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Abstract 

Many Western Canadian destination wilderness parks are experiencing a range of unique 

and pressing trends and challenges that have become prominent in the twenty first 

century. Prevalent challenges include the unprecedented increase in the number of park 

visitors and associated impacts including traffic congestion, loss of quality of place, and 

environmental degradation; as well as climate change, urbanization, and social media. 

The purpose of this research is to document the current challenges facing these parks 

and to identify key park planning tools and actions that park practitioners are deploying to 

balance visitor experience with the protection of natural and cultural values in Western 

Canadian destination wilderness parks. Participants from Parks Canada, BC Parks, and 

select local governments with jurisdiction over destination wilderness parks were 

interviewed. The findings from this research produce a destination wilderness park 

planning tool, and make a series of planning and management recommendations, 

including the need for a collaborative approach to visitor use management. 

 

Keywords: Western Canada; park planning; park management; conservation; visitor use; 

crowding; recreation; destination wilderness park 
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Glossary 

Destination 
wilderness park 

A wilderness park, which is a protected area with opportunities 
for outdoor recreation, such as hiking, mountain biking, 
sightseeing and camping, that has become a tourist attraction or 
destination. 

Park management 
planning 

Strategic guidance for future management of a park, resulting 
from a rigorous planning process involving stakeholders. Park 
management plans may include “the types, location and 
threshold of uses and activities appropriate within different parts 
of a protected area including appropriate levels of visitor use and 
facility development” (BC Parks, 2019a). 

Protected area A protected area is “an area of land/and/or sea especially 
dedicated to the protection and maintenance of biological 
diversity, and of natural and associated cultural resources, and 
managed through legal or other effective means” (Dearden & 
Rollins, 2009, p. 3). 

Sacrificial park The planning and management philosophy of allowing and 
promoting high levels of visitation to select destination 
wilderness parks in order to funnel visitation from other parks in 
order to uphold and protect natural and cultural values of other, 
lesser known and less visited parks with the ultimate goal of 
achieving the conservation of the parks system as a whole. 

Visitor capacity “The maximum amounts and types of visitor use that an area 
can accommodate while achieving and maintaining the desired 
resource conditions and visitor experiences that are consistent 
with the purposes for which the area was established” (IVUMC, 
2017, p. 3) 

Visitor experience “The perceptions, feelings, and reactions that a visitor has 
before, during, and after a visit to an area” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 
113). 

Visitor use “Visitor use refers to human presence in an area for recreational 
purposes, including education, interpretation, inspiration, and 
physical and mental health” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 2). 

Visitor use 
management 

“The proactive and adaptive process for managing 
characteristics of visitor use and the natural and managerial 
setting using a variety of strategies and tools to achieve and 
maintain desired resource conditions and visitor experiences” 
(IVUMC, 2019). 
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Crowd of park visitors at Joffre Lakes Provincial Park (izzabelle.co, 2018). 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Introduction to the Research 

This research studies Western Canadian destination wilderness parks, many of 

which are facing increasing pressures as a result of the unprecedented increase in the 

number of park visitors, among other twenty-first century challenges and trends. The 

visitation statistics show a trend of increasing visitation to the wilderness parks under 

study. Attendance rates to Canadian national parks have increased by approximately 3.5 

million visits between the years of 2004 to 2019. Similarly, attendance rates to BC 

provincial parks have increased by approximately 8.3 million visits between 2004 and 

2019 (see Figure 1.1). Visitation to Banff National Park has increased by almost one 

million between 2004 and 2019 (Parks Canada, 2019a). The statistics start at 2004/2005 

as this was the oldest data BC Parks provided. According to BC Parks, visitation to Joffre 

Lakes Provincial Park has grown exponentially; park attendance has increased 168% 

since 2010 (BC Parks, 2019b). 
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Figure 1.1 Parks Canada and BC Parks Attendance Statistics. 

(Parks Canada, 2019a), (BC Parks, 2019a) 

The term ‘wilderness park’ is an ambiguous term used to describe the type of park 

being discussed throughout this project. Definitions of wilderness parks encompass a 

broad range of concepts including pristine nature, complex ecological systems, outdoor 

recreation, and even wilderness as the antidote to civilization. It has even been defined 

by law as a place “where man is a visitor who does not remain” (Frome, 1997, p. 11). 

There are many varying definitions of wilderness in the literature, so this research 

establishes its own definition of wilderness to meet the specific needs of this paper. This 

research defines ‘wilderness park’ as a protected area with opportunities for outdoor 

recreation, such as hiking, mountain biking, and in some cases, camping. As per the 

definition, it is also important to define protected area. A protected area is “an area of land 

and/or sea especially dedicated to the protection and maintenance of biological diversity, 

and of natural and associated cultural resources, and managed through legal or other 

effective means” (Dearden & Rollins, 2009, p. 3). As per the definition, national parks, 

provincial parks, and some local government parks are categorized as protected areas. 

This research coined the term ‘destination wilderness park’ and specifically studies this 

class of park (see more in Chapter 4). This research defines a destination wilderness park 

as a wilderness park that has become a tourist attraction or destination. The destination 
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wilderness parks under discussion have become destination attractions that are 

experiencing unprecedented visitor numbers, and as a result, are experiencing associated 

challenges. This research indicates that this has been a defining trend of wilderness parks 

that are located within relatively close proximity to urban places. 

Although there are many types of wilderness parks and organizations that manage 
wilderness parks, such as community forests, this research paper studies Parks Canada, 

BC Parks, and select local governments with jurisdiction over destination wilderness 

parks. Due to the scope on Western Canada, the research is confined to areas in British 

Columbia and Alberta. The national and provincial parks systems will be studied because 

they make up the majority of wilderness park land in Canada. Further, BC Parks and Parks 

Canada have consistent visitation data and an abundance of publicly available 

information. This research used secondary data sourced from BC Parks and Parks 

Canada to analyze the visitation statistics. 

Through this research, Joffre Lakes Provincial Park was identified as a 
quintessential example of the twenty-first century destination wilderness park, and is 

described in Chapter 4 to exemplify the findings about destination wilderness parks. Joffre 

Lakes Provincial Park is located in the Southcoast region of British Columbia, 

approximately 180 kilometers north of Metro Vancouver, an urban area with a population 

of over 2.46 million. In addition to being identified as a quintessential destination 

wilderness park, Joffre Lakes was selected to be used as an example because of the 

abundance of publicly available data about the park, resulting from recent and current 

research on the park. This research project studies destination wilderness parks in British 

Columbia and Alberta, and highlights Joffre Lakes as an example of these parks under 

study in Chapter 4. 

The researcher grew up playing outside in the many provincial parks in Squamish, 

BC, otherwise known as the Outdoor Recreation Capital of Canada. After pursuing a 

degree in Environmental Geography, spending a summer living in Yoho National Park, 

working for Parks Canada and BC Parks, the researcher has seen firsthand how many 

parks within a day trip of a large urban centre have been transformed over her lifetime. 

This transformation has been characterized by the decreasing ecological integrity of the 
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land that the parks are intended to protect, and diminished visitor experience for a plethora 

of reasons including crowding, garbage (see Figure 1.2), and traffic congestion. These 

personal experiences have driven the researcher’s passion to study the planning and 

management of these extraordinary places, with the hope that the parks will be protected 

for future generations to enjoy. 

 

Figure 1.2 A Collection of Garbage Pulled from the Joffre Lakes Provincial Park 
Trail. 

Chapter 2 presents a literature review that first outlines the theories and principles 

that are fundamental to wilderness park planning and management, as well as to this 

research. Next, the literature review summarizes the history of the national and provincial 

park organizations under discussion. Lastly, the chapter identifies the current challenges 

facing destination wilderness parks. Chapter 3 presents the methodology for the research 
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model. The chapter outlines the research interview methodology and the rationale for the 

selected research design. Chapter 4 presents the findings from the research interviews in 

two sections. The first section reports the trends and challenges facing destination 

wilderness parks and frames them as ‘change drivers.’ The second section outlines the 

findings surrounding planning and management actions. This includes current and future 

planning and management actions that were discussed by participants, barriers to 

planning and management, as well as a critique of planning and management. Lastly, 

Chapter 5 makes a series of recommendations for future planning and management of 

destination wilderness parks. 

1.2. Significance of the Research 

This research is important as a range of emergent issues affecting wilderness 

parks have been identified and are increasing in severity. Thus, a greater understanding 

of the challenges facing the parks, and of the planning tools, are needed to move forward 

in addressing visitor use management. Many of the challenges are associated with the 

unprecedented increases in visitation that the parks are experiencing. It is imperative that 

park planners adapt and respond to the trends and challenges that are impacting the 

ecological integrity and visitor experience of destination wilderness parks. The protection 

of these natural places is critical, as population growth and urbanization continue to reduce 

the ecological integrity of the Canadian landscape. While this topic has been well 

established in the US, the trends of high visitor use in wilderness parks are relatively new 

to Canada and there is a gap in the literature surrounding the impacts of high visitor use 

and visitor use planning and management, which this research aims to fill. 

1.3. Research Objectives 

The purpose of this research is to contribute to the academic literature by outlining 

the current state of the parks including the changing trends and park user behaviours, and 

the challenges that are facing wilderness parks today. In addition, this research will 

analyze wilderness park planning tools and actions that are being deployed to address 

the challenges. It will contribute to professional planning practice by outlining current 
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planning practices and gaps, and by producing a practical framework for park planners to 

use in comprehensively generating solutions to issues facing destination wilderness parks. 

The set of challenges that face each park are inherently unique due to the differing 

locational, historical, and environmental contexts; thus, it is imperative that planning 

actions are tailored to the specific contexts of a park and its unique issues. The wilderness 

park planning solutions matrix is intended to be used as a tool to identify a multitude of 

park planning and management actions that can be taken to address the range of 

challenges facing an individual park, and can be applied to any wilderness park. 

During the research, it was found that practitioners lack an awareness of the 

planning practices used by different wilderness park organizations. As a result, this 

research aims to provide practitioners with a summary of current practices and discourse 

across multiple organizations at three levels of government in planning for the changes 

and challenges facing destination wilderness parks. The research interview data is used 

to inform the discussion of the current state of destination wilderness parks, the current 

planning practices and gaps in current practices, as well as the wilderness park planning 

solutions matrix. 

The research answers the following questions: 

a. What are the challenges that are facing Western Canadian wilderness parks 
today? 

b. How are people using Western Canadian wilderness parks today? 

c. What park planning and management actions can be deployed to ensure the 

sustainability of natural park ecosystems and park visitor experience into the 

future? 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1. Wilderness Park Planning & Management 

This research paper encompasses organizations including Parks Canada, BC 

Parks, and select local governments with jurisdiction over destination wilderness parks in 

British Columbia and Alberta. However, only the planning and management models of 

Parks Canada and BC Parks will be outlined in the literature review. Local governments 

each have their own unique mandates that differ drastically; while Parks Canada and BC 

Parks both operate their planning and management under a dual mandate. The dual 

mandates ensure the protection and enhancement of both environmental and visitor use 

values. This research is guided by this dual mandate model of wilderness park planning 

and management. As such, the Parks Canada and BC Parks organizations, planning 

structure, and mandates will be outlined. 

2.1.1. Parks Canada 

First, the Parks Canada agency is introduced, followed by an introduction to BC 
Parks. Parks Canada operates 38 national parks and park reserves; a total of 450,000 

km2 of protected area (see Figure 2.1). The Agency aims to establish national parks in all 

39 distinct natural regions in Canada so as to provide a representative sample of the 

natural landscapes that occur throughout the country. The system is now just over 60% 

complete with 24 of the natural regions being represented by national parks (Parks 

Canada, 2019b). There are twelve national parks in BC and Alberta, the provinces under 

study in this research paper (Parks Canada, 2018a). 
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Figure 2.1 Canadian National Parks 

(Parks Canada, 2018a) 

Parks Canada has an overarching National Park System Plan that provides an 
overview of the state of all 39 Parks Canada regions (Parks Canada, 2019b). Under the 

overarching National Park System Plan, each park has its own management plan. The 

Canada National Parks Act requires that a management plan be updated every five years. 

There are five main steps involved in the creation of a park management plan, including: 

1. Writing a State of the Park Report; 

2. Preparing a scoping document to identify the issues to be addressed and the 
timeline of creating the plan; 

3. Conducting public consultation; 
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4. Conducting an environmental assessment; and, 

5. Creating the plan and submitting it to the Minister for approval (Parks Canada, 
2018b). 

2.1.2. BC Parks 

BC Parks manages over 1000 protected areas (BC Parks, 2018). British Columbia 
has the most protected area of any other province (Malcom, 2009) with 14.4 percent of 

the province protected. BC’s protected areas fall under seven different designations, or 

categories, including Class A, Class B, and Class C Parks, Recreation Areas, 

Conservancies, Designations under the Environment and Land Use Act, and Ecological 

Reserves. However, BC provincial parks only encompass Class A, Class B, and Class C 

parks; therefore, only these three categories will be considered under this study. There 

are 643 provincial parks in BC, making up 10,520,697 hectares of land (see Figure 2.2) 

(BC Parks, 2018). The three provincial park classifications are detailed below: 

Table 1. Provincial Park Classifications 

Provincial Park 
Class 

Definition Number Area (ha) 

Class A Parks “The majority of the provincial 
parks in the system are Class A 
parks. These parks are lands 
dedicated to the preservation of 
their natural environments for the 
inspiration, use and enjoyment of 
the public. Development in a 
Class A park is limited to that 
which is necessary for the 
maintenance of its recreational 
values. Activities such as grazing, 
hay cutting and other uses 
(except commercial logging, 
mining or hydroelectric 
development) that existed at the 
time the park was established 
may be allowed to continue in 
certain parks.” 

628 10,516,435 
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Class B Parks “Class B parks differ from Class A 
parks in that a Class B park may 
permit a broader range of 
activities and uses provided that 
such uses are not detrimental to 
the recreational values of the 
park.” 

2 3,778 

Class C Parks “The requirements for the 
management of Class C parks 
with respect to restricting the 
alienation of interests and 
protecting natural resources is 
identical to those for Class A 
parks. Class C parks differ from 
Class A parks in that a Class C 
park must be managed by a local 
board appointed by the minister. 
They are generally small parks 
providing local recreational 
amenities.” 

13 484 

(BC Parks, 2019a) 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Map of BC Provincial Parks 

(BC Parks, 2016a) 
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The overarching planning and management visions and directions for provincial 

parks are outlined in park specific management plans (BC Parks, 2016b). Not all provincial 

parks have management plans. Some park management plans are as old as 1980, such 

as Peace Arch Provincial Park, and some were recently approved and published in 2019, 

such as Cerise Creek Conservancy (BC Parks, 2019c). The BC Parks management 

planning process is guided by the Protected Area Management Planning Process Manual. 

This manual lays out the following six steps: 

1. Pre-Planning; 

2. Initial Planning; 

3. Draft Management plan; 

4. Final Management Plan; 

5. Implementation; and, 

6. Monitoring and Evaluation (BC Parks, 2016b). 

An expanded discussion of the Parks Canada and BC Parks planning and 

management processes will be discussed in Chapter 5. Next, the principles that guide 

Parks Canada and BC Parks planning and management will be described. 

2.2. Guiding Values of Park Planning & Management: Dual 
Mandate 

Both Parks Canada and BC Parks operate under a dual mandate. This means that 

park planning, management, and operations must equally consider human use in the 

parks and the ecological integrity of park land. 

The current Parks Canada mandate states: 

“On behalf of the people of Canada, we protect and present nationally significant 

examples of Canada's natural and cultural heritage, and foster public 

understanding, appreciation and enjoyment in ways that ensure the ecological and 
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commemorative integrity of these places for present and future generations” 

(Parks Canada, 2019b). 

The current BC Parks mandate is: 

“As a public trust, BC Parks’ mission is to protect representative and special natural 

places within the province’s Protected Areas System for world-class conservation, 

outdoor recreation, education and scientific study. BC Parks is committed to 

serving British Columbians and their visitors by: 

• protecting and managing for future generations a wide variety of outstanding 

park lands which represent the best natural features and diverse wilderness 

environments of the province. 

• providing province-wide opportunities for a diversity of high quality and safe 
outdoor recreation that is compatible with protecting the natural environment” 

(BC Parks, 2019a). 

The “paradoxical” mandate makes for a delicate balancing act between the two, 

often opposing, goals within the mandate (Kohlhardt et al., 2018, p. 1). An example that 

highlights the complexity of adhering to this mandate is when a park becomes so crowded 

that the visitor use degrades environmental values. The management action of limiting 

visitation to address the environmental issue, may be contentious as this action impacts 

visitor use. Planners and managers must weigh both visitor use and environmental 

protection in solving such an issue. 

Provincial park mandates differ from province to province with differing emphases 

on ecological protection (Malcom, 2009). In 1992, the federal, provincial, and territorial 

Ministers of Environment, Parks, and Wildlife signed a Statement of Commitment to 

complete a representative network of protected areas, similar to the goal that Parks 

Canada is working toward; however, no provincial government has achieved this goal yet. 

Malcom found that in general, provincial parks have a weaker emphasis on ecological 

conservation than Canadian national parks; therefore, provincial parks are more prone to 

the impacts of recreation and extraction activities. Provincial parks are “at the whim of 
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provincial politicians and may lack adequate resources for effective protection” (Malcom, 

2009, p. 66). The jurisdictional differences between Canadian national and provincial 

parks are problematic because Canadian provincial parks encompass more ecologically 

diverse land than Canadian national parks, but are less protected, both by legislated 

mandates and politically, than national parks (Malcom, 2009). 

Definitions are provided in order to clarify what is meant by environmental and 

visitor use values.  ‘Environment’ or ‘conservation’ refers to the protection of the natural 

features and environments in park land. Visitor use “refers to human presence in an area 

for recreational purposes, including education, interpretation, inspiration, and physical and 

mental health” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 2). This research uses ‘recreation’ synonymously with 

‘visitor use’. Visitor experience is defined as “the perceptions, feelings, and reactions that 

a visitor has before, during, and after a visit to an area” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 113). 

The dual mandate model of wilderness park planning and management is 
fundamental to this research. The following sections will explore the research on 

conservation and visitor use of parks, in order to provide a deeper exploration of the 

foundations of the dual mandate. 

2.2.1. Mandate: Wilderness Conservation 

This section outlines three key concepts within the realm of the half of the mandate 
that addresses protecting park environments. This includes the concepts of wilderness 

conservation and the opposing concept of wilderness preservation. These schools of 

thought provide the historical and conceptual background that led to the development of 

the dual mandate model. The concept of environmental carrying capacity will also be 

discussed, as it is critical to understanding park visitor use management - a topic that will 

be explored later in this research paper. 

Wilderness Conservation & Wilderness Preservation 

The related, but contradicting philosophies of wilderness conservation and 

wilderness preservation are rooted in the development of the first national parks system 

in the world, and form the fundamental, but opposing philosophies that continue to guide 
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the dualistic Parks Canada and BC Parks mandates. The founding forest conservation 

theorist was Gifford Pinchot, and the first preservation theorist was John Muir. Together, 

Pinchot and Muir advocated for, and ultimately achieved, the establishment of the first 

form of a nationally protected wilderness park in the United States; the first of its kind in 

the world (Miller, 2007). 

John Muir and Gifford Pinchot were the first American intellectuals to speak out 

and act on America’s increasingly degraded forest lands. Additionally, they were both 

instrumental in the formal creation of the first national parks system. Although they worked 

toward the similar goal of establishing nationally protected forests areas, they had differing 

ideological views on wilderness and resource management. Muir’s idea of 

preservationism, advocated for maintaining intact wilderness free from human use. Muir 

supported taking military action to preserve pristine nature from humans, as he viewed 

man as the defiler of paradise (Miller, 2007). 

The practice of sustained yield forestry was brought to America by Gifford Pinchot, 
a forester who studied European Scientific Forestry in Germany and other parts of Europe. 

Pinchot is considered a father of the modern concept of conservation (Caradonna, 2014). 

Pinchot believed in wilderness like the preservationists, but Pinchot’s school of thought 

argued that the forests were to be used by people, not closed off, and that the most 

effective force to ensure their protection and regulated use was the creation of a 

professional, nonmilitarized, civil agency, like the parks service which had yet to be 

created (Miller, 2007). Two key phrases help to differentiate these two beliefs. Muir saw 

protected areas as “temples of nature;” while Pinchot believed they were intended for “the 

greatest good of the greatest number in the long run” (Miller, 2007, p. 132). These 

opposing schools of thought are critical to understand, as they continue to exist at the 

heart of parks and natural resource debates about balancing human use and 

environmental protection. The Parks Canada and BC Parks dual mandates are more in 

line with Gifford Pinchot’s ideology that parks are equally for people and for the protection 

of the natural environment. 
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Carrying Capacity 

Carrying capacity is defined as “the maximum population that a given environment 

and resource base can sustain” (Calhoun, 2002). The concept of carrying capacity is 

important to the planning and management of wilderness parks, especially in a time of 

increasing visitation and increasing stresses on the parks. In line with the concept of 

carrying capacity is the term ‘visitor capacity’. Visitor capacity is defined as “the maximum 

amounts and types of visitor use that an area can accommodate while achieving and 

maintaining the desired resource conditions and visitor experiences that are consistent 

with the purposes for which the area was established” (IVUMC, 2017, p. 3). In this context, 

both terms provide the same meaning. Park planners and managers must consider the 

carrying capacity, or visitor capacity, of a park in order to protect the park ecology. For 

example, if there has been a trend of ecological degradation in a park, the number of park 

visitors may be exceeding the carrying capacity of the park; therefore, a need might exist 

to consider visitation restrictions. 

The concept of carrying capacity has been applied to a plethora of applications 

throughout time, including environments, organisms, and populations. Four major 

categories of carrying capacity have been established throughout the evolution of the use 

of the term. The term carrying capacity was first coined in the mid nineteenth century, with 

the application to international shipping. It was then applied to a range of fields including 

engineering, range and wildlife management, agriculture, and anthropology. Its third wave 

was the application to population biology. It is now most strongly associated with global 

human population (Berkshire Publishing Group, 2012). 

A fundamental model of the concept of carrying capacity is the logistic growth 

curve. Logistic population growth occurs where the growth levels off, as the carrying 

capacity of the environment is reached (see Figure 2.3) (Price, 1999). This model was 

created through research building on nineteenth-century Belgian mathematician, Pierre-

François Verhulst’s early work, which was rediscovered by US biologist Raymond Pearl 

in the 1920’s and finally synthesized by US ecologist Eugene Odum in 1953 and applied 

to population biology (Berkshire Publishing Group, 2012). 
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Figure 2.3 Logistic Population Growth. 

(Price, 1999, p. 8). 

Paul and Anne Ehrlich built on the works of Robert Malthus’s 1798 Essay on the 

Principle of Population, and applied the concept of carrying capacity to the human 

population in 1990, arguing that the unprecedented increase in human population would 

lead to resource scarcity, to the point where the human population would no longer be 

sustained. The Ehrlichs were ultimately arguing for population control (Ehrlich, 1990). Paul 

Ehrlich developed the famous carrying capacity equation: I=P*A*T, where: 

I = the impact on the environment resulting from consumption 

P = the population number 

A = the consumption per capita (affluence) 

T = the technology factor 

Ehrlich’s I=P*A*T equation is understood to be more comprehensive than Odum’s 
logistic growth curve, as the technology factor is considered, which the logistic growth 

curve ignores (Berkshire Publishing Group, 2012). The technology factor is a measure of 

how much environmental impact is involved in A. An example of a T value is a measure 

of impact on vegetation per individual in a park. 
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The concept of carrying capacity can be applied to the topics under consideration 

in this research project, including natural resource systems, tourist destinations, and 

wilderness parks. Although the literature warns against the application of quantitative, 

mathematic carrying capacity models to large and highly complex systems, such as 

wilderness parks, the general idea of carrying capacity can be applied to planning and 

management actions to address the challenges of over-visitation and overcrowding. The 

carrying capacity concept has been applied in wilderness park management and planning 

through the creation of the Visitor Use Management Framework (to be discussed later in 

this paper). This planning and management tool is a carrying capacity framework 

developed and used in the US to manage park visitation with the goal of maximizing visitor 

experience while minimizing environmental resource impacts (MacLaren, 2014). Visitor 

use management is defined as “the proactive and adaptive process for managing 

characteristics of visitor use and the natural and managerial setting using a variety of 

strategies and tools to achieve and maintain desired resource conditions and visitor 

experiences” (IVUMC, 2019). This concludes the discussion of topics related to the 

wilderness conservation portion of the mandate. Next, the visitor use portion of the 

mandate will be discussed. 

2.2.2. Mandate: Visitor Use 

The other half of the mandate guides park practitioners to provide opportunities for 
members of the public to recreate in the parks. There is a significant body of research that 

illustrates the science behind the positive effects that nature has on human health, 

cognition, behaviour, creativity, and social skills (Williams, 2017, p. 10). The book titled 

The Nature Fix: Why Nature Makes Us Happier, Healthier, and More Creative by Florence 

Williams, synthesizes and describes this research. This text was foundational to this 

section of the literature review which aims to highlight the societal importance of human 

connection to nature; and therefore, the significance of the mandate that directs park 

planners and managers to provide the public with access to nature through parks. First, 

the theory of biophilia will be described, which argues for the innate connection between 

humans and nature. Next, some examples of the research on the positive effects of nature 

on human beings will be outlined. Finally, this section will indicate the trends of 
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urbanization and nature loss, in order to further highlight the societal importance of 

wilderness parks in a time where access to nature is becoming increasingly limited. 

Biophilia 

Biophilia is most simply defined as “love of life and living things” (Colman, 2015). 

