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The intent of this practicum is to improve pedestrian access in and 
around Churchill. Challenges and causes for rational fear in the 
landscape were identified and paths and mechanisms were designed 
to mitigate these concerns. The purpose is to make the landscape a 
more welcoming place that can be enjoyed and celebrated by a wider 
range of users.  
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All photographs and figures were produced 
by the author unless otherwise noted. See 
image credits on page 210.
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This study began in Churchill, Manitoba. I traveled there my first 
time in late November 2013, just after the last few bears had left the 
mainland for the sea ice. The journey in itself was arduous: an eight 
hour road trip from Winnipeg to Thompson and an overnight train 
to Churchill. When I finally arrived I was astonished by how small 
the place was, about two kilometers from tip to tip, an easy walk if it 
weren’t so cold and dark. The town was also so quiet; many businesses 
were closing up or already closed as the last tourists left after bear 
season. Though we had access to a truck, there were few places we 
could drive as many of the roads were closed for the winter. The 
landscape seemed very isolated and intimidating. I would have loved 
to walk across the coastal rocks to the Hudson Bay coast, but in the 
brief hours of daylight I was nervous to do so. For one, the snow was 
loose in many places from the willows underneath; one step and I was 
thigh deep in snow. Also, the coastal rocks were rugged and slippery, 
and mostly hidden beneath the snow. Though we were assured most 
of the bears were on the ice, there was no guarantee we would not 
see one, so we had to still be very careful. Also, the weather was no 
minor concern. During days with blowing snow, it was cold, biting, 
and impossible to see. The other days it was just uncomfortably cold 
and we didn’t want to venture too far from the warm, safe interior of 
the truck. Though I could walk in and around the town quite safely, 
the greater landscape seemed out of reach. I felt a little stir crazy, only 
really exploring in the small town and rarely after dark. I began to 
appreciate how easy it was for me to walk in Winnipeg and wished I 
had more opportunities to do so as easily in Churchill. 
The second trip, in March 2014, was different. I stayed at the Northern 
Studies Center and felt much more comfortable walking around, 

though with a group of people. We were told to be careful where we 
walked, not to venture far from the center and/or group, to avoid 
being outside alone and to always tell someone if we were. I was given 
the opportunity to experience the landscape in a way I would have 
liked to have during my first trip. The main concern was the cold. 
It is easy to get lost if you venture too far away from a group and 
even easier to freeze to death should you be ill-prepared. However, 
cold aside, on this trip I truly began to appreciate walking in subarctic 
Churchill. I spent hours and hours outside, building an igloo or 
quinzhee, snowshoeing, exploring the tundra, and walking onto the 
sea ice. Sure, I was cold at times, but it was likely the first time since 
I was a child that I appreciated being outside in the cold so much, 
even spending the night in an igloo with the air temperature at minus 
twenty nine degrees celsius. In the landscape I felt extraordinary peace 
and euphoria when I would walk, just soaking up the opportunity to 
move and explore this isolated wilderness. I felt like an explorer. I 
began to really understand the joy in being a pedestrian there, hearing 
the crunch beneath my foot as the snowpack pukak layer collapsed, 
seeing the cracks along the ice in the tundra, discovering the natural 
sculptures formed in the frozen Hudson Bay where the shifting ice 
had gapped and crashed against itself. However, since we relied on 
snowmobiles for transport, some places still seemed out of reach for 
a pedestrian.
After the first two trips, I felt a third was necessary. I had seen 
Churchill in snow and ice twice, but I had not yet seen the land green 
and wet, alive, and active. This third trip, taken in early July 2014, was 
entirely different. As a pedestrian in July I replaced one concern with 
another. No longer was I concerned with freezing and getting caught 

personal note
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in deep snow, I was now on alert for polar bears. With the ice on 
the Hudson Bay gone, the beluga whales migrate in and gather at 
the mouth of the Churchill River to spawn. However, the loss of 
sea ice also means polar bears must return to land. This was both 
exciting and disappointing. I took every possible opportunity to 
look for a bear, not just for safety but for my own delight. I adopted 
the “head on a swivel” technique. Each time I ventured out on foot 
I constantly assessed the landscape for potential risks and escape 
opportunities should I encounter a bear. Simple wanderings, like 
going to the beach at the north end of the Flats, were full of risk: 
could a bear be hiding in those dense willows? I booked a guided 
tour months in advance to hike between Sloop Cove and the Prince 
of Wales Fort on the western side of the Churchill River. I had to 
soak up the landscape as much as I could, knowing that I would 
not get another opportunity during this trip to explore and walk 
so extensively. We were escorted by two armed polar bear safety 
officers, and one in training, whose job it was to secure our passage. 
Without them we would have had no defense against the potential 
threats presented by polar bears. They knew where we should walk 
to maintain long sight lines and they knew which areas to avoid, 
such as ones with high willows. When we arrived at the fort we 
were not allowed to walk outside of it around to the north side… 
we could not see why. One of the safety officers believed there was 
a large male polar bear resting in the willows not far below, though 
for the life of me I could not see it. Without an escort we depended 
on a vehicle for safety when exploring the landscape. We drove this 
truck down every available road into some of the most dangerous 
regions; ones that we could not have experienced on our own 

without a vehicle. The truck acted as a temporary escape shelter and 
a lookout. Though we drove for a day we did not see one bear, so why 
could we not have walked the whole time? All these safety measures 
that we had to take were not because we expected to run into a bear, but 
because we could not guarantee that we would not.  
These experiences, coupled with research and learning from people in 
the town, essentially determined the question this practicum addresses; 
how might one design for pedestrians in this landscape of rational 
fear? In the first visits it was a fear of weather or dangerous terrain that 
discouraged walking and exploring the landscape, and in July it was 
polar bears. In a landscape so rich, how can design help mitigate risks 
and allow for safe pedestrian passage? 
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The vast landscape of Churchill, Manitoba is both stunning and 
foreboding. The place, unlike so many others, is not dominated 
by an intersecting web of roadways. The light thread of road that 
does exist weaves through a small portion of the region, allowing 
a motorist a passing glimpse of the beautiful coastline, tundra, and 
boreal forest. However, in a place such as Churchill, exploring on 
foot is an experience unlike any other. It is the feel of snow crunching 
beneath ones boot, or the sound of singing  birds that can only be 
experienced when one removes him/herself from motorized vehicles 
and simply enjoys being in nature. This project looks to facilitate and 
encourage walking in Churchill and to celebrate the identity and 
natural landscape of the place.
However, being a pedestrian in the region is not as simple as putting 
on shoes and walking out the door. The landscape, while beautiful, can 
be dangerous and restrictive. The subarctic climate can be relentlessly 
and dangerously cold. Any exposed flesh will feel the harsh bite of 
the arctic wind and extreme temperatures - frostbite and death are a 
significant concern during these times. The landscape has a plethora 
of conspicuous and alluring features: the characteristic coastal rock 
outcroppings, the wetlands (both frozen and thawed), and the blankets 
of deep snow. While these features are a prepossessing aspect of the 
Churchill landscape, they also severely impact how people can move 
in the region. The thick, loose snow can sometimes be disconcerting 

introduction
and exhausting, often so deep that walking is near impossible and 
swimming is a more accurate description. As the third largest wetland 
in the world, the Hudson Bay lowland is predominately marshland. 
The extremely saturated landscape makes the landscape difficult 
to walk in and makes hip-waders essential for many who brave the 
difficult terrain. The coastal outcroppings are irregular and imposing. 
The outstanding quartzite formations dominate the Hudson Bay 
coastline, and though they are one of the most arresting features 
in the region, they are arguable the most dangerous. The irregular 
formations are difficult to explore; while some are smooth, short waves 
in the landscape, other formations are tall, jagged and intimidating. 
These formations are also favoured places for polar bears to relax and 
lounge. The bears, which are easily able to remain concealed in the deep 
crevices between rocks, are the most profound danger to pedestrians 
in Churchill. The large white bears are unpredictable, plentiful, and 
can be anywhere in the region from about June to November. Any 
pedestrians who intend to explore the landscape during this time 
must be vigilant, generally have some form of protection (guide, 
firearm, vehicle), and avoid specified areas. These dangers are some of 
the reasons why people are dissuaded, and discouraged from walking 
in the area, and why Churchill is deemed a landscape of rational fear. 
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There is an abundance of physical, mental, and spiritual benefits 
to walking, thus landscape accessibility is of extreme import. This 
project designs for pedestrians in the landscape of rational fear 
and celebrates the experience of walking. Paths and mechanisms 
were explored and developed to mitigate the danger presented by 
the identified landscape dangers and to highlight the beauty and 
character of the region. The design will enable a wider range of 
users to enjoy the landscape and will provide a greater degree of 
independence and freedom in doing so.
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Churchill is located 1126 kilometers north of Winnipeg where the 
province meets the Hudson Bay coast. The town is located at the 
mouth of the Churchill River, on a peninsula bordered by the Hudson 
Bay on one side and the river on the other. It is adjacent to the Port of 
Churchill, where one thousand kilometers of the Hudson Bay Railway 
end (“Churchill Research Range”). The town is a great location for 
visitors and scientists as it is seated at the junction of three major 
biomes: arctic marine, arctic tundra, and boreal forest (Johnson 7). 
As the “Polar Bear Capital of the World” Churchill is famed for being 
the best place in the world to view polar bears in the wild. However, 
it is also known for its history and other natural assets, such as beluga 
whales, a large variety of migratory birds, wildflowers, coastal rock 
outcroppings, and the aurora borealis. 

churchill, manitoba
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CHURCHILL



Churchill is a part of the Canadian Shield, which is composed of 
Precambrian rocks, Sedimentary gneiss, granitoid, and volcanic rocks 
(Dredge 4). The Precambrian Churchill quartzite prevalent along 
much of the shorelines can be dated back about two billion years, 
though it has been smoothed into flowing patterns over years and 
years of being assaulted by waves (Flemming 34). Layered over much 
of the landscape are thick sequences of sedimentary rock (Stewart 
and Lockhart 22). These sequences are evidence of the ancient Tyrell 
seas fluctuations over the land, which deposited various sediments in 
its phases of transgression and regression (Dredge 3). Many fossils 
are found in the sedimentary rock, including corals, brachiopods, 
cephalopods, gastropods, and trilobites (Dredge 5).
The ice ages that began around two million years ago had another 
impact on the landscape. The glaciers of that time transported eroded 
debris and deposited it as the glacier melted (Dredge 5).  Remaining 
scars show where the glaciers scoured and eroded the exposed rock 
outcroppings and landscape. These still visible glacial striae along 
with the glacial debris (evidenced by the eskers, kames, and beach 
ridges) present the pattern and history of glacial movement in the 
landscape.  

topography
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The existing topography is evidence of a billion 
years of geologic and glacial movement; 
cycles of rock formation, upheaval and tilting, 
and erosion (Dredge 3). 

