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March 29, 2004
Jeff Ward

Chair

Management Plan Advisory Group

Dear Jeff:
I regret to inform you that I cannot support, or even sign, the Management Plan Advisory Group’s Dog Management Agreement.  Although I support a few of the recommendations therein and am pleased to see that you have incorporated some of my ideas regarding education, communication, splash areas, and park stewardship, there are just too many key aspects that I, and the thousands of legitimate park users I represent, consider unacceptable.   Fundamentally, I am opposed to recommendations that ban dogs, or require them to be leashed, when other solutions and approaches could achieve the desired results, if given the chance.  

I came to the MPAG table full of optimism that I could convince the other members that education and communication, backed up by consistent enforcement when necessary, could address most of the dog management issues in the three parks, and that leashing should only be the course of last resort.  I am extremely disappointed that, despite my best efforts to inform the members of the MPAG about the needs and interests of the dog owning community and provide them with objective, scientific data, no fewer than four of the MPAG members have now stated that they still think the original recommendation requiring dogs to be leashed in all three parks was the best solution to the perceived park issues. This is not my idea of an open-minded approach to collaborative problem-solving. 
The Agreement is not the positive, progressive document I hoped it would be.  The term “consequences” appears in the Agreement no fewer than three times. The term “collaboration” is used only twice, and merely in reference to including stakeholders in the monitoring of the impact of dogs.  The words “tolerance” and “cooperation” do not appear at all.  This is reflective of a punitive mindset and regressive attitude towards managing dog issues in parks.

Many of the recommendations made in the Agreement contradict the primary principle that I have argued for since my first MPAG meeting last July: that solutions must be based upon sound, research-based rationale, and that they must be proportionate to the identified problem.  For example, although minimal evidence of any problem was presented, “social issues” were identified as a major justification for leashing dogs in the parks.  This is particularly interesting in light of the fact that, while the preamble to the Agreement states that over 167,000 people visited Thetis Lake Regional Park in 2003, it neglects to mention the fact that the majority of them were dog owners.

A great deal of concern was expressed, and emphasis placed, on the problem of owners not picking up after their dogs, and yet the obvious solution of providing bag dispensers at trail heads was dismissed without discussion, due to costs.  This seems ironic, since you have stated repeatedly in meetings that the CRD is committing significant resources to managing dogs in the parks.  Isn’t it somewhat foolish to spend money trying to cure a problem after-the-fact rather than supporting the prevention of the problem in the first place?  If you genuinely want to change people’s behaviour, you must take all reasonable steps to educate them and support them in that change.  There are a variety of ways that the cost of maintaining bag dispensers could be minimized, including selling advertising on the bags and using recycled bags.  In my opinion, none of these strategies were given proper consideration and discussion.
In moving directly to leashing as a solution, rather than doing the research and attempting education and communication based strategies, you are circumventing the very process you are trying to set up.  The CRD’s own MPAG representative developed a Management Decision Flow Chart that provides the basis for a sensible and defensible approach to identifying, quantifying, and dealing with the problems caused by any user group in the parks.  Under this approach you would take action in the following order:

1. Define the standards for the limits of acceptable ecological and visitor impact of dogs in the parks, off leash or otherwise.

2. Determine and implement appropriate education, communication, and operational strategies to best ensure understanding and compliance by dog owners

3. Provide enforcement of existing bylaws

4. Monitor and collect information over a reasonable period of time (not less than 18 months), modifying strategies as necessary to improve effectiveness

5. Escalate to seasonal or specific location restrictions and increase enforcement, as necessary.

This would be the truly “adaptive management approach” that you refer to in the Underlying Points of Agreement...adaptive, not pre-emptive, such as moving directly to leash regulations before trying any other solution.  

In the preamble you state that “as new information is gathered and dog management policies are assessed the approach to dog management could change in the future.”  I think it is fairly safe to say that any future change will inevitably be a tightening of restrictions against dogs in the parks and that there is no hope that any area designated on leash in this Agreement will ever again be off leash.

Like the rejected Management Plan before it, this agreement fails to provide specific justification for the management actions it recommends.  The park map accompanying the Agreement lists four different trail types: off leash, on leash, prohibited, and seasonal restrictions, but doesn’t say how and why these designations were determined.  As they did previously, dog owners will demand to know why they are being so heavily regulated, and they will reject arbitrary reasons or vague assertions based on limited data samples and anecdotal hearsay.

On a park-by-park basis, the changes to the Agreement that I feel are necessary in order to secure the cooperation and compliance of dog owners are as follows:

Mill Hill Regional Park

I carefully considered the environmental evidence presented and I participated in a fieldtrip to see firsthand what the concerns were.  Consequently, I came to realize that it might actually be necessary to take the immediate step of requiring dogs to be leashed in Mill Hill Regional Park to protect against further damage in the short term.  I accepted that the urgency of the threat to rare species precluded the option of taking the time to educate dog owners in order to solve the problem of dogs roaming off the trail.  I believe most dog owners will understand the necessity of leashing in this park if it is properly explained to them.  No changes are required to this recommendation, but I would hope that it could be revisited at some point in the future after an appropriate education program has had time to positively affect dog owner behaviour with regard to keeping dogs on the formal trails.

