to two years prior to the interview, I intended to help facilitate recollection by having them bring 

in their own pictures. According to Dempsey and Tucker (1991), “Photographs trigger recall and 

focus the interviewing process, enabling an in-depth look at intended as well as unintended 

aspects of a program” (p. 3). Additionally, according to Schwartz (1989), photo-elicitation was 

beneficial in the interview process as it softened the formal nature and drew attention away from 

the researcher and their role, to honour the story from the participant. Although there is literature 

that supported photo-elicitation in interviews as a means of accessing and honouring 
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participant’s individual experiences, because only one of my volunteers complied it was difficult 

to analyse the efficacy of this method. 

 Interviews drew out narrative accounts of participant’s VTBTs, understood through my 

research as first person story-telling. Robson (2011) contrasted narrative to other descriptions, 

explaining that the story-teller delivers the narrative account in a meaningful and sequential 

manner with consideration for the audience. Robson also discussed how analysis of narratives for 

research purposes and defined narrative research as an approach with a “focus on the stories that 

people use to understand and describe aspects of their lives” (p. 374). Shanahan, Pelstring, and 

McComas (1999) described the relevance of narrative to environmental issues, 

People’s tendency to use narrative logic for processing environmental messages is 

resilient; though scientists and activists may prefer that people internalize facts and 

figures, people consistently use drama, imagery, dread, suspense, and other narrative 

components to think about environmental problems. (p. 409) 

Understanding storytelling was important to my thesis as participants were sharing their stories 

and experiences with me for interpretation and categorization. I now move from the overarching 

methodological approach and its supporting literature, to the more specific methods I 

implemented. 

Methods 

 This section introduces project participants, giving a bit about their demographics and 

backgrounds. Next, I describe my data collection process, followed by study limitations and 

delimitations. Subsequently, is an account of how I analysed the data. Lastly, I address ethical 

procedures and trustworthiness. 
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 Project participants. 

 Six participants who volunteered for at least one trail building trip with the WC on 

Meares Island were recruited for this study. The lead campaigner at the Victoria WC office, 

Torrance Coste, sent an introductory email, Appendix 2, to volunteer contacts. To address WC 

concerns about confidentiality, Torrance preferred to give volunteers my email rather than 

providing me with volunteers’ information. The WC also stated they would only send one email 

about my research, without any follow-up, as they did not want to cause volunteers to feel guilty 

for not participating, and discourage future interaction. Due to the components of the recruitment 

process stipulated by the WC, I did no further selection of participants and interviewed everyone 

who contacted me. The recruitment process resulted in six interview participants who were 

young adults, with ages ranging between 25 and 30. All participants gave written consent to use 

their real names in the presentation of my research. Based on responses to interview Questions, I 

collected a brief background on each volunteer. 

 Alex had been on two WC trail building trips at the time of the interview. He had trail 

building experience with one other organization before volunteering with the WC. He described 

two years of engaging with environmental initiatives before trail building, including attending 

rallies and hearings. Alex also had physical labour and construction experience before his first 

trip, as well as backcountry camping experience.  

 Emily’s interest in environmentalism began two years prior to the trail building trip, but 

the WC trail building trip was the first environmental initiative she engaged with. The trip was 

her first time in an old-growth forest and she had done no backcountry or wilderness expeditions. 

Emily explained that the trail building trip was her first experience doing physical labour. 
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 Emma had partaken in environmental activism on Vancouver Island over 10 years prior 

to her trail building trip. However, the WC trip was her first engagement with environmental 

initiatives since that time. Emma had a small amount of backcountry hiking experience, but 

would not have considered herself a strong hiker. 

 Henry had been contractually employed with the WC for a year before his first trail 

building trip, although his participation on the trip was as a volunteer. He self-identified as an 

environmental activist, he had extensive hiking and camping experience, but no experience with 

physical labour jobs before the trip. At the time of the interview, Henry had volunteered on two 

WC trail building trips on Meares Island. 

 Jolan volunteered for one trail building trip, which was his first volunteer initiative with 

the WC. He mentioned his employment experience before the trip with two non-profit 

organizations focused on environmental campaigns. Before trail building, Jolan had had no 

overnight backcountry experience and limited exposure to old-growth ecosystems. 

 Olivier, at the time of the interview, had done two trail building trips with the WC. His 

first trip was his first involvement with any environmental initiative. Leading up to his first trip 

he had done a number of recreational backpacking and hiking trips in various ecosystem types, 

including old-growth forests. He had some construction and labour experience before his first 

trip. 

 Data collection. 

 This study employed in-depth interviews combined with photo elicitation and informed 

by phenomenology. Volunteers were invited to participate in an interview and asked to bring 

along photographs they took themselves while on a WC volunteer trail building trip. I had been a 

volunteer with the WC for approximately eight months before proposing my thesis research to 
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them, which included being a representative at public events, sharing campaign information, 

collecting signatures for petitions, and collecting donations. The WC agreed to work as my 

supporting contractor, meaning limited access to work space and help with participant 

recruitment. I conducted interviews at their Victoria office. For participants who were not able to 

attend an interview at the WC office, I arranged a Skype interview. As a result, one interview 

was conducted in person and five were conducted via Skype. 

 Participants were asked open-ended, semi-structured questions about their experiences 

during trail building trips and about the meaning they made from their photographs. The open 

and semi-structured nature of interviewing was oriented towards trying to understand 

participant’s processes of meaning-making as an interpretive and iterative process. Robson 

(2011), defined open questions as questions that “provide no restriction on the content or manner 

of the reply other than on the subject area” (p. 283) Robson argued that open-ended questions are 

advantageous as they accommodate the unexpected, are adaptable allowing for clarification, 

encourage open communication, and allows the researcher to “make a truer assessment of what 

the respondent really believes” (p.283). However, Robson also warned the interviewer of the 

difficulty to maintain control of the direction of answers, as well as the difficulty in analyses of 

responses to open questions. Robson described semi-structured interviews as having 

“considerable freedom in the sequencing of questions, in their exact wording, and in the amount 

of time and attention given to different topics” (p. 285), as they target responses from identified 

matters. The format of the interviews was designed to allow participants to expand the depth of 

their responses, with more flexibility and freedom to explore the introduced topics. 

 Questions were designed based on guidelines outlined by Robson, avoiding long, double-

barrelled, leading, biased questions that involve jargon. The questions aimed to seek answers to 
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the research questions and explore research objectives, as well as document the meaning of trail 

building as a lived experience. In order to understand if VTBTs had an effect on participation in 

environmental programs, my questions sought to establish types of pre and post trip participation 

and behaviours, and if they had shared any knowledge gained on trips. To examine any shifts in 

perceptions of environmental initiatives, questions explored learning on the trip as well as 

relationships with nature, the WC, and each other. 

These questions included:  

1. Can you begin by introducing yourself? 

2. Could you tell me about the photograph(s) you brought here today? 

3. Could you tell me about any prior involvements that you’ve had with 

environmental initiatives before your trail building trip? 

4. What do you think influenced you to sign up for a trail building trip? 

5. Please describe for me your experience volunteering on trail building trips 

(specifically the ones which the photographs are from, if applicable). 

6. If you are comfortable, could you describe for me your relationships with any 

other people on your trail building trip (also with the people in the photograph if 

there are any)? 

7. Please describe how you feel the trail building trip impacted, if at all, your 

connection with nature. (May refer specifically to places in the photograph) 

8. Can you think about anything new that you feel you learned while on the trip? 

9. Could you describe any situations where you have shared the learning you gained 

while on the trip? 
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10. Could you describe any new behaviours you have adopted since your VTBT in 

order to make environmental choices?  

11. Could you tell me about any involvements that you’ve had with environmental 

initiatives since your trail building trip? 

12. Is there anything else that you would like to share with me about your trail 

building trip? 

13. Do you have any questions for me? 

The interview dialogue was recorded during the interview and transcribed to prepare for the 

analysis by myself. 

 The data collected only pertains to the dialogue stimulated by questions and photographs. 

The photographs themselves were not analyzed as “the richest returns from photo elicitation 

often have little connection to the details of the images, which may only serve to release vivid 

memories, feelings, insight, thoughts and memories” (Collier, 2001, p. 46). Photographs were 

discussed to help trigger participants to explore connections to nature and/or perspective shifts 

that occurred during their trail building trip. Only one participant, Emily, brought photographs to 

the interview, thus photo-elicitation was utilized with her, however, the rest of the participants 

engaged solely in a semi-structured qualitative interview. As a result, Question 2 was omitted 

from five of six interviews. With her own photographs as prompt, Emily included a more 

detailed description of the landscape, however as there was only one interview in this style, it 

was difficult to determine if it added or changed the process compared to other interviews.  

 Interviews were semi-structured, and as I conducted multiple interviews and began to 

observe repetitions in responses, I added a question to possibly elicit a narrative reflection. After 
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Question 11 I asked: Can you tell me a story of a time when something memorable occurred on 

your trial building trip?  

 Limitations. 

 Although some components of phenomenology are well suited to this research, due to 

time and resource constraints, certain aspects were not implemented. Bulter-Kisber (2010) 

discussed how multiple interviews over time built trust and empathy with respondents; 

otherwise, the researcher may have needed to participate in the experience as an observer. 

However, my time-frame allowed for a single interview with participants who had already 

completed the experience.  

 Delimitations. 

 There are many forms of trail building, hosted by various organizations and initiated by 

individuals without affiliations. To narrow the scope, this study was restricted to WC volunteer 

trail building trips in the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park. The WC sent an email to their volunteers 

with an invitation to contact the researcher. Only six individuals contacted me and therefore they 

all became participants without any further selection process.  

 Data analysis. 

 The data collected was analyzed using a five step phenomenological approach as 

suggested by Butler-Kisber (2010). 

1. Multiple readings of the text for a general impression 

2. Extraction of significant sentences/phrases  

3. Meaning formulation from significant statements 

4. Grouping of meaning into themes to show any patterns 

5. Creating a detailed written reflection for each theme  
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 After listening to the recordings and reading the transcriptions multiple times, I prepared 

to extract significant statements related to transformative learning. Informed by Mezirow (1997; 

1998; 2000), Taylor (2007), and Freire’s (1970) principles of transformative learning, discussed 

in depth in Chapter 2, I highlighted relevant significant statements. Through this process I looked 

for key words and expressions that indicated participant reflection, learning, or changes 

occurring: within/about oneself, uniting them with other people, through their actions with 

impacts on a larger community. I observed that participants all shared two unexpected 

reflections, which I found stood out from the framework I had used to highlight significant 

statements to transformative learning. The two unexpected reflections were the views of and 

relationships with the Tribal Park Guardians, as well as a fascination with and amazement of the 

ecosystem and trees on Meares Island. To create a more comprehensive understanding of the 

participant reflections of Meares Island and the Tla-o-qui-aht people, I included literature and 

theories on sense of place and looked for keywords to denote related significant statements. 

 The following are some examples of key words I looked for in order to identify 

significant statements, based on the literature of transformative learning and sense of place in 

Chapter 2: 

• within oneself: personal growth, self-discovery, expression of personal values, reflection 

on own actions, perspective change, learning and knowledge gain, appreciation, grateful, 

eye-opener, mind-blowing, attachment 

• uniting them with other people: reference to social dynamics, community, inspiration, 

friendship, things in common, diversity, sharing, bond, family, working together 
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• actions and impacts on larger community: making a difference: feeling empowered, 

activism, advocacy, proud, creating motivation, drive, inspired, contribute, commitment, 

initiative, life goals, become involved, protect, support, conserve, accomplishment. 

• sense of place: special, spectacular, amaze, unparalleled, beautiful, incredible, honour, 

welcomed, valued, culture, relationship, reconciliation, traditional ways, indigenous 

sovereignty   

Next, I ascribed meaning to significant statements, a process that Butler-Kisber (2010) expressed 

can draw out hidden meanings of participant responses. Some examples of the meaning I 

formulated follows. 

• The trail building trip helped build confidence  

• The trip enhanced a desire to commit to spending time close to nature 

• Participants felt Meares Island was a special place  

• Participants felt it was important to learn more about the history  

• The intact old-growth ecosystem left a big impression on participants 

• The exposure to First Nations knowledge and expertise changed perspectives 

• Participants developed respect for the WC  

• Torrance made a significant contribution to the experience by acting as a guide 

• The act of doing physical labour was a novel experience for some 

• Using local materials helped participants to connect to the place 

• Group dynamics contributed to the experience by building a sense of community with 

other volunteers of similar mindedness 

• Participants felt they were making a contribution to conservation through trail building  
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• Participants shared knowledge of the trip and of environmental issues after the trip  

• Participants appreciated the opportunity to offer support to and share with the Tla-o-qui-

aht Nation 

I grouped the significant statements according to meaning into the following five themes: 

1. Personal transformations 

2. Unique qualities of Meares Island 

3. Interaction with the Tla-o-qui-aht 

4. Interpersonal relationships 

5. Contribution to aspects of the larger community 

Based on significant statements and in reference to themes, I created a description of each theme. 

