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The Yukon River is one of the 
great rivers of the world. A six
mile stretch of it known as the 
Whitehorse Rapids gave our city 
its name. Today, the river is both 
a source of power and a recre
ational playground, and so we 
have become increasingly aware 

of our responsibility to safeguard 
it as the dominant feature of the 
Yukon River Corridor. 

In late 1998, the Council of the 
City of Whitehorse embarked on 
the Yukon River Corridor Plan. 
The council selected a team of 
geologists, ecologists, historians 
and planners, led by Gartner Lee 
Limited Whitehorse, to assist the 
community in developing the 

plan. Fundamental to this process 
was an understanding and 
appreciation of the natural 
resources: the physical landscape, 
the ecology, and the human his
tory of the corridor. These three 
were to be analyzed not only as 
separate aspects but as interre
lated fields of study. 

The geological history of the 
corridor since the time of the last 
Ice Age has resulted in a diverse 
landscape, one which provides 

ecologically rich tributary stream 
corridors that support an abun
dant salmon run, and upland 
areas that form the habitat of 
birds, mammals and amphibians. 
The human history is indicated at 
sites where fishing, berry-picking 
and hunting took place in the 
past. It is clear that the traditional 
human use of the Yukon River 
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Corridor is linked to its natural 

history. It is therefore not surpris
ing that significant heritage sites 
(e.g., First Nations fishing camps 
or hunting trails) are located in 

areas that display rich and 
diverse ecological features today. 

The Yukon River flows through 
the City of Whitehorse. The 
boundaries for the Yukon River 
Corridor Plan encompass 110 
square kilometres, or twenty-six 

percent of the city's' 416 square
kilometre land base. Defining the 

boundary involved taking into 
account the ecology, topography 
and cultural activities associated 
with the river, both now and in 

the past. Once the boundary was 
identified, an ecologically based 
planning approach was used. 
This approach focused on identi
fiable "ecosystem units," which 
are a synthesis of vegetation and 
terrain conditions. These units 
formed the fundamental land 
management unit for the plan in 
a GIS database that was used to 
quantify landscape conditions 
and to manage the various 
resources on the basis of how 
rare, representative, or sensitive 
to disturbance they were. This 

approach created terrestrial 
ecosystem mapping for the entire 
Yukon River Corridor, which the 
City has augmented in prepara
tion for its Official Community 
Plan Review. 
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One of the most culturally signif
icant features of the corridor is 

the history of human occupation 
that dates back thousands of 
years. The First Nations were 
present when the salmon first ran 
in the river; they watched the 

bison slowly disappear and the 
moose thrive as grassland 
changed to spruce forest. 
Because they had a culture based 
on mobility, the First Nations of 
the Whitehorse area did not 
establish large villages with per
manent structures; the seasonal 

round took the people from 
place to place in search of food 
and trade. The traditional places 
used by the First Nations remain 
in the minds of elders, who have 

pointed out village sites, fishing 
spots, trails, berry-picking sites 
and burial sites. 

Another feature of the human 
history of the Yukon River 
Corridor emerged with the 
Klondike gold rush, which 
spawned tramlines, roads, rail
ways, and sternwheelers. The 
town site of Whitehorse was laid 
out in 1899, in a geometric pat
tern oriented to the railway and 
the sternwheeler docks on the 
river. 

The comprehensive inventory of 
resources in the Yukon River 
Corridor was mapped in a GIS 
database, which allowed the 
planning team to use a "bottom 
up" approach that involved inte
grating information about ter
rain, vegetation, and wildlife into 

ecosystem units. This terrestrial 

ecosystem mapping formed a 
basis for comparing such ele
ments with heritage-based and 
historic resources, and with the 
human values identified during 
the development of the plan. 

An extensive program of com
munity consultation was a crucial 

component in the preparation of 
the plan. Three broad areas of 
value emerged: the story and his
tory of the river; the recreational 
opportunities both along the cor
ridor and within the river; and 
environmental responsibility. 

Finally, the development of the 
Yukon River Corridor Plan was 
influenced by the urban land
scape. The contemporary con

cepts of landscape ecology and 
conservation biology were used 

as a basis for land-use planning, 
but the social values, the history 
and the various constraints ulti

mately influenced the land-use 
decisions within the corridor. 

Concepts such as representative
ness and rarity allowed for the 
identification and protection of 

important landscape elements, 
and helped set a course towards 

ecologically based land-use plan
ning in which urban and natural 

landscapes coexist in greater har
mony. 
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To find out more about Yukons 

Capital City write the Tourism 

Coordinator, City o[Whitehorse, 2121, 

2nd Ave., Whitehorse, Yukon, YJA 1C2 

(867) 668-8687 or Fax (867) 668-8384 

now for your FREE Vacation package. 

Visit our extensive web site -

www.city.whitehorse.yk.ca 




