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June 25, 2010
From:
Karen Baltgailis

YCS Executive Director

To:
Mike Gau


Head Planner, City of Whitehorse

Re: OCP Draft 2: May 17th 2010

The Yukon Conservation Society would like thank to the City of Whitehorse (COW) for continuing to incorporate feedback and suggestions into the Official Community Plan.

Thank you also for extending public input during consultation on Draft 1 of the revised OCP. 

Judging by several significant changes in Draft 2, it also appears that COW has consulted First Nations regarding their intended uses for settlement land. 

COW is to be commended for changing large areas that are further away from the downtown core from Future Development to Future Planning. This allows for additional input from First Nations, local users and the public as well as providing time for wildlife assessments and effective planning to be done.
YCS also thanks COW for extending a number of greenspace linkages we and others suggested during the consultation on Draft 1.

The OCP is making good progress toward ensuring that Whitehorse will be a sustainable community that conserves wilderness spaces for future generations. However, there are still some extremely important improvements that need to be made.
In order for the OCP to ensure that wildlife habitat and movement is preserved, active transport for people is encouraged, and quality of life is maintained, changes need to be made in four important areas:

· Middle McIntyre Creek: Porter Creek D and College endowment lands
· Sleeping Giant Hill at McLean Lake

· Connectivity for people and wildlife across the Alaska Highway Corridor.

· Infill in existing communities

We understand that COW is eager to complete and implement the Official Community Plan. However if these areas are designated for development as proposed in the OCP Draft 2, there will be great controversy. Each of these areas needs further, inclusive planning involving First Nations, ENGO’s, local people, developers and scientists so that we can make rational, scientifically founded decisions about their future. 
Therefore we strongly urge COW to designate these four areas as Priority Planning areas, to be planned in the near future. That way the OCP can be passed and implemented with the support of the majority of Whitehorse residents. 
Below we outline our concerns and recommendations for these four areas, as well as additional detailed recommendations that would go a long way to ensuring that the Official Community Plan fulfills the forward looking vision that came out of the Strategic Sustainability Plan. 

Please refer to the attached Yukon Conservation Society Proposed Additions to Parks and Greenspace Needed for Connectivity map for visual clarification. This is a slightly edited version of the map that we submitted with our comments on OCP Draft1; in some places the maps in OCP Draft 2 already show expanded greenspace connections that we recommended. Also our map still shows many areas that are Future Planning in Draft 2 as Future Development. 
McIntyre Creek:

Middle McIntyre Creek can be described as the area bordered on the north by Porter Creek, on the south and west by the Alaska Highway and on the east by Yukon College and Mountainview drive. McIntyre Creek is the largest east-west wildlife corridor in City Limits and is crucial for the movement of wildlife between the Fish Lake area and the Yukon River, and across the river to the Croucher Creek area. It is also heavily used for recreational purposes and is habitat for many species of birds, animals and plants. It is an area of high value to the local community and to all Whitehorse residents. The conservation of this area is critical for maintaining connectivity in Whitehorse. 
The proposed Porter Creek D subdivision would split this corridor right down the middle, causing habitat fragmentation, and detrimental effects many times greater than the actual footprint of development. The same is true of the area proposed for Yukon College’s endowment lands if they are not carefully planned. 
The Bow Corridor Ecosystem Advisory Group (BCEAG) produced a report called Wildlife Corridor and Habitat Patch Guidelines for the Bow Valley (1999), for the purpose of defining standards for wildlife corridor design to ensure the viability of a system of linked habitat. The document provides a detailed guideline for the required width wildlife corridors must be in order to act as a proper bridge between habitats. 
The requirements are based on length of corridor, vegetative cover, hydrology of the area, shape of the corridor and gradient of slope (BCEAG 1999). A primary corridor is defined as a corridor designed to be used by a wide variety of wildlife species including carnivores that are more wary of human activities and less inclined to venture close to settled areas (1999). Many species including bear and coyotes frequent Middle McIntyre Creek as well as moose, some even with calves. Bear are obviously carnivores that are wary of human activities and although moose are herbivores, they would be wary of human activities near their young. 
Based on the above definition, a wildlife corridor in Middle McIntyre Creek should be considered a primary corridor and should thus be subject to primary corridor requirements. 
The limited detail of the maps provided in the OCP Draft 2 makes it difficult to gauge exact distances, however the distance between the Alaska Highway and Mountainview drive appears to be at least 2km. The BCEAG states that a 2km long primary corridor would require a minimum width of 450m. This minimum number assumes flat topography, over 40% vegetative cover, urban development on only one side and no human use within the corridor (BCEAG 1999). Middle McIntyre Creek is not flat, has fragmented vegetative cover due to wetlands and trails, has proposed urban development on both sides and has a lot of human use. Therefore a wildlife corridor in Middle McIntyre Creek should be 450m at a minimum and should probably be significantly wider.
We recommend that the Residential – Urban area in Middle McIntyre Creek (Porter Creek D) be reduced and re-planned. Should the present proposed Residential – Urban land be developed, it is very unlikely that this area could continue to work as a wildlife corridor. 