1. Volunteers critically reflected on their personal perspectives and capabilities as a result of 

participation in a trail building trip. 

2. The unique qualities of Meares Island augmented the participant experience.  

3. Participants experienced a change in their views of and interactions with the Tla-o-qui-

aht First Nations.  

4. Participants experienced relationship building with the WC, with other volunteers, and 

within their larger community.  

5. Participants felt their contributions through trail building were making a difference for 

their larger community. 

Each theme was explored further in Chapters four and five. 

 Ethics. 

 Throughout my research, I adhered to Tri-Council guidelines, underwent an RRU ethics 

review, and addressed ethical issues that emerged as I conducted my research. Based on the Tri-
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council guidelines, I addressed respect for participant welfare with consideration for their 

inherent worth as human beings. I created a letter of introduction and consent form, which I 

provided for participants, both days prior to and at the time of their interview. The documents 

that participants received before their interview described: possible risks or benefits of 

participation in the study, participant anticipated time commitment, confidentiality and options 

for anonymity, and planned result dissemination. In the consent form, I clarified that 

involvement in the study was voluntary and explained the point up to which they could 

withdraw. 

 One particular ethical issue that emerged, noted by Bulter-Kisber (2010), was that there 

are potential ethical issues with photographs increasing personal exposure or possible feelings of 

invasion of privacy. As only one participant brought photographs, there was only one photo-

elicitation interview, which was conducted over Skype. Through the Skype interview, I was able 

to allow the participants to view the photographs without seeing them myself, as a way to 

possibly alleviate tensions of personal exposure.  

 A second possible ethical concern that emerged was my relationships with participants. 

On the first trip I met three people who ended up being study participants and also close friends, 

and a fourth participant I met on a subsequent trip. I remain an active volunteer with the WC and 

there was only one study participant who I had not had any interaction with before the study. I 

have much respect and admiration for all of the participants and hold their responses in high 

regard as I found them to be meaningful and insightful. However, the fact that I have 

relationships with my informants might have influenced my findings, which can be an expected 

component of interpretive research (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013). The steps I took to address 
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possible influences and biases are described in the section below on trustworthiness and 

credibility.  

 Trustworthiness and credibility. 

 Through the data collection, data analysis, and report writing processes of this study, I 

took measures to ensure researcher trustworthiness: negative case analysis, researcher reflexivity, 

and keeping an audit trail. Negative case analysis involves searching the data for occurrences 

that disagree with initial findings. Robson (2011) states “The search for negative cases is an 

important means of countering researcher bias” (p. 159). After I created a description of each 

theme, I revisited the raw data and ran a negative case analysis to ensure rigour in countering 

researcher bias. To conduct the negative case analysis, I searched for tensions and contradictions 

to the five themes, which are presented and discussed in Chapters four and five. In addition to 

searching my data for negative cases, I also practiced reflexive research by bracketing my 

perspective, which was presented in Chapter 1. The researcher perspective in Chapter 1 is drawn 

from a larger detailed written reflection of my own experiences and perspectives VTBT, which 

can be found in its entirety in Appendix 1. I wrote the detailed account of my experience after 

completing the ethics review and before conducting the interviews, it included a reflective 

narrative and written answers to the questions I planned to ask my participants. Throughout the 

research process, I held the goal of being aware of my own beliefs and assumptions and 

identifying them before my analysis of the data. To keep an audit trail, I stored audio recordings 

and transcripts of interviews, as outlined in the research plan, which helped to reduce threats to 

validity. 

 In summary, my research demonstrated an interpretive perspective based on the 

phenomenological approach. I use open-ended, semi-structured, qualitative interviews in an 
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effort to draw out participant reflections and narratives of the trail building experience. I 

analysed data using a five step thematic process, grounded in the phenomenological approach. 

Having described the methodology that informed, and the methods I applied, to my research, I 

now present my results in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 Analyses of interviews were summarized into five themes, as described in Chapter 3, 

which are presented in this chapter as findings. Finding one looks at volunteers’ personal 

transformations that occurred as a result of participation in a trail building trip. Finding two 

highlights the unique qualities of Meares Island that participants observed to augment their 

experience. Finding three explores how participants built and viewed their connections with the 

Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations. Finding four examines participant’s interpersonal relationships with 

the WC, with other volunteers and within their larger community. Lastly, finding five draws 

attention to the potential collective benefits that participants believe the trip creates. 

Finding 1 – Personal Transformations 

Trail building drastically changed what I want to do with my life and what’s 

important for me right now. It’s made me really reconsider where I want to 

live in the future and what I want to do right now. (Olivier) 

 Participants discussed ways in which they experienced personal transformations either 

during the trip or upon reflection after the trip was complete. Participants were asked questions 

related to the learning they had gained, any impacts on their connection to nature and any 

changes they made to their environmental behaviours. However, volunteers chose to share how 

the trip had an effect on feelings of confidence, pride, as well as inspiration to maintain a 

commitment to spending time in nature. 
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 Overcoming fears, building confidence and competence. 

 Many participants explained how they were grateful that the trip gave them the 

opportunity to build their confidence and competence in various aspects. Emily noted her 

confidence gain related to backcountry skills. She pointed out that hoping to find an opportunity 

to build her confidence was a motivation to sign up, and was grateful that it fulfilled her 

expectations. Emily praised the trip for establishing a setting that felt safe enough to become 

poised in her outdoor recreation capabilities. The personal learning and advancing of 

competencies extended to Olivier’s backcountry camping knowledge. Olivier shared that aspects 

of the trip can be unpleasant— “you’re going to be super wet you’re going to be super sore” — 

yet through viewing the experience as learning process he realised he knew what to expect for 

future trips and learned how to be better prepared. Alex remarked on the carpentry skills he 

acquired from both Guardians and other trip members, which he has since implemented 

professionally and in subsequent volunteer initiatives. Both Emily and Alex acknowledged the 

opportunity to learn more about the unique ecology of the region. Alex discussed his improved 

proficiency in species identification, and has been able to retain that knowledge. Trail building 

seemed to provide the opportunity for volunteers to develop proficiencies in an assortment of 

disciplines. 

 Some participants expressed that they volunteered for the trip despite uncertainties in 

their abilities. Emma and Olivier recounted how they surpassed their expectations of themselves; 

any concerns about their abilities prior to the trip were quickly put to ease once the trip began. 

Emma spoke for herself and Olivier as they volunteered on the same trip: “At the time Olivier 

and I were both very nervous that we didn’t know if we were able, which upon arrival was not a 

problem.” Olivier reiterated Emma’s account, revealing how the trip dissipated the insecurities 
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he was concerned about before the trip. This confidence and competence-building extended to 

forming a deeper connection with oneself as Alex explained “I feel a sense of connection with 

myself and my true purpose.” Olivier also shared a similar reflection, “It’s been this really 

therapeutic start. It’s something that I love so passionately and makes me feel good about 

myself.” Volunteer reflections show critical thinking about personal growth in their abilities, 

self-reliance, and sense of purpose as a result of trail building trips. 

 Pride and accomplishment from labour with local materials. 

 The physical trail building work was another point that participants highlighted as a 

source of personal transformation. Participants used terms like “sense of accomplishment” 

(Emma), “pride” (Olivier), “fulfilling” (Alex) and “peaceful” (Emily) to describe the effect of 

doing the physical labour. Participants expressed the ability to use local resources for building 

materials as a positive experience. Alex summarized the sentiment shared by participants best as 

“Being able to work with the wood from the old trees that have come down, it’s such an honour. 

You feel so many years of life have gone into this tree and it continues its next life as this trail.” 

Using local materials for the trails was viewed as an alternative method to trail building; 

repurposing fallen trees rather than importing lumber from distant or unknown sources. The 

method of building trails that Tribal Park Guardians demonstrated allowed for participants to feel 

proud of the trail building they did, creating personal assurance of their positive contributions. 

 Commitment to wild places. 

 When asked if the trip impacted their connection to nature, participants referred to an 

internal emotional or spiritual impact on their relationship with the natural world: “there’s not 

really any experience like it, certainly spiritually” (Henry). Alex demonstrated reflection of his 

consideration of place.  
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After the trip then you take away the lessons and the knowledge that have been passed 

on to you and then you have time on your own to think about things and your 

relationship to the land and your place on the coast.  

Emma explained how the trip inspired her to commit to being in natural environments, “I just 

don’t know that it changed the way I relate to nature in general in any way but it certainly 

strengthened my resolve to do as much of that kind of adventuring as possible.” Jolan echoed 

Emma’s sentiment stating “I think the trail building trip reaffirmed the value of connecting with 

wild places in my own life.” Olivier explained “Trail building drastically changed what I want to 

do with my life and what’s important for me right now. It’s made me really reconsider where I 

want to live in the future and what I want to do right now.” Emily shared her plans to spend more 

time in old-growth ecosystems: “I developed more of an understanding of and more of an 

appreciation for old-growth forest and a love for it. I’m happy to see it now and would seek it out 

also to see more of it.” Participant responses demonstrated the VTBT reaffirmed the importance 

of spending time in wilderness places such as old-growth forests. 

Finding 2 – Connection to Meares Island as a Special Place 

I think it was a pretty unparalleled experience in terms of the stunning beauty. 

(Emma) 

 Throughout the interviews, the importance of Meares Island as a location for trail 

building became evident. Participants referenced the a) history, b) remoteness and c) the beauty 

of the old-growth ecosystem as influences in creating a meaningful experience and learning 

opportunities. 
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 Recent historical context. 

 Through the interviews it became evident that Meares Island is a significant place to 

participants for historical, geographical, and ecological reasons. Half the participants commented 

directly on the significance of past land claims and resource management disputes. Henry 

explained what the recent history meant to him: 

It’s also an island where a lot of people were arrested back in the day as well. That’s an 

important thing to be talking about as well the movement in the 90s to protect Meares 

Island and how much people sacrificed for that area. And there’s a reason why they 

took that sacrifice just because of how amazing that island is.  

Jolan shared his view of the consequences of the recent history of management dispute in the 

area  

One of the things that stood out, was understanding the story, the bigger story we were a 

part of… The Tribal Park emerging as an innovation for a nation to observe sovereignty 

and also to protect the space and then the story of how that’s actually spread to other 

first nations around Canada and the world. 

Emily explained how the story of Meares Island was a motivator for her to volunteer on the trip: 

“I knew the significance of Clayoquot Sound and how significant the War in the Woods was, so 

it felt like a baby pilgrimage to go to this location. It was part of learning more.” For three 

participants, the historical context of Meares Island was a noteworthy part of drawing meaning 

from the trip.  

 Remoteness. 

 The geographical location of the trip could be a contributor to the experience of trail 

building, as three participants explored the feelings of remoteness due to doing trail work on an 
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island and getting there by water taxi. These participants raised the point that the sensation of 

remoteness felt on Meares Island was notable. Jolan stated that the combination of the water taxi 

commute and the hike through the woods, created the feeling of remoteness as something that 

stood out. Emma noted the feeling of isolation and compared the transportation journey to a 

space travel experience. Emily explained that the isolation was exciting, as it was not an 

experience she would have had without the WC organizing the trip. Acknowledging that the 

description of remoteness is subjective, for three volunteers travelling from Victoria or 

Vancouver, the experience on Meares Island created remarkable feelings of isolation and 

remoteness. 

 Intact old-growth ecosystem. 

 All participants commented on experiencing the beauty of the old-growth forest 

ecosystem, and the meaning it had for them. Henry explained his exposure to various forests and 

why he found Meares Island incomparable: 

It was quite a mind opener, eye opener, being able to go to Meares Island where the 

entire island is that ecosystem is frankly mind-blowing… It is the best old-growth forest 

trail in Canada I would say in terms of the density of big trees on that trail… I reinforce 

the fact that there is nothing like Meares Island that I am aware of. 

Jolan commented on the age and beauty of the place, describing the un-logged forest as 

memorable and powerful. Emma stated, “I think it was a pretty unparalleled experience in terms 

of the stunning beauty.” Oliver explained how he quickly connected to the unfamiliar ecosystem 

and the exposure left him in awe: 

The low elevation old-growth forest was a brand new ecosystem and I had no idea how 

dramatically different it would be, it was, from all my prior experience. So there was 
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this really exciting angle added for me because it was like being on a different planet in 

my own backyard. 

