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CPAWS’ Comment Guide: Alberta 
Sustainable Outdoor Recreation Survey

The Government of Alberta recently released their Crown Land Vision and an associated survey on 
sustainable outdoor recreation. The survey focuses on gathering opinions from Albertans on how 
recreation on public lands (also called Crown lands) should be funded.

Alberta’s Crown lands provide some of the world’s best landscapes and opportunities for outdoor 
recreation. They are an important source of economic diversification for communities, contributing to 
a sustainable provincial economy.

Strong policies and legislation are critical to ensure long-term protection of these places and 
recreational activities. CPAWS Northern and Southern Alberta have been involved in advancing 
sustainable recreation for many years. Parks and public lands must be carefully managed to ensure 
they can continue to provide exceptional conservation and community benefits. Managed well, our 
Crown lands can provide outdoor recreation opportunities while maintaining ecosystem services, 
biodiversity, and habitats.

Creation of land policies or changes to them must be carefully considered so that our Crown lands 
are managed to prioritize nature, while still providing places and opportunities for sustainable 
recreation and other uses. Sustainable management for recreation, industry and conservation on our 
Crown land will only be possible in conjunction with a fully functioning and effective public parks 
system and strong parks legislation.

It is also particularly important that any recreation and trail management is framed within the context 
of the existing Land Use Framework, which was established in 2008 to manage Alberta’s land and 
natural resources in the long term. The need for existing regional and sub-regional plans under the 
Land Use Framework should be respected.

We appreciate the opportunity to comment on funding for recreation management in Alberta; 
however, this survey is separate from the government’s plan to remove 164 parks from the 
parks system and does not address the need for public engagement on this decision. Broader 
engagement will also be needed on the other objectives of the Crown Lands Vision.

We encourage everyone to take the opportunity to share your input. CPAWS Northern and Southern 
Alberta have provided our thoughts on each of the questions.

SOUTHERN & NORTHERN ALBERTA CHAPTERS

https://www.alberta.ca/alberta-crown-land-vision.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/sustainable-outdoor-recreation-engagement.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/sustainable-outdoor-recreation-engagement.aspx
https://landuse.alberta.ca/Pages/default.aspx
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What to keep in mind while using our comments as a guide:
Our team at CPAWS has reviewed the survey and provided our professional comments and opinions 
on the questions asked. However, many questions in the survey are very individual and responses 
will be strongly dependent on personal preferences and priorities. In particular, questions 9-15 are 
entirely personal and we do not provide comments on these.

Please feel free to use as much or as little of what we have compiled in your personal responses and 
note that we do not “prescribe” any specific response to the questions. We encourage you to share 
your personal thoughts and opinions!

Photo of Bighorn region by Gillian Chow-Fraser
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Question 1

Our comments:

Partnerships can provide valuable services, stewardship, and opportunities in Alberta’s parks and 
Crown lands. Parks identified for new or existing partnerships should remain protected under 
protected area legislation (e.g., the Parks Act). Partnerships should add value to a given area, and 
not solely function to offload responsibility and costs to partner organizations.

All partners on all public lands (both parks and Crown lands) should be required to follow a 
transparent set of operating standards to ensure continued public access and consistent quality 
of service. To increase accountability, partnership agreements should be available to the public. 
All partners should be required to uphold standards that maintain or improve conservation of 
the natural environment. In parks, these standards should uphold the values for which parks were 
designated, not solely expansion of recreation infrastructure. 

Crown land needs to remain accessible to the public. Recreation and trail system planning should 
be executed through land use planning processes, recognizing that not all uses are appropriate 
in all areas, that there are limits to trail quantity and density in order to meet recreational and 
environmental objectives, and that not all trail users are compatible on the same area or same trail. 
While land users and stakeholders should be part of the process, this process should be led by the 
government, and the determination of use of an area or trail should not be delegated to partners or 
managed solely through partnerships. 

The Government of Alberta should retain responsibility for recreation management and make land 
use management decisions that are consistent with the legislation and land use plans for a given 
area. A delegated authority model is not appropriate for recreation partnerships on parks or public 
lands.

Indigenous partnerships, through Indigenous protected and conserved areas, cooperative 
management, or other models should also be considered in a separate process to respect 
Indigenous rights to self-governance. 
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Question 2

Our comments:

CPAWS recommends that funding mechanisms for recreation on Crown land should not be based 
solely on a user-pay model. We believe that any fees levied through recreation fees on Crown land 
should be based on environmental impact of the given activity. Resources generated from any fee 
structure should be directed towards improving land and water health as well as allocating resources 
in a way that benefits the majority of recreation users. 
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Question 3

Question 4

Our comments:

Crown lands are a public good, and as such should be publicly funded. Revenue generated as 
a result of any funding mechanism or trail fees should not be directed back only to specific user 
groups, but more broadly to benefit our Crown lands and waters and the greatest number of users. 
The Government of Alberta should not use a delegated authority model for the management of 
Crown land, and should explore other models to appropriately fund and manage Crown land in the 
best interest of Albertans now and into the future.

