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Coastal Development 
and Livelihoods

Paddle boarder surrounded 
by dolphins in front of a 
local moorage. (Credit: 
Rich Duncan).
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 Summary
The beauty and accessibility of Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound con-

tinues to draw increasing numbers of visitors and residents alike. While this 

gives a significant boost to the local economy, it also results in a need for in-

creased housing and infrastructure, and often creates competition for access 

to recreational resources. 

To keep up with demand, a number of construction projects (residential, 

commercial and industrial) are taking place within communities around the 

Sound, some directly on shorelines. Provincial and regional parks generally 

saw increases in visitation since the last report, as did some tourist attractions. 

However, other attractions, specifically the Sea to Sky Gondola, encountered 

serious challenges due to vandalism. There was growth in the number of pas-

sengers and vehicles transported by BC Ferries, as well as continued use of 

water taxis. 

While ferries are a key transport infrastructure, there are also other large ves-

sels (greater than 20 m in length) using the waters. While large vessel traffic 

to the Port Mellon pulp and paper mill and Squamish Terminals has not in-

creased, if the industrial development projects proposed for the Sound come to 

fruition, then an increase in large vessel movement is unavoidable. 

However, there is a downside to this growth that cannot be ignored. Main-

taining a healthy, sustainable economy is intrinsically linked to a healthy mar-

ine environment and actions are needed to successfully manage and balance 

this growth. Supporting the Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound UNESCO 

Biosphere Region Initiative, undertaking cumulative effect assessments, and 

integrating conservation tools, such as the Marine Reference Guide and the 

Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound marine conservation assessment map, 

into decision making, are all steps in the right direction to balance sustainable 

growth and ecological health.

SUMMARY  |  Page 303



OCEAN WATCH  |  Átl’ḵa7tsem / Txwnéwu7ts / Howe Sound 2020 DEVELOPMENT

Ocean Watch Health Rating
HEALTHY 1) The status is healthy according to available data, 2) the trend is positive if known, 3) some data are 
available, and/or 4) actions to address or mitigate are well underway and are known to be effective. Actions should be 
taken to maintain positive status and/or trend.

CAUTION Status, trend, data, and/or actions provide contradictory or inconclusive information. Actions are needed to 
move into positive status and trend and avoid negative status and trend.

CRITICAL 1) Impacts or issues are high risk or have resulted in a low or vulnerable status, 2) improvements are 
uncertain, minor, or slow, and/or 3) actions to address or mitigate are non-existent, vague, or have low effectiveness. 
Actions are needed to move into positive status and trend.

LIMITED DATA/ NOT RATED Not rated due to the nature of the article, or there are not enough data to produce an 
assessment.

ARTICLE + 2020 RATIONALE 2017 2020

COASTAL DEVELOPMENT 
With rapid growth occurring in the region, and subsequent development, sustainable 
management is key.

LARGE VESSEL TRAFFIC
The volume of large vessel traffic has not changed significantly. However, not all 
shipping traffic is represented. Risks from vessel traffic continue. Future development 
may increase vessel numbers. Efforts are being taken to decrease impacts on cetaceans.

TOURISM AND RECREATION
Demands for activities and resources is high, creating pressure on ecosystems, and 
there is no sign of growth slowing. This growth requires sustainable management, and 
there is movement towards this, but more needs to be done.
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 What is happening?
It is important to balance environmental and socio-economic objectives for 

the overall health of Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound’s communities 

and ecosystems and to address the United Nations Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals (SDG). To recognize the importance of this popular area, work 

is underway to have Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound designated as a 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

biosphere region. This designation would allow for the protection of bio-

diversity so people and commerce can benefit from a sustainable economy.

Sewell’s landing development in Horseshoe Bay, February 2020. (Credit: Bob Turner)
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Growth continues to be a trend in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Tx-
wnéwu7ts/Howe Sound, with more people moving 

to the area and more visitors seeking out attractions 

such as parks (see Tourism and Recreation, Ocean 

Watch Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound Edition  

[OWHS] 2020). To cope with this growing demand, 

new development (residential, commercial and in-

dustrial) is occurring to support people moving to the 

area while providing economic gains. Ideally, coast-

al development would be examined across the entire 

watershed. However, here we focus specifically on 

shoreline development. 

i)  Large – for lodging projects, large means more than 10 units.

Shoreline development requires unique consideration 

of environmental conditions, for example the inter-

ruption of the land-sea connection of habitats (see 

Coastal Development, OWHS 2017). Based on 2014 

data, 12% of the Sound’s shoreline was considered 

modified. In 2017, 13 new largei shoreline development 

proposals or projects were identified. Therefore, it is 

important to know what developments are occurring 

and to consider what environmental impacts they will 

have, both individually and cumulatively. 

Sea to Sky highway. (Credit: Tracey Saxby)
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What is the current status?
Pressure from development – driven primarily by 

population growth and associated demand for hous-

ing and resources – continues to increase with-

in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. In the 

last few years, overall population growth has var-

ied little across the Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound region. Previously, combined (total aggregate) 

growth within census subdivisions in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Tx-
wnéwu7ts/Howe Sound grew by 4% from 2006–2011; 

updated data shows that population growth remained 

steady at 4% for 2011–2016.1 Although little varia-

tion is seen for the Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound region, much larger changes are being seen on 

a municipal level (Table 1), with the largest five-year 

growth occurring in the Squamish-Lillooet Region-

al District (SLRD) Electoral Area D, Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/

Squamish, and Nex̱wlélex̱wem/Bowen Island. 

Table 1. Population change from 2006 to 2011 using the most recent census data available (2011–2016) throughout for various areas in 
Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. 

POPULATION POPULATION CHANGE

COMMUNITY 2006 2011 2016 2006 – 2011 2011 – 2016

Bowen Island 3362 3402 3680 1.19% 8.17%

Gibsons 4182 4437 4605 6.10% 3.79%

Lions Bay 1328 1318 1334 -0.75% 1.21%

Squamish-Lillooet D 839 836 1057 -0.36% 26.44%

Squamish (DM) 14949 17158 19512 14.78% 13.72%

Sunshine Coast E 3552 3482 3664 -1.97% 5.23%

Sunshine Coast F 2235 2015 2043 -9.84% 1.39%

West Vancouver 42131 42694 42473 1.34% -0.52%

TOTAL 72578 75342 78368 3.81% 4.02%
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Development projects and proposals 
The status and scope of many large coastal develop-

ment projects in the region were reported previously 

(see Coastal Development, OWHS 2017). Updates and 

additions to these projects are presented below (Table 

2). Although the local planning authorities are named, 

multiple organizations are typically involved in the 

approval process (e.g., provincial government, Fish-

eries and Oceans Canada [DFO]). All project details are 

reported provisionally because development review 

and project approval processes are ongoing.

Current project status, as noted in Table 2, is sum-

marized as: 

• in progress (i.e., building is occurring);

• pending (i.e., the project is waiting for decisions 
on, e.g., environmental assessments, before build-
ing can start);

• dormant (i.e., work is not being carried out on ap-
plications or building); 

• planning (i.e., the project is in the initial stages of 
planning); 

• abandoned (i.e., all work on the project has ceased); 

• complete.

Table 2. Major coastal development projects and proposals on the shorelines only of Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound with an extension 
into Mamquam Blind Channel (situated to the east of downtown Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/Squamish) up to and including October 2019.i Where status has 
progressed (i.e., is moving forward through some aspect of the approval/building process) from the previously reported status or the project/
proposal is new, it is coloured green. Projects that have remained similar in status are coloured yellow. One project that has been abandoned 
is coloured red. Blank cells indicate no information is available. Some previous statuses from OWHS 2017 were uncertain and therefore include 
a "?". (Abbreviations: SLRD – Squamish-Lillooet Regional District; SCRD – Sunshine Coast Regional District; OCP – Official Community Plan)

i) Excludes projects or proposals under 10 units. Table may not be complete or accurate and does not represent total development potential 
under current (and proposed zoning).