Alex described how his connection with Meares Island began prior to his first trail building trip. 

Alex had been to Meares Island before his first trail building trip, and had “thought it was just a 

truly magical place” and was astounded by the “intact old-growth ecosystems, that have been 

growing continuously since the end of the last ice age.” Emily explained how the unique 

ecosystem gave her a whimsical feeling: 

It was one of the first times I had been in old-growth, or maybe the first time I had been 

in an old-growth forest and I remember being so happy and excited on the hike in 

because we were climbing over all these logs. It was not a trail I was used to where 

everything was flattened out for you. I really thought it was cool, it felt like play 

climbing over all the things. It was really beautiful and incredible to be in that forest. 

Participants seemed most deeply impacted by the age of the forest, the fact that the ecosystem 

had not been logged, and the biomass experienced through the lushness, size, and density of the 

flora. 

Finding 3 – Building connections with the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation 

working with the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park Guardians who have stewarded the 

land since the last ice age or time immemorial… definitely helps me to look at 

my place here on the west coast as a settler and how my relationship with the 

local First Nations can and should be. (Alex) 
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 There are two locations on Meares Island where the WC staff and volunteers set up camp 

for the duration of their stay: one is an isolated camping area approximately six kilometers from 

an established community, and the other is within the Opitsaht Reserve with residents of the 

area. Trips are a mix of each camping location, with some participants having experienced 

different trips in both locations. Despite not having been asked any questions pertaining to the 

Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations, their territory, or the Tribal Park, participants shared a lot of 

reflections on their relationship with and views of: the Tribal Park Guardians, their culture, and 

their relationship with the land. Responses toward building relationships with the local people 

were similar for participants in either camping location. Many gave the impression that they had 

not experienced this type of relationship with First Nations people before.  

 Welcoming feeling and relationship building. 

 Four participants expressed the importance of forming relationships with the local First 

Nation community. Henry and Alex conveyed the impression that they felt embraced by the 

Guardians and the community and spoke of the honour they felt in being welcomed. Jolan 

emphasized the importance of his relationship with a Tribal Park Guardian, reiterating Alex and 

Henry’s expression of feeling welcomed and added that he felt valued for the work he did. Jolan 

remarked on connecting with the purpose of the Tribal Park and mentioned how he had not 

anticipated that forming those connections would be part of his trail building experience. Emma 

commented on the importance of the reciprocally respectful nature of the trail building trip  

That would be the largest impact of the trip on me is it opened up in my worldview to 

an opportunity to be involved in environmental activism without feeling like I was 

compromising my anti-colonialism… People need to learn about the Tribal Parks 

model. That can be intimidating knowledge to receive and I think the way that it’s 
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possible to receive it is by going straight to the land and having the opportunity to meet 

Tribal Parks Guardians to feel like you’re contributing. 

Alex noted the potential of the trail building trips to build the relationships that are important for 

reconciliation 

As far as the trail building trip, especially working with the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park 

Guardians, who have stewarded the land since the last ice age or time immemorial. It 

definitely helps me to look at my place here on the west coast as a settler and how my 

relationship with the local First Nations can and should be. Getting to work with the 

First Nations as allies, I think is really a step in the right direction toward reconciliation 

between settlers and first nations. I think it’s a really healthy and important direction to 

head in. For them to accept us as allies is really important I think for the future 

relationships between First Nations and settlers on the coast and across Canada. For 

people who live in the city or wherever and have never had an intimate connection with 

local First Nations living on the land. I think it’s a really good introduction and they’re 

very friendly and welcoming and teach you to listen and to be respectful, and I think its 

really important to do that kind of thing, to take part in these relationships. 

A majority of participants felt that they had been warmly received by a culture that they had 

never experienced before and revealed how the exposure impacted their worldviews. 

 Knowledge gained.  

 As Henry stated, many participants gained knowledge from working with the Park 

Guardians, “[the Park Guardians], whose lives it is to be out there, those lucky bastards, that’s 

just such an incredible pool of knowledge to draw on.” Emma explained how the trip taught her 

more about the local management of the area: “One thing that I think I found really enlightening 
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and fun to learn was… the general ethos of the Tribal Parks and what the Tribal Parks mean.” 

Alex explored the diversity of teachings he received, noting that the Guardians told tales of their 

ancestors, gave natural science information, and demonstrated boardwalk building techniques. 

Alex viewed his knowledge gain as a learning process over time, sustained through multiple 

trips. Emily shared the impact of her learning through a story, 

Another cool aspect was being able to work with Cory and [another Park Guardian], 

and get a glimpse into their lifestyle. I think all the time about how they told us they’ll 

come into the forest and run through the forest until they find a fallen tree. And they’ll 

look at the fallen tree and say this tree looks this big I think it died this many years ago I 

think we can use the wood and make 5 canoes. And that’s just so cool to me, that’s so 

beyond my wheelhouse of what I would be able to do for so many reasons. I think I 

remember Cory telling me, I asked how do you run through the forest, how do you find 

your way back? And he was describing to me what kind of marks he looks for, which 

was really cool and a way for me to shift my thinking. 

The feedback from participants about the Tribal Park Guardians gave the impression that the 

Guardians have an astonishing amount of knowledge, an admirable manner of working with 

volunteers, and offer different cultural views from the dominant western perspective. 

 Leadership witnessed.  

 Three participants acknowledged the leadership by the Tla-o-qui-aht to create and 

maintain the Tribal Park, and expressed their admiration and support for this type of 

management. On the trip Jolan became aware that the trail building efforts supported Tla-o-qui-

aht land conservation plans, realising this strategy was also supporting their economy, both 

aspects of which he approved. Emma considered the perspectives and values that the Park 
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Guardians were able to communicate with her as a result of their role with the Tribal Park. Alex 

asserted a strengthened respect due to the learning he received from the Guardians “and their role 

as true stewards”. He continued, portraying the Guardians role and efforts as exemplary: 

I think seeing the leadership of the Tribal Park Guardians and seeing an intact old-growth 

forest such as on Meares Island. It’s definitely an insight into what the future of the 

forestry industry has to look like: sustainable second growth forestry and not old-growth 

logging (Alex). 

Alex credits his desire to form alliances with other First Nations movements to his witness of 

Guardian leadership on the VTBT. One participant did not comment on feeling welcomed by, 

gaining knowledge from or witnessing leadership by the Tribal Park Guardians or the local 

nation. However, in discussing how the trip influenced his connection with nature, Olivier 

referred to Cory and another Park Guardian and his intention for the future of that relationship. 

Olivier wanted to return to Meares Island and give further support in any way he could, and 

offered to volunteer his labour independent of the WC trips. 

Finding 4 – Interpersonal Bonds 

We were all working together on all the pieces. (Emily) 

 Initially, in my thesis proposal, I framed my questions for volunteers to describe their 

relationships with other “volunteers”. However, in the actual interviews I asked participants 

about their relationship with other “people” on the trip. This may have been a factor in receiving 

feedback not only on participant relationships’ with one another but also their relationships’ with 
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the WC as an organization, their relationships’ with WC staff, and their experience of forming 

community.  

 The role of the WC. 

 Most participants drew attention to the relationship they built with the WC and staff. 

Henry discussed how the trip augmented his relationship with WC staff: “when I first went trail 

building I wasn’t very close friends with Emily or Torrance for that matter and now I’m very 

close friends with those two.” Since his trail building trips, Olivier has made an effort to remain 

involved with and connected to the WC and their initiatives. Jolan credited his enjoyment of the 

trip to the WC, remarking their skilful design of the experience. He expressed thankfulness for 

WC VTBTs and a hope for a proliferation of similar opportunities. 

Just a lot of appreciation for the way the Wilderness Committee and the Tla-o-qui-aht 

have built that program. It felt like a really cool experience to be able to be a part of… I 

feel gratitude that it exists and hope that kind of model can be adopted in other places. 

Emma expanded on that appreciation for the WC’s efforts, mentioning that the region is a highly 

sought after travel destination, thus having paid transport, a capable guide, and a connection to 

the local Nation felt like a privilege. Further, she shared that “Everybody kept up and everybody 

helped out and there were tasks for everybody to do…  nobody was left out, which was great.” 

Emma also showed her admiration for the WC’s approach, valuing the WC strategy of offering 

support and a labour force for the Tla-o-qui-aht projects rather than imposing objectives. Emma 

also expressed her commitment to the future endeavours of the WC and their staff. Alex credits 

the WC with part of the reason to join another environmental cause: 

After my first 2 trips with Wilderness Committee and Guardians on Meares Island, I 

really feel a strong connection now with the Walbran Valley and I was definitely 
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inspired by trail building with Wilderness Committee and Guardians to get involved 

with this cause. 

The WC have thoughtfully designed, as participants describe, a tremendous opportunity to 

support efforts for the conservation of wild lands and recognition of traditional territories. 

 Wilderness Committee leadership. 

 The lead campaigner for the WC is Torrance Coste; he is also the trail building trip leader 

and acts as a guide and support for volunteers on the trip. Torrance has wilderness guiding 

experience and has also developed a strong relationship with the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation. Five 

participants referenced Torrance’s skills, experience, and/or perspectives in creating a uniquely 

memorable trip. Henry and Emma commented on Torrance’s “amazing education and 

experience” (Henry) saying that he was “a phenomenal wealth of knowledge” (Emma). Emily 

mentioned memorable ecosystem information Torrance taught them, 

Torrance as the guide called my attention to what old-growth forest was. So I developed 

more of an understanding of that and definitely more of an appreciation for it and a love 

for it. Torrance also had a lot of knowledge about how it allows for biodiversity and 

different ecological or environmental reasons that it’s good for the environment or the 

world… it was all incredible stuff I was really happy to learn about. 

Emma was able to learn about the politics and state of affairs within the Tla-o-qui-aht Nation 

from Torrance’s “humble perspective”. Emma identified with Torrance’s philosophy and 

revealed that her paradigms shifted as a result of their conversations. Alex also referenced 

Torrance’s approach, trail building was Alex’s first experience with the WC and he reflected on 

the important role Torrance played in the gratification of the experience. “I just found Torrance 

to be very welcoming and made everyone feel very involved and important and was always 
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reminding us how the work that was being done was important work.” Participants revered 

Torrance’s skill and conduct as a trip leader and credit a significant amount of their learning on 

the trip to his proficiencies. 

 Group dynamics and sense of community. 

 Participants shared their views of the group dynamics and how it affected their 

experience. Henry found commonalities with trip members and enjoyed their company. Emma 

shared Henry’s view that group members had a “similar worldview already, there was not a lot 

of intellectual conflict in terms of the political backgrounds that we were from. We were very 

much all from the same life situation.” Jolan decided that the group “had enough in common to 

start conversations but enough diversity within the group that we could have interesting 

conversations.” Olivier’s opinion of the group dynamics on his trip were in contrast to some of 

the other views, sharing that “it was interesting to see how people are coming from very different 

points of view and their reasons for being there are very drastically different.” Alex expressed his 

appreciation for similarities among volunteers, he saw the like-mindedness of the group as an 

opportunity to share knowledge and passion for common goals.  

 Regardless of their views on group member likeness, participants viewed the trip as an 

experience that built relationships. Olivier and Emily commented on the way the group got 

along, declaring that “everyone was pretty great” (Olivier) and “everyone wanted to be friends 

with the whole group. The group really came together and everyone wanted to hang out with 

everyone” (Emily). Henry explained that “an experience like that help[s] build relationships.” 

This was echoed by Emily who found that “it was one of those experiences you get to know 

people very quickly.” Emma explained how group dynamics impacted interactions: “people were 

talking about their experiences and their viewpoints and perspectives and I remember we did talk 
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quite a bit around the fire and at night about our varying stances on local activism and 

environmental activism which was fantastic.” Alex illuminated that the group had a common 

goal: “everyone was all there to work hard to make a difference.” Through building relationships 

and getting to know one another, participants created occasions to discuss their values, 

motivations, and intentions for volunteering. 

 All participants stressed the importance of being part of the group, either during or after 

the trip. Henry talked about the nature of the friendships he made on both trips he went on “I met 

some good friends for life.” Olivier agreed with Henry’s reflection and attributed it to the 

physical nature of the work. 

I’ve met such amazing people through trail building. The bond that you feel with other 

people and the pride that you get when you finish something that was hard and difficult 

and physical is something that I think is more or less universal. 

