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Background


The lower Seymour River is a section of urban river that offers excellent recreation opportunities.  It is a valuable resource and has long been a favourite whitewater run and training ground for Vancouver-area canoeists and kayakers.





Access to the upper-most put-in for this section of river is on its east side, where there is a staircase down to the river from the top of Riverside Drive.  The District of North Vancouver (DNV) manages access to the river.  As residential development began to limit public access in the early 1970s, the DNV and the former BC Canoe and Kayak Club began discussing access.  





After a medical emergency by the river (not related to paddling), the first staircase was constructed in 1973.  Due to on-going concerns about teenage partiers in the 1970s and 80s, the staircase was gated and locked in May of 1983.  This was done by a resolution of DNV Council.  At this time, resident-only parking was also implemented for the summer months (May 1 – September 30).  Since the access was locked, residents have had fewer complaints about overuse, noise, litter, and so on.  In general, the system works well, with only occasional flare-ups.  The stairs were rebuilt in 1990.  





Status Quo


The gate was locked to address problems with partiers, not paddlers.  In fact, most access-related problems occur mid-summer when the river is too low for paddling.  DNV staff will have an easier time presenting this to Council, and handling future requests for access, if there is up-to-date information on their distribution protocol and if there has been recent consultation with area residents and paddlers.





Since 1983, various recreation groups have been given keys to the gate and parking passes.  Over time, keys have been lost, locks changed and signage updated, and on occasion, there have been problems with those holding keys not being diligent about keeping the gate locked.  The DNV has no record of exactly who has given keys to whom: granting access has been a rather ad hoc process with no formal policy.  The Community Association has concerns about keys having been copied over the years, and is unsure how the paddling organizations manage their keys and whether everyone is sufficiently aware about why the gate is locked.  It is believed that the same DNV master key has been used for the gate for about 4 years. 





Currently, the gate is locked and parking restricted from May 1st through Sept 30th.  Several paddling clubs have had arrangements to use a key and parking pass (see Vancouver Kayaking Club at http://members.axion.net/~vkc/vkc/access.htm).  Other than occasional instances of the gate being left open, losing keys, the DNV’s lack of information on keys (and other non-paddling issues), the current system generally works.





Organizations known to have had keys in the past and/or to be requesting keys, as of May 2004 include:


Dogwood Canoe Club


Beaver Canoe Club


Vancouver Kayaking Club


North Shore Kayak Club


Whitewater Kayaking Association of BC


Recreational Canoeing Association of BC


Others?





Current Needs


Len Jensen of the Streets section of the DNV’s department of Engineering Operations oversees the gate.  As a result of recent requests for new keys (one last year from the RCABC and one this spring from the Beaver Canoe Club), Mr. Jensen asked for input from the Seymour Valley Community Association.  Based on the Community Associations’ concerns about who has keys and how their given out, the DNV has decided not to issue additional keys until a working relationship has been updated.





Through discussions with Mr. Jensen, the RCABC’s Conservation and Access Committee has agreed to canvass paddling organizations and compile an inventory of who has keys, how they are used, and suggestions for allowing paddlers convenient access to the river.  





The DNV feels it is necessary for paddlers and residents to agree on a long-term solution that meets the access needs of responsible recreation users and allows residents to enjoy their homes.  Any system should be as convenient as possible for the largest number of eligible paddlers, but must provide the Community Association and the DNV with confidence that access will be orderly and responsible, as it has been in the past number of years.  However, the DNV would also like to keep a formalized list of who has keys and parking passes.





Once these issues are brought up-to-date, there is no reason to believe that access would be denied to any responsible paddling organization.  DNV staff is accountable to the Community Association and local recreation interests, as well as to the Council resolution requiring that the gate be locked.  Neither the DNV nor any paddling organizations are trying to restrict access in any way or to centralize control of the gate: the Community Association has simply suggested that it would be sensible to have a more systematic, transparent approach to granting and tracking access.  





The needs of paddlers include being able to access the river on relatively short notice, as water levels can fluctuate quickly; so, pre-registering with the DNV may not be desirable.  Also, having convenient access to a key may be a consideration, i.e., near the put-in rather than having to locate a contact person in another part of the city.  For example, some organizations seem to have well-known, transparent systems for getting the key, while other organizations technically have access, but how to get the key may not be well advertised and the key may not be readily available to all members.


�
Potential Solutions


Prior to canvassing paddling organizations, the district is faced with following options:


Continue with the status quo of giving out keys to the gate as requested, to individuals or organizations, on an ad hoc basis; which the Community Association does not like.  Perhaps simply having the DNV keep a database of key distribution to paddling organizations would be a satisfactory approach?


Rely on two residents who have offered to unlock the gate for canoeists and kayakers; however, this may be a burden on the homeowners and could be unreliable or awkward for paddlers.





Other potential solutions include keeping the keys and passes at a nearby district facility, such as the Ron Andrews Rec Centre, where the keys and passes could be signed-out; or, installing a “lock-box” with a combination lock at the gate, where the key and passes could be stored.  The combination could be changed as/if necessary and re-distributed by the DNV to the designated contact people with the registered paddling organizations.





Process


Using this background document as a starting point, Patrick Yarnell, acting as a volunteer on behalf of the Conservation and Access Committee of the RCABC (Patrick is also a member of the Beaver Canoe Club), has agreed to collect input from paddling organizations.  In May 2004, Patrick will contact organization representatives by e-mail and telephone and ask them to suggest solutions as soon as possible, depending on their internal processes.  In the interim, there appear to be organizations without keys, including the RCABC and the Beaver Canoe Club, so it is important to provide the DNV with something as soon as possible.





The resulting comments will be compiled and submitted to the DNV so that it can vet the options with the Community Association.  Based on the DNV’s needs, resources and additional input from area residents, it will consider these comments and alternatives in making a decision about providing access to the gate.  Depending on the options recommended by paddlers, and the level of agreement, it may be necessary for paddlers and the Community Association to meet directly with the DNV in order to finalize a suitable long-term system for granting and tracking access to the lower Seymour during the summer. 





Questions


Does the paddling organization that you represent presently have key(s) to the gate?  If so, who is the responsible contact person?


How do your members get access to the key/gate?


All things considered, including probability of losing keys, what is your preferred method of access: having each organization given its key, having a key in a central location, relying on willing residents for access, etc.?  If a key and passes were to be signed-out by registered organizations from a central location, can you suggest a location?  Can you suggest other convenient alternatives?


Do you know of other organizations or individuals who presently have keys?





For more information, please contact Patrick Yarnell at 604-681-9697.
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