
Bella Coola Helisport Proposal

Location in the Chilcotin Ark and International Conservation Standards

Given that BCHS' operating area is located in the Chilcotin Ark, the proposal needs a thorough review

given the importance of the area. 

The Chilcotin  Ark is  a  2.5  million  hectare  ecosystem complex  in  the  rain  shadow of  the  coastal

mountains in British Columbia. It contains 12 of the 16 biogeoclimatic zones and you can find 11 of

North America’s 29 big game species within the Ark. The Ark is home to the healthiest white bark pine

populations in Canada and is the largest water storage in western North America. It also includes 17

parks and protected areas such as Tweedsmuir Park, one of British Columbia’s largest parks. All of that

emphasizes a  unique biodiversity on every level  with ecosystems from rainforest  to grassland and

alpine tundras. The Chilcotin Ark has a multitude of virtues, including, but not limited to, the ones

listed below:

1. The  Silverthrone,  Waddington  and  Homathko  glacier  complex  forms  the  largest  temperate

icefield in the world

2. 12 of the 16 biogeoclimatic zones of BC create a high level of ecological variation.  These

twelve  are:  Boreal  Altai  Fescue  Alpine,  Sub-Boreal  Pine  –  Spruce,  Sub-Boreal  Spruce,

Mountain Hemlock, Engelmann Spruce-Subalpine Fir, Montane Spruce, Bunchgrass, Ponderosa

Pine, Interior Douglas-Fir, Coastal Western Hemlock, Interior Mountain Heather Alpine and

Coastal Mountain Heather Alpine

3. Coastal Mountain- Heather, Interior Mountain-Heather and Boreal Altai Fescue, BC's 3 alpine

biogeoclimatic zones, meet in the Chilcotin Ark

4. 3 major climate regimes (maritime polar, marine tropical and continental arctic) contribute to

the ecological variation of the Chilcotin Ark

5. 11 of the 29 big game species of North America and other major species contribute to a high

wildlife biodiversity – they are grizzly bear, white-tailed deer, mule deer, Columbia black-tailed

deer, Rocky Mountain elk, Canada moose, woodland caribou, black bear, cougar, mountain goat

and California Bighorn / Rocky Mountain Bighorn sheep

6. One of the most isolated wild horse populations in North America that is culturally important to

the Xeni Gwet'in First Nation lives in the Chilcotin Ark



7. 4 of BC's major river systems (Kleena Kleene, Chilcotin, Homathko and Dean Rivers) have

their source here supporting fish ecosystems from mountain top to ocean

8. Home of the healthiest white bark pine population in Canada, the endangered 5 needle pine

grows near or above tree line

9. The most northerly montane grassland in North America is the Bunchgrass Zone as far north as

Williams Lake

10. The highest  concentration  of  alpine  lakes,  rivers  and  glaciers  makes  this  the  largest  water

storage in western North America

See chilcotinark.org for more information.

As it is stated in the North American Wildlife Conservation Model (NAWCM) “Wildlife is considered

an  international  resource”.  Wildlife  and  biodiversity  are  of  international  importance  and  are  a

measurement of human and ecosystem health. Therefore, those that use its resources are responsible for

managing  it  to  the  international  standard  (http://wildlife.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/North-

American-model-of-Wildlife-Conservation.pdf).

The United Nations (UN) administered the ‘Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species

of Wild Fauna and Flora’ (CITES). The participating states, of which Canada is one, recognize “that

wild fauna and flora in their many (…) varied forms are an irreplaceable part of the natural systems of

the earth which must be protected for this and the generations to come... The Contracting States are

conscious  of  the  ever-growing  value  of  wild  fauna  and  flora  from  aesthetic,  scientific,  cultural,

recreational and economic points of view; Recognizing that peoples and States are and should be the

best protectors of their own wild fauna and flora”(https://cites.org/eng/disc/text.php).

Environmental, Social and Governance Factors for Business Operation

BCHS who want to generate business under the ESG banner (environmental, social, governance) have

a broad responsibility as the initiator of the project and the user of the resources in their “3.5 million

acres of alpine heli-ski terrain in the Coast Range Mountains of British Columbia” part of the Chilcotin

Ark.

