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1 INTRODUCTION 
The Chester-Sawmill trails area is located in Peter Lougheed Provincial Park (highlighted in red, 
Map 1), approximately 43 km southwest of Canmore and 140 km from Calgary.  The area has a 
long history of trail use both in summer (e.g. Chester Lake hiking trail) and winter (Chester-
Sawmill cross country ski and snowshoe trails, see Map 4).  While some trail damage occurred 
during the June 2013 flood, the area currently features a mix of snowshoe, ski, hiking and biking 
trails ranging from popular designated trails, to undesignated and unmaintained routes.  For a 
time from 1984 to the early 1990’s, some ski trail grooming occurred but then ceased due to 
budget cuts (Map 2).  Most of the designated trails make use of former logging roads or trails 
created prior to the area being included in Peter Lougheed Provincial Park in 1977.   
 
A few portions of the signed trails make use of old hiking trails and some were constructed new 
as part of the Kananaskis Country capital construction in the early 1980’s.  This area is zoned 
under the approved park management plan so as to continue to provide a variety of good 
quality trail recreation opportunities while ensuring that the impact of such use on 
neighbouring wildlife habitat or wildlands is eliminated or minimized. 
 
This area has good potential for winter trails due to reliable snowfall and a long season, 
abundant and safe terrain along with some good scenic quality.  All of the trails are located 
above 1800 meters elevation.  This is a significant advantage in an era of climate change and 
increasingly mild winters.  Data shows that areas above 1800 m continue to receive most 
winter precipitation as snow, while areas below 1800 m elevation are getting an increasing 
percentage of winter precipitation in the form of rain.  As well, the numerous former logging 
roads and trails in the past made the development of suitable trails relatively inexpensive.  Both 
the Sawmill and Chester trailheads have large capacity (100 vehicles plus) and existing toilet, 
garbage and signage.  However, the area is a longer drive from Calgary than several other 
groomed winter trails and this has resulted in less use than at more accessible areas when 
conditions elsewhere are good.  Access to the area is via SR 742 from either Peter Lougheed 
Park core area or Canmore and the road is regularly maintained in winter. 
 
Growing public demand for activities such as snowshoeing, cross country skiing, and winter 
biking (fat biking) has outstripped the supply of appropriate trails for these activities in many 
areas in Kananaskis Country.  In particular, the numbers of snowshoers and skiers at Chester 
trailhead has been growing while numbers at Sawmill have remained lower.  In June 2013, one 
half of the Sawmill Snowshoe Loop was heavily damaged by the flood and has yet to be re-
established or repaired.  Recent winters with less than normal snowfall in most of Kananaskis 
Country have again emphasized the value of this plan area with reliable snow and a longer 
season for winter trail use.  Alberta Parks’ staff have long recognized the potential of this area 
for winter trails recreation and recently approached the Friends of Kananaskis Country to assist 
with a plan to re-establish and enhance winter trail opportunities here.  The Friends along with 
representatives of the ski, snowshoe and winter biking communities agreed to work with parks   
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MAP 2. FORMER X-COUNTRY TRAIL SYSTEM 
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staff to develop this plan.  A Terms of Reference has guided this process, field inspections and 
assessments have occurred and a variety of recommendations have been developed.  Once 
approved, it is anticipated that plan implementation will occur through a partnership between 
Alberta Parks and the Friends.  The Friends will coordinate volunteer involvement to locate, 
clear and mark trails as well as any necessary outside fundraising.  

2 PLAN AREA 

2.1 Biophysical 
Elevations in the plan area (Map. 3) range from approximately 1875 m above sea level 
(asl) at Sawmill trailhead to 2225 m asl at Chester Lake.  While there are many other parts 
of the plan area at even higher elevations, they are mostly too steep or densely forested 
to merit consideration in this plan.  The relatively high valley elevations and nearness to 
the Great Divide appear to be factors that result in high recorded cumulative snowfall 
(average approximately 450 cm per winter) and longest winter season in Kananaskis 
Country.  Additionally, this trail system has the highest amount of snow from the 
trailhead which allows access earlier and later in the season than anywhere else in 
Kananaskis Country. This combined with the regularly maintained access road and the 
high quality mountain scenery, make this a very attractive area for winter trail recreation.   

