
 
 
Forest Recreation in British Columbia 
 
Drage, H., BSF, RPF, with over 30 years experience with the BC Forest Service, much as a Recreation Forester on 
the Coast and Interior of BC. 
 

Abstract 

Forest recreation has been enjoyed by people for many years in BC.  With an 
increasing population and better road access, combined with active timber 
harvesting and sustained interest in the natural environment, pressures for attention 
and management of recreation resources continues to grow.  With a general absence 
of recent opportunities for public discussion and debate, now is the time to have a 
comprehensive Conversation on BC’s Forests.  This paper, as an opinion piece, 
looks to contribute to the forest recreation component of a BC forest vision, by 
providing a background for and comment on several key issues.      

 

The new millennium is well upon us, and therefore it is timely to review how we are doing with 
the subject of Healthy forests - Healthy communities.  One part of this ‘forest conversation’ is 
forest recreation.  For the purposes of the conversation, a simple definition of forest recreation is: 
“People interacting with their forests for leisure purposes” (outside Protected Areas).  Also, a 
simple vision statement is: “Recognizing the importance of forest recreation values, including 
visual aesthetics, and fostering inclusive actions to take care of them”. 

Some approximate dates and events that have shaped forest recreation: 

o 1956:  Parks is separated from Forests Ministry to concentrate on parklands. 
o 1971:  Forests re-engaged to address recreation issues and needs outside parks. 
o 1978:  Ministry Act and Forest Act amended to recognize forest recreation. 
o 1980:  Other organizations, including the forest industry and backcountry recreation, 

become more involved.  Landscape/aesthetics is addressed formally.   
o 1985:  Direct funding and staffing is being reduced; contracting out occurring.  
o 1993:  Forest Practices Code and Guidebooks have many recreation references.  
o 2004:  Forest and Range Practices Act continues many recreation requirements. 
o 2004:  Forest Recreation program moved from Ministry of Forests to Ministry of Tourism, 

Sport and the Arts; and then Tourism, Culture and the Arts.  
o 2011:  Program is reassigned to the Ministry of Forests and Resource Operations. 

At this time in British Columbia (BC), responsibility for recreation is shared among various 
agencies and organizations and users.  It is important to hear now from people (as users and 
owners of BC forest lands) about how things are working and what are today’s recreation issues, 
problems, and solutions.  As part of the forest visioning process, decision-makers in government 
and industry could benefit from a frank and open discussion, through the Healthy forests-Healthy 
communities : A conversation on BC forests which can help to search out a vision, including 
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forest recreation.  Part of the question is what type of ‘recreation culture’ do people want and 
where.  

BC is well endowed with natural resources, and residents show a real interest and commitment to 
protecting their forests, including favourite recreation sites, trails and landscapes.  People know 
about their parks (National, Provincial, Municipal) but there tends to be confusion about who is 
responsible for activities outside parks such as camping, fishing, boating, hiking, hunting, skiing, 
‘quading’, scenic viewing, and the ‘number-one-issue’ of access.  There are more than 1500 
recreation sites and 2500 trails in use, summer and winter, and many more not managed.  So 
what’s the problem?  Interestingly, the basic legislation is in place to recognize and enable forest 
recreation, including the Ministry of Forests and Range Act, the Forest Recreation Regulation, 
the Forest Planning and Practices Regulation, and various administrative policies.  But 
something is missing - a clear commitment from decision-makers that demonstrates recognition, 
respect and support for the program. 

Some of the forest recreation challenges are: 

o Staffing:  The capacity to deliver a basic program is lacking.  There should be a minimum of 
one person assigned to each Forest District and Region office.  Without this signal of 
meaningful commitment, the program legitimacy is not clear. 

o Funding:  The level of direct funding is lacking, to provide a basic level of service.  
Sufficient funds must be assigned, to enable stability of the program. 

o Organization:  Frequent reassignment to different ministries doesn’t help.  The signal sent is 
the program doesn’t belong anywhere and not valued.  The best-fit is with natural resources, 
from a planning and operational perspective. 

o Collaboration:  There is much better co-operation needed among the recreation players, 
including:  Parks, forest industry, communities, First Nations, commercial recreation 
interests.  Everyone should be on the same page about their roles in providing their part of 
the outdoor recreation service. 

o Access:  The number one concern expressed by people is the state of access to the 
Province’s forests.  Road deactivation occurs without sufficient discussion, private land 
owners cutoff public access, roads are not maintained, signage is confusing or non-existent, 
safety issues are commonplace, off-roading is uncontrolled.  Policy should be written in 
conjunction with users to alleviate many of the problems. 

o Non-roaded:  There are many roads being built into previously non-roaded areas in the 
Province.  This rapid change in the BC landscape should be reviewed to determine if this is 
what people want.  One part of the answer is better staffing to allow the Recreation 
Opportunity Spectrum information to be updated. 
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