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Non-technical Summary 

Popular recreational rivers in the Yukon have seen numbers of river users increase over the 
years. This is great for business and the Yukon’s tourism industry. However, this growth could 
be put at risk by the environmental impact of people using the rivers irresponsibly or without the 
skills and knowledge required for wilderness travel. 

In 2020, an assessment of the observed impacts at camp areas on the Yukon River from 
Whitehorse to Carmacks was completed. The findings from that project were reported in late 
2020. One outcome from that assessment was an analysis of recreational river users in the 
Territory. The data showed that the Yukon River was the most popular, followed by the Teslin 
River. 

A similar assessment of the observed impacts at camp areas on the Teslin River was therefore 
undertaken in August 2022. The assessment recorded the number of fire pits, manmade 
structures and pit toilets as well as a qualitative assessment of the amount of trash, human 
excrement and toilet paper found and the amount of recent live tree damage. An assessment of 
the level of recent use as well as the general condition of each camp area was made. In total, 
44 sites were assessed. 

More than three quarters of sites were found to be in excellent or good overall condition and of 
the remaining sites, five were in medium condition and two were considered to be poor, 
meaning that significant trash, human excrement and toilet paper were found, along with other 
issues like multiple fire pits and extensive tree damage. 

Three main recommendations have been made from this work.  

• The Federal, Territorial and First Nation Governments along with recreational river user 
stakeholders should come together to develop a recreation management plan for the 
Yukon and Teslin Rivers. 

• Communication and education around leave no trace principles needs to continue. 

• The assessment process should continue to allow the future effect of management 
options to be assessed. 
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Introduction 

The Yukon Canoe and Kayak Club (YCKC) has been a leader in the Yukon paddling community 
since 1961. Our Mission is to inspire and support Yukoners to safely paddle and responsibly 
explore Yukon’s river systems. As an organization that promotes outdoor recreation, we have a 
responsibility to take care of Yukon's rivers. We are currently involved with three different 
stewardship initiatives on the Yukon, Teslin, and Takhini Rivers. Through these efforts, YCKC is 
working to foster a community that embraces and promotes river stewardship to ensure future 
generations can enjoy the benefits of paddling in the Yukon. 

This report covers one of those stewardship initiatives. The club is working on a project that 
aims to assess and then address the problem of environmental damage to camp areas along 
popular rivers in the Territory. Yukon’s rivers have seen numbers of river users increase over 
the years. This is great for the Yukon’s tourism industry; however, this growth could be put at 
risk by the environmental impact of more people using the rivers irresponsibly or without the 
skills and knowledge required for wilderness travel.  

The initial focus of this project was the installation of pit toilets but after consultation with various 
groups, it became apparent that a wider management plan was required, and that baseline data 
were needed to support the development of that plan. The first assessment was carried out on 
the Yukon River with the aim that assessment and successful implementation of solutions could 
be applied to other popular rivers suffering similar problems (such as the Big Salmon, Nisutlin 
and Teslin). 

In 2020, YCKC completed an assessment of the observed impacts at camp areas on the Yukon 
River from Whitehorse to Carmacks, funded by the Government of Yukon’s Environmental 
Awareness Fund (EAF). The findings from that project were reported in late 2020 and the report 
can be accessed here: https://www.yckc.ca/river-stewardship/camping-impact. 

One element of the assessment in 2020 was an analysis of the number of recreational river 
users in the Territory. The data showed that the Yukon River was the most popular, hence the 
initial focus on that river. The next most popular river is the Teslin River. In 2022 YCKC were 
able to secure further funding from the EAF to support an impact assessment of the Teslin 
River. An assessment of the observed impacts at camp areas was undertaken in August 2022 
between Johnsons Crossing and Hootalinqua. This was undertaken by canoe, and the 
assessment was carried out by Abi and Ric Horobin on behalf of YCKC, plus a team of eight 
young adults from the Yukon Youth Conservation Corps (Y2C2). 