Much of the plan area is underlain by softer rock types including shales, sandstones and 
conglomerates while the scenic higher ridges to the west and east consist of harder 
limestones and shales.  Most of the developed portion of the plan area consists of 
bedrock controlled morainal terraces and benches, colluvial slopes as well as several 
alluvial floodplains adjacent to the main creeks.  The Chester, Headwall and James Walker 
creeks in particular drain larger headwater valleys to the east of the plan area and have 
active gravel floodplains that were extensively modified by the 2013 floods.  There are 3 
named alpine lakes in the plan area including Chester and the Upper and Lower Headwall 
Lakes which contain trout and are fished in the summer.  Rummel Lake is just outside the 
north end of the plan area.  There are a few other small ephemeral ponds in parts of the 
area.  Just to the south of Chester Creek, there is a watershed divide that separates the 
Smith Dorrien (and Kananaskis) from the Spray.  Chester Creek and others to the north 
flow into the Spray Reservoir via Smuts Creek whereas Headwall, James Walker and other 
smaller creeks in the southern part of the plan area flow south into Smith Dorrien Creek 
and Lower Kananaskis reservoir.   

The area is all within the subalpine forest vegetation type with Subalpine Fir, Englemann 
Spruce and Lodgepole Pine predominating along with some Alpine Larch at higher 
elevations.  A varied shrub understory includes False Azalea, White Mountain 
Rhododendron, Buffaloberry, willows and Alder.  Groundcovers are also diverse but  
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commonly include Vaccinium spp., Arctostaphylos, mosses and lichens.  There is a long 
history of forest fires through the area but the most notable recent disturbance within 
the plan area was the extensive logging that occurred through the 1950s, 60’s and early 
70’s by Spray Lakes Sawmills (now of Cochrane).  Much of the plan area was logged by 
constructing haul roads and skid trails using machinery and most of these roads and 
trails remain.  Regrowth of trees has occurred in all cut areas with a few smaller 
disturbed areas left more open.  For example, the Sawmill parking lot area was the site 
for a temporary sawmill during the period of 1952-1978.  Almost all of the long existing 
ski and snowshoe trails here utilize former logging roads.  

Notable wildlife found here include grizzly and black bears, occasional wolves and 
cougar, lynx, wolverine and other smaller mustelids.  It is also an area where deer, elk 
and moose are commonly found in summer as well as bighorn sheep and mountain goat 
along the higher ridges to the east and west.  The main species of concern for winter 
trails here have included moose as well as protection of important nearby winter range 
for sheep and goats. The trail plan will consider how best to mitigate impacts of winter 
trail use on these species/areas.     

2.2 Park Management Zoning 
As shown on Map 1, this area is within 
Peter Lougheed Provincial Park and 
most of the developed trail area is 
zoned “Natural Environment” in the 
approved park management plan 
(Peter Lougheed & Spray Valley 
Provincial Parks Management Plan, 
April 2006, Map 4, page 20 – a portion 
excerpted at right).  The zonings are 
noted in greater detail on Map 2. This 
zoning recognizes the long-term trail 
use here and provides for ongoing 
future developments subject to 
appropriate environmental guidelines 
and mitigations.  In addition, this winter trail plan area includes some nearby land to the 
north and east which is zoned “Wildland” where very limited additional trail 
development will be permitted (e.g. High Rockies Trail, part of Trans Canada Trail). 
Further to the south and east the plan area is bordered by a Preservation zone intended 
to protect important ungulate ranges.  This plan will not recommend any new uses or 
development that might negatively affect this zone. 
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2.3 Existing Winter Trails 
The existing winter trails in this plan area are shown on Map 4. There are approximately 
30 km of recognized, nongroomed snowshoe/cross country ski trails which include the 
various loops between Chester and Sawmill trailheads as well as up to Chester Lake.  

