
Bowen Island is often thought of as an earthy green 
oasis.  Indeed, careful land use planning has helped 
to integrate human settlement into the natural 
environment, in contrast with the more urban 
mainland.  But how does our conservation planning 
hold up against the record of other islands in the 
Islands Trust?

The Islands Trust Fund’s Regional Conservation 
Plan shows that 14% of Bowen Island has some 
form of protected status.  
That compares with 16% 
of Gambier Island, which 
has much less population, 
and 20% for Saltspring 
Island, which has many 
more residents and a much 
longer settlement history.  
The fact is that our island 
has been falling behind, 
as development outpaces 
conservation.  The Trust’s evaluation is that 
Bowen “has seen higher than average ecosystem 
disturbance than other islands in the Islands Trust 
area”.

Nowhere is this lapse more apparent than in 
the failure of a succession of municipal councils 
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 service and preservation of Bowen Island’s 
natural environment.
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Community in the balance

As for Bowen Island’s most precious asset, its 
abundant natural environment, the council’s 
record is more mixed.  Perhaps the most 
prominent aspect of the last municipal election 
in 2014 was public outcry over the large and 
inappropriate docks that marred the beautiful 
coastline of Cape Roger Curtis.  Mayor Murray 
Skeels deserves credit for his leadership in 
drawing up bylaws that have been tested in 
court to stop any further docks from being built.  
He rose to the challenge as well, to help fight off 
the stated intention of the province’s BC Timber 
Sales to log the island’s crown lands.  

However, Council’s focus on other important 
environmental issues appears to be waning as it 

During these last 
four years, the 
current municipal 
council has achieved 
more toward 
acquiring the civic 
infrastructure and 
diverse housing stock 
necessary to meet 
Bowen’s growing 
population than any 
previous council.  
Construction of a 
new fire hall has been 
approved; funding 
for an updated water 
treatment plant 
has been secured; 
Snug Cove is being 
revitalized and 
made more efficient 
and safe for both 
pedestrians and 
vehicle traffic.  

These decisions 
have not been 
without controversy.   
Little progress has 
been achieved on what is the most pressing 
social need - affordable housing.   Recently, the 
municipal council has invited a new island-based 
housing advocacy group with the acronym BIRCH 
(see birchousing.org) to join the municipality’s 
on-going talks with BC Housing about the potential 
for construction of non-profit housing in Snug 
Cove.  However, any such plans are only tentative 
and years from realization.  The council’s biggest 
initiative on the housing front during this term of 
office has been the legalization of detached suites 
on most residential lots.  But again, while this 
measure will contribute to greater housing diversity 
on the island, it is widely acknowledged that due 
to high construction costs, detached suites will not 
address the need for low-cost housing.

approaches the end 
of its term.  See the 
lead article on this 
page about how the 
Council has failed 
to follow through 
on its promise to 
bring forward a 
bylaw to protect 
environmentally 
sensitive areas (ESAs) 
on the island.  

The commitment 
to regulate 
development on 
hazardous slopes 
has also become a 
casualty of a crowded 
agenda at the end 
of this term of office.  
Instead, Council 
has announced the 
sudden addition of 
plans to rezone Lot 
1 of the community-
owned lands along 
Mount Gardner 
Road (see diagram 

on page 2) to include light industrial activities.  
The Council has now voted, in an increasingly 
controversial move, to send to a public hearing 
the bylaws that would implement these land use 
changes.  It remains to be seen how much can be 
accomplished before October 20th, the date for the 
next municipal and Islands Trust elections.

In this issue of the Bowenian, we scrutinize 
Council’s shifting priorities and point out where 
we believe there are achievements or mistakes.  
We do this in the hope that our readers will then 
make up their own minds on the important public 
issues that will guide our island community into the 
future.   🍁

to approve a comprehensive environmental 
protection bylaw.  Hopes were high that the current 
council would finally accomplish just that.  

Every year in March, the Council has published 
its Island Plan and every year since their election 
in 2014, this Council has written that bringing 
forward a proposed bylaw to protect sensitive 
natural features - such as coastal bluffs, critical 
wildlife habitat areas, and heron and eagle nesting 

areas - has been one of their top 
priorities.  That commitment has 
been restated in each annual 
Island Plan until March of this 
year.  But it has now been quietly 
dropped from the Council’s 
agenda, leading up to the 
municipal council and Islands 
Trust election in October this 
year.

