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The Intermunicipal Trails Master Plan is a 
collaborative effort of the M.D. of Bonnyville and 
the City of Cold Lake to guide improvements to the 
connectivity and quality of the region’s trails and 
trail experiences for residents and visitors. These 
efforts are intended to function as a foundation and 
as a catalyst for the administrations to achieve their 
respective quality of life, community, environmental, 
and economic goals.

The region’s diverse geography, cultures, and 
existing trail systems (both legacy and recent) 
represent a remarkable starting point for an 
integrated trail system that is uniquely appealing and 
functional, and that is well-positioned to gain and 
retain a highly respected position in Alberta’s rapidly 
evolving array of available trail experiences. 

This plan considers trails for their recreation, 
active transportation, and tourism purposes. 
Using contemporary trail and visitor management 
practices, it purposefully and realistically considers 
the current state and future potential of non-
motorized and motorized trail activities on municipal 
and provincial land in the region.

Before efforts can be made to realize the full 
potential of the region’s trails, full consideration 
is warranted of the region’s mosaic of trail-related 
administrative approaches, Indigenous values, 
environmental values, existing trail experiences and 
functionality, and current trail conditions, as well as 
their comparative readiness and attractiveness of 
trails for visitors. 

Unsurprising for a region as large, busy, diverse, 
and complex as it is, many significant “bright spots” 
exist in the region’s trail network (e.g. recent trail 
investment in both administrations; Iron Horse 
Trail). Significant and unsustainable challenges also 
exist (e.g. condition and management of the region’s 
popular public land trails).

As a master plan, the opportunities and 
recommendations presented within are conceptual 
and borrow heavily from the ideas and input of 
the project’s public and stakeholder engagement 
efforts. They are also intentionally aspirational, 
realistic, and translatable into practice. Wherever 
possible, trail and visitor management approaches 
are aligned with leading municipal, provincial, and 
national best practices. Some recommendations, 
like the proposed interface connections near Cold 
Lake, are purposefully detailed to expedite potential 
implementation.

Achieving and sustaining the desired conditions 
of a future trail system will require some shifts in 
regional approaches and would be most effective 
with the adoption of common trail management 
concepts (e.g. common classification system). Timely 
and coordinated implementation of six strategies, 
supported by 24 actions, will enable the region 
to realize a trail system that can accommodate 
and support a growing, thriving, and changing 
demographics and interests over the next 5-10 years 
and beyond.

1 Harmonize Trail Foundations

2 Address Key Sustainability Issues

3 Develop a Connected and Diversified 
Trail Network

4 Enhance User Experiences

5 Actively Manage Use & Impacts

6 Animate & Activate Community
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SECTION 1

INTRODUCTION & 
BACKGROUND
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Residents and visitors to the region are active 
outdoor enthusiasts and the variety of trails found 
here are foundational assets to the wellbeing and 
the outdoor lifestyle that they enjoy. Our trails 
support a broad diversity of outdoor recreation 
activities including off-highway vehicle (OHV) use, 
snowmobiling, walking, hiking, running, equestrian 
activities, leisure cycling, mountain biking, 
snowshoeing, Nordic skiing and more.

Like other recreational infrastructure, trails enable 
our residents to lead healthy, active lives. They 
provide opportunities to move between homes, 
services and amenities without need for vehicles and 
they provide a venue to deepen our relationships 
with each other, our history and the land and wildlife 
in the region. 

Our trails also provide a foundation for many 
residents and businesses to help grow a trail tourism 
economy. Some of our trails are becoming capable 
of attracting people from afar to share the region’s 
unique attributes and beauty.  

Our trails have a storied past that has been evolving 
for thousands of years. Our earliest trails were 
corridors to sustain and connect day-to-day life of 
the many Indigenous peoples living and travelling in 
the region. European explorers used and connected 
some of these routes and settlers followed with 
means of transportation not previously seen on the 
landscape. The routes of some trails have evolved 
into roads we use now.

Our region’s current trail network is an extensive 
array of both purposeful and unintentional routes. 
Some of the region’s primary trails, including the 
Iron Horse Trail, are legacy alignments of historical 
transportation. Other routes now used for recreation 
were established originally for industrial exploration 
and development. Still others, including localized, 
dedicated recreation and active transportation 
trails in the area’s parks and settlements, have 
been purpose-built by municipal and provincial 
governments, and/or local volunteer organizations.

With varied histories and purposes, the region’s 
trails have organically evolved into a highly valued 
mosaic of routes, but they have not yet benefitted 
from a shared vision and plan. 
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1.1	 PURPOSE
This plan is a cooperative effort of the M.D. of 
Bonnyville (M.D.) and the City of Cold Lake (City) as 
an extension of the Intermunicipal Collaboration 
Framework process. It is intended to provide a 
common foundation for enhancing recreation, trail 
tourism, and active transportation service delivery 
in the region for residents and visitors based on 
leading practices for the next 5-10 years. This plan is 
responsive to:

•	 Growing popularity and participation in 
outdoor recreation activities, including recent 
intensification during the COVID-19 pandemic.

