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The Bowen Island Eco–Alliance 
   is a non-profit organisation dedicated to community

 service and preservation of Bowen Island’s 
natural environment
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Although many islanders may take them for granted, in 
fact, the presence of herons here is actually something 
special. As a provincially blue-listed species, coastal 
herons are threatened, and their disappearance is a 
possibility that we must face.

Heron Watch, composed of naturalists from the Bowen 
Nature Club and Bowen Island Conservancy, has been 
studying our herons since 1998, with particular interest 
in nesting activity. There are a number of nesting sites 
around the island, and their numbers vary from year to 
year, but perhaps the most significant is in the alders 
and maples near the Old General Store/library, right in 
the heart of Snug Cove.

BOWENIAN
THE

There has been occurring on Bowen Island over the 
last couple of years, a significant re-interpretation by 
our elected representatives about the direction that 
the community wishes for the future.

As the undefined catchword “sustainability” gains 
greater favour, the older vision of the Official 
Community Plan (OCP)—to retain the Island’s rural 

character, —is giving way to a divergent philosophy 
that under the banner of sustainability is often called 
the New Urbanism. 

This shift in direction at municipal council and 
advisory committees is happening largely without 
due public debate; but increasingly it is influencing 
fundamental assumptions about such local issues as 
housing affordability, island-wide densification, and 
the future of the “Surplus Lands” in Snug Cove.      

A Question of Scale 
Bowen Island’s OCP, approved in 1996, is still 
the most legitimate expression of community 
aspirations, with binding policies to implement 
its objectives. The document’s first principle is to 
maintain the Island’s “intrinsic attraction, insular rural 
identity and sense of serenity”. Specific land use 
policies direct how this is to be achieved, including 
that public services shall not be used to generate 
demand for land use or growth. 

For residential objectives, the OCP aims for “rural 
character, social diversity and environmental 
integrity”. There is increasing recognition however, 

about the difficulty of achieving these three goals 
together. The cherished value of social diversity,  
- a certain unconventionality and freedom from 
constraints,  - synonymous with Island style, is 
threatened by a lack of affordable housing.   

The philosophy of new urbanism seeks to address 
this and other issues. An emphasis on high density, 
pedestrian friendly neighborhoods is intended to 
create a diffuse range of housing types and price 
levels to avoid concentrations of poverty. Compact 
development close to transportation corridors is 
meant to make transit use a viable alternative to the 
automobile. 

These are sound planning principles, but the 
question remains about how such practices should 
be adapted specifically to Bowen Island. The ideas 
of sustainability, based on new urbanism, have a 
strong city orientation. They bring assumptions 
about a centralized water, sewage and transportation 
infrastructure; and imply an almost endless capacity 
for “smart growth” to plug into a more people 
friendly urban grid. 

This year the library site has five nests. Up until 
just a few days ago, you wouldn’t have seen much 
activity, although a careful observer might have spied 
a mother heron crouched low on her nest quietly 
incubating eggs. However, that has changed, and now 
the ‘guk, guk, guk’ calls of newborn newly hatched 
chicks fills the air. Heron Watch records show that 
our nests on Bowen usually produce one to three 
chicks, sometimes even four. Most islanders may not 
appreciate just how special this is: as far as is know, 
aside from Bowen, last year in the whole of Howe 
Sound only one other active heron nest was known to 
provincial biologists.

An Inconvenient Bird?An Inconvenient Bird?
What Would Bowen’s Shores be like Without Our Great Blue Herons?What Would Bowen’s Shores be like Without Our Great Blue Herons?

…continued on page 2

…continued on page 2

The New Urbanism Comes To Bowen
What of the Island’s “Rural Character”?

Restoring Habitat 
with Native Plants 

There is a deep-rooted ecological balance to Bowen 
Island that links plants, animals and people in an 
interpendent web of life. When we grow native 
shrubs, trees or flowers, we are also sustaining the 
Island’s wildlife that over thousands of years has 
learned to rely on these local species for food, habitat 
and shelter. 