The land owned by ATCO along the Alaska Highway in the southwest portion of Middle McIntyre Creek would block wildlife movement at a part of the wildlife corridor where there is considerable existing and proposed development, including Raven’s Ridge and the narrow gauge railway. There is also steep terrain in this area, which further constricts wildlife movement. The Alaska Highway is of course also a serious barrier to wildlife movement. The ATCO property is not appropriate for urban or country residential development as it is very wet and too close to McIntyre Creek. We urge COW to work with the Friends of McIntyre Creek and YCS to persuade ATCO to give up this land in the interests of habitat protection.
We recommend that the proposed Porter Creek D residential land, the proposed college endowment lands, and the ATCO property be designated Priority Planning so that the necessary time and expertise can be used to fine tune where development may be acceptable, while protecting the wildlife, recreation and educational values of this area.  

McLean Lake

Sleeping Giant Hill overlooks McLean Lake, a popular area for fishing and other recreation and a refuge for wildlife including moose, bear and beaver. Sleeping Giant Hill is also used by mule deer, a species identified as being at risk in the Yukon. Should this area be developed into a quarry, it would ruin the recreational use of McLean Lake and destroy valuable habitat for wildlife. Noise, dust and visual disturbance from a quarry this close to the lake could not be mitigated. 

As the area surrounding McLean Lake to the southwest is already extensively designated for industrial use, we ask that Sleeping Giant Hill, which is designated as Natural Resource in OCP Draft 2, be instead incorporated into the McLean Lake Park.

A wider wildlife corridor is also needed to the west of McLean Lake to connect the lake with the hinterland to the west, and to the southern part of McIntyre Creek Park. 
We commend COW for re-designating the area North of McLean Creek and west of the Alaska Highway, and areas south of McLean Lake, from Future Development to Future Planning. These areas are important for maintaining connectivity and esthetics and will take time to plan in a way that reaches a compromise between development and wildlife. Within them wildlife corridors are needed for connectivity between McLean Lake Park, McIntyre Creek Park, Paddy’s Pond/Ice Lake Park, and Wolf Creek Park. 
We understand that there is great pressure for much of the McLean Lake area to be designated for gravel quarrying. However if planned properly, quarrying can happen while maintaining a beautiful natural area that will increase property values in Granger, Copper Ridge, Lobird, and future residential developments in this part of town. 
We understand that the conflicting goals for the McLean Lake area would make it very difficult to reach an acceptable compromise in time for the revised OCP to be adopted by fall. Therefore we recommend that Sleeping Giant Hill be designated Priority Planning. As part of Priority and Future Planning for the area the hydrological studies that been called for in a past environmental assessment need to be completed. This is important because ground water flows are not well understood and there are springs in the area that need to be protected.
Paddy’s Pond/Ice Lake Park

