Alberta Parks and Protected Areas

Government of Alberta

April 20, 2011

RE: Lower Kananaskis River, Facility Redevelopment Plan

Dear Sir/Madame, 

Thank you for presenting the new Facility Redevelopment Plan for the Lower Kananaskis River valley. The membership of the Alberta Whitewater Association, the clubs and the executive have been widely consulted and informed on the proposal since it was tabled on March 1, 2011. The merits and the weaknesses of the plan has been broadly debated and after careful consideration the AWA would like to offer the following comments on the plan as it has been put forward.  
PROJECT CONTEXT

The paddling opportunities on the Kananaskis River are not just “provincially significant” they are “nationally significant” with a number of Canada’s National Slalom and Freestyle Team athletes using this facility as their primary whitewater training facility. With the Canoe Meadows campsite, natural and enhanced river features, regular water releases, the 3 whitewater slalom race courses, numerous world class freestyle kayak features, Rocky Mountain scenery and easy access to Canada’s fourth largest city, this site is unparalleled in Canada.   
CANOE MEADOWS 
Highway 40 Access Upgrades 
· Provision of a left turning lane for the north bound traffic and deceleration and acceleration southbound lanes will enhance the safety of this intersection especially as the area becomes more heavily travelled. 
· The highway entrance leads straight into the parking lot along the north edge. Vehicles often have excessive speed through the parking lot which is a problem with people carrying boats and equipment through the parking lot to the river launch at Canoe Meadows. Paddlers with boats on their shoulders or over their heads are visually impaired and may not see fast approaching vehicles. Relocating the highway entrance to the southwest edge of the enhanced parking lot may alleviate the traffic flow into the parking lot. This entrance would be close to the existing Kananaskis Country sign pullout which would reduce the cost for this change. 
Lower Staging Area 
· A good concept and appropriate opportunity to provide barrier free river access. 

Expanded Parking Area  
· The AWA supports the concept of enlarging the parking area and formalizing the layout, however the 3 western parking lanes would rarely be required and it requires the removal of a significant amount of mature trees that act as a barrier between the event field and the day use parking. The space designated for the 2 parking lanes on the eastern edge would work to enlarge the capacity and provide the pull through space for trucks with trailers. This can be done without destroying the barrier to the event field.  

· The concept shows angle parking for the pull through sites and perpendicular parking with centre barriers for all other vehicles. More flexibility can be achieved by removing the centre barriers and allowing all stalls to be pull through sites, while still achieving the same capacity. 
· Planting of trees in the parking lot will break up the space, create visual cues to the parking system and provide shade for vehicles, pets and people. 

· A speed control system is needed in the parking lot to improve pedestrian safety. 

· If lines are going to be drawn on the pavement to guide parking, consideration for wider spaces is needed for paddlers to offload boats on the side of their vehicles. 

· There is a need to have change rooms separate at this site. Currently many people have to change in the toilets or in the parking lot, neither option is very appealing for many people. It would be appreciated by users to have proper change rooms on site. 
· The field on the northwest side of the parking area is an attractive day use area and should have picnic sites around the perimeter. 

· The event field can be used for overflow parking if needed. In the case of major events, a shuttle bus service from another parking area would alleviate any parking supply issues and negate the need to remove these trees. 

Bike Shuttle Cages 
· This isn’t mentioned in this plan and should be included in the concept plan  The bike shuttle proposal is to locate a lock-up cage with bikes inside at both Widowmaker and Canoe Meadows. Paddlers will have access to the combination lock that allows them to borrow a bike for free to shuttle back to their vehicle at the end of a river run. This will alleviate the common problem of having to bring 2 vehicles to paddle the river. 
Trail System 
· An enhanced trail system is required through the facility including the escarpment trail, riverwalk trail, meadow trails and connector trails. 
· Trails require safety railings along the escarpment where appropriate.
· There are a number of dumpsites and shallow excavations from pre-1970 construction on the site. These hazards and the old garbage on the site needs to be identified and filled or removed.
· Need to include better mapping and trail signage. Improved mapping and interpretive signage that describes the uses of the river, river features, history etc. would greatly enhance the visitor experience for non paddlers.  Tourists frequently stop to view the river and walk the trails but we notice that if a paddler isn't available to offer some background information, the visitors quickly leave the site and miss out on the enjoyment of the river that is possible along the river. 
· Trail system should include a bridge over the river at Canoe Meadows to provide pedestrian access to the north shore. 
· The trail system between Canoe Meadows and Widowmaker should be suitable for bikes to encourage shuttle biking off the highway. 