Good intentions lost in acrimonious debate 

The last attempt to pass an environmentally 
sensitive areas (ESA) bylaw occurred in July 2011 
when the council of the day, under Mayor Bob 
Turner, brought to public hearing both a proposed 
bylaw to protect environmentally sensitive areas 

through a system of development permits, and 
another proposed bylaw to regulate development 
on hazardous slopes.  Both proposals however, 
became ensnarled in the acrimonious public 
debate then occurring over the prospect for Parks 
Canada to establish a national park on the island.  
In what now can only appear to have been a 
colossal political blunder, the municipal council 
scheduled a referendum on the park issue to occur 
on the same day as the general municipal election, 
in November of 2011.

The question over a potential national park had 

…continued on page 4

“Bowen has seen 
higher than average 
ecosystem disturbance 
than other islands in 
the Islands Trust area.”

Photo: Will Husby
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What has happened is two-fold.  First, land values 
have soared, so the community lands are now 
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Are these the best uses for community land? 
by Peter Frinton

In what can only be 
called a premature, if not 
presumptuous move, 
Bowen Council has 
given second reading 
to proposed bylaws 
#432/433 to rezone the 
community owned land 
known as Lot 1, along 
Mt. Gardner Road from 
BICS as far as Green Rd 
(entry to Camp Bow Isle).  
This 20 acre triangular 
parcel would be zoned 
into four areas, with Area 
1, nearest the school, to 
include “light industrial” 
development.  (See 
diagram on this page).

There has been consistent 
pressure on Council from 
public comments so far, 
to use the Area 1 land 
primarily for some form 
of affordable housing.  
A public workshop 
was organized by the 
municipality on June 9th 
to receive further input.  

The municipal planner 
recommended that 
Council hold off on any 
action concerning Lot 
1 until the planning 
department could 
produce a report 
incorporating public 
input from that 
workshop.  Instead, 
Council has voted to send 
the proposed bylaws 
to public hearing to be 
held on July 30th.  In 
one concession to public 
comments, Council is 
now proposing to include 
residential as a principal 
use within Area 1, though 
the details have not been elucidated.  The hearing 
will be the last opportunity for public input, as per 
provincial regulations.  

How we got here

First- a bit of history. When Bowen Island 
incorporated as a municipality in 1999, 
it inherited roads and their associated 
rights-of-way, but little other land. There 
was the ‘library lot’, a small park and the 
works yard. The existing fire hall became 
ours, and the two public wharves/docks 
at Snug Cove and Mt. Gardner. Not much.

So, in 2005, after considerable discussions 
with GVRD Parks who were willing to 
divest themselves of some land, BIM held 
a successful referendum and purchased 
38 acres of ‘surplus land’, the Old General 
Store and sewer plant for $2 million - a 
genuine bargain.

The promise by Council of the day (mea 
culpa) was that portions of these lands 
would be sold to recoup the cost and 
interest, and hopefully, with careful 
rezoning, generate additional monies for 
public use. A new community centre, for 
instance!

To date, no lands have sold, the mortgage 
principal has not been paid down a single 
penny, and over $1 million has been spent 
on interest, plus various plans and designs 
for the community centre.

putatively worth far more 
than 13 years ago. Second, 
successive rezonings of 
community owned Lots 
2 and 3 (adjacent to the 
school and in the Cove) 
have paved the way for 
both potential sale or 
lease and development 
for civic purposes. We now 
have a dedicated parking 
lot, firehall, health clinic 
and potential non-market 
housing sites on Lot 3, and 
another parking lot, bike 
park plus the community 
centre site and housing 
on Lot 2. The ‘corner lot’ at 
Seniors’ Lane is listed for 
sale, attracting some interest 
but no deal.  (See diagram 
of community lands on this 
page).  

First readings of the 
proposed bylaws #432/433 
were given some months 
ago, but public comment 
about aspects of the 
rezoning had been vocal 
and largely negative, 
particularly the original 
exclusive ‘light industrial’ 
Area 1 portion across from 
BICS. The original wording 
allowed 20,000 square foot 
industrial buildings, but only 
500 square foot ‘living units’ 
as an accessory use. This was 
amended to 10,000 square 
foot buildings and up to 900 
square foot living spaces. 
Area 2 (adjacent Belterra 
and Ravenhill Farm) would 
be allowed 20 attached 
dwelling units, Area 3 
(above the works yard) to 
be left in reserve, and the 
remaindered Area 4, west 
of Guild Creek, be carved 

off for a single family home. This latter piece is 
within the ALR, and the original idea of rezoning to 

 BICS

The four areas to be rezoned within Lot 1.  Source: BIM

The various lots in the Community Lands.  Source: BIM
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An island initiative to expand Crippen Park
by John Dowler, Defend Island Forests

Tourist Commercial was nixed due to that running 
counter to ALR legislation and practice.