PROJECT 
NAME LOCATION

TYPE OF 
DEVELOPMENT 

LOCAL PLANNING 
AUTHORITY 
RESPONSIBLE

STATUS: JUNE 2016 
– PREVIOUS OWHS 
2017

STATUS 

SEPTEMBER 
2019

NO. OF 
UNITS

Sewell’s 
Landing 

Horseshoe 
Bay, West 
Vancouver

Mixed use, with 
dock

District of West 
Vancouver

Application to be 
submitted?

In progress 158

Horseshoe Bay 
Ferry Terminal 
Redevelopment

Horseshoe 
Bay, West 
Vancouver

Transportation 
infrastructure

District of West 
Vancouver

Not previously 
reported.

Planning N/A

The George 
Hotel and 
Residences

Gibsons Commercial, 
residential

Town of Gibsons Application under 
review?

Pending 39 residential 
units, 116 
hotel rooms

Seaglass Gibsons Residential, 
commercial

Town of Gibsons Application 
submitted? First 
reading given to 
zoning and OCP 
amendments.

Abandoned 12

Gibsons 
Foreshore 
Redevelopment

Gibsons Community 
development

Town of Gibsons  Complete N/A
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PROJECT 
NAME LOCATION

TYPE OF 
DEVELOPMENT 

LOCAL PLANNING 
AUTHORITY 
RESPONSIBLE

STATUS: JUNE 2016 
– PREVIOUS OWHS 
2017

STATUS 

SEPTEMBER 
2019

NO. OF 
UNITS

Gospel Rock Gibsons Residential, 
commercial, 
recreational

Town of Gibsons Not previously 
reported.

In progress 360 
residential

Porteau Cove 
Community

Porteau 
Cove

Residential, 
commercial, 
and community 
uses (e.g., 
amenities and 
recreation)

SLRD Zoned; no 
development permits 
issued; application 
under review?

Dormant 1400

Furry Creek 
Community

Furry Creek Resort, 
recreational, 
residential, 
marina

SLRD Under Development 
Covenant (permit 
granted).

In progress 920 
residential, 
120 hotel, 
commercial 
and marina

Britannia Beach 
South

Minaty Bay 
Britannia 
Beach

Resort 
(surf park), 
recreational, 
residential, 
commercial

SLRD Master planning, 
zoning required. 

Pending 1,050 
residential, 
190 hotel, 
commercial 
(2,500 
population)

Britannia Beach 
North

Britannia 
Beach

Commercial, 
residential

SLRD Application to be 
submitted?

In progress 84 
residential + 
commercial

Watts Point North of 
Britannia 
Beach

Industrial District of 
Squamish

Not previously 
reported.

Pendingii N/A

Klahanie Resort 
Redevelopment

Shannon 
Falls / 
Squamish 
South

Resort, 
residential, 
seasonal 
camping

District of 
Squamish

Requires rezoning and 
Development Permit.

Planning 80+ hotel 
units, 60 
residential

Squamish 
Oceanfront 
Development / 
Newport Beach

Squamish – 
Downtown 
Peninsula

Mixed-use 
employment, 
residential, 
commercial, 
oceanfront park 
and marina use

District of 
Squamish

Rezoning Application 
approved; 
Development Permits 
in progress.

In progress 1,500+ 
residential, 
employment, 
commercial 
space and 
future 
marinas

Waterfront 
Landing (Sea to 
Sky)

Squamish – 
Mamquam 
Blind 
Channel

Mixed use: 
residential, 
commercial 
village and 
marina, 
waterfront park

District of 
Squamish

Not previously 
reported. Rezoning 
Application approved. 

In progress 900–1,000 
residential 
units

ii) Crown tenure application submitted for expansion in 2018. Table is not an exhaustive list of crown tenure applications and others likely exist in 
the area. 
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PROJECT 
NAME LOCATION

TYPE OF 
DEVELOPMENT 

LOCAL PLANNING 
AUTHORITY 
RESPONSIBLE

STATUS: JUNE 2016 
– PREVIOUS OWHS 
2017

STATUS 

SEPTEMBER 
2019

NO. OF 
UNITS

Mistral 
+ Sirocco 
Developments

Squamish – 
Mamquam 
Blind 
Channel

Mixed use 
residential; 
commercial and 
marina. Sirocco 
project includes 
float home 
residential use. 

District of 
Squamish

Not previously 
reported.

In Progress Upland 
residential 
217 units 
(combined). 
Float home 
residential, 
up to 31 
units.

Waste to 
Energy Facility

West Howe 
Sound

Industrial SCRD No longer a potential 
project? Metro 
Vancouver has 
discontinued its 
current waste-to-
energy procurement 
process.

Dormant N/A

Burnco Gravel 
Mine

McNab 
Creek

Industrial Environmental 
Assessment –
British Columbia. 
Land use zoning 
– SCRD

Pre-application 
started 2010. In late 
2018, SCRD passed 
a resolution to 
abandon this project. 
Land use planning 
is the jurisdiction 
of local government 
(SCRD); mining falls 
within provincial 
jurisdiction. Provincial 
authorization remains 
valid to extract raw 
aggregate, ship off 
site, and then process. 

Pending N/A

Woodfibre LNG Squamish Industrial Environmental 
Assessment –
British Columbia 
for federal 
and provincial 
governments.

District of 
Squamish 
permits

Provincial EA 
Certificate Issued 
Oct 2015; Federal 
environmental 
approval rec’d March 
2016; Squamish 
Nation Council issued 
an Environmental 
Assessment Certificate 
with legally binding 
conditions in Oct 2015.

In progress 100+ 
temporary 
housing 
for during 
construction; 
> 3 years

COASTAL DEVELOPMENT  |  Page 310



OCEAN WATCH  |  Átl’ḵa7tsem / Txwnéwu7ts / Howe Sound 2020 DEVELOPMENT

Since 2017, the status of five projects has advanced, in-

cluding the Gibsons Foreshore Redevelopment, which 

is now complete. Four other projects moved to an “in 

progress” status. Gospel Rock in Gibsons, noted above 

as “in progress,” was not reported previously. 

In Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/Squamish, two additional coast-

al redevelopment projects were identified along the 

shore of the Mamquam Blind Channel (i.e., Waterfront 

Landing, and the Mistral and Sirocco projects). These 

waterfront redevelopments include major sea diking 

infrastructure that is part of the District of Squamish 

coastal flood protection system for Downtown. 

Seven projects are pending or dormant. The Gib-

sons’ Seaglass development has been abandoned. The 

Ch’ax̱áy/Horseshoe Bay Ferry Terminal redevelop-

ment project is in the planning stage.2 Information 

gathered from the public consultation will be used in 

the planning process, which is ongoing. 

Two of the industrial projects listed previously (Waste 

to Energy, Burnco gravel mine) remain similar in 

status to three years ago (dormant, pending, re-

spectively). At the time of writingiii, the most recent 

update on the Burnco website was from June 2018, 

wherein it states that Fisheries and Oceans Canada 

(DFO) has allowed the project to progress to regula-

tory permitting.3 However, the project cannot process 

iii) March 2020.

mined material on site due to a decision by the SCRD 

to abandon a rezoning application.4 

The Woodfibre LNG project’s status is now “in prog-

ress.” In March 2019, the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwumixw/

Squamish Nation signed an agreement with Wood-

fibre LNG to share benefits from the project, such as 

financial gains. The agreement includes the transfer 

of certain parcels of land from the Province back to 

the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwumixw/Squamish Nation and 

confirms Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwumixw/Squamish Na-

tion support of the LNG project.5 In 2018, an appli-

cation was submitted for crown tenure to expand the 

mining project at Xwelxwalitn/Watts Point , which in-

cludes plans for marine shipping infrastructure.6

However, development in the region goes be-

yond coastal properties, extending into the broader 

Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound.7 There are 

plans for the development of a multi-billion dollar 

four-season resort, Garibaldi at Squamish, at Brohm 

Ridge (north of Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/Squamish, within the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District). The project re-

ceived approval from the Environmental Assessment 

Office in 2016, with 40 conditions; planning continues. 

