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1. Introduction 

In January 2012, BC Parks initiated a management plan amendment process for 
Garibaldi Park (“the plan amendment”). The plan amendment is focussed on what is 
referred to here as the “Spearhead Area” of Garibaldi Park. The Spearhead Area 
encompasses the Spearhead and Fitzsimmons mountain ranges which together form a 
horseshoe of mountains connecting Blackcomb Mountain to Whistler Mountain (Figure 
1). The purpose of the plan amendment process is to revisit the management direction 
in the 1990 Garibaldi Provincial Park Master Plan (“the 1990 Master Plan”) and provide 
supplemental direction required to address management issues specifically affecting the 
Spearhead Area.  

2. Context 

The 1990 Master Plan was the result of an extensive public consultation process 
completed during the late 1980s. Overall, the management direction provided by the 
1990 Master Plan for most of the park is still considered valid today.  
 
The plan amendment is driven by a number of emerging issues specifically affecting the 
Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park, which has triggered the need to revisit the 
management direction for this area. The plan amendment process allowed for updated 
public, stakeholder, and First Nations’ input into the key issues outlined below.  

a) Public access and trail connections. There is a need to improve public access, 
including vehicle access to trailheads and hiking trail connections to the Singing Pass 
and Cheakamus Lake. There are several new trail connections and other measures 
proposed to improve public access and visitor experiences.  

b) First Nations involvement. The Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park is situated in the 
traditional territory of the Squamish Nation and the Lil’wat Nation. Since the 1990 
Master Plan, the Province has completed the Sea to Sky Land and Resource 
Management Plan (LRMP) and land use agreements with both First Nations. The 
LRMP identified areas of cultural significance to First Nations; this includes the 
Squamish Nation Wild Spirit Place which encompasses the Cheakamus watershed, a 
portion of which is within the study area.  

In 2007, BC Parks entered into a collaborative management agreement with 
Squamish Nation. BC Parks is committed to working collaboratively with Squamish 
Nation and the Lil’wat Nation in the management of the Spearhead Area of 
Garibaldi Park. There are known archaeological sites and features within the study 
area that require specific management direction. 

c) Increasing use. Summer and winter recreational use in the Spearhead Area is 
increasing. Backcountry ski touring is becoming increasingly popular and, due to its 
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easy accessibility from Whistler, the Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park is becoming a 
renowned destination for backcountry skiing.  

This plan amendment process considered the development of huts in the 
Spearhead Area, which, if developed, will attract greater numbers of visitors to the 
park in both summer and winter. Management direction is provided to support 
increased levels of use, including modest trail and facility development.  

d) Mountain biking. The Whistler area has emerged as a popular destination for 
mountain biking. Mountain biking is currently limited to the Diamond Head area 
(from the parking lot to the Elfin Lakes campground) and the south Cheakamus 
River Trail. The plan amendment process explored whether or not mountain bike 
access should be permitted in the Spearhead Area. 

e) Hut-supported route through the Spearhead Range. The 1990 Master Plan 
recommended studying a hut-supported ski-touring and hiking route through the 
Spearhead Area, but did not provide specific direction as to whether huts are 
appropriate. There is renewed interest in developing a hut system so input 
regarding the appropriateness of huts in the study area was sought. 

f) Heli-skiing. The 1990 Master Plan allowed for the continuation of heli-skiing access 
into the Spearhead Area of the park. Whistler Heli-Skiing Limited holds a park use 
permit to provide heli-skiing in this area of the park. In 2011, the permit was 
renewed for a period of five years. Input on the long-term direction regarding heli-
skiing in the Spearhead Area was sought. 

3. Scope and Study Area 

The plan amendment focussed on six sections of the 1990 Master Plan:  

1) Land Management, Section 5.2.1 
2) Cultural Resources, Section 5.3 
3) Hiking/Backpacking, Section 6.2.1 
4) Mountain Biking, Section 6.2.3 
5) Winter Recreation, Section 6.2.4 
6) Commercial Recreation Services, Section 6.2.5 

 
The plan amendment makes specific amendments to these sections as they relate to the 
Spearhead Area. All other aspects and direction in the 1990 Master Plan apply (e.g., the 
objectives and actions in section 5.2.5 - Wildlife Management, such as prohibition on 
domestic pets).  
 
The Spearhead Area of the park is within the Squamish Lillooet Regional District, directly 
east of the Resort Municipality of Whistler and adjacent to Whistler Blackcomb's 
Controlled Recreation Area (CRA). The CRA is Crown land tenured to Whistler Blackcomb 
and managed under a long-term resort Master Plan agreement.  
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The Spearhead Area is a popular backcountry ski destination in winter and a popular 
backcountry hiking and mountaineering destination during the summer months.  
 
The Spearhead Area covers 17,500 hectares of Garibaldi Park, approximately 9% of the 
total park area. Garibaldi Park is part of a large protected area complex, which includes 
Golden Ears and Pinecone Burke parks to the south, protecting 2,875 square kilometres 
(Figure 1). This is one of twelve large park complexes in the province. These complexes 
protect a range of ecosystems where natural processes occur, making them important 
for maintaining ecological integrity and managing for resiliency to climate change. This 
emphasis is particularly important in alpine areas like the Spearhead Area which are 
most sensitive to a warming climate. 

 
Figure 1: Map of the Study Area for the Garibaldi Park Management Plan Amendment 
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Public Engagement Process 
BC Parks undertook the following steps to complete the plan amendment process:  

Step 1: Engage stakeholders and First Nations (March 2012) 
Step 2: Initial public input (March 2012) 
Step 3: Develop draft management plan amendment (July 2012) 
Step 4: Draft management plan amendment available for comment  

(November 2012 to January 2013) 
Step 5: Open houses (December 2012) 
Step 6: Management plan amendment update and approvals (February 2013 – 

February 2014) 
 
A series of workshops, stakeholder meetings and online public comment forms were 
used to solicit input at the initial phases of the plan amendment process (Steps 1 and 2).  
 
As part of Step 1, stakeholder workshops were held on March 9 and 10, 2012 in 
Squamish and Whistler. These workshops were attended by 19 representatives of key 
stakeholder groups. Comments were solicited via a facilitated two-hour session, with 
written and verbal contributions received.  
 
Step 2 of the management plan amendment process involved the online solicitation of 
public input on the amendment process through information and a questionnaire 
posted on the BC Parks' website. During 45 days in February and March 2012, 945 
respondents filled out the questionnaire. Of the respondents, 85% were from the Lower 
Mainland, 50% of which were from the Sea to Sky region. During this same time, over 25 
written submissions were received from various stakeholder groups. 
 
As part of Step 3, BC Parks took the input received through Step 1 and Step 2 into 
consideration in the development of the draft management direction for public 
comment. 
 
Steps 4 and 5 involved the draft management plan amendment being posted online for 
a 45-day public comment period starting in November 2012. In December 2012, public 
open houses were held in Whistler and Vancouver to solicit comment on the draft 
management direction. There was considerable public interest in the plan amendment, 
with approximately 400 submissions from the public and stakeholder groups and over 
150 people attending the open houses.  
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4. Mountain Goat - Key Findings and Management Approach 

The 1990 Master Plan identified declining Mountain Goat populations as a major wildlife 
management concern in Garibaldi Park. In response to this, the 1990 Master Plan took a 
cautious direction regarding the Spearhead traverse backcountry skiing/hiking route and 
huts, stating that the concept would be studied in detail, including an assessment of the 
impact on Mountain Goats.  
 