Jolan, Emma, and Emily discussed doing the trip together as a group “One of the things that 

stand out was the experience of doing it with other people. It was an experience that was pretty 

important for all of us together” (Jolan). “It was a really easy social situation in terms of 

everybody cooperating and making friends and working together” (Emma). “It felt nice walking 

around and had a nice social aspect to it too. We were all working together on all the pieces.” 

(Emily). Emily and Alex also discuss the extent to which they maintained relationships built on 

the trip: “I’ve reconnected with different people from the trip at different times and it feels like 

casual and comfortable” (Emily). 

People that I’ve met on this trip I’ve continued to see throughout the years at places like 

the Unist'ot'en camp and other rallies in Victoria. Through meeting them on the trail 
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building trip it sparked a friendship and I’ve continued to see those people throughout 

the years. (Alex) 

Alex continues this notion, detailing how it has helped to develop his local community, 

People I’ve met on those trips I’ve continued to see in the future and really helped 

developed a local sense of community for me. Now when I go to rallies and other trail 

building trips I see people that I know and feel loved and included and important. So it 

is a sense of family really. 

The group dynamics of VTBTs reinforced participant’s environmental identities and contributed 

to shaping a supportive community of advocates. 

Finding 5 – Potential Collective Benefits 

Having the knowledge that what you are doing is in some way helping to both 

conserve, promote tourism for the people that protected that island, and to 

build on to see it protected in the future is incredible. It’s such a privilege. 

(Henry) 

 All participants expressed their awareness of being part of a bigger picture, 

demonstrating and understanding that the trip was more to them than doing physical labour and 

camping. On top of feeling as though they were assisting visitors to Meares Island by literally 

building a trail for ease of access, volunteers felt they were contributing to more complex 

matters. Participants felt their efforts impacted larger societal systems through land preservation, 

environmental education, and support for the Tla-o-qui-aht economy and community. 
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 Contribution to conservation and Tribal Park management strategy. 

 Participants felt that their work on the trip was helping with accessibility and protection 

of the natural landscape.  

The idea of a Tribal Park I thought was really cool was actually making this space more 

accessible to people as a way of protecting it, instead of protection based on keeping 

people out there’s better protection through bringing people in, in a good way (Jolan). 

Henry explained how the contributions of trail builders are important as they help make the 

region more accessible to encourage diversity while simultaneously maintaining ecological 

stability. Alex was enthusiastic about the potential for trail building to protect old growth 

ecosystems as he noted the historical success of this strategy. Alex connected building boardwalk 

with increasing visitor numbers, which inspired him as he saw potential for exposure to foster 

protective behaviours in tourists. 

I think the more people that go to the big tree trail on Meares Island, the more people 

that will have an intimate relationship and knowledge of what is still intact there. And 

therefore care a lot more on a personal level to want to protect it. (Alex) 

Reflections demonstrated that volunteers felt they were making a difference by preserving the 

old-growth forest ecosystem. 

 Participants also made ties between their volunteer work and support for the Tla-o-qui-

aht Tribal Park. For Jolan, “doing the work to help make that place accessible to other people in 

a way that would also help the Tla-o-qui-aht conservation strategy” was a significant part of the 

experience. Moreover, Henry commemorated the Tla-o-qui-aht Nation for their fight to protect 

the land and described the opportunity to contribute as a “privilege”. Emma contrasted Tribal 

Park management to federal or provincial Park management, she recognized the disadvantages of 
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restrictions within government Parks regulations, and she expressed support for the propagation 

of the Tribal Park model. Alex echoed support for the Tribal Park model, stating he felt trail 

building helped to back First Nations sovereignty. Emily appreciated the exposure to the role of 

the Tla-o-qui-aht: 

Hearing from them [the Park Guardians] and from the Wilderness Committee how the 

ecotourism has been so positive and a source of income for people who live there. 

Hearing about how that is part of their economy was something I wasn’t aware of, it was 

good to learn about. 

The Meares Island VTBT is a unique opportunity to experience the Tribal Park ethos and 

practices, which fostered learning and reflection in volunteers. 

 Further, participants demonstrated their passion and insight through noteworthy 

statements regarding protection and support for the Tribal Park. Henry showed his belief in the 

remarkable possibilities of the region: “The potential that this area has for drawing revenue for 

the Tla-o-qui-aht and the opportunity that that island provides for the environmental movement 

is just stunning.” Emma believed the reciprocal nature of the trip was the right approach to 

conservation and reconciliation. 

I think the way that it’s possible to receive Tribal Parks knowledge is by going straight to 

the land and having the opportunity to meet Tribal Parks Guardians. To feel like you’re 

contributing and then you’re not just coming here and asking you for your knowledge 

with nothing to offer back. But instead, saying: I have nothing but an open mind, a desire 

to be part of anticolonial environmentalism, and these hands. So can you share your 

knowledge with me, can you bring me into this struggle because I want to help and I want 

to know how. 
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Olivier described the impact of the trips on his degree of environmental engagement: 

The first Wilderness Committee trip was the first thing I ever did that in terms of activism 

or advocacy. Since those trips, I think I’m a lot more aware of the environmental issues 

that are plaguing Vancouver Island I take them a lot more seriously. I try to make this a 

serious thing and try to participate and do my best to make a difference. It’s something I 

care about really deeply and want to protect (Olivier). 

Participants shared powerful contemplations about their views of the future of old-growth forests 

and indigenous relations. The accounts of trail building from volunteers were indicative that the 

experience precipitated feelings of devotion to ancient forest preservation through honouring 

important local knowledge. 

 Desire to share and educate. 

 Participants were asked how they have shared the knowledge they gained on the trip with 

others. They responded with what they have done to share their knowledge as well as their hopes 

for continued public education of Tribal Parks and old-growth management strategies. Many 

drew connections between experiencing Meares Island and becoming enabled to advocate for its 

protection. Jolan explained that he has “definitely shared the story of the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal 

Park as a cool project for conservation.” Olivier shared why he wants to educate others: “You 

feel so attached to a place like Meares Island that you want other people to experience it and you 

want to share that feeling. The more work you can do the more you’ll make it easier for people to 

share that feeling with you.” Henry described that talking to people about WC campaigns is 

something he does for work and pleasure, he stated that after his volunteer trip he encouraged 

people to visit the Tla-o-qui-aht region either as a volunteer or as a tourist.  
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The potential that this area has for educating the world in general, is super important. I 

love promoting the trail building expeditions as well, promoting the big tree trail as well 

the amount of people who go out to Tofino and they don’t go over to what is the best old-

growth forest trail in Canada I would say. So I try and share that with as many people as 

well (Henry). 

Emma summarized what kinds of contributions the trip can make and why she wanted to 

promote the experience. 

What a hell of an opportunity to be the best ally to the land that you can possibly be, to be 

an ally to the land and stand up for what you believe in. If it’s protecting the last of the 

old-growth in our area, or helping other people get access to these spaces or protecting 

Indigenous rights in our region. Being able to do so in a way that’s so intensely 

pleasurable that has such a tremendous honour and a stunning life experience. And you’re 

also in the classroom and you’re also in the work party, you’re doing all of those things at 

the same time and it’s beautiful. I think it’s just one of the best opportunities for learning 

that I could have ever had actually and I feel like I want to go back all the time. 

Alex described why he shared his experience with friends, family, and strangers: “I always 

encourage them to go see it because until you really see it and feel it for yourself you can’t really 

understand it but once you do it doesn’t go away it stays with you forever.” Emily discussed that 

it was pro-environmental behaviour strategies that she shared with her network upon returning 

from her trip. Whether it was regarding personal behaviours, effective conservation strategies, or 

the magnificence of Meares Island, volunteers felt compelled to share their experience with other 

people in their social networks, as well as participate in environmental campaigns for public 

education. 



 58

 Social mobilization and environmental resistance in the Walbran Valley. 

 Despite asking no questions about the Walbran Valley, and attempting to keep the focus 

on Meares Island trail building, participants remained compelled to include the Walbran struggle 

in their reflections. Four participants resided on Vancouver Island when they volunteered on a 

trail building trip, the other two resided in Vancouver. The four participants from Vancouver 

Island introduced the work they have done toward protecting the Central Walbran Valley, 

independently, with the WC, or through other organizations such as Friends of Carmanah 

Walbran.  

 Henry demonstrated his contribution to the Walbran campaign through independently 

collecting petition signatures. 

The knowledge I learned on trail building on Meares Island gave me a lot of drive with 

the save the Walbran campaign. I went out a lot on my own time last summer getting 

petitions signed. On my own, I got about 1000 signed. 

Emma showed her concern for the cause as she supported the WC by collecting signatures, 

delivering supplies to protestors occupying the forest, and making phone calls to government and 

industry targets to voice her opposition of logging. Emma discussed her Ph.D. project as an 

additional contribution, as her dissertation “is on narratives of environmental resistance, thinking 

specifically of the Clayoquot Sound protest the Great Bear Rainforest and now the Walbran 

Valley.” Olivier reflected on how he initially became involved with the Walbran. After Olivier’s 

Meares Island trail building trip, he wanted to continue to do more trail work in order to support 

forest protection. He didn’t find further opportunities with the Tla-o-qui-aht so he engaged with 

the Walbran Valley efforts. Olivier contrasted trail building in each location, explaining that the 

Walbran experience was similar to his Meares Island trip but “amplified.” Olivier noted he 
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shared poignant sentiments with others who frequented the Valley: “we were ready to lay 

everything down on the line [to stop logging].” Olivier conveyed that the Walbran initiative 

became a significant part of his life on account of his Meares Island trips. “Everything I’ve done 

in the Walbran stems from what I learned on Meares Island… After the 2nd Meares Island trip, I 

pretty much have solely dedicated myself in the Walbran on all my free time.” Alex shared 

Olivier’s sense of commitment and became deeply involved with trail building as a protection 

strategy in the Walbran Valley.  

After my first two trips with Wilderness Committee and Guardians on Meares Island, I 

really feel a strong connection now with the Walbran Valley and I was definitely inspired 

by trail building with Wilderness Committee and Guardians to get involved with this 

cause. (Alex) 

Olivier’s words expressed pride and confidence: “There was a lot of self-initiative to get out 

there [in the Walbran] and build trail. And I’m pretty god damn proud of the work I’ve done in 

the last 6 months. I think it’s been pretty impactful.” Alex demonstrated his dedication to 

obtaining protection status in the Walbran and remained reassured of that possibility. 

Through trail building in the 90s, they were able to achieve protection of the Carmanah 

Walbran Park and I think it’s a tried and tested method that will work again. And I feel 

empowered and encouraged about the future of that forest and the protection that it needs 

to achieve. 

Participant means of assisting in protection of the Walbran Valley were varied, from long-term 

independently organized trail building trips, to graduate research, to signature collection and WC 

campaign support. However, participants acknowledged the influence of Meares Island VTBTs 

on their Walbran efforts. In the next chapter, I discuss the results that I have presented here in 
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Chapter 4, relating them to my research objectives from Chapter 1 and the literature presented in 

Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings 

 Chapter 5 discusses each of the findings in consideration of the literature introduced in 

Chapter 2. In the discussion of findings one, four, and five I address Research Question 1: How 

do WC’s volunteer trail building trips affect longer term participation in environmental 

engagement? To address this question I draw on theories of potential collective benefits and 

interpersonal bonds as influencers for engagement. In the discussion of findings two, three, and 

again five, I address Research Question 2: In what ways do trail building trips alter perceptions 

of environmental initiatives? To address this question I explore placed based and 

interdisciplinary approaches to understanding connections. The discussions of the findings are 

summarized at the end of Chapter 5.  

Finding 1 – Discussion of Personal Transformations 

 Relevance to research question 1. 

Research Question 1: How do WC’s volunteer trail building trips affect longer term participation 

in environmental engagement? 

 The participant responses demonstrated that trail building trips had an effect on longer-

term participation in environmental engagement. Participants learned new skills that they were 

able to use on subsequent trail building trips. Five of six participants did at least one additional 

trail building trip with the WC, some of whom also did trail building conservation work 

independent of the WC and were able to use skills learned in subsequent scenarios. Chawla and 

Cushing (2007) documented the relationship between a sense of self-efficacy and “the belief that 

one can have an impact on environmental issues… a sense of competence is critical for healthy 

development because it contributes to a sense of self-worth and the resolve necessary to set and 

reach challenging goals” (p. 445). Chawla and Cushing (2007) drew their findings from work 
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with children; however, Hungerford and Volk (1990) did not limit their research to children and 

outlined a list of empowerment variables, factors that led to feeling able to contribute, and 

discussed one variable: perceived skill: 

Perceived skill in using environmental action strategies is one of the very best 

predictors of behaviour. Simply put, perceived skill in using action strategies can be 

translated as human beings believing that they have the “power” to use citizenship 

strategies to help resolve issues. (Hungerford & Volk, 1990 p. 262) 

This element is the skill and confidence-building foundation essential for creating an 

understanding of potential collective benefits, discussed further in Theme 5. 