Further investment in support of ski tourism occurred 

with the Renaissance project upgrades to Blackcomb 

Whistler. Inland developments have an obvious im-

pact, which is to increase traffic in the region and 

pressure on infrastructure.
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Regional Traffic Impacts
Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound is full of at-

tractions, e.g., hiking, biking, breweries, eagle view-

ing, skiing at Whistler. It is also very close to Van-

couver, making it a prime destination for locals and 

tourists alike. While these visits provide econom-

ic gain for the region, they also drastically increase 

traffic and pressure on infrastructure in an area al-

ready struggling to cope with increasing commuter 

traffic.

In the past decade, traffic volume has increased for 

Brackendale and along Highway 99 north of Ch’ax̱áy/

Horseshoe Bay (see Coastal Development, OWHS 

2017). However, traffic volume increases have been 

somewhat slower in the past few years (Figure 1). In-

sufficient public transit options contribute to higher 

private vehicle use, resulting in traffic congestion, in-

creased transport-related emissions and potentially a 

decrease in air quality and an increase in contamin-

ated run-off.

Calls for regional transit solutions for the Sea to Sky 

region have been ongoing for years; however, the 

issue remains unaddressed. To initiate action, stake-

holders from around the region, including First Na-

tions, tourism operators and local government offi-

cials, presented a case to the provincial government 

detailing recommendations for interregional transit 

and infrastructure.8

Since then, in order to assist with planning and im-

plementation of transit strategies, a Regional Transit 

Study was undertaken in 2016 to assess requirements 

and demand. The area between Metro Vancouver and 

Pemberton has an estimated daily weekday transit 

demand of approximately 575 people.9 These num-

bers are based off a survey of residents from around 

Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound and Metro 

Vancouver, and do not account for additional tourism 

or other Greater Vancouver area residents. 

The biggest obstacle appears to be resolving the viable 

long-term service funding model. Despite sugges-

tions of financial support from a motor-fuel tax, the 

provincial government has yet to agree.10 Stakeholders 

and residents alike hope a resolution can be achieved 

shortly.
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Balancing the cumulative impacts
The ecosystems in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound face multiple stressors at the same time. For 

example, habitat loss and soil/erosion run-off from 

construction; toxic effects from contaminants; cli-

mate change. Addressing multiple stressors requires 

consideration of the cumulative impacts. A Cumu-

lative Effects Monitoring pilot project investigated a 

framework to assist the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwumixw/

Squamish Nation with understanding and addressing 

past, present and future changes to the environment 

in the Sound caused by human activity.11 The province 

of B.C. has also conducted a cumulative environmental 

assessment (see Resources). 

Figure 1. Updated graph of average annual daily traffic from locations within the Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. 
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How will climate change impact 
coastal development?
Sea level rise and extreme rainfall events will increase 

the risk of flooding from rivers and will exacerbate 

shoreline erosion; therefore, the planned retreat of 

public assets and infrastructure will be necessary. New 

developments will require restrictions, for example 

mandated set-back distances from the water’s edge, 

to protect buildings. Set-backs would also help protect 

buildings and infrastructure from storm surges cre-

ated during storms, which can damage property and 

further erode coastline. Water supply issues are also 

likely to be exacerbated due to drier summers coupled 

with higher demand from larger populations. Addi-

tionally, issues could potentially arise due to the seep-

age of sea water into groundwater drinking supplies. 

Squamish. (Credit: Tracey Saxby)
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 What has been done since 2017?
The table below reports on progress made on recommended actions from the previous 2017 article, where identified. 

Many of these require ongoing action.

2017 ACTION ACTION TAKEN 

GOVERNMENT ACTIONS AND POLICY 

Develop and promote an inventory of best practices 
for developers and update it regularly.

Ocean Watch: Howe Sound Strategic Plan lists local 
government protection tools in Appendix A.

Apply new and proven methods to assess development 
projects. For example, innovative tools to provide 
decision support for complex planning problems 
are becoming more widely available and accepted. 
Taking ecosystem service values into account when 
evaluating the trade-offs of proposed development is 
one way to proceed. Howe Sound is the study area for 
a comprehensive assessment that estimates the total 
annual value of intact ecosystems at between $793 
million and $4.7 billion.12

The Town of Gibsons has integrated natural capital 
into their management program. The District of West 
Vancouver has completed a natural capital inventory 
and in summer 2019 recommended that this be 
considered in financial planning, asset management, 
financial reporting and capital budgeting processes 
and decisions.13 Up-to-date information for other 
local governments was unavailable at the time of 
publication.

Collate and make available pre-proposal data from 
environmental and social research.

The Atl’ḵa7tsem/Howe Sound Marine Reference 
Guide (https://howesoundguide.ca/) will provide a 
map with many layers of detail, including human 
use, ecological, and physical, that is being developed 
to visualize information and support decision 
making and marine social planning. The anticipated 
completion date for the guide is late 2021.

Support jurisdictions that want to work together to 
develop comprehensive land and marine use plans.

The Atl’ḵa7tsem/Howe Sound Marine Reference 
Guide project receives some funds from local 
government and municipalities (https://
howesoundguide.ca/).

COASTAL DEVELOPMENT  |  Page 315

https://assets.ctfassets.net/fsquhe7zbn68/35qzo0mjdczkcfHbZeWMTV/b80b29d633a9ae1bd5275b3acf0f82f1/OWTF-Strategic-Plan__updated_.pdf
https://howesoundguide.ca/
https://howesoundguide.ca/
https://howesoundguide.ca/


OCEAN WATCH  |  Átl’ḵa7tsem / Txwnéwu7ts / Howe Sound 2020 DEVELOPMENT

 What can you do?
A detailed overview of recommended actions relating to climate change is included in The path to zero carbon 

municipalities (OWHS 2020). In some cases, no progress was identified on previous recommended actions; these 

remain listed below. Additional actions marked as  NEW  also follow.

Individual and Organization Actions:
• Individuals, developers and industry can follow, promote, develop, discuss and share best practices (e.g., 

Green Marine certification, GreenShores approaches for shoreline development).

Government Actions and Policy:
• Add marine values to the B.C. cumulative effects assessment that is underway for Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/

Howe Sound.

• Implement a trust fund from development proceeds to fund environmental mitigation and remediation.

• Plan for construction of key facilities and infrastructure to occupy previously developed shoreline, if feasible. 

• Make sharing of pre-proposal data from environmental and social research mandatory.

• Develop targets for ecosystem health, goals for sustainability indicators, and limits for environmental 
impacts. 

•  NEW  Strengthen regulations and guidelines (i.e., best practices) that can be applied to development/project 
assessment.

Methods 
Census data was downloaded for 2016 (the most re-

cent census data available from B.C. Statistics at the 

time of writing). Specific geographical locations were 

used to correspond with the previous report and rep-

resent areas around Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound.1 The specific subdivisions included were: 

Bowen Island, Gibsons, Lions Bay, Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District Area D, Squamish (District Municip-

ality), Sunshine Coast Area E, Sunshine Coast Area F, 

and West Vancouver. 

Updated data on coastal development provided in 

Table 2 was gathered using mixed methods, includ-

ing inputs from community planners and leaders who 

provided personal knowledge, results from google 

searches and first-hand witness. Additional infor-

mation was added from consultation with commun-

ity representatives, additional google searches, ex-

ploration of Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/Squamish’s Development 

Showcase Map, development websites and planning 

documents.
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Traffic data were adapted from the B.C. Government’s 

Traffic Data Program, run by the Ministry of Trans-

portation (http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/trafficdata/). Suf-

ficient multi-year data was available only for Cheekeye 

(Site ID: P-15-3NS), Eagle Ridge (Site ID: P-99-01NS), 

and Langdale (Site ID: P-15-085NS). Data points refer 

to annual average daily vehicle counts. 

Resources 
This list is not intended to be exhaustive. Omission of a resource does not preclude it from having value.

Sea to Sky Transit Corridor Study 
https://www.bctransit.com/sea-to-sky/home

Howe Sound Cumulative Effects Project 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/
natural-resource-stewardship/cumulative-effects-
framework/regional-assessments/south-coast/
howe-sound-cumulative-effects-project
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Large Vessel Traffic: making 
waves and noise

AUTHOR
Jennifer Chapman, Research Assistant, 
Ocean Watch, Ocean Wise Research 
Institute

REVIEWERS
Leslie James, Director, Environment 
and Sustainability Safety, Health and 
Environment, British Columbia Ferry 
Services Inc.

