
What’s Special about Bowen’s Ecology?

The number of visitors to Bowen is growing. Many come 
specifically to walk through our natural spaces, and not just 
for the beauty. Bowen is different.

Today we know that Bowen is part of a unique ecological 
region in Canada. Here at the intersection of mountains and 
sea, of fresh water and salt, of rain forest and rain shadow, 
float the Gulf Islands.

 Add a Mediterranean-type climate and a long growing 

season to the wild mix of growing conditions, and you get 
an unusually rich variety of plants and animals including 
many rare species and plant communities. This exceptional 
biodiversity makes the region ecologically significant, not 
only provincially, but nationally.

Bowen is part of this exciting ecological mix, and the beauty 
of our island is one result. Sensitive ecosystem mapping 
completed by the Islands Trust in 2010 confirms that much 
of our rock is cloaked with relatively unmodified fragile or 
rare ecosystems, or with the older forest important to so 
many species. Add the vibrant underwater world around us 
and you get high biodiversity in a small package. 

Bowen is located in a different, damper ecological zone 
than that of Gulf Islands National Park Reserve to the south. 
Our island also has a very different geology, including the 
magnificent fiord of Howe Sound.

E c o l o g i c a l  Po s s i b i l i t i e s
W h a t  i f  W e  H a d  a  N a t i o n a l  P a r k  o n  B o w e n  I s l a n d ?

An injured heron rests beside me on the passenger seat, on the 3 o’clock ferry. Brown-tinted feathers mark this particular 
heron as a youngster; one of the handful of survivors of this year’s nesting season. She has been hit by a car, but is alert 
and feisty, and I have hopes that the good folks at Wildlife Rescue in Burnaby can help her. I think about the possibilities of 
a national park. Herons are rare, and we are so fortunate to have them living among us here on Bowen. But we are on the 
edge of losing them. A national park would help.

This paper explores at the possibilities for maintaining a healthy ecosystem that a national park on Bowen 
Island can provide for wildlife and islanders, and the people of Canada, now and into the future. 

Disappearing Fast
This region is also one of the most ecologically at-risk in 
southern Canada; the smallest, most urbanized, and under 
accelerating pressure from development.

Although it adds up to merely 2% of the area of BC, this region 
contains two-thirds of its human population. 

Parks Canada is tasked with protecting a sample of each of 
Canada’s distinct natural regions. A national park on Bowen is 
bound to support ecological integrity, as this is a core function.

At-Risk Species
Many islanders know that our coastal great blue herons 
are a listed species under the federal Species at Risk Act. 
This summer, the five heron nests around Snug Cove were 
disturbed, both by people working too near with machinery 
and chainsaws and by hungry bald eagles. All five nests were 
destroyed or abandoned. Happily, one new nest was found 
on the far side of the island this year; this may be the injured 
youngster came from.

Our band-tailed pigeons, olive-sided flycatchers, red-legged 
frogs, and some wildflowers and plant communities are listed 
too. Local birders rarely hear the trilling call of tiny screech 
owls from the darkness anymore, and this year barn swallows 
were added to the list, their populations having declined by 
75% over the past 25 years. How many swallows did you 
notice this summer?

Imagine more birds instead of fewer. Imagine heron-viewing 
rooftops or platforms in the Cove, with telescopes or heron-
cams where people can learn more about them. These 
beautiful birds could become a feature of a vibrant village, 
much as storks are in Europe.

Parks Canada is responsible for the recovery of at-risk species 
in its parks, and for working with other people towards their 
stewardship. This sound good to a long-time heron volunteer 
taking one away to an uncertain future.  

Bowen Island (top left) is part of Metro Vancouver (right).

        ➚ Great blue heron  ➘ Red-legged frog



Under the Boat
Another Parks Canada 
goal is to represent the 
full range of marine 
ecosystems found in 
Canada. With herring, 
dolphins and other 
marine life returning, 
the waters of Howe Sound are becoming very lively. Unique 
newly discovered glass-sponge reefs hopping with life also 
challenge the old concept of deepwater deserts. 

Picture the opportunities a national park could offer for 
islanders and others, including young people, to get out and 
discover the fishy underwater world of Bowen’s shorelines, 
kelp forests and islets. Imagine a no-take marine park area to 
explore, with big fish to see instead of the tiddlers of today.

