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The City of Ottawa owns approximately 
400 hectares (1,000 acres) on the north 
and south sides of Thomas A. Dolan 
Parkway within the Carp Hills, called 
the Carp Barrens (Figure 1). The area 
consists of Canadian Shield covered  
by lichen and moss mats, forests on  
thin soils, and provincially significant 
wetlands. It provides habitat for 
numerous species at risk, and is a 
candidate for the designation of 
Provincially Significant Area of Natural 
and Scientific Interest (Life Science). 
 
In the last three years, public use of  
the Carp Barrens for hiking, hunting, 
mountain biking, dirt biking, birding, 
field naturalist outings, orienteering,  
and winter sports has increased. Users 
have constructed and marked new  
trails without impact assessments, 
authorization or input by the City of 
Ottawa, causing disturbance to wildlife 
and vegetation. 
 
The Friends of the Carp Hills (FCH) 
have an agreement with the City of 
Ottawa “to maintain and operate for 
public use low impact recreation trails 
that are sensitive to the preservation of the special ecology of the Carp Hills.”  
In consultation with the City, FCH commissioned a trail study in 2019. Consulting 
ecologist Holly Bickerton led the study, assisted by knowledgeable volunteers, both  
field naturalists from the OFNC and professional ecologists. 
 
The study’s purpose was to provide information about the impact of unauthorized trails 
created and used primarily by mountain bikers and hikers. Over three phases carried out 
from May through September, the study identified trail issues that posed a risk to the 
ecology of the area and recommended mitigation measures. Three reports were provided 
to the City of Ottawa for consideration in developing a policy for managing this area. 
 
This first of three articles describes the results from Phase 1 field work conducted in May 
and June of 2019. 
 
The Carp Hills are Unique within Ottawa 
An island of one-billion-year-old rock rising above fertile farm land deposited by the 
Champlain Sea, the Carp Hills extend approximately 13 km long and 3 to 4 km wide, 
comprising nearly 4,000 hectares (~10,000 acres), which makes them the second largest 
natural area within Ottawa (Figure 2). 
 

Figure 1. The Carp Barrens property owned 
by the City of Ottawa is shown in purple: 
approximately 400 hectares (1,000 acres) on 
the north and south sides of Thomas A. Dolan 
Parkway; see larger map on right. 
Map from geoOttawa. 

Title page photo: Pond in the Carp Barrens  
by Janet Mason. 
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Located roughly in the middle of the Carp Hills, the Carp Barrens were first identified  
as significant in a Ministry of Natural Resources Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest 
(ANSI) report (Brunton 1995) for its complex mix of forest, Precambrian rock barrens, 
high concentration of regionally significant species, wetland complexes, and overall high 
level of ecological integrity (Figure 3). In the 1997 Natural Environment Systems Study 
(NESS) conducted for the former Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton (Brunton 
1997), the Carp Hills Natural Area (Area 538) was identified as one of the most 
significant areas in the municipality for maintaining biodiversity and ecological  
function, as well as for its outstanding examples of granitic bedrock barrens. 
 

Phase 1 – Field Work in May and June 2019 
The focus of the spring surveys was mapping the trail network, documenting physical 
impacts, and identifying the presence of turtles and early breeding birds.   
 
Phase 1 surveys were completed on the following dates: May 8 (H. Bickerton and J. Mason, 
trails), May 16 (H. Bickerton and J. Mason, north trails), May 18 (J. Mason, north trails, 
turtles), May 22 (J. Mason, north trails, turtles), June 6 (H. Bickerton and C. Robillard, all 
trails), June 10 (B. Cermak and B. Ladouceur, night bird surveys), June 13 (B. Cermak 
and B. Ladouceur, night bird surveys). 

Figure 2. The Carp Hills extend northwest approximately 13 km from March Road to 
Kinburn Side Road, and are bounded by Carp Road to the south and Stonecrest and 

Marchurst Roads to the north. Map image from GoogleEarth. 
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For night bird surveys, Bernie Ladouceur and Bob Cermak (Ottawa Field-Naturalists’ 
Club) surveyed the 0.9 km stretch of the Thomas Dolan Parkway between entrance/exit 
points of the north trail on the morning of June 10 and the evening of June 12. All surveys 
were done from the road. On the morning of June 10, the route was walked four times.  
On the evening of June 12, the route was walked twice.  
 
Additional observations of significant species were obtained from iNaturalist (Carp Hills 
Bioinventory Project), eBird, and local naturalists.  
 
A significant limitation of this survey and a key difference from a conventional 
environmental impact study or assessment is that it provides information following 
disturbance rather than a baseline survey prior to disturbance. Because trails had already 
been constructed and had been in use for at least three years, it is possible that some 
impacts may already have occurred, but may not be visible. For example, it is possible that 
some sensitive fauna have selected nesting areas outside of the study area.  
 