 What is happening?

i)  Large vessels – vessels over 20 m length.

ii)  Echolocation – location of objects using reflected sound.

Large vesselsi within Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound tend to be com-

prised mostly of ferries, tugs and cargo ships (see Large Vessel Traffic, Ocean 

Watch Howe Sound Edition [OWHS] 2017). The volume of large vessels in the 

Sound presents certain challenges. For example, vessel wake can exacer-

bate shoreline erosion and impact salmon spawning habitat; species that use 

echolocationii such as whales and dolphins may experience acoustic mask-

ing, whereby vessel noise reduces their ability to find prey, mates and pod 

members (see Underwater Noise, Ocean Watch B.C. Edition [OWBC] 2018).

Ship docked at Squamish Terminals. (Credit: Bob Turner) 
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Figure 1. Density map of 2013 passenger traffic in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound (see Methods).
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What is the current status? 

iii)  Snenáymexw/Nanaimo – On Vancouver Island outside of the Sound.

iv)  Fiscal year – April 1 to March 31.

BC Ferries, under contract by the Province of B.C., pro-

vides coastal ferry service on 25 routes along the B.C. 

coast, supported by 35 vessels and 47 terminals. With-

in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound, the three 

most heavily serviced ferry routes connect Ch’ax̱áy/

Horseshoe Bay with Gibsons, Nex̱wlélex̱wem/Bowen 

Island and Snenáymexw/Nanaimoiii (Figure 1). Routes 

that connect Ch’ax̱áy/Horseshoe Bay to Langdale and 

Nex̱wlélex̱wem/Bowen Island are commuter routes 

with many daily foot passengers. These routes have 

between 3,000 and 5, 5000 round trips per fiscal yeariv 

(Figure 2).

2015/16 2018/19

CHANGE IN FERRY TRAFFIC ARRIVING TO
ÁTL’KA7 TSEM / TXWNÉWU7 TS / HOWE SOUND
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Figure 2. Number of round trips at terminals from Ch’ax̱áy/Horseshoe Bay to Langdale, to Snenáymexw/Nanaimo, and to Nex̱wlélex̱wem/Bowen 
Island in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound (2015/16 compared to 2018/19). Percentages above bars indicate percentage change. 
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Since the previous report, the volume of ferry traffic 

has varied. The 2015 fiscal year saw sailings reduced 

on some routes that were considered not viable. In the 

2016 fiscal year, some sailing routes were reinstated 

as per consultation with local advisory committees. A 

small increase in round trips is therefore seen from 

2015/2016 to 2018/2019 (Figure 2). For the 2020 fiscal 

year, the Province of B.C. provided funding to re-es-

tablish sailings impacted by the 2015 reductions. 

v)  Does not represent all cargo and tug movement within the Sound.

vi)  Calendar year.

Cargo ships and tugs call at Howe Sound Pulp and 

Paper in Port Mellon, and Squamish Terminals in 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/Squamish. These were the only two 

ports for which data were available for the 2017 report 

and this updatev. Both locations have received between 

35 and 78 calls per yearvi (Figure 3). Squamish Ter-

minals has generally received more calls than Howe 

Sound Pulp and Paper; however, this number of calls 

to Squamish Terminals has declined by almost half 

since 2015. Calls received at Port Mellon show only 

very slight changes over time. 

CHANGE IN LARGE VESSELS ARRIVING TO
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0

20

40

60

80

100

2015 2016 2017 2018

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f v
es

se
l c

al
ls

Year

Squamish Terminals

Howe Sound Pulp and Paper

Figure 3. Annual number of vessel calls reported for Squamish Terminals and Howe Sound Pulp and Paper from 2015 to 2018. 
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Three proposed developments could increase the vol-

ume of traffic in the near future. The BURNCO Aggre-

gate Mine at McNab Estuary would ship out gravel; the 

Woodfibre LNG at Woodfibre Creek would ship lique-

fied natural gas (i.e., LNG); and the Watts Point ex-

pansion would increase the shipping of mined aggre-

gate by barge. Currently, development on the BURNCO 

Aggregate Mine and Watts Point are pending and the 

Woodfibre LNG is progressing (see Coastal Develop-

ment, OWHS 2020).

Ferries constitute a high volume of large vessel traffic 

in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. BC Ferry 

upgrades are thus aiming to produce less noise and 

greenhouse gases.1

A B.C. ferry travelling within Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. (Credit: Bob Turner)
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Ongoing Efforts to 
Reduce Impacts by Industry

i) BC Ferries Clean Futures Plan [Internet]. 2019 [cited 2019 Dec 3]. Available from: www.bcferries.com/files/AboutBCF/2019-bc-ferries-clean-
futures-plan.pdf

BC FERRIES

BC Ferries is investing in low carbon energy as a fuel source for its vessels. 

There is a total of five vessels in the fleet, which are on dual fuel (i.e., ultra low 

sulfur diesel and LNG). There is also a plan for an electric-ready ferry fleet.a 

It is expected that these electric-ready ferries will be quieter than the current 

ferries operating on these routes.

In an effort to better understand its contribution to underwater radiated 

noise in the Salish Sea, BC Ferries examined the baseline radiated noise levels 

(“RNL”) for all of its vessels operating in southern resident killer whale critic-

al habitat and those vessels that may be deployed in southern resident killer 

whale critical habitat.

Finally, through anti-idling campaigns at terminals and on board vessels, BC 

Ferries has been able to decrease emissions from the public travelling on board 

ferries in private vehicles.i 

OCEAN WATCH  |  Átl’ḵa7tsem / Txwnéwu7ts / Howe Sound 2020 DEVELOPMENT

LARGE VESSEL TRAFFIC  |  Page 323

http://www.bcferries.com/files/AboutBCF/2019-bc-ferries-clean-futures-plan.pdf
http://www.bcferries.com/files/AboutBCF/2019-bc-ferries-clean-futures-plan.pdf


OCEAN WATCH  |  Átl’ḵa7tsem / Txwnéwu7ts / Howe Sound 2020 DEVELOPMENT

How will climate change impact large 
vessel traffic?
Sea level rise, flooding and an increase in storm fre-

quency and intensity are likely to cause costly dam-

ages to port and terminal infrastructure. In fact, these 

changes are already occurring within Átl’ḵa7tsem/Tx-
wnéwu7ts/Howe Sound.2 Already, more frequent and 

severe storms are causing an increase in the number 

of cancelled ferry trips. As weather patterns continue 

to shift, other consequences could cause disruptions 

to the supply chain. Storms can result in lost or dam-

aged cargo, damage to terminal infrastructure and 

damage to the vessels themselves.

 What has been done since 2017?
The table below reports on progress made on recommended actions from the previous 2017 article, where identified. 

Many of these require ongoing action.

2017 ACTION ACTION TAKEN 

ORGANIZATION ACTIONS / GOVERNMENT ACTIONS AND POLICY* 

(from Individual and Organization 
actions) If on a large vessel or 
transiting near large vessels, ensure 
you are familiar with best practices 
for transiting by wildlife, response to 
pollution, and emergency response. 

(from Government actions/policy) 
Provide large vessel operators/pilots 
with on-board cetacean resources 
that include the distribution of 
species in the area, and how to safely 
transit when cetaceans are observed 
(e.g., The Mariner’s Guide to Whales, 
Dolphins and Porpoises of B.C.).

Create an alert system to notify 
large vessel operators via AIS when 
cetaceans are observed in the area 
(e.g., using real-time verified reports 
from the BC Cetacean Sightings 
Network, or a similar data source).

The following applies to the three actions listed on the left.

New regulations as of 2019 outline safe transit distances from 
cetaceans (see Resources): 

• Boats must stay 400 m away from orcas or killer whales in southern 
resident killer whale critical habitat. 

• Boats must stay 200 m away from killer whales in other B.C. waters.

• Boats must stay 100 m from all other cetaceans (e.g., humpback 
whales, harbor porpoises) in B.C. waters.

