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Response from ROLO Regarding:
Chief Whitecap Park Master Plan – Preliminary Concept Plan
	While ROLO  agrees with some aspects of the Preliminary Concept Plan for Chief Whitecap Park released on October 9, 2008, we are opposed to the designation of 29% of the Park as either “no dog” or “on-leash” zones. We wish to retain the entire trail system from north to south for off-leash use, and we can see no reason why the Concept Plan should not accommodate this wish. The interests of other stakeholder groups can be met without disrupting the existing, well-used off-leash routes. 




As the largest group of Park users, ROLO was given a seat on the Steering Committee, whose objective was to formulate a Master Plan for Chief Whitecap Park (CWP).  We expected that careful consultation and communication would take place to meet the needs of all stakeholders. Instead, the Committee process was neither open nor transparent and the resulting Preliminary Concept Plan, issued October 9, 2008 by the Stantec consulting firm, is seriously flawed.  

The Concept Plan proposes that 29% of the Park be off-limits to the largest user group, the more than 800 off-leash dog walkers.  Significant main trails from two important entrances, used for over 40 years by dog walkers, have been truncated.  It is not acceptable to us that our traditional trail network be restricted for the sake of user groups that never stated their needs or interests at any Master Plan committee meeting.  It does not make sense for any low use, special interest groups to push back the largest user group of the Park.  Their needs are not necessarily affected by our current off-leash use of the Park.
The City of Saskatoon is home to 40,000 licensed dog owners but provides only very few, poor quality and poorly maintained off-leash dog walking areas.  Some have standing (drainage) pools that cause illness in dogs and have roads that are either closed or impassable.  The lack of adequate facilities for dog walkers is a serious quality of life issues for many people.  This is why off-leash dog walkers are so passionate about the trails at CWP, which provide exercise, freedom, a sense of community and enjoyment of nature.  

We are deeply disturbed with the apparent disregard for ROLO’s views and presence on the committee.  As the largest user group of the Park and as committed stewards, we expect continued off-leash access to the entire trail system. Many use the south parking lot and want off-leash access to and from that parking lot to be retained. An acceptable compromise is still possible if any interpretive areas are simply moved further north, allowing existing, well-used trails to remain off-leash.  There is no reason why the off-leash trail system between the two parking access points cannot be maintained.

Following are details of our experience with the Master Plan committee and process, ROLO’s response to the eight points of the Preliminary Concept Plan and a short conclusion.

ROLO’s Experience with the City Master Plan Process
ROLO participated in the Master Plan process for two years.  We took this process seriously.  However, the “Master Plan Development Process” (MPDP), written by Parks Program Consultant, Roxane Melnyk and passed by City Council in January 2007, was seldom followed.  Our concerns are listed below:

1. Early in the process, ROLO produced a 13-page document, entitled “Chief Whitecap Park: Naturally for Everyone”.  It addressed the needs of all stakeholders of whom we were aware, primarily theTransCanada Trail and recognition of Chief Whitecap for the Whitecap Dakota First Nation.  Stantec said they would append it to their “Chief Whitecap Park Master Plan Report of Findings” (released May 2007). However, only a single page was included.

2. A ROLO representative attended each and every meeting of the Master Plan Committee to hear and understand the concerns of other stakeholders. However, two of the other stakeholders (Whitecap Dakota First Nations and Corman Park) were absent from many meetings.    The Whitecap Dakota representative did not attend the last two key meetings prior to the release of the Concept Plan.  Although never voiced at any Master Plan Committee meeting, their apparent wishes were fully accommodated in the Concept Plan.
3. No definitive planning for “day camps” was discussed by any stakeholder, yet the map associated with the Concept Plan shows 97 acres for their programming.

4. At no point was a NO DOG area ever discussed, yet now 25 % of the park is proposed to be NO DOG. 

5. At no point was evidence presented regarding dogs causing a decline in wildlife, yet now key trails are proposed to be restricted due to this presumption.  Ornithologists say the haying of the field is the most destructive activity at the Park.  Yet, on October 25, 2008, most of the entire upland was plowed up, including natural and reseeded grassland, with catastrophic results for the plants and wildlife.  In addition, a “day camp” area has been proposed in the most ecologically sensitive area of the Park (natural remnant prairie).

For all these reasons, the Preliminary Concept Plan does not reflect what took place at the Master Plan steering committee meetings.  Instead, it seems intended to satisfy the interests of the Dakota Band and the MVA.  The Plan looks very similar to the original Master Plan of two years ago, which was objectionable to ROLO at that time.  The current Plan shows how little progress or compromise has occurred in two years.  We do not think our presence on the Committee was taken seriously, despite the fact that we represent City of Saskatoon taxpayers contributing $600 000 annually in licensing fees as well as home property taxes. It was apparent to us that much dealing and meeting was going on behind closed doors and without our input.  We find this very disturbing.  

RESPONSE TO THE EIGHT POINTS IN STANTEC’S PRELIMINARY CONCEPT PLAN
The Preliminary Concept Plan for Chief Whitecap Park was released on October 9, 2008 by Stantec.  ROLO’s response is discussed below for each of the eight points in the Concept Plan.  

1.  On Leash vs. Off Leash vs. No Dogs

ROLO wonders when the “No Dogs” idea became an option, since it had never been discussed in the Master Plan meetings.  ROLO asks that the “No Dogs” designation be explained and why it is even considered at a park where dogs are so prevalent, and when so many other City of Saskatoon parks restrict or prohibit dogs.  The Concept Plan says “the vast majority of the site would remain as an off-leash dog run”. ROLO objects to the disruption in the historic trail network, as it represents only 4% of the entire Park. 