· A bike trail on the west highway shoulder along the forest edge would be a safety enhancement and attract use from a broad public spectrum. 
Event Field  

· The Event Field is a major attraction and asset for the Canoe Meadows facility. It can be used for major event staging, individual camping, group camping, group activities, overflow parking and a variety of other uses. The Meadow can be enhanced by:

1. moving one of the two fire pits to the far west side of the Meadow
2. putting a new pit vault toilet on the western edge 

3. leveling and reseeding the field

4. formalizing the vehicle pathway around the Meadow

5. controlling vehicle access through the middle of the playing field except for major events

· The picnic shelter is now used by groups as a food storage locker and warm up shelter. The future use of this facility needs to be evaluated to determine what purpose it serves for individual campers and major events. For major events a vermin free storage locker is important. But the facility is too small to accommodate many people inside during foul weather periods. Accessible bear proof food storage lockers would be desirable for campers. A large covered porch area would be desirable for major events food service. 
· Camping in the Meadow would be enhanced by providing back-in sites along the south and west edges of the Meadow that provides some visual screening and shelter between sites. There is one site like this on the north edge and it is the first site selected whenever someone pulls into the Meadow.   
· Paddlesports have a high proportion of young adults that will have children in tow sometime in their lives. The provision of amenities and consideration for these families’ needs will be valued additions to the plan. 
· Paddlesport enthusiasts will typically be active for 4-6 hours on the water and then will want to engage in other activities. Provision of amenities should be investigated to provide activities for these off-water periods. 

Multi-Use Campground
· The AWA supports the concept of using the forest to the south of the Meadow to provide segregated additional camping for individuals and for groups. 
· The campground’s draft design is of some concern and will need some discussion to find the best design for the paddling public who will be the primary users of this facility. 
· Paddlers have expressed concern about the provision of graveled tent pad sites that are the new norm in Parks campsites because of the preponderance of tents among young adults who paddle. These individuals would like to restrict the gravel to roadways and ensure that all sites have a grassed tent site. 

· Even with the Multi-Use Campground’s private sites, many families will prefer to camp in the Meadow because the open field allows them to keep an eye on children that are playing in the Meadow. 

· Paddlers have always enjoyed the social aspect that Canoe Meadows and normal group campsites provide and will want to use the main Meadow for camping in the future. The AWA sees the Multi-Use Campground as an auxiliary facility that will be attractive for some users and some groups but will want to continue having the use of the Meadow for regular camping services. 
Training & Meeting Centre
· The AWA strongly supports the development and construction of a Training and Meeting Centre that can be used by the Association and its affiliates to conduct programs, host events, and store equipment and boats. 
· The AWA will not need to have a formalized parking area at this site but will need to be able to access the facility whenever necessary for their training and slalom gate maintenance. 
· Location of the Training and Meeting Centre will need to be discussed further. There are two potential sites for this Centre. 
1. The first location is in the lower Meadow that has been the hub of events and is strategically located to have the best vantage for the top and middle race courses. To get to this location, organizers and athletes have to transit through the Meadow which requires special access privileges if they drive into the site. 
2. The second location is in the forested area north of the Main Parking Area on the lower race course overlook. This site is more accessible to event organizers and for athlete boat storage without special access privileges and is strategically located close to the lower race course. It is also easier for general public access and could provide additional visitor services in the future. However it is not as convenient for the upper or middle race course events. 
Vault Toilets

· The strategic placement of the vault toilets is essential to provide adequate coverage of the entire complex. Rather than having the toilets located with each campground node, it makes more sense to locate 3 vault toilets on the entire site. The existing vault toilet is well situated to service the main parking area and east end of the campground and the Meadow. Another vault toilet is needed on the southwest end of the site, perhaps close to the Green Tongue overlook trail that will service the west end of the Meadow and the southern campsites in the Multi-Use Campground. The third vault toilet would be located in the lower Meadow and would service the Training and Meeting Centre and riverwalk visitors at this far edge. 
BARRIER LAKE VISITOR INFORMATION CENTRE

North and South Campground

· The AWA’s members expressed a strong opinion that the construction of 79 campsites at this location is not acceptable. The concerns raised by the members included:
1. The cumulative environmental impact of development of this site along with the Widowmaker and Canoe Meadows is seen to be too much in too small an area. 
2. Campers on this site may be enticed to use the river without the appropriate training or equipment, putting themselves at risk and personal jeopardy. 