 Volunteers also expressed how the trip allowed them to become more comfortable in 

natural environments. Dillon et al., (2006) explained how it was important to create a 

comfortable natural setting in order to foster learning opportunities that were exciting but not 

threatening for students. McIntyre’s (1998) research also stressed the need for a balance between 

challenge and comfort for visitors to achieve what she called wilderness values, i.e. physical, 

mental and spiritual benefits of wilderness experiences. My participant responses showed that 

the organization and leadership of the trail building trip fostered a sense of safety in natural 

environments necessary for transformative learning to occur and to encourage further 

participation in wilderness experiences. 

 It was evident that most of the participants’ connection to nature grew based on an 

expressed desire to spend more time in similar natural environments. D’Amato and Krasny’s 

(2011) research showed how a personal attachment to nature is one component of fostering post-

trip pro-environmental behaviours. Where “feeling a personal connection to nature, as well as 

other outcomes noted in this study such as a renewed ability to take charge of one’s life 
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(empowerment), could be linked to pro-environmental behaviors” (p. 248). Pro-environmental 

behaviours referred to individual practices for living sustainably, as one small component that 

may or may not form a larger environmental identity and advocacy practices. 

 Research by Mayer and Frantz (2004) expanded on the notion that a strong nature 

connection may have had an influence on pro-environmental values. Their study broadened 

nature connectedness to include becoming akin to the natural world. 

…feeling a sense of community, kinship, egalitarianism, embeddedness, and 

belongingness to nature are all aspects of a broader sense of feeling connected to it… 

connectedness to nature leads to concern for nature, as the CNS [Connectedness to 

Nature Scale] has also been shown to relate to a biospheric value orientation, ecological 

behavior, anticonsumerism, perspective taking, and identity as an environmentalist. 

(Mayer & Frantz, 2004, p. 512) 

Trail building trips allowed participants opportunity to acquire new skills, develop confidence 

and comfort in natural environments as well as a resolve to interact with natural settings more 

frequently. These personal transformations, which built confidence and competencies in various 

domains, were a significant component of enabling future participation in environmental 

engagement. 

Finding 2 – Discussion of Connection to Meares Island 

 Relevance to research question 2. 

Research Question 2 - In what ways do trail building trips alter perceptions of environmental 

initiatives? 

 According to responses, conditions that make Meares Island a unique and special place 

also contributed to expanding participant understandings of, and identification with, 
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environmental initiatives. Spending time isolated in an intact old-growth forest ecosystem 

influenced by rich historical context was an effective strategy for cultivating a sense of place. 

According to Relph (1997)  

Sense of place is first of all an innate faculty, possessed in some degree by everyone, 

that connects us to the world. It is an integral part of all our environmental experiences 

and it is only because we are first in places that we can then develop abstract arguments 

about environment, economy, or politics. But in addition to this, sense of place can be a 

learned skill for critical environmental awareness that is used to grasp what the world is 

like and how it is changing. (p. 208) 

All participants are current residents of British Columbia and self-identified as settler Canadians, 

denoting they do not share the same ancestral teachings and connections to the land as its 

Indigenous Peoples. Brown (2008) argued “we could do well to understand our own and others 

values in relation to land and it’s [sic] meanings for our identity” (p. 14). The WC trail building 

trips included the three dimensions that Thornton (2012) explained composed a sense of place, 

“space, time, and experience - which are culturally and environmentally structured” (p. 189), 

understood through this research as geographical location, historical context, and personal 

experience.  

 The geographical location of Meares Island was an important contribution to sense of 

place through the wilderness experience formed by the water-taxi journey to Meares Island, 

which some volunteers noted generating an opportunity to feel a sense of abandon. Hammitt 

(1982) offered an explanation for participants’ enthusiasm about the remoteness of Meares 

Island. 
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Information-processing theory is offered as a basis for understanding the issue of 

solitude and the many realms of privacy humans seek during wilderness experiences. It 

is suggested that wilderness users do not mean complete isolation when they speak of 

wilderness solitude, but rather, an environmental situation in which they have some 

control over the information they must process and the attention required of them to 

process it. (p. 478) 

Escaping societal pressures and structures allowed the opportunity to question existing 

assumptions of environmental initiatives. 

 As well as having a distinct geographical setting, Meares Island is a special place because 

of its historical context. Participants were familiar with land management common to Canadian 

practice–Parks overseen by federal, provincial or municipal government. Murray and King 

(2012) described the Tribal Park designation as an alternate type of management that participants 

would have been exposed to while on a trail building trip.  

Tribal Parks can be understood as a projection of sovereignty over contested terrain, or 

an assertion of Tla-o-qui-aht rights and title–outside but parallel to the treaty process–

over areas that fall within their traditional territory through the elaboration of Tribal 

Parks’ governance and management mechanisms… Tribal Parks can therefore be seen 

as a unique creation of the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation that refer as much to the physical 

spaces within them as to the management tools and processes and the nascent 

implementing organization that is developing a sort of counter-governance for the area. 

(p.389) 

The initial Wah-nuh-jus–Hilth-hoo-is (Meares Island) Tribal Park Declaration took place in 

1984, in opposition to resource extraction practices at that time; other regions have been declared 
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Tribal Parks since (Dorward-Seitcher, Masso, Martin, & Coste, 2013). In 2007, Walter described 

Tribal Park status, a state of management that currently remains.  

the struggle over the control of Clayoquot Sound rainforest continues, with no 

uncontested mandate as yet for control by either environmentalists or First Nations, 

logging companies, or government. What does remain, however, are large tracts of old-

growth temperate rainforest and a powerful history of adult learning in environmental 

protest within social movements. (p. 261) 

Opportunity to gain understanding of an emerging Park governance strategy both enabled a 

contrasting to familiar resource management practices and a questioning of perspectives. 

Thornton (2012) advocated for consideration of human interaction with natural environments, 

concluding that his work with the Tlingit people could be generalized to understand the nature of 

human relationships with the land. Exposure to a strategy implemented by people “who not only 

claim ownership over that land, but also see themselves as part of it” (Murray & King, 2012, p. 

395) and who modelled their management based on ancestral interaction with the land, created a 

phenomenal recipe for questioning land management decision making procedures and personal 

values. 

 All participants commented on the beauty of the landscape, and interviews revealed how 

participants found the intact old-growth ecosystem to be awe-inspiring. The Tribal Park 

declaration succeeded in maintaining the ancient forest landscape and protecting Meares Island 

from logging, a result for which volunteers expressed gratitude. When making regional 

management decisions, McAvoy, McDonald, and Carlson (2003) argued that the value of 

inherent and aesthetic meanings of place was a significant classification to consider.  
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These are tangible emotional responses to scenic beauty of landscapes… these are a 

trans-human response to any landscape, and further that there is probably little 

difference in aesthetic meanings between people of different cultures. (p. 87) 

Every participant also noted the age of the trees, Kimmins (2003) discussed why this is such a 

special experience. “Old-growth forests, with connotations of primeval, ancient, irreplaceable, 

fragile, and endangered, arouse strong emotions in many people, especially in affluent, 

developed countries… Large trees are visually impressive and thus have a strong effect on our 

emotions” (p. 430). Warren’s (2005) research explored the experience of entering into wilderness 

and its advantages for the individual. “The benefits, values, and feelings that are created include 

that of awe, wonder, humility, a sense of connection and comfort with nature, a sense of place 

and community” (p. 10). The beauty and majesty of the old-growth forest inspired profound 

personal transformations of participants who used words like unparalleled, mind-blowing, 

powerful, and magical to describe their experiences. The connection to landscape, arousal of 

emotions, and individual benefits elicited by the trail building trip seemed to cause participants 

to consider their place, physically, historically, and culturally, and to broaden their sense of 

community. 

Finding 3 – Discussion of Connections with the Tla-o-qui-aht 

 Relevance to research question 2. 

Research Question 2 - In what ways do trail building trips alter perceptions of environmental 

initiatives? 

 Due to the history of unjust treatment of Indigenous Peoples in Canada and continued 

inequalities, according to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, individuals, 

organizations, and governments have made efforts “to revitalize the relationship between 
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Aboriginal peoples and Canadian society” (2015). Various approaches to reconciliation have 

been suggested and debated (Corntassel, 2012), and Amadahy (2008) proposed that relationship-

building between settler and Indigenous individuals is a fundamental component of the process. 

Amadahy (2008) conducted a roundtable on Indigenous solidarity work and many participants 

addressed the idea of relationship-building. One Indigenous activist stated that “settler activists 

need to spend more time listening and building relationships with Indigenous people” (p. 3). 

Amadahy contributed to the conversation noting that “relationship building is fundamental to the 

Indigenous way of understanding how healthy communities function…  If they [settler activists] 

want to help, they have to listen, take direction and stick around” (p. 4). Another roundtable 

participant stated, “coalition building is by definition painful, hard work. It's never harmonious. 

There are always going to be difficulties but bridges can be built in order to support each other’s 

struggles. My hope is that those bridges become solid” (p. 8). Trail building trip participants 

experienced relationship building with the Tla-o-qui-aht, which was a step toward becoming 

allies for ecological preservation initiatives. 

 Despite the WC not explicitly stating reconciliation as an aim of trail building trips, they 

have developed an exemplary relationship with the Tla-o-qui-aht community. When participants 

were immersed in this experience, contextualized by an existing relationship of mutual esteem, 

they were able to question their own existing perspectives, and understand how they could make 

worthwhile contributions to environmental initiatives and Indigenous reconciliation. Through 

their responses, volunteers expressed a great deal of value in building connections with the 

Tribal Park Guardians, and Lee (2016) explained how this is at the heart of reconciliation, 

This can seem an abstract idea until we break it down to its core: reconciliation as the 

restoration of good relations. Restoring good relations requires fundamentally breaking 
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with a vastly unjust world to a focus on how we relate to each other and the world 

around us. 

This concept is important as participants not only expressed appreciation for interpersonal 

relations but also learning related to traditional relationships with the land. 

 Parrotta and Trosper (2011) explained various modes of transmission for traditional 

knowledge that participants described hearing.  

Among Indigenous communities, traditional knowledge is embedded and expressed in 

their languages, cultural values, rituals, folklore, land-use practices, and community-

level decision-making processes. It is inextricably linked to Indigenous peoples’ 

identity, their experiences with the natural environment, and their territorial and cultural 

rights. (p. 3) 

Participants expressed interest and appreciation in reception of this knowledge, as Parrotta and 

Trosper describe to be a current inclination in wider societal thought: “There is a growing 

appreciation of the value and importance of traditional forest-related knowledge, and of 

traditional knowledge more generally, not only to local and Indigenous communities, but also to 

broader metropolitan, increasingly globalized, societies” (p. 4). Colfer et al. (2005) discussed the 

significance of learning from people with traditional knowledge of the land, claiming that 

Indigenous people “are often the legitimate managers of the forests we find ourselves mandated 

by law or regulations to manage. The marriage of traditional and scientific knowledge is 

potentially the most potent combination for both environmental and human well-being” (p. 180). 

The transfer of knowledge between Tla-o-qui-aht Park Guardians and trail building volunteers 

may have contributed to relationship building as a component for reconciliation. 
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 Many participants seemed particularly intrigued in learning more about the Tribal Park 

philosophy and Parrotta and Trosper (2011) discussed the link between traditional knowledge 

and management. 

Developed from long experience and experimentation within local and Indigenous 

communities, traditional forest-related knowledge has historically been dynamic, 

adapting to changing environmental, social, economic, and political conditions. The 

evolution of this knowledge in the face of these changes has enabled traditional 

communities to manage forest resources to provide tangible and intangible benefits for 

present and future generations. (p. 536) 

Participant reflections, which described the experience as enlightening, an opening of worldviews 

and able to create a shift in thinking, demonstrated how the learning of traditional knowledge can 

influence personal transformations. 