A sudden new priority for council late in their term

It is extremely late to pursue this legislation, and 
wholly unconscionable to go to a 
public hearing without benefit of 
integrating the thinking of about 
400 person-hours of concentrated 
effort at the workshop.  Participants 
expressed sentiments on uses, 
density, building massing, timing 
and order of development, and were 
invited to write “personal stories” 
about Bowen in year 2035.  Perhaps 
a bit of an overreach, but a noble 
undertaking nonetheless.  Council has completely 
dismissed the importance of this exercise by 
leap-frogging over any illumination it would 
have provided, particularly because the final 
story writing exercise was not shared among 
workshop participants, but handed in like a 
school assignment to the teacher.  Nobody except 
the organizers knows what was in each of those 
submissions, let alone a synthesis of recurring 
themes and sentiments.  

Council is clearly stating by their actions they are 
satisfied with the bylaws as they now read.  They 
have also created a situation where all those 

Last year, 
Bowen Island 
nearly became 
an industrial 
logging area. 
The community 
reacted swiftly, 
and proponent 
BC Timber Sales 
backed away 
- for now. But 
there is nothing 
protecting us 
from another 
round. 

How could we 
permanently 
exclude Bowen 
Crown Lands 
from logging? 
They would 
need a new 
designation, 
like Provincial 
or Metro 
Vancouver 
park, or maybe a protected area. Last fall 
Defend Island Forests prepared a report on 
short-term solutions that include taking us 
out of the Annual Allowable Cut, 
the Timber Harvest Land Base or 
other categories that now make 
us ‘loggable’. See the report at 
defendislandforests.ca. We’re urging 
government to adopt at least one 
of these interim strategies, pending 
an island discussion about our dream for the 
future of the Crown Land rainforest.

Recently Bob Turner, David Hocking, Will 
Husby and John Dowler presented maps, 
slides and drone videos to a board meeting 
of Metro Vancouver Parks. The expansion 
idea has been shephered by our Metro Park 
rep Maureen Nicholson. We tried to help 
by demonstrating the beauty of our Crown 
Lands, the merits of expanding Crippen Park 
to include some or all of those lands, and the 
fact that two large potential logging areas 

Our MLA Jordan 
Sturdy does not 
support logging 
on Bowen, and 
brought the issue 
up in the legislature. 
FLNRO Minister 
Doug Donaldson 
responded that he 
wanted to come 
to Bowen Island to 
‘dig deep into the 
issues that concern 
Bowen Islanders’. 
We have also heard 
but not been able 
to confirm that MLA 
Sturdy may also 
initiate a discussion 
on the island 
about what Bowen 
Islanders would like 
to see in future. 

With a coming 
Municipal election 
it’s a good time to 

ask friends and neighbors: how do you see 
the future of Bowen’s Crown Lands? Would a 
park be okay with you, if it prevented logging? 

We want to ensure that every person 
running for Council is well informed 
on the topic, and can let us know 
their vision for the Crown Lands and 
how they would seek a community 
consensus - before other levels of 
government decide for us.

We support the expansion idea, but we don’t 
assume all islanders feel this way. So we would 
support a public workshop to help Bowen 
discuss if and how the Crown Lands should be 
protected from logging. 

Let us know what you think at 
info@defendislandforests.ca.

🍁

people who have commented to date may have 
to repeat their concerns and suggestions while 
awaiting summations in the staff report.
Damage done by undermining good public process 
can be immediate and devastating, or slow and 
insidious. The Lot 1 trajectory is the latter. Nothing 

new civic facilities, but the current iteration for a 
community centre on Lot 2 is badly flawed, being 
inadequate in size, its inclusion of municipal hall, 
and insufficient parking and ‘room to grow’. 

Beyond those nuts and bolts are the impacts 
on local democracy. Our incorporation 
nearly twenty years ago was premised on 
the notion of being ‘masters in our own 
house’. Central to that was the ability to 
acquire and designate uses for public 
lands. To squander that by rezoning all of 
the remaining community land without 
fully examining the consequences is 
more than reckless. It undermines future 
choices, but more importantly, it signals 
that the long term interests of Bowen 

residents are secondary to facile decisions made 
by transient elected officials. It is why, after a 
while, people tune out from the machinations 
of local politics, and we lose what it so vital in 
healthy communities. We can do much better 
than that.

