
 
 
 
Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society 
Nova Scotia Chapter 
P.O. Box 51086 Rockingham Ridge 
Halifax, Nova Scotia 
B3M 4R8 
 
 
 
Re: Public access to Blue Mountain – Birch Cove Lakes from Kearney Lake (Maskwa Lease) 
 
 
 

May 13, 2020 
 
 
Dear Honourable Iain Rankin: 
 

In 2014, the Nova Scotia government approached the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society 
(CPAWS) with a request to jointly develop a wilderness trails plan for a portion of the Blue Mountain – 
Birch Coves Lakes Wilderness Area (BMBCL). At that time, non-approved haphazard trail development 
was occurring within the protected area, on the Kearney Lake side of BMBCL. The lack of an official trail 
system was leading to all sorts of problems, including ecological damage within the protected wilderness 
area. 
 
CPAWS, Maskwa Aquatic Club, and Halifax North West Trails Association (HNWTA), in collaboration with 
Nova Scotia Environment (NSE) and the Nova Scotia Department of Natural Resources (DNR), developed 
a wilderness trails plan for the northern portion of BMBCL. We hired one of the top wilderness trails 
planner in the province to undertake this important work. We completed every step required in the 
government approval process, including holding several rounds of public and stakeholder consultations. 
The final trails plan was completed in 2015, and was subsequently approved by NSE and DNR at that 
time. 
 
Below, I’ve included a map of the final version of the trails plan. It includes a series of stacked loops to 
key destination points within BMBCL, as well as a differentiation between front-country and back-
country trails. The Maskwa lease area is identified as a key access point for the trailhead for this pending 
trail system, being one of the only locations where an individual can access the public lands of BMBCL 
from a public road or public right of way. In most other areas of BMBCL, public access for a trails system 
is not possible because it must cross private lands to reach the BMBCL border. A fundamental 
requirement of the government-approved trails plan for BMBCL was for it to be entirely located on 
publicly-owned lands. 
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Government-approved wilderness trail plan for Blue Mountain – Birch Cove Lakes Wilderness Area, showing 
trailhead and front-country loops occurring within the Maskwa Lease Area.  
 
 
What has happened since 2015?? Unfortunately, not much. CPAWS and Maskwa began, in earnest, to 
raise funds to initiate trail development in a phased approach, shortly after the final trails plan was 
approved. We also initiated the process to develop a trail agreement with NSE. 
 
That was progressing well, but unfortunately, everything more-or-less ground to a halt when DNR 
suddenly informed us that the plan, despite already being approved by DNR, could not be implemented 
due to the specific wording of the existing Maskwa lease. They informed Maskwa that the public could 
not use public trails established on public lands within their lease area. This came as a surprise to us, 
since DNR had been a full participant in the BMBCL trails planning process from the very beginning. If 
the Maskwa lease was an impediment, we should have been notified of that at the onset of the trails 
planning process. 
 
Several attempts have been made, since then, to find a solution to this impasse, including amending the 
Maskwa lease to allow public trails within the lease area, or modifying the lease boundary to exclude the 
public trails entirely, or some combination of both. Months dragged into years, and we still don’t have a 
permanent solution to this problem, despite considerable energy on the part of many individuals to find 
a workable solution. 
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The need for a properly designed system of wilderness trails at BMBCL has not diminished. To the 
contrary, it has only become more urgent and more pressing with time, as public use of BMBCL has 
surged, and is occurring on unofficial trails not designed for that level of use. The lack of a proper trails 
system at BMBCL was a problem way back in 2014, when the Nova Scotia government first approached 
CPAWS about developing a trails plan at BMBCL. That problem is immensely worse now. 
 
We are writing to you today because it has come to our attention that the Nova Scotia government is in 
the final stages of issuing a new lease to Maskwa. We also note that new signs have appeared at 
Maskwa saying that the public is not allowed to use these public lands. These two points together make 
us very concerned that the Nova Scotia government is preparing to issue a new lease to Maskwa that 
doesn’t actually fix the problem of the existing lease, which blocks public access to these public lands 
and prohibits the implementation of a proper network of public trails for BMBCL. We hope that is not 
the case. 
 
In that regard, we respectfully (and urgently) request: 
 

1) Any modification, or adjustment, to the Maskwa lease must be done in such a way that ensures 
the public will have access to the BMBCL wilderness area at this location, and that permits a 
trailhead to be established here for the implementation of the BMBCL wilderness trails plan. 

 
2) If the boundary of the Maskwa lease area is modified, all public lands that are no longer 

included within the Maskwa lease area must immediately be added to an expanded Blue 
Mountain – Birch Cove Lakes Wilderness Area and be transferred to NSE. 

 
These two requests are reasonable. They allow for the wilderness trails plan for BMBCL to be 
implemented, and for public access to continue to occur at this location. Please do not allow this 
moment to pass without a permanent workable solution. If not now, then when?? 
 
I look forward to hearing back from you with a written reply to my letter, providing assurances that our 
two recommendations will be acted upon. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Chris Miller, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 
CPAWS-Nova Scotia 
 
 
Cc’: Honourable Gordon Wilson, Minister of Environment 
 Geoff Regan, MP Halifax West 
 Rahah Dicostanzo, MLA Clayton Park West 
 Richard Zurawski, Councillor District 12 