Through the plan amendment process, BC Parks has undertaken further investigation 
and study of Mountain Goat habitat and populations. This research has informed the 
management approach recommended in this plan amendment and represents a key 
foundation for the management direction being put forward on several of the 
management issues that were addressed in the plan amendment process.  
 
The Province’s Conservation Framework ranks Mountain Goat as the highest priority 
species under Goal 2 of the framework, which is to prevent species and ecosystems 
from becoming “at risk.” Under the Conservation Framework, the management goal for 
Mountain Goat is to maintain viable, healthy and productive populations of the species 
throughout its native range. 
 
In 2010, the Province released the Management Plan for Mountain Goat in British 
Columbia (“the Management Plan for Mountain Goat”) which identifies conservation 
measures, based on the best available scientific information, to ensure Mountain Goats 
do not become threatened or endangered in the province. The Management Plan for 
Mountain Goat recommends management actions to mitigate threats to Mountain 
Goats related to habitat, hunting and access.  
 
There is an extant population of Mountain Goats within the Spearhead Area. Winter use 
of habitats within the Cheakamus and Fitzsimmons watersheds was identified during an 
aerial survey in 1978. Since then, goat winter range habitats have been identified and 
mapped within these two watersheds through a small number of surveys and studies. 
Figure 2 shows the location of the Mountain Goat winter range habitat within the study 
area.  
 
Over the years, the populations of Mountain Goats in the Spearhead Area of Garibaldi 
Park have been monitored using aerial surveys, mainly in winter, to provide relative 
estimates of population abundance and health. Past studies revealed the population of 
goats in the park is in decline, with 50 to 70 animals estimated in the park in 1990. Small 
populations like those in Garibaldi Park are more vulnerable and at greatest risk of 
extirpation (Ministry of Environment, 2010).  
 
BC Parks undertook goat monitoring flights in March 2012 and March 2013. The results 
indicate that Mountain Goat populations within the study area appear to be relatively 
stable and healthy although the status of the goat population throughout the park has 
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not been determined. This is in contrast to declining trends in Mountain Goat 
populations in the Sea to Sky region outside the park, where they are more vulnerable 
to human access and development. This context makes the careful management of 
Mountain Goat populations within the park all the more important. The report Potential 
Impacts of Proposed Recreational Activities on Mountain Goats, Spearhead Area of 
Garibaldi Park (2013), included as Appendix I, documents the results of BC Parks’ study.   
 
BC Parks has taken a precautionary approach in developing the management direction 
for the Spearhead Area to minimize the potential risk of causing harm to key ecosystem 
values (e.g. Mountain Goat. Supporting this approach, the plan amendment considers 
the management recommendations put forward in the Management Plan for Mountain 
Goat. This ensures sufficient measures are taken to support a viable, healthy population 
of Mountain Goats in the Spearhead Area in particular with respect to habitat and 
access.  
 

Figure 2: Map of the Mountain Goat Winter Range in the Spearhead Area 
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5. Management Direction 

This section provides management direction related to the following six sections of the 
1990 Master Plan:  

Section 5.2.1 - Land Management 
Section 5.3 -  Cultural Resources  
Section 6.2.1 - Hiking/Backpacking  
Section 6.2.3 - Mountain Biking 
Section 6.2.4 - Winter Recreation  
Section 6.2.5 - Commercial Recreation Services  

Section 5.2.1- LAND MANAGEMENT 

Management Issue 

There are three main access points to the study area: 1) the Singing Pass Trail, 2) 
through the Whistler Blackcomb CRA, and 3) via the Cheakamus Lake Forest Service 
Road (Figure 3). There are challenges associated with each of these access points that 
present barriers to public access to the park.  

a) In recent years a slope failure has eliminated all vehicle access to the former 
Singing Pass trailhead (situated outside the park). As a result, park visitors have 
an additional four kilometre hike on a rough road to join up with the existing trail 
inside the park.  

b) Park visitors may also travel through the CRA to access the park, either by way of 
the chairlift or by hiking or skiing through the CRA on routes connecting into the 
park. Some of these connections through the CRA are not well defined or signed. 

c) The Forest Service Road into the Cheakamus Lake Trailhead is rough and needs 
to be better signed and upgraded to improve visitor experience. 

 
Summary of Comments Received 

The public expressed strong support for improved access to the Spearhead Area of the 
park. Two main areas of concern were raised: 1) access via the Singing Pass Trail and 2) 
access through the CRA. 

There is strong support for improving public access to the park through the CRA, 
including the need for clearly defined routes and signage, particularly from the village at 
the base of Whistler and Blackcomb mountains.  

Respondents were supportive of continued access to year-round overnight parking for 
park visitors, which would increase in demand if a system of huts is developed in the 
Spearhead Area. 

First Nations raised concerns around improved access resulting in increased use in the 
Spearhead Area and the potential for impacts to cultural sites and use. 
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Analysis 

BC Parks needs to work with adjacent land managers, including Whistler Blackcomb, the 
Resort Municipality of Whistler, and the Whistler Sliding Centre, to improve public 
access to the park. This should include improved access to the Singing Pass Trail, with a 
new vehicle-accessible trailhead and designated and well-defined all-weather access 
routes through the CRA for both summer and winter use.  

In the case of the Singing Pass Trail, public comments underscored the need for repair or 
replacement of the existing access road and trailhead. Engineering studies have 
revealed that re-establishing vehicle access to the existing trailhead is not feasible. 
While this existing access will be preserved as an alternate hiking route from Whistler 
Village, BC Parks proposes to improve access by developing a new Singing Pass trailhead 
on the north side of Fitzsimmons Creek. The implementation of this will require access 
agreements with adjacent land managers, including Whistler Blackcomb, Whistler 
Sliding Centre, and the operator of the Fitzsimmons waterpower project.  

BC Parks will continue to engage with other agencies, including the Resort Municipality 
of Whistler, to ensure there is appropriate overnight and day use parking for park 
visitors and to improve access and signage to the Cheakamus Lake trailhead.  
 
Management Plan Amendment 

The following new objective and associated strategies are proposed to be added to 
section 5.2.1: 
 
Objective: To work with adjacent land managers to provide appropriate public access to 
the Spearhead Area of the park.  
 
Specific Strategies: 

 Work with adjacent land managers to establish a new vehicle-accessible 
trailhead on the north side of Fitzsimmons Creek to provide summer access to the 
Singing Pass Trail.  

- Connect the Singing Pass Trail to a new trailhead on the north side of 
Fitzsimmons Creek.  

- Explore the establishment of a route from the new trailhead to connect with 
trails in the park on the Blackcomb side. 

 Work with Whistler Blackcomb to provide appropriate all-season public access to 
the park and to improve the park visitor’s experience as they travel through the 
Controlled Recreation Area.  

- Designate summer and winter public access rights-of-way through the 
Controlled Recreation Area through both the Whistler and Blackcomb 
operating areas. 
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- Develop clearly demarcated trails/routes with signage through the Controlled 
Recreation Area. 

- Explore other measures to reduce barriers to year-round park access.  

 Work with the Resort Municipality of Whistler to ensure appropriate year-round 
parking is available in Whistler Village for both day use and overnight park 
visitors. 

 Work with appropriate provincial ministries, the Resort Municipality of Whistler, 
and other stakeholders to improve access and signage to the Cheakamus Lake 
trailhead.  

 Work with the Lil’wat Nation and Squamish Nation to ensure that appropriate 
protection measures are in place for First Nation cultural sites to reduce potential 
impacts resulting from increased visitor use. 