Field Survey Results 
The survey confirmed the location of trails consistent with maps provided by the Ottawa 
Mountain Bike Association. Two loops on the north side of Thomas Dolan Parkway are 
approximately 3 km in length and penetrate 600 meters from the road. A single loop on  
the south side, with a few side trails, is also approximately 3 km in length, and penetrates 
1200 meters from the road.   
 
While the terrain on both sides is Canadian Shield with thin to non-existent soil, the north 
side is more forested with richer floral diversity near the multiple swamps and small ponds 
in lowlands that are interspersed with open rock barrens in the uplands. The south side is 
more open with larger ponds and dramatic expanses of rock barrens, becoming more 
forested and swampy at the southeast end of the trail. 

Figure 3. The Carp Barrens ponds and wetlands are part of the larger Carp Hills 
Provincially Significant Wetland Complex. Photo by Janet Mason. 



Trail & Landscape 54(2) April-June 2020  49 

Five Species at Risk (SAR) were found on or near the constructed trails: Eastern Whip-
poor-will (Threatened), Common Nighthawk (Special Concern), Blanding’s Turtle 
(Threatened), Snapping Turtle (Special Concern), and Eastern Wood Pewee (Special 
Concern). Four of the five species are considered negatively affected by the development 
and use of the new trail network.  

During nocturnal surveys in June, ten Whip-poor-wills (Figure 4) and between three and 
five Common Nighthawks were heard within the trail area (Cermak and Ladouceur).  
On June 6 during the day, a female Nighthawk was flushed from a ground nest within  
3 meters of the north trail (Figure 5). There is no doubt that the study area is Critical 
Habitat, as it is an important breeding area for both of these Species at Risk. Frequent 
disturbance can limit available nesting habitat and causes nest failure or predation if a 
parent leaves the nest.  

Figure 4. Whip-poor-will Observations. Map by B. Ladouceur and B. Cermak, June 2019. 
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The area is also considered Critical Habitat for SAR turtles. In spring 2019, there were 
nine observations of twelve mature Blanding’s Turtles from ponds on both the north and 
south sides of Thomas Dolan Parkway, and three observations of Snapping Turtles. Early 
sightings of Blanding’s Turtles (May 5 and 9), basking in ponds on north and south sides, 
strongly indicate that the area supports overwintering populations (Figure 6). During the 
study, turtles were easily flushed from their basking spots by foot traffic up to 50 meters 
away, despite cautious approach. In some places, the trail crosses wetlands less than 
2 meters from turtle ponds. Repeated disturbance by human traffic disrupts basking  
turtles and may affect thermoregulation and increase caloric expenditure.  
 
The Carp Barrens also host a number of regionally rare (known from fewer than ten sites 
in the City of Ottawa) vascular plant species (Brunton, 2005). The list below only includes 
plants identifiable to June 6 on or near the recently constructed trails.  

x Rock Spikemoss, Selaginella rupestris – This species is common on the granite 
outcrops; the trail bisects several occurrences. 

x Plantain Pussytoes, Antennaria parlinii – Not previously documented in the Carp 
Hills; the trail bisects at least one occurrence.  

x Blue Ground Cedar, Diphasiastrum tristachyum – Not previously documented in 
Brunton’s species list from the Carp Hills; observed in two locations near the 
north trail.  

x Marsh Cinquefoil, Comarum palustre – Not previously documented in Brunton’s 
species list from the Carp Hills; observed near the north trail.  

 
Other notable species observed along the trail were Midland Painted Turtles and Pink 
Lady’s-slipper (Cypripedium acaule), which prefers acidic conditions (Figure 7). While 
not rare, they may be seasonally sensitive to trail use. 

Figure 5. Common Nighthawk nest, 
observed on June 6 within 3 meters of the 
north trail. This species lays its eggs on the 
ground, in open areas such as rocky 
outcrops. Photo by Holly Bickerton. 

Figure 6. One of twelve Blanding’s Turtle 
observations during the study period. 
This one was basking on the south side 
on May 5. Photo by Nicholas Stow, 
iNaturalist. 
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Preliminary Identification of Impacts 
The main issues with both trails are as follows: 

1. Their existence has made the Barrens easier to access and navigate, thus 
significantly increasing human use in an area of high ecological integrity where 
there was very little activity before. This is particularly true of the north side, 
which was not attractive to casual hikers due to the swamps and forests that make 
it difficult to navigate and traverse. 

2. The trails were located without prior analysis of, or regard for, the ecological 
sensitivity of the area. Initial results show that the trails cut through wetlands and 
patches of rare plants, run along edges of ponds with species-at-risk turtle 
populations, and traverse nesting areas for ground-nesting species-at-risk birds. 

 
The primary bird species of concern are the Eastern Whip-poor-will and the Common 
Nighthawk. The Carp Barrens have been known as a nesting area for these species by 
Ottawa birders for many years. Both of these migratory species have experienced 
substantial, continent-wide declines in the last 20 years. Frequent disturbance between mid-
May (arrival) to late July (young capable of sustained flight) could reduce nest success by 
forcing parents away from the nest, causing nest failure and/or increasing predation.  
 