ROCHE MOUTONEE WHALEBACK

DIRECTION OF GLACIER



CHURCHILL

The Laurentide Ice Sheet, which covered most 
of Canada, was the last glacier to disappear 
around eight thousand years ago (Dredge 5). 
Much of the topography in Churchill reflects 
these glacial shifts. 

This image shows the glacial movements of 
the Laurentide Ice Sheet over Canada. 

glacial movement
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CHURCHILL
Churchill used to be entirely submerged 
in the ancient Tyrell sea. As the weight of 
the glaciers was removed, the land began 
rebounding. This image shows the original 
coastline.

ancient tyrell sea



HUDSON BAY SAND DEPOSITS OUTCROP RIDGE PLAIN

Once the glaciers melted, the land was 
relieved of much weight and thus began to 
uplift. As a result, areas that were originally 
submerged in the Tyrell sea slowly began 
emerging. As the land is still rebounding, the 
landscape continually produces new habitats 
that seemingly move inland over time.

emerging landscape
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Located north of fifty-eight degrees latitude, on the coast of the Hudson 
Bay, Churchill possesses a unique natural composition. Though many 
of its characteristics are associated with arctic environments, it is 
considered subarctic due to some of its flora and fauna (Johnson 7). 
It sits between three major natural regions: the arctic marine, arctic 
tundra, and boreal forest biomes (Johnson 7). 

natural composition
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hudson bay
At approximately fifteen hundred kilometers 
long and eight hundred-thirty kilometers 
wide, the Hudson Bay is the second largest 
inland sea in the world (Brandson 151). 
The sea is bordered by Nunavut, Manitoba, 
Ontario, and Quebec. The Hudson Bay is 
covered with ice for seven - eight months 
every year, forming in early November and 
gone by early July (Johnson 8). 

SHOW HUDSON BAY IN CANADA
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polar bears
The coast of Manitoba falls within the 
western Hudson Bay sub-population of polar 
bears. This population, consisting of about 
eight hundred bears, spends the majority of 
the year hunting ring seals on the bay ice and 
returns to land in the summer to fast until the 
Hudson Bay re-freezes (Goodyear). 

200km
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beluga whales
The Churchill River estuary is home to 
roughly thirty-five thousand beluga whales 
that come to calve in the warmer water and 
feed off of capelin (Goodyear). The whales 
arrive before July first, when the big ice 
sheets break up, and they generally stay until 
September (“The Accessible Arctic”).

200km
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ESTUARY
[BELUGAS]

WEIR

GOOSE CREEK
[MARINA]

The town is located at the Churchill River 
estuary, where the salt water of the Hudson 
Bay pushes back the fresh water of the river. In 
the summer people use the river for boating, 
fishing and hunting and for large ship access 
to the Port of Churchill (Boothroyd 30). 
The river also provides important food and 
shelter for wildlife and is a great location for 
watching beluga whales in the summer. 

churchill river
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In the 1970s a dam was built at South Indian 
Lake to divert most of the water from the 
Churchill River to the Nelson River for 
Hydroelectric Power generation (Boothroyd 
10). The river used to be rich in jackfish and 
grayling and many people would stay on the 
water’s edge in cabins or tents (Boothroyd 
34). However, because of the diversion, water 
levels became so low that people lost cabins 
and could no longer fish and hunt upstream 
as they did for generations before. Also as a 
result, fish, beaver, and muskrat populations 
drastically deteriorated (Boothroyd 54).  
An attempt was made in the 1990s to restore 
the river. A rock-fill weir was built ten 
kilometers long to stretch across the river 
to raise water levels by about two meters 
upstream of the weir. This created a reservoir 
lake that significantly improved boat access 
and helped rebound the fish population 
(Boothroyd 68).

CHURCHILL RIVER 
DIVERSION

SOUTH INDIAN LAKE

NELSON RIVER

CHURCHILL RIVER

SPLIT LAKE



The Hudson Bay Lowland is 370,000 square kilometers of poorly 
drained coastal plain surrounding Churchill (Dredge 43). As with 
much of northeast Manitoba, about ninety-five percent of the region 
is in a state of continuous permafrost (Brandson 127). At Churchill 
the permafrost, which disappears offshore and thickens inland, is 
about eighty meters thick (Dredge 15). The Lowlands also are the 
third largest wetland habitat in the world (Brandson 172). 
Coming into Churchill by air in summer provides phenomenal views 
of this marshy coastal plain, displaying the extensively saturated 
landscape. The aerial view of the winter landscape is very white, 
though the clusters of ice-blue scattered across the landscape still 
indicate the numerous wetland patches. Two major biomes are 
located within the lowlands: the tundra in the north and the boreal 
forest in the southwest. 

hudson bay lowland
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tunturi - tundra ecosystem
The northern region of the Hudson Bay 
Lowlands is categorized as the arctic tundra, 
or the tundra barrens, biome. The word 
“tundra” comes from the Finnish word 
“tunturi”, which means “treeless plane” 
(Brandson 172). The openness of the tundra 
results in uninterrupted winds that cut across 
the landscape and pack the snow (Gilligan 4). 
Therefore, snow in the tundra is much harder 
than snow in the boreal forest. The tundra 
has low vegetation primarily with sporadic 
patches of crooked, emaciated looking spruce 
(Dredge 21).
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taiga - boreal ecosystem
The southwest region of the Hudson Bay 
Lowlands is categorized as the boreal 
forest or taiga biome. The word “taiga” is a 
Russian word for “forest” (Brandson 132). 
The taiga runs diagonally across the region, 
from northwest to southeast. The northern 
section is open spruce-lichen woodland and 
the southern section is closed boreal forest. 
Though spruce is the dominant tree, pine, 
birch, tamarack, and alder are also commonly 
found (Dredge 15). Snow in the taiga can 
be up to two meters thick and is generally 
looser and thicker than snow in the tundra 
(Brandson 173).



Areas further south in the region tend to have better drainage. As a 
result these areas will have more light coloured lichens and spruce 
trees (Johnson 10). Other areas will have wet bogs and fens, and be 
notably lush, flat, and green (Johnson 10). The region has a variety of 
lichen, algae, mosses, fungi, and about four hundred vascular plants 
(Johnson 11). About one-third of the flora are grasses, rushes, and 
sedges, though there are a variety of other noteworthy plants such as 
orchids, heaths, louseworts, and other showy plants that bloom in the 
warmer months (Johnson 11). 

flora
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The subarctic landscape provides habitats for northern arctic species, 
as well as southern boreal species, and maritime ones. Therefore, the 
area  has a wide variety of animals.
Though Churchill is world renowned for its polar bears and beluga 
whales, it is also recognized as a great place for ornithologists and 
other bird enthusiasts. Every year about one hundred and fifty 
different bird species congregate in Churchill. Some birds of note 
are the Tundra Swan, Horned Grebe, Snowy and Short-eared Owls, 
Golden Plovers, Arctic Loon, Snow Goose, Sandpiper, Arctic Tern, 
and the rare Ross’s Gull (Flemming 38). Though some birds remain 
year-round, and like ptarmigan, change colour with the seasons, most 
are migratory birds that arrive in April and May and leave in the fall 
(“The Accessible Arctic”).
The region is also home to a variety of other animals: wood frogs (that 
freeze in the winter and thaw in the spring) caribou, moose, wolves, 
arctic fox, hares, seals, walrus, and many more.

fauna
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The region has an Marine Subarctic Climate 
which is highly influenced by continental 
arctic air masses originating from the Hudson 
Bay in the north (Dredge 13). Churchill has 
long cold dry winters, short cool summers, 
and short variable spring and fall seasons 
(Johnson 7). 

wind speed and direction

climate
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In addition to its relentlessly cold winters, 
Churchill has the fewest hours of sunshine 
per year of any Manitoba city due to the 
short winter days and frequent fog (Johnson 
7). The longest day of the year, June 21st, 
has around 18h 25min of daylight, and the 
shortest, December 21, has around 6h 15min 
(Brandson 132). 

average temp [below 0 celsius]

average snow fall [mm]

full sun - hours per month [x 10]



Churchill is located within the Auroral oval; 
a donut-shaped area denoting the northern 
hemisphere’s zone of maximum aural activity. 
The Aurora Borealis, or Northern Lights, 
are electrically charged sub-atomic particles 
in earth’s upper atmosphere. Depending 
on the altitude, the lights change colour; 
commonly yellowish-green in low altitudes 
and a rare blood red colour at higher altitudes 
(Brandson 145-148). 

CHURCHILL

aurora borealis

auroral oval
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auroral oval
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the town
In 1933 a townsite was constructed at the 
terminus of the Hudson Bay Railway to service 
the grain elevator and seaport (Boothroyd 
27). The first townsite was  little more than 
a frontier trading post, with only about 
one hundred and fifty people (Flemming 
20). When Fort Churchill, a US/Canadian 
Military base, was established in 1944, 
Churchill experienced a population spike 
(Flemming 20). The town was redeveloped in 
the 1970’s and is now a prominant destination 
for northern science, eco-tourism, and 
northern medicine.

