
AvenueCalgary.com    57avenueAPRIL.18

56

Bear With Us

O
f the roughly 5,000 days guide 
Barry Blanchard has spent in the 
mountains, only a couple are 
scorched into his memory. Run-
ins with grizzlies are not so  

easily forgotten. 
�ough it occurred back in the early ’90s, 

Blanchard says one particularly vivid incident 
in the mountains of Ban� National Park still 
feels like it happened yesterday. Blanchard 
recalls he was delivering instruction to two 
clients when one of them mentioned there 
was a bear nearby. “He said it so casually I 
thought I’d look up and see a little black bear 
ambling along the ridge a kilometre away,” 
Blanchard recalls. “But no, there was a grizzly 
coming onto our snow slope.” 

As the bear closed in, the mountaineers 
attempted to create a distraction by throwing 
their packs down the slope. “�e bear took 
a glance at the packs and kept coming. He 
was only three metres away and I just had 
to assume he was going to make contact with 
us,” says Blanchard. “I just yelled ‘slide!’ And  
I sat on my butt and held my ice axe in the air 
and accelerated down the snow slope and 
went launching o� a 25-foot snow drop.”

A�er his clients dropped in behind him 
the trio scrambled down into a ravine and 
up the other side. From there, they watched 

the bear tear apart their packs. “Yeah, it was 
scary,” says Blanchard. “It was also amazing 
to watch this magni�cent animal just play 
for an hour.”

�ough more dramatic than the majority 
of human-bear encounters that take place 
in Alberta every summer, this one ended in 
standard fashion: hikers with a story and a 
tough decision for authorities — in this case 
the park wardens — who must weigh both 
bear and human safety against the public’s 
ability to enjoy the national parks (which, 
in essence, belong to all Canadians) and 
make the call as to whether trails in the area 
should be closed.

Trail closures are just one part of the 
answer to the much larger question of 
how humans and bears can safely share the 
landscape. But it’s a question that has taken 
on added urgency in the mountain parks 
near Calgary, which have seen high visitor 
numbers in recent years. Ban� National Park 
recorded its highest visitation numbers ever 
in 2017, with approximately 3.8 million visi-
tors through its gates. �e numbers were up 
2.5 per cent compared to 2016, which works 
out to approximately 95,000 additional indi-
viduals. �e increase was due in part to the 
federal government’s decision to waive park 
fees as part of the Canada 150 celebrations, 

but visitation has been growing regardless, 
with the 2.5 increase between 2016 and 
2017 consistent with recent year-over-year 
increases prior to that. 

Regular users of areas like Kananaskis 
Country, a patchwork of provincial parks 
southeast of Ban� National Park, have also 
witnessed trails getting busier every year. 
“We’re seeing parking lots constantly over-
�owing with people,” says Alberta Parks 
ecologist John Paczkowski. “We’re seeing 
an increase in bike tra�c, in boat tra�c, 
in paddleboard tra�c, in hiking tra�c. All 
across the board we’re seeing an increase  
of human use in Kananaskis Country.” 

�e Rockies’ appeal is undeniable; the 
allure of clear air, adrenaline and panoramic 
splendour is hard to resist. A one-hour drive 
westward from Calgary is all that’s required 
to enjoy world-class hiking, biking, canoe-
ing, camping and other outdoor activities. 
Healthy tourist numbers are, by and large, 
something to celebrate — the tourism 
industry in Alberta generates over $8 billion 
in annual expenditures and employs over 
127,000 people. However, humans invariably 
bring with them consequences for the land-
scape and the creatures that inhabit it. “It’s 
a great place to come and recreate, but that 
high-intensity recreation may have impacts 

Last summer, bear activity in the regional mountain areas resulted in several 
extended trail closures and one high-pro�le bear fatality, leaving wildlife experts 
wondering what measures may be required going forward to keep both bears 
and humans safe from each other.
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