THETIS LAKE, FRANCIS/KING AND MILL HILL REGIONAL PARK 

DRAFT MANAGEMENT PLAN

Summary of Public Input 

A.
Background 

The draft management plan for Thetis Lake, Francis/King and Mill Hill regional parks was initiated in 1998.  The planning process included the assistance of a public advisory group (Management Plan Advisory Group, MPAG), made up of nine people.  Five members represented specific groups with an interest in the three parks.  A CRD Parks volunteer warden, and three Members-at–Large who regularly use the parks but do not represent a particular group or interest made up the remainder of the group.  The organizations originally invited to participate on the advisory group were:

· The Thetis Park Nature Sanctuary Association

· The Victoria Natural History Society

· The South Island Mountain Biking Society

· The Victoria Outdoor Club

· The Capital Region Horse Owners Association

For the three Member-at Large positions, CRD Parks advertised in community newspapers, at park kiosks and on the CRD web site. An effort was made to get representation from park visitors who resided in Highlands, Langford, Saanich and View Royal, the municipalities where the parks are located.  CRD Parks' staff, with the assistance of the advisory group, worked on the plan for a number of years.

The Thetis Lake, Francis/King and Mill Hill Regional Parks Draft Management Plan was formally presented to the CRD Parks Committee on March 3, 2003.  As part of the public process, the Parks Committee approved holding a public meeting to discuss the plan and to obtain further public input. CRD Parks prepared a newsletter summarising the main recommendations in the plan, and included a response form seeking public input on park management issues.  From the beginning it was clear that the proposal to require that dogs be on leash throughout the three parks was a contentious issue. This proposed policy became much of the focus of the public meetings, the letters, e-mail and telephone calls received by CRD Parks after the plan was released.

B.
Public Meeting Summary

The first of two public meetings was held April 2, at the View Royal Council Chambers.  Members of the advisory group and approximately 100 members of the public were present. The complete minutes from the meeting are attached (Appendix 1). Due to the large turnout, many wishing to make presentations that evening were not able to get on the speaker’s list.  The public was advised that there would be a further meeting at a larger venue in two weeks time. 

Thirty members of the public made presentations, the vast majority being against the proposal to require dogs to be on-leash throughout the three parks.  A chief complaint that had been expressed through phone calls and letters prior to the meeting was that the management plan advisory group did not have representation from the dog owners community.  Because of this, dog owners did not feel that their interests had been considered in the plan.  To rectify this, CRD Parks Chair Karen Watson advised the public at the beginning of the meeting that she would recommend that a representative from the dog owner community be added to the advisory group for the duration of the planning process.  (This was done at subsequent Parks Committee and Board meetings, and an advisory group member representing the dog owner’s community now sits on the advisory group. The organised dog owners groups selected the representative).

At the beginning of the meeting two petitions were presented, containing over 2,000 signatures opposing the proposed on-leash policy for dogs.  The first petition presented by the Capital Comets Dog Sports Club is as follows:

We, the undersigned users of Thetis Lake Regional Park, oppose the CRD’s proposed bylaw that will require all dogs to be leashed while at Thetis Lake Park. We believe that this bylaw unfairly penalises responsible dog owners who are one of the major user groups of the park. We ask that the Parks Committee consider better enforcement of the existing dog management bylaws and explore dog friendly alternatives that will enable dog owners to continue to enjoy Thetis Lake Park with their dogs under control, but not on leash. 

The second petition, collected by individual dog owners is as follows:

The CRD is proposing to initiate a bylaw, which will prohibit unleashed dogs in the areas of Thetis Lake Park, Francis/King and Mill Hill Regional Parks.  The undersigned oppose this proposed bylaw and want the current regulations in effect in these three parks to remain in their present form. 

Presenters were asked to limit their presentations to three minutes in order that all the speakers on the speaker’s list could be heard.  The main points made at the meeting opposing the proposed policy are:

· Dogs do less environmental damage than people, bicycles and horses do, yet there were provisions in the draft plan for those activities while dogs were being restricted.

· Those doing the most damage to the park are youth drinking, littering and beating down the vegetation while accessing the lake shoreline.

· Responsible dog owners should not be ‘punished’ because of the actions of the few irresponsible dog owners.

· Dogs need places to run off-leash, and to socialise with people and other dogs.

· Dog walking provides health and social benefits to the dog owner.

· There are not enough off-leash areas for dogs to run now, and further restrictions would only make the matter worse.

· Dog owners make up the majority of park users, especially in the winter months, and leashing them would change their experience when visiting the park.