•	 Population growth and changes in settlement 
patterns in the region.

•	 Interest in providing opportunities for active 
transportation and active lifestyles.

•	 Provincial interest in planning, formalizing and 
improving trails on Crown Land.

•	 Municipal, provincial and federal interest in 
growing the region’s tourism industry.

This master plan provides a unified, common 
framework to guide decision making about the 
design, development, enhancement, management, 
and investment in the trail system in the region over 
the next 10-15 years. More specifically, the purpose 
of the plan is to:

•	 Provide a summary inventory, assessment and 
classification of the region’s existing formal and 
informal trail system (including non-motorized, 
motorized, mixed-use and basic water trails), trail 
infrastructure and key visitor amenities. 

•	 Describe the recreational activities and patterns 
of use on the existing trail system. 

•	 Provide an objective overview of conditions, 
sustainability issues, visitor experiences, and 
management challenges associated with the 
current trail system. 

•	 Articulate desired outcomes and resource 
conditions that the region can work cooperatively 
to achieve. 

•	 Identify priority visitor experience and 
management issues that should be addressed.

•	 Consider the region’s trail tourism readiness and 
to identify priority tourism markets and their 
interests. 

•	 Outline the strategies and actions that can be 
taken over the next 10 years to improve and 
manage the system, the visitor experiences it 
provides, and mitigate impacts to environmental, 
Indigenous, historic resource and land use values.

•	 Suggest a framework to improve cooperation and 
coordination of the region’s trails ecosystem. 

•	 Identify a conceptual trail system and priority 
routes, particularly those connecting the M.D. and 
City.

The vision and concepts of this initiative are intended 
to serve as a comprehensive, overarching guide to 
proactively approach the region’s trails in a way that 
addresses environmental and land management 
matters, enables active transportation, anticipates 
and influences changes to recreation and tourism 
visitation, and positions the region to sustain and 
capture economic benefits from that visitation. 
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1.2	 PLANNING AREA
The administrative boundary of the M.D. of Bonnyville 
was used for planning purposes with land under the 
administration of the M.D. of Bonnyville and the City 
of Cold Lake being the primary consideration.

Trail opportunities on Crown Land under provincial 
administration were also considered because:

•	 The area’s provincial parks, recreation areas, and 
public land serve as significant destinations for 
the area’s residents and visitors.

•	 Recent provincial land-use planning initiatives 
(e.g. Cold Lake Subregional Plan) call for the 
development of trail plans in the area.

•	 The recent establishment of the Alberta Trails 
Act presents new and enhanced opportunities 
for municipalities and non-profit organizations 
to collaborate on development and operation of 
trails on Crown Lands.

•	 Some of the more pervasive recreation 
management challenges in the area are occurring 
at the interfaces between municipal and 
provincial administrations.

•	 Several Crown Land areas have significant 
recreation and tourism value and, when planned for 
in an integrated approach, could help ensure that 
their benefits are accessible to the M.D. and City.

Connections to the following lands were considered 
for connectivity but were out-of-scope for direct 
inventory, assessment and planning. 

•	 Land administered by First Nations and Métis 
Settlements

•	 Private land

•	 Federal land (e.g. Department of National Defence)

See Figure 1 for an overview of the planning area. 
The total area of the planning area is 7236.8 km2.

CROWN LAND? PUBLIC LAND? 
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

Crown Land: Provincial lands 
administered and managed by the 
Government of Alberta including Public 
Land, Parks, and Protected Areas

Public Land: Provincial Crown Land 
managed under the Public Lands Act.
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Figure 1:	Planning Area Basemap
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1.3	 HOW WAS THIS PLAN DEVELOPED? 
Development of this plan was divided into three phases.

Figure 2:	Plan Development

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Information & 
Data Assembly
What?
• Assembly and initial review 

of policy, procedures, maps, 
data & related information

• Spatial basemap assembly

• Field assessment & 
inventory

• Literature review

Why?
• Build spatial, policy and 

operational understanding 
of study area

When?
• February – June 2022

Primary 
Engagement
What?
• Preparation of engagement 

plans, processes and tools

• Public survey

• Crowd-sourced online 
mapping

• “Pop-up” trail interviews, 
kiosks and sounding boards

• Stakeholder interviews

• Indigenous community 
conversations

• Development and 
presentation of “What We 
Heard” report

Why?
• Build understanding of 

patterns of recreational 
uses, satisfaction with 
current opportunities, 
issues and concerns, and 
vision for future of trail 
opportunities