A more detailed description of the theory is: ““the innately emotional affiliation of human 

beings to other living organisms,” as an evolutionary adaptation aiding not only in survival 

but broader human fulfilment” (Wilson in Williams, 2017, p. 21). The term was first coined 

by Eric Fromm in 1973, but the theory was further developed by biologist, E.O. Wilson in 

1984 (Williams, 2017). This theory argues that there is an intrinsic affinity and bond of 

humans with nature. Biophilia theory speaks to the importance of human connection to 

nature, and therefore, speaks to the importance and intrinsic value of wilderness parks in 

society. Wilson argued that humans have an innate affinity with nature and that this 

connection creates a host of psychological benefits, including enhanced kindness and 

sympathy toward others. Wilson drew an optimistic conclusion that the more we, as 

humans, understand other organisms, the greater the value will be placed on them, and 

on ourselves (1984). This theory is based on human evolution with nature. As researcher, 

Yoshifumi Miyazaki explains, “throughout our evolution, we’ve spent 99.9 percent of our 

time in nature. Our physiology is still adapted to it. During everyday life, a feeling of comfort 

can be achieved if our rhythms are synchronized with those of the environment” (Williams, 

2017, p. 23). Wilson’s work inspired a body of academic literature on the innate human 

connection to nature; it is the theory that much of today’s environmental psychology stems 

from. 

Some scholars argue for the innate need of interaction with a specific kind of nature 
-wild, unmanicured, natural nature, as opposed to well-groomed, anthropocentrically 

designed green spaces. Authors Hasbach and Kahn argue that “domestic nature is only 

part of what we need. The other part is wild nature” (2013, p. xi). This argument is 

grounded in research on the innate connection between humans and wilderness because 

“as a species we came of age in a natural world far wilder than today, and much of the 

need for wildness still exists within us, body and mind” (Hasbach & Kahn, 2013, p. xi). This 

body of research shows the innate and primal societal need of wilderness parks. 
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In line with Hasbach and Kahn’s argument for the inherent connection between 

humans and wild nature, or wilderness, Grimwood, Haberer, and Legault argue for the 

importance of wilderness experiences. These scholars argue, specifically, that wilderness 

experiences enhance emotional connections to nature and foster pro-environmental 

behaviour. Further, it is argued that wilderness experiences encourage a desire to foster 

nature connections among other people (Grimwood, Haberer & Legault, 2014). 

Effects of Nature on Humans 

It is well established in the scientific community that there is a distinct need for 
nature experiences to support mental and physical health. A study on differing levels of 

exposure to nature and the effects on human health found that “people in urban areas with 

a low nature dose tend to have worse health across multiple domains, but have the 

potential for the greatest gains from spending longer in nature” (Cox et al., 2018, p. 72). 

The health indicators in this study included depression, self-reported health, social 

cohesion and physical activity (Cox et al., 2018). Another study on nature and health 

explores the relationship between greenspace and university students. University 

students were studied because they “have high potential for stress and negative health 

impacts” (Hipp et al., 2016, p. 1293). Many studies, including Hipp et al.’s, reveals that 

proximity and access to green spaces are associated with psychological restoration and 

improved health outcomes (2016, p. 1293). Hip et al. found that universities with more 

green space throughout the grounds, such as grassy fields, flower beds, and wooded 

areas, had students report a higher quality of life (2016). 

Several studies have been conducted on the presence of greenspace and the rate 
of recovery of hospitalized patients. Such studies have indicated that “visiting and viewing 

landscaping at hospitals accelerates patients’ recovery from surgery and help staff’s 

recovery from mental fatigue” (Chang & Chien, 2017, p. 1). Chang and Chien conducted 

a study which surveyed hospital staff, patients, caregivers, and neighbourhood residents 

about the influence of outdoor landscape features on them. Patients in Chang and Chien’s 

study specified “a strong need for contact with nature” (2017, p. 1), due to the highly 

stressful conditions and institutional setting of hospitals. The effects of greenery on patient 

recovery is well documented in an immense scientific body of literature, and shows the 

importance of nature on well-being, recovery, and the reduction of stress. 
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Bratman et al. associate the increasing urbanization of humanity and the decrease 

in exposure to nature with the increased prevalence of mental health disorders, worldwide. 

Bratman et al., along with several other researchers, agree that decreased exposure to 

nature causes changes to psychological functioning. Bratman et al’s study shows that 

even brief experiences with nature, such as a nature walk, improve affect and cognition. 

Participants who were analyzed on nature walks showed signs of decreased anxiety, 

rumination, and increased working memory performance (2015). There are also studies 

on the topic of the impacts of nature on creativity. One study conducted on a group of 

hikers, found that four days in nature without technology “increases performance on a 

creativity, problem-solving task by a full 50%” (Atchley, Strayer, & Atchley, 2012, p.1). 

In addition to the benefits of nature on health, cognition, and well-being, studies 

have built on this research and linked the connection to nature with increased prosocial 

behavior (Weinstein, Przybylski & Ryan, 2009; Zhang et al., 2014). Research that studied 

participants immersed in nature scenes, as opposed to highly urbanized scenes, 

concluded that nature promotes prosocial tendencies (Weinstein, Przybylski & Ryan, 

2009). The prosocial tendencies that the participants reported included the desire “to have 

deep enduring relationships” and “to work toward the betterment of society” (Weinstein, 

Przybylski & Ryan, 2009, p. 1318). This research shows the positive impact of nature on 

human motivation and cooperation with other members of society. Zhang et al.’s study 

found that ‘beautiful nature,’ which is described as scenic, serene natural spaces (as 

opposed to less beautiful nature, that is described as barren) promotes prosocial 

tendencies including agreeableness, perspective taking, empathy, generosity, and trust 

(2014). This research ultimately determines that nature helps promote the greater good, 

and concludes with a warning of “the social costs that may be incurred by [nature’s] 

demise” (Zhang et al., 2014, p. 71). 

The studies examined in this section are mere examples of an extensive body of 
research on the effects of nature. For a more comprehensive review of the research on 

this topic, Florence Williams’s The Nature Fix: Why Nature Makes Us Happier, Healthier, 

and More Creative is recommended. This research on the effects of nature including 

improved health, cognition, and behaviour, reveals the contribution and importance of 
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nature for the greater societal good, and therefore the benefits that wilderness parks 

provide society. 

Urbanization & Loss of Nature 

Population growth and urbanization is contributing to the loss of nature. As a result, 

the protection of wilderness environments and providing opportunities for the public to 

access nature, is only going to become increasingly more important in coming years. The 

United Nations estimates that the world became more urban than rural for the first time in 

history in 2007 (United Nations, 2018) (see Figure 2.3). The trend of urbanization 

continues to increase. The United Nations projects that by 2050, more than two thirds, or 

more precisely, 68% of the world’s population will live in urban environments (2018, p. 5). 

 

Figure 2.4 Global Urban and Rural Populations, 2950-2050 

 (United Nations, 2018, p. 5) 

According to Statistics Canada, Canada is projected to grow by 7.6 million people 
by 2040, and 17 million people by 2068 (Statistics Canada, 2020). With population growth, 

Canadians are becoming increasingly more urban. In fact, Canada has been urbanizing 

and industrializing since the nineteenth century (Bocking, 2000, p. 6). Today, the majority 

of Canadians live in a metropolitan area, which is an area with a total population of at least 
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100,000. As of 2018, 7 in 10 Canadians (71.5%) lived in a metropolitan area in Canada, 

which has increased from 69.7% in 2008 (Statistics Canada, 2019). 

With population growth and urbanization, come increasing pressures on the 
amount and quality of forested areas, as well as a loss of opportunity for people to 

experience nature. One study found that urban populations generally consume more 

processed foods and animal products than rural populations; therefore, urbanization 

raises consumptive levels of resource intensive products. As a result, urbanization 

increases pressure on natural, rural landscapes for commercial food production. This 

finding highlights the relationship between urbanization and associated pressures on 

natural landscapes (Defries, Rudel, Uriarte & Hansen, 2010). Another study found that 

land development encroaching on park boundaries, or in other words, urban sprawl, is 

detrimental to park conservation objectives such as species protection (Leroux & Kerr, 

2013). Soga and Gaston‘s research shows that “rapid growth in the number and proportion 

of people living in urban areas” (2016, p. 3) is a reason for the “rapid decline” (p. 3) in 

people’s outdoor nature experiences. The trends of population growth and urbanization 

threaten the quality and quantity of our wilderness areas, as well as opportunities for 

people to experience nature. Related to urbanization trends, is the societal trend of 

spending increasing amounts of time indoors. There is research that indicates that people 

spend more time interacting with technology inside, and less time recreating in nature, 

which is shown to impact health and cognition (Atchley, Strayer, & Atchley, 2012). These 

trends of population growth, urbanization, and time spent indoors, highlight the importance 

of parks in protecting our wilderness landscapes and providing opportunities for people to 

experience nature. 

The conservation of park environments and the societal value of wilderness parks 

are foundational concepts of wilderness park planning and management. These concepts 

are also essential to this research, and are inherently interrelated. For example, 

implementing visitor use management strategies to operate a park within its carrying 

capacity likely improves the conservation of the environment; however, it may prevent 

people from accessing the park. As the research shows, nature is important to human 

health, relationships, and behaviour (Atchley, Strayer, & Atchley, 2012; Bratman et al., 

2015; Chang & Chien, 2017; Cox et al., 2018; Hipp et al., 2016; Weinstein, Przybylski & 
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Ryan, 2009; Zhang et al., 2014). Therefore, eliminating the opportunity for members of the 

public to access parks is a societal detriment. Park planning and management actions 

must operate with respect and consideration to these concepts surrounding the 

conservation of natural values and the protection of visitor experience. 

2.3. History 

This section explores the colonial establishment of the American and later, 

Canadian national park systems. It is imperative that this narrative be outlined as it 

highlights the highly complex and contested history of Canadian wilderness parks. This 

history is fundamental to park planning and management today; a time in which 

reconciliation must be at the forefront of practitioners’ decision-making processes. The 

goal of this section is to outline the history, in order to foster an understanding of the 

importance of reconciliation to wilderness park organizations today. The topic of 

reconciliation will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 

2.3.1. The First National Parks: US National Parks 

The colonial establishment of American national parks must be summarised prior 
to the establishment of Canadian national parks, as the former was the first national park 

system to be established in the world.  Further, the establishment of Canadian national 

parks was prompted by the establishment of the American national park system (Binnema 

& Niemi, 2006; Dearden & Langdon, 2009; Johnson, 2007). It is important to consider the 

colonial history of American and Canadian national parks together because “Aboriginal 

people were removed from most Canadian national parks in patterns similar to those of 

the United States” (Binnema & Niemi, 2006, p. 725). The establishment of Yellowstone 

National Park, the first American National Park, will be outlined, followed by a description 

of the establishment of Banff National Park, the first Canadian national park. The 

establishment of these parks highlights the horrific Indigenous removal from the parks that 

occurred with the creation of national parks, for the purposes of settler conquest and 

government control of the lands. 
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It is first important to recognize the connection between the rise of the nineteenth 

century conservation movement and the consequences of Indigenous removal as a 

product of parks creation. Nineteenth century conservationists, including John Muir and 

Gifford Pinchot, painted a picture of wilderness as pristine and untouched by man, when 

in reality Indigenous Peoples had been living on those lands for time immemorial. This led 

Americans to believe that the parks were meant to be maintained as “empty and silent 

wilderness refuges” (Johnson, 2007, p. 124) free of people, for park visitors to view 

wilderness in its rawest form. As Johnson states, “the conservation movement had made 

wilderness where before there had been none” (Johnson, 2007, p. 124).  

Similar to the relationship of all nations to their traditional lands, the tribes and 

nations whose traditional lands existed on what is now, Yellowstone National Park, had a 

deep connection to the land before it was violently appropriated and turned into 

Yellowstone National Park. According to archaeological evidence, Yellowstone has been 

inhabited by Indigenous Peoples since the last Ice Age when they retreated to the area 

from advancing ice flows. Spence describes the long history and the significance of the 

land to the Shoshone people, the Mountain Crow, the Blackfeet who inhabited the area, 

and the Kutsundeka, Agaideka, Salish, Nez Perce, and Bannock Nations, who travelled 

seasonally through Yellowstone (1999). These people depended on the land for 

sustenance and shelter, and have passed on oral stories and traditions tied to the land for 

generations. 

During early settler exploration of the land, settlers viewed the Indigenous peoples 

they encountered as savages and “fear[ed]… Indian attack” (Spence, 1999, p. 42). Even 

though these early settler expedition teams in 1870 were “keenly aware of Yellowstone’s 

native inhabitants” (Spence, 1999, p. 42), they made unsubstantiated claims about 

““vanishing” Indians and the apparently "pristine" wilderness over which they traveled” 

(Spence, 1999, p. 42). One of the explorers was quoted in a popular US magazine stating 

that ““unscientific savage[s]” found little to interest them in the soon-to-be-famous geyser 

basins” (Spence, 1999, p. 42) and that they ““would give . . . wide birth [to such places], 

believing them sacred to Satan”” (Spence, 1999, p. 42). The settler explorers reported a 

false story of the lives of the Indigenous Peoples to greater American society, justifying 



 

25 

for the need of government control of these supposed wild, unsafe, and savage-inhabited 

lands in order to maintain a pristine and human-free wilderness. 

In 1868, The US negotiated a treaty with the Crow and Shoshone “that allowed 
Americans to occupy or develop large portions of their territory, including most of the 

present-day national park” (Spence, 1999, p. 50) and in 1869, the US established multiple 

Indian reservations in the area which forced the Indigenous peoples into these small 

parcels of land, effectively asserting US government dominance and control over the land. 

Yellowstone National Park was established in 1872 to protect the supposed “unoccupied 

land of the United States,” (Spence, 1999, p. 51) “to keep the region's scenic wonders out 

of the hands of private interests” (Spence, 1999, p. 55). 

As settler visitation to Yellowstone National Park increased, visitors became 
increasingly weary of the Indigenous Peoples who remained in the park and were terrified 

of being attacked, as a result of the narrative of the Indian savage that had been unfolding 

since settlers first arrived in America. By the late 1870s, park officials worried that fear of 

the Indians would deter the American people from visiting the park. As a result, Park 

Superintendent, Norris, believed that the best course of action lay in convincing “all the 

surrounding tribes… that they can visit the park [only] at the peril of a conflict with the civil 

and military officers of the government” (Spence, 1999, p. 57). 

In 1877, 2,000 troops from the US Army attacked the Nez Perce across the 
national park, effectively pushing them out towards the Canadian border using violent war 

tactics. In 1878, a war broke out between the US Army and the Bannock peoples when 

the Bannock lashed out over frustration from the horrid conditions they were suffering on 

the reserve. The Bannock were “attacked and subdued just east of the park by a platoon 

of soldiers” (Spence, 1999, p. 56). A third war broke out the following year, where the US 

Army dominated the Sheep Eater peoples. Each of these wars ended with the defeat of 

the Indigenous group where they lost their territory and were either killed or fled elsewhere. 

By 1879, the last Indigenous inhabitants of the land known as Yellowstone National Park 

had been forcibly removed. George Wingate captures the American government’s 

‘achievement’ in his 1886 statement that “the Indian difficulty has been cured, the Indians 

have been forced back on their distant reservations, and the traveler in the park will see 



 

26 

or hear no more of them than if he was in the Adirondacks or White Mountains” (Spence, 

1999, p. 55). 

Spence argues that the Indigenous removal from Yellowstone resulted both from 
concerns over tourism and the fact that the government held no significant value for the 

Indigenous Peoples. This is the disturbing historical account of how the American 

government asserted control over its first prized national park via military deployment. The 

establishment of Yellowstone National Park is one of the many instances of the violent 

removal of Indigenous peoples from their land for the purpose of settler conquest in the 

pursuit of establishing a national park. 

2.3.2. History of Canadian National Parks 

Binnema and Niemi outline the colonial history of the removal of the Stoney People 

from Banff National Park for the purposes of government conquest of natural resources 

and tourism opportunities, as well as assimilation purposes. These authors use Spence’s 

work as a key source for their essay. Binnema and Niemi’s work has the same 

fundamental purpose as Spence’s work, which is to outline the brutal colonial history that 

laid the foundation of the national parks systems. Binnema and Niemi’s argument is similar 

to Spence in that the settler government excluded Indigenous Peoples from national parks 

as a result of the mandate to conserve the parks as an uninhabited wilderness for tourists 

and visitors to take part in hunting and recreation; however, their argument differs from 

Spence in their claim that the Canadian government excluded Indigenous Peoples from 

national parks for the purposes of assimilation. 

Binnema and Niemi conducted a case study on the 1887 establishment of 

Canada’s first national park, Banff National Park, which at the time was called Rocky 

Mountain Park. This case study illustrates the racist process of settler domination of this 

wilderness area. Many Indigenous Peoples were moved onto reserves starting in the 

1870s in Canada, which provided the government with ammunition to argue that there 

was no need for Indigenous Peoples to remain in the national parks, even though the park 

lands had been Stoney hunting grounds since time immemorial. Further, an early 1900s 

park expansion pushed the park boundary onto the Stoney reserve, effectively reducing 
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the land base that the Stoney could occupy.  William F. Whitcher was appointed to advise 

the government on park management, and stated in 1886 that "exceptions of no kind 

whatever should be made in favor of Indians. Those who now invade that territory are 

stragglers and deserters from their own reserves, where they are well cared for in food 

and clothing at the public expense” (Binnema & Niemi, 2006, p. 728). In similar racist, 

colonial fashion, in 1887, George Stewert, the park’s first superintendent, argued that 

“[t]heir destruction of the game and depredations among the ornamental trees make their 

too frequent visits to the Park a matter of great concern (Binnema & Niemi, 2006, p. 729). 

As a result, Indigenous peoples were banned from hunting in the park in 1890. This was 

in part due to the Canadian government wanting to preserve wildlife for sport hunters and 

partly because of the government’s assimilation policy which wanted Indigenous peoples 

on reserves in order for assimilation techniques to be deployed.  

While the Stoney were being pushed out of Banff, settlers were simultaneously 

moving into the national park as permanent residents; thus, it is clear that the Canadian 

government was racially excluding Indigenous peoples from the park not to protect nature, 

but as a result of inherently racist policy. Binnema and Niemi argue that national parks 

were created for elite, white tourists, hunters, and fishermen who were “willing to pay 

substantial sums for a sanitized view of the mountains." (2006, p. 728). Authors Spence 

and Binnema and Niemi provide the fundamental basis of understanding the violent and 

racist context in which American and Canadian national parks came to be. 

Author MacEachern explores the early years of the first formal Canadian national 

parks service, from 1911 to 1930. Upon its founding in 1911, there were only seven 

employees, all of whom were white. M.B. Williams was a key figure in the beginning years 

of Canada’s Dominion Parks Branch in the 1910s, and worked very closely with J.B 

Harkin, who was the first director of the Dominion Parks Branch. Williams wrote a series 

of guidebooks in the 1920s for the national parks on behalf of the Dominion Parks Branch 

in order to advertise the parks to potential visitors, one of which included “Through the 

Heart of the Rockies and Selkirks.” In this guidebook, she strongly “downplay[ed] past 

native occupation of the parks” (MacEeachern, 2014, p. 42) by stating that “the parks were 

long vacant because the Indians seem to have feared and avoided the mountains” (p. 42). 

MacEeachern argues that Williams’s disparaging and racist account of Indigenous 
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Peoples in the national parks and her ultimate “erasing [of] native presence in the parks 

allowed her to start the parks’ history with European exploration and the fur trade, better 

positioning the parks in the broader history of Canadian nation-building and so defining 

them more easily as part of our national birthright” (2014, p. 42). Essentially, Williams and 

the Dominion Parks Branch, as a whole, rewrote history to encourage white settler 

visitation and comfort in the parks. 

In addition to denying the long existence of First Nations on national park land, 

Williams placed blame on “Indian hunters” (MacEachern, 2014, p. 42) for the loss of big 

game animals in the Jasper area, even though it was known that the cause was the 

construction of the transcontinental railway. This historical account of the development of 

the concept, as well as the establishment, of American, then Canadian national parks 

shows that the national parks system is inherently rooted in colonial, western ideology. 

This history is critical information for park planners and managers to understand today, as 

the establishment of many wilderness parks came at the expense of the removal of 

Indigenous Peoples; therefore, there is deeply rooted trauma in the colonial history of 

wilderness parks that must be acknowledged in order for reconciliation to occur. 

Canada’s first national park, Banff, which was called Rocky Mountain Park at the 

time, was established in 1885 with the discovery of the Cave and Basin mineral hot springs 

by three employees of the Canadian Pacific Railway. The park was established in order 

to protect the hot springs from private interest. Following the establishment of Rocky 

Mountain Park, the Yoho and Glacier Park Reserves were established in 1888, Waterton 

Lakes National Park was established in 1895, and Jasper Forest Park was established in 

1907. These parks were strategically established with the motive for tourism-generated 

profit; the establishment of the first national parks was not grounded in environmental 

protection. In 1911, the Dominion Parks Branch was established as the world’s first 

national park service. The first mandate for Dominion Parks was that parks “shall be 

maintained and made use of as public parks and pleasure grounds for the benefit, 

advantage, and enjoyment of the people of Canada” (Dearden & Rollins, 2009, p. 32). 

This mandate makes it clear that the national parks system was established with primarily 

anthropocentric views. It wasn’t until 1979 that an emphasis was placed on the 

preservation of ecological values over public use. This shift in mandate (for expansion of 
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the park service’s mandate) occurred with the 1979 amendment to the National Parks Act 

(Dearden & Rollins, 2009). Parks Canada became the operating agency of the Canadian 

national parks system in 1998 through the proclamation of the Parks Canada Agency Act 

(Dearden & Rollins, 2009).  

2.3.3. History of Canadian Provincial Parks 

While a comprehensive history of the Canadian provincial parks system seems to 

be absent from the literature, Malcom briefly outlines the origins of the provincial parks, 

focussing on Ontario in a chapter titled “Protected Areas: The Provincial Story” in Dearden 

and Rollin’s Parks and Protected Areas in Canada (2009). Canada’s first provincial park, 

Algonquin Provincial Park, was established in Ontario in 1893 following significant public 

pressure for the creation of a protected area to recreate in. Similar to Algonquin, many 

Canadian provincial parks first came to be as a result of strong public pressure for the 

government to protect and conserve land for the public. Similar to the anthropocentric 

purposes of the first Canadian national parks, Algonquin was created as “a public park 

and forest reservation, fish and game preserve, health resort and pleasure ground” 

(Malcom, 2009, p. 57). Following Eastern Canada, the first provincial park to be 

established in Western Canada was British Columbia’s Strathcona Provincial Park, in 

1911. Up until the 1960’s, BC provincial parks were managed for visitor use and enjoyment 

of the parks. This changed in 1965 when the Legislature passed the Park Act (BC Parks, 

2019a). The Park Act “set out the legal framework for the protection and management of 

parks and recreation areas” (BC Parks, 2019a), commencing the organization’s dual 

commitment to both conservation and recreation. 

2.4. Challenges and Trends Facing Destination Wilderness 
Parks 

This section synthesizes the literature on the challenges facing wilderness parks. 

The challenges that the literature primarily discusses includes increased park visitation 

and associated environmental, social, and park facility impacts, as well as climate change. 

Trends of high visitor use and associated impacts in wilderness parks is a relatively 

emergent topic in Canada; while it is a well-established topic in the US with a developed 
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body of academic and practical literature. Therefore, the following literature on visitor use 

impacts will be largely derived from the US context. There is a gap in the literature where 

a current and comprehensive discussion of the challenges facing Canadian wilderness 

parks does not exist; this research paper aims to fill that gap. 

2.4.1. Increased Visitation 

To fill the gap in the literature on the topic of increased visitation and overcrowding 

in wilderness parks, the researcher reviewed academic and non-academic articles, such 

as newspaper opinion pieces on over-tourism in parks, to illustrate that this is, indeed, a 

problem in Western Canadian wilderness parks. In addition to a review of non-academic 

articles, the researcher also interviewed parks professionals on their perception of the 

effects of increased visitation in the parks; the results of which will be presented in Chapter 

4.  

The park visitor statistics outlined in section 1.2 show that there is a general trend 

of increasing visitation to Parks Canada and BC Parks sites. The unprecedented 

increases in visitation to Banff National Park and Joffre Lakes Provincial Park, as 

displayed in section 1.2, show the magnitude of this trend in some of Western Canada’s 

most iconic wilderness parks. One academic article highlights this issue of crowding and 

overuse in a BC Provincial Park called Garibaldi Provincial Park, which is located in the 

Sea to Sky region in the South Coast of British Columbia. The article states that “visitors 

to Garibaldi Park have expressed frustration with overcrowding in online forums, as well 

as in personal comments to BC Park staff” (Kohlhardt et al., 2018, p. 6) and claims that 

“the number of people using Garibaldi Park and other BC Parks has become a concern 

for park managers and visitors” (Kohlhardt et al., 2018, p. 6). 

The topic of crowding has not yet fully developed in academia; thus, non-academic 

sources were reviewed to analyze this emerging issue. Newspaper articles and opinion 

pieces on the issue of overcrowding in Banff National Park have exploded in recent years. 

Examples of these headlines include “Banff ‘bursting at the seams’ as tourism soars’” 

(Ellis, 2018), “These charts show the boom in attendance at Canada’s national parks” 
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(Ciolfe, 2017), and “Banff National Park needs holiday from humans, say conservationists” 

(Kaufmann, 2018). 

Similarly, there are numerous articles warning about the consequences of the 
spike in visitation that Joffre Lakes Provincial Park has been experiencing. Examples of 

these headlines include “BC Parks reacts to 'driver anarchy' at Joffre Lakes” (Barde, 

2019), “Loved to death: what happens when a natural paradise becomes a social media 

darling?” (Smart, 2018a), and “BC Parks warning hikers about Joffre Lakes parking chaos” 

(Judd, 2018). 