10km
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history
The entire landscape is patched with physical remnants of Churchill’s 
development and history. Archaeological sites showing evidence of 
human activity date back around four thousand years ago. Since this 
time the area has continued to undergo change and new phases of 
development.

1700 1800

1717-1718
Original wood-fort 
Fort Prince of Wales 
constructed 1738-1771

Stone Fort Prince of 
Wales constructed

1744-1745
Cape Merry Battery 
constructed

1768
Astral Observatory 
established at Fort Prince 
of Wales

1686
Hudson Bay Company 
decides to establish post 
at Churchill - given its 
name

1782-1783
Samuel Hearne loses 
Fort to French -much 
destroyed - Hearne 
reopens post

1700 B.C. - Pre Dorset 
people (first occupants in 
Churchill)

130 B.C. - Dorset People 

 *gap in activity*

1610 - Henry Hudson 
discovers “Hudson Bay”

1715-1716
Thanadelthur “Slave 
Woman” establishes peace 
between Cree and Dene, 
paved way for HBC post 
(considered true founder 
of Churchill by many)
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1900 2000

1912
Hudson Bay Railway 
construction begins

1929
Hudson Bay railway 

completed at Churchill
1930-1933

townsite on east 
peninsula, and town of 

Churchill born 

1942-1980
Fort Churchill military 

base in operation

1961
MV Ithaca shipwrecked

1957 - 1985
Churchill Research 
Rocket Range in 
operation

1976
Churchill Northern 
Studies Centre 
established

1890-1892
Church of England 
(Anglican) built in 

Churchill
1930s [early]
The Flats 
community 
developed

1954-1957
Akudlik settlement 

established

1956
Sayisi-Dene moved 

to Churchill from 
Duck Lake

1970s-1976
Churchill Redevelopment 

and Town Centre 
Complex built

1997
Omnitrax takes 
ownership of the Port 
of Churchill

1999
New Transport Canada 
airport terminal opened

2001
Historic train station 
becomes visitors centre
(Parks Canada)

2011
CNSC moves 
into new 
facility at the  
Rocket Range



building footprint

provincial
municipal
private

500m

ownership map
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TOWN OF CHURCHILLHUDSON BAY KELSEY BLVD

photo taken from OmniTrax Port

GRANARY PONDS CHURCHILL RIVER



residential

MULTI-UNIT HOUSING

SINGLE UNIT HOUSING

THE FLATS

In the town there is a mixture of single-unit 
and multi-unit houses. The Flats is a segregated 
residential zone mainly consisting of small 
single-unit houses that line the main street and 
are parallel to the Churchill River. Many of the 
residences are owned by Manitoba Housing, 
some are federally owned, and the remaining 
are private (Distasio et al. 16).
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commercial structures

RESTAURANTS

SHOPS

HOTELS

The majority of commercial companies in the 
town are related to tourism. Many hotels also 
have small shops and restaurants affiliated 
with them. The Northern Store sells most 
of  the necessities people in the town buy, 
including groceries. There is also a Home 
Hardware, and a variety of other shops 
including the Arctic Trading Post, Northern 
Images, and restaurants. 



public structures 

EDUCATION

WORSHIP

PUBLIC/GOVERNMENT

Churchill has a small collection of public 
buildings: museums, churches, recreational/
health facilities, and schools. The largest 
building is the town complex, easily seen along 
the Hudson Bay coast. This center contains a 
library, hospital, school, town administration 
offices, ice rink, swimming pool, indoor play 
structure and movie theatre. 
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industry/production

PUBLIC WORKS

INDUSTRY SHOPS

MISC. STATIONS

Much of the industry revolves around the 
Port of Churchill, Omnitrax grain terminal, 
the tourism sector, and Manitoba Hydro.   



Churchill’s population peaked when Fort Churchill, the military base, 
was open in the early 1960’s. It then had between five thousand to 
seven thousand people (Brandson 8). When the post closed and the 
military families pulled out, the population plummeted (Boothroyd 
27). Since then the population has been steadily declining. Between 
2006 and 2011, the population of Churchill dropped by one hundred 
ten, leaving it with eight hundred thirteen people (census profile 
2011). As a result the town has the infrastructure to support thousands 
more people than it does currently. 
About fifty-six percent of the population is First Nations, primarily 
North American Aboriginal [Cree, Dene, etc], Metis, and Inuit. The 
aboriginal  population is also rising, emphasizing how significant 
these groups are to the identity of Churchill (Distasio et al. 20). 
The four major economic sectors are wholesale and retail (tourism), 
health and education (the regional health authority), business, and 
“other” services (shipping and transport) (Distasio et al. 26). 

demographics
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About forty-nine percent of Churchill residents rely on vehicles to 
commute to and from work (“NHS Profile, Churchill...”). All-Terrain 
Vehicles are also commonly used in and around town (Young 2014). 
During the summer many residents enjoy leisurely drives into the 
landscape, visiting areas that are difficult to explore without a vehicle 
(Young 2014). However, since Churchill does not have external car 
access, all visitors, whether they are seasonal workers, tourists, mid-
long term researchers or otherwise, must make arrangements for 
their transportation needs.

commuting
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commuting in churchill



Churchill is largely supported by tourism, 
which comprises forty percent of the local 
economy (Distasio et al. 26). Each year 
Churchill welcomes ten to twelve thousand 
visitors from around the world (Young 2015). 
Many of these visitors come for wildlife 
viewing, historical interest, and for the 
plethora of natural assets in the region. In 
the spring and summer tourists come in large 
part to experience the colourful wildflowers, 
beluga whales, and seasonal birds. However 
the area is most popular in October and 
November when people come to observe 
polar bears in the wild. Churchill is also 
visited in the winter by people who come for 
brilliant displays of the Aurora Borealis.

tourism
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Left image: This image shows the fluctuations 
in accommodation occupancy/businesses 
between seasons. Many other operations are 
also seasonal, closing during the long quiet 
winter. 

Right image: This graph displays the seasonal 
changes in the regions natural assets.
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Walking arises from the natural necessity to move and find the food and 
information required for survival (Careri 20). Today, walking is most 
commonly used as a practical means to venture between points (Solnit 3). 
Walking is also a good way to get aerobic physical activity and has a low 
risk of injury (Nelson and Folta 15). It also has health benefits, reducing 
the risk of coronary heart disease, stroke, diabetes, hypertension, colon 
cancer, and other chronic diseases (Sesso 160). Light activity, like 
walking, also helps improve mental health, particularly in those with 
depression and anxiety disorders (Kim et al. 458).
Though walking has a plethora of mental and physical health benefits, 
many people find the experience of walking valuable for reasons 
beyond practicality.

the pedestrian
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At last we had arrived at our destination, deep within a pocket of the 
boreal woods. We were brought there across the rugged bumpy terrain 
in little more than a wood box rigged up to a typical well-used snow 
machine. Quite awkardly I stepped off of the Qamutiik and strapped 
some old wooden snow-shoes onto my big thick boots. In the first few 
steps I reacquaint myself with the sensation of walking again. One 
step, two step, three...I began to gain distance away from the group. I 
crest the slight rise in the snowpack, always cautious about where I put 
my foot. Sometimes the snow holds and I comfortably trek across the 
sparse forest floor, happily taking an inventory of my surroundings. 
Other times I am stricken by panic when the fragile snow collapses 
beneath my weight. These times I associate my movements more with 
swimming than walking. But here, alone, I notice the sounds vividly 
– unbroken by the voices of others. I notice the way the light bounces 
off of the untouched snow crystals, gently resting on the deceptive 
deep snow cover. In this moment I feel light of mind and body – 
uninhibited by any other concerns. Eventually I turn and rejoin the 
group – and though I see my tracks in the snow, I take another route 
back. - Churchill March 2014 - Author’s Note

tracks
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This “desire to walk [or hike, stroll, roam, travel]” can best be described 
as Wanderlust [VAHN-dare-lust] (McBride). This word can also be 
used to describe an entire philosophy, or way of life and why people 
desire to visit faraway lands (Ong). This enjoyment of walking can 
be fueled by a love of the outdoors and nature, a desire to stimulate 
cognitive function, or a yearning to explore and discover new places.
When discussing the spiritual and psychological benefits of walking, 
many authors describe walking as an activity best done in the 
outdoors. “Walking is about being outside, in public space” (Solnit 
12). However, according to Thoreau it is not enough to be outside - 
walking is best done in nature, away from roads and civilization. He 
believes it is in nature that a walker can enjoy comparative freedom in 
the unowned landscape (Thoreau).
Solnit discusses walking as a visual activity, where every walk is simply 
a leisurely tour to see and experience the sights of a place (6). 
Walking is valuable for people curious about the world and those 
who wish to have adventures, fresh experiences, and who delight in 
learning new things (Ong). When people walk they pick up on the 
small details, the ones that get missed when hurrying by or driving 
through (Ong). Walking enables one to slow down and truly absorb 
ones surroundings. Even a familiar place previously experienced in a 
vehicle can feel altogether new when traversed as a pedestrian. “Two 
or three hours of walking will carry me to as strange a country as I 
ever expected to see” - Rebecca Solnit (5). 