• Summarize learnings and 
feedback to inform plan 
development

When?
• July – October 2022

Plan 
Development
What?
• Detailed review and analysis 

of available data and 
information

• Development of key 
concepts and 
recommendations

• Development of draft report

• Engagement on draft

• Edits and refinement of 
draft

• Presentation to counsels

Why?
• Generate and validate 

strategies and actions

• Consolidate components 
into single document

When?
• November 2022 – Spring 

2023
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ENGAGEMENT SUMMARY

Figure 3:	Word Cloud of responses to survey question “What do you like most about 
area trails?” 

nature
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SATISFIED WITH AVAILABLE TRAILS (%)

56.6 59

41

52.6

Local, Urban, Active
Transportation Trails

Regional, Rural,
Long-Distance Trails

MD City of Cold Lake

Figure 4:	Satisfaction with Available Trails

When responses were aggregated 
for residents of the M.D. and 
City, only 57% of respondents 
indicated they were satisfied or 
very satisfied with local urban 
and active transportation trails. 
Satisfaction rates for regional, 
rural and long-distance trails was 
even lower at 47%. (Figure 4)

A variety of tools were used to 
gather resident perspective, 
interests, and suggestions about 
the region’s trails including a 
detailed public survey, an online 
crowd-sourced mapping tool, 
interviews, and pop-up field 
engagement.  
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Collectively, input received affirmed the region’s strong interest in a variety of trail activities and in improving 
opportunities. When summarized, the following themes and priorities emerged. Please see the project’s stand-
alone “What We Heard” report for additional detail.

1.	 Residents enjoy trails in a range of settings 
and are interested in continuing to improve 
connectivity of urban, local, rural and long-
distance trails.

2.	 Residents are somewhat satisfied with local 
and urban trail efforts, particularly recently 
built specialized facilities (e.g. Cold Lake MTB 
Park) and paved multi-use trails.

3.	 Residents are less satisfied with current rural 
and long-distance trail options but are proud 
of the unique opportunities associated with the 
Iron Horse Trail.

4.	 Significant interest exists to improve the quality 
of trail experiences for both motorized and 
non-motorized activities.

5.	 Respondents indicated that good trails are 
important contributors to their quality-of-life and 
to the health and vibrancy of their communities.

6.	 Safety and security concerns emerged in some 
key areas, particularly where motorized and 
non-motorized activities mixed.

7.	 Sustainability concerns, particularly for water-
related impacts, are prevalent in the region and 
there is strong interest in ensuring that future 
trails are well-designed.

8.	 The need for trails and trail users to demonstrate 
respect was heard in several forms, including 
respect for Indigenous values, for private land, 
and for how trail users conduct themselves.

9.	 Orderly investment, effective implementation 
and community activation are seen as important.

10.	As much as possible, collaboration, 
partnerships and harmonized approaches 
should be considered for planning, developing 
and operating trails in the region.
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1.4	 TRAILS CONSIDERED
This plan recognizes that trails can be viewed through 
recreation, tourism, and active transportation lenses. 

To simplify engagement, trails were broadly 
grouped into three categories when conducting the 
public survey:

1.	 Urban Trails and Active Transportation 
Trails – Trails primarily within the region’s more 
densely developed areas.

2.	 Rural, Regional and Long-Distance Trails – 
Trails in less developed areas.

3.	 “Water Trails” – Routes on rivers and lakes that 
can be connected by motorized and/or non-
motorized watercraft.

Only a fraction of current trails and routes in 
the region fully conform with the provincially 
accepted definition of trail (Figure 4). However, as 
a starting point for this plan, both sanctioned trail 
and unsanctioned trails (including pre-existing 
linear industrial access in use for recreation) were 
inventoried and considered.

Trails used for both non-motorized and motorized 
activities were in-scope for the project.

Municipal sidewalks and public roadways were out-
of-scope unless they were formally included and 
designated in a trail alignment.

WHAT IS A TRAIL? 

A “trail” is type of recreation infrastructure 
that is purposefully designed, constructed, 
and used to facilitate travel for one or more 
recreation or tourism activities.

To be a recognized trail, the route must be: 

•	Approved by landowner / manager
•	Mapped
•	Marked (signage)
•	Actively managed and maintained 

If one or more of the above criteria are 
missing, the route is not a trail; it is “linear 
access”.

Trail Development Guidelines for Public Lands in Alberta
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1.5	 ASSUMPTIONS & LIMITATIONS
No trail plan can perfectly anticipate how trail 
interests, use and other factors will change over time. 
This plan acknowledges and anticipates the following.

•	 Worldwide trends and interests in improving 
connectivity for non-vehicular conveyances will 
continue and will be mirrored in the region.