 Participants brought up their views of Park Guardian leadership and expressed keen 

willingness to give support for designated projects. Volunteers also conveyed gratitude for the 

guidance and mentorship they received. Simpson (2002) reinforced the need to educate for 

understanding that her 

…ancestors have resisted the processes of colonization, colonialism, and assimilation in 

the past. This injects the learning process with power and hope with the recognition that 

our peoples have worked hard to protect our Traditional Territories, cultures, and 

knowledge in the past, and it counters the stereotype that Aboriginal Peoples were 

simply helpless victims in these horrific processes. (p. 19) 

Amadahy (2008) discussed why a paradigm shift is crucial to settlers offering assistance in 

solidarity work.  
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It helps when people understand and respect the Indigenous framework out of which we 

work and, whether they share it or not, allow their own ideologies and practices to be 

challenged by it. It is, after all, the imposition of outside world views and value systems 

(whether they are capitalist, Christian, anarchist or Marxist) that fuels the genocide. (p. 

5) 

Participant attempts to further assist with trail work aligned with Walia’s (2012) suggestions for 

how to support Indigenous leadership initiatives. 

Non-natives should be proactive in offering logistical, fundraising and campaign 

support. Clear lines of communication must always be maintained, and a commitment 

should be made for long-term support. This means not just being present for blockades 

or in moments of crisis, but developing an ongoing commitment to the well-being of 

Indigenous peoples and communities. (p. 2) 

Trail building trips offered a unique and ongoing relationship with the Park Guardians and the 

Tla-o-qui-aht community, which allowed participants to expand their worldviews by taking 

direction from First Nations leaders. 

Finding 4 – Discussion of Interpersonal Bonds 

 Relevance to research question 1. 

Research Question 1 - How do WC’s volunteer trail building trips affect longer term 

participation in environmental engagement? 

 Many participants commented on how it was relatively effortless to partake in a trail 

building trip, due to the effective coordination by the WC. Clear communication and logistical 

organization of an initiative are important factors in influencing participation in future 

environmental projects as demonstrated by Ryan, Kaplan, and Grese (2001): 
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Well organized programs that allow volunteers to become involved in decision making 

and host frequent work opportunities may be more appealing to volunteers... Programs 

should be organized in such a way that everyone’s participation is necessary and not 

superfluous. Feeling that one’s presence is needed encourages participation. (p. 646) 

Emma explicitly expressed feeling that the WC valued everyone’s contributions, “everybody 

helped out and there were tasks for everybody to do…  nobody was left out.” However, 

volunteers had little involvement in decision making, a component considered further in Chapter 

6.  

 Appreciation for the WC’s role also extended to their philosophies and approach. The 

WC’s organizational conduct, with which participants tended to align themselves, is in accord 

with what Bennett and Lemelin (2013) saw as a more sustainable form of conservation. “This 

fundamental shift in thinking has been adopted by ENGOs that now strive to achieve 

conservation objectives along with social and economic development goals.” (p. 70) The 

facilitation of trip planning by the WC staff and the ethos under which they operate, served as a 

foundation for creating an educational experience that may affect longer-term participation, and 

may also have inspired shifts in thinking for volunteers as well. However, participant 

understandings of the vision of the organization with which they align themselves is only one of 

many components of sustaining environmental engagement and of transformative learning. As 

Dirkx (1998) noted, 

As educators, [transformative learning] is a stance we take toward our relationships 

with learners rather than a strategy that we use on them. Like so many other things, we 

learn about transformative learning only by engaging both the vision and the process it 
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represents. The best teachers of transformative learning are ourselves—our own lives in 

community with others. (p. 11)  

Considering transformative learning contextualized by the people who surround us, I now 

discuss the community formation that occurred on VTBTs. 

 The way participants discussed the connections made on trail building trips were also a 

strong indication that trip group dynamics may influence longer term environmental engagement. 

A majority of participants felt it was important to share their analyses of the group member’s 

common qualities. Tindall, Davies, and Mauboulès (2003) demonstrated the link between like-

mindedness and continued participation. 

By interacting with like-minded individuals, one’s own opinions, attitudes, and identity 

are reinforced, and this can strengthen commitment to a cause. These processes create 

the grounds for ‘‘interaction rituals’’ that reinforce a collective identity, and may serve 

to increase environmental activism and engagement in EFB [environmentally friendly 

behaviours]. (p. 913) 

However, Ryan, Kaplan, and Grese (2001) did not credit ongoing engagement to similarities 

among participants and explained, from their research with ecological restoration volunteers, that 

engagement is possibly only a motivator for the initial interaction. 

Volunteers may also be drawn to the social benefits provided by participation in 

stewardship activities. Volunteering may provide the opportunity to meet new people 

who share the same environmental interests. This social dimension may be an important 

initial reason to begin volunteering, while the commitment to help the environment that 

comes from participation may be the reason to stay involved. (p. 632) 
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Whereas Ryan et al. (2001) did not credit longer-term participation to a collective identity, they 

did recognize the importance of the social aspect of the trip; “while participants may be 

committed to helping the environment, work days are also seen as a time to have fun or 

socialize” (p. 646). The social dimensions of the trail building trips were important for creating 

opportunities for participants to engage in dialectic. Nonetheless, it is important to remember 

VTBTs run by the WC tend to attract participants whose values aligned with the organization, 

and consequently possibly with each other.  

 All participants emphasized the dynamics of the group as a whole and highlighted how 

individual bonds were made. For some participants, the relationships built on the trip continued 

post trip and worked to build a sense of community. Tindall et al. (2003) theorized  

The more connected one is to other movement participants, the more active one will 

become. Such ties disseminate information, apply social pressure, and provide social 

support. Greater ties and frequent communication with movement participants allow 

one to learn about movement-related issues and activities, to identify with the 

movement, and to receive the types of pressure and information that spawn activism. (p. 

913) 

Rogers and Bragg (2012) found “sense of place involves, and is furthered by, experiences of 

connection with nature and with community” (p. 315). On-going environmental involvement can 

be influenced by a social dynamic, as these authors found in their research with activists. Rogers 

and Bragg found that a sense of place, which includes community ties, gives “social and cultural 

support to stay motivated in their sustainability endeavors” (p. 316). Bramston, Pretty, and 

Zammit (2011) furthered the concept of community influence, through research on various 

sources of volunteer motivation for ongoing environmental stewardship. They determined that 
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the strongest dimension of their Environmental Stewardship Motivation Scale was social 

belonging, stating that “spending time with like-minded friends and having fun” (p. 784) was a 

significant beneficial result of volunteer commitment. Participant remarks on the bonds created 

with other people, creating friendships for life, sense of family and sense of community, 

supported literature that asserted the importance of the social benefits of the trip. 

Finding 5 

 Relevance to research question 2. 

Research Question 2 - In what ways do trail building trips alter perceptions of environmental 

initiatives?  

 As commonly discussed in interviews, volunteers felt their participation on trail building 

trips was aiding in both immediate ecosystem preservation as well as a larger scale 

environmental movement toward conservation of old-growth forests. Schroeder’s (2000) 

research with restoration project participants also found volunteers to be enabled by observable 

ecosystem benefits. Schroeder outlined three dynamics lending to volunteer passion for their 

projects. The first dynamic was the haste that was needed to address ecological sustainability, 

participants “sense that something precious is slipping away and will be irretrievably lost unless 

immediate action is taken” (p. 259). The second dynamic creating urgency for Schroeder’s 

participants was their perceived potential for “actually changing the course of things and 

achieving a better outcome for the future” (p. 259). The last dynamic motivating volunteer 

dedication was seeing relatively immediate progress from their efforts. Schroeder’s dynamics for 

growing volunteer enthusiasm presented themselves in numerous WC trip participant reflections. 

VTBTs had tangible ecosystem benefits and give participants the feeling that they are making a 

difference toward sustainability. 
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 Volunteers were able to identify with Tla-o-qui-aht values of connecting with and 

protecting the land. Although participants were in full support of the Tribal Park as an 

independent structure, Robinson, Bennett, King, and Murray (2012) considered the common 

value to be the wild spaces and its inhabitants, not the governing body itself. 

Interestingly, one type of social construction that does not seem to be strongly valued is 

the protected area as an organization: what is valued is the land, the wildlife, and nature 

in general… the protected areas in these cases are merely seen as tools for safeguarding 

values and pursuing interests pertaining to the land and nature. (p. 579) 

Although Robinson et al.’s argument may infer that the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park as an 

establishment was less important than the land itself, VTBT participants expressed tremendous 

support for Tribal Park success and alignment with their governance structures.   

 Participants relayed that their perceptions of land management strategies shifted as a 

result of exposure to the Tribal Park approach. Their responses indicated that Park management 

shouldn’t exclude people, and recognised how tourism and access are important for building the 

Tla-o-qui-aht economy. There are inclinations in research and literature that advocated for seeing 

people as part of the ecosystem and therein including human use and relationships with the land 

in protected areas (e.g., Bramston, Pretty, & Zammit, 2011; Schroeder, 2000). Robinson et al. 

(2012) discussed how human interactions have been factored into Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park 

governance.  

…a principal strategy used by those involved with Tribal Parks has been to make 

explicit use of concepts, teachings and values from the Tla-o-qui-aht culture and 

language in governance tools and processes. (p. 576) 
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The authors reported that Tribal Park management is informed by His-shuk-nish-tsa-waak, a 

concept frequently referenced in Park documentation, meaning “everything is one and everything 

is connected” (p. 576). As a result, strategies for Tribal Parks included an interconnected view in 

which humans are inextricable from the ecosystem and economic and ecological wellbeing is 

codependent. Participants were impressed and inspired by the Tla-o-qui-aht approach to land 

management, and commented on a desire for their approach to enlighten other conservation 

strategies.  

 Many participants touched on the notion that improvements to the trails in the Tribal Park 

could result in benefits for the Tla-o-qui-aht economy. This seemed to be an important 

component with volunteers linking benefits to the future of local sovereignty and resource 

control. Lee (2016) illuminated that a national shift of perspective, toward honouring traditional 

Indigenous land relations, is crucial to environmental sustainability. Lee shared her optimism for 

Indigenous futures, despite a vehement past, describing the prospects she expects for future 

generations of First Nations People. “Indigenous futures look like the resurgence of our 

languages, our knowledges, our governance systems, and journeys home to our traditional 

territories” (p. 19). Lee reiterated views that the success of communities and cultures are 

dependent on thriving natural environments. 

A key requirement for any of these futures to exist is a healthy world capable of 

sustaining our futures. When the idea of traditional Indigenous knowledges is raised, 

Canadian political theorists will roll their eyes as if the idea of “living in harmony with 

nature” is something cliché, stereotypical and naive. On the contrary, to return to the 

lands of our ancestors is the most radical and revolutionary practice of all. (p. 19) 

Corntassel (2012) supported this large scale paradigm shift 
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As a refutation to a resource extraction-based economy, Indigenous peoples practice 

and honor their sustainable relationships. A Cherokee word that describes a sustainable 

relationship is digadatsele’i or “we belong to each other”. Belonging to each other in the 

broadest sense means that we are accountable and responsible to each other and the 

natural world. (p. 96) 

However, he also examined the challenges of traditional ways of living within a market 

dominated by western economic systems. Corntassel contended that the Canadian economic 

system is propelled by privatisation and competitive open market ideologies, through 

neoliberalism, and Indigenous people are required to conform in order to acquire market 

citizenship. Corntassel discussed the consequence of the driving economic force in Canada; (as 

cited in Altamirano-Jiménez, 2004, p. 354) “Indigenous peoples are encouraged to throw away 

the yoke of internal colonialism by becoming successful entrepreneurs in the global economy” 

(p. 95). Simpson (2002) upholds a return to traditional ways as the greatest prospect for the 

future of First Nations people. 

Our continuance as peoples will be dependent upon the ability of our youth to protect 

traditional lands; reclaim, revitalize, and nurture our traditional systems of knowledge 

and language; and build sustainable local economies. (p. 15) 

As participants self-identified as settler Canadians, it was important to understand what the role 

of non-Indigenous peoples looks like in a future that honours traditional values. 

Non-natives must be able to position ourselves as active and integral participants in a 

decolonization movement for political liberation, social transformation, renewed 

cultural kinships and the development of an economic system that serves rather than 
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threatens our collective life on this planet. Decolonization is as much a process as a 

goal. It requires a profound recentering on Indigenous worldviews. (Walia, 2012, p. 1) 

Participants shared considerations that the management of protected areas in other locations 

should reference Tribal Parks as an exemplary sustainable design. Williams and Patterson (1996) 

demonstrated support for this reasoning, stating “ecosystem management will be successful if it 

is guided by contextually rich understandings of social and natural history” (p. 518). Participants 

communicated the ability to make a difference for ecological stability, toward recognition of the 

importance of old-growth ecosystems, and in acknowledgement of Indigenous wisdom, through 

their involvement with VTBTs. 