Methodology 

The camp areas were identified from Mike Rourke’s river guide and by observation during the 
assessment. For each camp area, the information shown in Table 1 was recorded: 

Impact type Method of recording 

Fire pit(s) Total number within camp area 

https://www.yckc.ca/river-stewardship/camping-impact
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Unofficial manmade structures  Total number within camp area (heritage structures and 
official Government of Yukon structures such as tables 
and shelters were not included) 

Pit toilets Number of pit toilets and state of repair 

Presence of trash Subjective assessment of none, minimal or lots 

Presence of human excrement 
and/or toilet paper 

Subjective assessment of none, minimal or lots 

Presence of recent live tree 
damage 

Subjective assessment of none, minimal or lots 

Approximate level of recent use Subjective assessment of none, minimal or lots 

General condition of campsite Assessment from the above information of overall 
condition categorised into very poor, poor, medium, good 
and excellent 

Table 1    Information recorded at each camp area 

Camps were numbered sequentially from Johnsons Crossing to Hootalinqua. At each camp 
area, coordinates were recorded, and a selection of photographs were taken of the overall area 
and key items of interest. 

The information was recorded digitally during the assessment. After completion, the information 
was displayed on Google Earth. Figures from Google Earth are presented in Appendix A. 

This assessment was conducted following very high-water levels on the Teslin River. River 
stage is not measured on the Teslin, but the water level at Teslin Lake is. Figure 1 shows the 
historic maximum annual water level. The peak water level in 2022 is the highest since 1962. 
The peak occurred prior to the survey and as a result, many camps had been recently flooded. 
Some camps were still underwater and were not assessed. 
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Figure 1    Teslin Lake maximum annual water level 
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Results 

In total, 52 sites were assessed. Of these, eight were either inaccessible or flooded at the time 
of the survey. The sites assessed ranged from high to low use sites; examples of these are 
shown in Figure 2 and Figure 3 respectively. 

 

Figure 2    Example of a high use camp area on the Teslin River 

 hoto   ake  ykes
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Figure 3    Example of low use camp area on the Teslin River 

It was clear from the presence of mud and silt that many of the sites visited had been flooded 
this year. The effect of this on the overall condition is expected to be favourable in that any 
observable trash, human excrement and toilet paper present below the flood level from previous 
years would most likely have been washed away. 

Figure 4 shows the general condition of all camp areas assessed. Overall, 82% of sites 
assessed were found to be in either excellent or good condition, in terms of the observed impact 
from river users. Note that sites assessed to be excellent were not necessarily great places to 
camp, just that there was little or no observable impact. Only three sites were assessed to be 
poor. These sites had a considerable and observable presence of human excrement and/or 
toilet paper and/or trash. No sites were assessed to be very poor. 

The findings from the Yukon River in 2020 are shown in Figure 5. Overall, in 2020, 77% of sites 
were found to be in either excellent or good condition. The data from the Yukon River are 
similar, albeit slightly worse. As discussed above, this is most likely due to the recent flooding 
on the Teslin. 

 hoto   ake  ykes
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Figure 4    Overall general condition of campsites – Teslin River (2022) 

 

Figure 5    Overall general condition of campsites – Yukon River Whitehorse – Carmacks (2020) 

The findings from the Teslin in 2022 are compared to different sections of the Yukon in 2020 in 
Figure 6. The sections of the Yukon River presented include Whitehorse to Lake Laberge, Lake 
Laberge, Thirty Mile River and Hootalinqua to Carmacks. 
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Figure 6    Difference in general condition of campsite for different sections of river 
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The data for the Teslin are comparable to the findings from Lake Laberge. This is perhaps 
surprising given that many of the sites on Lake Laberge were infrequently used so were more 
likely to be in good or excellent condition. This similarity is probably due to recent flooding on 
the Teslin. 

In our previous assessment, we compared the relationship between the presence of pit toilets, 
the level of recent use and the presence of toilet paper and human excrement. We concluded 
that, perhaps as expected, the presence of pit toilets at high use sites did reduce the presence 
of toilet paper and human excrement. A similar analysis of the data from the Teslin is not 
possible because there were only five pit toilets identified and only one was at a high use site. 

There was more trash found at high use sites than at lower use sites. Figure 7 shows the 
presence of trash at high use sites alongside the presence of trash at other sites. This is a 
slightly lower impact than observed on the Yukon where no high use sites were free from trash. 

 

Figure 7    Presence of trash at high and lower use sites – Teslin River 

The proportion of sites on the Teslin where toilet paper and human excrement was recorded is 
very similar to that on the Yukon, irrespective of whether a pit toilet was present. This suggests 
that either flooding of camp areas on the Teslin has reduced the presence of toilet paper and 
human excrement less than trash, or the impact observed was caused since the flood. We 
suspect the former in that the location of toilet paper and human excrement was mostly in 
places that had not flooded, probably because people tend to go into the bush some distance 
before defecating. This is shown in the comparison of the two rivers in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8    Presence of toilet paper and human excrement at all sites – Teslin and Yukon Rivers 

There is evidence of camps being developed, but by who and managed by who is unknown. 
Tables, benches and tree clearance were in evidence at some sites. 