 

Figure 3: Map of the Study Area Showing the Whistler Blackcomb Controlled Recreation 
Area and Access Issues 
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Section 5.3 - CULTURAL RESOURCES 

Management Issue  

The Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park is situated in the traditional territory of the Lil’wat 
Nation and the Squamish Nation. The Spearhead Area has been used by First Nations for 
hunting, trapping, fishing, gathering, ceremonies, and travel routes. The 1990 Master 
Plan does not provide management direction regarding First Nations’ cultural values in 
the park. Since the Master Plan was completed in 1990, the Province completed the Sea 
to Sky LRMP which identified areas of cultural importance to First Nations. This includes 
the Squamish Nation Wild Spirit Place which encompasses the Cheakamus watershed, a 
portion of which is within the study area.  

In 2007, BC Parks entered into a collaborative management agreement with Squamish 
Nation. BC Parks is committed to working collaboratively with Squamish Nation and 
Lil’wat Nation. Also, there are known archaeological sites and features within the study 
area that require specific management direction.  
 
Summary of Comments Received 

Lil’wat Nation completed a study looking at the cultural and archaeological values in the 
Spearhead Area and made specific recommendations with respect to the plan 
amendment that are reflected in the management strategies below.  

Many respondents also underscored the importance of protecting archaeological sites 
and First Nations’ values and the need to provide education on First Nations’ cultural 
history and traditional uses. 

Stakeholders and members of the public noted the cultural value associated with the 
experience of recreating in a wilderness setting. The Spearhead Area is recognized as an 
important place where British Columbians and other visitors can access alpine 
landscapes and experience wilderness and solitude.  
 
The importance of the mountaineering history associated with the Spearhead Area and 
the Russet (Himmelsbach) Hut was emphasised in several comments.  
 
Analysis 

The plan amendment acknowledges that the study area is within the traditional territory 
of Squamish Nation and Lil’wat Nation. The plan amendment recognises First Nations’ 
cultural and traditional values and uses and includes strategies to protect archaeological 
sites in the study area. It also includes strategies for developing interpretive 
opportunities to highlight the First Nations and mountaineering histories associated 
with Garibaldi Park.  
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Management Plan Amendment 

The following changes are proposed to section 5.3: 

Change the name of section 5.3 from “Cultural Resources” to “Cultural Values”. 

Include the following text as a preamble to the objectives section: “The Spearhead 
Area of Garibaldi Park is within the traditional territory of the Lil’wat Nation and the 
Squamish Nation.  

BC Parks is committed to working collaboratively with First Nations through the 
implementation of formal agreements including the Collaborative Management 
Agreement Between the Province and the Squamish Nation, the Agreement on Land Use 
Planning Between the Squamish First Nation and the Province of BC, and the Land Use 
Planning Agreement Between the Lil’wat Nation and the Province of BC. 

Garibaldi Park, like all parks and protected areas in British Columbia, is subject to 
constitutionally protected (section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982) aboriginal and treaty 
rights.”  
 
Add the following objective and strategies to section 5.3: 

Objective: Recognise and protect First Nations’ cultural values and traditional uses. 

Specific strategies: 

 Recognise and enable the practice of First Nations’ traditional uses and activities 
in Garibaldi Park. 

 Work with Lil’wat Nation, Squamish Nation, and other partners to inform the 
public about First Nations’ history, place names, and traditional uses in the area. 

 Recognise and protect the Squamish Nation’s cultural values associated with the 
Cheakamus Wild Spirit Place. 

 Develop site-specific strategies to protect archaeological sites located near park 
facilities including huts, trails, and campsites. 

 Register the known pictograph located between Billy Goat Creek and Wedge 
Creek with the Heritage Branch.  

 Confirm the location and condition of the aboriginal trail from Billy Goat Creek to 
Wedge Creek Pass.  
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Objective: Provide opportunities to inform the public about the history of Garibaldi Park. 

Specific strategies: 

 Work with key partners to provide opportunities to inform the public about 
Garibaldi Park, including its mountaineering pioneers and history. 

Section 6.2.1- HIKING/BACKPACKING 

Management Issue  

Summer visitation to the Whistler area is increasing, accompanied by a strong demand 
for nature-based activities including hiking. According to a Tourism Whistler survey, 
hiking is cited by visitors as the most important summer activity for guests visiting 
Whistler, with over 30% of visitors engaging in hiking during their stay. Summer lift 
access and the Peak 2 Peak Gondola bring many of these visitors to both Whistler and 
Blackcomb mountains, from where they have access to the spectacular alpine meadows 
and vistas in the Spearhead Area of the park. As a result, the Spearhead Area is 
becoming an increasingly popular summer destination. This plan amendment also 
considers the development of huts in the Spearhead Area, which, if developed, will 
attract greater numbers of visitors to the park in both summer and winter. Increase in 
summer use will need to be managed using appropriate facilities, including trails, 
signage, and campsites. The plan amendment explored expanding the network of trails 
in the Spearhead Area to improve the range of hiking opportunities available to park 
visitors.  
 
Summary of Comments Received 

While there was support for expanded hiking opportunities in the Spearhead Area, the 
public emphasised the importance of ensuring that park and facility development is 
adequately resourced and that priority be placed on the maintenance of existing 
facilities. Upgrades to existing trails, including the Singing Pass Trail, and the 
replacement or repair of the Russet (Himmelsbach) Hut were identified as priorities 
above any new developments. Improved waste management, signage, and additional 
camping facilities were also identified as high priorities. 

There was a high degree of public interest in a “Spearhead Traverse” looping trail 
through the study area, with associated facilities to focus impacts and minimize 
environmental damage. A number of respondents raised concerns about the feasibility 
and cost of an alpine trail on the Blackcomb side, suggesting the terrain would present 
serious challenges for trail building. 

Whistler Blackcomb is interested in developing a trail from the Flute Summit along the 
Flute ridge to the Singing Pass Trail which - while mostly within the Controlled 
Recreation Area - would cross over the park boundary in some locations. This trail would 
provide a shorter loop connecting Whistler Mountain to Whistler Village via the Singing 
Pass Trail. Public comments reflected general support for this trail concept. 
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Analysis 

There is strong public support for improved hiking trails and supporting facilities within 
the study area to control and focus visitor impacts and enhance the recreational 
opportunities available in the park.  

BC Parks is taking a particular focus to ensure that trails are designed and developed in 
ways that prevent impacts to Mountain Goats and avoid impacting other wildlife habitat 
including Hoary Marmot colonies.  

The alpine terrain on the Blackcomb side of the Spearhead is steep and challenging and 
much is Mountain Goat habitat. BC Parks has studied route options for a hiking trail 
traversing the Spearhead, and completed a field reconnaissance. Further detailed 
assessment is required to determine if there is a safe and feasible hiking route through 
this area that will avoid impacts to Mountain Goat and other important ecosystem 
values. 

The 1990 Master Plan recommended a hiking trail from Cheakamus Lake to the Singing 
Pass. There was general support for this concept, suggesting it would provide a new 
opportunity for extended hiking trips in the park. Since then, BC Parks has conducted 
terrain and route analysis and has determined that such a trail would be challenging and 
very costly to develop. Additionally, hiking routes up the Singing Creek drainage travel 
through alpine meadows in close proximity to Mountain Goat habitat. Developing a trail 
in this area may have adverse impacts to Mountain Goats, which are sensitive to human 
presence. The proposed trail would travel through the Cheakamus Wild Spirit Place, an 
area of importance to Squamish Nation. While the Squamish Nation has not objected to 
existing use within this area, additional trail development in the watershed is 
inconsistent with their objectives for the Wild Spirit Place.  