Our comments:
CPAWS recognizes the need to develop increased and sustained funding for recreation, conservation 
and land management, and for investment in outdoor recreation infrastructure to support healthy 
communities and economies. However, the use of a user-pay mechanism could create barriers to 
access and enjoyment of Crown lands and are contrary to the core ethic of ensuring public access 
to Crown lands. Low-impact users such as hikers should not require an additional fee to use these 
public spaces.

We strongly recommend that any funding mechanism has a strategy to ensure it is not a hindrance 
to low-income Albertans. A fee waiver should be considered for those qualifying for income-based 
supports (e.g. EI, AISH, WCB, Alberta Seniors Benefit). 

Any user-pay funding mechanism should include a clear fee structure that collects additional fees 
from activities that most significantly impact the environment and take the most resources per user 
to maintain the infrastructure.
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Question 5

Our comments:
Fees should factor in the environmental impact and public health benefits of an activity. For example, 
many recreational pursuits can reduce the pressure on our public health system. Time spent in nature 
can reduce anxiety and stress, while physical activity, such as hiking, snowshoeing, or bicycling can 
greatly improve health. Fees should factor in the impact of an activity on other land users. Some 
activities can exclude users, disturb local landowners, or interrupt and push out traditional activities 
such as trapping, angling, and hunting.

Question 6

Our comments:

A healthy environment provides the base for the long-term sustainability of all other activities on 
Crown lands and should be the top priority. However, all of these values are essential and work 
together to provide high quality, safe and sustainable outdoor recreation opportunities. Increased 
use of parks and public lands have coincided with cuts to parks and recreation management 
budgets, creating issues for maintaining public recreation infrastructure. But Albertans should not 
have to choose between their safety and environmental protections.

continued on next page
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Question 7

Our comments:

Alberta’s parks and Crown lands contribute to the overall quality of life of all Albertans and should be 
managed for the public good. Adequate public funding should be allocated to land management, 
including recreation, for the benefit of all Albertans.

The use of a user-pay mechanism could create barriers to access and enjoyment of crown lands and 
are contrary to this core ethic of Crown lands. Low-impact users such as hikers should not require an 
additional fee to access these public spaces. 

We strongly recommend that any funding mechanism has a strategy to ensure it is not a hindrance 
to low-income Albertans. A fee waiver should be considered for those qualifying for income-based 
supports (e.g. EI, AISH, WCB, Alberta Seniors Benefit). 

Any user-pay funding mechanism should include a clear fee structure that collects additional fees 
from activities that most significantly impact the environment and take the most resources per user 
to maintain the infrastructure.

Access to nature and wilderness experiences are the key reasons outdoor recreation is so popular 
in this province. Amenities, recreation trail development and other associated infrastructure are 
important and should be developed as part of an overall land use and recreation management 
process. This process should include identifying where certain uses and infrastructure should be 
concentrated to minimize damage across the whole landscape. 

Safety features on our Crown lands such as information centres, educational resources, interpretive 
services, maps, and trail signage are key services to improve public accessibility, safety, and 
enjoyment.

Enforcement is important for reducing environmental damage, reducing disturbance to others, and 
promoting public safety.
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Question 8

Our comments:
Outdoor recreation management, including assessment of impacts and infrastructure management, 
should be preceded by broader land use planning. A land use planning process should be 
used to identify areas appropriate for different types of recreation and develop, move or 
remove infrastructure or trails as appropriate to achieve conservation and recreation experience 
objectives. Infrastructure should be concentrated in specific areas that have been shown to be less 
environmentally sensitive to minimize damage on the larger landscape. Any outdoor recreation 
planning should recognize there are limits to trail quantity and density to meet recreational and 
environmental objectives, that not all uses are appropriate in all areas, and that not all trail users are 
compatible on the same trail.

The premise outlined in this survey that “the demands placed on outdoor recreation infrastructure 
and the environment has outpaced our resources to manage them” is problematic and assumes 
that Albertans do not support increased public funding for parks and Crown land management. 
Albertans should not have to choose between high quality, safe recreation experiences and a healthy 
environment. We need comprehensive recreation management including planning, management, 
infrastructure, education, and enforcement in order to ensure good quality recreation opportunities, 
safety of locals and visitors, and protection of our environment. We have the responsibility, and 
could have the resources, to manage our landscape for all of these values, which all work together 
to achieve overall desired outcomes. Albertans should not be required to choose among these 
important values.

Introduction of a fee should not result in further reductions to parks and Crown land funding from 
the government. These areas have already seen large budget cuts, and the responsibility of their 
management should not be offloaded onto individual Albertans. Any fees should expand the 
capacity of Crown land management, not replace government funding.

Implementation of a fee system needs to consider the impact new fees in some regions will have 
on areas that currently have no fees. If there are fees for some areas and not others, this imbalance 
could increase use of non-designated trails and random camping. Random camping areas should 
be defined through the land-use planning process and fees should be included to minimize this risk 
and cover the cost of management of those lands. Fees for random camping should be sufficient to 
cover costs of this land use on the environment and other users, including enforcement, wildfire risk, 
human waste issues, and environmental damage.

While this survey is an important part of consultation on funding for recreation, it does not replace 
the need for a full public consultation process on the Government of Alberta’s ‘Optimizing Alberta’s 
Parks’ plan that includes the full or partial closure of 20 sites and the delisting of 164 provincial parks, 
provincial recreation areas, and natural areas.