In many instances walking is synonymous with thinking. When 
walking there is no urgency to do anything else but walk. The soothing 
nature of a simple jaunt can ease our minds, and enable us to fall into 
a deeper state cognizance where we can finally, truly, begin to think. 
It was Jean Jacques Rousseau who said “ ‘I can only meditate when 
I am walking. When I stop, I cease to think; my mind only works 
with my legs.’ ” (Solnit 16). Similarly, “you must walk like a camel, 
which is said to be the only beast which ruminates when walking”- 
Thoreau. In Ancient Greece, Peripatetic philosophers linked walking 
and thinking; Peripatetic translates to “one who walks habitually and 
extensively” (Solnit 16). Solnit describes walking as a rhythm used to 
generate a rhythm of thinking, where passage through a landscape 
is paralleled by a passage through our thoughts (5-6). In this regard 
walking is less about the path and more about the movement. It is 
the common, repetitive movement that initiates a deeper spectrum of 
thinking and cognitive awareness. 
Though walking is said to stimulate thinking, it is also valued for its 
capacity to inhibit thinking. “In the mountains when you hike, you 
develop a rhythm and the physical movement is really satisfying”… 
“once you switch your mind off you enter into a different state. It’s like 
a trance” (Ong). Careri describes a similar dream-like, surreal aspect 
to walking that he calls deambulation (22). Perhaps this idyllic state 
arises from achieving a sense of balance, or harmony, with the world 
and surrounding landscape; of feeling truly “one with nature”.

the leisure walk 
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Promoting a healthy pedestrian environment in Churchill is 
important. Cory Young, Executive Director for the Town of Churchill, 
notes that one of the town’s priorities is to encourage active lifestyles 
and improve walkability in town (2014). This is in part due to the 
many mental, physical, and spiritual benefits of walking previously 
discussed, though it is also about improving the community and social 
interaction between residents and visitors. Improving the physical 
environment of Churchill through design will promote civic pride, 
a sense of community, attract tourists, and will also make the area 
safer for pedestrians and encourage residents to walk more (Distasio 
et al. 42).  Improving walkability in Churchill will also reduce reliance 
and dependency on vehicles for transportation needs. Studies show 
that ATV’s, which are commonly used by residents in Churchill, can 
produce more pollution than thirty automobiles over the same time 
period  and significally impact local air quality (Distasio et al 42). 
Fuel is also a major cost; in 2012 gas prices in Churchill spiked to the 
highest in North America (“Gas Hike in Churchill”). Driving can be 
a somewhat impersonal activity. Opportunities for social interaction 
along a commute are lost when people cut themselves off from the 
public in their vehicle.

a pedestrian initiative in churchill
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According to the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition walking can 
be done year round and in a variety of settings (Nelson et al. 15). In 
most places I wager this is true, but in Churchill walking becomes 
much more complex.
In Churchill there are a few major things that impact pedestrians 
in the landscape. Cold weather is an obvious concern. The extreme 
temperatures and intense winds of this subarctic region are a 
formidable challenge to many pedestrians. Churchill also has very 
challenging terrain. In the summer months the land is extremely 
saturated and marshy, and in the winter the ice and snow can be 
unpredictable. The Hudson Bay coastline and impressive quartzite 
rock outcroppings  are a characteristic feature, but these rock 
outcroppings are difficult and intimidating to explore, particularly for 
mobility impaired persons. While the bay is ice-free, polar bears are 
also known to rest in these areas and be difficult to spot. Polar bears 
are the main concern to pedestrians when the bay is not frozen. They 
can be unpredictable, aggressive and confrontational. In the polar 
bear capital of the world, encountering a bear either in the landscape 
or in the town is a significant concern for pedestrians. 
“It is important to encourage an active lifestyle. If we can start to 
systematically remove those barriers [cold weather, risk of polar 
bears], we are left with a safe environment to enjoy that active lifestyle 
and the landscape becomes yours to enjoy.” - Young, 2015

a landscape of rational fear
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Rational Fear - Fear based in logic and reasoning as opposed to 
based on unfounded beliefs. Rational Fear is about recognizing that 
the Churchill landscape can be a very dangerous place, and visitors 
and residents must take precautions to protect themselves from 
harm. Without protective measures people will often feel unsafe and 
vulnerable in the landscape.

“ : an unpleasant emotion caused 
by the threat of danger, pain, or 
harm:
: a mixed feeling of dread and 
reverence”

(“Fear” Oxford Dictionary)

“ : based on or in accordance with 
reason or logic
: Able to think sensibly or 
logically”

(“Rational” Oxford Dictionary)

rational

fear



For nine months of the year it is winter in Churchill, the cold and 
wind making it “one of the most hostile environments on earth” 
(“Churchill Research Range”). The closure of the Rocket Range has 
been blamed on the “battle of working in savage winters” (“Churchill 
Research Range”). Wind speeds in excess of five meters per second 
are considered uncomfortable for most activities (Chen 1197-98). In 
Churchill wind speeds can exceed twenty meters per second. Even 
in summer the wind flowing off of the bay can cool Churchill to 
near freezing (Johnson 7). The north winds also carry snow and ice 
crystals in winter (Johnson 7). In the barren tundra these winds are 
even more relentless. The lack of high vegetation and other barriers, 
leaves pedestrians entirely exposed to the devastating wind. Besides 
pain and discomfort, being unprepared in these frigid conditions can 
result in hypothermia, illness, frostbite, wind burn, and death. 
Generally Churchill experiences the coldest temperatures in January, 
with a daily average approximately minus twenty seven degrees 
Celsius (Brandson 130). The average temperature is below zero 
degrees Celsius for eight months of the year (Brandson 130). However, 
temperatures have been recorded at minus forty five degrees Celsius 
-  before the wind-chill was taken into account (Brandson 130). In 
extreme cases, the wind-chill has dropped temperatures to around 
minus sixty three degrees Celsius (Brandson 130).

hostile weather
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challenging and unpredictable terrain
The terrain in Churchill is extremely variable and poses a significant 
challenge to pedestrians. The bedrock formations, the swampy 
terrain, the icy tundra, and the deep loose snow are a few of the 
difficulties pedestrians encounter when walking in Churchill. The 
issues involving terrain are also influenced by other challenges. 
The bedrock formations are easiest to explore in the warm months, 
though the risk of polar bears makes them virtually inaccessible. The 
tundra is also easiest to access in the heart of winter, while the snow 
is packed and the wetlands are frozen. However, during this time the 
extreme cold poses a deterrent to pedestrians. 
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The bedrock formations that line much of 
the coast are challenging terrain for even 
advanced hikers. In the winter, walking 
across these outcroppings is even more 
precarious as the snow may hide deep 
crevices and unpredictable ridges. Also, the 
snow and ice may glaze the rocks, making 
them dangerously slippery and unreliable.  

As previously noted, Churchill is located in 
the Hudson Bay Lowland, the third largest 
wetland habitat in the world (Brandson 172). 
Therefore the summer landscape is extremely 
saturated; dominated by pools and poorly 
drained soils mainly due to permafrost 
(Brandson 153). In the warm months the 
marshes are extremely difficult to walk across, 
even in hip waders. 

The climate of Churchill has been warming in 
recent years, making it difficult to determine 
when ice will freeze and thaw. This poses 
a risk to pedestrians who cannot rely on 
previous years’ data when exploring these 
areas, making them quite dangerous and 
unpredictable. (Gilligan 12).

Loose snow can be a significant concern 
when walking in the landscape. In the open 
tundra the wind packs the snow and makes 
it quite stable. However, in other areas with 
more shelter or vegetation, the snow can be 
quite deep. Walking through deep snow can 
be intimidating and exhausting.

bedrock formations

loose snow

marshy terrain

icy terrain



Polar bears, Ursus maritimus, are the world’s largest land-roving 
carnivore, thus they present an obvious risk (Gunter). In Churchill, 
they are the top predator and have been known to fear nothing and be 
aggressive (Wrigley 9).
Due to the its southern arctic location, accommodation facilities, and 
relatively short plane ride from major cities, Churchill is considered 
the best place in the world to observe polar bears in the wild (Wrigley 
9). While the bay is frozen, walking around Churchill and the 
surrounding area is fairly safe. However, according to Bob Windsor, 
Churchill District Supervisor for Manitoba Conservation,  when the 
bay is ice-free, generally from June to November, the polar bears are 
on shore and can show up anywhere at anytime. 

polar bears; ursus maritimus
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polar bear - human encounters
During casual conversations with people in the town I was told 
many stories: in one a bear was sleeping in the willow shrubs right 
in front of the playground in the middle of town, in another a bear 
broke into a cabin and was told sternly to leave by its resident. While 
having  breakfast at Gypsys, I was told a story in which a man was 
attacked just outside of the bakery. He managed to distract the bear 
for a moment and quickly run inside the for refuge. Another story 
concerned a man who was painting a shed at the Northern Studies 
Centre and was attacked by an aggressive female bear, only ten or so 
steps from the door. In another, a man was hunting in the summer, 
outside of prime bear season. Even though he had a firearm he was 
unable to defend himself against the charging bear that mauled and 
nearly killed him (Wrigley). In 2013 CBC covered the story of a polar 
bear attack that happened on an early November morning. The bear 
attacked a woman and a man stepped in to distract the bear so she 
could escape. A resident then got in his truck and drove it right at the 
bear to scare it away. This resulted in the bear fleeing and being later 
killed by conservation officers, who first mistakenly shot and killed 
a female bear while in pursuit (her orphaned cub was captured for 
its protection) (“Man, Woman...”). In these specific cases each person 
luckily survived; however, the bears were almost always destroyed. 
Designing for conflict avoidance between humans and polar bears is 
thus not only intended to protect humans, but the bears as well. 

“Once a polar bear decides to charge a person, the attack ends with 
either the death of the human or the death of the polar bear. There 
isn’t much way around that.” - John Gunter, CEO Frontiers North 
Adventures

Gunter has years of experience both living in Churchill and routinely 
observing polar bears in the wild. As CEO of Frontiers North 
Adventures, the operating company for the world renowned Tundra 
Buggy tours,  Gunter’s extensive experience with polar bears makes 
him acutely aware of the dangers they present to humans and how to 
best mitigate them.
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“In recent years polar bear sightings in and near communities all over 
the north have increased with scientists theorizing these increased 
sightings are due to the bears’ shortened duration on the sea ice to 
hunt and eat seals. The longer the ice-free period on the Hudson Bay, 
the higher the likelihood that polar bear sightings in and around 
the community of Churchill will increase as polar bears continue to 
supplement their diet of ringed seal with other food sources. People 
simply existing in polar bear country is dangerous.” - Gunter

The data to the right was provided by the Churchill Northern Studies 
Centre and then transcribed into a graphic. The results are somewhat 
biased as many sightings are recorded from the Studies Center, where 
the log is kept. The information also depends on the number of 
field researchers at any given time and the location of the study site. 
However, the data still indicates spots where bears congregate and the 
months with the highest concentrations.

polar bear sightings
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polar bear safety
When walking in Churchill it is important to always “keep your head 
on a swivel” (Young, 2014). A pedestrian must always be surveying 
his/her surroundings to register potential threats, such as places 
with limited visibility where polar bears can be concealed. It is also 
advisable to always provide oneself an escape route (Young, 2014). 
Pedestrians must also heed the “do not walk here” signs in high risk 
coastal routes and avoid walking after the 10pm curfew.