3. The wild river experience that paddlers and rafters have enjoyed for many years, may be impacted by having this much development along the river corridor. 

· The Canoe Meadows campground upgrade was seen as the first priority and the Widowmaker campgrounds as a second acceptable priority. The AWA would suggest that if there is a need for more camping in the Kananaskis Valley area the campground should be located further up (south) the valley, across Highway 40 on east side of the road away from the river or along the Sibbald Flats road.  
Parking
· Expansion of the day use parking is not of paramount importance but it would be helpful to have some more parking and additional waste transfer pull-throughs.  
· A change room facility is needed close to the day use parking. 
Trails

· An enhanced and upgraded trail system is required throughout the area. 

· A trail from the day use parking to the river needs to be built to take the foot traffic off the roadway. 

· There is a need to have better mapping and trail signage. A recyclable trail map is needed that promotes whitewater paddle sports and the opportunity to get involved or enjoy the activities more. 

Picnic Facilities

· There is a need for roadside and riverside picnic facilities in this area that enhance the public’s ability to enjoy this area. Natural locations for riverside picnic areas would be the beach area at the Santa Claus ledge and the natural riverside meadows near the Point Break features. 
Walk-In Freestyle Competition Site

· There are several river features such as Point Break, Santa Claus and River Surfing Wave that are popular locations for freestyle events.  Visitor friendly paths and shorelines will enable spectators to more fully enjoy the events and preserve plant cover and shorelines. 

WIDOWMAKER 

Existing Parking Lot

· Expansion of the existing parking lot is desirable to meet the needs of the general public to access the river. 
· A change room facility is needed close to the day use parking. 

Trails

· An enhanced and upgraded trail system is required throughout the area. 

· The proper development of a launch site for paddlers above and below the Widowmaker feature is needed. 

· There is a need to have better mapping and trail signage. A recyclable trail map is needed that promotes whitewater paddle sports and the opportunity to get involved or enjoy the activities more. 

Commercial Rafting Site

· The AWA strongly supports the establishment of a new commercial launch and parking facility that separates the commercial rafts from the general paddling public’s launch site at Widowmaker. The site selected provides some real advantages in giving the raft companies good parking, easy river access, an appropriate staging site, warm up area and orientation time in the pond and river before the first real rapid. This will alleviate much of the congestion in the existing parking lot and at the launch pool. 
Upper and Lower Campgrounds and Group Use Sites

· Provision of additional camping in the Lower Kananaskis River valley is needed. This location does not impact the river experience and has more space available. The AWA supports the development of the 3 group use sites and the 2 campgrounds. 
· Consideration should be given to having 1 multi-sport field in this area. 
· The design of the northern campground and entrance road should be amended to keep the campsites located in the trees and away from the 2 natural meadows that run north-south and east-west. 

Bike Shuttle Cages 
· Not mentioned in this plan and should be included in the concept plan

Walk-In Wildwater (Downriver) Race Launch Site
· Annually, the AWA hosts a wildwater (downriver) race that requires additional parking upstream of the Widowmaker. In the past the athletes have had to walk their boats down from Barrier Dam to the power generation station at the base of the dam. It would be desirable if one of the Group Use Sites could be located reasonably close to the river as far upstream as possible. The AWA would then book this site for the day required to stage the wildwater race. The Group Use Site would provide the appropriate amount of parking, toilets and drop off zones to help the AWA stage these events.  
BARRIER DAM

Highway 40 Access 

· As the area becomes more heavily utilized the upgrading of the turning lane for northbound traffic as well as the addition of acceleration and deceleration lanes would increase the safety of this intersection .  
Parking

· An upgrade of the parking facility is required at Barrier Dam. This site gets lots of use in the summer months and often the parking is overloaded with vehicles being parked on the road and into the highway. 
Trails

· An enhanced and upgraded trail system is required throughout the area. 

Day Use Facilities

· More picnic sites are needed around the parking area, on the beach, across the bay or in the forested area around Barrier Dam. 

· Beach area is an important attraction of this facility and can be enhanced to provide more space and a more gradual shoreline. 

· A hand launch area and dock would be an attractive feature. 

Canoe Polo Pitch

· The installation of floating nets and pitch markers would be a desirable feature in the eastside lagoon that would allow paddlers to quickly set up and run canoe polo games. This discipline would then be able to participate in kayak events and create a fuller spectrum of paddling sports at the Kananaskis.  

Disc Golf

· The AWA supports the opportunity for other low impact sports to be located in this area. 
