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Rock climbing has 
reached new heights of 
environmental awareness 

in recent years, moving away 
from an attitude of adversarial 
scrambling up cliff faces to 
careful stewardship of nature.
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T
ime was, the mighty 
cliff faces of the 
Niagara Escarpment 
were considered 

indestructible elements 
that could be challenged 
and conquered. They were 
places where fit people 
could test themselves, get 
a tremendous workout and 
prove that humanity could 

overcome great physical 
hurdles. Little thought was 
given to the possibility that 
a few plants and trees could 
be damaged in the process, 
because these places were 
just so rich in plant growth.

Up to about 20 years ago, 
Mike Davis, co-publisher of 
this magazine, used to do a 
bit of rock climbing. He has 

seen some careless practices.
“Before people understood 

about ancient cedars,” he says, 
“they saw them as scraggly 
malformed trees they could 
attach ropes to without 
realizing the consequences, 
and that the trees might be 
hundreds of years old.”

He saw the effects of 
climbers who must have 

attached a rope around a tree 
on the top of a cliff, without 
putting padding around the 
tree, climbed up the cliff and 
gone down on the double 
rope, which destroys the bark 
on the tree, killing it. He saw 
climbing routes with broken 
branches and cut trees on 
cliff faces. “Topping out” 
was done, which is climbing 

 At the 2017 Beaver Valley Climbing Festival, climbers practised on rock faces without foliage.  Challenge at Metcalfe Rock: beginning the rock climb.



summer 2018  •  Niagara Escarpment Views 45

“Knowing how to ascend a rope is a 
good climbing skill,” said a guide while 
demonstrating this during a climbing 
clinic. A participant responded with 
“Why do we even bother rock climbing? 
Just do this!”

 A clinic 
instructor’s belt, 
fully loaded with 
climbing gear.
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up to and over the lip at 
the very top of the cliff.

“It was not understanding 
the rare and unique flora 
on the cliff face,” says Mike. 
“Trampling plants happened 
because they may look small 
and insignificant, not worth 
the bother of going around 
them. As understanding 
increases, we understand 
better what it is.”

That was then. 
Climbers have changed 
what they’re doing.

Climbing Damage?
In 2002 a report for Society 
For Conservation Biology 
entitled “Rock Climbing 
Harms Cliff Ecosystems, 
Study Finds,” indicated that 
places used for rock climbing 
have far fewer plant species 
than unclimbed locations. 
This report was written 
by Michele McMillan and 
Douglas Larson; Larson is well 
known as the co-author of 
the influential 2007 book The 
Last Stand: A Journey Through 
the Ancient Cliff-Face Forest 
of the Niagara Escarpment. 
The 2002 report, along 
with others about different 
rock-climbing locations, 
led to the assumption that 
rock climbing damages 
sensitive plant habitats.

A later 2006 study by 
Larson and Kathryn Lynne 
Kuntz concluded the opposite: 
“differences in vegetation 
were not related to climbing 
disturbances but rather to the 
selection by sport climbers 
of cliff faces with microsite 
characteristics that support 
less vegetation.” In other 
words, climbers look for 
and prefer to climb cliffs 
that naturally support less 
plant life. Researchers found 
no evidence that climbing 
damages plant growth.

“It’s changing now, how 
people interact with nature,” 
says Randy Kielbasciwicz, 
co-chair for Ontario Access 
Coalition (OAC), whose 
mission states that it is “an 
independent provincial, 

 Climbing used 
to be done near 
plants growing 
on cliff faces.

volunteer non-profit 
organization that works 
diligently to keep climbing 
and bouldering areas open.”

Randy continues to 
explain that “We don’t top 
out. The edge is a place of 
very high-quality plants. 
There’s a lot of biodiversity 
there. Routes are engineered 
to avoid trees. We want 
clean [rock] faces with no 
foliage. The days of grovelling 
up grooves are gone.”

OAC Efforts
Since OAC became a non-
profit organization in 2009, it 
has been doing more than just 
organize climbing. That year, 
the group hosted the first clean 
up at Rattlesnake Point in 
Milton. That morphed into the 
annual crag stewardship day.

The next year, OAC began 
promoting environmental 
stewardship and awareness 
of endangered species, while 
working with Bruce Peninsula 
National Park, Grey Sauble 
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 “Anchors are paid for by OAC,” 
says Randy Kielbasciwicz, OAC 
co-chair. “They’re modern stainless 
steel which the government 
likes. Our bolting people are well 
educated. I’ve never seen a bolt 
fail. Not one.”

 Temporary climbing anchors 
placed securely in crevices serve to 
shorten accidental falls.
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Conservation and Niagara 
Parks Commission on 
issues of access to climbing 
areas. In 2011 bouldering 
became a permitted activity 
in Niagara Glen. For a 
Niagara Escarpment Views’ 
feature on this sport, 
see “Bouldering Totally 
Rocks” in Spring 2015.

When land became 
available for purchase in 
2013 at the base of Old Baldy 
in Beaver Valley, OAC began 
fundraising to buy it. A year 
later, $130,000 was given to 

Grey Sauble Conservation 
to buy the land and secure 
climbing access to Old Baldy.

Last year, after previous 
discussions with OAC, the 
new Niagara Escarpment 
Plan included permission 
for climbing to occur where 
a management plan exists.

A current project involves 
an improvement at Metcalfe 
Rock in Beaver Valley.

“We’re fund raising for 
eco toilets,” says Randy. 
“It’s a hundred grand but 
it’s the right thing to do.”

Climbing Festivals
Last year OAC held their 
5th annual Beaver Valley 
Climbing Festival. People 
camped out over a weekend 
in July, socialized in the 
evenings and learned climbing 
techniques during the days.

“Climbing clinics educate 
people about how to be safe,” 
says Randy, “and what a 
privilege it is to climb outside, 
how to have minimal impact 
on the environment.”

Last year, many clinics were 
held to teach various climbing 

skills, including rappelling, 
self rescue, handling falls, 
ascending a rope, placing 
climbing gear, belay skills and 
dealing with stuck ropes.

For this year’s festival, 
check ontarioaccesscoalition.

See Niagara Escarpment 
Views, Spring 2015 for Chris 
Mills’ feature “Bouldering 
Totally Rocks.” 

Mike Davis and Gloria 
Hildebrandt are co-founders and 
co-publishers of this magazine.

 An Eastern White Cedar thrives 
on a cliff face despite having broken 
branches.

 Wildflower blooming high up on ledge of an Escarpment cliff.
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NIAGARA ESCARPMENT 
ROCK CLIMBING LOCATIONS
Bruce Peninsula
Halfway Log Dump, Bruce Peninsula 

National Park
Indian Ladder, Cape Croker
Lion’s Head
White Bluff

Beaver Valley
Devil’s Glen
Metcalfe Rock
Old Baldy
The Swamp

Milton
Fraggle Rock, Conservation Halton
Kelso
Mt. Nemo
Rattlesnake Point

Niagara Region
Niagara Glen —bouldering