• Whales in our Waters Tutorial (see Resources).

• Whale Report Alert System (WRAS) is a mobile and desktop-based 
program which alerts commercial mariners to the presence of whales, 
enabling them to take adaptive management measures (slowing down, 
diverting course, etc.) to reduce the risk of disturbance and collision.
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2017 ACTION ACTION TAKEN 

Continue to support and grow the 
Marine Mammal Response Network 
to offer guidance on what to do in the 
event that a cetacean is struck by a 
vessel, or observed in distress.

Failing to report striking a cetacean is a chargeable offense. Reports 
of marine mammal incident or sighting can be made to Fisheries 
and Oceans Canada (DFO). https://dfo-mpo.gc.ca/species-especes/
mammals-mammiferes/report-rapport/page01-eng.html

Empower local communities by 
ensuring they are educated on the 
proper action in the event of an oil 
spill. Provide the required resources 
(e.g., equipment and training) for 
these communities to safely respond 
and assist in the event of a spill. 

Members of the public should not respond to a spill unless they have 
received appropriate training.

There is now a pollution response vessel available to help stationed 
at the Kitsilano Coast Guard Station.3 Additionally, the marine 
spill response organization, Western Canada Marine Response 
Corporation, has a Vancouver response base and an equipment cache 
on the Sunshine Coast. http://wcmrc.com/

Further caches can be created by communities contacting info@
wcmrc.com.

Increase monitoring of marine 
pollution produced from large 
vessels, and enforce penalties for 
preventable pollution.

The National Aerial Surveillance Program has a Marine Aerial 
Reconnaissance Team that conducts flyovers searching for oil spills/
dumping. https://www.tc.gc.ca/eng/mediaroom/video-nasp-6599.
htm The number of flights being conducted has increased, and in 
2018-2019 the hours flown set a record.4

Incentivize slower transits within 
Howe Sound and the Vancouver area 
to aid environmental protection (by 
decreasing emissions, whale-ship-
strike risk, and noise pollution).

Voluntary slowdowns have been implemented in areas of the Haro 
Strait and Boundary Pass beyond Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 
Sound’s waters. The summer 2019 trial of this voluntary slowdown 
had an 82% participation rate. The noise reduction results from this 
trial will be released in spring 2020. https://www.portvancouver.
com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/2019-11-28-ECHO-Program-
participant-update-11.pdf

https://www.portvancouver.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/
EcoAction-Program-Brochure-Online-v%C6%92-2019_FINALlrg.pdf

Underwater noise in Burrard Inlet is currently being monitored. 
https://www.portvancouver.com/environment/water-land-wildlife/
echo-program/projects/

EcoAction, a long-running program coordinated by the Port of 
Vancouver, offers reduced harbour fees for ships that meet non-
required environmental best practices. Recently, criteria for 
underwater noise has been included.

https://www.portvancouver.com/environment/air-energy-climate-
action/marine/

*Actions were previously suggested for government action and policy; however, in some cases these actions have been taken by organizations.
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 What can you do?
A detailed overview of recommended actions relating to climate change is included in The path to zero carbon 

municipalities (OWHS 2020). In some cases, no progress was identified on previous recommended actions; these 

remain listed below. Additional actions marked as  NEW  also follow.

Individual and Organization Actions:
• Reduce your consumption of goods or consider shifting to locally produced products to reduce your footprint 

and the need for shipping.

• Educate yourself on the pattern, trend and function of large vessel traffic in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 
Sound, and any potential threats.

• As a vessel operator (commercial, recreational including human powered) ensure you are familiar with best 
practices for transiting by wildlife, response to pollution, and emergency response.  

• If you operate a terminal, port, marina or shipyard, develop an oil spill contingency plan for your site and 
have easily accessible spill response material available.

•  NEW  Shipping operators consider implementing sustainable procurement policies.

Government Actions and Policy:
• Ensure proposed developments have a thorough public consultation period, and ensure Citizen Science data 

and citizen scientists are consulted extensively for all development decisions.

• Monitor and enforce the safe condition of vessels transiting the coast in addition to vessels coming from 
elsewhere.

• Explore the possibility of implementing a Traffic Separation Scheme in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 
Sound.

• Explore the need for a policy related to shipping activities in the vicinity of sensitive marine habitats (e.g., 
productive estuaries). 

•  NEW  Increase outreach and education opportunities to the public, industry and stakeholders.

•  NEW  Engage First Nations and incorporate traditional use and Traditional Knowledge into area-use planning.
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Methods 
The density map of passenger data (Figure 1) was sup-

plied from the MapApp project (https://howesound-

conservation.ca/mapapp/#).5 Data used to create the 

map was based on Automatic Identification System 

(AIS) information collected from ship transmitters.6 

Transmitters may not be used in smaller vessels. For-

matted data appropriate for mapping was only avail-

able up until 2013. 

The data for Figure 2 is based on BC Ferry round-trip 

data.7,8 The fiscal year (i.e., April 1  to March 31) was 

used, as this was the reporting format for this data.

Data for the number of calls at Squamish Termin-

als and Howe Sound Pulp and Paper were obtained 

through a data request.9,10

Resources 
This list is not intended to be exhaustive. Omission of a resource does not preclude it from having value.

Watching marine wildlife.  
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/species-especes/
mammals-mammiferes/watching-observation/
index-eng.html

Be Whale Wise 
http://bewhalewise.org/

The Mariner’s Guide to Whales, Dolphins and 
Porpoises of B.C. 
https://wildwhales.org/learn/mariners-guide/

Whales in Our Waters Tutorial 
https://echolearn.portvancouver.com/
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Kayaker, Nex̱wlélex̱wem/Bowen Island. (Credit: Bob Turner) 

Tourism and Recreation: 
opportunities and challenges

AUTHOR
Jennifer Chapman, Research Assistant, 
Ocean Watch, Ocean Wise Research 
Institute

REVIEWER
Bob Turner, Geoscientist and citizen 
scientist, Nex̱wlélex̱wem/Bowen Island, 
Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound

 What is happening?
The Lonely Planet travel guide refers to Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/Squamish, at the tip 

of Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound, as “the perfect perennial play-

ground.”1 In fact the whole Sea to Sky corridor supports year-round ad-

ventures. As the area offers a diverse range of activities from hiking and 

mountain biking, kayaking, craft beer tasting, eagle viewing and sports 

fishing (see Sports Fishing, Ocean Watch Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound Edition [OWHS] 2020), plus other seasonal attractions, the number of 

visitors to the area increases year after year.
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What is the current status? 

i)  2012 to 2014 – most recent data available at the time of writing.

ii)  Visitor data was only available for the nine parks in Figure 2. 

Between 2012 and 2014i, the number of overnight 

visitors to the Vancouver and Coastal Mountain re-

gion, which includes Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound, increased by 12.5%, from 8.2 million (see 

Tourism and Recreation, OWHS 2017) to over 9.2 mil-

lion.2 Accordingly, related spending also increased 

by 2.3%, from $4.7 billion in 2012 to $4.81 billion in 

2014.2 Similar growth trends have also been seen in 

transportation and park use and for some visitor at-

tractions. 

Within Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound, move-

ment of the many visitors and residents alike is sup-

ported by BC Ferries. The departure point at Ch’ax̱áy/

Horseshoe Bay connects to the islands throughout the 

Sound, and to the Sunshine Coast (Figure 1). Growth 

has also been seen in the number of ferry passengers 

in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound, with an in-

crease of 4% from the 2015/16 fiscal year, to close to 

7.5 million for the 2018/2019 fiscal year.3,4 Additional-

ly, the number of vehicles transported on Átl’ḵa7tsem/

Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound ferry routes increased by 

6.5% from 2.8 million to almost to 3 million.3,4

Additional access to the Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/

Howe Sound islands and waters is supported by mar-

inas, which offer services such as moorage, boat rent-

als and water taxis (see Table 2, Tourism and Recrea-

tion, OWHS 2017). New marinas are proposed, one for 

Furry Creek, between Porteau Cove and Shishay̓u7ay̓/

Britannia Beach, and another two for Sḵwx̱wú7mesh/

Squamish, in the Mamquam Blind Channel (See 

Coastal Development, OWHS 2020). 