A newspaper article titled “B.C. parks threatened by overuse” outlines the 
overcrowding problems at Joffre Lakes Provincial Park, as well as Banff and Jasper 

National Parks. In discussion of the current state of Joffre Lakes, the article explains that 

“the main trail of the once tranquil natural paradise now hosts a procession line of hikers, 

whose cars overflow from the designated parking lot and line dozens of metres of highway” 

(Smart, 2018b). Smart also explains that the high number of visitors to Canada’s iconic 

parks, such as Banff and Jasper, is posing a threat to maintaining healthy populations of 

some endangered species. This article ultimately calls for the need for a better balance of 

ecological protection with tourism, as well as more national and provincial funding for 

managing wilderness parks (Smart, 2018b). These news articles make it clear that there 

is significant public concern that Western Canada’s iconic wilderness parks are at risk of 

being loved to death. The social impacts resulting from high rates of visitor use in 

wilderness parks are divided into two main categories. First, the impacts to visitor 

experience are outlined, followed by the impacts to historical and cultural values in 

wilderness parks. Manning and Anderson’s Managing Outdoor Recreation: Case Studies 

in the National Parks is foundational to this section.  

Impacts to Visitor Experience 

Studies of visitors to American national parks have developed the outdoor 
recreation literature on “visitor activities, motivations, and experiences and how expanding 

visitor use can affect the quality of the visitor experience” (Manning & Anderson, 2012, p. 

15; Manning, 2011). Visitor experience is defined as “the perceptions, feelings, and 

reactions that a visitor has before, during, and after a visit to an area” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 
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113). According to Manning and Anderson, there are three primary issues that impact the 

quality of visitor experience; crowding, conflict, and depreciative behaviour. All three are 

discussed below with an emphasis on crowding as it is a major topic of this research paper. 

Crowding 

It is well established in the literature that “large crowds in a park or protected area 

can negatively impact visitor experience” (Kohlhardt et al., 2018, p. 1). Crowding is a 

subjective term on account of the difficulty and subjectivity in quantifying crowding, and 

because visitors have different perceptions of crowding that change depending on the 

characteristics of other visitors and location variables. Changing visitor perceptions of 

crowding can be seen in the following example. A remote, backcountry campsite with large 

groups of noisy visitors will likely feel much more crowded than if the same number of 

visitors were camping quietly in an accessible frontcountry park. Visitors experiencing 

crowding in parks may alter their behaviour by “visiting less popular locations within a park, 

by visiting during off-peak times or seasons, by leaving a park altogether, or by changing 

their perceptions about the park and what they experienced (Manning & Anderson, 2012, 

p. 15). Manning’s 2011 research, expressed in Figure 2.4, shows the relationship between 

crowding and visitor experience. As the number of groups encountered along a trail 

increases, the visitors’ acceptability of the trail conditions decreases. 

 

Figure 2.5 Crowding Effects on Visitor Experience 

(Manning & Anderson, 2012, p. 16) 
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Kohlhardt et al.’s research on crowding in Garibaldi Provincial Park in British 

Columbia found that of all concerns, respondents care the most about crowding in the 

Park, and less about other park attributes such as day use fees or worthy viewpoints 

(Kohlhardt et al., 2018). In other words, of all the park condition variables that could ruin 

a visitor’s day, crowding is the most likely to. Ultimately, this research argues that 

“crowding has a relatively-large influence on visitor satisfaction” (Kohlhardt et al., 2018, p. 

17). Additionally, the research shows that visitors are not only sensitive to crowding, but 

also sensitive to where in the park the crowding is encountered. Visitors are most sensitive 

to crowding at viewpoints; whereas, visitors are more tolerant of encountering crowding 

on trails. These findings are significant to park planners and managers, who, based on 

this recent research, should focus on managing crowding specifically at viewpoints, in 

order to maintain or improve quality visitor experience. Examples of crowd management 

techniques to disperse visitors at viewpoints include arranging trails to have numerous 

view points and scattering interpretive material to distribute use (Kohlhardt et al., 2018). 

Conflict 

Visitor conflict is the second issue that negatively impacts the quality of visitor 
experience. Conflict between park users often occurs “when the behaviour of one 

individual or group interferes with the goals of another individual or group” (Manning & 

Anderson, 2012, p.15). For example, in the context of crowding, a group seeking a solitary 

wilderness experience may experience conflict with a large, rambunctious group, carrying 

speakers projecting loud music. Conflicts over values occur when different recreationists 

hold differing beliefs, values, and norms (Manning & Anderson, 2012). 

Depreciative Behaviour 

The third and final primary source of diminished visitor experience is depreciative 
behavior. Depreciative behavior is when the actions of park visitors “negatively impact 

park resources and other people” (Manning & Anderson, 2012, p.16). This can be seen in 

overtly destructive actions such as vandalism or littering. It can also be seen in more subtle 

depreciative behaviour such as collecting firewood from live trees, playing loud music 

which may disrupt wildlife, or feeding wildlife (Manning & Anderson, 2012). 
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Impacts to Cultural Values 

Part of the Parks Canada mandate is to protect Canada’s cultural heritage. Visitor 

use can negatively impact historical and cultural values such as culturally modified trees, 

carvings, or petroglyphs.  Often, impacts to cultural values are the cause of “wear and 

tear” (Manning & Anderson, 2012, p. 15) from “visitors walking off designated trails and 

touching, climbing, or leaning on historical or cultural items” (p. 15). This wear and tear is 

exacerbated by increased numbers of visitors. Additionally, visitors sometimes 

intentionally damage cultural sites by taking or defacing artifacts, for example.  

Facility Impacts 

Visitor use is concentrated at park amenities, placing capacity pressure on facilities 
with high visitor use. Facilities include attraction sites, trails, campgrounds and campsites, 

roads and parking areas, as well as interpretive amenities (Manning & Anderson, 2012). 

Attraction sites are “iconic features where visitors congregate” (p. 17) such as viewing 

platforms, viewpoints, or waterfalls. High visitor use at attraction sites can lead to 

environmental damage of the site from visitors feeding wildlife or visitors walking off path 

to avoid crowds, as well as social impacts from crowding and conflict. The environmental 

integrity of trails is degraded with increased visitor use from trampling, erosion, and trail 

widening, which leads to muddiness, vegetation loss, soil compaction, loss of habitat, and 

overall damage to the structural quality of the trail. The impacts to campsites and 

campgrounds are similar to the environmental impacts increased visitor use has on trails. 

This includes soil compaction and erosion, as well as vegetation and habitat loss. When 

backcountry campgrounds, in particular, become overcrowded, people spread out and 

create new campsites where there once were none. Campers have inevitable impacts on 

the site from their noise, fires, littered food, and human waste. When the number of people 

increases, the impacts unavoidably increase. Impacts to roads and parking areas stem 

from congestion and decreased visitor experience, as well as environmental impacts from 

the noise and pollutants emitted by vehicles. Visitor experience with interpretive facilities 

such as visitor information centres, interpretive signage, or educational ranger programs, 

can be disrupted by large crowds and lead to visitor conflict (Manning & Anderson, 2012). 
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2.4.2. Environmental Impacts 

It is well established in the literature that protected wilderness areas are significant 

to the protection and conservation of species biodiversity at local, regional, and global 

levels (Gaston, Jackson, Cantini-Salazar & Cruz-Pinon, 2008; Rogala et al., 2011; 

Wiersma, Nudds & Rivard, 2004). At the same time, there are numerous scientific studies 

that outline a number of challenges facing flora and fauna biodiversity in protected 

wilderness areas and national parks. 

A number of researchers have established that generally, as human population 
density increases, the threat to biodiversity increases (Luck, 2007; Rogala et al., 2011; 

Wiersma, Nudds & Rivard, 2004). Research conducted in Canadian Rockies national 

parks found that human activity on trails and roads is disruptive to ecological processes 

such as predator-prey interactions, and that human activity on trails and roads may lead 

to indirect habitat loss. The same research recommends that park managers monitor 

locations near trails and roads and consider restricting human activity levels in areas that 

are considered significant to wildlife (Rogala et al., 2011). 

Rivard et al.’s study on species richness and composition in Canadian national 
parks shows that habitat fragmentation as a result of increasing development and 

anthropocentric use outside of park boundaries has significant impacts on species 

richness and biodiversity in the parks. Parks protect flora and fauna inside park 

boundaries; however, they are not isolated islands. When fauna migrate outside of park 

boundaries, they are no longer protected. Additionally, “development around parks can 

reduce the quality of habitat for these species” (Rivard et al., 2000, p. 1107). This research 

suggests that park management should focus on “direct human interventions” (2000, p. 

1099) in order to combat species richness and biodiversity loss. Such management 

actions include placing bans on hunting in areas adjacent to parks where loss of game 

species is occurring; working to protect large swaths of land, as opposed to small, isolated 

parks, in line with island biogeography theory; and reducing habitat fragmentation, both in 

the parks and in the surrounding areas. 

Wiersma, Nudds and Rivard (2004) found that Canadian national parks are 

experiencing mammal species loss, and challenged the traditional island biogeography 
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theory (MacArthur & Wilson, 1967) by hypothesizing that park size alone is inadequate to 

design park spaces that will sustain biodiversity. Their study found that, in addition to park 

size, human population size around parks, as well as visitor density in parks may affect 

species loss. This is critical information in a time of increasing visitation to Canadian 

wilderness parks, as visitation is proven to impact species biodiversity in the wilderness 

parks. Therefore, planning and management decisions may have to consider visitation 

numbers if the park under consideration is suffering from biodiversity loss. The changes 

to flora and fauna biodiversity and richness that are being experienced is significant to 

parks planning and management, because according to the Parks Canada and BC Parks 

mandates, species biodiversity and richness should be no lower or different than what 

would naturally occur in the parks. 

2.4.3. Climate Change 

Climate change is a critical challenge affecting the natural and cultural resources 
of wilderness parks, and has been extensively documented in the literature. Human-

induced climate change, as a result of greenhouse gasses, is having, and will continue to 

have impacts on temperatures, precipitation patterns and weather patterns, sea level rise, 

changes to ecosystem structure and function, as well as the rate of species extinction 

(Lemieux, Beechey & Gray, 2011). Climate change will impact different wilderness parks 

in different ways, since the ecology of each park is unique. Climate change impact 

assessments have been conducted in specific parks. For example, an impact assessment 

conducted on Banff National Park predicts major climate change induced environmental 

changes. The predicted changes include: changes to flora and fauna including major 

elevation shifts of ecological communities; increased frequency, severity, and intensity of 

forest fires; glacial retreat; alpine ponds drying up; and increasing volume of rivers due to 

glacial melt (Scott & Jones, 2005). In order to combat the environmental impacts of climate 

change in wilderness parks, research suggests that management should focus on 

protecting, connecting, and restoring ecosystems; that more funding be allocated to 

climate change adaptation; and that protected areas more strongly embed sustainability 

goals into management planning (Lemieux, Beechey & Gray, 2011). 
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There is also a body of literature that analyzes the relationship between a changing 

climate and impacts on wilderness park visitation. Climate change directly impacts 

wilderness park visitation as climate limits recreation activities. It impacts people’s 

willingness to hike, camp, or swim, and limits when certain recreation activities can occur 

(Scott, Jones, & Konopek, 2007). An example of a climate limited recreation activity is ice 

cover of a lake inhibiting kayaking. Studies suggest that humans, along with other 

organisms, are shifting behavior in response to climate change (Buckley & Foushee, 

2012). A changing climate is predicted to have complex and cascading effects on park 

visitation, and while it is difficult to project specific park visitor trends as a result of climate 

change, visitation to wilderness parks is likely to increase as temperatures warm, until a 

point. The research found that visitation to US national parks strongly decreases with 

temperatures greater than 25 °C; therefore, it is believed that visitation will increase with 

a warming climate, until temperatures are steadily over 25 °C in a park, at which point 

visitation will decrease (Fisichelli, 2015). This research shows the link between climate 

change and park visitation. The literature makes it clear that predicting visitation with a 

warming climate is imprecise as many of the effects of climate change are unknown and 

compounding. This body of literature suggests that park climate adaptation strategies be 

developed to manage the unpredictable, cascading effects of climate change in wilderness 

parks (Fisichelli, 2015) and that studies be conducted to better understand the behaviour 

of future tourists with consideration to climate change projections (Scott, Jones, & 

Konopek, 2007). 

Climate change and environmental impacts that are not necessarily associated 
with increased visitor use, in the way that habitat fragmentation is, are complex issues, in 

addition to the impacts that park visitation have on wilderness parks. Climate change, 

conservation, and visitor use are inherently linked. Therefore, park planning and 

management must consider all of these intertwined challenges that are facing Canadian 

wilderness parks when addressing visitor use. 

This literature review outlined the organizational structure, management planning 
process, and mandates of the primary parks organizations under study: Parks Canada 

and BC Parks. This information is critical for further discussion of these parks 

organizations in Chapters 4 and 5. The historical analysis of Canadian and American 
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parks organizations, using the extensive body of historical wilderness park research, 

provided the background that is necessary to understand the contested history of 

wilderness parks and the important role that park organizations have to play in 

reconciliation, today. The analysis of the challenges and trends facing destination 

wilderness parks that have been outlined in the literature set the stage for this research to 

present its findings of the current challenges facing Western Canadian destination 

wilderness parks. These findings both confirm and add to the challenges and trends 

outlined in the literature review. 



 

39 

Chapter 3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design 

Advocacy planning is the epistemological approach that guides this research. 

Advocacy planning was developed in the 1960’s, and is a planning approach that focusses 

on “defending the interests of weak against strong -community groups, environmental 

causes, the poor, and the disenfranchised against the established powers of business and 

government” (Hudson, 1979, p. 390). More specifically, within the advocacy planning 

approach, this research is guided by the desire to advocate for both the environment and 

for Canadians, through improved planning and management of wilderness parks. 

The primary method used for this research was semi-structured in-depth 

interviews. This research was inductive, and took a qualitative approach. Qualitative data 

was derived from the interviews. This approach of qualitative, semi-structured in-depth 

interviews was taken in order to gather information based on personal accounts and 

experiences of the participants, rather than quantifiable statistics, in order to achieve a 

holistic depiction of the topic. An inductive approach is where “observation… precedes the 

generating of theoretical concepts” (Atchison & Palys, 2013, p. 11). This approach was 

taken in order to allow for a thematic analysis of the interview transcripts that avoided 

predefined themes or outcomes. 

Joffre Lakes Provincial Park is presented as an example of a Western Canadian 

destination wilderness park that is currently experiencing many of the trends and 

challenges that this research identifies. The decision to conduct a small, exemplary case 

study was made after the interviews were conducted, as five participants pointed to Joffre 

Lakes Provincial Park as a quintessential example of the issues under discussion.  

The researcher attended the 2019 Canadian Parks Conference in Quebec City, 

from which ideas and inspiration were developed for this research. The researcher learned 

about opportunities and challenges affecting parks across the country, which partly 

informed how the issues impacting destination wilderness parks were analyzed and 

framed in this research project. 
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3.2. Population and Recruitment 

Interview participants were recruited using purposive sampling. The researcher 

purposefully selected a range of Parks Canada, BC Parks, and local government staff 

members including park rangers, park planners, managers, and biologists. The mandatory 

participant criteria was that they work for BC Parks, Parks Canada, or a municipal or 

regional government in a position that is related to wilderness parks. The participants were 

selected because of their knowledge of the current state of the parks, trends, park user 

information, challenges the parks are experiencing or have experienced in the past, and 

of current and potential planning and management actions. The participants were asked 

to pull from both their professional and personal knowledge, accounts and experiences 

with wilderness parks. Participants from three levels of government were selected in order 

to gain different insight and perspectives from professionals who are involved in 

wilderness park planning. A range of types of park professionals, including professionals 

whose jobs are primarily on the ground, in the parks, and professionals who primarily work 

from an office, were sought out in order to derive a well-rounded data set. 

In order to recruit interview participants, recruitment letters (see Appendix A) were 

emailed to Parks Canada, BC Parks, and local government staff utilizing the researcher’s 

personal network. Additionally, a snowball sampling method was used to recruit additional 

interview participants. This snowball sampling method allowed contacts or interview 

participants to distribute the recruitment letter to individuals whom they felt would be a 

good fit for the research. 

3.3. Data Collection and Analysis 

3.3.1. Interviews 

Nine semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with employees of BC 

Parks, Parks Canada, municipal, and regional governments who work in positions that 

deal with wilderness parks. The reason that nine interviews were conducted was because 

the researcher determined that the interviews had reached saturation at that point. The 

interviews were conducted in order to gain an understanding of the current state of the 
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parks, trends, park user information, challenges the park is experiencing or has 

experienced in the past, and to discuss current and potential planning and management 

actions being deployed to address the trends and challenges (see Appendix B). 

The interviews were semi-structured so as to ensure that the participants were 
asked the same questions, whilst still maintaining a conversational flow and encouraging 

participants to elaborate outside of the realm of the interview questions. The interviews 

were conducted in person, face-to-face wherever possible, and over the phone for distant 

participants. The length of each interview was approximately one hour. Consent was 

documented by having each participant sign a consent form (see Appendix C). One copy 

of the consent form was retained by the researcher and a second copy was provided to 

the interview participant. The interviews were recorded, using a recording device, and 

were then transcribed using a transcription software app called ‘Otter’ after each interview 

was conducted. After the Otter app read the interview audio file and loosely transcribed it, 

the researcher then went over the transcription and edited it by listening to the audio file 

and reviewing the entire transcription in order to ensure accuracy. A copy of the transcript 

was provided to each participant within two weeks of the interview, and each participant 

was invited to make changes to the transcript as they wished. The information collected 

from the interview participants is treated as confidential. Names or any other direct 

identifying factors are treated as confidential. In order to maintain the confidentiality and 

privacy of the interview participants, pseudonyms are used to protect the identity of the 

participants. The findings from the interviews are presented in Chapter 4. 

3.3.2. Exemplary Case Study 

The information used to inform the small, exemplary case study on Joffre Lakes 
Provincial Park included secondary data from the summary results from a Joffre Lakes 

Provincial Park visitor survey that was conducted between April 1st and April 30th 2019 by 

BC Parks, as well as information derived from the interviews, as five participants 

discussed Joffre Lakes Provincial Park. The summary results of the Joffre Lakes 

Provincial Park visitor survey is publicly available from the BC Parks website. This 

exemplary case study highlights the characteristics of a Western Canadian destination 

wilderness park and is presented in Chapter 4. 
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3.3.3. Analysis 

A thematic analysis of the interview materials was conducted, using NVivo 

software. NVivo is a computer software package designed to analyze qualitative data. The 

researcher used NVivo to code the interview transcripts into key themes, which informed 

the structure and content of the findings. 

The researcher followed a six-step process in conducting the analysis: 

1. Familiarization 

2. Word Query 

3. Defining and naming preliminary themes 

4. Coding 

5. Adding additional themes 

6. Writing findings 

Step 1 involved rereading all nine transcripts to become familiar with the data to 
be analyzed. Next, the researcher ran a word query that determined the 100 most used, 

meaningful words from all interviews. Third, the researcher defined and named a 

preliminary list of themes based on the initial data analysis of reviewing the transcripts and 

analyzing the word query. The themes were grouped into nodes. A node is a collection of 

references about a theme. References were gathered by coding quotes from the 

transcripts to a node, which corresponded to a theme. The researcher coded each 

transcript according to the preliminary list of themes. As new themes emerged throughout 

the coding process, the themes were added to the list of nodes. Once all interview 

transcripts had been coded and analyzed, the last step was to write the findings. Before 

writing each section, the researcher created word clouds to identify the most commonly 

used terms, analyzed the coded references, and pulled key quotes from each theme. The 

researcher framed the findings chapter based on the themes that emerged from the 

coding. 

Two major themes emerged from the coding of data. The first major theme is titled 
‘change drivers’, which includes the trends and challenges facing destination wilderness 

parks. The second major theme is titled ‘planning and management’. This theme outlines 

the barriers, critique of current planning and management, current and proposed planning 
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and management actions, and gaps in planning. The findings from the interviews are 

presented in the next chapter. The interview results were also used to inform the 

Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix presented in Chapter 5. 

 

Figure 3.1 Data Analysis Framework 

3.4. Limitations 

 This research is subject to limitations that were known prior to conducting the 

research and discovered throughout the research. The first limitation is a product of 

sample size. Due to time limitations for data collection and analysis, only nine interviews 

were conducted. Increasing the number of interviews could provide more generalizable 

data on this topic; however, the researcher determined that the study had reached data 

saturation once the nine interviews had been completed. Evenly increasing the number of 

interviews across all three levels of government would provide the ability to compare and 

contrast the similarities and differences between planning and management at the 

different organizations and levels of government. A data limitation was the lack of publicly 

available data on BC Parks visitor statistics prior to 2004. This made it challenging to 

analyze the trend of changing visitation over a longer period of time. 
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3.5. Ethical Considerations 

As a result of this research involving human participants, ethical considerations 

including informed consent, voluntary participation and risk mitigation were strongly 

considered and adhered to. The consent forms were signed by participants in order to 

gain participant consent, to ensure that participants were aware of the questions that were 

going to be asked in the interviews, potential risks, what the research was to be used for, 

and that their participation was entirely voluntary. The consent form also informed them 

that their anonymity and confidentiality will be upheld. In order to ensure that interviews 

are confidential, pseudonyms were used in this research to protect the identity of the 

participants. 

Additionally, there was a possibility that an interview participant may feel that, 

through comments made in the interview, their professional status, social standing, or 

employment were impacted. In order to mitigate this, the identity of all participants is kept 

anonymous and confidential, and all participants were provided the opportunity to review 

their interview transcript two weeks after the interview, in order to make any edits or 

deletions that they wished to make. Only the information contained in the transcript that 

was approved by the participants was included in this study. 

3.6. Timeline 

Below is a Gantt chart outlining the entirety of the timeline of this major project 

process. First, the researcher underwent a research proposal process between March and 

April 2019. Next, the research was approved by Vancouver Island University’s Research 

Ethics Board in July 2019. Immediately following this approval, data collection (interviews) 

commenced. Once all data was collected by September 2019, data analysis occurred in 

November 2019. Composition commenced, with a first draft completed mid-December and 

the final draft completed at the end of February. The research was presented to the thesis 

committee in April 2020. The research project was passed, and all work was completed 

by April 2020. 
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Figure 3.2 Major Project Timeline 
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Chapter 4. Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from the interviews with park practitioners 

exploring the current state of the parks, trends, challenges, park user information, and 

planning and management actions. The interviews were based on the park professionals’ 

opinion, personal experience, and work experience. There are instances where statistics 

or survey data was incorporated into the responses, but the data these interviews yielded 

is anecdotal in nature. This chapter first defines and describes destination wilderness 

parks; a term that emerged as a result of this research. Next, it outlines the major ‘change 

drivers’ to destination wilderness parks. The trends, challenges, and opportunities are 

framed as major change drivers of destination wilderness parks. The next section, titled 

‘Planning and Management’, discusses the key themes that emerged from discussions 

surrounding destination wilderness park planning and management. Figure 4.1 shows the 

most commonly used terms throughout all nine interviews, and provides an overview of 

the topics under discussion. 
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Figure 4.1 Interview Data Word Cloud 

4.1. Destination Wilderness Park 
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This research has identified a new park classification: the destination wilderness 

park. Destination wilderness parks see extremely high volumes of visitors and can be 

considered ‘hot-spots’ within a parks system. They tend to be easily accessible, located 

within a few hours of driving from a large urban centre, and they often have popular hiking 

trails with scenic views, beaches, or swimming areas. These parks are often heavily 

advertised through social media and marketed through tourism campaigns as tourism 

destinations. Consequentially, they are places that many people travel great distances to 

experience. Destination wilderness parks are different than iconic parks. Iconic parks are 

considered “the world’s most famous natural protected areas” (Taylor, 2014, p. 240) that 

“draw tourists from around the world, capture the imaginations of vastly more non-visitors, 

and symbolize a society’s commitment to maintaining reservoirs of species diversity, intact 

ecosystems, and congruent landscapes” (p. 240). Some destination wilderness parks may 

be considered iconic parks, but not all destination wilderness parks are iconic parks. Some 

destination wilderness parks are not internationally known and do not draw tourists from 

around the world, but instead draw a large crowd of locals due to urban proximity and 

ease of access.  

“They come specifically for that -that place has been advertised on YouTube, and 
all across the world. It's become this kind of world class place to visit. People come 

specifically just to take a photo of themselves.” -Participant D 

Every single participant spoke to the exponential increases in park visitation as 

occurring in focussed locations, at different levels, including within the parks systems in 

particular regions, in destination parks, and within destination parks in specific hot-spots. 

“We're seeing specific locations where there are these dramatic increases in 
visitation. But that's not very widespread across the system. It's been in very, very 

focused locations, and in those places, we do see effects” -Participant B 

Many participants indicated that the entire South Coast region of the provincial 
parks system is experiencing explosive increases in visitation and is feeling very busy as 

a whole, compared to other regions in the province. The South Coast region of BC Parks 

exists in the South West corner of the Province (see map below). 
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Figure 4.2 Map of BC Parks Management Units; South Coast Region Highlighted. 

(BC Parks, 2019a). 