It can also be said that the Island’s magnificent 
natural setting is an integral a part of the human 
community’s own identity—its heart and culture, just 
as the great architecture is to such cities as Florence 

…continued on page 3

Farm acreage on Bowen Island increased from 327 acres in 
1996 to 428 acres in 2001. In 2007, the Island has 18 active 
farms, according to the provincial Assessment Authority.
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New Urbanism                          continued… 

Finding the Right Fit 
It is this bias towards urbanism that can lead the 
concept of sustainability into conflict with both 
the objectives and policies of the OCP. The OCP 
clearly calls for compact development and rewards 
good design with higher density, but that density 
is strictly limited on every lot, to retain the social 
and environmental objectives of the plan. With 
new urbanism, there is a tendency to assume that 
if we reduce the footprint per person, we can make 
room for more people. More people is good for 
transportation, good for a viable economy; more 
people is good in itself. 

There is a hidden cultural struggle in this 
predicament. Those who argue that a higher density 
is necessary to achieve the desired qualities may be 
looking for different things than those who insist that 
those qualities can be found at a lower density. In 
support of OCP objectives, for example, commercial 
development until now, has been kept to a scale that 
encourages owner-operated establishments rather 
than franchises, or brand name shops.      

Breaking with the Past

For at least 25 years, Bowen Island has retained in 
its OCP a planned-for population limit. The only 
exception has been for non-market or special needs 
housing, such as currently exists on Cates Hill, or as 
proposed at Abbeyfield. 

A revision of this policy began with the previous 
municipal council during the term 2002–2005. Their 
update of the OCP policies for the Snug Cove Village 
Plan substantially enlarged the area designated 
for multi-family attached housing. Also, the bylaw 
changed the area to the east of BICS from a joint 
Affordable Housing / Civic Institutional designation to 
its current classification as Village Residential/Civic 
Institutional. 

The result will be much greater housing density than 
was contemplated in the earlier OCP version; and it is 
questionable whether the amount of truly affordable 
housing will be as high as before the revision. The 
new plan envisions 12.5 housing units per acre, to 
be increased to 17.5 units per acre, by use of density 
transfer, or by provision of non-market housing. At 
the 12.5 density level, the bylaw states this equals 
130–180 multi-family dwellings.

The same trend continues with our current elected 
representatives. The municipal council has now given 
first reading to a new bylaw that would authorize 
market-oriented suites in most homes across the 

island. Residential suites themselves are desirable 
to create a range of housing alternatives, but council 
has no intention to integrate that density into the 
OCP’s planned-for population; the new density will be 
added onto the previous “cap”. 

It is generally acknowledged that market-oriented 
suites are not sufficient to solve the affordability 
problem, nor does anybody know the eventual 
impact on population and congestion of adding the 
new density from suites into the indefinite future. 
It is likely to be in the range of 900–1,000 suites, 
adding about 1,800 to 2,000 more people to the OCP’s 
planned-for population. This misguided initiative 
seems to be enthralled with a new urbanist vision.

Cap and Trade
Holding the line on the OCP’s planned-for population 
build-out while achieving a more efficient land use 
pattern is the key to retaining Bowen’s rural character. 
This goal requires a systematic “cap and trade” 
system of density transfer. Council must determine 
just what the OCP build-out is, either by number of 
lots, or by population; commit that all development, 
with few exceptions, must occur within that envelope, 
and then manage the build-out through phased, 
gradual development. Within the overall envelope, 
housing density can be allocated to secondary suites, 
or transferred to locations such as Snug Cove that are 
suitable for more compact development. While the 
new Snug Cove Village Plan moves tentatively in such 
a direction, it does so at a cost of much higher overall 
density.

The Real Problem 
The eventual use of the so-called Surplus Lands in 
Snug Cove may soon determine whether the new 
urbanism prevails over rural character. One question 
is how much money will council attempt to make by 
sale of the lands: enough to pay off the $2 million 
price paid by local taxpayers in 2005? Or will the 
municipality try to finance the cost of building civic 
facilities by more development on the land? 

The Surplus Lands Working Group recently submitted 
to council a recommendation for development that 
seems indistinguishable from urban sprawl; it is 
neither consistent with sustainability principles of 
residential, commercial mix, nor does it conform 
to the OCP density limit for the property. Unless 
council’s decision for the land is made within the 
context of retaining the current island-wide OCP build 
out cap, then we go further down the spiral where 
more development needs more civic facilities that 
require more development to pay for them. 