•	 Technology, particularly electrification, will 
continue to be adopted across all modes of 
mechanized trail conveyance and new modes 
of travel will be invented. Implications of this 
technology will include:

	» Greater range for trail users

	» Greater diversity in size, capabilities, 
specializations and configurations

	» Potential for higher power and speeds

	» Potential for decreased noise and emissions

	» Potential for interest in new and not yet 
contemplated experiences

	» Demand that trails and trail services 
accommodate the changes above.

•	 Both provincial and federal trail planning, policy 
and legislative contexts are very active. Both 
levels of government are likely to continue to 
show interest in working to develop, build and 
promote trails for community and tourism 
benefits. Best efforts were made to identify 
initiatives likely to have influence on trails and to 
position this plan to be practical and useful under 
these initiatives. 

•	 The Government of Alberta will continue to have 
significant interest in improving trails and trail 
services and will present opportunities for project 
partners to be more directly involved and to 
benefit from trails on Crown Lands.

•	 Detailed understanding of First Nation and Métis 
interests and concerns will be needed when 
considering detail planning, development, and 
operation of trails. Adjustments may be required 
to strategies and actions to respond to emergent 
learnings.

Changes in climate can have significant impacts 
on nearly all aspects of trail design, management 
and experience. This is especially true for winter 
trails and associated activities. Trends related to 
climate should factor into management decisions 
for regional trails, however this plan does not 
make specific assumptions or predictions for how a 
changing climate could affect the region. 

Finally, many of the proposed alignments and 
connections proposed in this document are 
conceptual only.  Additional, detailed study and 
planning will be required to assess feasibility and 
determine fine-scale routing. 

Active transportation is using your own 
power to get from one place to another. It:

•	gives us an opportunity to be physically 
active on a regular basis

•	 is accessible to Canadians and increases 
social exchanges

•	reduces road congestion
•	contributes to reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions
•	saves money on gas and parking

Government of Canada Active Transportation
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SECTION 2

BENEFITS OF TRAILS & 
TRAILS TOURISM
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Successful trail destinations demonstrate that trails can be drivers of positive economic, social, and 
environmental change, particularly for smaller, rural communities. If carefully planned, developed, 
maintained, and activated, trails can directly benefit residents and be a driver for tourism. Additionally, when 
planned and delivered collaboratively with Indigenous peoples, trails can also be a venue to support and 
advance truth and reconciliation, traditional practices and the celebration of Indigenous culture and heritage. 
Some of the benefits associated with trails are shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5:	Benefits of Trails and Trail Tourism

Environmental
Appropriate and sustainable trails can: 
• Function as a powerful, system-level land 

management tools to influence how and where 
human disturbance and impact occurs on the 
landscape (e.g., attract visitors to areas where 
they are desired and / or by routing visitors out 
of, off of, or away from sensitive areas or wildlife 
habitat).

• Solve specific environmental issues (e.g. erosion, 
sedimentation, invasive species transfer) when 
tactically implemented with proven design and 
engineering approaches.

• Foster and enhance the rationale for 
conservation and preservation of natural assets 
by increasing the social and economic benefits 
that rely on the integrity these assets (i.e., 
attracting sustainable and responsible visitation).

• Nurture and grow a strong culture of 
conservation, appreciation, and stewardship as 
residents and visitors learn about and appreciate 
the wildlife, ecosystems, and ecosystem processes 
through use of the trail network.

Community, Social, and 
Cultural
Appropriate and sustainable trails can: 
• Help to preserve community heritage as places 

where stories can be shared and be woven into 
memorable trail experience as foundational 
assets.

• Elevate resident’s awareness and pride in the 
community through the sharing of amenities with 
visitors and the facilitation of quality visitor 
experiences.

• Provide the setting for community events and for 
formative family experiences and memories.

• Attract, retain, and even help re-populate 
communities with residents and skilled workers 
as new employment becomes available and the 
potential for an outdoor recreation lifestyle 
attracts new residents.

• Stimulate investment in community 
infrastructure, amenities and facilities that benefit 
both residents and visitors alike.

• Help appropriately showcase and/or protect 
Indigenous values and heritage.

Quality of Life and Well-Being
Appropriate and sustainable trails can: 
• Encourage greater physical activity and improve 

physical health.
• Improve mental health.
• Enhance an individuals’ sense of achievement, 

self-esteem, and confidence. 

Economic Benefits
Appropriate and sustainable trails can: 
• Help diversify local economies (particularly where 

high reliance on other industries exists and where 
limited efforts have been made to activate 
existing outdoor recreation potential).

• Foster conditions where new and existing 
enterprises can grow and create potential for 
additional direct and indirect employment as a 
trails-based visitor economy is established.

• Stimulate increased visitor spending, especially in 
rural areas with few alternatives.

• Create potential for greater local and provincial 
taxation revenues.

• Be managed in ways that does not deplete or 
exhaust associated resources.
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SECTION 3

PLANNING CONTEXT
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