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Background

On October 3, 2006, the SCCA wrote a letter to the Mayor and Council of the Town of Gibsons supporting their decision to require an environmental assessment study of the GRNP area. In this letter we asked that specific questions be addressed in the assessment. Subsequently those questions were incorporated into the terms of reference for the study.  The purpose of this paper is to draw attention to the answers and discuss what the significance of this information is for the future of the Gospel Rock Neighborhood Plan area.

Summary

The forested areas under study in this report, particularly the dry Douglas Fir and Arbutus stands (CWHxm1) above and below Gower Point Road, have been shown in the Final Report’s background papers to have highly significant conservation value on a provincial as well as a regional scale. Currently, protection for old growth and at-risk plant communities on the Sunshine Coast is minimal. There is very little, if any, opportunity for further protection. There are no mandatory requirements for protection of these values on private land. Consequently, any opportunities to protect stands of dry Douglas Fir/Arbutus forest are significant and should be thoroughly explored. Recognition and protection of the high ecological value land in the GRNP area may also include tax incentives for land owners who may be affected by land use restrictions established in the planning process as noted below.  

Biogeoclimatic Ecological Classification (BEC)

All 15 of the site types of the CWHxm1, and the plant communities they support, are considered to be at-risk by the BC Conservation Data Center; 8 of these site types, which are the host or potential host of at-risk plant communities, are present in the GRNP area. Of particular note, the forested stands above and below Gower Point Road are classified as CWHxm1-02 (red-listed) and CWHxm1-03 (blue listed). This classification establishes that these stands have provincial significance for conservation. These ecosystems also have a federal status that was established by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC).

Regional Significance

The Chapman Landscape Unit (LU) extends from the Sechelt Inlet to Port Mellon. There are 861 hectors of land classified as CWHxm1. Only 28 hectors of CWHxm1 old growth remains in the Chapman LU (3.25%). As well, there is no CWHxm1 old growth existing on private land within this LU. The 28 hectors of old growth, along with 41 hectors of younger forest, have been partially protected through Old Growth Management Area (OGMA) designation. The situation in the Chapman LU is typical of all the other LUs in which the CWHxm1 occurs. It is extremely unlikely that the provincial government will act anytime in the near future to add land to the very tiny system of OGMAs. Again, these circumstances establish that forested land above and below Gower Point Road has highly significant conservation value.

Condition of the Dry Douglas Fir Arbutus Forest with in the GRNP Area

The condition of the stands above and below Gower Point is very good. These stands are mature but not old growth. There is evidence of some past disturbance. However, the condition of these stands is on a par with that of the younger stands on crown land that have been designated as OGMA. There are some alien species present but none of the more obnoxious aliens have been broadly established in the mature forest areas (the largest concentrations of obnoxious species are on the most disturbed sites that are also the least controversial for development). 

Regarding “active management”, I don’t believe much management is necessary to maintain the ecological value of this stand. It may be good idea to keep foot paths out of this forest or to limit foot traffic to the trails that are already there. As for the natural openings that are currently supporting a large diversity of herbaceous plants, I don’t believe that these require much, if any, active management either. Small natural openings are a feature of this ecosystem; they develop, disappear and develop again, all in the natural course.

Land Gifts and Covenants for Ecological Purposes

The fact that the forested lands above and below Gower Point road have ecological value is important to another problem that the planning process must resolve. I believe we all want to achieve an environmentally responsible neighborhood plan but to do this, it is necessary to ensure that the plan is also equitably responsible to land owners. Some of the GRNP area can easily qualify under federal regulation as ecologically valuable. Under federal law, a land owner can grant gifts of ecologically significant land or accept a restrictive covenant that reduces the market value of the land, and then can receive substantial income tax benefits. These benefits have generous carry-forward allowances to ensure, as much as possible, that the land owner can realize these benefits.

The federal government gives a qualified person the authority to determine if land meets its criteria for ecological value, usually this person is an employee of a land trust. As well, the land or covenant must be given to a federally registered tax-charitable society that has been authorized by the federal government to receive ecological gifts . The charitable society then becomes responsible for maintaining and protecting the land in perpetuity. The Town does not need to assume responsibility under these circumstances.

Conclusion

The forested dry Douglas Fir Arbutus community that exists above and below Gower Point Road, has significant conservation value. It would be a shame to see this asset become part of the historical pattern of environmental degradation that is so obvious in settled areas. I believe we have options available that can satisfy the need for both environmental responsibility and land owner fairness that could also be advantageous for the long term financial interests of the Town of Gibsons. If any of the select committee members, or anyone else, have questions about the issues raised in this discussion, feel free to contact me and I’ll do the best I can to answer your questions.
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