ESG is  defined  as:  Environmental  factors  include  all  the  ways  in  which  the  organization  can  be

considered a steward of nature. Social factors refer to the relationships an organization has with its

https://cites.org/eng/disc/text.php


employees, suppliers, customers and the community. Governance factors refer to standards and values

according to which an organization is structured and managed. 

Quotes from the BCHS management plan:

“BCHS is a climate positive company with a goal of mitigating our footprint to ensure the development

is sustainable.”

“BCHS is committed to conducting business in a manner that demonstrates higher ethical standards and

will make every effort to be a good corporate citizen and model for other corporate ventures operating

in remote communities.”

“The company will work with various governments, other operators and public users to ensure that our

operations are sustainable for the long term.”

BCHS has  been recognized as  the  world's  best  heli-ski  operator  for  five  years,  recognizing  those

operators that seamlessly blend safety, years of heli-ski experience and significant expertise to deliver

the  world's  most  unforgettable  back  country  experience.  However,  this  doesn't  address  the

environmental impact.

In the proposal, both BCHS and Tsideldel have clearly stated that they are taking responsibility for all

aspects of their operation present and future to leave the environment better than they found it in their

operating  area  and this  kind  of  commitment  should  be  commended  if  it's  true.  To ensure  all  the

minimum standards are met, a complete list needs to be itemized. BCHS needs to do a comprehensive

ESG plan with all the details of each ESG category that they want to operate their business by.

Affects of Helicopter Use on Mountain Goats

All of the discussion in the BCHS proposal management plan is about an intensive use site for a lodge

and staff accommodation totalling between 60 and 90 people, which has its specific issues and are

localized to 13.5 hectares. The issue we have focused on is what takes place outside of the lodge,

catering to the whims of 60 – 90 people by helicopter year round.

The following points need clarification and / or to be addressed in more detail by the proponents to

meet their commitments as they stated in their management plan:

BC contains 50% of the word's mountain goat population, held in trust as an international resource.

According to goat habitat maps, nearly all  of the 3.5 million acre heli-ski tenure is mountain goat

summer range. Many studies prove that heli-skiing and other helicopter-related disturbance displaces



mountain goats from their habitat and causes population declines. Increased disturbance by helicopters

causes  stress  responses  in  mountain  goats  including short  fleeing reactions  likely to  cause muscle

damage or accidents which leads to immediate death. These reactions are because mountain goats are

more  susceptible  to  noise-induced  stress  than  other  ungulates,  impacts  that  could  have  adverse

demographic implications. Mountain goats are particularly affected by helicopter disturbance because

helicopter activity is increasing rapidly over much of their range, especially in BC, where the majority

of the species exists. As a form of disturbance helicopters are of specific concern because they are able

to cover large areas and encounter many animals per unit time. 

Mountain Goats are on the Blue List of BC with the provincial status S3 (2015) which makes them a

“Special  concern”  and  “vulnerable  to  extirpation  or  extinction”

(https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/wildlife/wildlife-

conservation/wild-sheep-and-mountain-goat;  https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-

animals-ecosystems/conservation-data-centre/explore-cdc-data/status-ranks)

Helicopter flight regulations were developed for this reason and stipulate 1,500 metre distance no fly

zone from mountain goat habitat  to prevent displacement and population declines. Infrastructure such

as fuel tanks must be 2,000 metres from wildlife habitat.

From the Wildlife Guidelines for Backcountry Tourism/Commercial Recreation in British Columbia

May 2006, section 5. Special Management; Concern: Mountain Goats/Wild Sheep:

“Do not land in identified Mountain Goat winter ranges.”

“Stay at distances sufficient to prevent changes to the behaviour of animals (more than 1500 m line of-

sight is the default)”.

In the proposal, flight paths talk about avoidance of neighbours, livestock, observed wildlife and public

recreation. There is no mention of 1500 metre distance no fly zone from all mountain goat habitat

which is nearly all the mountains surrounding the IU site.

Quoted from BCHS' proposal: “Flights are not constantly returning to the lodge as a base of operation”.

This needs to be explained. It could be interpreted as they fly continuously and never need to refuel.

Where are all the refuelling locations away from the lodge, what kind of fuel tanks do they use in these

locations? Are these refuelling locations more than 2,000m from goat habitat?

