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By Lesley Cassidy
Crowded. Congested. Loved. Our trails and the Pandemic
 What’s your trail �x? Hiking, 
ATV (All-Terrain Vehicle) riding, moun-
tain biking or equestrian? Trails feed our 
minds and keep our bodies �t. �en came 
the shutdown of paths across the country 
to reduce the spread of the novel corona-
virus. During those few months, when 
they were closed, it bluntly reminded us 
of the importance of our beloved outdoor 
spaces. 
 In 2018, almost seven in ten Ca-
nadians participated in some form of 
outdoor recreation or wilderness activ-
ity, with 44 % participating in hiking and 
17% in o�-road vehicle recreation. With 
the pandemic disrupting daily routines, 
elevating stress levels, forcing people 
indoors,  when the trails opened up in 
early May, the pent-up demand for ac-
cess soared. Green space is like a meal, a 
much-needed daily staple.
 �e pandemic highlighted de-
mand, and also how limited supply is 
when everyone’s rushing to be outside. 
Lesser-known backcountry spaces start-
ed to see more people looking to escape 
the crowds. Congested and crowded 
trailheads across the province were com-
mon as the regions began to open up. In 
Calabogie’s backyard, the not-so-secret 
gem, the Eagles Nest earned the reputa-
tion of being a hotspot. 
 �e Eagles Nest, a rocky 2.7-ki-
lometre loop is part of the Manitou Trail 
Network and rated as the #1 activity in 
Calabogie according to TripAdvisor. Ex-
plore, Canada’s top outdoor recreation 
magazine listed it as one of the top 10 
hikes to complete in the Ottawa Region. 
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It is a rugged ridge of stunning cli�s that 
overlook the vast Renfrew and North 
Frontenac rolling wild Crown land. Hik-
ers love the trail. Ice and rock climbers 
regularly scale the Eagles Nest’s vertical 
walls and locals have hiked in the area 
for over 30 years. It’s a sacred spot, im-
portant to First Nations People. Visitors 
keenly watch eagles soar in the wind dur-
ing quieter moments. However, this calm 
is challenging to experience due to the 
popularity of the trail. �e pandemic gave 
a new de�nition to the word crowded 
when over 118 vehicles lined both sides 
of the 80km/h county road one Saturday 
morning late in March. Since the trails re-
opened in early May, it’s not uncommon 
to see more than 90 vehicles on a Satur-
day or Sunday a�ernoon along the road-
way. It’s a busy place. 
 And it’s not just the Eagles Nest 
experiencing a surge in popularity. Over 

Over 118 vehicles lined both sides of the 80Km/hr County Rd. 508 one Saturday morning late in March. 
It’s hard to stay socially distanced with that many groups on a 2.7Km loop, especially at the top, where 
everyone wants to stay a while to take in the view.
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Lesley Cassidy has been 
cottaging near Calabogie 
for over 40 years.  She 
grew up spending her 
summers in the area and 
visiting family in Ashdad 
and Mount St. Patrick.  
Her favourite passtimes 
are exploring gravel roads 
in the Valley by bike, 

hiking its many trails and canoeing/fishing.  Lesley is 
married to Andre Mickovitch and brings him on her 
many adventures. Together they love travelling but 
Lesley always feels most at home closest to her family 
roots in the Ottawa Valley.

9,000 ATVs were sold in May 2020 in the 
province, an increase of 3,000 units over 
this time last year. �e Eastern Ontario 
Trail Alliance (EOTA) sold $132,000 
worth of trail passes this year for ATVs, 
a $15,000 increase over last year. As well, 
they are �elding numerous calls from 
people anxious to book mini getaways 
within the province. Bicycle sales in many 
stores in Ontario rose more than 30%, 
and there is a shortage of bicycle parts in 
Canada. A tune-up may be a month-long 
wait in many communities. 

We know from research that get-
ting outside and being active is good for 
us. Blessed with thousands of acres of 
Crown land and hundreds of kilometres 
of trails at our doorstep, the Ottawa Val-
ley is an outdoor recreation mecca. We 
recognize that tourism is good. Over-
crowding and congestion, not so much. 
Trail tourism supports local small busi-
nesses and provides jobs, taxes and per-
mits can be reinvested in the area, and it 
introduces visitors to the Ottawa Valley. 
�e downside means packed parking lots 
and safety issues, erosion, trespassing on 
private property and litter. As well, some 
visitors don’t come prepared for wild 
spaces or understand the “leave no trace” 
philosophy. Trail etiquette? Not every-
one practices those values. In the Ottawa 
Valley though, overall, congestion and 
overcrowding are not a pressing concern 
because many recreational activities are 
well spread out. Even so, there are a few 
hot spots – the Eagles Nest is one of them. 