Francis-King Regional Park

At the MPAG meeting of October 30, 2003, the CRD representative stated that there are currently no significant environmental degradation problems caused by off-leash dogs in the Park. (“…there is currently very little dog use…and little evidence of dog feces or side trails.”)  Subsequently, at the meeting of November 13, it was noted that “dogs off leash tend to interrupt nature programs”, a concern that had never been raised previously.  The degree and frequency of the problem were not quantified.  This became the determining rationale for leashing dogs in the entire park (very little of the multipurpose trails are actually in the park) except for one fairly short trail on the east side. In the rush to get an Agreement concluded, the timing and location of the nature programs were not discussed, nor was the notion of dealing with the problem through education and communication.  My repeated appeals for at least some off leash trails in the north-west side of the park, away from the sensitive wetland areas in the south, were rejected.  This is unjustified and unacceptable, especially since the Agreement seems to indicate that the CRD has no intention, or ability, to enforce an on leash regulation in this park.

Thetis Lake Regional Park

With the exception of Seymour Hill and possibly Craigflower Creek, the environmental considerations in Thetis Lake Regional Park are not as urgent as they are in Mill Hill Regional Park, and therefore do not warrant requiring that dogs be on leash without first trying other solutions.  The greatest degree of vegetation damage and erosion due to the passage of dogs is concentrated along a proportionately small area of the park: the Lakeshore Trail—not surprisingly, since this is the preferred route for the majority of park users, dog owners included.  I am confident that a combination of other management strategies, including education, signage, designated splash areas and consistent enforcement will be sufficient to deal with the problem.  The proposed 18 month monitoring program would confirm this, one way or the other.

The main justification given for the recommendation requiring dogs to be leashed on the Lakeshore Trail from May 1 to September 30 (the normally accepted “summer” period has been arbitrarily extended by 6 weeks) was the social impact of dogs during these months.  There is simply no statistical justification for this action, nor does it acknowledge the huge difference in the number of users on the Lower Thetis Lakeshore Trail vs. the Upper Thetis Lakeshore Trail during the summertime.  The CRD’s own records, although self-contradictory, show that the number of negative social incidents involving dogs is so low relative to the total number of park visitors as to have no statistical relevance.  According to one CRD document, in 2001 CRD Parks “hosted more than 2.3 million visits to regional parks and trails and received less than 50 complaints about dogs.”  The Parks Patrol Report for January-December 2002 shows no dog offences in Thetis Lake Regional Park whatsoever.  A different report for the same period records 313 dog offence reports in the park.  This clearly illustrates the flawed or non-existent statistical evidence on which the recommendation to leash dogs was based.  Even using the worst case statistics, when one considers that 313 offences out of approximately 150,000 visitors to the park represents a problem .002% of the time, the track record of dogs at Thetis Lake Regional Park is a model for responsible dog ownership in parks everywhere!

The recommendation that dogs be banned entirely from Seymour Hill trails is also problematic.  This resulted from one MPAG member’s desire to establish a scientific “control” in one of the parks against which to measure the impact of dogs.  Using this logic, which areas of the park will be off-limits to people, so that their impact can be properly measured?  The argument was also made that certain people (once again, no research or statistics were presented as to how many) want to be able to come to the park and not see any dogs at all…not even leashed ones!  It seems unreasonable to me to impose upon so many to accommodate the unreasonable demands of so few when there is certainly no shortage of parks in the region where dogs have already been banned.  The original Draft Management Plan contained no recommendation to ban dogs anywhere in the three parks; to do so now is an unwarranted backwards step.

To summarize, the minimum changes required for me to sign and support the Agreement are:

1. Allow dogs off leash year round in the northwest corner of Francis-King Regional Park.

2. Allow dogs off leash year round on the Upper Thetis Lakeshore Trail.

3. Require dogs to be leashed, but not banned from Seymour Hill trails.

4. Install at least one doggie bag dispenser at the main parking lot of each of the three parks.

With these changes, I truly believe the majority of dog owners will respond favorably to the Agreement and, once provided with information about the environmental and social considerations in the parks, will modify their behaviour accordingly.  Without them, I predict that the dog management situation in the parks will become worse, not better.

Future Stakeholder Involvement

The MPAG members are understandably fatigued from the five years of effort they have already put into the development of the Draft Management Plan. It’s time for some fresh perspectives and new energy at the table. If the CRD chooses to address the concerns I have listed here, I would be willing to continue to work towards mutually beneficial goals on behalf of dog owners.  I have appreciated the open-mindedness and willingness to work collaboratively that Don Watmough has demonstrated over the course of the MPAG meetings and fieldtrips.  If any future advisory group could work in that spirit of cooperation, a successful and satisfactory outcome would be much more likely.

Conclusion

Education and communication foster collaboration and compliance.  Regulations and restrictions breed defiance.  Defiance will only lead to more restrictions.  Expect considerable defiance.  

This is not the outcome I hoped for, or worked so hard to achieve.  By going forward with these ill-considered recommendations, you will have missed an opportunity to embark on a new era of cooperation and collaboration with dog owners in the parks.  I fear that you will be setting up the potential for escalating conflicts between park users, and will create a self-fulfilling condition in which dogs will first be further restricted, then banned altogether, from the three parks.  As dog owners seeking off leash opportunities are forced out of these parks, they will increasingly turn to the already busy Beaver Lake/Elk Lake Park, leading to more problems and, inevitably, more regulations. 

Hopefully the CRD Parks Committee will see the wisdom of a more progressive approach to dog management.

Sincerely,
Mark Hawkes

Dog Owners’ Representative

Management Plan Advisory Group

