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Impacts of Draft Upper Smoky Sub-Regional Plan ​
on Commercial Rafting and Retreat Development 

 

Executive Summary 

Wild Blue Yonder Rafting has operated guided rafting trips on the Smoky, Sulphur and Kakwa Rivers, and Sheep 
Creek, since 1998 and held Temporary Field Authorizations (TFAs) continuously since 2002. The company is also 
leading the development of a Cultural Retreat near the Sulphur River and Fireman’s Pit in collaboration with 
Indigenous businesses and Travel Alberta. This report analyzes the implications of the draft Upper Smoky 
Sub-Regional Plan, Supplemental Standards, and Regulatory Details (2025), alongside the Northern Rockies 
Discovery Report (2024). 

 
Key Findings 

1.​ Commercial Rafting Operations (TFAs):​
The draft plan does not clearly articulate how existing commercial recreation TFAs will be addressed in 
land-use zoning or tenure renewal decisions, creating uncertainty for long-term operators. 

2.​ Special Provisions Compliance:​
Wild Blue Yonder complies with the Special Provisions for commercial rafting established by the 
Professional River Outfitters Association of Alberta (PROAOA) and the British Columbia River 
Outfitters Association (BCROA). These provisions outline specific operational standards required for 
rafting on the Smoky and Sulphur Rivers, but are not recognized in the draft planning documents. 

3.​ Retreat Development Near Sulphur River:​
A cultural retreat in the development phase lies adjacent to the sub-regional plan boundary. Policy shifts 
nearby, particularly conservation zoning, could indirectly affect access and future use. Given its early 
development stage and Indigenous partnership, this project warrants recognition and inclusion in the 
implementation discussions. 

4.​ Access Management and Riparian Restrictions:​
Proposed access limitations may unintentionally affect river-based commercial activities. These rules do not 
distinguish low-impact, seasonal tourism operations from industrial land uses, potentially hindering 
sustainable tourism logistics. 

5.​ Conservation Area Zoning:​
The draft plan bans new commercial recreation leases in conservation areas but offers no clear direction for 
managing active operations under TFA. Existing operators may be displaced through zoning changes 
without due process or consultation. 

6.​ Tourism Strategy Conflict (Discovery Report):​
The Northern Rockies Discovery Report (2024) by Travel Alberta identifies rafting and cultural retreats as 
priority tourism products. However, zoning and policy restrictions in the sub-regional plan, particularly around 
Crown land access and infrastructure, may conflict with those objectives.​
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Conclusions 
The sub-regional plan promotes sustainable land use and Indigenous participation. However, it lacks alignment with 
Alberta’s tourism development strategy, introduces regulatory ambiguity for existing operators, and could limit the 
economic potential of future projects, such as the Sulphur River retreat. 

 

Recommendations 
●​ Consultation: Wild Blue Yonder should be formally included in consultation processes as a primary 

stakeholder with long-standing TFAs and current development initiatives. 

●​ Recognition of Special Provisions: The operational standards defined in the Special Provisions for 
commercial rafting should be recognized and integrated into zoning and permitting frameworks, as they 
represent the baseline for responsible rafting operations on these rivers. 

●​ Tourism Policy Integration: Planning decisions must align with Travel Alberta’s Discovery Report and 
support tourism development at key nodes such as Sulphur Gates, Grande Cache, and Smoky River. 

●​ Clarity for TFA Holders: Clear policies should be established to ensure continuity of access and renewal 
eligibility for commercial operators with TFAs. 

●​ Reasonable Access Guarantees: Commercial tourism operators require continued access to staging areas 
and river corridors, with policies that distinguish low-impact guided recreation from industrial activity. 
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Detailed Analysis of Planning Impacts 

1. LONG-TERM COMMERCIAL RAFTING OPERATIONS (TFAS) 

Established Use 
●​ Wild Blue Yonder Rafting has operated guided rafting trips on the Smoky River, Sulphur River, Kakwa River 

and Sheep Creek since 1998. 
●​ TFAs have been held consecutively since at least 2002. 

Plan Reference 
"This Directive applies to all current and future dispositions… intended to be used by AER or FP 
personnel to clarify and manage procedures."​
— Supplemental Standards, p. 5 
"Temporary Field Authorization (TFA): any authorization for the occupation and use of public land 
issued under the Public Lands Act…"​
— Upper Smoky Sub-Regional Plan (SRP), p. 46 

Concern 
TFAs are not explicitly mentioned in consultation protocols, despite being formal instruments of land use. As a 
long-standing TFA holder operating since 2002, Wild Blue Yonder should be formally recognized as a primary 
stakeholder under any land-use planning process that may affect current or renewed access to Crown land.  
 
The plan’s omission of TFA-specific consultation pathways is a critical gap and should be addressed through direct 
engagement with legacy commercial operators. This raises uncertainty about renewal, continuity of access, and 
recognition of operational rights under future zoning or conservation shifts. 

 
​
2. REGULATION THROUGH SPECIAL PROVISIONS 

Association Membership 

●​ Wild Blue Yonder is a member of both the Professional River Outfitters Association of Alberta (PROAOA) 
and the British Columbia River Outfitters Association (BCROA). 