Education and training are the best methods to ensure protecion from 
polar bears. It is imperative that all people understand how to avoid 
putting themselves in compromising situations and how to respond 
in worse case situations. 
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awareness

The trouble with polar bears is that it is difficult to tell if they are 
one hundred meters away, or ten (Windsor). The main priority in 
designing for pedestrians in bear country is to increase awareness “It’s 
not when you see a bear that you feel at risk, it’s when you don’t see a 
bear” (Brook et al. 27). Some people in Churchill feel that education 
only goes so far, and they feel at risk in bear season without either a 
firearm or vehicle (Brook et al. 24). 
During a visit in July an armed escort was required to accompany 
our group hike from Sloop Cove to the Fort Prince of Wales. Once at 
our destination, the guides pointed out three to four bears lounging 
on the coastal rocks. These bears, though so distant they are hardly 
visible in this photograph, were deemed too close for the group to 
walk safely outside around the fort.

“I think that often times polar bears are as 
surprised as people when they bump into 
each other” - Gunter
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existing bear protection measures

Particularly high risk areas are equipped with signage, warning 
pedestrians to avoid walking in these zones. 

signage

Many residents rely on vehicles for bear protection. They act as a 
portable escape shelter, enabling people to explore dangerous areas, 
such as along the coastal rocks, in relative freedom and safety (Young, 
2014).

shelter/vehicles

Guides and firearms enable people to explore the landscape year-
round. These experts have the experience and training necessary to 
keep people safe (Gunter). 

firearms/guides

Pedestrians are advised to follow main roads where possible for 
improved safey. Roadways are generally safer as they have more 
people and vehicles nearby as well as longer sightlines (Windsor). 

roadways/open sightlines
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Exploring Churchill as a pedestrian is a daunting task. The many 
challenges that make the region one of rational fear severely impact 
when and how people are able to walk in the landscape. While these 
challenges discourage many people from walking, they are also a large 
part of what makes the region such a spectacular place. 
In an effort to improve walkability a series of design opportunities 
were considered that would both mitigate pedestrian risk and create 
a delightful walking experience. The overall intent is to celebrate the 
areas natural assets, reflect the identity of Churchill, and encourage a 
safe active lifestyle through design.
The following infrastructure list documents a few mechanisms that 
can be applied in Churchill to mitigate the risks presented by polar 
bears, hostile weather, and challenging terrain. 

designing in a landscape of rational fear
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lookouts

A lookout can offer protection from polar bears in two ways: it 
provides great scenic opportunities, allowing pedestrians to survey 
the landscape from a higher vantage point to scope out wildlife, and it 
can serve as an escape structure should a bear be nearby. However, in 
certain areas, such as the coastal rock outcroppings, there are simply 
too many obscured places for them to impart much assistance in 
polar bear spotting (Windsor).
A lookout also enables great scenic opportunities and views of polar 
bears on distant shores (most likely with binoculars). 

“A person in a ‘lookout’ can safely observe the polar bear. The polar 
bear will sniff around and try to earn itself a meal. However when 
it’s clear to the bear that the human can’t be eaten, the bear will lose 
interest and wander off.” - Gunter
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screen/fencing
Screening and fencing are typical ways to secure camps in polar 
bear country. In certain instances they provide a measure of safety 
against bears while also providing shelter from cold winds.  There 
is a risk however that polar bears will find a way through the fence, 
and then become  dangerous when people attempt to corral them out 
(Windsor). Also, fencing forces bears to circumvent areas, possibly 
inadvertently pushing them into other places they are unwanted. 



walkways
If elevated high enough,  raised walkways enable pedestrians to walk 
safely out of reach of polar bears while also allowing bears to easily 
pass beneath. Raised walkways can also enable pedestrians to explore 
otherwise difficult conditions. In marshy areas for example, a floating 
walkway could enable pedestrians to easily traverse the difficult 
terrain. Elevated walkways also preserve the vegetation beneath and 
protect the landscape from being damaged.
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shelters
Bob Windsor, the Churchill District Supervisor for Manitoba 
Conservation, expressed interest in bus-shelter-like landscape 
structures that could also function as escape shelters in high risk polar 
bear areas. These structures could also function as warming shelters, 
providing protection from the wind and a measure of insulation.  
However, there is a risk that such shelters might give pedestrians a 
false-sense of security (Gunter).
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Each of the following projects provide valuable insight into how 
challenging spaces can be made both accessible and pleasant for 
pedestrians through design. The Red River Mutual Trail in Winnipeg, 
Manitoba is an example of design in cold-weather outdoor spaces. 
The Half-Mile Line in West-Stockbridge, Massachusetts and the 
Bondi-Bronte Coast Walk Extension in Sydney, Australia both 
involve the design of spaces that would otherwise be inaccessible to 
pedestrians. The last project,the Tongass National Forest bear viewing 
sites, demonstrates design strategies that enable both observers and 
bears to safely enjoy a shared space.
Many of the strategies explored in these projects can inspire and 
inform design opportunities in Churchill. 

precedent study
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red river mutual trail

The Red River flows through Winnipeg and meets with Assiniboine 
River at The Forks, a National Historic Site. The Forks has been 
a meeting place for six thousand years, and as a popular cultural, 
historical, and commercial space it is now visited by approx. four 
million people annually (Mercer Report). It is a popular cultural, 
historical, and commercial space within the city. The Red River 
Mutual trail has gained significant attention and usage since its 
first opening in 2008. Every year, weather permitting, the trail is 
established; snow is cleared and holes drilled in ice surface to flood 
the trail with river water to smooth the ice surface. When the weather 
reaches frigid temperatures, the river freezes enough for the walk 
to be cleared of snow and opened to skaters and pedestrians. As a 
frequent user of the trail, I have come to appreciate the festive lighting 
and overall atmosphere. Even on some of the coldest days, people 
come to the trail and enjoy this winter landscape. Warming huts have 
been on the river for the past three years, and the “Warming Huts: 
An Art and Architecture Competition on Ice” has occurred for the 
past two (Mercer Report). The winning proposals are constructed 

Red River Mutual Trail and Warming Huts
Length: Variable (Jan 2015 - 2.5 km)
2008-Present
Longest naturally frozen skating trail
in the world - Guiness World Records

along the river trail, adding warmth and intrigue into the space. The 
transformative nature of this program, as new designs are revealed 
each year, continually renews interest in the space.
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This project is significant here because it makes a place accessible that 
otherwise would not be. In Churchill, warming huts could provide 
warmth and shelter in the cold weather, making longer walks more 
comfortable by providing rest stops and breaks from the wind. The 
huts could also function as bear escape shelters, providing safe havens 
in otherwise exposed landscapes. The Winnipeg Warming Hut 
competition also encourages community involvement in the design 
process. If adapted in Churchill, such a program could enrich a space 
and designs could reflect the community. Many Winnipeg trail users 
are comfortable in the cold because they are keeping active and 
warming themselves up through movement. If the design encourages 
movement and activity, it is also facilitating warmth. The lighting 
scheme and material choice also plays an important part in the design. 
The soft purple glow makes the space seem more approachable and 

warm, especially if compared to harsh lighting or no lighting at all. 
Some of the warming huts have adopted materials that evoke a sense 
of warmth, such as the warm douglas fir beams in Frank Gehry’s 
abstracted igloo called “The Five Hole” (Mercer Report). 



the half-mile line boardwalk

The Half-Mile Line Boardwalk 
West Stockbridge, Massachusetts
2002-2013
Lead Architect: Gary Hildebrand
Site: 50 acres

The Half-Mile Line is a 2,700 foot long boardwalk designed over fifty 
acres of woody thickets, marsh grassland, and open water (Harrison 
et. al 206). The boardwalk begins upland, connecting to an existing 
path at three points before winding down to arrive at two observation 
platforms in the open water (“Half-Mile Line”). The boardwalk, 
constructed of five thousand pieces of locally milled hemlock planking, 
was designed and constructed to both compliment the landscape 
and do no harm to the delicate environment (“Half-Mile Line”). 
The walkway winds around thickets, snags, and beaver habitats and 
changes in gradient to respond to shading across perennial streams 
(Harrison et al. 206). 
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“What would it be like to create an observation 
pathway through the freshwater marsh, a 
place no one had traveled, except perhaps 
across the winter ice?” (Harrison et al. 206). 