The Chester Lake trailhead also provides access to the 5 km summer hiking trail to the 
lake as well as one summer bike loop. The 2006 Peter Lougheed Provincial Park/Spray 
Valley Provincial Park Management Plan contained the following recommendation for 
the Rummel Lake Trail:        

The Rummel Lake trail will be designated for hiking and upgraded or rerouted where 
necessary. Parks staff will work with Alberta Infrastructure and Transportation to 
determine a suitable location for a trailhead parking area with standard facilities to 
serve this trail. The trail may be used for backcountry ski touring in winter but will not 
be groomed. A new backcountry campground of about ten sites will be developed at 
Rummel Lake for winter use only.  

As of 2016, Alberta Parks has rerouted and blaze-marked part of this trail, constructed a 
bridge over Rummel Creek and installed and serviced toilet facilities at Rummel Lake, 
however it has still not been designated as an official trail. 

Existing (loop) trails between Chester and Sawmill range from easy to more difficult.  The 
Chester Ski Trail 4.5 km one-way is moderate difficulty with a 1.6 km loop portion that is 
recommended for separate up-down traffic.  The Chester Sawmill Trail is 3.5 km one-way 
and includes an overly steep section from about .75 km to 1.25km.  Frost Heave is an 
easy-moderate 2.4 km loop.  Graupel is an easy-moderate 5.6 km link between Frost 
Heave and Sawmill Day Use Area.  Sawmill was a moderate 5.1 km loop near the Sawmill 
Day Use Area.  Half of the former Sawmill Loop Snowshoe Trail which traversed up James 
Walker Creek floodplain or used old logging trails nearby, was removed by the 2013 
flood.  The feasibility and desirability of re-establishing this trail is addressed by this plan. 
Snowdrift is a 3.9 km moderate link between Sawmill Loop and Frost Heave Loop.  Mt. 
Murray viewpoint is a 0.6 km spur trail, which has a relatively steep grade, however the 
view has been cut off by growing trees.  This trail used to be part of the old orange loop 
of the ski network.  However, there is one excessively steep grade, which is too steep for 
snowshoeing and dangerous for skiing.  The trails can be combined to make loops of 
various lengths. The longest loop is approximately 14 km in length.  The old Red Loop 
south of Sawmill trailhead is 6 km long and generally easy with two steeper grades.  
There appears to be good opportunities here to reroute the existing trail into some more 
open areas (better snow and views), as well as avoiding or mitigating steeper grades. 
There are opportunities to create one or more shortcut trails across the loop to create 
shorter stacked loops which can be important for beginners or groups receiving 
instruction or environmental education.  As well, opportunities to create one or more  
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longer loops (3 to 4 hours) for snowshoeing especially from Sawmill trailhead was 
examined.   

Currently no trails are marked for winter trail biking however experience elsewhere in 
Kananaskis Country (e.g. West Bragg Creek) indicates that snowshoers, cross country 
skiers and winter bikes can share trails when they are properly designed, marked and 
maintained and when use levels are high enough to compact the snow for winter bikes.  
As use levels increase, more separation is generally called for. Issues related to the 
sharing of winter trails do exist, but their solutions are beyond the scope of this plan.   

Since the early 1980’s when clearing of logging roads occurred and ski trails were first 
developed, trails have become narrower or partially blocked as trees have continued to 
grow back.  Several bridges over Chester and Headwall creeks were washed away during 
the 2013 flood.  There are a few shorter steep grades which are difficult for beginner 
skiers or hazardous for shared use and two-way traffic.  As well, some wet areas due to 
seeps, springs or creeks may interrupt snow cover and present obstacles to winter trail 
users.  All such variables will be assessed in making recommendations in this plan.  This, 
in addition to ensuring that trails will be safe and enjoyable for users.  There is a need for 
a comprehensive and integrated signage package for these trails including good trailhead 
kiosks (mapping and messages), junction map signage and trail markers.  Good maps of 
the system need to be made easily available to users. 