YCS agrees with the designation of the Paddy’s Pond/Ice Lake area as a park. However, we ask that an additional green corridor be created between Hillcrest and the Tank Farm to connect the greenspace with a greenspace corridor north of the Airport. We also ask that the greenspace be widened between Copper Ridge and Lobird to allow this band to work as a wildlife corridor. We think that these additional green space connectors could be implemented in the final draft of this OCP, but if not we recommend that these areas be zoned Priority Planning instead of Designated Development. 
Alaska Highway Corridor
YCS applauds the proposal to create an Alaska Highway Corridor Plan, but it needs to have a strong focus on maintaining connectivity for people and wildlife across the Alaska Highway. 
In OCP Draft 2 the land adjacent to the Alaska Highway is densely allocated to Mixed-Use-Industrial/Commercial. This leaves very little space for wildlife to travel east-west across the Alaska Highway from Upper McIntyre Creek, McLean Lake, and Paddy’s Pond/Ice Lake Parks to the Yukon River and across the river to Chadburn Lake Park. Corridors need to be designated at strategic intervals along the highway to allow active transport and wildlife movement. 

In particular green connections are needed north and south of the airport to allow for connectivity between Paddy’s Pond/Ice Lake Park and its neighboring subdivisions, and downtown. Not only would these bands act as wildlife corridors, they would increase the desire for residents living west of the airport to walk and cycle downtown instead of drive.
The Yukon Conservation Society Proposed Additions to Parks and Greenspace Needed for Connectivity map outlines other green spaces that should be added in areas adjacent to the Alaska Highway which would greatly benefit wildlife travel with minimal infringement on future developments.   
Little Takhini Creek

Another area along the highway that is vital for connectivity is where Little Takhini creek crosses the intersection of the Alaska and the Klondike Highways near the north end of City Limits.

Little Takhini Creek is identified as having high wildlife values and high environmental sensitivity in Defining Ecologically Based Significant Wildlife Areas for the City of Whitehorse (May 2000.) Bear, deer, wolves, marten, wolverine, moose and coyote are among the wildlife that use and move through the area. Bear, deer and coyotes are frequently seen near the intersection of the Alaska and Klondike Highways, as they cross from Little Takhini creek east of the Klondike Highway to the greenspace west of McPherson, and from Little Takhini Creek across the Alaska Highway to Forest Hill.  

Little Takhini Creek is a vital corridor for wildlife movement all the way to the Yukon River. 

In OCP Draft 1 the proposed Future Development areas would have completely cut lower Little Takhini Creek off from Forest Hill, the upper parts of Little Takhini Creek, and the greenspace west of McPherson.  OCP Draft 2 is much better because it has changed much of this area to Future Planning. 

However, the ecological sensitivity of upper Little Takhini Creek is still not acknowledged. The Creek flows down from Forest Hill, under the Alaska Highway, and runs along the north side of the Alaska Highway, then goes under the intersection of the two highways. If anything impacts the flow or water quality of upper Little Takhini Creek it will impact several kilometers of wetland and beaver dam habitat between the highway intersection and the Yukon River. 

The creek and riparian area need to be clearly designated as environmentally sensitive all along Little Takhini Creek, not just after it crosses the corner of the Alaska and Klondike Highways. 

To maintain connectivity for wildlife movement the entire area around the intersection of the Alaska and Klondike Highways should be maintained as green space. I.e. all of the area between this intersection and the First Nations land north of the Alaska Highway should be green, as well as all of the area south of both highways between the two First Nations Lands areas. 

Part of the area at the intersection of the Alaska Highway and Klondike Highway that is shown in OCP Draft 2, Map 2, as Mixed-Use Industrial Commercial, is riparian and not suitable for development right along the creek. 

The proposed future development /country residential development near Cousins Air Strip is too close to Little Takhini Creek. The terrain is steep along the creek, and wildlife need treed buffers along the height of land, not just protection of the creek/wetland itself. 