●​ Both organizations maintain Special Provisions standards for the Smoky and Sulphur Rivers. 

Plan Alignment 

"Focus and enhance the management of recreation and tourism to provide quality and sustainable 
outdoor recreation and tourism experiences."​
— SRP, p. 25 

"Commercial recreation… includes instructing/guiding/outfitting activities… for which the operator 
requires a permit or disposition."​
— SRP, p. 44 

Concern: 

Although Wild Blue Yonder operates under recognized provincial and national safety and sustainability standards, 
the plan does not acknowledge the role or status of operators certified through Special Provisions. This omission 
risks regulatory inconsistency and undermines established best practices already aligned with provincial recreation 
goals.​
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3. RETREAT DEVELOPMENT – SULPHUR RIVER AND FIREMAN’S PIT AREA 

Project Status 

●​ Wild Blue Yonder is collaborating with Kamisak Enterprises (Grande Cache Lake Indigenous community), 
and several Indigenous businesses on a retreat near the Sub-Regional Planning area. 

●​ The area is adjacent to, but not within, the current sub-regional plan boundary. 

Plan Relevance 

"Upgrade and modernize Sulphur Gates... reclassify... explore the potential for expanding the 
boundary."​
— SRP, p. 52 

"Work with Indigenous peoples and organizations to… identify opportunities for Indigenous-led 
tourism."​
— SRP, p. 26 

"Opportunities to pursue Indigenous economic prosperity… include commercial recreation."​
— SRP, p. 11 

Concern​
The area surrounding the planned retreat, while not within the sub-regional plan boundaries, is adjacent to zones 
identified for conservation or reclassification. Without recognition of this early-stage tourism investment — which 
involves Indigenous partners and aligns with economic reconciliation goals — there is risk that policy shifts could 
impede its development or necessary access routes. 

 

 

4. ACCESS MANAGEMENT AND RIPARIAN RESTRICTIONS 

Policy Limits 

●​ Strict road density and access limits are proposed in "slow-go" zones. 

●​ New roads may not enter Watercourse Management Areas unless strictly justified. 

●​ Surface material dispositions near the Smoky River are capped. 

Plan References 

"A proposed road must not result in the primary road network exceeding the maximum density..."​
— Supplemental Standards, p. 6 

"New surface material dispositions… will not be issued if the total area… exceeds: 1,162 ha for the 
Smoky River."​
— Supplemental Standards, p. 8 

Concern:​
 Proposed limits on road development and riparian access may unintentionally affect launch sites, guest shuttle 
logistics, and emergency response capabilities vital to rafting operations. These rules appear designed for industrial 
use and do not differentiate the low-impact, seasonal nature of guided outdoor recreation. 
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5. CONSERVATION AREA RESTRICTIONS 

Commercial Recreation Limits 

●​ New leases for tourism or recreation cannot be issued in conservation areas until designation under the 
Provincial Parks Act. 

Regulatory References 

"A decision-maker shall not issue… a lease for tourism and commercial recreation purposes… in the 
conservation area."​
— Regulatory Details, p. 5 

"Existing tourism and commercial recreation leases will be honoured."​
— SRP, p. 38 

Concern:​
The plan prohibits new commercial recreation leases in conservation areas but lacks clarity on how existing 
TFA holders will be treated. There is no assurance that conservation rezoning won’t restrict or phase out 
current recreational uses, including Wild Blue Yonder’s river access or future tourism partnerships in nearby 
zones. 

 

6. NORTHERN ROCKIES DISCOVERY REPORT (Travel Alberta, Jan 2024) 

Recreational Value of Rivers 

"The Sulphur River... could be better developed for visitor experiences (e.g., improving access to 
Sulphur Gates)."​
— Northern Rockies DR, p. 11 

"8% of Albertans are likely to pursue rafting/float trips in this zone."​
— Northern Rockies DR, p. 22 

Development Constraints Noted 

"The planning and permitting process for tourism development on Crown lands is under-prioritized, 
uncertain and very difficult for operators."​
— Northern Rockies DR, p. 27 

Land Use Competition 

"Tourism development... is in direct competition for land use with other resource sectors."​
— Northern Rockies DR, p. 17 
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Conclusion & Recommendations 

The Upper Smoky Plan outlines strong objectives for sustainable recreation and Indigenous inclusion, but: 

●​ Does not sufficiently acknowledge commercial operators with TFAs 

●​ Fails to integrate or reference Travel Alberta’s tourism strategies for the Northern Rockies 

●​ Proposes access and zoning changes that may inadvertently hinder strategic tourism investments like Wild 
Blue Yonder’s operations and retreat development 

Concern:​
The Discovery Report by Travel Alberta identifies rafting and cultural retreats as high-potential tourism products. 
However, the sub-regional plan introduces restrictions that conflict with those recommendations — especially 
regarding access, Crown land availability, and investment readiness. This disconnect threatens to undermine 
coordinated economic development across agencies. 

Recommendations: 

●​ Wild Blue Yonder should be formally consulted on implementation 

●​ Future zoning must accommodate strategic tourism nodes identified in provincial planning (e.g., Sulphur 
Gates, Grande Cache, Smoky River) 
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