Finally, forest health assessments at the Cheakamus Lake and Singing Creek 
campgrounds suggest that future camping closures in this area may need to be 
considered, although this has yet to be determined. This may have further implications 
for access and use in the Cheakamus Lake area. 

The plan amendment supports the direction in the 1990 Master Plan to develop a loop 
trail at Adit Lakes. With the possibility of an improved hut at Russet Lake, and an 
associated increased visitation to the area, new hiking opportunities such as this will 
serve to improve visitor experiences. Any hut development in the Russet Lake area will 
be accompanied by additional campsites focussing associated impacts in the vicinity of 
the hut. Based on this, the 1990 direction to establish additional backcountry campsites 
at Adit Lakes will be deleted, to limit the use of this area to hiking only. 
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Management Plan Amendment 

Add the following strategies to section 6.2.1: 

 Minimise impacts to sensitive ecosystems and wildlife when designing hiking 
trails and associated facilities. Ecosystem values of particular concern include 
habitat for Mountain Goat, Wolverine, Hoary Marmot, Pika, and alpine meadow 
vegetation. 

 Assess cumulative impacts when planning and designing hiking trails and 
associated facilities. This includes impacts on sensitive ecosystems and wildlife as 
well as impacts on visitor experiences. 

 Avoid impacts to First Nations’ cultural sites and traditional uses when siting and 
designing hiking trails and associated facilities. 

 Visitors will be responsible for packing out what they pack in. BC Parks may 
develop a human waste management plan to address both summer and winter 
sanitation issues.  

 Develop a loop hiking trail through the Spearhead Area, with an alpine 
component where feasible.  

- Minimise impacts to wildlife habitat when locating hiking trails. Trail design 
and construction will follow the Management Plan for Mountain Goat in 
British Columbia recommendations and may require detailed assessments to 
ensure impacts to Mountain Goat habitat are avoided. 

- Hiking trails will be designed to provide a high-quality, safe hiking 
opportunity for a range of abilities and to minimise long-term maintenance 
requirements.  

- Basic facilities will be provided where appropriate, including campsites, 
outhouses, and food caches. 

 Work with Whistler Blackcomb to develop a trail connecting from the Flute 
Summit to the Singing Pass Trail. 

The plan amendment confirms support for the implementation of the following 
strategy: 

 Develop a loop trail linking Russet Lake and Adit Lake. 

Delete the following strategies: 

 A high route trail in the Spearhead range linking the Blackcomb ski area and the 
Whistler ski area will be studied in detail. Included in the study will be an 
assessment of impacts to Mountain Goats. 

 Develop a trail from Cheakamus Lake to Singing Pass.  
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The plan amendment removes the reference to developing a backcountry campsite at 
Adit Lakes: 

 Develop backcountry campsites at Mamquam Lake and Helm Lake and Adit 
Lakes. 

Section 6.2.3 - MOUNTAIN BIKING 

Management Issue  

Since the drafting of the 1990 Master Plan, mountain biking has emerged as one of the 
most popular summer activities in the Whistler area and has significant benefit to the 
local economy1. The 1990 Master Plan provides for mountain biking opportunities in 
Garibaldi Park at Cheakamus Lake and Diamond Head (Elfin Lakes). There is strong local 
demand for new mountain biking opportunities in the Whistler area, in particular in high 
alpine areas, as there are few alpine bike trails in the Sea to Sky corridor.  

Some mountain bikers are making their way from the Singing Pass Trail and the CRA into 
the Spearhead Area of the park. This access is not permitted, and, if unmanaged, could 
result in damage to fragile alpine ecosystems and impacts to wildlife.  
 
Summary of Comments Received 

The majority of the public and stakeholder comments on the draft management plan 
supported BC Parks’ proposal to not allow any expansion of mountain biking in the 
Spearhead Area. Respondents cited concerns around the potential for user conflicts, 
unauthorised use resulting in damage to sensitive alpine ecosystems, cumulative 
environmental effects, limits to the area’s carrying capacity, and the increased footprint 
and expense associated with constructing and maintaining a multi-use trail system in an 
alpine area.  

Those who did support the expansion of mountain biking into the Spearhead Area were 
predominantly interested in an alpine cross-country biking opportunity in the Singing 
Pass/Musical Bumps area citing the high recreational value associated with such an 
opportunity. 

Mountain biking stakeholder groups, including members of the Whistler Off-Road 
Cycling Association (WORCA), objected to the draft management direction that did not 
allow for any mountain biking in the Spearhead Area, despite the feedback from the 
public in the initial input phase which generally supported a mountain biking 
opportunity. Local mountain biking stakeholder groups requested that BC Parks 
reconsider and allow some mountain biking access into the Spearhead Area. WORCA 
suggested that carefully planned, well-built and managed multi-use trails could minimise 

                                                      
1
 The Western Canada Mountain Bike Tourism Association conducted an economic impact study for 

communities in the Sea to Sky corridor which showed that public mountain biking trails in the Whistler 
area generated $6.6 million in economic activity over a period from June - September 2006. 
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impacts to both the alpine environment and visitor experience, while providing a high-
quality recreational experience for a broader spectrum of park visitors.  

The Resort Municipality of Whistler and WORCA advocated for the management plan to 
reflect a commitment to ongoing dialogue between BC Parks and relevant stakeholders 
regarding a future cross-country mountain biking opportunity in the Spearhead Area.   

First Nations questioned the compatibility and acceptability of mountain biking within 
this area of the park and expressed concerns around damage to ecological values 
caused by unregulated and increased use. 
 
Analysis 

BC Parks considered all the public feedback and acknowledges that there is a strong 
interest from mountain biking stakeholder groups in developing some access to the 
Spearhead Area. However, due to the potential for adverse impacts to alpine ecology 
and wildlife, the plan amendment maintains the direction to not expand mountain 
biking in the study area. This is based on a fundamental concern that the decision to 
introduce mountain biking to the Spearhead Area could result in irreversible impacts to 
sensitive alpine ecosystems. Even with well-designed and well-managed trails, there is 
significant risk associated with allowing mountain biking in this area of the park, where 
this activity could result in cumulative environmental impacts, particularly in the wet 
alpine meadow habitats associated with the Singing Pass area.  

With the planned improvements to hiking trails and the possible addition of 
backcountry huts, BC Parks anticipates that hiking use in the study area, in particular the 
Singing Pass, will increase over the coming years. To allow a new activity into the area 
could result in overcrowding and an overall diminishment of the park visitor experience.  

Many of the public responded that what they value most about the Spearhead Area of 
Garibaldi Park is that it is a place where they can readily connect with a sense of 
wilderness. Allowing mountain biking - an activity that is likely to be associated with 
high levels of use which would require further trail development - may detract from the 
wilderness experience which is of value to visitors of Garibaldi Park. 

There are other areas in the region where alpine mountain biking trails are being 
established, including the Sproatt area and in the Spruce Lake area. This presents an 
opportunity to study the experiences in these areas and gauge the effectiveness of 
managing long-term ecosystem impacts and conflicts between user groups.  

The plan amendment supports a continued dialogue with the local mountain biking 
community to study the experiences with alpine mountain biking in other areas and 
recommends a study to assess the long-term impacts on alpine and park environments. 
The results of this study can inform an assessment of whether or not a future mountain 
biking opportunity might be developed in the Spearhead Area that fully addresses BC 
Parks’ concerns and requirements. Taking a long-term perspective on the experiences in 
other areas affords BC Parks the time needed to assess the changes in visitor use levels 
resulting from other concepts put forward in this plan amendment. BC Parks will 
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consider whether or not a new activity such as mountain biking may be appropriate in 
the Spearhead Area at some point in the future through an updated management 
planning process for Garibaldi Park.  
 