The fact is that while the OCP draws a fine balance 
between rewarding compact development and still 
keeping an overall low density, it is Bowen’s Land 
Use Bylaw (LUB) that is the source of unsustainable 
patterns of land use. The LUB is the legal zoning 
bylaw, intended to implement OCP policies. But in 
reality, the LUB does not require efficient land use 
as a basic standard, and local authorities are forced 
to “purchase” smart growth design from landowners 
through granting higher density.   

Cape Roger Curtis is a good example: the LUB allows 
60 lots of 10 acres each, while the OCP envisions up 
to 240 lots for the property. If the LUB had simply 
required that those 60 lots be clustered on perhaps 
half of the property with the rest left as open 
greenspace, then the community may not have been 
forced to mobilize to “save the cape”. 

A Magic Wand
The OCP and the LUB are the actual legal instruments 
through which municipal council makes their land 
use decisions. These documents are central to any 
discussion about “sustainability” and Bowen’s quality 
of life. Yet the municipal council has resisted urging 
from the Cape Roger Curtis Society and others to 
concentrate on revising the unsustainable land 
use provisions of the LUB. Instead, council has 
established a new “sustainability working group”, that 
by this fall will, according to its terms of reference, 
“provide an overarching planning and decision 
making tool”. 

In this and other initiatives, there is a growing sense 
that the current council is retreating from real and 
immediate challenges facing the community. They 
seem fixated in a search to find some new set of 
principles that will solve every dilemma. Meanwhile 
major practical issues are left unresolved.

A new policy framework may indeed be helpful. 
But unless those policies reflect the social and 
environmental objectives of Bowen’s OCP, a 
sustainability framework risks being the correct 
answer, but to the wrong question. 



or Venice.  Our natural environment in all its life forms 
is the dominant architecture of the Island. 

Consider how the recent arrival of hummingbirds from 
Central America marks the change of seasons here. 
Living mostly on nectar, they love the red currant and 
salmonberry blossoms; daffodils do nothing for them.  
Hummingbirds have excellent memories and will 
remember the same food source from previous years. 

The nightly chorus of frogs in the Island’s damp valley 
bottoms is another rite of spring. The Pacific tree 
frogs lay their eggs in shallow wetlands and then live 
their early lives in the grasslands nearby. Frog songs 
are the males’  courtship call. Local resident and 
naturalist Kathy Dunster has published a map for a 
book entitled Islands in the Salish Sea that shows 
the seasonal migration routes of frogs on Bowen 
Island. Her goal is to protect their habitat from the 
municipality’s ditch clearing work, for example, during 
the critical spring breeding season.

The fate of those frogs—and our enjoyment of the 
fresh spring evenings—cannot be separated from 
the riparian area grasses and shrubbery where the 
Pacific tree frogs live. Increasingly however, residents 
clear their properties of the natural landscape, more 
due to lack of knowledge rather than indifference to 
the consequences. But planting even the smallest 
property with native species helps to restore the 
balance. 

The municipality seems to be trying to preserve 
Bowen’s greenways, but with uneven results. The 
Council has a policy to retain the alder trees in Snug 
Cove that contain a heron rookery, but for parties 
other than the municipality, that policy is only 
voluntary. Council has yet to create a protection 
requirement for the herons that has the force of law. 
There is however, a bylaw that protects retention of 
trees and vegetation in the public right of way on all 
of Bowen’s roads. And yet, there are many examples 
where this measure does not seem to be enforced. 

The most promising initiative however, is the recent 
consideration of an Environmentally Sensitive Areas 
bylaw that would be flexible enough to give public 
protection to a range of significant natural features 
that are rare or at risk. 

Collective effort through our local government is 
crucial but cannot replace individuals and voluntary 
groups. Bowen Island has a Nature Club, the 
Conservancy, the Garden Club is active in native 
gardening, and for those who are “pro-environment, 
with attitude”, you can always join the Eco-Alliance. 
(See back page).