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/conservation-data-centre/explore-cdc-data/status-ranks
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/conservation-data-centre/explore-cdc-data/status-ranks
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/wildlife/wildlife-conservation/wild-sheep-and-mountain-goat
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/wildlife/wildlife-conservation/wild-sheep-and-mountain-goat


BCHS' heli-ski managment plan refers to maintaining a 300m distance from mountain goat winter

range. This is in contradiction to the 1500m regulations. This needs to be dealt with by the regulating

agent.

Management and Over-Tourism Questions

Helicopter transport and drop off does not require a commercial recreation licence so transport-only

shuttles from the lodge to mountain peaks don't require a commercial recreation licence for hikers,

mountain bikers, fishers, grizzly viewers, mountain goat viewers etc. So there will be no management

of these activities nor of the resulting displacement of the wildlife.

Sightseeing flights by helicopter to see wildlife in their natural habitat is a popular activity that also

does not require a commercial recreation licence eg grizzly bears in the alpine meadows, moose in the

swamp meadows, mountain goats on the bluffs (although it is prohibited to intentionally flight-see

mountain goats). So there will be no management of these activities nor of the resulting displacement

of wildlife.

The assumption to make is that if BCHS is not applying for a commercial recreation licence, they must

be planning to do all their  activities without one and not have to adhere to any of the regulations

associated with the licence.

The question is when does tourism become over tourism? This is the term now used in many places

where the experience that people come for is no longer there.

Is it when the wildlife are all displaced from their habitat?

Is it when the mountain valleys reverberate from the constant whop-whop noise from the helicopters?

Is it the piles of flag poles on every peak and valley bottom to mark every ski run, left from years of

heli-skiing? 

From the Park Act, Division 6 — Preservation and Waste Management, Transporting litter into a park,

conservancy or recreation area:

“34 A person must not bring domestic,  commercial  or industrial  litter  into a  park,  conservancy or

recreation area for the purpose of disposal.”

Staff and Client Number Impacts on Wildlife



Transient  staffing  problems are  not  limited  to  drug and alcohol  issues  but  include  staff  who take

advantage of wildlife opportunities and harvest any wildlife year round, out of season with no licence

and have no consequences. The question is, who is taking responsibility to prevent this? BCHS needs

to address this.

How many helicopters would be onsite for 20 guests during the winter season and summer season?

How many hours of flying a day do they guarantee the helicopter company?

Location justification refers to heli-ski terrain and financial feasibility and the stunning landscape with

no reference to the responsibility for wildlife resources as wildlife habitat and the nature package.

Tsideldel First Nation as a Steward of the Land

The Tsideldel First Nation who want to be recognized as the stewards of the land in their traditional

territory shoulder the highest responsibility for the conservation and stewardship of the Chilcotin Ark

area to manage it to the international standards of NAWCM and CITES as discussed earlier. Also, the

recent  Kunming-Montreal  Global  biodiversity  framework  recognizes “the  important  roles  and

contributions of indigenous peoples and local communities as custodians of biodiversity and partners in

the  conservation,  restoration  and  sustainable  use”.  This  provides  another  level  of  standards  and

responsibility for conservation.

(https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/e6d3/cd1d/daf663719a03902a9b116c34/cop-15-l-25-en.pdf)

Referencing quotes from their joint MOU:

“Recognize the extraordinary tourism resource.”

“Intend to work together to develop sustainable tourism opportunities.”

“Establish  a  stewardship  fee  based  on  the  number  of  lodge  guests  that  will  support  Tsideldel's

management of the territorial lands.”

“BCHS will provide Tsideldel with information about the territory gathered through operations such as

wildlife sightings.”

These  wildlife  objectives  are  not  enough to  meet  the  NAWCM nor the  United  Nations  minimum

international  standards  nor  the standards  of  the Kunming-Montreal  Global  biodiversity framework.

Tsideldel  needs  to  do  a  comprehensive  land  plan  strategy  to  ensure  all  activities  meet  these

international standards.



Conclusion

It  would  appear  that  the  proposal  does  not  take  wildlife  values  into  consideration  sufficiently, 

particularly  on  the  impact  to  mountain  goats.  Both  proponents  need  to  present  more  elaborate 

management  and  mitigation  strategies  to  minimize  their  impact  on  wildlife  and  meet  their 

responsibilities to conserve the environment they benefit from in order to meet the minimum standards 

required to operate in this internationally ecologically important area.

Thanks for the opportunity to provide input on the BCHS proposal.

Sincerely,

Chilcotin Ark Institute
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