In 2004, several local people, Mark 
�omas and Tim Yearington, installed 
a sign near the Eagle’s Nest sharing a 
message about First Nations people, the 
importance and information about the 
sacred site. In 2008, the Township added 
signs; paint markings since have been 
added to trees and a parking lot to ac-
cess the Manitou Trail Network. Chuck 
Rigelhof, a Councillor with the Township 
of Greater Madawaska is also the Coun-
cil Chair for Trails, which includes the 
Mayor, Chief Administrative O�cer, and 
Facilities Manager. �is group deals with 
all things trail - budgets, barricades, sig-
nage, website/social media and responds 
to complaints or issues brought forward 
by constituents. During the pandemic, 
this group closed the network of paths, 
updated the website, social media and 
radio about the closures and monitored 
the situation as numerous people contin-
ued hiking. Now the trails are open, the 
Township has acted to manage the con-
gestion better. 
 Rigelhof shares, “�e township 
has no ownership of the trails and area; 
the road is owned by the County. �e 
trails are on Crown land”. He explained 
that this makes it more challenging to 
deal with tra�c, overcrowding and safety 
issues. It took persistence by Mayor Brian 
Hunt, working with Renfrew County, for 
the county to purchase two solar �ash-
ing pedestrian lights that will be installed 
shortly. Parking is now con�ned to one 
side of the highway, bright red and white 

signs share the message that vehicles will 
be towed. At a cost of $180 to release the 
car to the owner, this deterrent should 
help manage parking congestion in the 
area. Bold signs warn drivers about pe-
destrians crossing the road. Rigelhof ex-
plained that a by-law o�cer now patrols 
the trailhead and a committed group of 
volunteers regularly picks up trash. �e 
Township supplies garbage bags and 
safety vests for anyone who would like to 
help. 
 �e pandemic con�rmed that 
green space is essential. But the pandem-
ic wasn’t the start of the busyness on lo-
cal paths - it’s a little more complicated 
than that. A quick search on Instagram, a 
photo-based application where users post 
their latest travel or adventures, revealed 
about 21,000 posts for #calabogie and 
hundreds of photos of Eagles Nest. With 
a geotagging feature on Instagram, a link 
shares the location of the picture with 
other users. �is type of advertising gives 
people the knowledge of where a unique 
path or view is, and this inspires people 
to enjoy it in person. �is leads to hordes 
of visitors seeing the location as a desti-
nation to snap a photo to post online. 
 And it’s not just social media; 
it’s also technology. At the touch of our 
�ngertips, we can access vacation rental 
properties through sites such as Airbnb 
or VRBO (Vacation Rental by Owner). 
Airbnb lists 300 options to rent from 
rooms in a house,  large cottages, or small 
trapper cabins in the Valley and Hastings 
Highlands. More rentals mean more visi-
tors exploring the area, looking for excit-
ing and active ways to play outside. 
 Another reason for trail popu-
larity is due to a cultural shi�. Research 
shares that the younger generation and 
retired people prefer “experiences” and 
fewer “things”. �ey prefer to make mem-
ories; there’s even a name for it - “the ex-

perience economy”. �ese people drive 
the demand for outdoor experiences, 
outdoor gear, tours and local travel which 
leads to busier green space.

No doubt, studies and research 
completed once the pandemic is over will 
recommend changes to address the lack 
of green space in cities. �e development 
of new parks has not kept pace with the 
growth in construction of homes and 
sub-developments; people enjoy green 
space and seem willing to travel further 
to �nd it. Still, the time in isolation con-
�rmed that we love our trails. Proactive 
municipalities can address the increas-
ing numbers of visitors to hotspots like 
Eagles Nest and avoid future problems. 
Degraded paths, crowds, scattered trash 
and minimal parking, will translate into 
a less enjoyable trail experience resulting 
in a lack of repeat visitors. �en the tour-
ism dollars won’t come either.

In the end, it is about balancing 
access to trails, economic development, 
protecting the wildness of the environ-
ment, and o�ering a quality recreation 
experience. We want to be sure our para-
dise, doesn’t become a paradise lost.

The eagle is sacred to all First Nations People upon Turtle Island (North America). Eagle soars in the sky and sees 
things clearly in ALL the Sacred Directions... In HONOUR of ALL People, past, present, and future, and ALL that 
exists; please see that Eagle’s Nest Sacred Site remains forever a True Place of PEACE. THANK YOU! Miigwetch! 
PLEASE: Listen to your HEART and RESPECT the NATURE of this site... No garbage or bottles. All you bring in 
you must take out. Tchi Miigwetch Kitchi Manitou, Mother Earth and ALL Relations Everywhere.

It’s not uncommon to see 90 vehicles at the side of the road by Eagle’s Nest, only now parking is 
restricted to one side of the highway. and warning signs are in place. It’s a victim of its own success.