The approved High Rockies Trail will be constructed through the plan area during the 
2016 summer and the proposed location is shown on Map 5.  While this is intended 
primarily as a summer trail for hikers and bikers, it is expected that it will be used in 
winter within the plan area along with the other trails available.  This plan is to consider 
how best to coordinate ongoing winter use with the High Rockies trail given expected 
future use patterns.  

It has been observed that Chester parking lot is much busier than Sawmill especially on 
weekend days.  The plan process included some assessment of possible ways to 
encourage more use of Sawmill in future. 

3 PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES  
The Purpose of the Chester-Sawmill Winter Trail Enhancement Plan is: 
 
To develop recommendations for enhanced snowshoe, cross country ski and winter biking 
opportunities in the Chester-Sawmill plan area of Kananaskis Country. 
 
The Objectives for this plan are: 
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1. To upgrade existing trails that require reroute due to steep grade or erosion;  
2. To identify several appropriate shared use (cross country ski, snowshoe and winter 

biking) trails of easy and intermediate difficulty accessed from both Chester and Sawmill 
trailheads; 

3. To determine where separate use trails, reroutes or changes are needed for user safety 
or enjoyment. 

4. To recommend how to coordinate ongoing winter use with the approved High Rockies 
Trail (Trans Canada Trail) which passes through this area. 

5. To identify possible future opportunities for further winter trail enhancements in this 
part of Kananaskis Country.    

6. Recommend where and how to eliminate or minimize human use impacts on area 
wildlife and nearby important habitat in particular.   

7. Recommend how best to enhance Heritage Appreciation opportunities especially for 
school and public programming 

4 GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND CRITERIA 
The following principles will guide this plan process: 

4.1 Ecology and Land Use Integrity  
• All proposed trails and other facilities will comply with approved park management 

zones and guidelines (Peter Lougheed and Spray Valley Provincial Parks 
Management Plan 2006) and be subject to review and approval by parks staff.  

• In particular, careful consideration will be given to how to eliminate or minimize 
impacts of human use in the plan area on the adjacent Preservation Zone as well as 
parts of the nearby Wildland Zone to the west of Sawmill.   

• This plan will make maximum use of existing or former ski and snowshoe trails 
however some opportunities for possible future opportunities will also be identified. 
 

4.2 Safe, Sustainable and Enjoyable Trails 
● All trails recommended will ensure that public safety, sustainability and visitor 

enjoyment will be maintained at a high level. 
 

4.3 Trail Management 
● A range of appropriate trail opportunities will be considered based on identified 

needs and preferences.   
● Approved trails will remain on the landscape although some changes or alterations 

may occur over time.   
● Best practices in trail planning, design, construction and maintenance will be 

employed. 
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● While opportunities for shared winter trails for snowshoeing, cross country skiing, 
and winter biking will be identified, some separated use sections or new trails may 
be recommended.   

● Good maps, trail signs, visitor information and educational messages will be given 
priority. 

 

4.4 Partnerships 
● Planning, development and maintenance of these trails will continue to be done 

through a collaborative, partnership approach between Alberta Parks - Kananaskis 
Country, the Friends of Kananaskis Country, volunteers, stakeholders and 
supporters.  

● A variety of non-governmental resources (e.g. volunteers, donations, contributions 
in kind) will be brought to the development and operation of these trails.  This also 
helps stakeholders, trail users and citizens understand and support the measures 
implemented to protect the environment or reduce conflict with other land uses.  

● If required, the Friends of Kananaskis Country will consider raising funds to cover a 
portion of construction and operational costs such as warming hut construction and 
ski grooming equipment, should such items be required. 
 

4.5 Public Participation and Communication 
In Partnership with the Kananaskis Country Region the Friends of Kananaskis will ensure 
that the main user groups are well represented and that other stakeholders and the 
public are informed as directed by or agreed to by Alberta Parks.   