Similarly, the ‘Mountain Parks’ region was denoted as the busiest region within the 
national parks system. The Mountain Parks encompass Banff, Yoho, Kootenay, Jasper, 

Mount Revelstoke, Glacier and Waterton Lakes National Parks, all of which are located in 

proximity to the border between Alberta and British Columbia. Both the South Coast region 

of BC Parks and the Mountain Parks region of Parks Canada were continuously referred 

to in terms of tourism, as experiencing the highest levels of visitation, where the focus is 

largely on visitor experience, and where many of the impacts and challenges that will be 

discussed below, are being disproportionately felt, compared to the rest of the parks 

system. Other than those two specific regions, participants also discussed smaller regions 

where park visitation has become very intensive. These smaller scale regions include the 

Sea to Sky region, and other regions surrounding the large urban centres of Vancouver, 

Calgary, and Edmonton. The similarity among these regions is that there are popular 

destination wilderness parks that are relatively close (within a few hours of driving) to large 

urban centres. 

“The South Coast region in particular is seeing quite an increase in visitation and 
pretty busy parks. Whereas a couple decades ago, it would be a very different 

picture.” -Participant C 
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Wilderness destination parks, using varying terminology, were discussed by every 

single participant. They were referred to as specific parks within the parks system with 

terms including tourist parks, busy parks, or bucket-list parks. Particular wilderness 

destination parks that were discussed by participants include Banff, Jasper, Pacific Rim, 

and Elk Island National Parks; and Joffre Lakes, Cypress, Seymour, Golden Ears, Cultus 

Lake, Chilliwack Lake, and Garibaldi Provincial Parks. All participants indicated that these 

destination parks are specific parks within the parks systems that are very popular and 

very busy. Not all parks in the parks systems are experiencing these trends of increased 

visitation and associated impacts. 

“In our busy places like Banff, Lake Louise, and the West Coast trail, those places 

have always been popular and they continue to be popular. What we are seeing 

though now, is that even if we tell people to get to the Lake Louise lake-head, 

they'll have to wait 2 hours to get on the bus, people don't care. It's on their bucket 

list, people are going to go. In the places that are considered to be bucket list items, 

people will go into every means possible to get to them.” -Participant A 

It was indicated that in some of the busiest parks, there are hot-spots that are 

seeing massive amounts of park users. Often these hot-spots are zoned as intensive 

recreation zones within the park and only make up a small percentage of the land base of 

the park. An example of a hot-spot within a park can be found in Joffre Lakes Provincial 

Park. It was well established by the participants that the trail, campground, and lakefront 

viewpoints are heavily used, are experiencing environmental damage, and negative 

impacts to solitude-visitor experience; however, the visitor footprint at Joffre Lakes is 

geographically constrained to the trail, campground, and viewpoints at the lakes. 

Proportionately, these areas only cover a very small geographic area of the land in Joffre 

Lakes Provincial Park; however, the impacts that result from the high-use areas likely 

extend beyond its physical footprint. For example, the high-use of the trail impacts not only 

the physical flora on the trail, but the feeding and migratory patterns of wildlife in the park.  

The remaining Joffre Lakes parkland is remote and left largely untouched by visitors. 

Participant E mentioned that even in very busy parks, one can still find solitude off the 

beaten track by finding a less popular trail; however, sometimes the limited access to a 

park makes this impossible. A very large park may only have one access point, such as 
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Joffre Lakes Provincial Park. So, even though the park is very large, it reaches capacity 

when the parking lot is full as that is the only way that people can access this park. 

“We have areas of our parks that are very busy, then we also have some parks 
and some areas within existing parks like Garibaldi that are further removed or 

remote and don’t see much in terms of visitation.” -Participant C 

The interviews indicate that the intensity of use in wilderness destination parks has 

been at the forefront of conversations among parks practitioners, and that the increased 

visitation numbers and associated changes and challenges are primarily impacting 

specific destination wilderness parks, as opposed to all wilderness parks. 

4.1.1. Destination Wilderness Park: Joffre Lakes Provincial Park 

Throughout the interviews, Joffre Lakes Provincial Park (JLPP) was continuously 

referred to when discussing the topic of recent exponential growth in visitor use and 

associated impacts. JLPP has become the poster-child of this topic. In fact, the park was 

mentioned a total of 96 times in the interviews by five of the participants. It is important to 

recognize that Joffre Lakes is heavily discussed by BC Parks staff and by practitioners 

from different organizations who are geographically located within a few hours of JLPP; 

thus, the individuals that were selected to interview were likely more aware of the issues 

occurring at JLPP than other participants that could have potentially been interviewed for 

this research. There is a geographic bias, but nevertheless, the trends and challenges 

experienced at JLPP are a significant discussion topic among park practitioners in the 

South West of British Columbia. This research identified JLPP as a quintessential example 

of the Western Canadian destination wilderness park. The following information is derived 

from the interviews, as well as from BC Parks’ 2019 Joffre Lakes Provincial Park Survey 

Results and BC Parks’ Joffre Lakes Provincial Park 2019 Visitor Use Management Action 

Plan. 

Joffre Lakes Provincial Park is located in the Sea to Sky region, approximately 185 
kilometers northeast of Vancouver, or approximately a 2.5 hour drive from Vancouver. It 

is 1,460 hectares in size and is classified as a Class A Provincial Park, which means the 

park is “dedicated to the preservation of [its] natural environment for the inspiration, use 
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and enjoyment of the public” (BC Parks, 2019a). It is a stunning park, in which visitors can 

hike, mountaineer, fish, sight-see, and camp in the picturesque landscape that boasts a 

luscious forest, jagged mountain peaks, icefields, and three brilliant turquoise lakes. Since 

the 2010 Winter Olympic Games, recreation and tourism in the Sea to Sky region has 

exploded. This trend is reflected in the exponential increase of visitation to JLPP. 183,000 

people visited the park in 2018; this is a 168% increase in park attendance since 2010 

(BC Parks, 2019d). According to one participant, as of August 2019, there were 

approximately 160,000 geotagged photos of JLPP on Instagram. As of February 2020, 

there were 78,300 photos with the hashtag #JoffreLakes on Instagram. It has become 

extremely popular because, as one participant put it: “it’s semi close to Vancouver -

roundtrip 3.5 hours, it’s beautiful, it’s an easy pathway, and Instagram has made it famous” 

(Participant E). 

 

Figure 4.3 Graph Showing Park Visitation Increase from 2012 to 2018 

(BC Parks, 2019d). 

Participants noted that many of the people coming to JLPP are tourists or 
individuals new to backcountry outdoor recreation and are generally perceived to be 

unprepared for a backcountry experience. This means that they are ill-equipped in dress, 

food and water, and first aid and emergency equipment. Many of the park visitors lack the 

knowledge to safely and respectfully recreate in the outdoors, and as a result have been 

seen to litter, feed wildlife, go off trail, excrete in inappropriate places, and engage in 

unsafe and inappropriate behaviour for photography purposes. Social media is believed 

to be a major factor in the recent popularity of this park. Park practitioners have witnessed 
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park users risking their lives for a photo in the middle of the busy, winding highway on the 

way to the JLPP trail head. Similarly, park users will wait in line to take a photo on the now 

infamous ‘selfie log’ extending into a lake in JLPP. 

“We’re finding that people want photos that are Instagram worthy -so that may be 
taking a photo with a whiskey jack feeding off their hands; or quite a few people 

stand in the middle of the highway because they want a photo in the highway; or 

they’ll stand on the selfie log; people will move off the pathway because they want 

a social media post where there’s no others in their photo…. Social media is 

changing actual behavior.” -Participant E 

As a result of the increased visitor numbers and park user behaviour, BC Parks 
has identified a number of management issues, including: environmental impacts 

including trail braiding and vegetation trampling from visitors going off trail, as well as 

wildlife habituation from visitors feeding wildlife; visitor safety concerns over parking along 

the busy highway and visitors’ lack of preparedness for recreating in the park; facility 

concerns including the parking lot and number of toilets being overcapacity; and 

decreased quality of visitor experience as a result from the over-crowdedness (BC Parks, 

2019d). Additional management concerns noted by interview participants include a lack 

of staff presence for the number of visitors coming to the park and the financial drain of 

public dollars in addressing the impacts on JLPP, considering there is no visitor use fee. 

The drastic increase of park visitation, along with the associated impacts, are of  
concern to BC Parks, local First Nations, the regional district, municipalities, the Royal 

Canadian Mounted Police, and the public. In the 2019 visitor survey BC Parks conducted, 

it was found that 74.7% of respondents indicated that the number of people they 

encountered in JLPP had a negative impact on their visit, and 84% of respondents agreed 

with limiting the number of day use visitors to the park if it meant encountering fewer 

visitors and improved access to the park (BC Parks, 2019e). Public concern, particularly 

coming from locals of the Sea to sky region, is rooted in concern over the impacts that the 

sheer volumes of people are having on a place that was established to protect the 

landscape ecology, as well as the impacts that the crowding is having on their visitor 

experience. Public concern may be elevated considering the indefinite 2017 closure of 



 

54 

Keyhole Hotsprings; a remote hot spring recreation area located approximately two hours 

east of JLPP and managed by Recreation Sites and Trails BC. This recreation site was 

closed on account of the unprecedented littering that attracted bears to the site and led to 

wildlife habituation (Province of British Columbia, 2019). Similarly to JLPP, this site had 

experienced an explosive growth in visitation numbers. The crowds visiting the site littered 

it to the point of closure. As a result of sites like JLPP and Keyhole Hotsprings, there has 

been growing public concern over the effects of social media and geotagging wilderness 

sites for the fear of attracting  masses of people who lack the conservation and outdoor 

recreation knowledge to use the sites appropriately.  

“The real way that social media has changed [JLPP] is by providing way more 

attention to a park that otherwise did not have that attention… the real impacts 

come because the park area is not necessarily prepared in terms of facilities or 

infrastructure to handle the large volumes of people.” -Participant E 

The most recent park master plan for JLPP was released in 1989; a time in which 
visitor use management was not a concern. At this point in the park’s history, “general 

hikers and the public [were] unaware of its location, opportunities or features” (Province 

of British Columbia, 1989, p. 11). Contrary to current park management concerns 

regarding over-use of the park, the 1989 plan instead addressed promotion of the park to 

increase public awareness during this time. The 1989 management plan includes a 

section titled “Promotion and Information Program” which states: 

“Promotion and information for the recreation area is an important step in making 
the public aware of how to access the area and what features and opportunities 

are available” (Province of British Columbia, 1989, p. 14). 

The park has changed drastically since the 1989 plan was written. 

“Referencing the management plan in the 80’s -it was really viewed as a 

mountaineering destination, so people looking for an outdoor experience in terms 

of solitude. That’s changed now that we see large numbers of visitors coming that 

are day trippers. They’re not looking for a wilderness experience and they’re not 

looking for solitude. They’re often visitors who are not experienced hikers. You’ll 
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see that in terms of inappropriate footwear, or lack of water, or just general 

preparedness for the hike.” -Participant E 

“There were more locals visiting Joffre in the past -it was not a tourist destination 
in the 80’s.” -Participant E 

Due to the unprecedented increases in visitation to JLPP, as recorded by BC 

Parks, and the associated challenges that have come with the multitude of park users, BC 

Parks conducted a park visitor survey in 2019 and produced a Visitor Use Management 

Action Plan in 2019. The Visitor Use Management Action Plan identifies the challenges 

and short-term management strategies to address the concerns. Management strategies 

in this plan include facility expansions; encouraging visitors to visit the park during less 

busy days and times; researching the imposition of a limitation of the number of day users; 

limiting the number of backcountry campers; informing visitors when parking is at capacity; 

educating visitors on appropriate behavior, park values, and Indigenous culture; 

researching visitor motivations and recreation desires; reducing environmental impacts 

caused by dogs; limiting the number of campers in ecologically sensitive areas; 

determining acceptable limits of impacts; identifying ways to increase revenue to invest 

into the park; and increasing an Indigenous park presence. 

In addition to the public attention that social media has brought to JLPP, the 
interviews identified a number of other reasons for the recent popularity of the park. This 

includes improved access to the park as a result of the upgrades to Highway 99, also 

called the Sea to Sky highway, that were completed leading up to the 2010 Olympics. This 

upgrade significantly increased the highway’s capacity for traffic from Vancouver to the 

Sea to Sky region. Additionally, recent trail upgrades have made the hiking trail in JLPP 

more accessible to a greater number of park users. In addition to the highway upgrade, 

the 2010 Olympics also shone a spotlight on the Sea to Sky corridor and advertised the 

region as a recreation zone. The Olympics in Whistler highlighted the recreation 

opportunities and the close proximity to Vancouver. Joffre Lakes Provincial Park is one 

example of the trends and challenges that are facing many destination wilderness parks 

in Western Canada. 
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4.2. Change Drivers of Destination Wilderness Parks 

Upon attending a conference session at the 2019 Canadian Parks Conference in 

Quebec City where a panel of park practitioners presented on major change drivers to the 

management of urban parks, the researcher was inspired to frame the trends, challenges, 

and opportunities facing destination wilderness parks as ‘change drivers.’ The results 

identified the following as key trends that are driving change to destination wilderness 

parks in Western Canada: increased visitor use, which is being driven by other change 

drivers including population growth, development and urbanization, increased awareness 

of the benefits of nature, tourism, infrastructure improvements, social media, and trends 

in outdoor recreation, diverse demographics, and climate change, which is impacting 

visitor behaviour and implicating planning and management (see Figure 4.4). 
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Figure 4.4 Change Drivers 

4.2.1. Change Driver: Increased Visitor Use 

 

The park visitation statistics indicate a significant increase in the number of visitors 

to the parks, but the numbers don’t show the feelings and perceptions surrounding this 

trend. For this reason, the park practitioners were asked ‘how busy do you find the 

park(s)?’ This question was asked in order to find how park practitioners feel about the 

number of people accessing the parks that they work with and how busy they perceive 

their parks to be. 
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Every single participant indicated that visitation to their parks has been increasing 

significantly. Most of the participants discussed the significant increases in park use 

without referring to visitation statistics, but instead referring to their observations in the 

parks. The remaining park practitioners who primarily work in offices referred to visitation 

statistics and relayed messages that they have heard from field staff about increased use. 

As displayed in Figure 1.2, the trends of visitation to national and provincial parks 

in British Columbia show exponential increases in visitation. A couple of participants 

expanded on this trend. One participant noted that park visitation in the South Coast region 

of BC Parks has grown at approximately twice the rate of the population growth in the 

area. Population growth has been ~1.8% and for many years, parks visitation to this region 

has grown consistently at ~4% per year. In the South Coast region, BC Parks is seeing 

an additional 170,000 visitors per year. To put that into perspective, that is equivalent to 

one Joffre Lakes Provincial Park worth of users per year. 

“In the past five years, the parks system in the lower mainland has transformed 
through an exponential growth phase where most of those parks in the core like 

Cultus, Seymour or Cypress -those destination parks have seen their visitor use 

at least double.” -Participant H 

Throughout the interviews, many participants referred to Joffre Lakes Provincial 
Park when discussing recent exponential growth in visitor use and associated impacts. As 

pointed out by one participant, attendance to Joffre Lakes Provincial Park has increased 

168% since 2010. In the 1980’s, Joffre Lakes saw one to two groups per weekend. Now, 

it is seeing over 3,000 visitors per weekend.  

Since the trend of increasing visitor use is evident from the statistics provided by 

Parks Canada and BC Parks, it is important to analyze other organizations. All interview 

participants who are employed by park departments or agencies at the municipal and 

regional level indicated that they too are experiencing undeniable trends of increased 

visitor use. 

“we've seen a tremendous increase in our use of the parks” -Participant D 
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In many cases, powerful and descriptive language was used to describe the 

increasing visitation levels, including the following terms: 

• “skyrocketed” 

• “exponential growth” 

• “tremendous increase” 

• “significantly” 

• “intense” 

This increased visitor use has changed some park users’ behaviour. Many park 
users know that the parks they are visiting are extremely busy and are therefore planning 

their visits further ahead of time, arrive earlier in the morning, or plan to go during the off-

season. When the parks are busy, parking becomes a significant challenge, the facilities 

are at capacity, and the crowds make it difficult to have a more solitary wilderness 

experience. As a result, many park visitors aim to avoid peak times at destination 

wilderness parks. 

“When our places feel like they’re reaching capacity, that’s when people’s 

behaviors will change in terms of their patterns in when they’ll start booking and 

when they’ll start reserving to come to our places.” -Participant A 

Multiple practitioners gave both a professional answer and a personal answer. As 

professionals, they spoke about the importance of having a public that is interested in 

parks, which is discussed in Increased Visitor Use: Positive Impacts, but some participants 

chose to additionally speak to their personal experiences outside of their professional 

roles. When speaking to their personal experiences, the practitioners spoke to these parks 

being too busy to enjoy, and finding it more difficult to access the quieter park experience 

that they seek. As one participant mentioned, people who work in the parks sector may 

be more inclined to prefer a solitary wilderness experience because of their backgrounds. 

Many parks practitioners grew up recreating in remote areas, and participating in 

backcountry mountaineering activities. These participants grew up recreating in these 

parks in a time where visitation was much lower than it is now. Many of them are 

accustomed to a more solitary wilderness experience, which as the increased visitation 

trends and associated impacts are showing, is becoming increasingly more difficult to find. 
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This can provide some insight into the reasons why some practitioners are personally 

disheartened by very busy parks. 

“I'm one of the demographics that's been displaced in a lot of respects, which 
sometimes makes me feel really, and this is not on the professional level, but it's 

disheartening, because one of the reasons I moved to this province is because I 

sought out those recreational experiences and it's harder to find them” -Participant 

C 

“From my own perspective, going to a place like Joffre Lakes on a busy weekend 
would be too congested for me.” -Participant H 

“When I go to a park, I am looking for a quiet experience and not necessarily being 

cheek by jowl with a bunch of other people and that’s becoming harder to find, 

particularly in a reasonable distance from the city I live in.” -Participant B 

Three participants noted that the feeling of a park being busy is very subjective. 
How busy a person finds a park depends on their own individual preferences. There is a 

segment of the park visitor population who prefers to visit a park at peak times when it 

would be considered by many to be too busy. This idea is discussed further under the 

heading, Increased Visitor Use: Positive Impacts. 

Ultimately, both the visitation statistics from multiple organizations and all of the 
interview participants make it clear that there is an undeniable trend of increasing visitation 

to destination wilderness parks in locations that are relatively close to large urban centres 

in British Columbia and Alberta. 

Increased Visitor Use: Timeline 

Similar to asking the participants about visitation trends, the participants were 
asked when they noticed visitor use start to increase, because the visitation numbers don’t 

tell the story of perception or events that could have triggered the trend. Participants were 

asked ‘when do you think these changes started to occur?’ Many participants discussed 

a slow build-up, followed by an explosive period of visitation growth in the past 5-10 years 

(see Table 2 below). One participant indicated that the 2018 summer season was a 
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“tipping point,” as a result of gaining media attention due to how busy numerous parks in 

their jurisdiction were. 

Table 2. Summarized Participant Answers to the Question: ‘When do you think 
these changes started to occur?’ 

Participant A Noticed growth to visitation since 2000. The past 18 years. 

Participant B Noticed an acute increase in visitation to specific locations in the past 
5 years. 

Participant C Noticed growth to visitation 15 years ago in the early 2000’s, and rapid 
growth in the past 5 years. 

Participant D Noticed visitation building for 10 years, but noticed visitation becoming 
a “problem” in the past 5 years. 

Participant E Noticed a “huge increase” in the past 5 to 10 years. 

Participant F Noticed visitation building since the 1980’s, and a significant increase 
in the past 10 years. 

Participant G Noticed a significant increase in the past 10 years. 

Participant H Indicated 5 years ago as a turning point in the challenges surrounding 
increased visitation. 

Participant I Noticed changes over the past 10 years, but pointed to the summer of 
2018 as a “tipping point.” 

Five participants indicated that the seasonal timeline is also important when 
considering trends of increased visitation. In many cases, these parks are quiet in the 

shoulder seasons and don’t experience heavy visitation or associated impacts, but in the 

summer and/or winter seasons, they are extremely busy and are heavily impacted by the 

use. Most practitioners indicated that peak seasons run from May to October. These parks 

are not experiencing heavy use and impacts at all times of the day, during all seasons. 
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The destination wilderness parks are particular parks, or hot-spots within the park systems 

that are experiencing heavy use and impacts at particular times of the day and year. 

Four participants connected the timing of the explosive growth in visitation in the 
greater Vancouver region to the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver and Whistler. The Olympics 

brought significant advertising to the outdoor tourism opportunities in the area, which will 

be discussed in the Change Driver: Tourism section. The Olympics also provided an 

opportunity for improved highway infrastructure which significantly improved the 

accessibility to many parks. This will be discussed in the Change Driver: Increased and 

Improved Infrastructure section. 

One participant noted that coming out of a recession in 2008 seems to align with 
the increased visitation. Perhaps more people started travelling to destination wilderness 

parks as a result of the economic upturn. 

In 2017, Parks Canada celebrated its 150th anniversary by removing the parks 

entry fee, providing free entry for all into the national parks for the year. Parks Canada 

heavily promoted its parks in anticipation of 2017 and invited all Canadians to celebrate 

by experiencing a Parks Canada place. In particular, Parks Canada promoted hidden 

gems with the goal of increasing capacity at locations that were able to absorb more 

visitors. As a result, Parks Canada saw up to a 30% increase in places that had capacity 

for increased visitation; whereas places that were already extremely busy, such as the 

Mountain Parks, only saw a 4% increase in 2017 (Participant A). It is believed that the free 

entry was the major reason why the visitation to Parks Canada places peaked in 2017. 

Impacts of Increased Visitor Use 

The sharp spikes in increased visitor use to destination wilderness parks is having 
a variety of downstream implications on the environment and visitor experience, broadly. 

This section will first outline the impacts of increased visitor use to the environment, then 

it will outline the impacts to visitor experience, accessibility and facilities challenges. 

Lastly, it will explain the positive impacts of increased visitor use.  
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Increased Visitor Use: Impacts to the Environment 

One of the most discussed environmental impacts of increased visitor use 

surrounded the topic of dogs. The participants indicated that there are more dogs than 

ever in the parks, which is negatively impacting park environments. It was explained that 

dog waste impacts water quality, and that they impact fish bearing creeks and sensitive 

vegetation. Additionally, dogs cause considerable disturbance and displacement of 

wildlife. One participant discussed a study on bird densities along a trail where dogs were 

allowed, and shows a marked decrease in the number of songbirds within a 10-meter 

buffer zone on either side of the trail as compared to areas without dogs. 

“Dogs cause a number of impacts in the parks such as erosion, dog waste (feces), 

reduce water quality, and disturbance to wildlife. These are all on the rise when 

dogs are more present.” -Participant I 

Another major topic was the increased disturbance of wildlife and increased 
human-wildlife interactions. Some participants have noticed an absence of wildlife in high 

use park areas, and many noted the habituation of wildlife as a major problem. Habituation 

results from park visitors directly feeding wildlife, or improperly handling food and garbage 

in the parks which results in wildlife becoming dependent on human food for survival. 

Many park visitors have been seen to leave food or food related garbage unmonitored on 

picnic tables or in campsites, which attracts wildlife. 

“Increasing visitor use creates these zones of no wildlife.” - Participant H 

“specific to increased use in the parks and wilderness areas, we see displacement 

of wildlife and wildlife interactions. Certainly, the human-wildlife interactions have 

increased… we had to destroy a bear … because of habituation and exposure to 

foods.” - Participant C 

A range of other impacts were also identified. Trail braiding and damage to vegetation 

from visitors going off trail and trampling the vegetation, as well as trail erosion from 

increased use was identified as a problem. It was noted that trampling and trail braiding is 

very prevalent near viewpoints, as people try to find the best vantage points to take 
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pictures. Some participants noted that illegal trail building is also a problem. Littering is of 

high concern in destination wilderness parks. Many park visitors bring food in wrappers or 

plastic containers and leave them in the parks. Field staff are noticing an increased 

prevalence in human waste in areas with limited facilities, which has water quality effects. 

One participant explained the ‘displacement effect,’ which is impacting remote wilderness 

areas. The displacement effect occurs when people who are searching for a solitary 

wilderness experiences and are being pushed into different, more remote areas, as a 

result of being displaced from areas of higher use. In these areas, impacts such as 

increased garbage and human waste are being seen, but the effects of that kind of 

displacement are not entirely known yet. A participant noted the increased use of 

watercrafts in parks with lakes, which is leading to decreased water quality. In some parks, 

parking lot expansions are occurring to accommodate the number of visitors coming to the 

park; in these cases, this means that vehicles are displacing parkland. Generally, 

increased numbers of people in the parks is seen to have negative impacts on the quality 

and quantity of habitat and negative impacts on flora and fauna. 

Increased Visitor Use: Impacts to Visitor Experience 

As three of the participants pointed out, visitor experience in busy parks is highly 

subjective. Some users’ experiences are negatively impacted by a high number of visitors, 

while other users’ experiences are positively impacted by a high number of visitors at a 

park. This section  focuses on the negative impacts to park users who prefer a quieter 

wilderness park experience. This segment of the park user demographic is referred to as 

the ‘traditional park user.’ 

Many park users prefer a solitude visitor experience, and it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to have that kind of an experience with the increasing number of 

people visiting destination wilderness parks. One participant spoke to how Canadians are 

accustomed to having a lot of space and solitude in parks, as these parks had been that 

way since up until recently, while some cultures are more accustomed to tolerating less 

personal space in parks. This participant claims that this can sometimes create conflict in 

the parks between different user groups, as some user groups may not be aware that 

some people expect more personal space. 
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“It's more difficult to get a solitary quiet nature experience on busy weekends, 

which might impact when park regulars might come to a park and which park they 

go to.” -Participant I 

There is a displacement effect occurring, where people who might be locals or 
prefer a more solitary wilderness experience are being pushed to other areas because 

they can no longer find that experience in places that they once did. Locals often decide 

to avoid the parks that they would normally go to because they perceive them as being 

too busy to enjoy. They may not go to a park at all, or decide to go to a less busy park. 