Recreational activities are supported by a number of 

provincial and regional parks within Átl’ḵa7tsem/Tx-

wnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. From the 2015/16 fiscal year, 

to the 2017/18 fiscal year, recorded daily attendance to 

parks within and around the Soundii has varied; how-

ever, the overall trend indicates an increase in visitor 

numbers (Figure 2). 

Paddleboarders taking advantage of calm waters in the Sound. 
(Credit: Aroha Miller)

TOURISM AND RECREATION  |  Page 329

https://oceanwatch.ca/howesound/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/12/OceanWatch-HoweSoundReport-TourismAndRecreation-1.pdf
https://oceanwatch.ca/howesound/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/12/OceanWatch-HoweSoundReport-TourismAndRecreation-1.pdf
https://oceanwatch.ca/howesound/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2016/12/OceanWatch-HoweSoundReport-TourismAndRecreation-1.pdf


OCEAN WATCH  |  Átl’ḵa7tsem / Txwnéwu7ts / Howe Sound 2020 DEVELOPMENT

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(
!(

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(
!(

!(

!( !(

!(

!(

!(

!(

!(!(

!(

!(

!(

D

DDDDD
D

D
DDDDD
DD

D

D

D

D
D

D

D

D
DDDDDDD

DD

D

D

D

D

D

D

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!
!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

Î

Î

Î

Î

Î
Î

Î

ÎÎ

Î

Î

Î

Î

Î

Î

Î

Î

Î

ÎÎ

Î

Î

Î

Î

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

ÆQ

Jc

Jc

Jc

Lions Bay

Squamish

Gibsons

Langdale

Roberts Creek

Garibaldi
Highlands

Snug Cove

New
Brighton

Britannia
Beach

Gambier
Harbor

West Bay

Woodfibre

£¤101

£¤1

£¤99

£¤99

Shoal
Channel

Thornbrough
Channel

Strai t  o f  Georgia

Burrard Inlet

Montagu
Channel

Squamish
Harbour

Barfleur
Passage

Collingwood
Channel

Ramillies
Channel

Halkett
Bay

Anvil
Island

Gambier
Island

Keats
Island

Bowen
Island

Defence
Islands

Christie
Islet

Woolridge
Island

Bowyer
Island

Hutt
Island

Pasley
Islands

Passage
Island

Britannia Creek

Phyllis Creek

Shannon Creek

Rainy River

McNab Creek

Furry Creek

Mill Creek

Woodfibre Cree k

Dakota Cre e k

Potlatch Creek

Stawamus River

La
ng

da
le-

Ga
mb

ier

Horseshoe Bay

- Langdale 

Horseshoe Bay -

Departure Bay 

Horseshoe

- Bowen

Bowen
Bay

Williamsons
Landing

Terminal

Watts Point

Eastbourne

Blue Heron
Squamish

Centre Bay

Ekins Point

Eagle
Harbour

Mount
Gardner

Horseshoe
Bay

Turnstall
Bay

Twin Creeks

Hopkins
Landing

Pam Rocks

Sq
ua

m
ish

Ri
ve

r

Mamquam River

S u n s h i n e
C o a s t

West
Vancouver

Metro
Vancouver

Bird Islet
Grebe Islet

McNab Creek

Ellesmere
Creek

Furry Creek

Hood Point

Sunset

Douglas Bay

Brigade Bay

Sea Ranch
Port Mellon

Long
Bay

Brigade
Bay

Port Mellon

Camp Daybreak

Camp
Latona

Camp
Potlatch

Barnabas
Landing

Camp
Artaban

Camp Fircum

Searanch

Brigade Bay

Douglas
Bay

Long Bay

Cypress
PP

Plumper
Cove MPP

Christie Islet
MBS

Stawamus
Chief PP

Murrin
PP

Shannon
Falls PP

Tetrahedron
PP

Brackendale
Eagles PP

Thomas
Lipton RP

Brigade
Bay Bluffs NR

Long Bay
Wetland NR

Mount
Artaban NR

Pete Shields
RP

Lighthouse
PP

Horseshoe
Bay MP

Cypress
Falls PP

Whyte
Lake PP

Soames
Hill RP

Silver
Creek PP

Dakota
Estuary MP

McNair
Creek MP

Halkett Bay
MPP

Crippen
RP

Whytecliff
MP

Tiampo
PP

Apodaca
PPBowen

Island ER

Cypress
PP

Porteau
Cove PP

Skwelwil'em
Squamish

Estuary WMA

Tantalus
PP

Mount
Elphinstone PP Whytecliff

No-take

Tantalus
Landing

Zorro Bay

Islet View

Thornbrough

Bain Creek

Keats
Camp

Camp
Elphinstone

Camp
Bow-Isle

Potlatch

V
0 5 102.5

Kilometers

1:200,000

TOURISM AND
RECREATION

! Community
Jc Ferry terminal
Î Marina

Î Public dock
D Industry
!( Water taxi destinations

BC Ferry routes
Squamish River watershed

First Nation reserve

Depth zones (m)
0 - 10

10.1 - 30

30.1 - 50

50.1 - 100

100.1 - 200

>200

ÆQ Marine trail campsite
ÆQ Campsite
ÆQ Youth camp

Protected areas

ER - Ecological Reserve
MBS - Migratory Bird Sanctuary
MPP - Marine Provincial Park
MP - Municipal Park
NR - Nature Reserve
PP - Provincial Park
RP - Regional Park
WMA - Wildlife Management Area

Figure 1. Map of Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound parks, camps, BC Ferries routes and terminals, and water taxi destinations.5 
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NUMBER OF VISITORS TO BC PARKS, 2014–2018
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Figure 2. Both total attendance, and change in attendance, year over year, between the 2014-2015 and 2017-2018 year as a percentage (%) at parks 
throughout Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. *Has a marine component.
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A wide range of recreational activities, ranging from 

scuba diving to snowshoeing, are available (Table 1, 

Figure 1). Six additional parks not included in OWHS 

2017 were included. Parks with marine aspects sup-

iii) Parks not previously included in OWHS 2017, with descriptions verbatim from BC Parks website (see Methods).

port water activities (e.g., canoeing, scuba diving). 

Additionally, the network of landings and campsites 

jointly called the Sea to Sky Marine Trail allows kayak 

and canoe trips through the length of the fjord.6

Table 1. BC parks and protected areas arranged in geographical order, from the mouth of the Sound moving north.  

NAME LOCATION
MARINE 

COMPONENT? FACILITIES AND ACTIVITIES SIZE (HA)

Lighthouse Park, 
West Vancouver

Shoreline, West 
Vancouver

Yes

      

75

Horseshoe Bay Park Shoreline, 
West Vancouver

Yes

         

1

Whytecliffe Park, 
West Vancouver

Shoreline, 
West Vancouver

Yes

            

16

Cypress Provincial Parkiii Northeast of 
Horseshoe Bay

No

                     

   

3,012 (includes Howe 
Sound Crest Trail)

Apodaca Provincial Parkiii Bowen Island Yes The park is largely undeveloped and primarily 
serves to preserve unique plant communities. 
Recreational use not encouraged.

12  
(8 hectares terrestrial 

and 4 hectares 
marine)

Bowen Island Ecological 
Reserveiii

Bowen Island No Bowen Island Ecological Reserve was established 
to preserve the dry subzone forest ecosystems in 
the Coastal Western Hemlock Zone at a location 
convenient for research. Recreational use not 
encouraged.