ROLO proposed an interpretive area of 8 acres along with informational signage along the proposed Trans Canada Trail.  This area has now been expanded to 97 acres and severs the southern end of our trail network.  ROLO is willing to compromise.  It should have been possible to allocate more acres for compatible programming that ROLO could support if the current trail network were maintained as off-leash. 

The Concept Plan proposes an “on-leash corridor” through the south end and along the east side.  ROLO is opposed to the on-leash corridor on the south end because it disrupts our historic trails.  It is important to many off-leash dog walkers, including those from the Riverside Estates, that the south entrance trails be off-leash.   
2.  Parking

ROLO supports the proposed parking area at the north end.  A lot adjacent to the Interpretive Area with a new road to it is acceptable, providing it does not obliterate the south parking area and is not disruptive to the natural beauty of the Park.  ROLO wants the south parking lot to remain to maintain the length of trail for exercising and to reduce pressure on parking at the north end.  It is imperative that the City of Saskatoon plans for the number of dog owners to grow as the population grows and the off-leash parking lots will be necessary to keep CWP natural.  ROLO members living in south Saskatoon and Riverside Estates want access from the south end, which the current plan denies.  The south parking lot helps to reduce traffic at the north end, an issue for north end Corman Park residents.

3. Pathways 

The Concept Plan maintains that “most of the existing paths would be retained…” The 800+ members of ROLO and others require ALL of the pathways to be retained.  

We want the Park LEFT ALONE in its natural state. The existing paths in their natural state are more comfortable to use by both people and dogs than city streets and are safer in winter than rutted, icy streets and sidewalks. There is no need to add trail covers, i.e., crushed rock or wood chips, or the addition of new paths.  These developments cost money, have negative ecological impacts and make the Park less natural.   

We object to the closing of steep trails and the building of rustic stairs down to the river bench. The use of our existing trails is part of the splendor and enjoyment of walking in the Park and a very long and valued tradition for many City of Saskatoon residents. 

4. Signage and fencing 

The Concept Plan proposes signage, maps and fencing along trails.  ROLO wants to keep the Park NATURAL and objects to all this additional “visual pollution”.  The only signs and fences ROLO suggests are necessary are to keep motor vehicles out, prohibit fires and cutting of trees, educate park users to pack out garbage, keep alcoholic parties away and suggestions to cyclists regarding preventing path erosions and not passing off leash dogs at high speed.  Fencing should be minimal so as not to inhibit wildlife movements.  An example of poor fencing are new Sask Power fences at Power Pole Park, north of Cartwright Road, which act as a barrier to the flight of deer escaping from predators.

5.  Interpretive Area

ROLO agrees that the Rifle Range, natural interpretation of the remnant native prairie, the statue of Chief Whitecap, as well as tributes to police dogs, John Day (the original pioneer of the area), the WWII vets who trained there and the early settlers are all relevant themes.  ROLO wonders why these signs/statues are not located along the east side route for the proposed Trans Canada Trail.  We also wonder what “facilities … unobtrusive and of low impact” are being considered.  Any facilities will detract from the natural state of the Park.  ROLO wants to LEAVE THE PARK NATURAL.  

ROLO also objects to the Interpretive Area being 97 acres.  There is no need for such a large development for small groups of intermittent interpretive users, which will encourage disturbance to the remnant natural prairie.  The South Saskatchewan already has many under-utilized “interpretive areas”, such as Wanuskewan, Beaver Creek and Cranberry Flats.   ROLO suggests that these areas be the location for day camps, who want to be away from dogs.  The vast majority and principal Park users do not want these additional developments.

6. Recreation

ROLO agrees that the primary recreation in the Park is people walking their dogs and opposes the use of the term “dog run”.  The Park is much more than that to the many ROLO members; it provides a social community and a place to exercise and enjoy nature. 
This is a ‘quality of life’ issue for us. The Concept Plan should be more democratic in accommodating the needs of the majority, i.e., the more than 800 people, who use the Park regularly all year round.  

7. Vegetation 

ROLO supports the plan to re-vegetate the field for a “naturalized landscape” because it provides optimal habitat for grassland nesting birds and mammals.  We deplore the complete plowing up of the grasslands at CWP in late October 2008, an action which has entirely destroyed this habitat and we are upset at the lack of communication which allowed this to happen.

8. Other Amenities  

ROLO supports the provision of garbage containers, gates, no lighting and a few benches for older walkers.   The provision of portable toilets for school groups are better planned for areas such as Beaver Creek, which already restrict dogs and has toilets.    

CONCLUSIONS

The City should remember that the Certificate of Title from 1961 states that Chief Whitecap Park land is to be used as “a Public Park and for no other purpose”.  Park users are passionate about keeping Chief Whitecap natural and undeveloped, and we wonder why it is being farmed for profit, contrary to the terms of the Certificate of Title.  
Our membership has grown significantly over the past two years entirely in response to the threat of losing this precious piece of Nature to the agendas of small special interest groups.  We believe that it is more rational and democratic for a Master Plan to accommodate the wishes of the majority of users.  ROLO has always maintained that we are an organization willing to be part of a process that would work towards developing a reasonable, fair and honest Concept Plan.  Our members are prepared to stand up for this Park and fight to maintain its undeveloped, natural integrity, and our traditional off-leash access to the entire trail network.
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