This phenomenon is both a social and geographical displacement. These people are 

socially displaced from the parks that they once went to because those parks no longer 

offer the type of experience they seek, and they are geographically displaced because 

these people are travelling to different locations, potentially farther, to get to different parks 

or other wilderness locations where they can have a more solitary wilderness experience. 

There is a “displacement of people who, maybe are looking for a more solitary or 
true wilderness experience and those individuals maybe can't find that in places 

that they once did. And so those people get displaced to other areas.” -Participant 

C 

Four participants discussed the idea and potential need of establishing a park’s 
social carrying capacity in order to move forward with visitor use management strategies. 

In other words, park planners and managers need to establish what an acceptable level 

of use is in the parks, in order to establish a visitor use management strategy to work 

towards achieving that desired level of use. 

The Joffre Lakes Provincial Park survey posed the following question: “When you 

visited Joffre Lakes Provincial Park in the past, did you feel the number of people you 

encountered in the park had a negative impact on your visit?” Results show that 74.7% of 

visitors responded ‘yes.’ Some respondents who responded ‘yes,’ expanded on their 

answer, noting that the number of people in the park led to a negative experience through: 

• Congestion and crowding; 

• Encountering unprepared visitors; 
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• Drones disturbing quiet space; 

• Music disturbing quiet space; 

• Human waste; 

• Lack of outdoor etiquette; 

• Facilities do not match the level of use, and are often un-clean; and 

• Line-ups and bottlenecks on the trail. 

This shows that the high number of people in this park is negatively impacting the 
majority of visitors’ experience of this park. 

Increased Visitor Use: Accessibility Challenges 

Visitors are experiencing accessibility challenges in terms of physical accessibility 
into the parks due to overcrowding and demand exceeding supply. One of the major 

challenges impacting visitor experience is parking. All nine participants identified parking 

as a major challenge at the destination wilderness parks in their jurisdictions, and all nine 

participants used the term “congestion” to describe the access into the parks. Many 

destination wilderness parks are not serviced by transit. In most cases, the only way to 

get to these parks is by single occupancy vehicle. In some cases, tour busses or private 

charters will run to these parks, but in very few cases are these types of parks adequately 

serviced by alternative transportation options for the public. For example, one participant 

pointed to Elk Island National Park, which is just over half an hour from Edmonton. Elk 

Island has 825 parking spots in the park and every single one of those spots gets taken 

up during peak times such as holidays, weekends, and during summer, negatively 

impacting visitor experience. This becomes very challenging because the natural area in 

the park does not allow for increasing the size of the parking lot nor can the natural area 

necessarily absorb more park visitors; thus, alternative solutions need to be sought out. 

“When we want to protect the experience of the visitor, if they're having a bad 

experience, because of the parking or the transportation or the traffic congestion, 

it really becomes a high concern for Parks Canada to try to see how we can best 

manage it to minimize those issues.” -Participant A 
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The majority of the participants identified that parking challenges are primarily felt 

at specific hotspots at specific destination wilderness parks and are often seasonal, time 

of day, and weather dependent challenges. The majority of participants indicated that 

seasonal parking attendants are required as flaggers at numerous parks during the 

summer, and in some cases, winter seasons. 

“We tend to see parking issues primarily at swimming and beach destination parks. 

That’s where we tend to see issues of full parking, parking out on municipal roads 

-potentially illegally. Operationally, we need to bring in traffic control, people, 

signage.” -Participant H 

Parking is a complicated planning and management issue because expanding 
parking lots takes away from the natural parkland area that was established to protect the 

land. Additionally, parking lot expansions often only ease the pain in the short term 

because the increased parking supply only enables demand. For example, the parking lot 

at Joffre Lakes Provincial Park was expanded from 250 to 450 parking stalls, and one 

participant noted that “there’s still a real challenge even though there is more parking now” 

(Participant F). This participant explained that the increased number of stalls does not 

decrease the chaos that is felt in the parking lot during peak times, and compared it to the 

chaos at a shopping mall during the holidays. The tactics surrounding transportation 

management to and from parks will be expanded in the Planning and Management 

section. 

“In a lot of cases, the parking lot capacity that we have developed across our 
system was not done with the level of use that we're experiencing in some areas 

now, and that's kind of driving our capital investment program to start thinking 

about, how do we manage this? The default is generally, we’ve got to make some 

bigger parking lots to accommodate the higher levels of use.” -Participant B 

When parking lots are at capacity, visitor safety becomes a challenge because 
people begin parking in illegal and unsafe ways in order to access the park. These parks 

are often at least an hour’s drive from an urban centre where many park visitors are 

coming from, so by the time the visitor has decided to visit the park, has packed all of the 

necessary gear, made the arrangements, and has travelled to the park, they don’t want to 
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give up and go home if the parking lot is full. They’re going to get creative. Participants 

noted that park visitors will start parking illegally and unsafely on highways or in 

neighborhoods and will then walk into the park from there, and some visitors will try to find 

hidden, illegal spots to park inside the park. For example, a major issue at Joffre Lakes 

Provincial Park has been people parking along the highway, as a result of the parking lot 

being full. The highway has only two narrow lanes and curves at the park entrance, which 

creates a blind spot. This is a huge safety risk that visitors are taking to access the park. 

Conflicts arise between park visitors and residents when park visitors park on municipal 

roads. One participant pointed out that this parking accessibility challenge may 

disproportionately impact families because families often haul a lot of gear, food, and small 

children to a park, so the participant believes that some families stop going to parks during 

peak seasons and times because it creates too much of a barrier. 

“parking in residential areas, which results in a lot of complaints” -Participant D 

Campsites are often entirely booked up hours after the organizations releases the 
bookings online. As a result, as one participant put it, we are experiencing “the death of 

spontaneity in more popular areas. 

“If you want to camp in a provincial park, you’ve got to book it months in advance, 
particularly if you’re going frontcountry, and even in some backcountry 

destinations.” -Participant B 

Increased Visitor Use: Impacts to Facilities 

Most park facilities were constructed at a time with significantly less visitor use. 
Now, the increased visitor use is putting pressure on existing infrastructure. 

“what the parks were originally designed or managed or built for, isn’t reflective to 

the level of use that it’s seeing now.” -Participant E 

A major challenge for busy destination wilderness parks is keeping up with facilities 

maintenance. Many of these parks see lineups for outhouses or bathrooms that are twenty 

people long. Inevitably, facilities that experience such high use get dirty and broken very 

quickly, and there simply aren’t enough parks staff to attend to those facilities to keep them 
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up to standards. Park visitor experiences are negatively impacting the quality of the 

facilities, the number of people around the facilities, and the wait times to access the 

facilities. 

“If you have to wait in line, if your washrooms are clean, if, you can go through all 
the facilities that you're using, if they're not at the level that you expect them to be, 

because there's too many people and you have to wait, you'll be disappointed.” -

Participant A 

Related, is the impact that visiting park users to municipal or regional parks have on the 
municipal tax base in using local government funded and operated facilities. 

“An argument we have is why should (our municipality) pay for all these additional costs 

when half of the people don’t belong to (our municipality)? When we did a preliminary 
analysis of the cost recovery, it was pretty decent. So if you actually did get some revenue 

for seasonal pay parking, that would fund your Rangers, it would fund the extra garbage 

pickup. So, there’s some cost recovery.” -Participant D 

“[municipalities] have a limited tax base, limited dollars. And our primary goal is not really 
to advocate for tourism” -Participant G 

Ultimately, the findings from the interviews shows that the increase in the number 

of people coming to these parks during peak times generally increases both the number 

and severity of impacts to the park and park management. 

Increased Visitor Use: Positive Impacts 

Five participants pointed out that how ‘busy’ a park is, is very subjective and that 

different park visitors have varying crowd comfort levels. These participants explained that 

many park visitors prefer a crowded park, while other park visitors prefer a solitary 

wilderness experience, as described above. A park agency (not identified in order to 

protect the confidentiality of a research participant) conducted a trail survey at, what this 

research defines as a destination wilderness park, during the 2019 summer season. One 

participant spoke to this survey and shared that preliminary results show that some people 
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prefer to be in the park when there are many crowds of people on the trails because it 

makes them feel safer, and they prefer it for social purposes. 

“because of the adjacency to urban areas, and they are urban people who want to 
feel safe, we are seeing people respond with support for seeing other people on 

the trail.” -Participant H 

A key positive impact of having increased visitor use in the parks is the pro-

environmental values that being in nature can foster. As one participant put it: 

“In order to get people to care about parks, they need to spend time in them. So, I 

think a key thing there is making sure that people who come to these areas and 

appreciate the beauty in whatever way they are, whether it’s going on a multi-day 

trip where no one else is there, or to snap an Instagram photo, no judgment either 

way. It’s amazing.” -Participant E 

Another positive effect of increasing visitor use from a planning and management 
perspective, is that this public love and support of parks provides political justification for 

the parks systems. 

“I think increasing visitor use is an opportunity. I would hate to think that we will be 
in a place where out park use is decreasing and we’re having to justify the park 

system… having visitor use increasing, I see it as a positive because it’s drawing 

attention to the values of parks and shows that we have support” -Participant H 

4.2.2. Change Driver: Population Growth & Urbanization 

Three participants suspect that the increasing population growth and increase in 
urban density, with many people living in condominiums with little access to greenspace, 

are driving increased visitation. 

“There’s not enough recreation in the area… for the large number of people.” -

Participant F 
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“I think part of it is that people have less personal space, so they seek nature.” -

Participant H 

As stated in the literature review, Canada is projected to grow by 7.6 million people 
by 2040, and 17 million people by 2068 (Statistics Canada, 2020). In addition to population 

growth, Canadians are becoming increasingly more urban. As of 2018, the majority of 

Canadians, or 7 in 10 Canadians (71.5%), lived in a metropolitan area in Canada 

(Statistics Canada, 2019). Parks have become an outlet for people living in dense, urban 

centers. People seek the sanctuary and solitude that wilderness parks provide; an escape 

from the urban landscape. As the research suggests, there is evidence of psychological 

benefits to being in a quiet, forested environment, as opposed to the “continuous assault 

on the senses as in our urban environment” (Participant B). One participant noted that 

their organization conducted a visitor use survey in which over half of respondents 

indicated that solitude is important in visiting a park. This may speak to the importance of 

parks as sanctuaries from the busy urban landscape. One participant theorized that “it 

might be the tipping point level of development” where people don’t have enough access 

to nature in their urban lives, so they are seeking opportunities to experience nature more 

than ever before. Participants also noted that distance and accessibility from major urban 

centres is a key factor in wilderness parks experiencing high visitor use. Parks that are 

accessible within a few hours of driving from a large urban centre, where people can 

access a park in a day trip, is a defining feature of high use wilderness destination parks.  

“a resurgence of people wanting to get out in the outdoors as we have an 

increasingly urbanized society. There’s a segment of that population that misses 

nature, which is very hard to find in any kind of urban setting, and so they are 

making more efforts to get out more often to areas that provide that experience for 

them.” -Participant B 

“people are looking for those types of experiences to get out of the city.” - 

Participant C 

“Everyone is building high density housing now, they’re not building housing with 
backyards which is a result of needing to fit more people into our small land base 
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and so people need amenity space to interact outside of their 580 square foot 

condo.” -Participant H 

4.2.3. Change Driver: Increased Awareness of Benefits 

The participants believe that there is an increased societal awareness and desire 

to get out in nature for health and wellness purposes. These places offer fresh air, 

recreational and exercise opportunities, and are considered spiritual sanctuaries for many. 

One participant’s park visitor use survey indicated that over 70% of people go to parks for 

the purpose of exercise. 

“I think that for a lot of people, there has been this kind of renewed 
awareness of the benefits that come from being in nature, and the feeling of well-

being and good health that you can get from being in those areas.” -Participant B 

People also seek these places for the purpose of social connection, of spending 
time with family and friends. That same visitor use survey indicated that 70% of people 

indicated that they go to parks to be with family. 

It seems that many people have an increased awareness of the benefits of outdoor 

recreation and wilderness parks. The idea of the existence of a culture defined by outdoor 

recreation was discussed. It seems that a common factor of people’s identity in these 

areas is their passion for outdoor recreation. Essentially, it’s considered a positive trait to 

be interested in the outdoors. This trend of people embracing outdoor recreation and parks 

can be thought of in terms of a cultural trend in these British Columbia and Alberta regions. 

“West Coast culture embraces getting out and embraces physical activity, 

and I think because of that, general sort of ethic and mentality on the west coast -

people want to get out in parks. It’s a place for people to recreate.” -Participant C 

4.2.4. Change Driver: Tourism 

There is a desire, for both Canadians and international visitors, to visit destination 

wilderness parks, which were described as “Canadian icons” and “bucket-list items,” and 
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people are willing and able to travel to them. A couple of participants discussed the 

eagerness and increased capacity of people to travel to these parks. It is speculated that 

perhaps this is because local BC and Alberta residents are spending more of their income 

on housing and therefore have less expendable income to travel to distant destinations 

for vacations, and instead turn to nearby parks. Another reason could be that the 

international tourism market has grown, and generally speaking, the wealth of tourists 

travelling to these parks has increased from past decades. Between 2010 and 2017, the 

number of international tourists to BC grew by almost a quarter. In 2017, the Province saw 

over 5.7 million international tourists and generated over $18.4 billion dollars (Destination 

BC, 2020). Similarly, Alberta’s tourism industry has experienced growth in recent years. 

In 2017, the tourism industry was estimated as an 8.9 billion dollar industry, and the 

Province saw over 2 million international visitors in 2017 (Alberta Economic Development, 

Trade and Tourism, 2019). With a rapidly growing population and booming tourism 

economy, it is not surprising that destination wilderness parks in BC and Alberta are 

experiencing exponential growth in visitor use. 

“Tourism plays a factor in this as well. In BC in particular, a huge draw of people, 
international visitors visiting here, is the beauty and the recreational opportunities.” 

-Participant E 

Five different participants discussed the marketing of their parks by tourism 

campaigns including Destination BC and Supernatural BC. During the lead up to the 2010 

Whistler Olympic Games, Destination BC, along with other tourism organizations and 

campaigns, heavily promoted wilderness parks surrounding Metro Vancouver and the Sea 

to Sky region. Participants believe that the tourism marketing opportunity that the 

Olympics provided, shone a spotlight on the parks and recreation opportunities that 

surround Vancouver and Whistler and shared these tourism destinations with the world. 

“the whole world came to BC for the Olympics, and this region in particular was 

heavily promoted through Destination BC and other sort of tourism campaigns 

leading up to and after the Olympics.” -Participant E 

“If you flip open a brochure of Southern California, you’re going to see a picture of 
Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm -places to go and visit. Well if you flip open a 
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brochure of South Coast BC you’re going to see mountains and lakes and trees 

and trails and so this is our Disneyland -it’s our product.” -Participant H 

4.2.5. Change Driver: Trends in Outdoor Recreation 

One participant pointed out that the cost of outdoor recreation equipment has 

decreased in recent years and is therefore more accessible to a greater number of people, 

and suggested this as a reason for more people accessing the outdoors. 

A major theme derived from the interviews was the discussion surrounding dogs. 
Dogs were discussed primarily around the environmental impact that they have on parks, 

which was discussed under section 4.2.1.A, but one participant also noted that the 

increase in dog ownership may be a factor in bringing more people out to parks as people 

need to exercise their pets. 

“a lot of people are single, they don’t have children and so dogs and animals 
become a lot of where their heart is invested. They need to be exercised, and 

because of the nature of our trail system, we attract so many people onto our trails 

just to exercise their animals.” -Participant D 

 Another trend that was discussed is how many park users do more than one 

activity in a day. For example, some park visitors will go for a walk in the morning, go to a 

lake for a swim, and then go for a mountain bike ride in the afternoon. They are doing a 

variety of activities and plans are changing over the course of the day. One participant 

believes that this has changed from around 2000 as a result of cell phone communications 

allowing for people to nimbly discuss and alter plans with friend throughout the day. 

 It was noted that hiking in destination wilderness parks seems to be more of a 

social endeavour than it has been in the past. Park practitioners are noticing larger groups 

in the parks. Seeing groups with speakers playing loud music in the parks on trails and at 

beaches is a frequent occurrence. 
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4.2.6. Change Driver: Demographics 

Results show that there is increasing diversity in park visitors; a trend which 

participants began noticing between 5 and 15 years ago. Numerous participants described 

the majority of park users, particularly backcountry park users, 5-15 years ago as 

Caucasian, middle-aged, male, outdoor enthusiasts. Participants indicated that there is 

increasing ethnic, age, and experience diversity in the parks. Participants speculated that 

this increased diversity is both a reflection of the trend of increasing diversity of Canada’s 

population, and a result of increased international tourists visiting these destination 

wilderness parks. The statistics support this speculation. Canada’s population growth rate 

in 2018/2019 was 1.4%, which was the highest since the early 1990s; international 

migratory growth accounted for more than 80% (82.2%) of this population growth. As 

stated by Statistics Canada, “the high number of immigrants (313,580) along with the 

record increase in the number of non-permanent residents (+171,536) accounted for the 

significant international migratory growth” (2019). Many participants spoke to the 

increasing number of park users who do not speak English, which poses management 

and risk mitigation challenges. 

“In terms of ethnic diversity in our user groups, I’ve seen that increase. But that is 

mostly a phenomenon around frontcountry day use parks or picnic sites. When I’m 

out in those parks in the last couple years, I would say I’ve seen a more ethnically 

diverse group of users than would have been the case 5 or 10 years ago.” -

Participant B 

“We’re seeing all Canadians, which are all colors and nationalities and religious 

backgrounds. We’re seeing them using the parks much more than say 10 or 15 

years ago” -Participant D 

Participants are also seeing more youth in the parks, and a more urban crowd. 
They are seeing more park users that are new to parks and outdoor recreation than ever 

before. Participants described this as a positive trend for parks, as described above in 

Increased Visitor Use: Positive Impacts, but also explained the challenges surrounding 

having such a high density of new park users.  The primary challenges identified includes 

the lack of knowledge around behaviours and best practices to use in parks, low skill 
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levels, and a lack of planning and general preparedness. For example, the lack of 

knowledge around behaviours and best practices to use in parks, or wilderness ethics, is 

seen in the feeding of wildlife, unsafe behaviour such as approaching wildlife or swimming 

in dangerous waterfalls, and littering in parks. Low skill levels are seen in park users’ 

difficulty with navigation, for example. The lack of planning and general preparedness is 

seen in park users lacking equipment such as first aid equipment, extra layers, and a light 

source, or a lack of preparation for their trip, such as not knowing the distance or time a 

trail will take to complete. These challenges lead to increased visitor safety issues and 

impacts to the ecological integrity of the parks. These challenges will be further described 

below under Change Driver: Park User Behaviour. 

“because the demographics are changing, and because we have a lot of first-time 

users coming to our places, we have a lot more users that are not as familiar as to 

the safety concerns or the wildlife concerns or again, best behaviors to use while 

you’re in that park” -Participant A 

“I think we’re seeing a different type of visitor than we’ve typically seen in parks in 

more recent years. More people with urban centers, with less backcountry 

wilderness experience, maybe not an understanding of wilderness ethics, and so 

as a result, we’re seeing different types of impacts in the parks from the different 

types of views that we’re seeing, and people just not really being well versed or 

aware of how to prepare for trips and pack out what you pack in.” -Participant C 

“It’s been really neat to see so many different people getting outside. We just need 
to make sure people are prepared and educated for their safety and to protect the 

parks.” -Participant E 

One participant noted the small segment of society that has access to helicopters 

and airplanes, and claimed that there is a “rapid increase” of aircraft access in parks. This 

segment of the population has enough wealth to hire companies to take them into the 

backcountry by helicopter or airplane. This trend has opened up a part of the backcountry 

that was previously protected by the distance and level of difficulty to access it. 
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4.2.7. Change Driver: Social Media 

All participants believe that social media is a significant driver of people’s attraction 

to destination wilderness parks. A motivation of people to go to these parks is to take 

pictures in these beautiful destinations for the purpose of sharing on social media. In 

addition to social media being a motivator, the participants also believe that many people 

are influenced to go to a park when they see photos of that park on social media platforms. 

Social media has essentially become a form of free, and very effective advertisement for 

destination wilderness parks, as well as a motivating factor for people to go to destination 

wilderness parks. 

“There’re beautiful places, and a lot of the parks around here photograph very well. 
When you have a lot of people tagging them and a lot of influencers or people who 

are able to promote a really amazing place to a lot of people, I think that piques 

people’s interest and they want to go.” -Participant E 

“There’s … a new trend of always having your phone out always taking your videos 
going up the trail for the Instagram story, or kind of a focus of your activity when 

you’re in these parks is on, it sounds so cliché, but ‘taking the photo for the gram’ 

- that’s definitely something that people do.” - Participant E 

“The numbers from BC Parks seemed to really take off around 2012-2013 and 

coincidently, that’s when membership to those social media sites really started to 

ramp up significantly as well. So, we talk about Insta-death -people posting things 

like the secret beaches, which are no longer secret because everyone’s gone and 

taken a selfie. And I think that has had a big implication.” -Participant G 

Social media has changed how people are sourcing their information for their trips 

to the parks, which is believed to have decreased park users’ preparedness. 

“In the past, someone going to the park would go on the BC Parks web page, and 
research the area and maybe go to MEC, or an outdoors outfitter, and maybe get 

some maps, and do some research about the trip. Now, people are sourcing 

information about how to get to these areas, through social media, through their 
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friends -they aren’t necessarily going to your standard sources of information on 

our parks page. So, the information that people are getting and their level of 

preparedness is diminished.” -Participant C 

It was explained that many park users have more of a passive intent in the parks 
than previous generations of park users. Park users with passive intents are described as 

sightseers and photo takers, as opposed to participants in outdoor recreation activities 

such as mountaineering. Many participants linked the effects of social media to changes 

in park visitor behaviour. The desire for park users to get the perfect photo is affecting how 

they act in the parks. As one participant described: 

“Social media is changing actual behavior -when they’re in the park, they’re taking 
photos that are Instagram worthy which might mean they’re lining up for a period 

of time, or they’re going off path, or they’re engaging in unsafe behaviour like 

standing in the roadway so that they can get their photos.” -Participant F 

As an alternative to those who go to parks for taking photos and participating in 

social media, it was noted that our lives are so deeply intertwined with technology, that 

there seems to be a trend of people seeking time away from technology. Perhaps people 

are spending more time in parks as an escape from the incessant ping signalling 

unanswered emails, text messages and the like. 

“I think there’s a societal trend where people really value their downtime away from 

technology, and parks are important for that.” -Participant H 

4.2.8. Change Driver: Infrastructure Improvements 

One participant noted that there has been an increase in backcountry huts, or 

cabins in wilderness parks surrounding the Metro Vancouver area, and speculated that 

they enhance visitor experience and create a draw for people to access the backcountry, 

who otherwise maybe wouldn’t choose to do so if those shelters didn’t exist. It is possible 

that backcountry cabins draw more park users to remote parts of parks. 
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The popular trail to the lakes at Joffre Lakes Provincial Park underwent 

improvements, which significantly improved the trail’s accessibility, allowing for a more 

diverse group of users to access the park. This is one example of how significant improving 

a park’s accessibility can be in terms of attracting more users. 

One participant pointed out that access to wilderness parks in the Sea to Sky 
region is entirely dependent on a winding mountain highway called the Sea to Sky 

highway. This highway was significantly improved in the lead up to the 2010 Olympics. 

This participant noticed an increase in visitation to wilderness parks in the region after 

completion of the highway improvements. With the highway improvements came more 

single occupancy vehicles, as well as an increased number of tour busses to the region. 

This is an important point for other regions; improved physical accessibility to parks can 

be a significant factor to increased visitation. 

“the highway being improved and finally opened after years of it being 
under construction with one lane alternating for three years. It was like finally the 

throttle got open and everyone decided to go.” -Participant G 

4.2.9. Change Driver: Climate Change 

All participants made it clear that climate change is a major change driver to 
wilderness parks and is of high concern for planning and management, going into the 

future. One of the most common themes that arose from discussions about climate change 

involved the gap in knowledge about climate change in parks. In some cases, the 

participants pointed to some climate change research being conducted in the parks; 

however, they were not aware of what was being found. The participants spoke about 

climate change anecdotally, from their personal experiences and from hearing from field 

staff in the parks, as opposed to findings from research being conducted in the parks. 

In relation to climate change, the participants were concerned about drought 
conditions and resulting increased incidences of wildfire and smoke in the parks; 

decreased air quality; shrinking glaciers; increased presence of invasive species; native 

flora and fauna species die off; sea level rise and associated loss of parkland; increased 

precipitation and flash flooding in the fall, winter and spring; more frequent, more severe 
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windfall events; and the associated impacts to the trails and infrastructure. These issues 

are already leading to increased public safety issues, park closures and increased costs 

of park maintenance.  

In terms of visitor behaviour, it was noted that the hotter, drier summers and 
extended shoulder seasons could be changing the visitors’ patterns, in that more people 

could be visiting the parks during these times. Alternatively, the increased frequency and 

severity of fire and storm events could deter or prevent visitors from accessing the parks. 

There are also many unanswered park management questions, such as how to 
maintain or protect infrastructure impacted by climate change. One participant noted that 

it is unclear what courses of actions will be taken when infrastructure becomes impacted 

by effects of climate change. For example, if a historical lighthouse exists on a coastline 

and erosion is impacting it, what is the appropriate course of action? Should the lighthouse 

be taken down, protected, moved, or left for nature to demolish? These kinds of climate 

change impacts could be very costly and time consuming; therefore, it is important that 

park planners remain up to date with climate science and climate change studies in the 

parks in order to plan for these inevitable changes. 