The green buffer along the Takhini River above the Stevens quarries is too narrow – it does not capture nearly enough of the extensively used trail system in this area. The banks down to the Takhini River are extremely high and steep – they are not habitat or recreational areas. It would also make sense to have a green space buffer in the entire area between the land claim selection, which we understand is planned for country residential, and Stevens quarries, for noise, property values, wildlife and recreation. 

We commend COW for changing much of the areas around the junction of the Alaska and Klondike Highways to Future Planning instead of Future Development, to allow time to ensure that Little Takhini Creek is fully protected. 

Infill in existing neighborhoods:

Although small green spaces in existing neighborhoods may not be as important for wildlife movement and active transport as large areas of greenspace, they are extremely important for quality of life to the people who live near them, especially people who are not very physically mobile. 
In principle YCS supports densifying housing rather than increasing Whitehorse’ urban footprint, but it is very important to consult neighborhoods about any proposed infill, and adopt mitigations like buffers to reduce impacts of property values and quality of life. Therefore we recommend that the areas currently labeled ‘Infill areas within existing neighborhoods’ (yellow dots) on Map 5 be zoned Priority Planning or Future Planning depending upon the urgency for making decisions about them. 

While the points listed above are our prime areas of concern we have several remaining issues that we would like to see addressed.
Detailed Comments:

Parks:

We appreciate COW’s efforts to designate a large portion of land as Parks, however the OCP lacks a clear cut definition of what a park actually is. According to OCP Draft 2 Maps 1 and 6, the Chadburn Lake Park includes Recreation, Environmentally Sensitive, and Green “Connections” areas. How does being inside a park affect the activities allowed in these land designations? We believe management plans must be developed for areas designated as Parks that are strong on conservation while still offering recreational activities for park users. 
Trail Systems: 

We support COW’s vision to maintain a contiguous trail system that links neighborhoods and activity areas. We suggest involving community associations in the planning process to ensure the trail systems accommodate all types of users. The community associations will know better than anyone who uses the trail system, and where self propelled travel trails, and motorized vehicle trails should be located. The involvement of community associations will also facilitate better management of trails and encourage proper trail use. 
We also suggest implementing a plan to connect the Millennium Trail to other communities or provide an equivalent. The City of Whitehorse is an active community and providing active transport trails linking communities with the downtown area would reduce gas emissions and reduce the need for downtown parking. It would also increase health and quality of life of Whitehorse residents.
An active transport system needs to be developed for Whistlebend. 

Maps:

YCS recognizes that the OCP Draft 2 maps are included for the purpose of providing visual clarification for the general proposed land uses, however accurate, more detailed and easily accessible maps must be provided in the next step to reduce confusion, and to allow proper input from everyone involved and interested in the planning process. More detailed and accurate maps are needed to ensure adequate riparian buffers, and appropriate wildlife corridor designations.
We suggest providing accurate small scale maps of each community to allow Whitehorse residents to properly identify the areas that may concern them; YCS recently attended a meeting with the Hillcrest community members where at least one attendee could not identify the general area of their house on the provided maps. We also suggest releasing the map files to the public in formats that can be imported into CAD and GIS software for more detailed analyzes. We ask that COW recognize that the OCP affects every Whitehorse resident and an effort should be made to accommodate people of various abilities and skill sets.
We also suggest a separate map be included for Environmentally Sensitive Areas, since in Map 1 other designations like recreation obscure the environmentally sensitive designation. For example the area around Chadden and Hidden Lakes is not shown as Environmentally Sensitive, which it should be. 
Wildlife Corridors:

YCS suggests a proper wildlife corridor document be developed or adopted to provide a baseline for corridor requirements. The Wildlife Corridor and Habitat Patch Guidelines for the Bow Valley, cited above in the section regarding McIntyre Creek, is an excellent example and was used extensively by the Connectivity Planning Sub-Group while producing the Habitat Connectivity Planning Recommendations for Forest Harvest Planning in the Champagne And Aishihik Traditional Territory (CPSG, 2007). A committee composed of scientists, engineers, Yukon Government and COW officials, First Nations and representatives from community associations and the public should be involved in the drafting of the wildlife corridor guideline document. The wildlife corridors should facilitate movement of wildlife through the city and ensure recreational and traditional activities of the public and First Nations are preserved.
We also ask that the OCP recognize that a 30m riparian buffer helps to preserve fish habitat, however it is not adequate for wildlife travel.