397

Crippen Regional Park Bowen Island Yes

                  

221 

Plumper Cove Marine Provincial 
Park

Keats Island Yes

                     

66

Halkett Bay Marine Provincial 
Park

Gambier Island Yes

                     

      

309

Tetrahedron Parkiii Mainland, northwest 
of Gambier Island

No

                     

   

6,000
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NAME LOCATION
MARINE 

COMPONENT? FACILITIES AND ACTIVITIES SIZE (HA)

Porteau Cove Provincial Park Shoreline, Highway 
99

Yes

                     

                  

56

Murrin Lake Provincial Park Highway 99 near 
Britannia 

No

               

24

Shannon Falls Provincial Park Highway 99 near 
Squamish

No

            

87

Stawamus Chief Provincial Park Highway 99 near 
Squamish

No

               

530

Brackendale Eagles Provincial 
Park

Squamish No

            

755

Garibaldi Provincial Parkiv Squamish No 

                     

      

194,676

Skwelwil’em Squamish Estuary 
Wildlife Management Area

Squamish Yes

                  

673

Alice Lake Provincial Parkiv Highway 99 near 
Squamish

No

                     

   

411

Baynes Island Ecological 
Reserveiii

Squamish River, 
10 km north of 
Squamish

Yes Established to preserve floodplain cottonwood 
stands for purposes of hybridization and stock 
improvement. Recreational use not encouraged. 

71

Brohm Lake Interpretive Forestiv Highway 99 near 
Squamish

No

               

400

Esté-tiwilh/Sigurd Creek 
Conservancyiii,iv

North of Squamish No Esté-tiwilh/Sigurd Creek Conservancy, and 
the adjacent areas within Tantalus Park, offer 
opportunities for 

               

1,112

Tantalus Provincial Park North of Squamish No

                     

   

11,351

iv) Parks are out of range of the map (Figure 1).
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ACTIVITIES LEGEND

v)  Admission revenues – general visits, booked and school tours.

vi)  Damages – not including lost revenue.

 BACK COUNTRY SKIIING  BEACH COMBING  BIKING  BOAT LAUNCHING

 CAMPING  CANOEING  FERRY WATCHING  FISHING

 HIKING  HORSE RIDING  HUNTING  ICE CLIMBING

 ICE SKATING  KITESURFING  MOUNTAINEERING  PARAGLIDING

 PICNICKING  RIVER RAFTING  ROCK CLIMBING  SCUBA DIVING

 SEA KAYAKING  SNOWSHOEING  STAND-UP PADDLE BOARDING  SWIMMING

 TENNIS  WILDLIFE VIEWING  WINDSURFING

Other attractions along the Sea to Sky corridor are also 

very popular. For example, in 2017 the total number 

of visitors to the Britannia Mine Museum was slightly 

more than 75,000; admission revenuesv were over $1.3 

million.7 Both of these counts are slightly higher than 

previously reported numbers (74,000 visitors; $1 mil-

lion in admissions revenue; Tourism and Recreation, 

OWHS 2017).

The Sea to Sky Gondola, which opened in 2014 (see 

Tourism and Recreation, OWHS 2017), transports 

visitors to the 885 m summit restaurant and view-

point from which they can explore the surrounding 

network of trails or enjoy events that were being host-

ed.8 In 2017, the estimated number of people taking 

the gondola was 425,000.a However, in early August 

of 2019, the attraction suffered a devastating blow to 

operations when it became the target of an act of van-

dalism, which saw the cable that carried the gondolas 

cut.8 The closure impacted around 200 employees and 

the damages alonevi cost around $1 million dollars.8 

However, the gondola was able to reopen only months 

later on February 14, 2020.9 

Indigenous tourism featuring First Nations continues 

to draw visitors to Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound, and throughout wider B.C. Many national and 

international visitors are interested and curious to 

learn more about First Nations; cultural tourism offers 

a means to experience some of the long-held trad-

itions. Increasing understanding and acknowledging 

the history are both small steps towards reconcilia-

tion. Experiences offered range from outdoor adven-

tures, such as fishing and paddling, to experiencing 

traditional foods and visiting heritage sites of histor-

ical and cultural significance.10 Information about In-

digenous tourism offered in B.C. can be found at www.

indigenousbc.com.

As noted previously (see Tourism and Recreation, 

OWHS 2017), conflicts, issues and challenges arise 

throughout this very popular area, most of which are 
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related to the increased demand on limited resources. 

Additionally, new challenges have arisen, the most 

recent being the six-month closure of the Sea to Sky 

Gondola and its associated repercussions throughout 

the community. 

The current state of these challenges, based on emails 

received by the author from knowledgeable commun-

ity members and leaders, shows that: 1) there are still 

conflicts because the demand for facilities exceeds 

capacity; 2) the difficulty for seasonal/tourism and 

recreation industry workers to find affordable housing 

persists; 3) marine emergency response is considered 

adequate; and 4) a disconnect exists between provin-

cial plans to continue to draw visitors to the area, and 

local government bodies responsible for managing 

this tourism demand.

Challenge 1: How much 
tourism is too much?
OWHS 2017 stated that the very activities that bring visitors closer to the environment and introduce a stewardship 

ethic to many, can also have negative impacts on the marine and terrestrial ecosystems, and local residents especial-

ly when participation exceeds carrying capacity. In this case, there is potential for misuse and overuse of public areas, 

which can put the tourism and recreation industry at odds with residents and environmental health. 

• Anecdotal observation: “With the growth of the con-

servation initiatives by the Skwxwú7mesh Uxwu-

mixw (Squamish Nation), DSF (David Suzuki Foun-

dation), the Biosphere Region Initiative, Make Way 

and Ocean Wise, communities around Atl’ka7tsem 

(Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound) are becom-

ing more aware about how special this region is and 

how tourism can negatively impact the environment 

and lifestyle. Recreational tourism plays an import-

ant part in local economies, but we should have a 

clear understanding of how much is too much.”11

• Public access to the ocean in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Tx-

wnéwu7ts/Howe Sound is limited due to steep rocky 

shores and extensive private ownership of shore-

lines, which results in overcrowding of available 

public access points, and illegal use of private prop-

erty for access. 

• Since 2017, the number of people accessing the 

waterfront continues to grow; however, demand is 

higher than the capacity of the facilities (for ex-

ample, parking availability and public washrooms). 

Climber, Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. (Credit: Tracey 
Saxby)
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Demand exceeding capacity has led to misuse, in-

cluding trespassing, illegal camping, littering and 

open defecation in many places along the corridor. 

Outdated infrastructure is not keeping up with the 

volume of tourists, and investment is needed to en-

sure a positive visitor experience. Currently, local 

community members are left with the clean-up.12 

• A collaborative project is underway to create a Shan-

non Basin recreation management strategy. The 

project aims to support sustainable recreation and 

give importance to environmental and cultural as-

vii)  Area includes Shannon Falls, Stawamus Chief and the Shannon Creek Watershed.

pects of the areavii. At the date of writing (November 

2019), the project had collected public input through 

an online survey, and estimates that the plan will be 

implemented and monitored in summer 2020.13

• Management strategies from Destination BC con-

sider in their vision the development of amenities 

for areas in the Sound. Destination BC has a vision 

statement for the Sea to Sky and Sunshine Coast, 

which highlights improving amenities to support 

visitor experience.14,15

Sailing race around Nex̱wlélex̱wem/Bowen Island. (credit: Bob Turner)
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Challenge 2: Making it affordable for tourism workers
People working in the tourism and recreation industries increasingly struggle to find affordable housing in the area.

• The shortage of affordable accommodation for sea-

sonal and/or temporary workers continues to be an 

issue. Some businesses subsidize accommodation 

so they can ensure full staffing, e.g., the Sea to Sky 

Gondola.16

• Attention to this issue and the need for action are 

supported in Destination BC’s vision for develop-

ment.14,15

Challenge 3: Marine emergency response
In OWHS 2017, it was expressed that marine emergency response capacity is limited within the Sound. However, the 

input for 2020 suggests it is adequate.

• A boat owner who frequents the Sound thought 

marine rescue was adequate, specifically supported 

by the re-opening of the Kitsilano Coast Guard base 

in 2016, after its closure in 2013;17 the placement 

of a hovercraft at the Fraser River; the Royal Can-

adian Marine Search and Rescue (RCMSAR) stations 

in Ch’ax̱áy/Horseshoe Bay, Gibsons and Sḵwx̱wú-
7mesh/Squamish;18 and response support from fre-

quent commercial (e.g., ferries, water taxis, tugs) 

and recreational traffic. 19

Challenge 4: Alignment between Destination BC and 
local authorities
There is no comprehensive recreation and tourism 

policy regarding the Sound. Each jurisdiction makes 

its own rules that may differ from the neighbouring 

jurisdiction.