A healthier ecosystem would also host more colourful shellfish, 
giant Pacific octopus and flocks of overwintering seabirds. How 
much more quickly would our surrounding waters recover, with 

their offspring moving out to repopulate unprotected areas?

From a research and education perspective, such a new 
and remarkably recovering marine park can be expected to 
spawn scientific projects as well. Currently over fifty research 
projects are underway in Gulf Islands National Park Reserve.

Weeds, Squirrels, Skunks
Surrounded by a saltwater moat 
since the end of the ice age, 
Bowen’s ecology developed in an 
original and spare way. Without 
foxes, coyotes, skunks or racoons, 
the island has had more bird 
predators instead than the mainland, such as owls, hawks, 
vultures and eagles. Happier gardeners too. Lately, however, 
skunks and racoons have appeared on the scene, and 

eastern gray squirrels have spread from the Cove all across 
the island. Invasive plants like burdock, thistle and Japanese 
knotweed are spreading too. 

What is a little municipality to do? These problems are 
challenging and expensive to tackle. A national park could 
help through it’s mission to protect ecological integrity. 
In return, Bowen could serve as a refuge for aquatic 
ecosystems and species, as no bullfrogs or invasive fish have 
yet been released into our lakes and streams.

Partners for the Park is a big-tent group of Bowen Islanders and some off-islanders who are enthusiastically 
examining the possible outcomes of a National Park Reserve on Bowen Island. For digital copies of this document 
and others and to learn more about who we are, visit our website www.bowenpark.ca

Clean Water and Practical Benefits
Most islanders already treasure the 
beauty of Bowen’s green slopes, 
shorelines and marine waters. Some 
can also describe the practical goods 
and services that an intact ecology 
provides for us, such as: 

• clean and abundant drinking water
• clean air
• flood water management
• control of pests and diseases for your garden
• pollinators for food production
• absorbing carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases
• resilience to storms and climate change
• good wildlife habitat
• health, recreation, spiritual uplift
• tourism

A national park is the most secure way to ensure that 
these goods and services are available into the future. With 
climate change and more development predicted, such a 
park will also reduce the need to build expensive water 
treatment or desalination plants.

In B.C., climate change has already affected ecosystems.  
Vegetation is experiencing earlier green-up, wildlife 
breeding and migration patterns are changing, insect 
outbreaks are more common, sea levels are rising and 
there is a tendency towards less snow and more rain. Intact 
ecosystems are more resilient.

Imagine the example we can set for other Canadians, of 
intact ecosystems functioning in balance with a sustainable 
human community, within ecological limits. 

How Protected is Bowen?
We rank about the middle on the list of Trust Islands. 
Denman, Gabriola, Gambier, Galiano, Lasqueti, North 
Pender and Salt Spring each have more protected lands. 
Hornby, Mayne, Saturna, South Pender, and Thetis have less. 
Protected areas consist of parks, nature reserves, nature 
sanctuaries, ecological reserves, watershed lands, heritage 
forest lands and conservation covenants.

Crown lands are not considered protected. The right 
to allocate uses of crown lands lies with the province; 
specifically with a new super-ministry created during 
a reorganization last October. It’s called the Ministry of 
Natural Resource Operations, and its Deputy Minister and 
CEO Doug Konkin wrote to his staff, “This new structure 
will streamline government processes for critical natural 
resource industries to better attract global investment 
and turn proposed projects and investments into actual 
worksites and jobs.”

The right to dispose of crown lands for development also 
lies with the province. The Islands Trust area is not exempt. 
Pender only had one crown parcel left when the national 
park opportunity emerged for them. Mayne Island had no 
crown land left at all. And here lies Bowen, within Metro 
Vancouver, which is expecting to grow by over a million 
people by 2040.

On the marine side, over 12.5% of the marine environment 
within the Islands Trust Area is under some form of 
protection, mostly through rockfish conservation areas. 
There are some of these near Bowen too, but no protected 
marine areas have been established waters adjacent to 
Bowen to date. 

By Sue Ellen Fast.
References at www.bowenpark.ca

Map showing the approximate size and location of Bowen’s crown lands.


