MOUNTAIN LEGACY SUMMIT
October 23-25, 2019
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SUMMARY
The Mountain Legacy Summit brought together thirty university faculty, government
personnel, retired collaborators, graduate students, writers, and NGO specialists to discuss
and chronicle the accomplishments of the Mountain Legacy Project and envision where we
want to be in five and ten years. The growing size and scope of the project was described,
but so, too, were growing pains. The historical collections of high resolution, systematic, and
comprehensive survey photographs—roughly 120,000—are unique in the world for their
breadth. The repeat images that have been undertaken over twenty years of fieldwork—more
than 8,500—stand alone in the global mountain research community. The digital infrastructure
to maintain the vast collections needs to be overhauled, and larger investments are needed
to undertake archival research, digitization, and data management. Research activity is
significant, and increasing. Partnerships are growing with several organizations, which points
potentially to a shift from a research project-based structure to different organization
structure. A clear recommendation emerged to emphasize the Mountain Legacy Project as
comprising a digital platform, a research program on changing mountain environments and
communities, and a learning centre for wide accessibility of mountain imagery and stories.
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RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
1. Establish a Governing Council. Informal at first (there is no formal mechanism), it would be
more than an “advisory” group. This Council would begin to set the pace for longer-term
governance and management of the MLP, including strategic directions (e.g., national or
international focus). It would comprise diverse participants, and those with capacity to
advise on all aspects of the Project.
2. Reconfigure the identity of the MLP to emphasize the digital platform that is the heart of
the MLP. Research and learning/communications would remain important components of
the MLP, but the Platform would take on increasing profile to ensure long-term stability
and durable financial support. This will involve significant changes to the MLP website to
begin featuring these Project elements.
3. Rebuild the digital infrastructure to consolidate existing collections and allow for
innovations and new materials and services.
4. Develop a pitch package, an evolving description of the MLP, including an overview,
collections scope, digital infrastructure, research projects, and wider communications.
This package is essential in securing new partners and support.
5. Work with development specialists at UVic and elsewhere to craft a five-year
development plan to place the MLP on a secure footing. This will guide the deployment
of the pitch package (see above).
6. Seek support for a part-time data librarian, who will steadily work with burgeoning
collections of images and associated materials and metadata (maps, notes, reports &
etc.).
7. Seek support for a part-time communications specialist, who will provide steady support
for blogs and social media engagement and management.
8. Host another Summit in 2021.
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SUMMARY OF PRESENTATIONS AND DISCUSSIONS
W EDNESDAY
The Summit commenced with a reception at the Halperin Graduate Centre on Wednesday
evening.

T HURSDAY —T HE PATH SO FAR ….
All day Thursday was focused on chronicling accomplishments of the Mountain Legacy
Project. The earliest glimmers of the project date back to 1996 with Jeanine Rhemtulla’s
master’s thesis research. In 1998 and 1999, the complete photographic resurvey of M.P.
Bridgland’s 1915 survey of north-central Jasper National Park was completed. This marked
the beginning of two decades of archival research, field work, research and communication.
Eric Higgs opened the presentation with acknowledgements and a brief overview of the MLP.
“Snapshots” (presentations)—in-person and via videolink—were divided into four main
categories that represent the contemporary outlines of the Project: 1. Research and
applications; 2. Photography and fieldwork; 3. Archives and infrastructure; and 4. Visual
arguments, networks and communications.

