
 

 FOREST HEALTH AT SUN PEAKS RESORT  

THE HISTORY 

The sudden explosion of the Mountain Pine Beetle in north and central British Columbia - especially the loss of 

trees in urban areas in many interior British Columbia towns and cities - has focused public attention on the 

forest resources of the province and demonstrated the importance of maintaining healthy forests.  

Climatic variations, suppression of forest fires, increased stands of mature forests, and potentially a high cycle 

for insect activity are some of the factors that have contributed to the current state of the forests. As a result, 

the need to develop practices with the goal of influencing a suitable outcome in the end is a reality.  

At Sun Peaks Resort, the issue of mountain pine beetle epidemic was first identified in 1997. The telltale signs of 

the beetle were first seen on the western slopes of Tod Mountain and it seemed obvious that the infestation 

would travel to the east on the prevailing winds. Within the resort area many of the stands of Lodgepole Pine 

were in the 80 to 90 year range which is an advanced age for this species and as a result made the forest 

vulnerable to attack. At this time the general epidemic was concentrated west of the North Thompson River 

and the hope was that the cycle would soon peak and diminish. Other infected areas adjoining the resort were 

identified by forest licensees, such as Tolko, however little was done due to access problems and low economic 

values. The resort however, in its confined area realized that action had to be taken or risk being confronted 

with unmanageable stands of dead trees subject to blow down and uncontrolled fire.  

THE SOLUTION 

It was apparent that without the natural clean-up force of fire other means should be pursued to reduce the 

age of the forest areas in the resort while somehow preserving the aesthetics and ambience that our guests 

and residents come here to enjoy.  

The solution seemed to be selective logging. By leaving as much of the other species and unaffected timber as 

possible and maintaining an intact low and middle forest canopy forest habitat could be preserved. The 

selective logging process could be conducted in a slow and measured way so the gradual changes to the 

forest would not be overly jarring. It was hoped that by slowly removing the pine and other affected trees of 

the older age classes the beetle’s progression would slow, preserving the forest as much as possible. While it 

seems to be an oxymoron to remove trees in order to safeguard the forest, the goal is to emulate natural forces 

on a manmade timetable.  

Unlike the major area and land base that is found in a provincial/national park or a major timber license area, 

the Sun Peaks Resort “Controlled Recreation Area” is a very small parcel that needs to be managed with great 

care. The presence of a community within this natural and wild environment creates multiple considerations 

when establishing a management plan for the region. The forest’s natural cycles of reducing forest age might 

very well invite those forces to reduce all the other investment at the resort as well, this reality became 

apparent during the wildfires of 2003.  

SELECTIVE LOGGING BEGINS  

The removal process commenced the summer of 1998 concentrating on the western slopes of Tod Mountain 

where the infestation first showed itself. The logging was done primarily by conventional means with the 

exception of the upper watershed of Resort Creek in the vicinity of the Challenger ski run. The steepness of the 

terrain there precluded conventional logging therefore a helicopter was used. The resort was also successful in 

lobbying the forest service to set up another logging license just outside the resort to the west on the lower 



slopes of Mount Morrisey. This was an area of concern but outside of Sun Peaks Resort’s tenure. At the time the 

forest district advised that the expansion rates were probably about 10 to 1. Meaning, that for every infested 

tree, 10 more would become affected within the season. With these rates of expansion, it seemed apparent 

that there would remain no live stands of pine within the resort area and that the consequent snags and falling 

dead trees would leave behind a very large dilemma.  

This approach of selective logging has the extra effect of thinning the forest adding to the glade skiing which 

Sun Peaks Resort has since become quite will known for. Prime examples of these efforts are quite visible in the 

Cahilty trees, the islands between Blazer and Cruiser and the large area between Three Bears and Sunrise.  

The conservation program continued from the west to the east, slowly removing most of the pine in that 

direction. During this process the Western Balsam Beetle was introduced and began infesting the older Sub 

Alpine Fir on the eastern slopes of Tod Mountain above the snow making reservoir. Although a much slower 

moving beetle, the regional entomologist advised that an imminent problem was to come, as a result a 

program to remove old Balsam Fir in this area was created. Currently, this pest is showing itself in many areas 

notably on the north facing slopes of Mt Morrisey.  

Recently Sun Peaks Resort has constructed ski runs in the future expansion area of Orient Ridge. This 

development allowed access to what has become a heavily infested pine stand. Through Sun Peaks Resort’s 

logging efforts in that area, guests are able to experience what skiing on Orient Ridge will be like when future 

lifts are installed as shown in the master plan. Orient Ridge is most visible as you drive into Sun Peaks. Currently 

the resort is working toward obtaining additional permits to continue salvage work in this area.  

During the winter of 2006/07, a new program was developed concentrating on beetle affected mature Spruce 

within the headwaters of Five Mile Creek. These primarily dead and dying large trees pose a hazard to the 

skiing and hiking public from blow down but also retain some economic value. The goal in this area is to 

remove economically valuable trees as many as possible while there is still some worth in the wood to fund the 

activity. To access these areas the creation of a previously planned ski run known as The Other Way, a new 

blue run, paralleling the Five Mile from the vicinity of the bottom of Last Chance was undertaken. By removing 

the affected trees along with their beetle populations, it is hoped that the pests’ further advance down the Five 

Mile drainage will be slowed with the result of conserving of the impressive Spruce stands along McGillivray 

Creek in the valley bottom.  