 

4.6 Criteria for Winter Trails in the Chester-Sawmill Area 
A system of appropriate, sustainable, interconnected loop trails should be available 
from each trailhead.  Existing and former ski/snowshoe trails should be utilized as much 
as possible but some separate new trails or sections of trails will also be identified for 
user safety, enjoyment or diversity of opportunities.  Where good opportunities for 
possible future trail development or for related facilities are found, they will also be 
identified. 

 

4.6.1 Cross Country Ski Trail Criteria 
- Provide several short and easy loops from Chester and Sawmill trailheads. 
- Provide a large loop that connects the two parking areas. 
- Provide longer intermediate distances that will take ~ 4 hrs. 
- Take maximum advantage of available views, viewpoints. 
- Avoid hills that would be difficult for possible grooming / track setting machines. 
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- Shared trails should generally be 4 m wide (5 m width on hills and corners) and 
accommodate ski track on one side and snowshoe/bike space on the other side. 

- Separate snowshoers and winter bikers from xc-skiers on steep hills (slopes in 
excess of 15%). This is an important safety issue. Provide a reroute option on hills 
for snowshoe/winter bike. 

- Bridges must accommodate the weight and width of rescue or maintenance 
machines. 

- Design and maintain good maps and signage to properly inform users of trail 
locations, shared vs separate use, hazards (ex. steep hills on shared trails). 

 

4.6.2 Snowshoe & Winter Bike Trail Criteria 
- Provide at least 2 easy, short loops (from 2 to 6 km) near each of the two parking 

lots for youngsters, families and guided school age kids. 
- Provide 2 or 3 longer, more intermediate loops that will take 2 to 3 hours (i.e. 4 to 6 

km for snowshoers and up to 15 km for bikers); again from both trailheads. 
- Provide at least one longer intermediate to more difficult loop that will take 4 or 

more hours (from 8 to 12 km).  Preferably there should be 2 such loops with good 
viewpoints. 

- Minimum trail cleared width for snowshoe/bike only should be 1.5 m for light use 
or one way use.  For moderate use levels and two way traffic, a minimum width of 3 
m is recommended.  On hills, generally more width is necessary for safety.  For two 
way traffic, ensure most trails do allow passing at frequent intervals. 

- Maximum steepness should not exceed 10% generally and 20% for short sections 
only where necessary. 

- Reroutes or short deviations will be identified to take advantage of as many 
openings and views as possible.  Ideally, Parks will do a future “Habitat 
enhancement” project here to create vegetative diversity and more openings. 

- Sharing with xc-ski trails is acceptable except on steep hills where they should be 
separated if possible or extra width provided.  If and when use levels increase, 
consideration will have to be given to maintain safety and enjoyment through 
design and layout changes. 

5  PLAN METHODOLOGY 
This plan process was initiated through discussions between staff of Alberta Parks, Kananaskis 
Region and the Friends of Kananaskis Country.  A joint planning team was established 
composed of two parks staff (plus other resource people) along with staff and volunteers from 
the Friends.  Representatives from the ski, snowshoe and winter biking communities were 
actively involved along with several other supporters or stakeholders.  A Terms of Reference 
was prepared and agreed to which has guided the plan process.  Several field inspections were 
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completed by members of the planning team during the winter of 2015-16 to inventory and 
assess both existing and former trails as well as some new opportunities.  These observations 
and assessments were guided by the objectives, principles and criteria described above.  This 
draft plan was prepared by the Friends of Kananaskis Country for submission to Alberta Parks 
for review and approval.  It is expected that approvals will occur in time for some volunteer 
work to be started in the spring/summer of 2016 in time for the winter season.   

6 RECOMMENDATIONS  
These recommendations were developed by the Chester Sawmill Committee based on field 
assessment and detailed discussions. 

6.1 Upgrading Existing Trails 
1. Widen and remove hazards from the hill portions of the Chester ski/summer trail, 

upslope of the junction with the “recommended one-way” ski loop segments. This is 
a safety issue (see Map 5, trail #1). 