 Relevance to research question 1. 

Research Question 1 - How do WC’s volunteer trail building trips affect longer term 

participation in environmental engagement? 

 It is clear that volunteers formed feelings of connectivity to old-growth forests through 

their experiences on trail building trips. Participants expressed their commitment to advocacy for 

these types of natural environments in various ways. Some organized or attended a subsequent 

trail building trip, some committed to disseminating knowledge, some contributed to various WC 

campaigns, others dedicated themselves to adopting pro-environmental behaviours. Ryan et al. 

(2001) observed a similar advocate-building experience through volunteer stewardship 

programmes, which “have a critical role, not merely for the important habitats that are restored 

or monitored, but also for their influence in building a potentially powerful constituency of 

knowledgeable advocates for the environment” (p. 646). Participants viewed the trail building 

trip as a learning opportunity, and Clover (2003) drew attention to the importance of translating 

learning into action by building bridges between education and activism.  
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In order to best facilitate the emergence of ecological perspectives and knowledges, 

adult educators should create learning cultures and build stronger networks and 

partnerships with social movements. Since the actions of social movements have been 

crucial in challenging capitalism’s negative impact on equity, justice, and the 

environment, environmental adult educators, particularly within institutions, need to 

become activists. (p. 12) 

Volunteers could take on the important role of sharing their knowledge through long-term 

participation in environmental initiatives. However, there was no formal collaboration with 

educators or trip follow-up opportunities for sharing of knowledge, built into the WC trail 

building campaign, a recommendation is discussed in Chapter 6. 

 The learning and community building initiated in the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park was 

something that participants continued to strive to partake in. Walter’s (2007) research 

demonstrated how a similar transformative learning process is evident in more radical social 

movements. 

The history of adult learning in the environmental protests of Clayoquot Sound is 

history rich in importance to adult education… The philosophy and practices of 

learning, education, and activism within the Peace Camp and blockades were key to its 

ability to provoke transformative learning, both individual and collective, on the part of 

protestors and the public at large. (p. 260) 

Through the experience of trail building, participants fostered a thick connection to the land and 

its protection (McAvoy et al., 2003). Due to this attachment, volunteers had a desire to share 

their experience, and Stoddart and Tindall (2010) discussed what they may be aiming to 

accomplish by sharing their learning. 
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[Activists] assert that lack of education and political engagement among the public is a 

barrier to political change. At the same time, they often define this as a situation that 

can be changed through activism. Echoing environmentalists’ talk about forestry 

workers, many activists construct an image of the general public as a mass of people 

they may yet convert into pro-environmental subjects. (p. 267)  

The environmental protection and governing bodies were relatively established on Meares 

Island. VTBT on Meares Island was an approachable introduction to trail building practices, 

backcountry skills, group interactions and political insights in this environment. Contributing to 

conservation work in an established protected area, without concerns of direct political 

confrontation was an access point for newcomers to the environmental activism scene. After this 

agreeable introduction to environmental action, participants have looked to contested regions, 

such as the Central Walbran Valley, to offer their support despite more contentious parameters. 

All interview participants residing on Vancouver Island reported taking action to support the 

WC’s campaign to protect the Walbran Valley after partaking in a trail building trip. 

Summary 

 Participants gave rich and detailed accounts of trail building trips and reflected deeply on 

resulting transformations. Volunteers detailed feelings of pride and confidence gained on the trip, 

attributing those sensations to an increased commitment to spending time in wilderness. 

Participants also reflected on how Meares Island is a special place to them, and the meaning of 

connecting with a special place. The most unexpected reflection participants shared was how 

important it was that they had the opportunity to build relationships with the Tla-o-qui-aht Park 

Guardians. Participants ensured they gave credit for the success of their trips to the WC, their 

staff, and to other trip volunteers, and many explained having built a lasting communal identity. 
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Lastly, participants reiterated the contribution of trail building trips to building sustainable 

futures. 

  



 83

Chapter 6: Conclusions 

 This thesis explored the experiences of six participants in WC volunteer trail building 

trips in the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park on Meares Island. The research was conducted through in-

depth interviews asking open questions, and the data was coded and analyzed thematically. 

Through analysis of interview responses, this study investigated the trail building experience, its 

potential to alter perceptions and its effect on longer term engagement. Participants described 

paradigm shifts they underwent on trail building trips, resulting in a commitment to share their 

experience with others. Participants also expressed environmental action and leadership they 

were involved with after their first trail building trip. 

 The findings of this study suggested that participation on the trip was a transformative 

experience for study subjects. Interview responses corresponded with Mezirow (1997) and 

Taylor’s (2007) definitions of transformative learning, in that participants were able to evaluate 

personal assumptions thereby changing frames of reference. Participants mentioned discovering 

their “true purpose” (Alex), being “drastically changed” (Olivier), learning “enlightening” new 

ideas and opening of a “worldview” (Emma). Emily described the trail building trip as a 

“pilgrimage”, which Kovan and Dirkx (2004) described as a component of transformative 

learning observed in activists. 

Activists’ experiences of transformation suggest a lived stance toward a sense of call, a 

form of practice reflective of deep spiritual commitments (Teasdale, 2002), and a 

gradual unfolding of the self. Their stories affirm a kind of spiritual pilgrimage through 

which they come to see and understand deeper and different aspects of themselves. (p. 

144) 
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Some participant frames of reference that were affected were views of Park management, 

relationships with Indigenous Peoples, potential for personal contribution, and identity within a 

community. Trail building trips seemed to result in multiple shifts in perspective, beginning with 

the perspective of self. Volunteers reported that the physical nature of the trip augmented their 

sense of confidence and competency. Another major change in frame of reference was through 

exposure to the old-growth forest. Participants were blown away by witnessing what a forest left 

in tact over thousands of years looks like compared to the more common second and third 

growth forests they were familiar with. Additionally, participant’s view of where they fit in terms 

of place, identity, and/or community underwent a shift. Lastly, and perhaps most unexpectedly, 

the principal reflection seemed to be on the relationships with the Tla-o-qui-aht. Participants 

witnessed the Tribal Park way of building trails, managing resources, and protecting the land. 

Exposure to alternative land management strategies seemed to create an understanding that 

participants could envision applying to other circumstances, such as using local materials and 

creating jurisdiction based on human interactions with, and meaning drawn from, the land. The 

trip also exposed volunteers to local First Nations leaders and mentors, which provided an 

opportunity for building unique relationships and potential for reconciliation.  

 A significant point to draw attention to is the tendency of participants to discuss–at 

length–their interactions with Park Guardians and their views of the Tribal Park structure. 

Interview questions asked about the experience in general, motivators for signing up, 

involvement with environmental initiatives (before and after the trip), relationships with other 

people, new learning, sharing of learning, and any new environmental behaviours from the trip. 

However, most interview responses credited the weight of the experience to the Tla-o-qui-aht 

presence and efforts. The emphasis on First Nations relations may have been due to recent 
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acknowledgment of past ill-treatment of Indigenous People in Canada and proposals for 

reconciliation, as introduced by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015). The emphasis 

might also have been a recognition of effective stewardship practices to be learned through 

traditional knowledge. Environmental advocates are acknowledging that there may be important 

knowledge to gain from First Nation traditional land practices (Colfer et al., 2005; Corntassel, 

2012; Parrotta & Trosper, 2011). Bennett and Lemelin (2013) pointed to developing ENGO 

attitudes, “The conservation with development mandate of ENGOs might also be more aligned 

with the holistic way that traditional and Indigenous communities approach conservation since 

humans and the natural world are seen as interconnected” (p. 70). My study results supported 

literature that explained personal connections as the most fundamental component of 

reconciliation (Amadahy, 2008; Lee, 2016). Arguably, the leadership and demeanor that the Park 

Guardians brought to the experience created a relationship with volunteers unlike any other 

interaction they would have experienced.  

 Furthermore, respondents strongly indicated that they had a positive and stimulating trail 

building experience, which resulted in various commitments to future environmental 

engagement. However, all interview participants began their first trail building trip with either 

minimal experience in environmental advocacy work or an increasing outdoor passion. 

Consequently, the results of this research suggest that trail building trips are not creating outdoor 

enthusiasts or environmentalists, but instead creating cognizant environmental advocates.  It 

could be argued that signing up for the trip was an indication of an ontological entry point, a 

readiness for participants to experience a transformative experience (Taylor, 2007). As Dirkx 

(1998) described of educators of transformative learning “It is best to view our role as one in 

which we enter, for a time, a journey that is and has been ongoing within the individual and 
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collective lives of those with whom we work” (p. 11). Some participants discussed that their 

exposure to environmental perspectives had recently begun (within two years before the trip for 

Emily, Alex, and Henry, or not at all for Olivier), and for Jolan, Emma, and Olivier this exposure 

had not yet manifested into participation in environmental initiatives. For Emma, over ten years 

had past since previous involvements and she had felt 

…estranged from the environmental movement. Especially as I began to get more 

involved in studying colonialism and anti-colonialism. Understanding some of the ways 

environmental movements had been really problematic within a colonizing text, I started 

to feel fairly alienated from environmental movements. (Emma) 

Thus the VTBT may be an experience sought out by people at the edge of critical consideration 

of existing perspectives, “susceptible to or desiring a transformative experience” (Taylor, 2007, 

p. 183). 

 The distinction between an environmentalist and an advocate may seem subtle, advocacy 

differs from individual sustainability practices based on a desire to work collectively to affect the 

general public (Dono, Webb, & Richardson, 2010; Séguin, Pelletier, & Hunsley, 1998; Stoddart 

& Tindall, 2010). While green living and eco-consciousness are increasingly trendy, often daily 

pro-environmental behaviour changes fail to convince environmentalists that they are making an 

impact toward a greater good on larger time and geographical scales. Rather than educating for 

specific knowledge or behaviours, trail building trips helped situate participants within larger 

temporal and societal scales. The trail building trip was effective at demonstrating to participants 

that environmental values are inextricable from socio-cultural dynamics and economics (Bennett 

& Lemelin, 2013). Therefore, future engagements that participants committed to were displays 

of politically-engaged activism and often environmental leadership. 
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 Another point to consider is while transformation through trips was apparent, this study 

did not expose the scale of transformation. Participants who signed up for the study had been on 

a trip within 2 years of being interviewed. I could not conclude how long changes in perspectives 

might last, or if participants will uphold commitments to environmental engagement, as 

discussed in the next section, this is an area for future research. Although not explicitly asked, 

participants commented on having gone on additional trips through the WC or other initiatives 

since their first trip. Granted the organization does accept return trail builders, it seeks and 

encourages first timers, as trips are a key strategy for increasing awareness and advocacy for 

more successful campaigns (Foy, 2015). Therefore, it could be argued that the same components 

to recreate a similarly comprehensive experience are not all present in alternative initiatives, such 

as habitat restoration projects; political engagement through protesting and letter writing; 

changing daily consumption and waste habits; and educating others. Initiatives that volunteers 

partake in after their trips may be lacking in historical, geographical, cultural, or social context, 

thus they opt to repeat the experience. Alternatively, it is conceivable that although trail building 

altered perceptions and built identity, personal transformations are not sustained outside of the 

trip environment.  Volunteers are compelled to repeat the experience to reaffirm their values, re-

establish their community and continue to contribute to the environmental movement. Post-trip 

structures to reinforce personal changes were discussed below in recommendations. 

Recommendations 

 Future research. 

 My research, in terms of recommendations for practical application toward policy, 

heavily encourages citizen support for the Tribal Park management system. Participants observed 

the benefits of the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Park and stated the need for similar strategies to be 
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implemented in additional regions. Whereas the volunteer participants are not resource 

management experts or land claims negotiators, they do represent a sample of environmental 

activists that have a strong voice in future conservation decisions. Therefore, when considering 

controversies and pressures that may arise for policy makers, support for Tribal Park statuses 

may be a powerful contribution to negotiations. It is my recommendation that land management 

decisions take into consideration the citizen support for Tribal Park designation. 

 This study focused specifically on WC trail building trip volunteers in the Tla-o-qui-aht 

Tribal Park on Meares Island. Participants who signed up for this study ended up being 

volunteers who had all done an initial trip within two years of the interview. Participants were 

also all young adults living in coastal British Columbia who self-identified as Canadian settlers. 