· Most owners pick up after their pets, and those who don’t probably wouldn’t do so even if their dog were leashed.  

· Bag dispensers and more trash receptacles would help with the dog-waste problem.

· A leash law is not needed; better enforcement of the existing bylaw would be a better approach.

One presenter (an original member of the Thetis Lake Nature Sanctuary association) pointed to the fact that Thetis Lake was established as a nature sanctuary and should be treated as a sanctuary by all park users.  Another speaker pointed out the fragility of the Garry oak ecosystems in the park.  

A follow-up meeting was held April 16 at a venue that could accommodate larger numbers. The minutes from the April 16 meeting are attached (Appendix 2). The advisory group and approximately 150 members of the public attended the second meeting.  Thirty people signed up to speak.  Many of the points that had been brought forward at the first meeting were repeated at the second meeting, particularly the points about off-leash areas being important for dogs to socialise with other dogs and people, and the fact that other recreation activities (cycling, equestrian use) had been accommodated in the plan, while dogs were being restricted.  Many also expressed the fact that more enforcement of the existing bylaw might be sufficient to address the concerns over dogs in the parks.  It was re-iterated that in their view more damage was being caused by people (drinking, littering), bikes and horses than by dogs, and that claims of environmental damage by dogs were overstated.  There were further comments about the apparent lack of representation by dog owners on the advisory group, and this has affected the proposal for dog management.  In general many stated that if their dog is under control it should not be required to be on a leash.  The need for more trash receptacles and bag dispensers was also re-iterated.

One speaker recounted his negative experience in regional parks caused by dogs, and suggested that more enforcement of dogs was needed.  Another expressed the view that there was too much dog waste on the main beach.  The only other issue that was brought up at the second meeting was an objection to the elimination of parking near Prior Lake.  

C. Response Form Summary

As part of the public process, CRD Parks prepared a newsletter and response form (Appendix 3).  The response form asked for public opinion on seven main questions regarding proposals in the draft management plan.  Nearly three hundred response forms were returned to CRD Parks. The response forms do not provide a statistically valid account of the population’s views about the management plan.  Rather the response forms provide a way for people to express their views.  The results may not be representative of the population at large, but provide an indication of interests (objectives, concerns, fears) that need to be addressed in the plan. Responses and suggestions from the public appear as Appendix 4, summarised below.

Question One-
Land acquisition
By far the majority was in favour, most suggesting that land should be purchased to offset greenspace being lost to development.  Others pointed to the spiritual health derived from having parkland in the community.  Others mentioned the ecological and recreational benefits that additional parkland brings, and that having a better park system would attract tourists and bring in more revenue to the community.  Those who did not support acquisition stated that they did not want to pay higher taxes, or that funds could be better spent elsewhere, where parkland was less expensive.

Question Two-
Dog management
The responses to this question were the most polarised, with those opposed to the proposal outnumbering those in favour by a margin of over two to one. Those in favour of the proposal mentioned bad experiences with out of control dogs and other uninvited dog contacts.  Many others complained about the dog waste in the park, and environmental damage and loss of viewable wildlife due to dogs running off the trails.  

Those opposed expressed their disapproval of the planning process, as a dog representative was not on the advisory group.  There was strong sentiment that responsible dog owners who have their dogs under control should not be required to leash their dogs.  Many repeated what had been stated at the public meetings about the importance of having off-leash areas for dogs, and that in the off-season dog owners are probably the largest user group.  Also repeated were statements regarding the social and health benefits of taking their dogs to the park for exercise off-leash.  Responsible dog owners did not want to lose their right to have their dogs off leash because of a few irresponsible owners.  They also re-iterated that they felt that there was far more ecological damage caused by people and their activities (partying, cycling, horse riding) than is caused by dogs off-leash.  Many also expressed that rigorous enforcement of existing rules would suffice.  There were many suggestions on how to manage dogs in the parks, ranging from allowing dogs off-leash on a seasonal basis, or at different times of the day.  Others suggested not allowing dogs in the park at all.

Question Three-
Trail initiatives
By far the majority supported the trail initiatives put forward in the draft plan both from a park use and an ecological point of view. Those opposed preferred that the trails not be improved, but left as more natural pathways, and stated that getting off the main trails and into the remote areas of the parks, particularly along Millstream and Craigflower Creeks was an enjoyable part of a park visit.