Finally, the management plan amendment removes the reference from the 1990 Master 
Plan regarding a proposed mountain biking trail on the south side of the Cheakamus 
River. A trail evaluation conducted by BC Parks in conjunction with WORCA in July 1998 
recommended that a mountain biking trail on the south side of Cheakamus “should be 
abandoned for technical, safety and environmental reasons.”  
 
Management Plan Amendment 

Amend the objective in section 6.2.3: 

Objective: Encourage mountain bike access to trailhead parking areas but limit cycling to 
two areas: the Red Heather Ridge trail up to the Elfin Shelter and the proposed south 
Cheakamus River Lake Trail. 

Add the following objectives and strategies: 

Objective: Study the development, use and impacts of high-elevation cross-country 
mountain biking trails in other areas.  

Specific strategies: 

 Work with the Resort Municipality of Whistler and other key stakeholders to 
study the long-term impacts and use associated with alpine mountain biking 
trails in the Sea to Sky region and other areas, including provincial and national 
parks.  

Objective: Assess the feasibility of a cross-country mountain biking opportunity in the 
Spearhead Area.  

Specific strategies: 

 Undertake an assessment of the feasibility of mountain biking in the Spearhead 
Area that considers: 

- The results of the above study on long-term impacts;  

- Direct and cumulative impacts on ecosystem values and visitor experiences in 
the Spearhead Area; and, 

- Trail design and maintenance standards.  



 
Garibaldi Park Management Plan Amendment for the Spearhead Area                    18 

Section 6.2.4 - WINTER RECREATION [BACKCOUNTRY HUTS] 

Management Issue  

The 1990 Master Plan provides direction to study the concept of a hut-supported winter 
ski-touring route, including an assessment of the impacts to Mountain Goats. Although 
the 1990 Master Plan suggested that huts should be studied in detail, it was not explicit 
regarding whether or not huts were acceptable in the Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park.  

Through this plan amendment process, BC Parks has considered a hut system concept, 
by seeking public feedback regarding the acceptability of huts and by completing an 
assessment of Mountain Goat populations and habitat requirements in the study area.  

BC Parks’ assessment of huts in the Spearhead has also been informed by a proposal for 
a system of huts submitted by the Spearhead Huts Committee in spring 2012. In 
developing its proposal, the Committee carefully selected preferred hut locations based 
on considerations for winter and summer access, patterns of use, and safety.  

Where a management planning document provides direction indicating that a fixed-roof 
accommodation facility such as huts are appropriate in a park, proposals for the 
development of such facilities may proceed to a competitive process, pursuant to BC 
Parks Fixed Roof Accommodation Policy (2006) and associated guidelines.  
 
Summary of Comments Received 

The public came out strongly in favour of a hut system. Many felt that huts and 
associated facilities provide an appropriate means to focus visitor impacts and use. 
There are concerns around public safety due to the complexity of the terrain, the need 
to limit the size and number of the huts, and the need to mitigate environmental 
impacts, in particular impacts to sensitive alpine habitats and wildlife. Another issue 
raised was the need to manage commercial use of the huts to ensure fair and equitable 
access. Many suggested a reservation system should be implemented, with limits on 
commercial bookings of the huts. 

Respondents considered various levels of development - from those preferring rustic 
huts to those interested in seeing more intensively developed huts modeled after the 
Haute Route in the Alps and other European hut systems. Overall, the preference was 
for modest huts and not lodges. The public also emphasised the need for careful visitor 
management to avoid huts exceeding their capacity, and the need to provide waste 
facilities. 

Respondents stressed the importance of maintaining affordable access for the public 
and preferred a not-for-profit model for hut operations. Respondents also emphasised 
the need for provision of public amenities at the huts including campsites, pit toilets, 
and cooking and emergency shelters.  

While the majority of stakeholders were in support of huts in the Spearhead Area, some 
concerns were raised about the cumulative impacts of increased public use into more 
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remote areas of the park, safety issues - particularly in inclement weather - and ensuring 
the design and location of the huts minimise impacts to park viewscapes and alpine 
ecosystems.  

Whistler Search and Rescue underscored the pressures a hut system could place on 
volunteer emergency responders and emphasised the need for a comprehensive safety 
plan.  
 
Analysis 

Given widespread indications of support for the hut concept, the plan amendment 
provides clear direction to allow huts. This includes provisions to ensure the location 
and is carefully considered to minimise environmental footprint and avoid impacts, in 
particular impacts to Mountain Goats and their habitat. The management direction also 
includes conditions that will be used to assess hut proposals to ensure that the hut 
system is safe and affordable for a spectrum of park visitors.  
 
Management Plan Amendment 

The following changes are proposed to section 6.2.4: 

Delete the following strategy:  

 Study in detail the high route trail in the Spearhead Range linking the Blackcomb ski 
area and the Whistler ski area as a possible ski tour route supported by a hut system. 
Included in the study will be an assessment of impact on Mountain Goats. 

Replace with the following strategies: 

 Alpine huts are acceptable in the Spearhead Area under the following conditions:  

- Huts will be available to the public with fair opportunity to secure overnight 
accommodation. Proposals with lower overnight accommodation fees may be 
favoured. 

- Huts will provide modest facilities to support self-sufficient and self-propelled 
users.  

- Huts will be located and designed to accommodate winter ski-touring and may 
require the development of summer hiking trails connecting to the huts. 

- Huts proposals will be required to minimize impacts to park values by: 

 Minimising the size and number of huts. 

 Minimising air access required for servicing the huts. 

 Avoiding Mountain Goat winter range and alpine forage habitat adjacent to 
the Mountain Goat winter range (hut locations and construction will consider 
recommendations of the provincial Management Plan for Mountain Goat and 
may require detailed assessment to ensure impacts to Mountain Goat habitat 
are avoided). 
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 Including environmentally sustainable water management and waste 
management systems (including “pack in and pack out” requirements). 

 Including a health and safety plan to address public health and safety 
associated with both the access to, and use of, the huts. 

 Including a wildfire plan to address wildfire risk. 

 Applying the BC Parks Impact Assessment Process (includes an assessment of 
impacts to alpine ecosystems and wildlife, visitor experiences and First Nations 
cultural sites and traditional uses).  

Section 6.2.5 - COMMERCIAL RECREATION SERVICES [HELI-SKIING] 

Management Issue  

In 1981 the Province issued a 30-year licence of occupation for heli-skiing in the 
Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park. The 1990 Master Plan supported restrictions on all 
motorised access in Garibaldi Park, including aircraft access. However, a decision was 
made to allow heli-skiing to continue, an exception to the overarching vision for 
Garibaldi Park to be non-motorised. The heli-skiing permit was restricted to the 
geographic extent of the existing permit area held by Whistler Heli-Skiing.  

Winter motorised use on lands outside the park in the Sea to Sky region has increased 
significantly since 1990. This use is placing pressures on non-motorised user groups who 
often feel displaced from areas with high levels of snowmobiling and heli-skiing use, 
making Garibaldi Park increasingly important as a non-motorised recreational 
destination. 

In 2011, the heli-skiing permit expired and BC Parks granted a five-year renewal, 
expiring in 2016. This interim permit renewal allowed BC Parks the opportunity to seek 
input from the public, stakeholders, and First Nations regarding the future of heli-skiing 
in the park.  
 
Summary of Comments Received 

There was considerable interest in the question of heli-skiing, with differing opinions 
about the future of the tenure in the park. While the majority of public and stakeholders 
were strongly opposed to heli-skiing continuing in the park, there was also a number of 
tourism and business interests that expressed support for heli-skiing.  