When Bowen’s natural landscape becomes 
fragmented it creates openings for invasive plants 
and birds that undermine the Island’s ecological 
balance. Cowbirds for example, are thought to have 
migrated west across North America by following the 
bison herds. Eventually they lost their ability to build 
nests and nurture their own young.  Instead, they lay 
eggs in the nests of other bird species, forcing them 
to raise the foreign fledglings. Meanwhile they prey 
on native songbirds whose nests in the forest canopy 
are increasingly exposed by land clearing.

Reflect on the cowbirds when we hear Bowen’s 
perhaps most loved songbird, the Swainson’s Thrush, 
whose lovely voice, like flute notes bubbling in water, 
graces the Island’s “evergreen and damp mixed 
forests” from May until early October. 

References:
• Islands in the Salish Sea, Sheila Harrington, Judi 

Stevenson, editors, (Touchwood Editions, 2005).

• N.A.T.S. Nursery Ltd., in Langley, is a major 
wholesale grower of Pacific Northwest Native 
Plants; phone: (604) 530-9300.  



Plants                                       continued… 
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The CRC owners have retained Ekistics Vancouver 
as planners for the upcoming round of negotiations. 
Their work can impress, as was shown through their 
involvement in the imaginative Transportation Master 
Plan, recently presented to council. 

Thing is, they are urban planners. Pick your way 
through their project list 

( http://www.ekistics.ca/projects.htm ); none comes 
close to matching the unique challenges faced by CRC. 
Yes they create sophisticated, mixed-use town, village 
and city solutions, with a credible respect for green 
space. But their plans are urban, heavily lived-in, and 
intensively multi-use. 

What many of us treasure, even nourish upon, is the 
Cape’s wonderful aesthetic, its wild character, its 

By Stephen Foster,
Board Member, Cape Roger Curtis Trust Society

After a strange year stumbling towards a subdivision 
that nobody seemed to want; with legal moves and 
countermoves and increasing alienation between our 
council, planning staff and the CRC owners; suddenly 
some blue sky.

Ownership has changed its management team. The 
public is once again welcome to walk on the CRC 
land. And the new rap - quoted directly from the 
Joint Venture website - declares that “the land owner 
has initiated a comprehensive community planning, 
design & development process, in consultation with 
the Bowen Island Municipality and the community at 
large.” 

While this statement gets a little ahead of itself (no 
application for comprehensive rezoning has yet been 
filed by ownership), this news still meets what council 
has been calling for since early in its mandate. The 
future for Cape Roger Curtis is soon to be writ.

For many of us, particularly those who meet regularly 
as the CRC Trust Society, it has been hard to separate 
what will happen to CRC from what is happening to 
our island overall. Between Cowan Point, King Edward 
Bay phase one (41 homes) and King Edward Bay phase 
two, the Greenways/Bowen Bay development and 
now possibly CRC, we are witnessing unprecedented 
housing growth on the west side of the island. The 
suburbanizing of Bowen continues.

So it’s hard not to step back and ask – What is the plan 
here? How is all this meant to work? How come so 
much high end housing? How do our roads, with their 
steep and hidden driveways, their blind curves and 
turns and lack of bicycle paths, how is this sustained? 
Are we unwittingly enabling a cosmopolitan lifestyle to 
overwhelm Bowen’s uniqueness, independence and 
green/rural character?

So What’s Next for Cape Roger Curtis?

which could happen any year, we should still maintain 
this site as their preferred nesting area for the time 

Not all chicks live. Far from it. According to Heron 
Watch’s Sue Ellen Fast, “the big threats they have 
are people and eagles”. We are a threat to nesting 
herons because we destroy their habitat and because 
at nesting time herons are especially sensitive and 
more easily disturbed by human activities.

The problems directly caused by humans are 
compounded by the fact that the eagle population 
is rebounding, while their traditional food source, 
salmon, is disappearing. As a result, bald eagles have 
switched from a fish diet to a ‘bird-focused’ one, 
which includes herons. Eagles, which have their own 
chicks to feed, kill adults as well chicks. Additionally, 
even if an eagle doesn’t kill an adult nesting heron 
but still manages to drive it off the nest, the eggs are 
then left unprotected, and crows or other animals can 
get them or they can become chilled or baked by the 
sun.