“We all agree that climate change is happening.” -Participant A 

“It’s something that we just need to know more about and it’s going to be an 

interesting time as an agency, because all of our parks are in really dynamic 

locations where there’s no protective infrastructure or diking systems.” -Participant 

H 

4.3. Planning and Management 

This section outlines the findings concerning planning and management of 

destination wilderness parks. This includes current and future planning and management 

actions that were discussed by participants, barriers to planning and management, and a 

critique of current planning and management challenges. 
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4.3.1. Planning and Management Actions 

This section compiles all of the planning and management actions that the 

participants discussed, in order to provide the reader with a compiled list of actions that 

parks planners and managers are considering in the face of the trends and challenges 

that destination wilderness parks present. This is not a list of actions that are considered 

‘best practices,’ but a comprehensive list of actions that the interview participants 

discussed. Further, the outlined actions are highly context dependent; therefore, they may 

not be appropriate actions in all cases. The goal of this section is to fill the park practitioner 

knowledge gap of what other agencies and practitioners are doing, or are considering 

doing, to address the multitude of trends and changes that were previously discussed. 

The existence of this gap was identified through the research. 

The planning and management actions are organized in tables and categorized as 

follows: planning, visitor use management, environment, parking and access, 

partnerships, communications, and miscellaneous. The tables outline both the current 

actions that are being deployed, as well as actions that are under discussion for the future. 

Park practitioners are grappling with the impacts of the ‘future actions’ and ideas for future 

park management and planning, should the trends of high visitation and associated 
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impacts continue or increase in magnitude. Some actions are listed as both current and 

future actions. This is because some organizations have begun conducting these actions, 

while other organizations are just beginning to think about these actions and have not yet 

implemented them. 

 

Table 3. Planning 

Planning & 
Management Action 

Current 
Actions 

Future 
Actions 

Information 

High level planning 
guidelines and 
frameworks 

ü ü • High level frameworks to guide individual park plans. 

• A visitor use management plan, which is discussed in 
section 5.3.2, would be considered a high level 
framework from which plans such as trail plans or park 
plans could be created. 

• Goal: To provide a guide or framework for application to 
planning and management. 

Park management plans ü 
 • Provides high level and strategic management 

direction, context, known issues and includes specific 
strategies and actions to address the issues, zoning, 
facility development, and types of allowable activity in a 
park. 

• Goal: To guide the use, vision and direction for a park. 

Visitor use management 
plans ü ü • Guides “long-term strategies for providing access, 

connecting visitors to key visitor experiences, protecting 
resources, and managing visitor use” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 
2). 

• “Visitor use refers to human presence in an area for 
recreational purposes, including education, 
interpretation, inspiration, and physical and mental 
health” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 2). 

• Goal: To provide “a professional, comprehensive 
approach to visitor use management” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 
3). 

Traffic management 
plans ü 

 • A plan with traffic control and parking strategies. 

• Goal: To address traffic and parking issues. 
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Land acquisition 
strategies ü 

 • Identify targeted areas of land for future acquisition. 

• Can be conducted in partnership with other levels of 
government and NGOs. 

• Goals: 
- Increasing park land. 
- Improving park land connectivity. 
- Increasing buffers of existing ecosystems. 

Greenway plans ü 
 • Expand or establish greenway networks that connect 

parks. 

• Goal: To encourage active modes of transportation to 
and from parks where possible, and to improve 
biological connectivity between parkland and other 
greenspaces. 

Compliance action plans ü 
 • Compliance action plans outline strategies to alter park 

user behaviour. May include enforcement or education 
techniques. 

• Goal: To alter undesirable park user behaviour, such as 
feeding wildlife. 

Trail plans ü 
 • Includes taking stock of trails, trail access points, how 

park users get to trail heads, details future trail 
expansion programs, and outlines best practices for 
environmentally responsible trail building. 

• Goal: To expand or maintain trail networks in an 
environmentally responsible way. 

Water management 
plans ü 

 • Water management plans, such as a lake or sensitive 
stream management plan, are created to manage uses 
with the goal of ecological protection. 

• Goal: Environmental protection. 

Resource management 
plans ü 

 • Resource management plans include species 
inventories, desired numbers, health or other species 
indicator, and strategies to achieve those species or 
other ‘resource’ goals. 

• Goal: Improve resource and species health, 
populations, or other indicators. 

Demand management 
Strategies ü 

 • Strategies to meet park user demand for services. 
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• Goal: to understand demand with the goal of providing 
services to meet park user demand. 

Climate change 
strategies ü 

 • Proactive planning with strategies to adapt to climate 
change impacts. 

• Goal: Adapt to climate change. 

Zoning ü 
 • “Zoning divides an area into logical units to apply 

consistent management objectives for protection of 
protected area values. The zones reflect the intended 
land use, existing patterns of use, the degree of human 
use desired, and the level of management and 
development required” (BC Parks, 2012, p. 1). 

• Examples of park zones includes intensive recreation, 
light recreation, culture, and ecological conservation. 

• Can collaborate with municipalities, regional districts or 
other jurisdictions, to zone connecting areas between 
parks in order to maintain or improve habitat 
connectivity and wildlife corridors. 

• Goal: To separate non-compatible uses to support and 
balance environment and visitor experience values. 

Official Community Plan ü 
 • For municipalities with jurisdiction over destination 

wilderness parks, the OCP can be used as a tool to 
guide high level visioning for destination wilderness 
parks and associated plans. 

• Goal: To provide high-level visioning and direction for 
municipal park planning and management. 

 

Table 4. Visitor Use Management 

Planning & 
Management Action 

Current 
Actions 

Future 
Actions 

Information 

Park management plan 
updates ü 

 • Updating park management plans that don’t 
contemplate the type of issues that destination 
wilderness parks are now facing. This is the case for 
many management plans that are 5-10+ years old. 

• Goal: To update park management and planning 
direction to adapt to the changing conditions and 
challenges a park is facing. 
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Visitation caps ü ü • Implementing a visitation cap to a park, or an area in a 
high use destination wilderness park. 

• Could be implemented through a reservation system or 
on a first-come-first-served basis. 

• Goal: To limit the number of park visitors that can enter 
a park, or an area in a park, in order to preserve the 
ecological integrity of a park and/or to improve visitor 
experience. 

• Con: Decreased visitor experience to visitors who are 
unable or deterred to visit the park as a result of the 
cap. 

Improve reservation 
systems ü ü • Many participants discussed the challenges with 

current camping reservation systems and pointed to 
the need for an improved system. Current challenges 
with reservation systems include private tourism 
companies buying reservations and selling them, the 
large number of ‘no-show’ campers that don’t cancel 
reservations which diminishes the opportunity for 
others to take these spots, and public complaints about 
the lack of walk in sites that are available. 

• Goal: Improve efficiency and visitor experience. 

Distribute use ü 
 • Advertise lesser known parks in order to draw use from 

overcrowded destination wilderness parks. 

• Goal: To decrease use at overcrowded destination 
wilderness parks. 

Advertise destination 
parks ü 

 • The idea of the ‘sacrificial park.’ Advertise destination 
parks so as to maintain high levels of visitation, in 
order to uphold and protect the ecological integrity of 
other, lesser known and visited parks. 

• Goal: To protect the ecology of the overall parks 
system by concentrating use in specific parks. 

Implement a high-level 
visitor use management 
lens 

 ü • Adopting a visitor use management lens to park 
planning and management. Five participants pointed to 
the US Visitor Use Management Framework as a 
guiding framework for their organization in beginning to 
address future visitor use management plans and 
strategies. This will be further explored in Chapter 5. 

• Goal: To approach managing high volumes of park 
visitors in a tested, systematic way. 
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Determine park carrying 
capacity 

 ü • Undertaking a series of biological and social studies to 
determine the ecological carrying capacity of visitors to 
a park or area in a park. 

• Goal: To determine whether or not a visitation cap is 
necessary. If necessary, determining the carrying 
capacity will inform an appropriate visitation cap. 

• Con: This process is very resource intensive and there 
is a knowledge gap within some park agencies in how 
to approach this process. 

Park closures  ü • Relying on staff judgment to close a park when it 
appears to be too overcrowded, until an appropriate 
number of users leave the park. 

• An alternative to placing a formal visitation cap, in 
order to avoid the high cost of implementation of a 
visitor cap. 

• Goal: To limit the number of park visitors that can enter 
a park, or an area in a park, in order to preserve the 
ecological integrity of a park and/or to improve visitor 
experience. 

• Con: Decreased visitor experience to visitors who are 
unable  to visit the park as a result of the closure. 

Visitor use fees  ü • Charging park visitor use fees to invest revenue into 
the park. 

• An option is to use differential pricing to encourage use 
at less busy times. This would mean the cost to enter a 
park would be higher mid-day on a summer weekend 
than on a mid-week evening in the spring. 

• Goal: To invest user fees into the park to cover the 
costs of high visitor use. 

• Con: Decreased visitor experience to visitors who are 
unable to visit the park as a result of the fees. 

Parking fees  ü • Charging for parking to manage traffic capacity 
challenges and encourage alternative transportation 
where possible, and/or to invest revenue into the park. 

• Goal: To manage traffic capacity challenges, to 
encourage alternative modes of transportation to parks 
where possible, and to invest user fees into the park to 
cover the costs of high visitor use. 
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• Con: Decreased visitor experience to visitors who are 
unable or deterred to visit the park as a result of the 
fees. 

Zoning ü ü • Establishing more conservation zones in parks that 
prohibit recreation uses. 

• Goal: To protect ecological values from visitor use 
impacts. 

• Con: Decreased visitor experience for visitors who wish 
to recreate in these areas of the park. 

Policy updates  ü • Making policy changes to accommodate new 
technology such as e-mountain bikes, which impact the 
trails and ecology. 

• Goal: To adapt to changing technologies to manage 
visitor use, maintain visitor experience, and protect 
ecological values. 

 

Table 5. Environment 

Planning & 
Management Action 

Current 
Actions 

Future 
Actions 

Information 

Trail/area closures ü 
 • Closures to protect wildlife or environmental values 

from visitor use, and/or to protect visitors from wildlife 
or environmental hazards. 

• Goal: Separate non-coexistent uses for environmental 
protection or safety reasons. 

Trail and facility 
standards ü 

 • Implementing a set of trail and facility standards in a 
park. 

• Goal: To uphold the quality of service in a park and to 
prevent trail erosion. 

Connectivity ü ü • Working toward improving the connectivity of large 
complexes of protected areas as a cornerstone 
ideology of conservation. 

• Involves inter-agency planning. 

• Goal: Conservation. 
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Biological research ü ü • Have field staff conduct research to inform planning. 
An example of a biological research program is Long 
Term Ecological Monitoring programs across different 
ecosystems that monitors ecological changes to the 
landscape. 

• Could compile a sensitive ecosystem inventory. 

• Could conduct conservation value mapping to help 
understand the most sensitive areas and the areas of 
highest conservation values in a park or across a park 
system. 

• There is a lack of research being conducted in the 
parks on many topics involving the environment, which 
poses challenges to making effective planning 
decisions. 

• Goal: Obtain biological data to guide planning and 
management decisions. 

Habitat mapping ü 
 • Data and geospatial projects that map different habitat 

locations in parks. 

• Goal: Improve understanding of habitat fragmentation, 
connectivity, and relationships. 

Environmental 
assessments ü 

 • Environmental assessments conducted in parks, 
especially in busy areas of parks, to monitor human 
impacts on the park environment. 

• Goal: Monitor environmental quality or changes. 

Wildlife-proof bins ü 
 • Implementing bear-proof garbage bins and bear-proof 

food storage receptacles, particularly at campsites.  

• Goal: To limit human impacts on wildlife and mitigate 
wildlife habituation. 

Dogs restrictions: 

• Designate on and 
off leash areas 

• Ban dogs from 
specific parks 

ü ü • Increasing dog-on-leash or restricted-dog areas within 
parks for environmental and social purposes. This is 
particularly for overcrowded parks and the associated 
high volume of dogs. Some organizations have been 
practicing dog restrictions for a long time, while others 
are beginning to look into this strategy. 

• Goal: To reduce the impacts that dogs have on the 
ecology and/or the impacts that dogs have on some 
visitors’ experiences. 

• Con: Decrease some visitors’ experiences as many 
park users prefer to bring their dog(s) to parks. 
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Fencing ü 
 • Fence off ecologically sensitive areas. 

• Goal: To prevent humans or dogs from trampling 
vegetation or other environmental value. 

Wildfire program ü 
 • Removal of fuel loads in forested areas of park that are 

adjacent to residences or in campgrounds, particularly 
in parks with compliance challenges. 

• Goal: To prevent wildfires from spreading rapidly, 
should they occur. 

Fire bans ü 
 • Implementing fire bans during the hot summer season, 

or year-round, particularly in high-use parks to 
decrease the amount of smoke in busy campgrounds. 

• Goal: To prevent wildfires and to protect air quality. 

 

Table 6. Parking and Access 

Planning & 
Management Action 

Current 
Actions 

Future 
Actions 

Information 

Shuttle bus ü ü • Fee associated 

• Can be mandatory (eg. Lake O’Hara in Yoho National 
Park), or optional (eg.  Lake Louise in Banff National 
Park). 

• If mandatory, it can be used to limit the number of 
visitors to a park. 

• Opportunity to partner with transit organizations or 
private companies such as Parkbus. 

• Opportunity to make it mandatory, through permitting, 
for event organizers hosting events inside parks to 
provide shuttle bus service to reduce the number of 
cars going into a park on special occasions. 

• Goal: to reduce parking capacity challenges. 

• Con: This action can bring additional park users into a 
park that is already over-crowded. This is not a 
desirable option for parks that are facing capacity 
challenges. 
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Coordinate public transit ü 
 • Work with municipality, regional district, or Province to 

alter public transportation routes to accommodate 
parks. 

• Goals: 
- To reduce parking capacity challenges. 
- To encourage use of alternative transportation. 

• Con: This action can bring additional park users into a 
park that is already over-crowded. This is not a 
desirable option for parks that are facing capacity 
challenges. 

Traffic control ü 
 • Hire traffic control staff in parking lots during peak 

times and seasons. 

• Goal: increase visitor safety, mitigate conflict and 
improve visitor experience. 

Parking lot design ü 
 • Designing or redesigning parking lots to accommodate 

busses or more vehicles. 

• Designing or redesigning parking lots to maximize the 
number of parking spaces available. 

• Con: This action can bring additional park users into a 
park that is already over-crowded. This is not a 
desirable option for parks that are facing capacity 
challenges. 

Parking lot expansions ü 
 • Some practitioners are looking to parking lot 

expansions. 

• Goal: To decrease the severity of parking challenges at 
parks. 

• Con: This action can bring additional park users into a 
park that is already over-crowded. This is not a 
desirable option for parks that are facing capacity 
challenges. Additionally, it is not recommended for the 
environmental impact that parking lot expansions have 
on the park. 

Access to parking areas 
under other jurisdictions ü 

 • Partner with other organizations to utilize adjacent land 
for parking. For example, gaining access to nearby 
school parking lots in summer months. 

• Goal: To temporarily relieve seasonal parking 
challenges. 
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• Con: This action can bring additional park users into a 
park that is already over-crowded. This is not a 
desirable option for parks that are facing capacity 
challenges. 

Bus cap ü ü • Place a cap on the number of tourist busses that can 
access a park each day. Could be conducted through 
first come, first serve, or through a permitting system. 

• Goal: Limit the number of park users and busses in a 
park. 

Promote alternative 
modes of transportation ü 

 • Shuttle busses, increased transit service, active 
greenway expansion to promote cycling to parks, and 
other alternative modes of transportation to and from 
the parks. 

• Goal: To decrease the severity of parking challenges at 
parks. 

• Con: This action can bring additional park users into a 
park that is already over-crowded. This is not a 
desirable option for parks that are facing capacity 
challenges. 

 

Partnerships were identified as one of the most important planning and 

management approaches by the practitioners. Partnerships are sought not only because 

of the positive monetary and capacity impact that they have, but also as a way to build a 

framework of responsibility and stewardship among the public. 

“Partnerships are sought at every level of our organization” -Participant A 

“I could just go on and on about partnerships but the critical piece is that they're 
the backbone of our work here.” -Participant H 

 

Table 7. Partnerships 

Partners Current 
Actions 

Future 
Actions 

Information 
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Parkbus ü 
 • Parkbus is a not for profit shuttle bus service that 

connects individuals in large urban centres, such as 
Vancouver, to provincial and national parks. 

• Goal: To improve access to parks for those who do not 
have vehicles, to provide park users with a form of visitor 
education, and to reduce parking challenges. 

• “Parkbus is great because they do a lot of visitor 
education. They’ll send out an email before with a list of 
what to bring, and some of the key things that we wanted 
to highlight, like making sure they’re packing on their 
garbage.” -Participant E 

Volunteers ü 
 • The importance and value of volunteers were 

unanimously discussed by participants. 

• Volunteer work that was discussed, includes: invasive 
species removal; researchers; trail workers; interpreters; 
environmental restoration, conservation and recreation 
projects; long term ecological monitoring; ecological 
inventorying; and facility restoration, among others. 

• Goal: To increase capacity of park organizations in order 
to conduct valuable work in the parks that would likely 
not be done in the absence of volunteers. 

Academia ü 
 • While in some cases, participants have worked with 

students, student potential goes largely unharnessed in 
park organizations. Many post-secondary programs 
require students to conduct research projects or 
volunteer work. This is an important opportunity for park 
organizations to seize. 

• Goal: To increase capacity of park organizations to do 
work and conduct studies. 

Other organizations ü 
 • Collaborating and consulting with organizations with land 

adjacent to parks, such as municipalities, private 
companies such as ski hills, or government organizations 
like the Ministry of Transportation. 

• For example, collaboration with the Ministry of 
Transportation could aid in addressing issues such as 
highway congestion and park visitors illegally parking 
along highways. 

• Goal: Generating collaborative solutions. 



 

93 

First Nations ü 
 • Consult, engage, and partner with local First Nations. 

• Opportunities for business partnerships, staffing, 
management, knowledge building, and collaboration. 

• Many park organizations operate under UNDRIP, and 
First Nations relationship building is of critical priority. 

• Goal: Relationship building in the pursuit of 
reconciliation. 

Adventure Smart ü 
 • Is a national prevention organization that educates the 

public on outdoor recreation safety and best practices. 
Adventure Smart sets up informational booths at trail 
heads in parks to educate park users. 

• There is an opportunity to coordinate with Adventure 
Smart to set up informational booths at problem areas in 
parks and team up with parks staff such as park rangers 
or public outreach and education staff, to share parks 
messaging in concordance with Adventure Smart. 

• Goal: To educate visitors in order to prevent accidents, 
injuries, and first aid emergencies in parks. 

Park operators (‘on 
the ground’ staff) ü 

 • Participants discussed the importance of effective 
communication between decisions made at management 
levels and park operators, or staff in the parks. 

• Park operators can play an important role in visitor 
education and enforcement. 

• Goals: 
- To improve visitor experience by having a point of 

contact in the parks; 
- To improve communication between park visitors and 

management; 
- To increase visitor education and enforcement. 

Park foundations ü 
 • Independent, charitable park foundations. 

• Goal: Raise funds for park organization. 

Mountain bike 
associations ü 

 • This is an important relationship if a park organization is 
experiencing challenges with rogue trail building. Park 
organizations can present at mountain bike association 
meetings about the environmental impacts of rogue trail 
building and the proper legal process to build a trail in a 
park. 
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• An opportunity exists to establish a maintenance 
partnership with these kinds of associations. A 
maintenance partnership could involve a written contract 
where the association receives a certain fee per year in 
exchange of trail maintenance, or a volunteer-based 
partnership. 

• Goal: Improve trail building compliance and increase trail 
maintenance capacity. 

Tourism operators ü 
 • Partner with tourism operators to control messaging to 

park visitors and advertisement of parks. 

• Goal: To improve communications with tourists and to 
shape the promotion of particular parks. 

Elementary and High 
Schools 

 ü • An education opportunity for park organizations to share 
environmental and park stewardship principles with an 
attentive audience. 

• Goal: Ingrain environmental ethics and park best 
practices into potential park users. 

Park organizations  ü • Collaborating and partnering with other park 
organizations to share ideas and resources in order to 
find solutions. 

• Goal: Increase knowledge and produce innovative 
solutions. 

 

Table 8. Communications 

Planning & 
Management Action 

Current 
Actions 

Future 
Actions 

Information 

Education 

Outreach staff in parks ü 
 • Placing outreach staff at trail heads, in parking lots, or 

other entrances to parks to educate visitors on topics 
including what to pack, wilderness ethics, wildlife 
safety, communications, navigation, and first aid. 

• Goal: To educate parks visitors on best practices in 
parks in order to decrease impacts and increase 
visitor safety and experience. 



 

95 

Educating through 
communications 
channels 

ü 
 • Sharing educational content through park websites 

and social media. 

• Goal: To educate park visitors on best practices and 
park values in order to decrease impacts and increase 
visitor safety and experience. 

Educating at partner 
venues ü 

 • Public outreach and education staff educate the public 
at relevant partner venues such as outdoor recreation 
events like mountain bike races, or schools. 

• This could be a volunteer program. 

• For example, some ecology centres conduct outreach 
and education. There is opportunity for park 
organizations to partner with these kinds of 
organizations to implement educational park 
programming. 

• Goal: To educate parks visitors on best practices in 
parks in order to decrease impacts and increase 
visitor safety and experience. 

Communications Content 

Managing expectations ü 
 • Communicate what type of experience the park visitor 

should expect when visiting a specific location, 
through information channels. 

• For example, at Lake Louise in Banff National Park, it 
should be made clear to the park visitor that there will 
be parking challenges and lines for the viewpoint 
during peak times in order to manage expectations. 

• Goal: To manage expectations in order to improve 
visitor experience. 

Communicate 
suggestions of when 
and how to visit the 
parks. 

ü 
 • For example, encourage park users to plan early, 

reserve campsites early, visit the parks early in the 
morning and during shoulder seasons. 

• Goal: to improve visitor experience, as associated 
with crowdedness, and to reduce overuse during peak 
times. 

Campaigns to attract 
new Canadians, young 
families, and urban 
families. 

ü 
 • Parks Canada is engaged in a communications 

campaign to attract a demographic that has been 
historically excluded from parks. 

• Goal: To provide opportunities for demographics that 
have been historically excluded from parks to access 



 

96 

park experiences in order to increase the diversity of 
park user demographics. 

Desired park user 
behaviour ü 

 • Educational communications describing desired park 
user behaviour. For example, if a park is having 
challenges with rogue trail builders, communicate 
information about the legal process of trail building. 

• Goal: Educate, inform, and potentially alter 
undesirable park user behaviour. 

Mediums 

Social media ü 
 • Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook are used to 

communicate updates and instantaneous messaging. 

• One participant noted that Twitter has been 
particularly useful in communicating content about 
wildlife sightings and parking lot capacity. 

Website ü 
 • Park information posted to organization webpages. 

The 2019 Joffre Lakes Provincial Park Survey found 
that only 24.6% of visitors obtained information for 
their visit to the park through the BC Parks website. It 
is believed that organizational websites are no longer 
the most predominant information source.  

Staff in parks ü 
 • Park rangers, enforcement officers, community 

engagement officers, conservation officers etc. 

• Have ‘blitz days’ where many staff go into one park on 
a busy day to educate park visitors and enforce park 
rules with the goal of communicating to the highest 
volume of people possible to spread important 
messaging. 

Signage ü 
 • Safety updates, weather concerns etc. posted on 

information kiosks at trail head entrances. 

• Use graphics instead of words on signage to 
accommodate the high volume of international tourists 
seen in destination wilderness parks. For example, a 
graphic sign showing a backpack and the contents a 
park visitor should carry with them, posted at a trail 
head. 

• Critical communications on electronic information sign 
boards in entrances to parks. 
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Tourism organizations ü 
 • Partner with tourism organizations such as 

Destination BC on a park promotion strategy that 
aligns with the parks organization’s visitor use 
strategy.  

• This could mean limiting the promotion of parks that 
are deemed overcrowded with the goal of improving 
overcrowding challenges, or actively promoting 
destination parks in line with the idea of the ‘sacrificial 
park.’ The idea of the ‘sacrificial park’ is to advertise 
destination parks so as to maintain high levels of 
visitation from other parks in order to uphold and 
protect the ecological integrity of other, lesser known 
and visited parks. 

Marketing research ü ü • Conduct marketing research to determine where park 
users are sourcing their park information, and how 
best to communicate through those mediums. The 
public’s information sources have changed 
significantly in the past decade and continue to 
evolve. This was an information gap identified by 
many participants. 

• The 2019 Joffre Lakes Provincial Park Survey found 
that only 24.6% of visitors obtained information for 
their visit to the park through the BC Parks website. 
The remaining 75.4% of visitors obtained information 
through (in order from greatest to least): family and 
friends, other websites, books, trail websites, social 
media, and tourism operators. 

• Goal: Communicate park information to park visitors 
more effectively. 

Partnering with other 
organizations 

 ü • Partnering with other organizations, through whom 
park users obtain park information prior to visiting a 
park, to disseminate information. 

• Goal: To disseminate information through different 
platforms to more effectively reach park users. 

• Con: Collaborating with outside agencies and 
organizations is organizationally challenging, resource 
intensive, and poses legal challenges. 

