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	BACKGROUND INFORMATION SUMMARY: 

	· One of the issues in the Trails Restoration project is the use of stairs and type of stairs. At the Natural Environment Committee meeting on April 17, two items were discussed in this regard: sample stairs from 16 Mile Creek was provided by Peter Didiano (via Helen Sousa), and some notes prepared by one of our members, Lenka Holubec. These are both attached below for Advisory Council information. (Additional stair/bridge photos were provided but the ones shown below were considered to be most relevant to our situation.)
This is for information only.



From: "Lenka Holubec" <info@photosharedvisions.com>
To: <karen@kryukich.on.ca>
Cc: <mark@getmoredone.com>, <kemorris@sympatico.ca>, <cwebster@toronto.ca>,
        <hsousa@toronto.ca>, <vmiladi@toronto.ca>
Subject: Trail Restoration Project - comments
Date: Mon, 7 Apr 2008 14:53:23 -0400

Karen, the following is my input regarding a discussed  use of metal stairways suggested as a solution at some locations in the park. 
___________________________________________
Let me start with a "good trail" notion and some excerpts on this subject. 
Good trails
It cannot be stressed enough that a good trail is a way to allow people to experience nature.  High Park trails represent for great many people a welcome respite from increasingly urban, densely populated and polluted city. It is also a fact that for many people the city parks are one of the few opportunities to get closer to nature. Public support for protecting of our environment depends to a large degree on the emotional attachment to nature. One of the few ways that we can inspire this attachment within the cities is to allow the public to experience the natural environment within the urban parks as much as possible. When good trails are implemented, the emotional attachment to nature of people using them increases helping us in our struggle to protect the environment.
 

From the excerpt of  "How To" Maintain a Trail.... a guide to keeping trails safe and pleasant (http://www.pbtc.ca/trailwork_howto.html - Bruce Peninsula Trail Club) :
Route the Trail for Low Maintenance
"In general, routing to avoid wet or easily overgrown areas avoids ecological disruption while making your job easier! Structures such as boardwalks, bridges, stairs, and sidelogging are expensive, hard to maintain in safe condition and sometimes ugly, so "go with the flow" and use the land."
 

Good trails should be:
-safe and pleasant
-easily sustainable
-avoiding disturbance of the surrounding environment
-allowing for all year round usage
-accessible for at least most of the users
__________________________________
 

Commenting on pros and cons of the arguments for use of metal stairways in the park:
 

Argument for using metal stairways -The metal staircases suggested for the steep ravines have the least impact on tree roots and is the preferred method to reduce impact in high traffic sloped areas.
 

Comment - Many users avoid stairways which situation leads to creating of "alternative" routes causing this way a substantial damage and degradation of surrounding environment. Also, since the metal stairways are not all year round solution and cannot be used under wintry and slippery conditions, the traffic tends to increase on other trails or "alternative" routes.   
 

Argument for using metal stairways -It is the standard treatment for this situation in other parks, this treatment also typically allows more growing space for plant material surrounding the staircase and partially underneath as well.
 

Comment - From my personal experience, the metal stairways are rarely used within the parks and conservation areas as part of their trails. Exceptions are extremely steep, rocky areas, typically leading from the cliffs to water falls and vistas. Limited use can be also seen in situations when the ground is joint through the metal stairways with a bridge, overpass and/or steep terrain leading to bridge or other similar device. 
 

The space underneath the stairways is usually a deep shadow that allows only some plants to flourish and rarely can be a true benefit from the environmental point of view.
 

Argument for using metal stairways -The metal stairways cause less disturbance during installation.
  
Comment - This would apply in a situation when the new trails were to be built. Nevertheless, in the High Park, where the trails in discussion were blazed in the past, the impacts have taken place already and this argument doesn't really apply. 
 

Following are some excerpts from the publication Ontario's Best Trails - http://www.abilitiescentre.org/trails/index.html  
Minimizing Environmental Damage
It is important that every trail be constructed in a manner that respects the natural surroundings. People use trails to make contact with the natural environment, and research clearly shows that 90% of the environmental impacts caused by sustainable trails occur during construction and initial use. It is a misconception that the environmental damage from a trail results primarily from ongoing trail use. However, if a trail is constructed using these "best practices" for sustainability and universal design, only minimal environmental impacts will occur after the first year of trail use. [56] Your challenge, as a trail builder, is to limit the environmental damage during trail construction as much as possible.
_________________________________________
 

Conclusions:
 

As much as I always look for environmentally more sensitive solutions to any situation in the park, I fail to see the real potential environmental benefits of implementing the metal stairways that would overwhelm the usual problems connected with this.
 

These are some of the problems usually connected to use of metal stairways:

- they do not allow year-round use, not being safe for use under wintry and/or slippery conditions
- users tend to avoid using them that causes damage to the surrounding natural environment
- they do not accommodate many of the park's users - older, disabled, children, while many simply don't like using them
- they do not blend well with the surrounding naturalized environment 
- they do not represent a good fit for the park from a landscape design point of view, since the past park's trails, buildings, wooden signs, etc. have been designed in a rather low tech, close to nature look that has been preferred by the vast majority of the general public users
 

It would be also helpful, if a contractor or the park's management could provide  some images of samples from other parks where the metal stairways were implemented under the circumstances similar to those in High Park or at least supply a list of these locations for those of us interested in such a comparison. We should be also able to compare to the costs of various solutions for the specific areas where use of metal stairways was suggested.       
 

At the end, it is surprising to me that the park's management, usually so much concerned with potential liability issues, in this case fails to notice increased and real hazards connected to the use of metal stairways, especially under wet and icy conditions. More natural solutions would offer safer passage under almost all weather conditions. 
 

Regards,
 

Lenka Holubec
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