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Niagara Parks Commission

• Established in 1885 (before Banff National Park!)
• Two founding principles:

o That Niagara Parks would never be a burden to the taxpayer of 
Ontario

o That, as much as possible, the parks would be free to enjoy
• Board-governed operational enterprise of the Ontario Ministry of 

Tourism, Culture and Gaming

• Niagara Parks welcomes 4 million unique visitors annually across 
parks and attractions
• Annual economic impact of over $1.2 billion



Parks and protected areas in Canada

Parks Canada Ontario Parks Niagara Parks

Federal Government 
(Canada)

Provincial Government
(Ontario)

US Equivalent: National Park 
Service

US Equivalent: State 
Parks

US Equivalent: ??State 
tourism agency??

National Parks 
i.e., Banff

National Historic 
Sites i.e., Fort 

George

Provincial Parks
i.e., Algonquin

Special Tourism 
Agency

Multiple parks & 
attractions in defined 

region



Locale



Niagara Parks Commission

1325 hectares along the entire Niagara river

1 Experiences
Attractions, Events, Educations, 
Eco-tourism, Active Living, 
Adventure, Natural Wonders

2 Infrastructure
56 Km Niagara Parkway, 53 Km 
Recreation Trail, Attractions, Facilities, 

Parking Lots, Service Roads, Golf Courses

3 Gardens and Parks
Queen Victoria Park, Botanical Gardens 
School of Horticulture,  Queenston Heights 

Park, Kings Bridge Park

4 Natural Areas
Niagara Falls, Niagara Gorge, Niagara 
Glen, Niagara Escarpment, Niagara River 

Shoreline, Species at Risk

5 Heritage
Old Fort Erie, Chippawa Battlefield, Laura 
Secord Homestead, McFarland House, 

Queenston Heights





Niagara Glen

• Located 7km down river from Niagara 
Falls

• Cut into the Niagara Gorge by 
thousands of years of erosion

• Indigenous presence since time 
immemorial, first documented in 
colonial records in 1791

• One of the last remaining remnants of 
old-growth Carolinian forest

• Home to ~490 species of vulnerable 
flora and fauna



Niagara Glen

• Now home to a 6.7-kilometer trail network that 
brings visitors into the gorge and along the mighty 
lower Niagara River

• Averages ~248,754 visitors per year – peaked in 
2020 with over 300,000 visitors

• Open to the public year-round



Niagara Glen

• Complex visitor management 
environment
• No ability to implement permits, 

quotas, or fee systems (legislation)
• No ‘forced’ visitor touch points
• Limited law enforcement capacity
• Significant environmental risks

• Elevation
• Uneven & rocky terrain
• River with class 6 rapids

• Historic organizational focus on 
tourism promotion





Niagara Glen in the news



The challenge

• Drastic increases in visitation during the pandemic resulted in 
increased visitor behaviour and safety-related management 
challenges
• 2019: 210,973 
• 2020: 303,644
• 2021: 298,520

• Expensive emergency rescues and calls for service increased 
alongside visitation booms – 2-3 rescues per weekend!

• Common issues included lost, missing, and injured hikers; 
swimming in Cripps’ Eddy (!!!), & environmentally depreciative 
behaviour



The plan

• A partnership between Niagara Parks, Brock 
University’s Environmental Sustainability 
Research Centre, and the Ontario Trails Council 
was formed to address challenges

• Niagara Parks contributed funding, access to the 
site and staff, and background information

• Brock contributed a research assistant (me!) 
supervised by a professor (Dr. Garrett Hutson)

• Ontario Trails Council provided transferable 
insight from aligned work



The plan

• Consider relevant recreation and park management theories
• Indirect and direct management tactics
• Visitor use management frameworks, guidelines

• Consider Niagara Parks organizational goals and requirements
• Niagara Parks Act, other relevant legislation
• Niagara Parks’ vision statement

• By 2028, Ontario’s Niagara Parks will be:
• An innovative example of sustainability as the environmental and cultural stewards of the 

Niagara River corridor
• A welcoming, accessible and inspiring place offering world-class natural, historical, and 

authentic experiences



Theoretical backing

Direct and indirect management tactics (Manning, 1999)
• A spectrum of management tools (or tactics) to help manage 

visitation in outdoor recreation settings, including parks and 
protected areas

• Indirect management tactics – an individual retains significant freedom to 
choose 

• Direct management tactics – an individual’s ability to choose 
compliance/non-compliance is restricted, land managers exercise a high 
degree of control



Theoretical backing

Indirect tactics         Direct tactics

Persuasive 
messaging

Strategic advertising 
and promotions

Presence of non-
enforcement staff

Site designEducation

Enforcement 
action

Presence of 
enforcement staff

Zoning, restrictions on 
access (spatially or 

temporally)

Permitting / 
reservation 

requirements

High level of individual freedom      Low level of individual freedom



Theoretical backing

• Consulted the Interagency Visitor Use 
Management Council’s guidelines for 
sustainable outdoor recreation 
management, particularly:
• Identifying desired conditions, 

experiences, and opportunities
• Understand how visitors use and engage 

with the space
• Identify management strategies
• Implement, monitor, evaluate, and adjust

Interagency Visitor Use Management Council, 
https://visitorusemanagement.nps.gov/VUM/Framework



The solution – lost/missing hikers
• Hikers were getting lost, injured, and 

disoriented enough to call for rescue

• Upon evaluation, research, conversations 
with visitors and first responders, a trail 
network realignment project was 
implemented









The solution – depreciative behaviour

Injuries due to unpreparedness, bad behaviour 
choices (swimming in the river)

• Increased signage and staff presence in the Niagara 
Glen, especially on weekends  of peak visitation

 
• Niagara Parks Police conducted targeted patrols, 

education, and enforcement

• Trail Ambassador program established

• Improved online communications campaigns 
targeting visitor safety





The solution – environmentally depreciative 
behaviour

• Primarily loss of vegetation 
understory and surface 
compaction from social trails 
and overuse
• Trail realignment and blazing 

project helped

• Niagara Parks is undertaking social 
trail remediation projects on an 
ongoing basis



The outcome

• Anecdotally, realigned trail network improved 
visitor experience and reduced instances of 
lost/missing hikers

• Increased/sustained staffing levels during 
summer months

• Visitor management remains an ongoing 
challenge (e.g. closing of social trails)

• Greater focus on education related to 
experiencing sensitive natural areas (ethics, 
hazards, impacts, etc.)



Takeaways

• Partnerships work!

• Applying a visitor lens to your work is crucial

• Visitor management is a spectrum

• Balancing recreation and conservation will always be 
challenging

• Organizational culture must consider visitor 
management and safety, field staff must be 
equipped and supported to engage with trail users


	Slide 1: Visitor Management in the Niagara Glen Nature Reserve
	Slide 2: Trailhead
	Slide 3: Niagara Parks Commission
	Slide 4: Parks and protected areas in Canada
	Slide 5: Locale
	Slide 6: Niagara Parks Commission
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: Niagara Glen
	Slide 9: Niagara Glen
	Slide 10: Niagara Glen
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: Niagara Glen in the news
	Slide 13: The challenge
	Slide 14: The plan
	Slide 15: The plan
	Slide 16: Theoretical backing
	Slide 17: Theoretical backing
	Slide 18: Theoretical backing
	Slide 19: The solution – lost/missing hikers
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23: The solution – depreciative behaviour
	Slide 24
	Slide 25: The solution – environmentally depreciative behaviour
	Slide 26: The outcome
	Slide 27: Takeaways