Croucher Creek:

Thank you for re-designating Croucher Creek as an Environmentally Sensitive Area as it is important habitat for wildlife and fish such as salmon.

Greenspace Connections:
We ask that the green area running along the East side of the Yukon River near Big Bend be increased as the island network there is a natural crossing point for wildlife across the river. Without an extension in greenspace, there could be significant animal/human confrontations should the future planning area be developed.

Mineral Staking:

YCS commends the COW for recognizing the issue of staking in the City of Whitehorse. Clearly it will be necessary to disallow further staking in Parks, recreation areas, environmentally sensitive areas and Future Planning areas at a minimum. 
Future Planning Designation:

It makes sense to designate areas that are not under immediate pressure, and that are not environmentally sensitive as Future Planning. However number 6 on page 60 is inconsistent with the intention to do further planning before making decisions about the best use for these areas. Number 6 states that “uses related to mineral exploration and extraction may be permitted subject to City bylaws and other regulatory requirements.” We understand that under the Free Entry system these areas would be open for mineral staking, however the OCP should clearly state that permission to mine, or extract gravel and other resources will only be given in these areas if and when they are planned for such uses. We strongly urge the City to implement a moratorium on staking in these areas until they are planned. 

Proposed Cousins Air Park:

An air park community would be contrary to the OCP’s climate change goals, since flying is fossil fuel intensive and most of the small airplane use by residents would likely just be recreational. Furthermore, having a number of residents with airplanes taking off and landing at our emergency airport would be complicated and likely dangerous. Also, the current use of Cousins air strip is already noisy for residents of McPherson and existing country residential in the area. It is likely that the proposed country residential lots in the Cousins area would be more popular without the airpark concept. 
Public Service Designation:

The OCP needs to state that the use of Public Service areas will be consulted upon to minimize environmental impacts and impacts on recreation. 

Clay Cliffs:

The clay cliffs need to be designated Environmentally Sensitive, not recreation.

Riparian Areas: 

1.3.1.d (P. 33) Riparian areas are some of the most environmentally sensitive areas. This clause allows any riparian area to be crossed. This clause should be replaced by “Road crossings of riparian areas are not considered appropriate. Before any proposals for road crossings of riparian areas are considered, all other options such as public transit and alternative routes shall be examined. There shall be full public consultation on any proposed road crossing of riparian areas.” 

Quarrying:

YCS supports applying general conditions to all quarrying as suggested by this proposed clause but we do NOT support deleting the sections that deal specifically with quarrying in the McLean Lake and Stevens areas. These two areas are the ones that are the main focus of gravel quarrying in the near future, and there are specific issues that need to be addressed for both, in addition to general best management type practices.

There are people living close to both Stevens and McLean Lake – we agree that restrictions on noisy activities like crushing are needed – and they may need to be more restrictive than City bylaws which limit noisy activities to 7:00 AM – 11:00 PM. Restrictions on noise during the weekend and evenings may also be needed. 

It looks like the proposed area of Steven’s gravel quarry is closer than 300 meters from the First Nations land that is designated for residential development. 

Referendum requirement

YCS opposes the removal of the requirement for a referendum if new land use designations are proposed for areas currently designated Greenbelt, Environmental protection, or Park Reserve. Even if the courts have determined that the City is not required to hold a referendum for these kinds of changes, one would hope that the City would want to hear how citizens of Whitehorse feel about such proposed changes. These questions could be saved for election times to save on costs. 
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