Question Four-
Park entrance
Comments on this issue were evenly split.  Those who favoured the redesign indicated that it would allow the park visitor to get current information about the park and its amenities.  Those opposed felt that the current design was good enough and that funds could be put to better uses within the parks.  A large majority supported the proposed beach improvements.  Those opposed felt that it was not necessary, and that any funds should be redirected to other facilities or new parkland.

Question Five-
Cycling initiatives
The vast majority supported these initiatives and stated that the new facilities were welcomed and would be popular additions.  Those opposed seemed generally to dislike cyclists on the trails, and were concerned that expanding access to more areas of the park might result in further ecological damage.

Question Six-

Park restoration
Park restoration was strongly supported by the majority, with many indicating that restoration was simply good park management.  Those opposed did not see the need to close off minor trails, and felt that the park is in an urban setting and can no longer be considered a sanctuary.   

Question Seven-
Other comments
The responses to this open question varied across the spectrum of all park management issues.  Because many of the responses were individual expressions made on a wide range of topics they have not been summarised, but appear as written on the response forms in Appendix 5.

D.
Summary of Public Input Received by Letter and E-mail

As was the case at the public meetings, and through the response forms, the majority of the letters and e-mails received from the public regarding the draft plan were on both sides of the dog management issue.  A record of the 66 letters and e-mails received appears as Appendix 6.  Those supporting the proposed on-leash policy cited having negative experiences with dogs either jumping up on them, disturbing wildlife, and trampling vegetation.  Some expressed the view that loose barking dogs destroyed the wilderness experience when visiting the park.  One main complaint was that not all dog owners are picking up after their pets, leaving dog waste on the trails and throughout the park.  Some expressed concern about diseases and parasites that are present in dog waste in areas where children are playing, such as on the beaches.

Those against the proposed policy repeated what had been stated at the public meetings and through the response forms, with a key theme being that responsible dog owners should not have to leash their dogs because of a few irresponsible dog owners.  The written correspondence also pointed to the fact that there was no dog owner representative on the advisory group, and that people, bicycles and horses are doing much more damage than dogs.  They also repeated the point that cyclists and horses were getting more areas of the park to use, while they were losing their park privileges.  They 

cited many positive social benefits of having their dogs with them in the park off-leash, and felt that increased enforcement was all that was needed to manage dogs in the three parks.  There were a number of suggestions for allowing off-leash areas or off-leash times of the day or seasonal restrictions only.

Other public correspondence on the draft management plan was directed at the proposal to phase out the parking near Prior Lake.  There was a concern that moving the parking a kilometre away would be a hardship for those regularly using Prior Lake, particularly families and the elderly.  There was a suggestion that pay parking might be a way to better manage the parking at that site, using the same permit system as at the main parking area for Thetis Lake.  

D. Summary of Public Input Received through Telephone Calls

Some members of the public preferred to express their views on the management plan by telephone.  A record was kept regarding the nature of the calls, which appears as Appendix 7.  The CRD Parks planner had over a dozen discussions with the public regarding the draft plan, and dozens of other calls were received requesting a newsletter and response form, or asking for information about the public meetings. Those calling in by telephone reflected many of the same sentiments as through the public meetings and the written responses, with the majority of calls being about dog management.  Those calling in by telephone were evenly split on the issue, with as many in favour of the proposed policy as opposed.  The nature of their support or opposition paralleled the input received through other means, with many of the same issues and opinions regarding the dog issue.  There was support where the visitor has had a negative experience, both with uninvited dog contacts and presence of dog waste throughout the park, and opposition from those who felt that people, cyclists and equestrians are the main cause of damage to the park.  The absence of a dog owner representative on the advisory group was also re-iterated.

F.
Municipal Response Summary

Formal responses to the draft management plan were received from the District of Highlands, and the Town of View Royal.  The Highlands response (Appendix 8) supports a general east-west regional trail connector as proposed in the plan, and supports on-leash regulations, with designated off-leash areas throughout the parks and across the region.  The District of Highlands Joint Parks and Trails Committee endorsed the draft plan and made a number of suggestions.  They were particularly supportive of the ecological and land acquisition initiatives outlined in the plan.

The Town of View Royal reviewed the draft plan and commented on the park management zones, and supported potential land acquisitions within View Royal along with supporting improvement of the main trails (Appendix 9).  They suggested that CRD Parks set aside specific trails within the three parks where dogs can run off-leash, along with ‘splash zones’ for off-leash dogs.  They also supported the draft plan recommendations on trails, and suggested that CRD Parks ensure they are compatible with View Royal’s Greenways Master Plan.
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