Like the many wetlands in Churchill, this 
Berkshires marsh is valued for its natural 
beauty and wildlife. Also, like the wetlands 
in Churchill, it is virtually inaccessible to 
pedestrians in all but the winter months. 
This project demonstrates how to bridge 
a difficult natural environment while also 
being responsive it. Though the boardwalk 
is evocative in and of itself, what makes the 
project phenomenal is the new emerging 
nature-scapes revealed along the journey. 
This project is particularly captivating 
because the boardwalk fits so well within the 
landscape as to almost be invisible, relying on 
the natural beauty of the place to fulfill the 
pedestrian experience. 
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bondi-bronte coast walk extension

Bondi to Bronte Coast Walk Extension
Calga Reserve & Waverley Cemetery, Sydney, 
NSW, Australia
2009-2010
Landscape Architect: ASPECT Studios

The Bondi to Bronte Coast Walk extension is a five hundred-fifteen 
meter long walkway located along the nine kilometer coastal walk in 
Sydney, NSW, Australia (“Bondi to Bronte...”). The walk is designed 
to facilitate spectacular views of the sandstone coast as it winds across 
a cliff-top heath community. The project was particularly challenging 
for designers because of the terrain. The irregular terrain and many 
sandstone rock platforms might accentuate the views and overall 
experience, but are otherwise dangerous to pedestrians and quite 
inaccessible. The construction of the walkway is intended to be light 
in design and sensitive to the landscape (“Bondi to Bronte...”). 
The sandstone rock platforms are not entirely unlike the bedrock 
outcroppings in Churchill. While the cliffs are much steeper in the 
Bondi to Bronte Coast Walk, the same basic design techniques could 
be applied to a similar construction. This project enables pedestrians 
to traverse across the stunning coastline in a way that would 
otherwise be unrealistic. Similarly, the difficult and dangerous rock 
outcroppings in Churchill could be accessed better by pedestrians 
and the magnificent views of the Hudson Bay accentuated.
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In Landezine (an online Landscape Architecture works database), the 
pathway is described as a light thread across the landscape, following 
the movements and evoking the story of the cliff-top. In Churchill, 
a similarly unobtrusive design strategy that would respond and 
compliment the natural landscape could be adopted. 
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Alaska Bear Viewing Sites
Tongass National Forest, Southeast Alaska
Managed and Owned by: USDA Forest 
Service 

Alaska is world-renowned for its plethora of 
bears, predominately black and brown, but 
also polar bears. Tongass National Forest 
in southeast Alaska has the highest density 
of black and brown bears in the world, 
making it a wildlife enthusiasts’ haven. To 
permit visitors an opportunity to experience 
this vast wilderness and observe the bears 
in relative safety, there are five designated 
bear viewing areas; Dog Salmon Creek, Fish 
Creek, Margaret Creek, Anan Creek, and 
Pack Creek. Of these five I will briefly discuss 
three (“Bear Viewing Areas”).

alaska bear viewing sites
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Fish Creek Wildlife Observation Site
Ownership and Management: USDA Forest 
Service, Fiords Ranger Service
Accessible by road

Unlike the other sites, Fish Creek Wildlife 
Observatory can be accessed by automobile. 
The bear viewing site is located 3 miles north 
of Hyder and consists of a parking area, a 
restroom, and a lengthy viewing deck running 
parallel to fish creek (“Fish Creek...”). The 
wooden boardwalk is raised along the dike 
edge, with small sections gently cantilevered 
over the creek. This allows pedestrians to leave 
their cars and walk through the wilderness 
and view the bears from safety above (“Fish 
Creek...”). 

Pack Creek Brown Bear Viewing Area
NE corner of Admiralty Island
Accessible by float plane
Owned and Managed: USDA Forest Service

Some of the locals call Admiralty Island 
“Kootznoowoo”, which translates to “Fortress 
of the Bears” (“About Pack...”). This island is 
home to around 1500 brown bears - more 
than the brown bear population in all the 
lower forty-eight states combined (“About 
Pack...”). Unlike the Anan Creek and Fish 
Creek viewing sites, there are no facilities in 
Pack Creek besides one observation tower 
and a gravel viewing spit (“About Pack...”). In 
1990 Pack Creek became a protected wildlife 
sanctuary (“About Pack...”). Since then there 
has not been a bear or person harmed at Pack 
Creek (“Pack Creek Bear Viewing”). 

Anan Wildlife Observatory Site
Length: 0.5miles
Accessible by boat or float plane
Owned and Managed: USDA Forest Service

The Anan Creek Wildlife Observatory is 
located thirty miles southeast of Wrangell, 
accessible only by boat or float plane (“Anan 
Creek...”). Anan Creek has the largest run 
of pink salmon in all of southeast Alaska, 
making it an ideal location for a bear viewing 
platform and observatory (“Anan Creek...”). 
The Observatory is built at the falls so 
people have ample opportunities to view the 
bears feeding in their natural environment. 
However persons can only reach the 
Observatory on foot, by walking half a mile. 
The last half of the path, is a scenic boardwalk, 
which begins at the mouth of Anan Lagoon. 
The observatory includes a covered viewing 
shelter, decking, and a photo blind (“Anan 
Creek...”). 



Anan Wildlife Observatory Site Fish Creek Wildlife Observation Site
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These viewing sites employ techniques that can be applied in 
Churchill for improved safety. Though viewing decks, observation 
towers and boardwalks can enable pedestrians observation 
opportunities in relative safety, education is still a fundamental 
component.
In the viewing decks at Anan Creek and Fish Creek, the structures 
seem as essential for the bears as is for the people. In Pack Creek, 
each pedestrian is responsible for his or her own personal safety. A 
ranger provides safety guidelines at the beginning of the trail and 
then it is up to the user to follow them. 
Many of these bear viewing sights are beneficial because they 
encourage dual ownership of the landscape. This means the bears 
can feed without the threat of human interference and humans 
can enjoy observing them without being at risk. Coupled with 
education and training, bear-human conflicts can be dramatically 
reduced. 
However, polar bears behave different from brown and black bears.
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The landscape is simply too dangerous to not have formal trails 
for pedestrians (Young, 2014). Moreover, the structure of the soil 
becomes compromised when it is subject to trampling, vehicle use, 
and other activities that cause compaction (Tannis 21).  Compaction 
degrades the  aeration and water infiltration capacity of the soil 
which inhibits plant growth (Tannis 21). Churchill is a prime birding 
location and without structured paths these sensitive ecosystems can 
be damaged.  There is also a large risk of visitors trampling across the 
land and crushing the vegetation around nest sites. Once nests become 
compromised the parent will often abandon its young or unhatched 
eggs, likely resulting in their death by starvation or predators (Tannis 
23). A formal trail will reduce the number of pedestrians traveling 
freely across the landscape and mitigate such impacts. The design of 
designated trails will form a regional trail network, which can expand 
in the future to further improve pedestrian accessibility in Churchill. 

why designated trails?
designated trails
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user groups
A big question in designing a pedestrian scheme concerns the 
user group. Is the trail primarily for daily commuters, residents, or 
tourists? I first considered the needs of the residents to determine 
what trails might encourage more active lifestyles and how might the 
trails influence daily commutes. However, tourism is a very important 
industry to the town and a trail system that accommodates the large 
sector of visitors in Churchill is also important.  
In considering the route of each path I ventured to balance the 
requirements of each user group. For example, a route to Cape Merry 
(a prime tourist location) could follow port side so as to allow workers 
going between the town and Port of Churchill to have safe pedestrian 
access. I found that in many cases the routes could be appropriate and 
appealing for a variety of user groups; and therefore valuable for a 
larger number of people.



linkages
Notable places in the Churchill landscape were mapped. A few are 
wreckage sites, such as the Ithaca shipwreck and the Miss Piggy plane 
crash. These are frequently visited and remain in their original site 
and condition in the landscape. Other significant sites include the 
Churchill Northern Studies Center, located at the former Churchill 
Research Rocket Range, and the Port of Churchill, as well as other 
historical and recent monuments, and prominent geological sites. 
Though this exercise does not encompass all of the natural features 
and places in the region, the analysis is still detailed enough to 
valuably inform a pedestrian network. 
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cape merry 

(potential) marine observatory

sea north/lazy bear dock

churchill marine terminal

omnitrax port & elevator

granary ponds

munck park

coast access

cemetery 

boreal gardens

town

the flats

500m



fort prince of wales

near beacon site

coastal beach 

sloop cove

quarry site

fort churchill

airport

miss piggy wreckage

lions lake

akudlik marsh

dene village

the flats

marina/goose creek 
observation tower
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ithaca shipwreck

halfway point

bird cove

northern studies center

camp nanuk

qimmiq breeding program

twin lakes drive

twin golf galls

open tundra

sarsat station

aurora domes

boreal transition

twin lakes



the network
In a survey conducted during the Churchill Interdisciplinary Field 
Studies course in 2014, residents, tourists, and seasonal workers were 
asked to rate six areas in regards to how risky they felt from July to 
November, when bears are on land. Cape Merry was ranked first, and 
the town-airport walk and The Flats tied for second (Brook et al. 21). 
The town proper was assigned the lowest perceived risk score (Brook 
et al. 21). However, since most recorded attacks have occurred within 
the town proper - likely because the rich smells of food and garbage 
are attractants to bears,  and the many buildings create a plethora 
of hiding places - the town still registers as a danger to pedestrians. 
(Brook et al. 26). 