Many recreation and conservation stakeholders responding to the draft plan 
amendment were disappointed that it did not include direction to phase out the heli-
skiing tenure within the park. The opposition to heli-skiing in the park was based on its 
inconsistency with the non-motorised vision for Garibaldi Park, conflicts with 
backcountry skiers, noise, emissions, carbon footprint, impacts to wildlife and a 
diminished sense of solitude and wilderness.  



 
Garibaldi Park Management Plan Amendment for the Spearhead Area                    21 

Supporters of heli-skiing cited its importance to tourism and the local economy. Resort 
partners support heli-skiing as an important resort business and product offering.  The 
Resort Municipality of Whistler emphasized the importance of BC Parks and Whistler 
Heli-Skiing working to minimize ecological impacts, and working with relevant user 
groups to maximize user experience and safety, including development of a conflict 
avoidance protocol with the ski-touring community. Whistler Search and Rescue noted 
the importance of the heli-skiing operator in providing a measure of public safety by 
their presence in the area. 
 

Analysis 

Public feedback stated a strong preference for restricting Garibaldi Park to non-
motorized activity and phasing out heli-skiing. Motorised access impacts the wilderness 
quality of the Spearhead Area and affects park visitors’ quiet enjoyment of the park, 
both of which have been recognised as core values of the Garibaldi Park experience.  

The Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park is an increasingly popular destination for 
backcountry ski touring, an activity that attracts many visitors to the Whistler area. The 
proposed development of huts is considered to be a world-class backcountry skiing 
experience that will attract additional visitors to the Whistler area. The ski touring 
community has expressed concern that motorised heli-skiing access to the Spearhead 
detracts from the park experience and results in user conflicts. Furthermore, pressures 
from increasing motorised use in many other areas of the Sea to Sky region make 
Garibaldi Park all the more important as a non-motorised destination.  

Heli-skiing has been a recreation opportunity in Garibaldi Park for 32 years. Heli-skiing is 
part of a unique experience that destination visitors to Whistler are seeking, combining 
one or two days of heli-skiing with an on-mountain experience.  While the portion of the 
heli-skiing tenure within Garibaldi Park is a small percentage of the overall tenure area, 
it is important for providing a viable heli-skiing opportunity on days of marginal weather 
when other locations within their tenure do not. 

Whistler Heli-Skiing provides an additional measure of public safety through their 
presence in the Spearhead Area. However, reliance on the heli-skiing operator to 
provide public safety in the park is not reasonable. BC Parks has protocols for managing 
backcountry safety in parks, including Garibaldi. If huts are developed in the Spearhead 
Area, BC Parks will require that a plan be developed that fully addresses all aspects of 
public safety for their access and use; this plan should not rely on the heli-skiing 
operator to provide public safety.   

Overall, the populations of Mountain Goat in Garibaldi Park have declined from historic 
numbers, making the remaining goats highly vulnerable to disturbance. Mountain Goat 
is an easily stressed species and human use, in particular helicopter use, is known to 
cause distress and habitat avoidance in Mountain Goats. The provincial Management 
Plan for Mountain Goat provides recommendations for avoiding negative impacts to 
Mountain Goat, including recommendations related to the use of helicopters.  
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Surveys of Mountain Goat in the Spearhead Area in 2012 and 2013 indicate that the 
populations are relatively stable. This would suggest that under the current 
management regime, heli-skiing operations do not appear to be having a significant 
negative effect on Mountain Goat populations in the Spearhead Area of the park. This 
may be because helicopter access routes avoid goat winter range and a height of land 
separates the closest winter range from the heli-skiing permit area. However, these 
surveys were the first completed in the area since 2000, and combined with earlier 
surveys, the data set is not extensive enough to draw conclusions about whether or not 
the Spearhead population has increased or decreased over time. More information is 
required to understand long-term trends in Mountain Goat populations. 

Wolverine is another species that occurs in the park and is known to be negatively 
affected by motorised use, although the status of populations in the Spearhead Area of 
the park is unknown.  Further monitoring is required.  

 

Management Plan Amendment 

Add the following strategies: 

 Consider the future of heli-skiing in the park by monitoring and assessing the effects 
of heli-skiing on key park values, including public recreation activities, Mountain 
Goats and other wildlife.   

 By no later than 2026, BC Parks will develop a recommendation on the future of heli-
skiing that meets the vision of the park, and addresses impacts on key park values.  
The recommendation could include continuing, adjusting, or eliminating heli-skiing. 

 BC Parks will work with the heli-skiing operator to ensure that their permit 
management plan includes protocols and restrictions to minimise user conflicts and 
impacts to Mountain Goats. 

 No additional areas for heli-skiing within the park will be considered.  
 

In the interim, maintain the following strategy: 

 The heli-skiing opportunities will continue to be a recreation service offered in the 
park. However, no new areas will be considered within the park for additional heli-
skiing. 
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6. Implementation 

Implementation Plan 

The management of the Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park will follow the direction 
outlined in this management plan amendment. The implementation of the outlined 
management strategies is subject to the availability of resources. As capacity allows, BC 
Parks will implement management strategies, starting with the high priority strategies 
outlined below.  

High Priority Strategies 

The following strategies have been identified as high priorities for implementation: 

 Work with Whistler Blackcomb to develop public access rights-of-way through 
the Controlled Recreation Area. 

 Work with adjacent land managers to establish a new vehicle-accessible 
trailhead on the north side of Fitzsimmons Creek to provide summer access to 
the Singing Pass Trail.  

 Work with Whistler Blackcomb to develop a trail connecting from the Flute 
Summit to the Singing Pass Trail. 

 Following the BC Parks Fixed Roof Accommodation Policy, solicit proposals for 
the development of huts in the Spearhead Area that meet the conditions 
outlined under Section 6.2.4. 

 Work with partner ministries and other partners, to monitor and assess the 
effects of heli-skiing on key park values. 
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Introduction 
 

Mountain Goats are a species of particular importance in British Columbia. The global 

distribution of Mountain Goats is limited to western North America, with over 50% of 

the world’s population occurring in BC (MGMT 2010). Although Mountain Goats are 

not considered a species at risk (BC CDC 2013), within the Conservation Framework 

Mountain Goats are ranked Priority 1 (highest priority) for Goal 2: Prevent species and 

ecosystems from becoming at risk (BC Conservation Framework 2013).  Recent 

estimates of population trends suggest that populations are stable-decreasing to 

decreasing in the Lower Mainland region (MGMT 2010; S. Rochetta, personal 

communication, May 22, 2012). Mountain Goats are sensitive to disturbance from human 

activities, and parks and protected areas are considered important for protecting goats 

from disturbance and habitat loss due to industrial development (MGMT 2010). 

However, recreational activities are also known to cause disturbance to Mountain Goats 

and may reduce habitat effectiveness, even in parks (MGMT 2010). 
 

Mountain Goats occur in Garibaldi Park, including the Spearhead Area. Winter range 

habitat has been identified and mapped within the Spearhead Area, and recent winter 

surveys suggest that these habitats are well occupied with populations of Mountain 

Goats.  The availability and use of habitat by Mountain Goats at other times of year 

within the Spearhead Area is less well understood.  However, general knowledge of goat 

biology, qualitative assessment of habitat conditions, and GIS analysis of factors limiting 

habitat suitability, such as access to escape terrain, suggest that goats may use the 

Spearhead Area throughout the year. In particular, the Spearhead Area likely provides 

important habitat in the spring for the birth of kids, early rearing, and foraging, because 

these habitats are typically found within or close to goat winter ranges.   
 