• “Another theme… I’ve been exploring is working with 
other park agencies and others that are trying to get 
these messages out, rather than all of us putting all 
this energy into trying to reach people, how do we do 
it more consistently and cohesively and even 
potentially, in the future, pooling resources or sharing 
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more effectively, not only with agencies in the area, 
but even say in the US. How can we be reaching 
more people to deal with the issues that we’re all 
dealing with?” -Participant E 

 

Table 9. Miscellaneous Actions 

Planning & 
Management Action 

Current 
Actions 

Future 
Actions 

Information 

Infrastructure 
expansion ü 

 • Expand/ improve infrastructure such as washroom 
facilities, parking lots, waste receptacles, trails, 
cellphone towers, and campgrounds. 

• Goal: To provide the infrastructure that is necessary to 
meet demand and reduce visitor’s impact on the 
environment. 

Increase staffing in 
destination parks ü ü • Increase staffing either year-round or seasonally. 

• Goal: Increase opportunities for visitor education, 
enforcement, and increased visitor experience. 

Mapping and open 
data ü 

 • According to one participant, mapping has been a 
powerful tool in understanding what parts of their parks 
have capacity for more people. 

• Involves mapping layers such as environmental values, 
wildlife habitat and migration corridors, visitor use, and 
access. 

• Goal: Increased understanding of many factors in 
parks. 

Enforcement ü 
 • Education and enforcement techniques, such as 

ticketing. 

• Goal: To guide park user behavior. 

Visitor use surveys ü 
 • Administer surveys to solicit feedback via mediums 

such as pen and paper surveys, online surveys, or oral 
surveys. 

• Goal: To understand park visitor demographics, trends, 
needs, desires, and motivations. 
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Park visitation data ü 
 • Using trail or vehicle counters to obtain data on the 

volume of park visitors, the timing in which they visit 
parks, and transportation trends. 

• Goal: To obtain data to inform management and 
planning. 

Revenue generation 
through sales ü 

 • Generate revenue through various sales initiatives to 
invest into parks. An example is the BC Parks license 
plate initiative. 

• Goal: Increasing financial capacity. 

Asset valuation 
studies ü 

 • Conduct asset valuation studies of parks to determine 
the total value of each park in order to justify 
investment. 

• Goal: Support financial investment in the park. 

Commercial use 
permits ü 

 • Administer commercial operating permits for 
commercial activities in parks such as dog-walking at a 
cost. 

• Goal: To regulate commercial uses and invest revenue 
into parks. 

Establish park levels 
of service ü 

 • Establishing levels of service for each park that clearly 
outline the services that are available to park users.  

• For example, a back-country park without services such 
as waste receptacles, bathrooms, and water facilities 
can render park users disappointed and unprepared if 
they are not aware of the levels of service in advance. 
In order to better prepare users, park agencies can 
index the levels of service provided at each park in their 
organization. 

• Goal: Increase park visitor preparedness and manage 
expectations.  

Campsite expansion ü 
 • Expanding campgrounds to accommodate more 

camping opportunities. 

• Goal: To meet demand for more camping opportunities. 

• Con: This action can bring additional park users into a 
park that is already over-crowded. This is not a 
desirable option for parks that are facing capacity 
challenges. Additionally, adding campsites has an 
environmental impact on the park. 
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Engineering nature  ü • Engineering man-made beaches and swimming lakes. 

• Goal: To provide park users with additional swimming 
areas since existing ones are popular and over-
crowded. 

• Con: Negative environmental impacts and costs. 

Research  ü • Further research is needed on topics including: 
- The impacts of increased visitor use on environmental 

values and wildlife 
- Park carrying capacity 
- Indicators to measure levels of change 
- Effects of social media on park visitation trends and 

habits 
- Mediums through which to communicate information to 

park users and how best to communicate using those 
mediums 

- Changing park user attitudes, desires and trends 
- Recreation trends 

 

The wide range of actions that park practitioners are taking shows that a 
multipronged approach is needed to address the dynamic trends and challenges that are 

pressing destination wilderness parks. 

“In order to manage these parks, our conclusion is, you need more feet on the 

ground, you have to manage it operationally day to day, … you’ve got to train your 

staff, you have to get all the resources necessary to make this work. It’s not just 

going to solve itself.” -Participant D 

The major topics derived from discussions of current actions include the myriad 

park management planning practices such as zoning and creating numerous, related 

plans like traffic plans and climate change strategies; environmental management actions 

to address the many ecological concerns in destination wilderness parks; the strategies 

used to address the parking and access challenges; the importance of partnerships and 
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collaboration in planning and management work; and the ever-evolving nature of 

communications practices. 

The major topics that were derived from the discussions surrounding future 
planning and management actions include the desire to determine planning and 

management strategies for addressing high volumes of visitor use, as well as the 

knowledge and practice gaps in managing high volumes of visitor use; the need for park 

user education; and the desire to more effectively communicate information to park users; 

along with the substantial gaps in practice and research, which will be discussed further 

in Chapter 5. 

The future actions most commonly discussed by participants were visitor use 
management planning and the implementation of more intensive visitor use management 

techniques. Most participants were at early stages of thinking about this topic. Their 

understanding of visitor use management planning ranged from not knowing anything 

about the topic, to researching existing visitor use management frameworks, to producing 

visitor use management plans. Most participants clarified that while more intensive visitor 

use management techniques such as day use fees are under discussion, they are not 

planning on implementing these kinds of techniques any time soon. The focus remains on 

high-level visitor use management planning. Additional research, higher park visitation 

numbers, and the continuation of high-use trends are prerequisites to implementing 

intensive visitor use management techniques. A high-level visitor use management 

framework will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

“exploring things like charging a day use fee and applying a carrying capacity and 
putting some type of quota system or cap in place.” -Participant C 

4.3.2. Barriers to Planning and Management 

This section outlines the barriers that the participants face in planning and 
managing parks effectively. Almost all practitioners noted that limited resources including 

time, budget, staff, and limited data and research opportunities posed the greatest barriers 

to effective planning and management. 
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“we just don’t have the human capital capacity to manage the number of visitors 

that we have.” -Participant C 

“Capacity -that’s a big one. There’s a lot of things we can be working on, there’s 
just lots of other things going on at the same time. With limited time and money 

and personnel.” -Participant E 

Political challenges exist in meeting both public expectations and the expectations 

of elected officials. Managing public expectations is challenging because many people are 

extremely passionate about parks and have conflicting values about how parks should be 

used and managed. Additionally, political leadership is constantly changing, bringing with 

it changes to funding, management direction, and expectations.  

“Workers from (a parks organization) are not there to influence the government. 

We have to build business cases for parks facilities -like if we want to do fees, 

those are things that we need to bring through with a solid rationale, but ultimately 

it is a political decision to support it or not.” -Participant H 

“we work in a very political environment. And so anything we do has a political 

component to it. So, if we shut down a trail, as simple as that, we have to go 

through council, through our communications group to get the word out to the 

public and to try and communicate why we’re making the decisions we do.” -

Participant D 

The absence of policy can also be a barrier. The absence of high-level policy 
direction in guiding strategies on contemporary topics, such as setting limits of acceptable 

change or determining park carrying capacity, makes it difficult to develop strategies and 

gain support in addressing these pressing issues. 

The trends of drastically increased numbers of park visitors has created many 

planning and management challenges including education and enforcement challenges 

as staffing cannot keep pace with the number of visitors; addressing complaints from park 

visitors over impacts from increased visitor use; the environmental impacts of increased 

numbers of people and dogs; infrastructure demands; and parking and access challenges. 
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To expand on parking and access challenges, most destination wilderness parks are not 

well served by transit or other alternative modes of transportation, due to their remote 

locations. This makes it challenging for park planners and managers to mediate parking 

challenges. 

“our staffing has not increased significantly yet the ratio of visitors to staff is 
increasing” -Participant H 

“as the number of visitors increase, there’s a pretty straight, linear line between the 
number of visitors and the number of Search and Rescue requests (a park 

organization) receives. As the searches increase, we have to make sure that our 

capacity also increases” Participant A 

Changing communication trends and the ever-evolving use of social media is 

creating challenges for park practitioners to communicate effectively with the public. This 

is a key area for future research. Associated with communication challenges, is the 

challenge of managing the impacts of tourists, or park visitors who are new to parks and 

outdoor recreation and who are therefore largely unaware of wilderness ethics and best 

practices. 

“a big challenge is just how we reach people in this day and age in general. But 

specifically, with messages that might be a bit more boring or rule heavy. Basically, 

how do we make it cool, and the thing that you just do when you go to a park is 

respect it?” -Participant E 

The physical constraints and geography of parks is challenging as these are 
constraints that cannot be altered, such as road access and water bodies. Working with 

multiple land managers and multi-jurisdictional lands is challenging in that this often invites 

complicated legal processes and competing views. Developing relationships with First 

Nations partners was also identified as a challenge. One participant discussed the barriers 

that being a large organization with rigid planning processes can present in addressing 

change.  
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“sometimes our ability, as a large organization, to be nimble in resolving issues is 

hampered somewhat by our engagement process” -Participant C 

With the numerous, significant barriers that park practitioners face in planning and 
managing parks to adapt to the many trends and challenges facing destination wilderness 

parks, it is clear that pursuing planning and management solutions is a highly complex 

process and provides insight as to why adaptation to the trends and challenges can be 

slow. 

4.3.3. Critique of Planning and Management Practices 

This section outlines the practitioners’ critiques of the current planning and 
management of destination wilderness parks. The intention of this section is to explore the 

participants’ evaluations of two topics in particular: the adaptation to the trends and 

challenges facing destination wilderness parks, and the implementation of the dual 

mandate of wilderness park planning and management. 

Adaptation to the Trends and Challenges 

The participants were asked “do you think parks management and planning has 

adequately adapted to the changes and challenges in the park(s)?” The responses to this 

question varied. The majority, or six of nine participants, were critical of their organization’s 

abilities to keep pace with the changing trends as a result of a lack of capacity and the 

rapid rate at which the changes have been occurring. While these participants were 

critical, they were also optimistic in the ability to better adapt to these trends in the future, 

as research unfolds and organizational recognition of the challenges becomes clearer. 

“No. I think it’s a process. And I think it’s going to take some time. And there’s 

definitely capacity issues with getting to all of the different issues and parks and 

things that we need to be getting to. And I think that that’s likely across the board. 

And things have changed really quickly in a lot of parks. I think it’s hard to keep up 

with so many changes so quick” -Participant E 
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“We just haven’t kept pace with the issue (over-crowded parks). It’s been unfolding 

as we’ve been now trying to catch up, but we’re playing catch up at this point. I 

don’t think that we’ve been able to quite adapt to the changes, the challenges” -

Participant C 

One participant was particularly optimistic in their organization’s abilities to 
manage the changing trends. They attributed this to the operational nature of park 

management, with park managers’ ability to be on the ground, witnessing the trends that 

are unfolding and adapting to those trends. 

“our agency is nimble enough to be able to forecast those trends and see those 
trends coming and adapt our management plans in accordance to those changing 

trends” -Participant A 

Dual Mandate: Recreation & Conservation 

An interview question asked “do you think park planning and management 
focusses more on park resilience and the environment or visitor experience?” This 

question probes the ability of park agencies to implement the provincial and national parks’ 

dual mandate of balancing recreation and conservation values. The intention of this 

question was to determine whether or not the practitioners feel that the dual mandate is 

equally implemented in practice, particularly amidst this trend of high visitor use. 

Approximately half of the participants argued that they sometimes see a lack of focus on 

the conservation portion of the mandate, and that visitor experience often remains at the 

forefront of contemporary planning and management decisions. In one case, this was 

evidenced in the allocation of one park organization’s operating budget. According to this 

participant, only 2% of the total annual parks operating budget was allocated to “park 

resilience,” or in other words, conservation. 

“our default is to think more about visitor experience, because that’s what we hear 

about from the public that we work for” –Participant B 

“first priority is visitor experience, second is park resilience” -Participant G 
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The other half argued that overall, there is an adequate focus on both components 

of the mandate in that both recreation and conservation values are integrated into all 

decisions that are made.  

“a lot of the decisions that we’re making when it comes to visitor management are 
to make sure that the environment is protected. -Participant E 

One participant believes that in recent years, the emphasis has switched to 

conservation, largely as a result of political guidance at the federal level. 

“it’s very clear that the number one reason we are there is for the protection of the 

environment and environmental stewardship. And the second reason is, for visitor 

experience. It is a dual mandate, but, when we look at the latest Minister’s 

roundtable report, it is very clear in terms of the order in which we address them” 

-Participant A 

One participant explained that it is difficult to analyze the balance on a park specific 
basis, and argues that it must be analyzed at a system level. This is because some parks, 

what this research calls destination wilderness parks, are focussed more on recreation, 

with large swaths of parkland zoned for intensive recreation; while the planning and 

management direction of other, typically more remote or ecologically sensitive parks is 

focussed more on sustaining wilderness values. In line with this view, the intensive 

recreation uses in destination wilderness parks is balanced out by the conservation values 

that are protected in quieter, more remote parks. This view seeks balance within the parks 

system as a whole. An alternative view of the dual mandate seeks planning and 

management that balances recreation and conservation equally in each individual park. 

One participant argued that there is a need for public education to foster an 
understanding of the purpose of wilderness parks, which, in their opinion, is environmental 

protection. The goal of communicating the environmental value of parks to the public is to 

increase the emphasis of environmental stewardship in parks. 
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“you have to build a community understanding of what the purpose of parks are 

really there for -to protect the environment first and foremost, and then provide 

some management around how you want to recreate” -Participant D 

As stated by one participant, “true planning would mean that you’re trying to 
balance both” (Participant F); however, with rapidly changing park user and recreation 

trends, as well as varying political direction, it is clear that the pendulum swings between 

recreation and conservation and it is a challenging planning and management pursuit to 

maintain an equal focus on both. 



 

108 

Chapter 5. Discussion 

5.1. Introduction 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the purpose of this research is to contribute to the 

academic literature by outlining the current state of the parks including the changing trends 

and park user behaviours, and the challenges that are facing wilderness parks today. This 

paper addressed these topics, including the first three research questions, in the Change 

Drivers of Destination Wilderness Parks section of Chapter 4. Additionally, this research 

analyzed wilderness park planning tools and actions that are being deployed to address 

the challenges, through the research interviews. The Planning and Management section 

of Chapter 4 answered research question D. 

The research questions include: 

a. What are the challenges that are facing Western Canadian wilderness parks 
today? 

b. How are people using Western Canadian wilderness parks today? 
c. What park planning and management actions can be deployed to ensure the 

sustainability of natural park ecosystems and park visitor experience into the 

future? 

The findings from this research suggest that there is a need for planning tools and 
frameworks to address the contemporary trends and challenges facing destination 

wilderness parks. This chapter will contribute to professional planning practice by 

presenting a planning tool, called the Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix, which is 

a comprehensive and pragmatic brainstorming tool created for destination wilderness park 

planners. Next, this chapter outlines a series of recommendations that were developed 

through this research. The chapter closes by identifying gaps that surfaced through the 

research and presenting areas for future research to further understand and address the 

evolving trends surrounding destination wilderness park planning and management. 
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5.2. Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix 

The Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix emerged from the results of this 

research. The findings of the wide range of actions that park practitioners are taking 

illustrates that a wide-ranging, multipronged approach, viewed through different lenses is 

needed to address the dynamic trends and challenges that are pressing destination 

wilderness parks. Inspired by these findings, this matrix intends to incorporate and 

combine the many lenses and approaches that park practitioners are taking, in order to 

generate potential solutions to park management and planning issues. It also acts to 

summarize the findings of this research by presenting the primary issues facing 

destination wilderness parks and the actions that park practitioners are taking to address 

the issues. This matrix compiles the core issues that are affecting destination wilderness 

parks on the x-axis, and lists the action areas, or lenses, through which the issues can be 

addressed on the y-axis (see Table 10). 

Table 10. Fundamental Structure of the Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix 

 

  Destination Wilderness Park Issues 

Action 
Areas 
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Issues on the x-axis include: increased visitor use, accessibility challenges, 

impacts to visitor experience, cultural impacts, environmental impacts, issues surrounding 

facilities and facility maintenance, adjacent land uses and resources. The y-axis shows 

the action areas, or lenses, through which the issues can be addressed. The action areas 

and lenses include: planning, operations, staffing, partnerships, First Nations partnerships 

specifically, revenue generation, transportation, infrastructure, enforcement, education, 

communications, and research and monitoring. 

 

By exploring the issues and action areas for each cell in the matrix, in the unique 

context of any park, a customized and pragmatic assessment of potential strategies can 

be generated to achieve park planning and management objectives. The matrix can be 

accessed in the excel spreadsheet that is saved at 

https://viurrspace.ca/handle/10613/6109. A list of examples for each action area is 

included in the spreadsheet in order to facilitate brainstorming (see Appendix D). 

Table 11. Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix 
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In order to exemplify how the matrix is used, the matrix has been applied to Joffre 

Lakes Provincial Park. The BC Parks 2019 Visitor Use Management Action Plan outlines 

a series of management strategies that were used to help generate actions when filling 

out the matrix. 
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Increased 
Visitor Use

Accessibility
Visitor 

Experience
Visitor Safety

Cultural 
Impacts

Enviromental 
Impacts

Wildlife 
Impacts

Facilities
Adjacent 

Land Uses
Resources Other

Specific problems: Trail and view 
points over capacity

Illegal and unsafe
parking

Crowding 
negatively 

impacting visitor 
experience

Lack of 
prepardeness

Environmental 
impacts to the park 

threaten Lil’wat 
Nation and

N’Quatqua cultural 
practices

Trail erosion from 
high visitor use Wildlife habituation

Outhouses and 
parking lots over 

capicty

No issues noted 
at this time

Lack of staff 
and financial 
resources to 

address issues 
in a timely & 
effective way

Planning
Develop a long term 

visitor use management 
plan

Collaborate with nearby 
local government on 

their transportation plan

 Once visitor 
motivations and 

recreation desires are 
understood, develop a 

visitor use management 
plan  tailored to park 

user desires

Collaborate with 
conservation specialists 

to establish an 
environmental 

monitoring plan

Collaborate with 
conservation specialists 

to establish an 
environmental 

monitoring plan, 
including wildlife 

monitoring

Collaborate with 
conservation specialists 

to establish an 
environmental 

monitoring plan, 
including wildlife 

monitoring

Collaborate with capital 
projects team to address 

infrastructure needs

Operations
Implement online 

camping reservations to 
limit the number of 

campers

Increase toilet cleaning 
frequency and Park 

Operator staff presence

Seek budget 
allocation

Staffing Hire parking attendants
Increase staff presence 
for crowd control and 
to manage complaints

Increase staff presence 
to share outdoor safety 

messaging

Increase staff presence to 
share environmental and 

cultural conservation 
messaging

Increase staff presence to 
share wildlife 

conservation messaging

Increase Ranger staff to 
enforce rules 

surrounding wildlife.

Partnerships
Work with tourism 

agencies to limit park 
advertisement

Collaborate with Parkbus 
to provide more 

frequent shuttle service

Partner with Adventure 
Smart to educate park 

visitors on outdoor 
safety

Partner with 
environmental groups or 

create a park steward 
program to educate park 

visitors on park 
stewardship

Partner with First 
Nations, stakeholders, 

and tourism agencies to 
share stewardship 

messaging

Partner with First 
Nations, stakeholders, 

and tourism agencies to 
share stewardship 

messaging

Seek partnerships to 
leverage resources

First Nations
Partnerships

Explore opportunities for 
local First Nations 

members to share their 
culture and history 

within the park

Introduce a First Nations 
Park Stewards pilot 

program

Revenue Generation Day-use fees Parking fees
Explore public support 

for day-use fees

Enforcement tickets 
administered by Rangers  

to park users breaking 
rules

Enforcement tickets 
administered by Rangers 

to park users breaking 
rules such as feeding 

wildlife

Revenue generation 
from licence plate 

program used for facility 
upgrades

Transportation Staggered shuttle bus 
service

Shuttle bus service 
during peak times

Consider not 
proceeding with 

parking lot expansion

Install emergency 
helipad at third lake

Consider alternate 
modes of transportation 

and a parking lot 
expansion

Infrastructure Widen trail to increase 
capacity 

Parking lot expansion 
and trail from parking to 

trail head to improve 
pedestrian safety

Install informational 
signage at trail head 

oulining required 
equipment for hike

Install informational 
signage at trail head 

oulining cultural 
signifiance of the park

Install vegetation 
restoration barriers and 
signage where needed

Install signage indicating 
no feeding of wildlife

Outhouse and parking 
lot expansion

Site Management
Pile brush at trail short 

cuts to make it physiclaly 
difficult to go off trail.

Enforcement Enforce day-use fees or 
caps

Partner with MOTI and 
RCMP to enforce parking

restrictions.
 

Rangers at trail head 
checking in with visitors 
to assess preparedness

Increase Ranger presence 
to enforce rules such as 

dog restrictions that 
prevent increased 

eroion.

Rangers to ticket park 
users for leaving food 

out and unattended and 
for directly feeding 

wildlife.

Education
Educate park users to 

carpool and arrive early 
during peak times

Educate park users who 
seek a more solitary 
experience to visit 

during quiet times and 
seasons

Staff in parks to educate  
park visitors on outdoor 

safety

Rangers educated on  
Lil’wat Nation and

N’Quatqua cultural 
practices in the park

Ranger talks at trail head 
| going into 

schools/outdoor ed 
centres etc. | non profits 

in parks | 

Ranger talks at trail head 
| going into 

schools/outdoor ed 
centres etc. | non profits 

in parks | 

Informational signs to 
address issues of 

garbage dumping in 
outhouses and 

discarding toilet paper 
on the floor

Communications

Highlight other, less busy 
parks that offer a similar 

recreation experience 
through social media, 

website & tourism 
agencies

Provide live updates of 
parking capacity during 

peak times through 
social media or an app

Warn visitors about 
high visitation during 
peak times to manage 
expectations through 

social media, website & 
tourism agencies

Educate  park visitors on 
outdoor safetey 

through social media, 
website & tourism 

agencies

Include a 'culture' section 
on the park website

Utilize a variety of 
mediums to share 

conservation messaging 
with visitors

Warn visitors about 
facility availability (eg. 
limited parking and no 
garbage receptacles in 

park) to manage 
expectations through 

social media, website & 
tourism agencies

Research & Monitoring
Research the concept of 

establishing a park 
carrying capacity

Explore the feasibility of 
installing a highway 
webcam to enable 

visitors to assess road 
conditions

Research visitor 
motivations and 

recreation desires 
through visitor surveys

Research where park 
visitors are sourcing 

their park information 
from through visitor 

surveys and marketing 
research

Learn more about Lil’wat 
Nation and

N’Quatqua cultural 
practices

Conduct a backcountry 
impact monitoring 

assessment to gather 
baseline data

Conduct a wildlife impact 
monitoring assessment 
to gather baseline data

Conduct facility use 
studies to determine 

need

Other

Ac
tio

n 
Ar

ea
s

Issues

Table 12. Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix Applied to Joffre Lakes 
Provincial Park. 
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Through the literature review, it was found that no similar matrix or planning tool 

exists in the Canadian literature. More specifically, in the Parks Canada and BC Parks 

context, a gap was identified in both the Parks Canada and BC Parks management 

planning processes in that currently, a tool does not exist to help planners 

comprehensively identify issues and solutions. Further, there is no tool to specifically 

address issues and solutions for destination wilderness parks.  

In the Parks Canada planning context, this matrix would fit into the Scoping phase 

of the Parks Canada management planning process, as a comprehensive brainstorming 

tool of the challenges facing the park under consideration. In this stage, planners “identify 

the main issues to be addressed” (Parks Canada, 2019c). Here, the x axis of the Matrix 

can help planners to comprehensively compile the list of specific management issues and 

opportunities for a destination wilderness park. The Matrix can also be used in the 

Management Planning Preparation phase, where the “generation of solutions” occurs 

(Parks Canada, 2019c). At this stage, the Matrix can be applied to determine strategies to 

address the identified issues. 

As outlined in the literature review, there are six steps to the BC Parks 

management planning process. In the BC Parks planning context, this matrix could be of 

benefit to two stages. First, it can be used in the Initial Planning phase of the BC Parks 

management planning process, as a tool to comprehensively brainstorm the issues facing 

the park under consideration. The step 2 Initial Planning phase is described as follows: 

“This stage involves reviewing existing information about the protected area’s 
values and potential management issues; determining how complex and in-depth 

the management planning process needs to be; confirming First Nations’, local 

communities, and public interests in the protected area; developing a process to 

address the identified interests and concerns; and establishing a management 

planning project team. The outcome of the initial planning stage is a project plan” 

(BC Parks, 2019b). 

More specifically, within the initial planning phase, this Matrix could add value to 
step 2.2.4: ‘Identify and Asses Key Management Issues and Opportunities,’ in which 

“specific management issues and opportunities (management considerations)” are 
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identified (BC Parks, 2016b, p. 26). In this step, planners are instructed to compile a list 

of management issues and opportunities; however, there is no tool to comprehensively 

brainstorm the issues and opportunities. The x axis of the Matrix can help planners to 

comprehensively compile the list of specific management issues and opportunities for a 

destination wilderness park. Additionally, this Matrix can be used in step 3 of the BC Parks 

management planning process. In step 3, which is titled ‘Draft Management Plan,’ 

“previously identified interests and issues are discussed, and appropriate management 

direction is developed in the form of a vision, management objectives and strategies” (BC 

Parks, 2019b). The Matrix can be utilised in this stage to determine strategies to address 

the identified issues. 

In addition to being a practical tool built for park planners to use in planning and 

managing destination wilderness parks, the Matrix also concisely summarizes this 

research by clearly outlining the main findings: the primary issues facing destination 

wilderness parks, as well as the lenses through which planners and managers can 

address the issues. 