• There are concerns that there is a disconnect be-

tween Destination BC’s marketing plan to increase 

tourist visits, and local government planning for in-

creased visitor volume.12

• Destination BC has also indicated that their vision 

includes improvements to collaboration and net-

works between their organization and local busi-

nesses.14,15

Climbing in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound. (Credit: 
Tracey Saxby)
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What are the potential impacts 
of climate change on tourism and 
recreation?
Climate and weather are of particular importance to 

outdoor recreation. With a predicted increase in fre-

quency and intensity of severe weather and heat 

waves, the enjoyment and safety of outdoor activities 

will be jeopardized.20 Changing weather conditions 

and shifting seasons may result in changes in tourism 

peaks; for example, high season may shift to spring 

or fall if summers become too hot or too smoky.20 

Further warmer average temperatures could threat-

en snow- and ice-based recreational activities (e.g., 

snowshoeing).

Due to the large coastline and the proximity of 

communities and tourist attractions to the water, 

Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound is vulnerable 

to climate-related damage. For example, flooding and 

storms have caused costly damage to boats, marinas 

and infrastructure.21 Beach areas are expected to be lost 

or recede due to sea level rise and erosion.22 Marinas 

are particularly vulnerable, being situated right on the 

shoreline. Consequences of climate-induced damage 

include increasing moorage fees and insurance costs. 

There is recognition of the need to build capacity to 

respond to climate change in the development of the 

tourism industry in and around the area.14,15

Elfin Lakes (credit: Amber Dearden)
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 What has been done since 2017?
The table below reports on progress made on recommended actions from the previous 2017 article, where identified. 

Many of these require ongoing action.

2017 ACTION ACTION TAKEN 

INDIVIDUAL AND ORGANIZATION ACTIONS

Encourage your marina to provide sanitary 
waste pump-out facilities. If you operate a 
marina, make these facilities available.

Online information and an app are available to identify pump-
out stations in the Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound, see 
below (this list is not exhaustive).

https://georgiastrait.org/work/cleanmarinebc/pumpouts/

https://www.howesoundmarine.com/sound-advice/75-
locations-marine-pumpout-stations.html 

http://www.bucksuzuki.org/current-projects/green-boating/

Report whale and dolphin sightings to Wild 
Whales. You can report by phone, your Wild 
Whales app on your smartphone, or at the 
online website. This database of sightings 
assists researchers in understanding 
whale and dolphin habitat in Átl’ḵa7tsem/
Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound and the Salish 
Sea, and can provide advice to management 
of vessel traffic or other human activities.

In addition to contributing to conservation-based research, 
sighting reports alert mariners of large commercial vessels to 
the presence of cetaceans in the area so they can take measures 
to reduce the risk of collision or disturbance (i.e., slowing down 
or altering their course). As of August 2019, over 1,500 alerts 
have been generated using sighting reports submitted via the 
WhaleReport Alert System.

Howe Sound marine trail, Zorro Bay. (Credit: Tracey Saxby)
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2017 ACTION ACTION TAKEN 

GOVERNMENT ACTIONS AND POLICY 

Develop and publish a map of sensitive 
habitat where boat anchoring is prohibited.

The David Suzuki Foundation, in collaboration with 
Ocean Wise, and together with scientists, individuals and 
government agencies, developed the Atl’ka7tsem/Howe 
Sound Marine Conservation Assessment online map (https://
howesoundconservation.ca/mapapp/#). This map features more 
than 140 layers of data, ranging from the biophysical (e.g., 
hydrology, oceanography) to cultural, ecological and human use 
(e.g., recreation, economic, proposed use)

In addition, the Marine Reference Guide (MRG) is currently 
under construction. The MRG is an online interactive map 
that displays spatial data associated with the Sound’s marine 
environment and watersheds (https://howesoundguide.ca/). 
This will support decision making, marine social planning and 
community education by allowing the visualization of how 
ecological and human values interact and overlap.

Develop thresholds or limits for certain 
activities or areas, along with associated 
management and regulatory tools.

Shannon Basin is in the process of creating a recreation 
management plan.

Develop and promote regulations and 
guidelines for safe distances between 
boaters and other recreationists, wildlife, 
and sensitive habitats such as the small 
islets in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 
Sound.

New regulations as of 2019 outline safe transit distances from 
cetaceans (see Resources): 

Boats must stay 400 m away from orcas or killer whales in 
southern resident killer whale critical habitat. 

Boats must stay 200 m away from killer whales in other B.C. 
waters.

Boats must stay 100 m from all other cetaceans (e.g., humpback 
whales, harbor porpoises) in B.C. waters.
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What can you do?
A detailed overview of recommended actions relating to climate change is included in The path to zero carbon 

municipalities (OWHS 2020). In some cases, no progress was identified on previous recommended actions; these 

remain listed below. Additional actions marked as  NEW  also follow.

Individual and Organization Actions:
• Encourage your local marina to achieve a Blue Flag designation. Blue Flag is a certification by the Foundation 

for Environmental Education that sets standards for marinas using criteria for water quality, safety, 
environmental education and general environmental management (see Resources).

• Boaters can also fly the Blue Flag on their vessels by taking the Blue Flag Pledge of Conduct, available at 
the Gibsons Marina. 

• Encourage your local municipality, regional district, or BC Park to achieve a Blue Flag designation for its 
beaches.32 A Blue Flag beach meets criteria for water quality, environmental management, environmental 
education and safety and services. At present, no Howe Sound beaches have been designated. 

• Protect marine mammals by adhering to guidelines.33 Report violations of the Be Whale Wise 
Guidelines in Canada to Fisheries and Oceans Canada, 1-800-465-4336. 

• If you fish, obtain a fishing license. Be informed of fishing regulations and the location of no-fish Rockfish 
Conservation Areas. Report poaching at: Department of Fisheries and Oceans: Observe, Record, Report (ORR) 
Line, 1-800-465-4336; Province of B.C.: Report All Poachers and Polluters (RAPP), 1-877-952-7277 

• Organizations and societies can keep track of club membership and use of recreational infrastructure or 
resources to ensure the growth in demand is documented.  

• Educate yourself on safe boating practices. If you operate a boat, be sure you obtain your B.C. Boat License. 
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Government Actions and Policy:
• Survey existing docks and foreshore structures and enforce related tenure restrictions. 

• Identify and develop additional marine recreation sites and controlled/managed access points to help 
address increasing demand. 

• Develop and promote regulations and guidelines for safe distances between boaters and other recreationists, 
wildlife and sensitive habitats, such as the small islets in Howe Sound. 

• Maintain recreation infrastructure. 

• Require sanitary waste pump-out facilities at more marinas and outstations. 

• Rename “Crown land” to “public land” to acknowledge ownership and invite stewardship. 

• Ministry of Forests, when planning forested areas to cut, account for the viewscapes of boaters on the water 
in the Sound, and hikers on mountain trails or at the gondola, in addition to viewpoints along Highway 99. 

• Increase monitoring and enforcement on the water in Howe Sound. 

• Support and encourage volunteer enforcement options including marine and river steward programs. 

• Develop coastal management policy, legislation and regulations to manage recreational use of Crown lands 
and the foreshore, and keep the benefits of recreation and tourism sustainable. 

•  NEW  Demarcate boundaries where boat/vessel users can anchor to avoid sensitive habitat.

Methods 
All reported values were taken from referenced ma-

terials. Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe Sound park 

visitation data was collected from BC Park reports.23–26 

Additional parks in Átl’ḵa7tsem/Txwnéwu7ts/Howe 

Sound were identified through BC Parks online map 

(Table 2).27 Descriptions were accessed by selecting 

specific parks from the map. For previously identified 

challenges, community member input was requested 

by email and correspondence summarized. Permission 

was obtained for personal communication references. 

Resources 
This list is not intended to be exhaustive. Omission of a resource does not preclude it from having value.

Watching Marine Wildlife 
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/species-especes/
mammals-mammiferes/watching-observation/
index-eng.html

Be Whale Wise 
http://bewhalewise.org/ 

Blue Flag 
https://www.blueflag.global/
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