Recent GIS analyses also show that current and proposed human activities overlap with 

goat habitat.  These overlaps have the potential to cause negative impacts to Mountain 

Goat populations in the Spearhead Area, because Mountain Goats are sensitive to 

disturbance from human activity, including recreation. This report provides a summary of 

what we know about Mountain Goat habitat and activity in the Spearhead Area, and a 

qualitative assessment of the risk of current and proposed recreational activities to 

Mountain Goats. 
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Mountain Goat Habitat and Use in the Spearhead Area 

 
Mountain Goat Winter Range 

The availability of suitable habitat in winter (“winter range”) is an important limiting 

factor for Mountain Goat populations. Movements tend to be restricted in winter, likely 

due to the energetic costs of moving through deep snow.  Habitat requirements in winter 

include access to escape terrain, and conditions that limit snow cover and improve access 

to forage, such as steep snow-shedding slopes and/or forest stand conditions that limit 

snow cover (MGMT 2010).  
 

Two Mountain Goat winter ranges have been mapped in the Spearhead Area; one on the 

steep slopes on the north side of Fitzsimmons Creek watershed and one to the north and 

east of Cheakamus Lake. Winter aerial surveys were periodically conducted at these two 

winter ranges between 1978 and 2000, and every one of these surveys detected Mountain 

Goat activity (Schultz 2000; Table 1).  More recently aerial surveys were conducted in 

March 2012 and 2013. The number of goats observed in 2012 was particularly high 

(Table 1): 9 (including 4 kids) at Fitzsimmons and 19 (including 6 kids) at Cheakamus.  

These numbers were higher than observed in the past on these winter ranges (particularly 

for Cheakamus), and were high relative to goat populations elsewhere in the region, 

which have generally been observed to be declining (S. Rochetta, personal 

communication, May 22, 2012). The number of kids was also notably high. For example, 

during winter aerial surveys in 1997 throughout Garibaldi Park, of 135 goats detected 

only 12 (9%) were kids (Schultz 1997). In contrast, 10 kids among 28 total represents 

36% of the goats observed at Fitzsimmons and Cheakamus in 2012. 
 

Numbers observed in 2013 were lower than in 2012, likely because a significant snowfall 

had occurred overnight, limiting detection of tracks and likely causing goats to remain 

under tree cover. Because conditions were suboptimal and a kid and a juvenile were 

among the goats observed on both winter ranges, there is no reason to believe that the 

population condition has changed between 2012 and 2013 on these two winter ranges (S. 

Rochetta, personal communication, March 18, 2013). 
 

On provincial Crown Land where the Forests and Range Practices Act applies, identified 

Mountain Goat winter ranges are legally designated as Ungulate Winter Range because 

of the importance of suitable habitat in winter for Mountain Goats.  Forest harvesting 

activities are only allowed through an exemption, and exemptions are normally only 

considered under certain conditions, e.g. where harvesting would enhance the quality of 

the winter range habitat or where there is a requirement for a road to be built and no other 

practicable options exist. 
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Table 1. Number of mountain goats counted during winter aerial surveys in the 

Fitzsimmons and Cheakamus winter ranges. Data from 1978 to 2000 taken from 

Schultz (2000). 

 

 Number of goats 

Year Fitzsimmons Cheakamus 

1978 5 Tracks 

1988 Tracks Not surveyed 

1990 2 Tracks 

1992 6 2 
1997 8 4 
2000 8 8 
2012 9 (including 4 kids) 19 (including 6 kids and 1 

juvenile) 
2013 6 (including 1 kid) 5 (including 1juvenile) 

 

Spring Habitat for Birthing and Rearing of Kids and Foraging 

Birthing of kids is highly synchronous and occurs between mid-May and mid-June. 

Birthing sites are generally widely dispersed within or near winter ranges, often in 

rugged, inaccessible cliffs but with limited precipitous habitat, and may occur near 

treeline within the forest. Steep terrain for escaping predators is important for goats 

throughout the year, but is particularly important during spring birthing (MGMT 2010). 
 

 Females disperse and isolate themselves from other animals just before birthing but 

rejoin other females and young in nursery groups within 5-14 days of birth.  Habitats 

used for early rearing overlap with birthing sites.  Groups of animals (excluding adult 

males) tend to form nursery groups shortly after nannies and kids leave the birthing sites; 

these groups typically begin moving upslope following green-up to their summer range.  

Summer range is important during the early rearing period and is typically associated 

with meadow-like openings that have rich forage and nearby escape terrain (MGMT 

2010). 
 

Given the above, Mountain Goats very likely occur on or near the Cheakamus and 

Fitzsimmons winter ranges during the birthing and early rearing period, and are likely to 

use suitable habitat upslope of these ranges for spring foraging. A 1989 review of goat 

observations throughout Garibaldi Park suggests that Mountain Goats in the park remain 

on winter range until at least late April (Blood 1989). Upslope of the Cheakamus winter 

range are areas of alpine meadows that are likely important as early rearing and foraging 

habitat during the spring and early summer period (S. Rochetta, personal communication, 

September  26, 2012).  The Fitzsimmons winter range extends almost to the height of 

land on the north side of the Fitzsimmons watershed, and based on satellite imagery it 

appears that little suitable foraging habitat exists upslope of the winter range or on the 

immediate other side of the ridge to the north. However, it does appear that the upper 

slopes within the mapped winter range include suitable spring forage habitat. 
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Summer and Fall Habitat 

Goat movements appear to be harder to predict in summer, but generally summer forage 

habitat includes alpine meadows with rich forage and nearby escape terrain.  Areas within 

the Coastal Mountain-heather Alpine Biogeoclimatic (BEC) zone could be roughly 

classified as suitable summer forage habitat, because Alpine Meadows have been 

classified as the provincial “benchmark” (best) habitat for the growing season for 

Mountain Goats in the Coast and Mountains Ecoprovince (in which Garibaldi Park is 

located) (RISC 1999).  However, some habitat within this BEC zone would not be 

vegetated (i.e. rock and ice rather than alpine meadows). 
 

Summer habitat also requires access to summer thermal refugia and escape terrain. 

Thermal refugia are areas where Mountain Goats can protect themselves from 

overheating by seeking cover, in the form of topography (cliffs, scattered ledges, 

overhangs and caves) or conifer forest. Escape terrain is required all year and has been 

defined as slopes greater than 40º or 84%, shear or broken cliffs and usually rock 

substrate. Mountain goats are usually reluctant to venture more than 400-500 m from 

escape terrain, often less distance during winter. Thus quality habitat is provided by areas 

of forage interspersed with escape terrain (MGMT 2010). 
 

One other habitat type that may be limiting is migration corridors between suitable 

habitats and seasonal ranges. Goats may establish trails within these connecting habitats. 

No such trails have been identified in the Spearhead Area. In the fall, Mountain Goats 

can be assumed to be travelling back to their winter range habitats in preparation for 

winter (Steve Rochetta, personal communication, March 18, 2013). 
 

In general, very little is known about summer and fall habitat use and movements in the 

Spearhead. Only one aerial survey has been conducted in the Spearhead Area in late 

summer/early fall, on September 21,1987 (Jones 1988); this survey did not include the 

Cheakamus watershed. During this survey, map records indicate that three goats were 

observed on the south facing slopes between Blackcomb Peak and Decker Mountain, and 

five goats were observed on the south facing slopes below Tremor Mountain, at the 

eastern end of the Fitsimmons watershed. Although we do not have exact location 

coordinates for these observations, they appear to be within or just above the top 

boundaries of the mapped Fitzsimmons winter range.  
 