There is a concern that pedestrian design might offer a false sense 
of security and encourage people to walk in the landscape when 
it is inadvisable (Gunter). It is absolutely imperative that people 
who choose to walk in the landscape have taken steps to educate 
themselves on polar bear and weather safety. The design is simply a 
tool, that if used correctly, can dramatically improve pedestrian safety 
in the landscape. The design cannot offer complete protection against 
polar bears.
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the polar bear alert zone
All of the proposed trails fall within the 
“Polar Bear Alert Zone” which extends from 
the Old Town Dump to the Churchill River. 
This area is monitored by ‘polar bear alert 
staff ’ who control the bears spotted within. 
These bears are ushered out of the area and 
in some cases put in the ‘polar bear jail’ if 
they are a recurring problem. This is done to 
dissuade mature bears from frequenting this 
area and teaching their young to do the same 
(Wrigley 13). In terms of safety, this zone is 
one of the most carefully controlled. Even so, 
bears are still spotted frequently within it.  2km



The  first section of the trail network is in the town proper. Its two 
main axes are Kelsey Blvd and Mantayo Seepee Meskanow. Kelsey 
Blvd runs through the town from northwest to southeast and is 
the main commercial/industrial strip. Each end of the Kelsey Blvd 
pathway connects with other pedestrian trails, Cape Merry in the 
northwest and Lions Lake/Airport trail in the southeast.  The Mantayo 
Seepee Meskanow trail will also connect with the Flats trail, providing 
a defined pedestrian crossing for people going between the town and 
the Flats. 
Though the town is relatively safe and its many buildings function 
as emergency escape shelters, the buildings also create a plethora of 
blind corners and short sight lines, meaning bears likely are not seen 
until dangerously close.

trail length: 1560 meters
part 1: the town [foci]
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COASTAL ROCKSMUNCK PARK

VIA RAIL STATION/PARKS 
CANADA OFFICE

WILLOW FIELD

200m



The trail is intended to connect the Town and Flats residential sector. 
Though the two zones are quite close, the high vegetation separating 
the regions makes it dangerous for pedestrians  to travel between the 
two.

trail length: 370 meters
part 2: the flats to town trail



THE FLATS RESIDENTIAL 
SECTOR

OPEN BEACH

HUDSON BAY RAILWAY

WILLOW FIELD

POTENTIAL 
REDEVELOPMENT
[PARK/WHARF]

TOWN

PARKS CANADA OFFICE/
VIA RAIL STATION

2km
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The Cape Merry Trail is intended to connect the town to Cape Merry 
along the eastern coast of the Churchill River.  
Traveling as a pedestrian between the two is currently inadvisable 
as the route passes through dangerous coastal terrain. Therefore the 
path follows existing roads where possible and continues along the 
beach for improved visibility. 

trail length: 2480 meters
part 3: cape merry/port trail
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GRANARY PONDS

SEANORTH TOURS/LAZY 
BEAR DOCK

OMNITRAX SEAPORT

CAPE MERRY

THICK VEGETATION

COASTAL ROCKS

CONNECTION TO FLATS TRAIL

1km



The Airport-Lions park trail is the longest, looping around the airport 
and lions park to connect to the eastern end of the town, along Kelsey 
Blvd. This trail is largely recreational, extending over a variety of 
different landscape types; coastal rocks, sandy beach, lake, forested 
zones, and marshy/open tundra. Lions Park is also one of the only 
places in Churchill where people swim, making it of interest as a 
future park space (Young, 2015). A portion of the trail will follow the 
back coastal road to the north. This road is known as Thanadelthur in 
honor of the “slave woman” who bought peace to the Cree and Dene 
(Young, 2015). The trail will involve a commemorative plate that 
tells her story and communicates this important event in indigenous 
history. 

trail length: 10 850 meters
part 4: airport-lions park trail
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AIRPORT

OLD TOWN DUMP

LIONS PARK

MISS PIGGY WRECKAGE

WETLAND

AKUDLIK MARSH

ROUTE TO TOWN

SPRUCE WOODS

1km
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background
The Flats is an unorganized, unregulated residential sector of 
Churchill owned by Manitoba Hydro, OmniTRAX, and the Province 
of Manitoba (Distasio et al. 18). Over time many dwellings and other 
structures have been built in the area, though their owners did not 
have tenure to the land (Distasio et al. 19). Many of the families who 
moved to the Flats (around the 1930s and more in the 50s) were 
part of displaced groups of Metis, Inuit, Cree, and Dene (Distasio et 
al. 17). Unfortunately a large part of the history of the Flats is not 
documented, but many of its residents were tragically impacted by  
the federal policy decisions in the 50s that forced many aboriginal 
families from their homes (Distasio et al. 17-18).
The Town of Churchill is interested in acquiring ownership of the 
Flats and incorporating the area into its urban structure. A pedestrian 
corridor bridging the two areas will help foster a closer relationship. 
Currently town and provincial personnel are considering an action plan 
that would celebrate the areas rich culture and history (Young, 2015). 
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200m



CHURCHILL RIVER VEGETATION BEACH

the flats deconstructed
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VEGETATION RAILWAY GRAVEL ASPHALT BUILDINGS



existing pathways
Most residents in the Flats must go into town frequently for a variety 
of reasons: groceries, health care, education, worship, recreation, 
shopping, etcetera. People also travel to the Flats to access the river, 
for whale watching, and to explore the unique settlement.  

The community angles away from the town and has only one 
legitimate connection, the road that meets at the northern point 
of the community as it crosses the tracks. Since this connection is 
indirect, many people either drive or use an all-terrain vehicle to head 
into town. 
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200m



Parks Canada 
Visitor Centre/
ViaRail station

pedestrian crossing

200m

According to the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, walking is 
the most widely accepted mode of physical activity (Nelson et al. 15).
The Flats and town are separated by a large dense willow field. Many 
people do choose to walk and will cut across the willow field and train 
tracks at the Parks Canada Visitor Centre. This path shortens the walk 
into town by approximately fifty percent (three hundred-fifty meters 
less). However the willow field’s dense vegetation can easily conceal 
a bear. 
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In response to pedestrians’ use of this 
narrow, informal, dangerous path, town 
administrators issue work orders for the 
willows to be cut down to improve visibility 
and safety. Workers thus must continually 
manage the willows and many people are 
culturally offended by the destruction of the 
vegetation (Young, 2015). 
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design intent
To mitigate the challenges to pedestrians and improve walkability in 
the region, a pedestrian trail between the townsite and the Flats is 
of great importance. The proposed trail route will be based on the 
existing pedestrian crossing between the Flats and town and reduce 
travel time by about half compared to a pathway following along the 
existing road. 

Though the design is primarily intended to provide residents of 
the Flats with safe, convenient, pedestrian access into town, it also 
provides Churchill residents and visitors an established route into 
the Flats. The southern section of the Flats is currently owned by 
the Town of Churchill and is zoned for parks and recreation (Young, 
2015). This southern section is intended to be developed in coming 
years as a community gathering space which would provide additional 
incentive for visitors to come into the area (Young, 2015). 

Municipal and Provincial planners are also interested in working with 
residents of the Flats to revitalize the area. With future developments 
planned for the Flats, the area also can be considered a cultural village 
with its unique housing and deep history, and a place for all people in 
Churchill to enjoy and explore.

The trail is designed to be more than a connection between two 
points; it is made to celebrate the journey and enable people to 
access regions that are otherwise unsafe. The design highlights the 
region’s natural assets, creates a delightful pedestrian experience, and 
mitigates danger to users.
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the proposed route

Parks Canada 
Visitor Centre/
ViaRail station

Redevelopment 
Project [Wharf/
Park]

Open Beach - 
Scenic Viewshed

Connections to 
other trails

the trail

The trail connects to the town at the Parks 
Canada Visitor Centre/Via Rail station. It 
cuts across the dense willow field, cutting 
the distance into town by about half (from 
the Flats midpoint). Though this route is 
convenient and direct, it forces pedestrians  
to cross the wide band of tracks at the Via 
Rail station. The trail meets the Flats at the 
bisecting road and continues along the main 
road in both directions. In the south the 
trail follows the Flats main road towards the 
potential future park space and marina. In 
the north pedestrians are directed towards 
the open beach, which provides phenomenal 
views into the Churchill estuary and the 
Prince of Wales Fort. The trail continues past 
the open beach and splits; one part turning 
back into town and the other continuing 
towards Cape Merry. 

100m
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Parks Canada 
Visitor Centre/
ViaRail station

+6.7m

+2m

trail plan
OVERPASS/OBSERVATION DECK

WILLOW WALK

LOOKOUT

CONVERSATION NOOK TRANSITION

THE FLATS WAYFINDERS

PARKS CANADA STAIR + LIFT



In Churchill two aspects of the region’s identity contrast; industry and 
nature. Today Churchill is iconic for its wildlife and natural landscape, 
but it was first prominent for shipping and grain handling. The design 
embraces this contrast, integrating features from Churchill’s industrial 
past into a design that reflects the region’s natural assets. In this regard 
the identity of Churchill can be reflected and celebrated. These design 
influences are sometimes pushed to the level of detail. 

design influences

industry - the port
When flying into Churchill the port is one of the first things you see. 
It is unequivocally the most conspicuous building in the entire region, 
easily recognizable in the distance from just about any point along the 
coast. The establishment of an arctic shipping port at the Churchill 
estuary is also what prompted the development of the town. 
Some of the features the port inspired in the design are shown here. 
The port has many long linear components: the grain belts, the rail 
lines that invade the elevator and the gangplanks are just a few. These 
features inspired the design of the elevated walkway. The trusses and 
support posts for the port’s cantilevered gangplank are also reflected 
in the design, both in the walkway truss and the lift track. 
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lift track

elevated walkway

truss



The design also refers to an earlier time in of Churchill, before the 
town was developed. The Fort Prince of Wales was constructed in the 
mid 1700s as a trading post for the Hudson’s Bay Company.  The fort 
was designed for defense, with fortified walls that surround interior 
walls which surround a core structure. This type of structure within 
a structure within a structure formation inspired the construction of 
the conversation nooks/bear escape shelters. The shelters have strong 
steel walls that encompass a metal floor, which is offset by thirty 
centimeters. Both of these components surround a centered bench.

the fort prince of wales
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Weathering steel, commonly referred to 
by the brand name COR-TEN steel, is used 
throughout the design. Weathering steel was 
used for a few reasons: the rusted brown 
colour is prevalent along the coast, easily 
distinguishable in the characteristic Churchill 
rock outcroppings. The rusted Ithaca 
shipwreck, stranded in the Hudson Bay tidal 
flats, is also an iconic Churchill feature. The 
weathering steel used in the design reflects 
these trademark elements, contrasts with 
the white winter landscape, blends with the 
bright foliage in the summer landscape, and 
provides the strength and durability of steel.

weathering steel

Churchill, as the only deepwater arctic 
seaport in North America, is a prominent 
shipping destination. As shipping is a 
treasured component of Churchill’s identity, 
reflecting it within the design is a testament 
to its significance. The design of the walkway 
support structures was thus designed to 
resemble a freight ship mast (see image of 
Ithaca top right). 

freight ship mast



the design

plan

section

conversation nooks lookout

20m

elevation
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A

A

willow walk hudson bay overpass



hudson bay overpass

lift and stair

observation deck

The overpass extends over the Hudson Bay Railway yard at a height 
just under seven meters. Though trains are infrequent, they sit at the 
station for twelve hours, three days a week. Long grain trains also 
frequently use the tracks en route to the Port during shipping season. 
An overpass enables pedestrians to easily and safely cross the wide 
band of tracks at any time of day. 
The overpass is strategically located at the Parks Canada Visitor 
Centre and Via Rail station. Many people arrive here, making it an 
ideal location for  welcoming visitors into town and briefing them on 
the dangers of bear country. 

