Sustainable Access in a Ghostly Environment
The Ghost area has always been somewhat of a mystery to me since I joined the Alpine club. What made it so attractive for Rock & Ice reviews? What was sign post 39? Why had ASRD (Alberta Sustainable Resource Development) turned down CASA’s (Climbers Access Society of Alberta) fish study recommendations? Why does access, somewhat like a phantom, seem to come and go at the Ghost? So thinking we would find answers, Gord Currie and I set out with Grant Parkin of CASA as our tour guide, only to come back with more questions!!
On the evening of July 19 we set out from Cochrane in Grant’s 4 X 4, a Cherokee, truly a ghost mobile. Just past Waiparous we picked up the TransAlta road which they maintain for access to their Ghost River diversion project. Along the route we saw where Spray Lakes Sawmill had recently logged in the FLU (Forest Land-use) Zone. It provides a great view but has created another access challenge in the winter for ice climbers as the road gets drifted in to the point even the Cherokee can’t plunge its way through. On the big hill we paused for a view of the Phantom Crag and got oriented – Devil’s Gap to the left (south) and Ghost River (the real North Ghost), to the right (north). At the bottom of the big hill we made a sharp turn to the right to travel briefly along a dirt track to the flood plain. Apparently the road used to continue onto the gravel flood plain directly below the big hill but the “exit ramp” has been washed away some time ago.

Off we went on the flood plain track as it is called, first going left (south) along the berm, following the diversion channel till it curved its way west into Devil’s gap till we reached the Banff National Park boundary. The diversion channel empties into the Ghost lakes which feed into Lake Minnewanka. To the south you have Orient Point, a 2 hour bush whack to access the climbing area. Across the river is Phantom Crag which has a series of climbing areas to explore. As the Banff Kiosk was out of licorice we decided to check out the North Ghost.
Back tracking north along the berm our first stop was the water diversion gate. It was plain to see that the majority of the water is diverted. As the water drops through a grate to get to the channel any fish heading that way would have to turn around and head back upstream! 
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Before the fish study was conducted by CASA, ASRD did not expect to find any fish in the area. Shortly after the gate we reached the first river crossing – which had been the location of signpost 39 three years ago when ASRD halted vehicle access. At that time it was a very small stream – currently it is a river channel just over a foot deep and 10 feet wide – no problem for the Cherokee.
When we reached the current location of the travelling sign post 39, we pulled out the fish study. The aerial photos identified 11 potential river crossings, 10 of which could be forded leaving only one where vehicle traffic would impact fish habitat. The study recommended a hardened crossing, located on the opposite side of the river to the climbers’ landmark, the Good, the Bad and the Ugly. The crossing would prevent the disturbance of fish spawning grounds which the field crew discovered in the fall of 2007. An unexpected result for ASRD who thought the Ghost River with its gravelly bed and fast flowing waters would not support fish life. Interestingly enough, looking at this side channel today, which is on the edge of the ghost river flood plain, it had become partially filled in by gravel since the time of the study. 
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When you look at the size of the crossing, you can’t help but think – how hard can this be, why don’t we just pull out the chain saw and get on with it. Well to quote a seasoned rock climber – just when you think something is easy, watch out. Since 2006 CASA has been patiently working within the confines of the Ghost Stewardship Management Group. Approvals have seemed to appear then disappear, somewhat like the name. At the time of writing this article CASA was in negotiations to get approval to either build a stringer bridge or put in place temporary rig mats to secure seasonal access up to the Valley of the Birds and beyond. 
Just what is beyond - according to the handbook, 34 climbs in all, including some of the world’s best ice climbs. So regardless of the outcome of ASRD’s decision, the condition of TransAlta’s road or how often the flood plain changes, climbers will find a way to access the Ghost area. CASA is committed to making that access sustainable and enjoyable. ACC Calgary supports these efforts for the benefit of our members. If you haven’t yet had a ghostly experience then I highly recommend that you do so.
“Can’t get there from here”





“One span away” or “the one that got away”