To help predict areas of suitable summer habitat, Anders Hopperstead (GIS Analyst, 

Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations) conducted an analysis 

which identified escape terrain within the Coastal Mountain-heather Alpine 

Biogeoclimatic (BEC) zone and then buffered the escape terrain by 500 m to create a 

summer habitat GIS layer. Based on this analysis, summer habitat appears to be widely 

available within the Spearhead Area. However, the analysis did not account for the fact 

that much of the identified potential habitat is not vegetated. The detailed vegetation data 

required for this type of analysis is not currently available, but a qualitative analysis of 

satellite imagery suggests that suitable foraging habitat may be much more limited than 

the current analysis suggests, because many areas appear to be rock with little vegetation. 
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Potential Impacts and Risks of Existing and Proposed Recreational Activities within 

the Spearhead Area 

 

GIS analysis 

In January 2013 Anders Hopperstead completed GIS analyses to determine whether the 

existing and proposed recreational activities being considered as part of the Management 

Plan Amendment for the Spearhead Area were compliant with the recommended buffer 

distances as described in the Management Plan for the Mountain Goat (Oreamnos 

americanus) in British Columbia (MGMT 2010).  These recommended buffer distances 

are based on the best available science for Mountain Goats and are meant to protect 

Mountain Goats from disturbance from human activities. The results were as follows: 

a) Helicopters should be kept 2000 m (horizontal distance) and 400 m (vertical 

separation) from Mountain Goat habitat. 

The boundaries of the current heli-skiiing permit area are within 2000 m of the 

Fitzsimmons winter range, and within as little as 100 m in some areas. According to 

the Mountain Goat management recommendations (MGMT 2010), the horizontal 

distance may be reduced where topographic features prevent “line of sight” viewing 

to the area of Mountain Goat habitat. There is a height of land between the 

Fitzsimmons winter range and most of the heli-skiing permit area, which can be 

assumed to mitigate to some extent the impacts of heli-skiing on Mountain Goats in 

the Fitzsimmons winter range. 

b) Maintain a 500 m buffer zone adjacent to important Mountain Goat habitat 

(including winter range and kidding/early rearing areas) for industrial development, 

which includes trail development. 

The draft locations for trails and backcountry huts at the time of the Management 

Plan Amendment process were used for this analysis. Although trails and huts do not 

fit the description of industrial development in the long-term, during construction 

they could have attributes of industrial development such as noise, tree cutting, 

machinery, etc. The GIS analyses showed that the proposed Russet and Pattison 

backcountry hut locations and part of the proposed Singing Pass Connector Trail are 

within this zone.  However, more recent assessment of the proposed Singing Pass 

Connector suggests that this trail is likely not feasible. The proposed summer route 

trail on the north side of the Spearhead is entirely within the boundaries of the 

Fitzsimmons winter range. 

c) Maintain a 100 m buffer between important goat habitat and non-motorized 

recreational activities.  Locate facilities and trails away from these habitats. 

As stated under (b), the proposed summer route trail on the north side of the 

Spearhead is entirely within the boundaries of the Fitzsimmons winter range. The 

proposed campsite at Mount Pattison and part of the proposed Singing Pass connector 

trail are also within this buffer. However, more recent assessment of the proposed 

Singing Pass Connector suggests that this trail is likely not feasible. 
 

Potential impacts and risks 

a) Heli-skiing: We do not know to what extent the height of land between the heli-skiing 

permit area and the Fitzsimmons winter range provides mitigation for the impacts of 

helicopters on Mountain Goats. The fact that the Fitzsimmons winter range has been 
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occupied during all winter aerial surveys conducted since the 1970s suggests that 

goats are able to coexist with the adjacent heli-skiing, likely because of the height of 

land separation. However, the existing data do not allow assessment of whether or not 

helicopter activity has had other impacts on Mountain Goats. For example, although 

goats appear to be consistently present, we do not know if their population would be 

higher if heli-skiing were not occurring nearby. 

b) Proposed trails: The fact that the summer route on the north side of the Spearhead 

Area crosses the upper slopes of the Fitzsimmons winter range is particularly 

problematic and poses several potential risks to Mountain Goats. Although the route 

would not be used in winter, it is possible that this area is important for goats outside 

of winter, particularly during birthing, early rearing, and foraging. Mountain Goats 

would be particularly sensitive to disturbance during spring because of the presence 

of new kids and because of nutritional stress at the end of winter. The potential for 

impacts to kidding terrain is also particularly problematic because Mountain Goats 

have a naturally low reproductive rate and survival of kids is low. Seasonal closures 

of the trail during the spring period potentially could mitigate impacts, but closures 

would be difficult to enforce. The physical changes on the landscape due to trail 

construction and maintenance could also affect the quality of goat habitat year-round, 

especially if tree removal were required for the trail.  

c) Proposed huts and associated campsites: The recommendations in the Mountain Goat 

Management Plan (MGMT 2010) suggest that some of the proposed locations for 

huts and campsites may be too close to important goat habitat. An additional 

important aspect of assessing the risk of these facilities is that they will have a zone of 

influence larger than their location, especially if there are lines of sight to important 

goat habitat or if the terrain adjacent to facilities invites people to wander. The 

proposed location of the Russet Hut was identified as being problematic in part for 

these reasons, and was visited in September 2012 for further assessment. During that 

site visit other potential hut locations (including the existing hut at Russet Lake) were 

identified that were further and out of sight from the alpine meadow foraging habitats 

directly upslope from the Cheakamus winter range.  The existing Russet Lake site is 

likely the best alternative location for mitigating impacts to goats, because it is 

relatively far from the Cheakamus winter range, has already experienced impacts, and 

limits the increase of human footprint in the area. 
 

Information Needs 
 

Additional information about spring and summer habitat availability and use in the 

Spearhead Area would help to determine which areas are most important to Mountain 

Goats year round, and to confirm that the upper slopes of the Fitzsimmons winter range 

are used in spring and summer. This information could also be used to determine if 

summer habitat is widely available or limited in the Spearhead Area. Understanding more 

about the location and availability of spring and summer habitat would allow us to better 

assess the risk of recreational activities to Mountain Goats and to locate trails and other 

facilities and uses in areas least likely to cause impacts. Spring and summer field surveys 

(aerial and/or ground) of goats and goat habitat attributes would help provide this 

information. 
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Conclusion 

 

The risks of current and proposed recreational activities to Mountain Goats in the 

Spearhead Area cannot be precisely quantified, but there is a risk of negative impacts. 

Mountain Goats are known to be easily stressed and disturbed by human activities, 

including non-motorized recreation. Recent surveys suggest that healthy and reproducing 

populations of Mountain Goats exist in the Spearhead Area, but elsewhere in the region, 

Mountain Goat populations appear to be declining. Stressors to Mountain Goats such as 

industrial activity and motorized recreation are widespread outside the park, and climate 

change will likely further stress Mountain Goats in the future, which increases the 

relative importance of undisturbed habitats and the Mountain Goat populations they 

support. For example, healthy goat populations in the park could be sources for 

maintenance and recovery of populations outside the park. Because the Spearhead 

populations occur very close to the community of Whistler and heli-skiing already occurs 

close by, these populations may already be under a certain level of stress, and the effects 

of additional facilities and activities may be cumulative. If the goal is to maintain healthy 

populations of Mountain Goats in the Spearhead Area of Garibaldi Park, recreational 

activities should be planned and managed to minimize impacts to Mountain Goats. 

Applying a precautionary approach to management, this would include phasing out 

activities with potential negative effects, and locating facilities to avoid important 

Mountain Goat habitat. 
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