5.3. Recommendations 

5.3.1. Collaboration 

This research found that park organizations do not currently collaborate with one 

another significantly. Some participants indicated a desire to collaborate more in the 

future, particularly regarding visitor use management challenges, since in many cases, 

park planners and managers have not previously had to address such high levels of use 

in their parks. This new and largely unexplored planning and management issue provides 

an excellent opportunity for park and recreation organizations to begin developing 

collaborative relationships. The collaboration of multiple park and recreation agencies 

allows for the leveraging of resources, minimizes redundancy in efforts, and increases 

efficiencies in addressing visitor use management issues facing all agencies. An example 

of increased efficiencies is the establishment of common language in park planning and 

management, which enables organizations to communicate more efficiently and 

effectively. Through a collaborative approach, improvements and new innovations can be 
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continually tested and adapted and, as a result, continual improvements to best practices 

can be made for the betterment of all agencies. A more specific recommendation for a 

multi-organizational collaboration opportunity will be discussed next. 

“we can share ideas and collaborate and use what they’ve (other organizations) 
had success with, rather than trying to reinvent the wheel all the time.” -Participant 

H 

5.3.2. Visitor Use Management Framework 

The findings from this research suggest that there is a need for a high-level visitor 
use management framework to guide the planning and management of destination 

wilderness parks in Western Canada. A framework is needed in order to provide a 

consistent approach to visitor use management on public lands used for outdoor 

recreation that are managed by different organizations. This need was identified through 

the findings of the multitude and magnitude of challenges associated with the 

unprecedented increases in visitor use in specific destination wilderness parks, as well as 

the knowledge and practice gaps in managing high volumes of visitor use that were 

identified. Additionally, five participants specifically mentioned the document that emerged 

from the United States Interagency Visitor Use Management Council, as a leading model 

for addressing capacity challenges in parks, and identified the need for a similar 

framework for the Canadian context. As established through the literature review, trends 

of high visitor use in wilderness parks is a relatively emergent topic in Canada; while it is 

a well-established topic in the US. Park planners and managers can learn from the 

advances in literature and practical frameworks for visitor use management that have 

emerged from the US. 

“There's been a lack of framework to respond to our modern-day challenges. And 

that also is now being worked on. The visitor use management framework is going 

to be very helpful to work through how we can better manage the parks.” -

Participant H 
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The Interagency Visitor Use Management Council, established in 2011, is 

comprised of the Bureau of Land Management, the National Park Service, the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service, the U.S. Forest Service, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The document, mentioned by five 

participants, is titled Visitor Use Management Framework: A Guide to Providing 

Sustainable Outdoor Recreation (2016). This document will henceforth be referred to as 

the ‘US VUMF.’ The US VUMF is a high-level document that guides “long-term strategies 

for providing access, connecting visitors to key visitor experiences, protecting resources, 

and managing visitor use” (IVUMC, 2016, p. 2). The Council’s goal is to “provide guidance 

on visitor use management policies and to develop legally defensible and effective 

interagency implementation tools for visitor use management” (IVUMC, 2019a). More 

specifically, this fourteen-step framework incorporates the application of law, 

organizational policy and planning processes, differing scales, and public involvement into 

an iterative, comprehensive tool to guide the development of visitor use management 

plans and strategies that are tailored to different organizations, scales and contexts. The 

four fundamental elements of the framework are: (1) Build the foundation; (2) Define visitor 

use management direction; (3) Identify management strategies; and (4) Implement, 

monitor, evaluate, and adjust (see Figure 5.1). 

(IVUMC, 2016, p. 22) 

Figure 5.1 Overview of the Visitor Use Management Framework 
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The Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix fits into step 9: “identify visitor use 

management strategies and actions to achieve desired outcomes.” The US VUMF 

document that further outlines step 9, does not provide a comprehensive summary of 

potential visitor use management strategies, nor does it provide a tool to aid in 

brainstorming visitor use management strategies. The Matrix would fill this gap. 

Additionally, the Interagency Visitor Use Management Council has produced a 

document titled Visitor Capacity Guidebook: Managing the Amounts and Types of Visitor 

Use to Achieve Desired Conditions. One of the key steps identified in the Visitor Use 

Management Framework is step 10: “where necessary, identify visitor capacities and 

additional strategies to manage use levels within capacities.” This guidebook expands on 

the Visitor Use Management Framework to guide planners and managers in completing 

this step. It provides steps to identify visitor capacity and implement visitor capacity 

strategies and actions. The four primary guidelines to determining visitor capacity are 

integrated into the Visitor Use Management Framework at step 10 (see Figure 5.2). 

Together, the Visitor Use Management Framework and the Visitor Capacity Guidebook 

“provide managers with processes to collaboratively develop long-term strategies to 

manage the amounts and types of visitor use to protect resources, improve access, 

connect visitors to key experiences, and achieve desired conditions” (IVUMC, 2019b, p. 

vii). This research found that there is a knowledge gap in determining visitor capacity in a 

park, among Western Canadian park planners and managers. The collaboration of 

Canadian park and recreation organizations in producing a visitor capacity guidebook 

would contribute to filling this knowledge gap. 
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Figure 5.2 Guidelines to Determining Visitor Capacity 

(IVUMC, 2019b, p. 22) 

The interviews determined that both BC Parks and Parks Canada practitioners are 

currently looking to apply the US framework to their Canadian contexts. This research 

recommends that Canadian park and recreation organizations collaborate in the creation 

of a similar framework for the Canadian context in order to share ideas and resources to 

create a framework that can be used by multiple park and recreation organizations. For 

example, British Columbia and Alberta organizations such as Parks Canada, Fisheries 

and Oceans Canada, The Canadian Forest Service, BC Parks, Alberta Parks, Recreation 

Sites and Trails BC, and Alberta Public Land Recreation Areas and Trails, could form a 

Western Canadian council to produce a visitor use management framework and visitor 

capacity guidebook, in a structure similar to that of the US Interagency Visitor Use 

Management Council. Collaborative frameworks “reduce redundancy of effort and 

increase consistency in the interpretation and application of laws and policies pertaining 

to visitor use management” (IVUMC, 2019a). It is recommended that a Western Canadian 
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visitor use management council is formed as soon as possible, as a key principle in visitor 

use management is taking a proactive, as opposed to a reactive, approach. This research 

shows that Western Canadian destination wilderness parks are currently facing 

challenges associated with visitor use; thus, it is critical that visitor use management be 

incorporated into planning and management processes as soon as possible in order to 

effectively manage the circumstances. 

“Looking at ways that we can adopt a visitor use management lens to our park 

management processes is a key piece in terms of addressing our current 

challenges and the future as we grow.” -Participant H 

5.3.3. Education 

 This research found that park professionals are seeing a marked increase in park 

users who are new to parks and outdoor recreation, as well as increased incidences and 

severity of challenges including littering, wildlife habituation, and lack of visitor 

preparedness. As a result of these trends, this research suggests the need for park user 

education. Park user education is both an important and a viable approach to improving 

park user stewardship and managing undesirable behaviour. In order to educate park 

visitors on best practices and conservation principles, a key strategy is to increase staffing 

in destination wilderness parks to provide education. Due to budget cuts and changing 

resource allocation, there has been a significant decrease in the number of public outreach 

and education staff in BC and Alberta provincial parks over the past decade. Public 

outreach and education staff, with a specific mandate to educate visitors on best practices 

in outdoor recreation and conservation principles are needed to address the challenges 

identified. An additional education opportunity lies in partnerships with private companies 

such as Parkbus, who educate their clients upon arrival to the parks. Parks organizations 

can work with companies to create messaging to relay to their clients, who are park 

visitors. Presenting at elementary and high schools is also a key opportunity for park 

organizations to share outdoor recreation and conservation principles with an attentive 

audience. Similarly, some ecology centres conduct outreach and education. There is 

opportunity for park organizations to partner with these kinds of organizations to 

implement educational park programming. Many park users are unaware that their actions 
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are harmful to flora, fauna, and other visitors because they have never had an opportunity 

to learn otherwise. In addition to visitor use management, education is a critical component 

in combatting the issues outlined by this research. With significant investment into 

education, park organizations could turn places like Joffre Lakes into training grounds for 

new park users.  

5.3.4. Academia 

While in some cases, participants have worked with students, student potential 

goes largely unharnessed in park organizations. Many post-secondary programs require 

students to conduct research projects or volunteer to fulfill course requirements. 

Additionally, there are opportunities for park organizations to take on students for 

cooperative work terms and internships. There are many funding opportunities available 

to hire students, such as Canada Green Jobs. Working with students is an important 

opportunity for park organizations to seize because students bring enthusiasm, new ideas 

and increased capacity, at a low cost to organizations. It is recommended that park 

organizations identify potential areas of opportunity for student partnerships, identify 

funding sources, and connect with post-secondary institutions. 

“We’ve been talking about whether a university student could take it on, through a 

Masters program, to look at the issue of capacity and what does capacity mean to 

visitor experience, to our facilities. There are opportunities to work with universities 

around climate change, the glaciers etc.” -Participant F 

5.3.5. Reconciliation 

While active reconciliation with First Nations in parks was not at the forefront of 

interview conversations, an excellent example of recent efforts toward reconciliation is 

seen in the joint collaboration between BC Parks, Lil-wat First Nation, and N’Quatqua First 

Nation on the development of the Joffre Lakes Provincial Park 2019 Visitor Management 

Action Plan. As stated jointly by Chief Dean Nelson of the Lil-wat First Nation and Chief 

Micah Thevarge of the N’Quatqua First Nation, “the Lil’wat Nation, N’Quatqua, and BC 

Parks, are working towards a new relationship based on mutual respect, recognition and 



 

121 

accommodation of Aboriginal title and rights” (BC Parks, 2019d, p. 4). This collaboration 

on this visitor use management project is an example of a significant step toward 

reconciliation. Additionally, the literature review identified that reconciliation should be a 

top priority for park planners and managers. Reconciliation is defined as “an ongoing 

process of establishing and maintaining respectful relationships” (ICE, 2018, p. 7). The 

literature showed that the establishment of many Canadian wilderness parks occurred at 

the expense of the removal of Indigenous Peoples from the parks; therefore, there is 

deeply rooted trauma in the colonial history of wilderness parks that continues to have 

lasting impacts in the organizations and activities that take place in wilderness parks today 

(Binnema, & Niemi, 2006; Byrne, 2012; Dearden & Langdon, 2009). This history and 

trauma must be acknowledged, and actions toward reconciliation must occur in order to 

move forward from the past in a respectful way. 

The Canadian government has made it clear that reconciliation is an important 

priority. This is seen through the adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and its stated intent to implement the Calls to Action 

(CTAs) of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). More specific leadership 

regarding parks and reconciliation includes Canada’s national targets known as the 2020 

Biodiversity Goals and Targets for Canada. These targets were set in response to the 

2010 Aichi global biodiversity targets, established in 2015. Target 1 states that “by 2020, 

at least 17% of terrestrial areas and inland water, and 10% of coastal and marine areas, 

are conserved through networks of protected areas and other effective area-based 

conservation measures” (ICE, 2018, p. 4). In order to achieve this protected areas target, 

it is widely recognized that government to government collaboration must occur (ICE, 

2018). As a result, the Indigenous Circle of Experts (ICE) was formed to work toward 

achieving Canada Target 1. In 2018, the Canadian Indigenous Circle of Experts (ICE) 

published a report titled We Rise Together: Achieving Pathway to Canada Target 1 

through the creation of Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas in the spirit and 

practice of reconciliation. It is argued that among many other benefits including 

conservation and economic benefits, the federal government support and investment in 

Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas can be a vehicle of reconciliation with 

Indigenous Peoples (Enns, 2018). 
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 In discussions surrounding partnerships with First Nations, all participants 

signified the importance of reconciliation and creating partnerships with First Nations and 

noted that it is supported by high level government policy direction; however, most were 

unaware of the details of the partnerships, and some were not involved in any type of First 

Nations partnership or collaboration. 

Park planning and management is an important opportunity to act as a vehicle for 

reconciliation by making room for Indigenous Peoples in park management and 

governance through a range of agreements; conducting meaningful engagement and 

consultation; creating employment opportunities for Indigenous Peoples; making space 

for cultural education opportunities for both parks staff and the public; and supporting the 

creation of Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas. 

One way to approach the establishment of co-management agreements, is 
through treaty processes. A common theme in treaty negotiations is increased First 

Nations involvement in protected areas management and the economic opportunities 

associated with protected areas. Treaties can be considered “a legal vehicle to 

accommodate true co-management agreements” of protected areas (Gardner, 2001, p. 

13). For example, through ongoing Treaty negotiations, the Tsleil-Waututh Nation has 

negotiated an agreement “which foresees that there will be areas of exclusive or priority 

Tsleil-Waututh use, and that the Tsleil-Waututh will eventually take over management” of 

the Indian Arm Provincial Park/Say-Nuth-Khaw-Yum Heritage Park (Gardner, 2001, p. 13). 

Cooperative management agreements of protected areas can most definitely occur 

outside of a treaty agreement; treaty agreements are but one legal vehicle to establishing 

co-management agreements of protected areas. The history of Canadian wilderness 

parks, as well as the guiding federal policy and leadership, is both morally and legally 

critical for parks planners to consider in modern day decision making over parks and 

protected areas, in order for reconciliation to occur.  

“We’re trying to work in all of our efforts now with our First Nations or Indigenous 

partners, on active reconciliation. It takes time. These are new efforts of 

government and so we’re working together and figuring this out together as well. 

So just a new way of working.” -Participant H 
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Further, the literature review revealed that the topic of reconciliation is largely 

absent from the Canadian literature related to park visitor use management. In addition to 

the recommendations for working towards reconciliation in practice, it is important that 

future research incorporate Indigenous perspectives. This might involve including First 

Nations communities or practices in the research, or incorporating Indigenous 

partnerships into visitor use management planning. 

5.4. Gaps in Practice and Research 

This section outlines the gaps in practice and research surrounding destination 

wilderness park planning and management, as identified through the literature review and 

research interviews. The most significant gap in the literature is the impacts of high rates 

of visitor use on Canadian wilderness parks, as well as the knowledge and practice gaps 

in managing high volumes of visitor use. These are the gaps that this research aims to fill. 

Literature on this topic on US wilderness parks exists; however, this is a trend that is 

relatively new to Canada and the research has not yet caught up. There is a desire among 

practitioners to gain a better understanding of the impacts, and determine planning and 

management strategies for addressing high volumes of visitor use. 

More specifically, practitioners identified data gaps on the impacts of high visitor 

use on the environment and wildlife. For example, what are the measured impacts of high 

trail use on wildlife? It is known that there are impacts; however, the data on the impacts 

in BC and Alberta wilderness parks is largely inexistent. This is potentially due to a lack of 

staff and financial resources to capture this data. Practitioners also identified a practical 

gap in how to determine carrying capacity of a park, from both the environmental and 

visitor experience perspective, and determining what acceptable levels of change are. 

More specifically, it is unknown what indicators to use in determining carrying capacity 

and monitoring levels of change. This information exists in the literature; however, these 

parks organizations in BC and Alberta are new to the task of determining carrying capacity 

and acceptable levels of change. 

Another related gap is that it is currently unknown what the effect of different visitor 
use management actions is and how well they might work. Visitor use management 
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actions range from more drastic action such as park closures to prevent further 

deterioration of a highly impacted area, to approaches that discourage visitation such as 

charging fees, to soft approaches such as visitor education.  Some of these actions have 

been tried and adapted as experience is gained in implementing them; it is important that 

the effects and experiences of these actions is shared among organizations to advance 

this knowledge. 

Park practitioners feel that they don’t fully understand the effects of climate change 

in their parks. Climate change research and monitoring is needed in order to anticipate 

potential changes in the park landscape and ecology so that these changes can be 

planned for. 

One participant noted that it is unknown whether the trends of increasing park 
visitation will continue. Related to understanding future trends, research is needed to 

better understand changing park user attitudes, desires and recreation trends. 

 “we need to understand better whether this is a long-term phenomenon, or short-

term spike in interest in outdoor activity and outdoor recreation” -Participant B 

A major gap that was identified was the lack of research on the magnitude of the 

effect of social media on park visitation. All participants speculated that social media is a 

significant driver of the increasing popularity of destination wilderness parks, but the 

magnitude of the effects that social media has, is currently unmeasurable and unknown. 

One way to start quantifying the popularity of a park and existing and potential future 

visitation of a park, is by monitoring social media. For example, this could involve checking 

the number of geotagged and hash-tagged photos of a park on Instagram. While this can 

offer an indication of use, the true magnitude of the effects of social media is still unknown. 

For example, what is the likelihood of an individual being influenced to visit a park by a 

photo they see on Instagram? What are the qualities of a social media post that influence 

park use? Do social media pictures influence park users to wear certain attire, visit at 

certain times, and participate in certain behaviour? There is still much unknown about the 

relationship between social media and wilderness parks. 
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“social media, in particular, Instagram, have has a huge effect and we don’t have 

a sense of the magnitude of the effect” -Participant E 

A related gap is the lack of understanding of the mediums through which park 
users obtain park information. Marketing research is needed in order to determine where 

park users are sourcing their park information. The public’s information sources have 

changed significantly in the past decade and continue to evolve. This is critical for park 

agencies’ communications. If park users obtain information about a park that they plan to 

visit from travel blogs or Instagram, then they miss out on critical information such as 

safety warnings, wildlife sightings, and maps -examples of important messaging that park 

agencies provide. Changing communication trends and the ever-evolving use of social 

media is creating challenges for park practitioners to communicate effectively with the 

public. While park agencies recognise the increasing role of social media in disseminating 

park information, there is a need for park agencies to learn how to use social media 

effectively in order to communicate their messages. There is a need for park agencies to 

become more sophisticated in how they use social media to both track trends and to 

communicate with the public.  Understanding the social media platforms through which to 

communicate, as well as how to communicate on those platforms are key areas for future 

research. 

5.5. Summary 

As derived through the literature review and research interviews, a new 

classification of park was defined: the destination wilderness park. The planning tool that 

was produced, the Wilderness Park Planning Matrix, summarizes two key findings that 

resulted from this research: core issues facing destination wilderness parks and the action 

areas, or lenses, through which the planning and management issues can be addressed. 

Additionally, the Matrix can aid in generating potential solutions to park management and 

planning challenges. The findings from this research revealed that there are significant 

environmental and social impacts compromising Western Canadian destination 

wilderness parks. Among the most significant trends is the unprecedented increases in 

park visitation to Western Canadian destination wilderness parks. Increased visitor use 

poses significant challenges to the dual mandate of park agencies to protect natural and 
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cultural values while maximizing benefits to park visitors. As a result, there is a need for 

multi-organizational collaboration to create a unified approach to visitor use management 

in the Canadian parks and recreation field, similar to the US Interagency Visitor Use 

Management Council’s Visitor Use Management Framework. Adapting planning and 

management pro-actively to the trends of high volumes of park visitation is vital to 

maintaining the ecological integrity of wilderness parks for future generations to enjoy. 
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Appendix A.  
 
Recruitment Letter 

 
 

 

  

Subject: Invitation to participate in research 
 
Hello,  
 
My name is Stephanie Pawluk and I am a student in the Master of Community Planning Program 
at Vancouver Island University (VIU). I’m e-mailing you about a thesis I am conducting on 
wilderness park planning. I am looking for participants to complete a semi-structured, face-to-
face, or telephone interview. The interview will last approximately one hour and you will be 
asked questions on changing visitor use in the parks, challenges facing the parks, and planning 
and management actions. Participants will be asked to provide information on their own behalf 
and not on behalf of the organization(s) with which they are associated. 
 
Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time where 
practicable, for any reason, and without explanation. If you choose to withdraw from the study, 
all information you provided during the interview would be withdrawn from the study and 
destroyed. 
 
If you would like to participate or would like more information, please reply to 
s.pawluk@msn.com. 
 
If you do not want to participate, please send me a reply e-mail saying ‘No thanks.’ 
 
Thank you for your time. 
 
Stephanie Pawluk 
s.pawluk@msn.com 
604-848-5005 
Master of Community Planning 
Vancouver Island University 
Nanaimo, BC Canada 
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Appendix B.  
 
Interview Questions 

A. Park Information 
1. What region or park(s) do you work with? 
2. How busy do you find the park(s)? 
3. Do you think the park(s) have seen many changes recently? If so, how? When 

do you think these changes started to occur? 
 
B. Park Users 

1. Do you think the way park visitors use the park(s) has changed? If so, how? 
When do you think these changes started to occur? 

2. Do you think social media is changing park user behaviour in any way? If so, 
how? 

3. Have you noticed demographic changes in the park(s)? 
4. Is visitor safety a challenge in the park(s)? 
5. Why do you think so many people are coming to this/these park(s)? 

 
C. Challenges 

1. The statistics show a trend of increasing visitation to wilderness parks in BC and 
Alberta. Are you noticing any effects from increased tourism in the parks? 

2. Do you think there have been impacts to the overall experience of visiting the 
park(s)? 

3. Have you noticed any environmental impacts in the park(s)? 
4. Have you noticed any effects of climate change in the park(s)? 
5. Do you think there are any impacts on wildlife? 
6. Is parking and traffic congestion a problem? 
7. When do you think these challenges started to impact the park(s)? 
8. Are there any other challenges facing the park(s) in addition to ones I’ve 

outlined? 
 
D. Solutions 

1. What planning and management actions have been taken to address the 
changes and challenges in the park(s)? 

2. What future planning and management actions are being discussed to address 
the changes and challenges in the park(s)? 

3. Does the organization with whom you are connected create partnerships when 
seeking solutions? If so, with whom? 

4. Are there any barriers that constrain planning and management actions? If so, 
what? 

5. Do you think parks management and planning has adequately adapted to the 
changes and challenges in the park(s)? 

6. Do you think the park planning and management focusses more on park 
resilience and the environment or visitor experience? 

7. Can you think of any other solutions to the changes and challenges facing the 
park(s) today? 
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F. Other 

1. Any other thoughts on this topic? 
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Appendix C.  
 
Consent Form 

Interview Consent Form 

 
 

Loved to Death: Balancing Conservation and Visitor Use in Planning and Managing 
Western Canadian Destination Wilderness Parks 

  
Principal Investigator 
Stephanie Pawluk, Student 
Master of Community Planning 
Vancouver Island University  
s.pawluk@msn.com  

Student Supervisor 
Karin Albert, MCIP, RPP 
Master of Community Planning 
Vancouver Island University  
karin.albert@viu.ca  

 
Purpose 
I am a student in the Master of Community Planning program at Vancouver Island 
University (VIU).  My research, entitled “Loved to Death: Balancing Conservation and 
Visitor Use in Planning and Managing Western Canadian Destination Wilderness 
Parks,” aims to analyze the current state of Western Canadian wilderness parks today, 
which includes analyzing the changing park user trends and behaviours, and the 
challenges that are facing wilderness parks today. Further, this research aims to produce a 
framework for park planning at the pre-planning phase to help park planners plan for park 
resilience and quality visitor experience. A range of park professionals will be 
interviewed including park rangers, planners, managers, and biologists from Parks 
Canada, BC Parks, municipalities, and park co-management boards. My hope is that my 
research will contribute to the academic literature on the current state of wilderness parks 
in Western Canada, and that it will contribute to professional planning practice by 
producing a practical park planning framework. 
Description 
Research participants are asked to complete a semi-structured face-to-face, or telephone 
research interview. If you agree, you would be asked questions concerning your 
experience with the current state of the parks, park user trends and behaviours, challenges 
facing the parks, and park planning and management solutions. With your permission, the 
interview would be audio recorded. Your participation would require approximately one 
hour of your time. You would be participating confidentially, which means your personal 
identity (name) will not be disclosed in the products of the research. Further, your 
personal identity will not be linked to the organization(s) with which you are associated. 
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You will be asked to provide information on your own behalf and not on behalf of the 
organization(s) with which you are associated. 
 
Risk 
The information collected during the interview is likely to be uncontroversial, and thus 
the research poses only a very small risk of harm to participants. Participants may 
inadvertently place themselves in a vulnerable position with their employer for comments 
made in the interviews. A participant may feel that comments made during the interview 
will negatively impact their professional status, social standing, or employment. In 
addition, given the small number of individuals working in the parks field, it may be 
possible that a participant could be indirectly identifiable, even though pseudonyms are 
used. 
 
Management of Research Information/Data 
All records or your participation would be confidential. Only my supervisor and I will 
have access to information in which you are identified.  With your permission, the 
interview would be audio recorded and later transcribed into writing. Within two weeks 
of the interview, you will be provided a copy of the transcript and invited to make 
changes to the transcript as you wish (e.g. if you would like withdraw a particular 
statement you made during an interview). Electronic data will be stored on a password-
protected computer. Signed consent forms and paper copies of interview transcripts will 
be stored in a locked file cabinet in my home. Data will be deleted and shredded at the 
end of the project, approximately May 31st, 2020. Data transmitted using email accounts 
not based in Canada is subject to foreign legislation. Data stored outside of Canada is not 
protected by Canadian privacy legislation. 
 
Use of Research Information 
The results of this study will be published in my Master’s thesis, and may also be used 
for conference publications, presentations, and published in peer-reviewed journals. 
 
Participation  
Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any 
time where practicable, for any reason, and without explanation. If you choose to 
withdraw from the study, all information you provided during the interview would be 
withdrawn from the study and destroyed.  
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I, Stephanie Pawluk, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  
 
Principal Investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________  
 
 
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, 
please contact the VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email 
at reb@viu.ca. 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in 
this research under the following conditions:  
 
I consent to the interview. 
 
I consent to being audio recorded.                                                                     
 

Yes  
 
Yes                                     

No  
 
No                

I consent to being quoted in the products of the research. 
 

Yes                                     No               

 
 
Participant Name ________________________ Participant Signature _____________________ 
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Appendix D.  
 
Wilderness Park Planning Solutions Matrix Excel Sheets 

Available at https://viurrspace.ca/handle/10613/6109 
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