Selectively logging and thinning the forests in the “Controlled Recreation Area” is being done with the goal of 

preserving the aesthetics of the area, ensuring safety, and enhancing the skiing experience. These forest 

stewardship practices are quite costly to the Corporation, therefore the salvaged lumber is sold in an attempt 

to pay for the activity. When compared to the practices of commercial logging operations, which tend to 

completely clear an area of all growth, the methods undertaken by the resort do not lean toward positive 

economic profitability. Recent challenges including the downturn in the timber markets, rising operation costs 

and unrealistic stumpage or royalty fees from the province make it increasingly difficult to do what is right for 

the resort.  

THE FUTURE 

Going forward, Sun Peaks Resort is working with various government agencies to demonstrate the value of the 

current proactive salvage practices within the resort lands. A further attempt is being made to simplify the 

process in which the cutting authority is granted. There is great hope that resolution to these issues will be 

reached in a timely manner allowing Sun Peaks Resort to continue the intensive management practices within 

the Controlled Recreation Area in an effort to continue to bring a premier mountain experience to all of its 

guests.  

 



UPDATE FOR 2012 

Since 2008, when this was written, we were unable to continue with the forest health program mostly due to 

market downturns and difficulty obtaining cutting authority. In 2011, working with the Resort Development 

Group of the Ministry of Forests Lands and Natural Resource Operations , we were once again able to start 

work on beetle affected timber. Unfortunately the large diameter Spruce in the 5 mile creek drainage that we 

had first identified as a problem in back in 2004 was now of no economic value. Due to safety concerns a large 

number of snag trees in the five mile creek drainage were felled in the summer of 2012, but due to the lost 

value they could not be removed so will be left to return to the forest naturally. At the same time we have now 

removed beetle affected pine/balsam and spruce on the eastern side of ‘Orient Ridge’. Once again we have 

used the master plan run layout as a means of accessing this timber so resort visitors will see that we have 

started on these ski runs although they will not be accessible until the “Orient Ridge’ lift is installed in the future. 

Meanwhile the area will be there for those who are adventurous enough to hike to it and with thinning of the 

forest in this area there is now a good buffer area against wildfire incursions from the east.  

Starting in November of 2012 we will be removing beetle affected spruce in an area north of the 14th fairway 

and east of Look Out Ridge. For access we will be using the first 300m of the McGillivray XC trail which will be 

closed to skiers for most of the winter. An alternative along the 14 fairway or connecting from the Vista trail will 

allow access to the rest of our extensive XC trail network. The reason for this work is reduce the fuel load in the 

forest to the east of the development area and hopefully again try and slow down the spread of the beetles.  

Planning is now underway for further work on West Morrisey and the eastern part of Sundance east of Peak A 

Boo. This work should be underway by the summer of 2013.  

UPDATE FOR 2013 

The program started late in August, by October we had removed beetle killed pine and Balsam in the area just 

east of Peak a boo and south of Rambler.  This area, known as Treatment Units 2 and 3 

 



ended up somewhat more open that we had hoped for, because there was very limited understory in 

predominantly dead pine and balsam.  The work there is now largely complete however clean-up and slash 

burning will be done in the summer of 2014.  The Fuel Reduction program continued in the forest directly 

abutting residences on Douglas Court, above Look out ridge and the leave strips just uphill of the village.  

Treatment Unit 6 slash piles were burned in late September.  The practice of leaving slash to overwinter and dry 

for the summer ensures that the piles burn as quickly and as cleanly as possible.   

For the summer of 2014 we intend to operate in TU 1 which is just uphill (north) of the Mt Morrisey connector and 

complete work in TU 4 that was started in 2012.  We will also be working on the run development of West 

Morrisey and Gil’s area. 

UPDATE FOR 2013-14 

The work on mentioned above on Orient Ridge and Sundance around Peak a boo was largely completed in 

the summer of 2013.  Once again Forest Health and slowing down the beetle infestations in Spruce and Balsam 

fir was the aim.  These areas now known as treatment units 1-6 are nearly complete, in the summer of 2014 we 

will finish of unit 1 which is directly uphill of Bella Vista Subdivision.  The dead stems in that unit can be seen from 

the west as you drive up Sun Peaks Road.  Our aim here is to remove the dead and dying while retaining as 

much green growth as we can, basically hastening the natural processes.   

Summer 2014 will also see work commence on the development of the ski trails on West Morrisey and to a 

limited extent in Gil’s.  We will be moving the area boundary to bring Gil’s into the operational zone so look for 

the boundary run in the vicinity of the area called Offset by the locals. 

We hope this explains the logging activity that you have noticed around the resort, if you have further questions 

please contact: 

Erik Meertens- Director of Outside Operations. 

Jamie Tattersfield- Mountain Operations Manager. 