20m
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section DD section EE

D

D

E

E

lift and stair
In order to maintain universal accessibility in the design, a lift was 
incorporated. The simple lift, which has an open frame and a central 
track, replaces a large ramp system that would otherwise be required to 
accomplish this accessibility goal. The lift and stair have an industrial 
aesthetic and a light open structure. The design of the lift and stair was 
intended to relieve the structure of any unnecessary bulk so it is a less 
imposing form in the landscape. The stair and lift are also fenced in, 
preventing large wildlife from climbing onto the walkway.

5m

5m
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section EE

A

A

section AA

overpass details section BB

B
B freight ship mast 

influence

5m

5m
20m



The observation deck is situated along the overpass and offers a 
panoramic view into the surrounding area, emphasizing the view of 
the Port. This view will encourage people to linger in the area upon 
arrival into Churchill, and provides a greater opportunity to read the 
polar bear safety signs on site and to speak with Parks Canada officers 
should they have additional questions.   The support trusses double as 
safety railings and incorporate rotating wind fins. 

the observation deck

section CC

C
C

5m

10m

20m
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open fins

closed fins

wind protection

weathering steel fins
The fins are both an aesthetic component and provide wind 
protection. The gaps between them enable wind to pass through, 
though redirecting it. This prevents snow from building up behind 
the walls. The fins rotate, allowing for interaction. They can be turned 
to highlight certain views and conceal others. 
The burnt red colour of the weathering steel adds warmth to the space 
while also playing off of the colours in the landscape.

25cm

50cm



A series of design solutions was explored to determine the best way 
to improve pedestrian safety across the dangerous band of willows. 
A raised path was deemed the best option. The willow walk slopes 
down from the Hudson Bay Overpass to a of height two meters. The 
six percent gradient allows mobility impaired users to continue along 
the trail.

the willow walk

6% slope

+ 2m

+ 6.7m

20m
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willow walk details
The raised path allows for bears to safely pass underneath, preventing 
them from being forced toward the residences of the Flats and/or 
the town. Raising the path also enables the willows to grow freely 
beneath, meaning they no longer require constant maintenance. This 
reduces the stress on the community that arises from conflict when 
the willows are cut back (Young, 2015). 

2m

2m



181

OPEN VIEWS OF 
NORTHERN LIGHTS

POROSITY ALLOWS 
FOR SNOW TO FALL 
THROUGH

By lifting the path to a safe height (consistent 
with the height of a Tundra Buggy) the 
lighting can be downcast without impeding 
safety. Views of the Aurora Borealis are thus 
not compromised and  an alluring pedestrian 
experience is facilitated.

The porosity of the metal grate flooring 
allows precipitation to fall through and makes 
snow clearing less difficult. The porosity 
also enables the willows to be seen below, 
giving the structure a sense of lightness and 
transparency. The metal grate also provides 
traction which is especially important along 
the sloped sections. 

metal walkway

lighting

2m



At the lookout, the Willow Walk gently 
slopes down from its two meter height to 
meet a gravel back road. To prevent large 
wildlife from climbing onto the path, a 
section of the raised walkway is fenced 
off with weathering steel posts and sealed 
with a door. The fenced area encompasses a 
lookout, which is accessed from the raised 
walkway. The lookout provides scenic views 
out into the landscape, the Flats, and of the 
river. The lookout also serves as a wildlife 
scouting post. 

the lookout

10m
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section BB section CC section DD

The use of weathering steel in the lookout 
is consistent with the observation deck 
fins, the overpass lift/stair fencing, and the 
Conversation Nooks. 

fencing posts lookout platform pedestrian route metal walkway top deck rail

lookout details

2m
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The viewing platform is railed on the exterior 
edges by the weathering steel posts. As 
weathering steel stains clothing, the railing is 
topped by a podium-style wood rail-cap. The 
angled wood cap encourages users to lean 
and rest against the edge, while still leaving a 
gap between themselves and the posts. 

rail detail

2m

1m

section AA



The Conversation Nooks are a series of 
shelters that connect the Willow Walk section 
to the Flats road. They serve as emergency 
bear escape shelters, but also provide intimate 
enclosures for people to relax (in safety) and 
socialize. 
Each enclosure will also have an alarm 
feature by which one can alert Manitoba 
Conservation if a bear is spotted. 

the conversation nooks

20m
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The horizontal structure is made of weathering steel, and thus 
is consistent with other design elements. The horizontal beams 
compliment the flat tundra landscape, and the reddish colour blends 
well with the surrounding vegetation. In the winter the colour 
contrasts with the white surroundings. 
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The metal grate walkway winding between the nooks is consistent 
with the metal grate of the Willow Walk. The path and flooring of 
each nook is raised twenty centimeters above the saturated terrain so 
as to minimize habitat destruction. 

10m

10m

elevation

plan
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The steel structure provide the strength and height necessary to 
prevent polar bears from breaching the enclosure. The design of each 
was influenced by existing bear enclosures and protective fencing in 
the Churchill/Wapusk area. 
The beams are spaced to be unrestrictive to small wildlife and to 
enable vegetation to grow into the structure. The vegetation and snow 
that will potentially build up around the edges will help insulate the 
enclosures. 

section AA

safety enclosures

A

A

50cm



The Nooks each contain an interactive wall. 
These walls incorporate horizontal wind 
fins that can be manipulated, closing for 
wind protection, or opening for views. The 
vegetation can grow within these walls, 
altering the way they can be moved and 
emphasizing how they may eventually be 
enfolded within the landscape. 

rotating fin detail
rotating mechanism

rotating wall elevation

1m

25cm
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bench detail

nook door

latch mechanism

The floor and seating in the nooks are nested, similar to Fort Prince 
of Wales wall configuration, and discourage people from leaning up 
against the walls, as bears can still reach through. 
Each nook contains a commemorative plaque, inset in the seating. 
These inserts will tell the story of the Flats and the founding fathers. 
It is important that people learn of the history of the Flats which is 
currently undocumented (Young 2015). These plaques may also 
initiate conversation between residents of the flats and visitors. 

swing mechanism

50cm

2m

50cm 20cm



The wayfinding lights, which are located 
along the Flats main road, direct people to 
the prospective park project to the south and 
the open beach to the north (which connects 
to the town and Cape Merry trail). The 
wayfinders are intended to be a community 
project, in large part designed with residents 
of the Flats. 

the flats wayfinders

wayfinder walk

redevelopment project 
[wharf/park]

open beach - scenic 
viewshed
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The seven hundred meter stretch along the Flats road consists of 
twenty-five to thirty installations, spaced twenty-five meters apart. 
The desired effect is to encourage the community to submit proposals, 
which would go through a local committee (for quality control), and 
be forwarded to a manufacturer for production. 

wayfinding details
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25m

The Flats road can easily be shared by 
pedestrians and the infrequent vehicles. The 
wayfinders zig-zag across the road, which 
encourages pedestrians to walk down the 
open road for improved visibility. 10m

4m



PLEXIGLASS INSERT

LED TUBE

PERFORATED STEEL SHADE

1.2m

The wayfinding lights are perforated metal shades enveloping a 
plexiglass tube and LED light. The  shades can be easily changed 
and manipulated by the community. The community is given the 
opportunity to design the metal shades. In this way residents are able 
to identify with the installations and also use them as a tool to reflect 
their culture and personal taste. 

details

25cm

20cm



199

COMMUNITY PROPOSALS

COMMITTEE REVIEW AND 
SELECTION

MANUFACTURER

These are a few possible designs for the wayfinders. The first is an 
abstraction of the aurora borealis, the second is a playful display 
of jumping arctic hares, and the third is the krumholtz formation 
characteristic of local spruce. These are intended as examples. It is 
hoped that the final shades would be designed, if not by people in the 
community, then with their input. 

the shades

INSTALLATION



The Flats trail is the first section in an overall trail scheme that could 
dramatically improve the quality of life for residents in Churchill, 
as well as greatly improve visitors’ experience. This pedestrian 
corridor celebrates the Flats and recognizes it as a fundamental part 
of Churchill. As the Flats is predicted to undergo transformation 
in coming years,  it will likely increase the number of residents and 
visitors. These future developments further justify the pedestrian 
corridor. 
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"Walking, ideally, is a state in which the mind, the body, and the 
world are aligned, as though they were three characters finally 
in conversation together, three notes suddenly making a chord." 
Rebecca Solnit (5)
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Churchill, Manitoba is a phenomenal place; full of endless intrigue 
and wonder. Thousands of people come to Churchill to explore and 
delight in this unique subarctic landscape. Though the landscape’s 
many challenges to pedestrians are part of the area’s charm, they also 
inhibit how people move there. This practicum has explored methods 
and mechanisms that enable residents and visitors alike to access 
the region as pedestrians more freely. Though the design is intended 
to mitigate challenges to pedestrians, it flourishes from a desire to 
highlight and celebrate the identity, landscape, and natural assets of 
Churchill, Manitoba. 
Though the project only explores one pedestrian pathway in detail, 
it is intended that many of the strategies used and discussed can 
be adopted and manipulated throughout a larger trail scheme. The 
trail network thus can grow and expand throughout the region, 
dramatically improving pedestrian accessibility and overall experience 
in the Churchill landscape. 

end remarks
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