The maximum number of firepits at any one site was five. This is less than the six observed at 
one site on the Yukon. 

Discussion 

There were no sites assessed to be in very poor overall condition on the Teslin, compared to 
two sites on the Yukon. Both the very poor sites on the Yukon were high use sites. Whether this 
would be the same in a year when no flooding had occurred is unknown; however, that flooding 
washes away trash, and to a lesser extent human excrement and toilet paper is not necessarily 
a good thing; all flooding does is transport the problem further downstream. Action is still 
required to address the issue of impact at camp areas. 

The majority of camps affected by impact were on Crown Land but impact was also evident at 
camp areas on Teslin Tlingit Council, Kwanlin Dün First Nation and Ta’an Kwäch’än Council 
Settlement Land. No sites were located on heritage sites. YCKC is in discussion regarding the 
findings of the impact assessment with all three First Nation governments and this will continue. 

On the last night on the river, we discussed with the team what their thoughts were having 
paddled the Teslin undertaking the impact assessment. Ideas for actions included: 

• Installing permanent fire pits at high use camp areas to reduce the likelihood of people 
building new fire pits. 

• Installing signage at the most popular campsites and inside pit toilets explaining the 
impact from river users and reminding about leave no trace principles. Providing an 
infographic about how to poo in the woods. 

• Creating an orientation video for visitors to the Yukon setting out the expectations and 
the effect on the wilderness of not following these expectations. 
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• Asking Air North to put a wilderness protection flyer in seat pockets of their aircraft. 

• Expanding the use of volunteer expeditions to carry out river clean ups and impact 
assessments. 

We made a series of recommendations in our 2020 impact assessment. The view of YCKC in 
terms of protection of camp areas on the river remains the same.  

First, and what YCKC considered the main action, is for the Federal, Territorial and First Nation 
Governments along with recreational river user stakeholders to come together to develop a 
recreation management plan that will complement the land planning process. This requires input 
at many levels from many stakeholders and needs to be funded for the future. It need to 
consider the different value put on the river by different people and the use different people 
make of the river. This could include various actions such as: 

• Defining who is responsible for different aspects of river management and different 
section of the rivers. 

• Developing a web page dedicated to Yukon’s rivers that acts as an information portal for 
all river users and sets out expectations for use. Information regarding each of the First 
Nations’ Traditional Territory and Settlement Lands located along the river should be 
provided. Locations of pit toilets could be shared on the site. 

• Developing a plan for new camp area construction and management. This might include 
provision of firewood at certain camp areas in order to mitigate the impact on 
surrounding forests. 

• Installing pit toilets at camp areas that are most commonly used and are being heavily 
impacted upon. 

• Developing a management plan for currently installed pit toilets. 

• Agreeing with stakeholders what the expectations of leave no trace are. How much 
development of sites is acceptable and who takes responsibility for it?  

Second, communication and education around leave no trace principles need to continue. 
YCKC is doing some of this and would like to work with the Department of Tourism, other 
advocacy groups (e.g., Wilderness Tourism Association of the Yukon and Tourism Industry 
Association of the Yukon) and operators to improve outreach. This should include various 
actions such as:  

• Installing signage at access points and in/near pit toilets to remind people how to 
practice leave no trace. 

• Discussing the development of a leave no trace awareness video with organisations that 
could be encouraged to share it.  

Third, YCKC will continue its efforts to address the issue of camp area impact assessment by 
taking the following actions (subject to funding): 
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• Providing access for river users to the river app to enable ongoing data collection on 
camp site impact. 

• Continued monitoring efforts along these two sections of river (in collaboration with 
Y2C2) 

• Work to involve more FN youth in monitoring process 

• Support as necessary instigating the development of an overall recreational use river 
management plan. 

 

For more information on this report, please don’t hesitate to contact Ric Horobin at 
ric.j.horobin@gmail.com. 

 

 

mailto:ric.j.horobin@gmail.com
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Appendix A    Maps showing the camp areas and the assessed general condition 
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