During nesting season, the Blanding’s Turtle is a terrestrial species, crossing long 
distances between ponds and frequently choosing habitat like the open rock barrens for 
nest sites. Fast-moving bikes using the trails beside ponds and through wetlands increase 

Figure 7. South side trail cuts through Cypripedium acaule, four on the left and two  
on the right. Photo by Janet Mason.  
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the risk of physical damage to eggs and young turtles, and cause disturbance stress on 
adult and young. Use of the trail by dog walkers may increase the risk of nest predation. 
Snapping Turtles are generally a much more aquatic species, so risks to this species are 
probably lower and limited to interruption of thermoregulation (basking) in spring. 
 
Eastern Wood-Pewees are a canopy nesting and foraging species, fairly tolerant to human 
disturbance, and are not considered at increased risk due to trail construction and use. 
 
Frogs were observed in wet depressions along the trail and scattered on approach by foot. 
Snakes were observed twice in the water during the Phase 1 study period. The impact of 
rapid traffic on snakes and frogs will be examined in Phase 2. 
 
The trails bisect several populations of regionally significant plants. These species are 
restricted to granite within the City of Ottawa, which accounts for their regional 
importance. Frequent trail use has also damaged the sensitive soil crust, lichen and moss 
communities of the rock barrens.  
 
Erosion caused by bike tires is a widespread physical impact along the trail network with 
87 observations on north and south loops. Erosion is most severe at twelve locations 
where the trail crosses wet areas, particularly on the wetter north side, whether this is a 
creek, seepage, beaver dam, or other water feature (Figure 8). Tree roots have been 
exposed at several locations, potentially causing compaction to the fine roots. The trail is 
widening with each season of use (Figure 9). 
 

Figure 8. Berm enhanced over an old beaver dam, bisecting a turtle pond and wetland 
on the north side. Photo by Janet Mason. 
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We documented 27 structures (excluding cairns) built along the trail to provide crossings 
(bridges, stonework, berms) or create challenges (ramps). Along with the numerous cairns 
(Figure 10), often found every few metres, this number of structures represents a 
significant impact on the natural habitat. Structures are made from local materials (rocks, 
soil, logs), and their construction has removed ground habitat on the Barrens. Some ramps 
and jumps are sufficiently steep to present liability concerns. 
 

During Phase 1, at least 22 observations of 
significant establishment of non-native 
species were made. This does not include very 
small established patches or individual plants. 
These patches are primarily on the moister 
north loop where soils are deeper, and include 
European species such as Red Clover 
(Trifolium pratense), Rough Cinquefoil 
(Potentilla norvegica), Cow Vetch (Vicia 
cracca), and Common Dandelion (Taraxacum 
pratense). While none of these species is 
aggressively invasive, the close association of 
large, dense populations with the trail strongly 
suggests their arrival and spread has resulted 
from trail construction and use. These species 
are now established in the previously remote 
open barrens habitat, and cannot be removed 
without significant effort. 

Figure 9. One of many examples of lichen mat destruction and continued 
widening of the trail on the south side. Photo by Janet Mason. 

Figure 10. Rock cairns built along the 
trail (north side). Photo by J. Mason. 
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The frequent and abundant establishment of non-native species is unexpected given the 
relatively recent trail development. For example, similar hiking trails in the Carp Hills 
(Crazy Horse Trail, DUC trail, H. Bickerton pers. obs.) without bike traffic do not show 
such high densities of these pasture weeds, which may be related to the increased 
propagule pressure by bike tires.  
 
Two firepits were observed, one each on the north and south loops. Improved access by 
trails may increase use and the associated forest fire risk on the dry rock barrens. 
 
Phase 1 Summary  
Had an impact study been commissioned prior to construction, an assessment would have 
been made on (a) the appropriateness of the proposed trail in the study area, (b) potential 
impacts to sensitive species and habitats, and (c) actions that could be taken to mitigate 
impacts. This study is limited to the description of post hoc impacts.  
 
With this in mind, the main impacts observed during Phase 1 are:  

x disturbance to critical habitat of Species at Risk: Eastern Whip-poor-will, 
Common Nighthawk and Blanding’s Turtle; 

x impact to populations of two regionally significant plant species (Rock 
Spikemoss and Plantain Pussytoes); 

x erosion of the trail bed (wetlands, rock barrens) and of soil crust, lichen and moss 
communities; 

x introduction of non-native plant species at over 20 separate locations along the 
trail; and 

x construction of numerous trail structures (berms, bridges, cairns) from natural 
materials, which removes habitat. 

 
In T&L’s next edition, we will provide the results from the Phase 2 field work conducted 
from July through September, which confirm that the area is a significant turtle nest site.  
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