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A Response to the Report: “Risk Assessment of a Proposed Off-Leash Dog Park at Chief Whitecap Park” 

In general, with some reservations, ROLO is pleased and reassured by this report prepared for the City of Saskatoon by MDH Engineered Solutions. The key finding of the study was that “…there is no evidence that river water quality is being impacted by off-leash dog use at CWP and the risk associated with locating a raw water intake structure approximately 1.6 km downstream of CWP can be considered negligible.” However this finding is qualified by the statement that “…the sampling and testing program was not of sufficient detail and scope to conclude on its own merits that there are no impacts to raw water quality or to quantify the risk of such potential impact.” What MDH appears to be saying is that the sampling was not of sufficient extent or duration to show conclusively that there is no impact. Additional ongoing water quality testing, and testing for a wider range of contaminants, is recommended. This seems like a reasonable caveat. As long as ROLO continues to maintain our waste cleanup activities we should have nothing to fear from more regular and more intensive water testing. We are confident that further testing will only confirm the initial conclusion: that the dog park is not a threat to City water quality.

The report estimates average daily Park usage at 237 people, 193 dogs, and 143 vehicles. These numbers are based on MDH survey counts carried out during 3 days in August 2007. The report states: “If park use is assumed to be consistent throughout the year, 70,445 occurrences of dogs happen at the park in one year”. However, regular visitors to CWP know that park use is not consistent from month to month. July and August are the peak months for park traffic, so extrapolating from a survey done in August would over-estimate usage. Usage during the winter months, December - February, is probably only about a quarter of the summer traffic. So the number of “dog occurrences” at CWP is probably much lower than the report suggests, perhaps in the 35,000 - 40,000 range.

The number of “dog occurrences” at CWP is only relevant to water quality if people are not cleaning up after their dogs. However, through signage, educational programs, and regular cleanup campaigns conducted by ROLO volunteers, CWP is being kept reasonably waste-free on a year-round basis. MDH correctly states that ROLO carried out 4 cleanup operations up to the time the report was published. Over the fall and winter of 2007/2008 ROLO has moved to more of a continuous cleanup model largely eliminating the need for periodic “blitzes”. The waste bins at the entrances to the park are full to capacity each week, and the park is surprisingly clean given the large number of canine visitors. Anyone who comes to CWP can verify this.

If intensity of usage increases the risk to water quality, then the City could reduce the risk by opening more off-leash parks. The report naively suggests that “informing the public about other off-leash dog parks in the city would provide options to reduce park over-use”. The fact is that people come to CWP from all over Saskatoon because the official off-leash parks provided by the City are inadequate in number and size. The report states that Edmonton has 40 off-leash parks for an estimated population of 110,000 dogs - a ratio of one off-leash park for every 2,750 dogs. Saskatoon has only 7 off-leash parks
 for an estimated 40,000 dogs, for a ratio of one off-leash park for every 5,714 dogs.

MDH collected 12 water samples in April during the spring snowmelt, and 12 more samples in May and June following heavy rainfalls. MDH’s conclusion from this testing was that “These results do not indicate there was significant impact to river water quality from dog waste in runoff from CWP.” The report speculates that a slightly higher e-coli count in one of the April tests may have been the result of “a significant quantity of waterfowl and shorebirds in the river downstream of CWP at the time of sampling”. This point underlines one of the basic weaknesses of the study: it is unable to differentiate between sources of contamination. The west bank of the river, within the boundaries of CWP, is inhabited throughout the summer months by large colonies of seagulls, and in the fall large flocks of sandhill cranes and geese gather along the river prior to migration. The City must treat its water supply to account for these natural sources of contamination, so what additional harm can a few hundred dogs do? And if e-coli counts increase at CWP what proof is there that dogs are to blame?

ROLO conducted its own water testing program monthly from May to August throughout the summer of 2007, and the results support MDH’s conclusion that there is no measurable difference in water quality immediately upstream or downstream from CWP. ROLO’s tests confirm MDH’s finding that there is no evidence that the dog park is having an impact on river water quality.

The report’s recommendations address the need for continuing waste cleanup, public education, plus ongoing and more extensive water quality testing. Most of these are reasonable suggestions. ROLO supports the need for ongoing water testing in the interest of public safety. After all, our members are Saskatoon residents; we drink City water too. ROLO believes that any assessment of risk associated with the dog park should be made based on sound scientific analysis rather than conjecture or fear mongering. 

One recommendation that ROLO cannot accept (if we are interpreting it correctly) is the suggestion to maintain a buffer zone between accessible pathways and the river edge. If the intent of this recommendation is to keep dogs away from the river we are strongly opposed to it. In the hot summer months many dog-walkers bring their pets to CWP for a swim. (In summer many humans swim or wade in the river as well.) This activity has been going on for many years without any harm, and is an important attraction of CWP for City dog owners. ROLO’s water tests at CWP in July and August of 2007, when most of the dog activities along the water’s edge occur, indicated that downstream levels of nitrates, e-coli and total coliforms were equal to or lower than upstream levels. Our conclusion is that there is no evidence that dogs (or people) bathing in the river has any measurable impact on water quality. Dogs almost never defecate in the river itself.  Waterfowl frequently do.

The report points out the importance of educating pet owners to ensure their dogs are vaccinated in order to reduce the risk of transmitting diseases at the park and of diseases entering the river through fecal transfer. This is something that ROLO can help to promote. Although we have no statistics to prove it, we tend to believe that most dogs that come to CWP are vaccinated. People who care enough for their dogs to drive them out of the City to a relatively remote area to exercise them off-leash are likely also to be people who care enough to ensure that their dogs are vaccinated. 

The report contains a number of recommendations to do with City enforcement of waste cleanup. While ROLO has no objection to this idea, we believe that it would expensive and impractical for City animal control personnel to attempt to patrol a 174 hectare park! We believe that the best approach is for the City to work in partnership with the park users. An informal network of dog owners has been providing voluntary stewardship of CWP for many years, and since ROLO was formed in November 2006 there has been an increasingly organized and responsible approach to park maintenance. ROLO provides signage, free waste disposal bags, educational programs, and regular waste cleanup. What we need is a modest annual budget from the City to help defray these expenses. We could also use additional waste bins and an information kiosk at the north entrance to post announcements.

CONCLUSION

ROLO is committed to the preservation of Chief Whitecap Park as an off-leash dog area with full access to the riverbank. As such we are encouraged by the conclusion of the MDH risk assessment report showing no apparent impact to water quality associated with the traditional use of CWP as a dog park. ROLO is committed to ongoing waste management at CWP, and we are confident that future water testing will confirm that there is no significant health hazard being generated by dogs at CWP.
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� Including CWP, which is not yet an officially designated City off-leash park.