Sue Ellen says eagle predation may be one of the 
factors that contributes to the fact that the busy cove, 
with it’s traffic and noise seems to be the herons’ 
“favorite and preferred nesting site, the one they 
return to most often. They choose to nest here.” 
Why? According to Sue Ellen, “We have anecdotal 
evidence that the human activity disrupts the eagles”, 
for instance, that a diving eagle may be distracted by 
a ferry whistle and miss its target. At the same time, 
it’s a fact that too much human activity drives them 
off their nests. But just how much disturbance will the 
herons tolerate before they abandon us?

The municipality’s new Snug Cove Village Plan 
(SCVP), created in 2005, contains a policy designed to 
protect the heron nests (see Heron Policy on this page). 
But until the policy is actually implemented through 
a specific regulatory bylaw, it is only binding on the 
municipality itself, not on other parties. 

Ferry marshalling proposals continue to be a 
potential threat to the heron nests. Islanders may 
have heard that one of the municipality’s advisory 
“working groups” recently made a recommendation 
once again that Government Road be the ferry 
marshalling route. But what isn’t well known is that 
the definition of Government Road that is used in 
the report contains the possibility to infringe into 
Crippen Park – right beside the heron rookery—for 
ferry marshalling. This “loop road light” option 
means that the struggle to protect the herons from 
human disturbance is far from over.  The question 
remains—are we prepared to adjust or even abandon 
our plans in order to accommodate their needs, as 
inconvenient as that might be?

As Sue Ellen puts it, “I call them the ‘Inconvenient 
herons’, like the Inconvenient Truth’. Things are not 
getting better for them. Even if we lose the herons, 

when they are re-introduced to the wild. But, for now, 
we have them here. Do we really want to lose them? “



glorious forest of mystery and magic, its seascapes and 
shorebirds in the tens of thousands, its contemplative 
sunsets. The Cape embodies so much of what we 
deem essential to the Gulf Islands’ allure. Like 
those who dreamed of a Stanley Park for the city of 
Vancouver, we dream of a large, wild, contiguous, 
green-to-ocean preserve that will forever be Bowen’s 
jewel.

So the struggle now becomes essentially a creative 
one. Over the next 12-24 months, we must speak out 
with clarity, imagination, creativity, generosity, and 
originality. The determination of what Cape Roger 
Curtis is to become is upon us. 



Herons                                  continued… 
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Membership
Become involved with Bowen’s oldest community group dedicated to the 
preservation and protection of Bowen’s unique natural and social setting. 
Membership benefits include informative speakers, opportunities to meet and 
network with like–minded Bowen Islanders, and a chance to become informed of 
and active in Bowen’s evolving community. 

. 

Name      

Phone:

Address

Membership Fee: 
   Single $10 Family $15

Please attach your cheque a return to: Bowen Island Eco–Alliance,       
Box A11, Bowen Island, BC V0N 1G0

1. Are you a new member of the Eco–Alliance?     
YES     NO 

2. Are, you renewing your membership with the Eco–Alliance?   
YES     NO 

3. Would you like to help with specific projects? Which issues?   

4. Do you have any other comments or suggestions you would like to make 
regarding the Eco–Alliance?

      

Are you drawn to Bowen Island’s natural beauty, 
abundant forests and island-community lifestyle? 
Would you be interested in preserving what you love 
about Bowen so your children’s children may also 
enjoy this tranquil haven?

We are the Bowen Island Eco-Alliance, Bowen’s oldest 
community service and environmental group. We 
are ordinary citizens, families, artists, writers and 
seniors who are deeply concerned about the rate of 
development and density on the island and wish to 
work toward greater protection and preservation of 
our natural landscapes.

Our organization has existed on Bowen Island for over 
fifty-six years. As times have changed so has our name 
and the issues we face. In the early years, we worked 
to get safe reliable ferry service, roads and schools. 
Since 1974, when locals requested that Bowen Island 
be included in the newly established Islands Trust, 
we have consistently supported the mandate of the 

Islands Trust.

In 1992, we became a registered non-profit society 
in Victoria, known as the Bowen Island Alliance. 
Our members, along with hundreds of others in the 
community contributed to the formation of Bowen 
Island’s latest Official Community Plan (OCP), which 
was formally adopted in 1996.