Peter Frinton has been an elected councillor on 
Bowen Island’s municipal council during four terms 
of office.  For seven years, he also represented Bowen 
Island on the Islands Trust Council,  and three as 
a Metro Vancouver Director and on the Translink 
Mayors’ Council.   🍁

managed by BC Timber Sales are perched on the 
flanks of Mount Gardner and Mount Collins in 
the watershed feeding Killarney Lake. 

will come of it during the current term, except to 
provide fodder by incumbents running again that 
‘they put this to bed’. But the long-term impact is 
potentially huge.

The placement of roads is incredibly enduring.  
Housing form less so, but think how hard it is 
to densify single family neighbourhoods once 
all the houses are built in an area.  A forest that 
is cut down is rarely allowed to regenerate.  So 
it behooves us to get it right. We know that we 
need genuinely affordable accommodations, or 
we lose both service workers and starter homes 
for young people who may have grown up here 
and wish to stay.  We have agonized over building 

This photograph shows Mt. Gardner and Mt. Collins on either side of Crippen Park’s Killarney Lake.  Expansion of the 
park to include the two mountains would enhance the park’s ecological harmony.

“Bowen Crown Lands ... need a new designation, 
like Provincial or Metro Vancouver park, or maybe 
a protected area...”

We felt well-received, and the timing was 
good as the the priority list of possible park 
acquisitions was about to be drafted. But the list 
is confidential (as it concerns negotiating land 
purchases), so we can only hope Bowen made 
the cut - if you’ll pardon the pun.

On our website, defendislandforests.ca, we cover 
topics such as where logging might occur, how 
it would affect water and viewscapes, and how 
programs like Community Forest and Wildfire 
Protection could be used to persuade our 
community to log itself. 

“rezoning community land without fully 
examining the consequences is more than 
reckless ... it signals that the long term interests 
of Bowen residents are secondary to facile 
decisions made by transient elected officials”

Community land ... (continued from page 2)
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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:		
Email:						    
Phone:
Address:

Membership Fee: 	 Single $15   o  
			   Family $20   o
Please attach your cheque a return to: 
	 Bowen Island Eco–Alliance, 
	 c/o Silberman, 1600 Tunstall Blvd.
	 Bowen Island, BC, V0N 1G2

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

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

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?
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old forest, wetland and freshwater ecosystems, and 
critical wildlife habitat.  Crucially, the text includes 
mature forest, which is usually conifer-dominated 
forest that is 80 – 250 years old.  These forest 
stands provide important habitat connectivity to 
the smaller areas of old growth forest.  Including 
regulation of mature forest stands in conservation 
planning on Bowen can avoid the fragmentation 
that causes natural processes to break down as 
development occurs on the land.  One has only 
to be reminded of the spiraling flute-like notes of 
the Swainson’s Thrush that grace the cool low-land 
forests of Bowen Island each summer to know 
what could be lost by habitat fragmentation if 
development is not integrated with the natural 
environment.    

A lesson from history

Without the inclusion of regulation of mature forest 
in the bylaw there always remains the potential 
for large scale clear-cut logging.  Currently, a land 
owner can cut huge swaths of the island’s forest 
cover without any need to consider public opinion, 
or the ecological consequences.  Indeed, such an 
event occurred in the 1980s when a developer at 
that time cut down the entire forest from one side 
of the island’s central valley to the other, in what is 
known as Sunset Estates.  A similar travesty could 
happen again, this time at Cape Roger Curtis or 
on any large forested land parcel unless there is 
some regulation over the extent of logging that 
is permitted.  A critic may correctly point out that 
such a bylaw would not have stopped the recent 
plan by BC Timber Sales to initiate industrial 
logging on Bowen’s crown land.  Provincially 
regulated forestry land is beyond the jurisdiction 
of our municipal council or the Islands Trust to 
control, but approval of such a bylaw would be 
proof to provincial authorities and the courts, of the 
community’s desire to conserve the island’s forests.

Most Bowen Islanders know that our community 
is part of the Islands Trust, but many people are 
not sure what role the Trust plays in our local 
government, or are not aware of the benefits of 
Bowen’s membership in the Islands Trust.

Bowen Island is one of thirteen principle islands 
that since 1974 have formed the Islands Trust, 
a federation of island governments with a 
mandate from the province to “preserve and 
protect the trust area and its unique amenities 
and environment for the benefit of the residents 
of the trust area and of British Columbia 
generally”.  This responsibility, under the Islands 
Trust Act, has created a unique form of local 
government in the province that is designed to 
fulfill its environmental mandate.  