2. Chester Snowshoe Trail, reroute sections of steep trail grade (see Map 5, trail #2). 
3. Designate and upgrade Rummel Lake trail, as per the 2006 PLPP/SVPP Management 

Plan. 
4. In the lowest part of drainage of James Walker creek (that portion starting near the 

highway and leading no higher than the Snowdrift Trail), install permanent stakes 
with markers to indicate recommended snowshoe trail (see Map 5, #3). 

5. Brush the overgrown Mt. Murray view point (see Map 5). 

6.2 New Proposed Trail 
1. Map 5 outlines the proposed new trails. They include: 

#4. Part of the former cross country ski system trail. Provides an easy short loop 
from the Sawmill Parking. Provides good view of the Mt. Murray mountain range, 
and connects with the High Rockies Trail. Offers more attractive options from the 
Sawmill parking. 
#5. Creates two loops and provides two intermediate loop distances. This trail will 
offer a unique single track snowshoe experience through the forest. 
#6. Creates two loops and provides two intermediate loop distances. This trail also 
offers good views of the Mt. Murray mountain range. 
#7. Former cross country ski system trail, connects with the High Rockies Trail, 
provides good views and length for moderate loops from both Chester and 
Sawmill. 
#8. Former cross country ski system trail, provide loop up to Mt. Murray 
viewpoint. 
#9. Trail goes through a nice open meadow, provides an easy short loop from the 
Chester Parking.  
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6.3 Shared Use Winter Trails 
1. Remove brush and overhanging trees from all trails to provide appropriate tread 

width. Remove loose rocks, debris and smooth trail surfaces as required. 
2. Separate snowshoers and winter bikers from xc-skiers on steep hills by providing an 

adjacent route option on hills for snowshoe/winter bike to avoid collisions and to 
provide adequate space. 

3. Ensure clear signage is placed at appropriate locations. 
4. It is recommended that most trails be shared use for XC skiing, snowshoeing, winter 

biking and winter walking.  
5. Suggested trail designation is outlined in Map 6. 
6. Occasional winter grooming to compact and smooth the snow is desirable, but not 

required for this plan. The option of grooming/track-setting should be considered if 
economic and/or climate conditions allow. 

6.4 Separate Winter Trails 
1. Remove brush and overhanging trees from all trails to provide appropriate tread 

width. Remove loose rocks, debris and smooth trail surfaces as required. 
2. Ensure clear signage is placed at appropriate locations. 

6.5 Integration with High Rockies Trail 
1. Endeavour to use the High Rockies Trail corridor, wherever possible, in order to 

minimize duplication. 
2. Designate the High Rockies Trail west section between the Chester Lake ski trail and 

Rummel Lake winter trail to be snowshoe and winter bike accessible (see Map 6). 

6.6 Possible Future Trails and Infrastructure 
1. The installation of a seasonal winter warming huts at the Sawmill Day Use, provides 

opportunity to enhance outdoor winter recreation while also encouraging 
Environmental Education Programs for school groups, and Public Education.  
 
A 30’ diameter yurt (sq. foot 706), 
similar to the one in the right 
picture has an approx. base price of 
$10,800. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. To consider the possible reintroduction of cross country ski trail grooming on 

selected trails. 
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6.7 Implementation Plan 
1. Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP) will review and provide approval of this plan in 

a timely manner. 
2. AEP and the Friends of Kananaskis Country will work together to implement plan 

priorities.  
3. That Kananaskis Country parks staff, aided by the Friends of KC and other trail user 

groups, will provide appropriate annual trail maintenance at the Chester Sawmill 
Trail System. 

6.8 Volunteer Plan 
1. To commence volunteer work once all approvals are in place. 
2. It is estimated there will be over 10 volunteer days working on the Chester Sawmill 

trail system and installing signage. 

6.9 Timeline 
1. May 24, 2016: Present Design Plan to Kananaskis Trail Advisory Committee (KTAG). 
2. June 2016: Ecology field assessment.  
3. July-October 2016: Implement approved trail recommendations. 
4. November 2016: Trails work complete and signage installed. 

15 
 



MAP 5. EXISTING AND PROPOSAL TRAILS 
 

 
  

 

 

16 
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