Further phenomenological research could be done studying the same trip on Meares Island but 

gain a different perspective by recruiting participants who had attended a trip up to when the 

campaign strategy was first implemented (up to 30 years ago). To compare perspectives, a study 

might specifically target volunteers who do not identify as young adult settlers. The influence of 

significant life experiences also requires future research. A comparison between participants 

could be made, studying their experience on the trip compared to their background and 

upbringing. 

 To widen participant sample size, the methods used in this research could be applied to 

trail building trips in different regions, under alternative management, or with different 

ecosystem types. Researching trail building trips that differed in one of these aspects could serve 

as a control for understanding if a certain variable of the trip had a larger impact on participant 

experiences than others. Other factors that could be controlled for in order to comprehensively 

extend the findings of this research would be to have a different guide, other than Torrance, or 
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study a trail building trip that is run through another organization, such as the Ancient Forest 

Alliance. Seeking information to determine the most influential component of VTBT could help 

the WC with future campaigns and strategies. 

 Another interesting complementary source of research would be to complete a 

comprehensive quantitative analysis of trail building trip participants and their post-trip 

engagements. Data could be collected through WC databases and paired with surveys sent to 

volunteers to collect numerical results of pre-versus-post trip engagement or a comparison of 

engagement between volunteers who did and did not participate in a VTBT. A further study 

could collect numerical data on a multitude of factors. What does volunteer environmental 

engagement look like before and after the trip? Is the type or frequency of engagement 

changing? Among environmental leaders, how many have participated in a trail building trip or 

similar experience? 

 In additional to finding participants who have previously attended a trail building trip, a 

trip could be designed as the research itself. Participants could be recruited for diversity, 

ensuring there were a variety of worldviews and environmental values. Experiences could be 

noted while on the trip, asking participants to record their reflections daily by written, visual art, 

photograph, or other means. Coghlan and Gooch (2011) supported creating opportunity for 

reflection, “the creation of a narrative may also take place in a more private setting. Simpson 

(2005) makes a strong plea for greater critical reflection in volunteer tourism, and a structured, 

pedagogic approach to creating reflective practices” (p. 13). The authors recommended 

journaling and thesis writing as a tool for critical reflection. As Ryan, Kaplan, and Grese (2001) 

discuss the importance of allowing volunteers to take part in making decisions, this type of 

action research could even be introduced in a way that gave participants control over the process. 
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 Program design. 

 This research touched on the observed tendency for Meares Island participants to become 

active with advocacy for the Walbran. The link between Meares Island trips and the Walbran has 

potential for future research and it is also an important source of reflection for the WC and their 

campaign work. Another idea to follow up on would be the Tla-o-qui-aht views of trail building 

trips and relationship forming. Lee (2016) states “Indigenous people reserve the right to choose 

which settlers with whom we are willing to reconcile” (p. 19). This is an important aspect to 

remember moving forward, and it is a recommendation of this research to ensure that the local 

interests favour hosting trips and are consulted for their views and suggestions. Future research 

could involve the collection of Tla-o-qui-aht reflections of trail building trips, possibly through 

narratives, and plans for the future of their Tribal Park strategies, an angle that could potentially 

be studied through action research. 

 A last recommendation for future trail building trips could be to study the potential to 

expand from volunteer trips. In support of an eco-social economy mindset, perhaps the future 

might hold opportunities for paid trail building positions. Further, rather than waiting for 

volunteers to sign up for trips, trail building could have the potential to fulfill a component of 

corporate social responsibility for many organizations. Approaching companies looking to make 

contributions to society could be an excellent source of new volunteers, not to mention the 

possibility of reaching a new branch of the general public with a transformative learning 

experience. 

Results Dissemination 

 In addition to this thesis, my hope is to create a creative supplemental alternative format 

for dissemination. I have obtained permission from participants to re-story their recounts of trail 
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building. I plan to apply the narrative analysis approach to the interview data, retelling 

participant stories by identifying elements of time, place, or plot and arranging them in a 

chronological order. My vision is to present narratives along with participant photographs as a 

non-fiction pictorial, as a way to communicate the connections created through trail building.  

I hope to disseminate supplemental material to the WC (staff, members, and supporters), 

participants (past, present, and future) and policy makers (in other non-governmental 

organizations, government, and First Nations communities). 

 One of the goals of volunteer trail building trips is to foster a sense of protection for the 

natural world; an effective way to create that feeling is to expose people to the natural regions 

which require protection, for example, through trail building in old-growth forests. However, due 

to the physical nature of the trips and the required time commitment, it is not realistic to expect 

all individuals of a community to be able to participate in a trail building trip. The supplemental 

project provides an opportunity to share feelings of duty and desire for conservation through 

their stories, as an alternative to a first-hand experience of the region. The process of narrative 

analysis aims to give meaning to the individual experiences of participants as well as providing 

an opportunity to share that meaning at a community level. I will work with participants to create 

stories they feel comfortable sharing and accept any photographs they have taken and wish to 

include.  

Thesis Summary 

 As resource demands and availability change, environmental management negotiations 

become more contentious. These disputes leave a need for further environmental education and 

environmental leadership. The worlds of environmental education and environmental advocacy 

have long been distant relatives, and Wilderness Committee volunteer trail building trips are a 
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way of connecting those fields. With recent developments related to reconciliation in Canada, 

environmental advocates are also seeking strategies for anti-colonial approaches to 

environmental justice, a description one participant gave of the VTBT. Based on interviews with 

six participants regarding their experience of four-day trail building trips with the Wilderness 

Committee, this study has shown that trail building deepens perceptions of environmental 

initiatives and furthers environmental engagement. Trip setting, context, and social dimensions 

lead to participant experience of personal transformations and belief in their abilities that they 

can make a difference to the realm of environmental justice. Next, research could take on the 

task of documenting Tla-o-qui-aht views, or understanding the connection between Meares 

Island trips and action for the protection of the Walbran Valley. 

 In the old-growth forests of Meares Island you will sometimes see multiple huge Sitka 

spruce or western red cedar trees in a straight line. If you think about it, their arrangement could 

be because they grew from the same nurse log of a similar size. The living trees are over 1000 

years-old, and likely came from fallen trees over 1000 years-old. In a single glance you are, in a 

sense, witnessing tens-of-thousands of years of growth. The majesty of this kind of ecosystem is 

not only indescribable in the English language but also invaluable to both people and this world. 

The way to move forward in negotiating future human interactions with these special places is to 

give recognition to, and follow the lead of, the people whose story has grown together with these 

forests. On Meares Island, those leaders are the Tla-o-qui-aht people. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Personal Reflection 

Growing up I felt a strong connection with the natural world and a sense of responsibility to 

advocate for its health and fair treatment. My graduation saying for hopes for the future was “I 

was to save the earth”. So I went on to study biology and environmental studies during my 

undergrad. However, I never had much confidence to take on any kind of leadership role. I had 

started volunteering with the wilderness committee about six months before the trip because I 

wanted to get more involved in environmental initiatives. I volunteered for some events tabling 

with Emily (a WC staff member) and we quickly built a friendship, which I think was one of the 

biggest influencers for becoming as involved as I did.  

My first trail building trip was in July of 2015, and I have been on two other trips since. On the 

first trip I met three people who ended up being study participants and also close friends, and a 

fourth participant I met in a subsequent trip.  

The first trip was working on the big tree trail and we camped a few kilometers away from the 

worksite beside the most beautiful tree I have ever seen. It was a giant Sitka spruce and it gave 

me such a great feeling. I shared many reactions and observations throughout the trip to the study 

participants. I found the physical work meditative and rewarding. I was impressed with the 

process of harvesting fallen trees and turning it into boardwalk. I felt that the Park Guardians 

were really personable and brought lots of energy. I remember at lunch one day when Nader had 

brought smoked oysters and one of the Park Guardians that lived in Opitsaht drank the oil and 

said the kids in his family fought over that part which was pretty funny. At some point on the trip 

I realised that everyone was fairly similar minded and that many of them seemed like nature 

lovers but extreme activists as I had expected. I was satisfied in seeing tourists using the trails, 
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even though it interrupted our work frequently it reaffirmed that the boardwalk was contributing 

in some way to getting people out in nature. At one point we heard a guide come by and tell 

some tourists about the area and I looked at Torrance and said you could have done a much 

better job of explaining that. I believe he does have a great amount of knowledge and is very 

respectful and did such a great job of sharing natural and cultural history knowledge. He also 

was great at keeping spirits up with telling lots of jokes and being very well prepared as well as 

having a friendly way of waking people up in the morning. You can also see that Torrance has a 

good relationship with the Guardians and hands over leadership to them for the trail work. I 

definitely gained a lot of respect for Torrance and was inspired by the relationship with Tla-o-

qui-aht. On the trip I made a few close friendships. I wanted to get to know the local people more 

but I was worried that I didn’t know enough – from how to pronounce the traditional territory 

names to what their roles were – to not insult them in a conversation.  

Comparable to participant responses, before the trip I was already fairly committed to spending 

time in nature and to protecting and preserving it. The trip made me more comfortable with the 

idea of carrying a big pack and knowing what to pack for a multiday trip. One thing from that 

trip that stood out was Torrance explained how often you will see a few big trees in a straight 

line and if you think about it that could be because they grew from the same nurse log of similar 

size. So the trees are over 1000 years old but the ecosystem is tens or hundred of thousands of 

years old and you can actually see proof of that. Seeing the culturally modified trees and the 

clam beds and understanding their significance in the war of the woods was pretty impactful. As 

mentioned by participants, I also believe the trip had more of an impact on my confidence and 

capacity for leadership than it did my relationship with the natural world. 
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I learned a lot on the trip – cultural history, natural history, political history. I learned trail 

building techniques, ecosystem dynamics and plant identification. I learned about Tribal Parks 

and alternative management. I also learned some camping and backpacking tips. The trip helped 

me with school and work, educating students is easier now that I have had more exposure to the 

old growth temperate rainforest ecosystem. Since the first trip I have told a lot of friends and 

family about the place and the work.  

I have made a few changes to my lifestyle in order to make different environmental choices, but 

it’s from a bit of a combination of my school program, the trip, my connection with the WC in 

general, and different friendships I have made over the last few years. I have significantly 

reduced my consumption of goods, I rarely buy new or single use items. I also have significantly 

reduced consumption of meat. I try to fly less often. I credit a lot of lifestyle choices to my 

relationships with people who live more sustainably, like Emily for example, she makes it look 

easier to reduce waste and impact, she lives in a way that seems to align well with her values. I 

have also become an advocate for spending time in nature, and learning from local people on 

how to best steward the land. 

Since my first trip I was responsible for marketing of a Raincoast event, I attended a climate 

action rally, attended an activist assembly, did more volunteering with WC, and I have been on 

more trail building trips. I have also supported various Walbran campaigning with awareness 

raising, fundraising and attending events. I mainly have been trying to spread the word as much 

as I can about the Walbran. I think the Meares trip shows you how it can be properly done, how a 

forest should be, and the Walbran is an area with potential to continue to be that special place for 

many people and it’s a particularly fragile moment that could go either way in terms of 
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conservation. So going to Meares shows you the right way and gives you the motivation to fight 

for unprotected areas like the Walbran.  
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Appendix 2: Introductory email 

 

Dear [Volunteers], 

 

Great news! A Master’s Student at Royal Roads University is now poised to make a valuable 

contribution to our organization through her thesis research. Kyera Cook has been a Wilderness 

Committee volunteer since 2014 and is now conducting her study, Trails and Tales: Exploring 

the transformative experience of volunteer trail building trips. 

 

The purpose of this research study is to highlight and define the process of volunteer trail 

building trips and explore any personal transformations or lasting impacts that may have 

occurred as a result of those experiences. Essentially, Kyera aims to determine if or how 

participating in our trail trips leads to longer term engagement or activism. Participants are 

invited to share their stories and photographs and will have the opportunity, although will not be 

required, to contribute to the publication of an iBook. 

 

You may be eligible for this study if you have been on a trail building trip with the Wilderness 

Committee in the Clayoquot Sound region. A major aim of our trail program is to foster lifelong 

connections between our volunteers and old-growth rainforest in general, and Clayoquot Sound 

specifically. This study will provide us with valuable insight into whether we are achieving this 

goal, and where we can improve. 

 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and will have no effect on your relationship with the 

Wilderness Committee. If you choose not participate, we will not send you any additional 

information about this study.   

 

If you are interested in contributing your trail building experiences and learning more, please 

contact Kyera. 

 

Thank you so much for your time and consideration in this environmental research project. 

Sincerely,  

Torrance Coste 

Vancouver Island Campaigner 

 

 

P.S. We’re working to lay out the dates for this year’s trail building trips, so stay tuned for that! 

 