Within this governance structure, Bowen 
Island itself has chosen by referendum in 1999 
to become an “island municipality” within 
the Islands Trust.  This form of municipal 

incorporation integrates Bowen Island’s local 
government with that of the other twelve 
principle Trust islands.  

Each of the Trust islands, including Bowen, elects 
two trustees to sit on the Islands Trust Council, 
the central policy making body that sets the 
overall direction of the Trust.  Bowen Island’s two 
Island trustees must also be elected to Bowen 
Island’s seven member municipal council.  Land 
use planning and development on Bowen is 
generally the responsibility of our municipal 
council, but the island’s Official Community Plan 
(OCP) must comply with the policies set out by 
the central Islands Trust Council.

That Bowen Island retains its rich natural 
environment while integrating new 
development within the island’s landscape is, 
by and large, a result of the close coordination 
between our island’s municipal government and 
the land use policies and regulations set out by 

Bowen Island in the Islands Trust
the Islands Trust Council.

How to receive up to 65% reduction in your property 
tax

While the Islands Trust Council is the regulatory 
body of the Islands Trust, its sister organization 
the Islands Trust Fund is the conservation wing, 
protecting land through voluntary measures.  One 
innovative program administered by the Islands 
Trust Fund allows land owners who enter into a 
conservation covenant on all or part of their land to 
receive a reduction in their property tax of up to 65%.  

The Bowen Island municipality is an active partner 
in the Natural Area Protection Tax Exemption 
Program (NAPTEP), working with land owners and 
the Islands Trust Fund to protect Bowen Island’s 
natural abundance and beauty.

For more information visit: www.islandstrustfund.
bc.ca   🍁

polarized island voters and instigated a public 
backlash that swept into office the island’s first ever 
municipal council dominated by land developers 
and their supporters.  The referendum result on 
whether to continue a dialogue with Parks Canada 
was 1089 voting No, and 901 voting YES.  During 
the next three years, from 2011 to 2014, all things 
environmental were banished from consideration, 
including the two proposed bylaws from the 
previous council.  It was only with the election of 
the current council in 2014, under Mayor Murray 
Skeels, that a more moderate public agenda has 
been brought forward.

But why does this council appear to have 
dropped its long-standing intention to establish 
a comprehensive environmental bylaw?  Are the 
councillors afraid of another voter backlash in 
the lead-up to local elections this fall?  Or have 
they concluded that other initiatives must take 
precedence, given the limited time left?  

To jettison the commitment for a comprehensive 
environmental bylaw would be a lost opportunity 
of historic proportions.  Bowen Island’s most recent 
Official Community Plan (OCP), after years of 
community input, finally approved by then Mayor 
Bob Turner’s council in 2011, already contains all 
the policy content and stated objectives for such a 
bylaw.  The map illustrating all the “environmentally 
sensitive areas (ESAs)” of the island is already affixed 
to the OCP text as Schedule B-1 of the document.  
All that is needed is a Land Use Bylaw amendment 
that would implement the OCP policy directives.

The proposed bylaw brought to public hearing in 
July 2011 – and supported there by a majority of 
verbal and written submissions – is just gathering 
dust on some municipal office shelf.  The proposed 
bylaw defines “environmentally sensitive areas” as 
including coastal and inland bluff, mature forest, 

The environmentally sensitive areas (ESA) bylaw 
proposed in 2011 is designed to ensure the 
ecological integrity of the landscape on a broad 
scale; it is not an urban-style tree cutting bylaw.  
Most already occupied lots would not come under 
the authority of the proposed bylaw.  For the few 
land owners who are within a designated ESA area, 
there is also a long list of exemptions from the 
requirement for a development permit, including 
allowance for removal of two trees per year, or 
clearing of ten square metres of vegetated area per 
year.  

Details can be amended until there is broad 
community acceptance of an ESA bylaw.  But 
surely, the need for comprehensive regulation that 
addresses long-term environmental sustainability 
on an island-wide scale is obvious to anyone who 
truly considers the subject.  

Perhaps this time, as candidates for local public 
office declare themselves in the lead-up to the 
October 20th municipal and Islands Trust elections, 
there will be the opportunity to find consensus on 
this long overdue environmental initiative.   🍁

Council agenda ... (continued from page 1)

Eco-Alliance AGM 
Sunday, August 26th 
- Collins Hall - 2pm -

Guest speaker

All welcome!