After Bowen Island became an island municipality 
within the Islands Trust, we have attempted to ensure 
that this new model of local government adheres to 
its unique responsibility to “preserve and protect” the 
island’s natural environment for future generations.

At the Annual General Meeting in February, 2002, the 
Bowen Island Alliance membership voted to modify 
the organization’s name to more clearly indicate the 
group’s activist environmental goals. The Bowen 
Island Eco-Alliance was chosen as the new name. 

Members take pride in their involvement that 

year in bringing the community’s attention to major 
environmentally destructive changes to the OCP that 
the municipal council intended at the last minute to 
include as part of Bowen’s most important regulatory 
document, the Land Use Bylaw (LUB). We also spoke 
up at public meetings and in the Undercurrent when 
the developer for Cowan Point first proposed to build 
at densities almost twice those allowed in the OCP. 
After the developer backed down from that position, 
we remained publicly involved, recommending 
beneficial changes in the proposed bylaws for the land, 
up to and at the final Public Hearing in July, 2002. 

By adapting itself to changing needs over the years, the 
Bowen Island Eco-Alliance has remained committed to 
the island’s environment and serving the community. 
We seek to ensure that development on Bowen is 
consistent with the guiding principles of the OCP: 
maintenance of the intrinsic attraction, rural identity 
and sense of serenity of our island. 

We ask you to join us. Become a member and help 
keep Bowen Island beautiful. 



What is the Eco-Alliance? 

It has been said that Bowen Island is “an idea 
surrounded by a sea of emotion”. 

If you wish to defend whatever you think is important 
about this place, it is necessary to know the basics: 
a civics #101 introductory course on how local laws 
—called bylaws—are made in your name. For eco-
activism, neighborhood gossip, or protecting your 
own property:

Official Community Plan (OCP): The governing 
policy document; created by intense community 
consultation in the mid-1990s, and partially 
updated since. Describes Bowen’s identity and 
future aspirations through social, economic and 
environmental objectives; and includes legally 
binding land use policies, such as density limits, to 
ensure compliance.      

Land Use Bylaw (LUB): The actual laws; specific 
regulations for each category of property spelling out 
what is allowed and what is prohibited. Meant to give 
precise regulatory definition to the policies of the 
OCP. Often called the “zoning bylaw”.   

Public Hearing: Not the same as a “public meeting”. A 
public hearing is the last chance for the community to 
participate in the drafting of a bylaw. Members of the 
public speak while the municipal council only listens; 
the hearing forms the official record of public opinion 
and can be reviewed later by a judge if the matter 
goes to court. After the public hearing, provincial law 
forbids municipal councilors from obtaining any other 
information on the subject until they make a formal 
decision by vote. 

The Islands Trust: A federation of thirteen major 
islands between Vancouver and Vancouver Island 
that under provincial law are directed to “preserve 
and protect” their natural environment as a legacy for 
future generations. The Trust Executive Committee 
reviews all Bowen’s bylaws before they are passed 
by our municipal council, to ensure that those bylaws 
are consistent with the purpose of the Islands Trust. 
All OCP amendments require Trust approval; all LUB 
amendments receive only Trust comment. 

The Policy Statement: The key document written by 
the Islands Trust Council; it defines at length how the 
purpose, (“the Object”), of the Islands Trust should 
be implemented by elected representatives on all 
the islands. Bowen Island’s OCP and LUB bylaws must 
conform to the Islands Trust’s Policy Statement. See 
Islands Trust website: www.islandstrust.bc.ca  

Bylaw Readings: A bylaw goes through various stages, 
called “readings”, before it becomes legally binding. 
Municipal council gives a bylaw “first reading” once 

ph
ot

o:
 W

. H
us

by

Bowen Island Politics #101
the original idea has been put into legal language. 
Between second and third reading, it is usually 
introduced at a public meeting and sent out to 
advisory committees, the Islands Trust and other 
“referral agencies” before the proposed bylaw is 
reconsidered and perhaps amended by municipal 
council. Then it goes to a ”public hearing” before 
receiving fourth reading and final approval.                 