M OUNTAIN

LEGACY SNAPSHOTS

1

RESEARCH AND APPLICATIONS

Mike Whitney (UVic) and Julie Fortin (UBC) kicked off the presentations with the latest on
the Image Analysis Toolkit, a custom software package design to visualize, align, segment,
classify, and orthorectify oblique images. The latest breakthroughs reveal the capacity to use
high resolution digital elevation models to create spatially explicit historic and contemporary
maps based on MLP imagery. It is also possible to use the tools for taking remotely sensed
imagery (e.g., air photos) and rendering them from the same perspectives as MLP camera
stations.
James Tricker (UVic) and Jeanine Rhemtulla (UBC) presented on new work in Jasper
National Park studying the emerging ecological novelty of the mountain pine beetle and
consequences for a landscape already shifting in response to changing climate conditions.
Chris Stockdale (Northern Forestry Centre) presented his multidimensional doctoral project
using MLP imagery to study changing fire conditions in south-western Alberta. He used the
WSL-Monoplot software to provide spatially explicit renderings of past and present
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landscapes, and will be bringing this approach to new work in collaboration with Waterton
Lakes National Park.
Sonia Voicescu (UVic) is beginning doctoral research on the historical changes and
ecological implications of coal mining in three regions of Alberta. In collaboration with Dr.
Liza Piper (University of Alberta), Sonia is combining diverse historical data including MLP
imagery to examine emerging ecological novelty in these regions.
Eric Higgs presented on behalf of Andrew Trant (Waterloo), co-author along with UVic’s
Brian Starzomski on a paper, “A century of high elevation ecosystem change in the Canadian
Rocky Mountains” under revision for Nature Scientific Reports. Andrew used MLP images
along a latitudinal gradient (approx. 5 degree) to show a strong influence of latitude and
altitude on the clear trend of advancing treeline.

M OUNTAIN L EGACY S NAPSHOTS 2 P HOTOGRAPHY

AND FIELDWORK

Jeanine Rhemtulla (UBC) took us back to 1998 with a review of how her early fieldwork set
the stage for the MLP: a strong research question; arduous repeat photography; painstaking
field work to ground truth image analysis; and a resulting article that has helped to define the
field of ecological research using repeat photography.
Sonia Voicescu (UVic), who served as the 2019 MLP crew leader, brought the fieldwork into
the present. Sonia gave details on archival and field preparation, field safety, helicopter and
self-propelled travel, and post-processing. One observation from comparing Jeanine and
Sonia’s descriptions of fieldwork spanning twenty years is the early work in what is now the
Mountain Legacy Project had more in common with the challenges faced by the original
surveyors.
Rick Arthur (Driptorch Consulting, Alberta Agriculture and Forestry, ret’d) focused his
presentation on what could be learned about fire from the historic and repeat images. Rick
served as a liaison between the MLP and the Alberta Government by providing direct field
support to crews since 2006, which highlights the extensive and decisive support provide by
Alberta Agriculture and Forestry. The forest composition changes are dramatic and in some
cases are setting up conditions along the eastern slopes for very large fires such as those in
1910 and 1936. Turning to an understanding of the Indigenous fire management may offer
important clues for contemporary fire risk reduction.
Kristen Walsh (MLP Research Associate) spoke briefly of her recent master’s research on the
influence of wind in the lives of mountain fire lookout observers in Alberta, and then turned
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to her work in 2019 on a comprehensive field safety document for the MLP. The MLP now has
a robust field safety handbook, daily briefing protocols, and the curriculum for a hands-on
field training program (first pilot in June 2019).

M OUNTAIN L EGACY S NAPSHOTS 3 A RCHIVES

AND I NFRASTRUCTURE

Jill Delaney (Library and Archives Canada) joined us via videolink from Gatineau, QC. Jill has
worked with MLP since 2003, and looks forward to continuing this long-term partnership. She
presented a chronology of work on the vast collections, including primary conservation,
digitization, and research.
Rob Watt (Parks Canada ret’d), a long-time collaborator with the MLP, presented his
exhaustive research on survey collections. This work places for the first time spatial estimates
around the majority of the collections in Alberta, BC, and the Yukon. The intention is to use
this information in future versions of MLP Explorer.
Joy Davis (UVic) and Mary Sanseverino (UVic) teamed up to work on several BC survey
collections housed in the BC Archives in Victoria. Of particular focus have been surveys that
describe the Muskwa-Kechika region of north-central British Columbia. Their work is a big
step forward in understanding the BC-based survey collections.
Spencer Rose (UVic) described how the extensive digital services of the MLP are managed
through a behind-the-scenes database, MEAT (MLP Editing and Administering Tool) and the
front-end application, Explorer. Both were developed by MLP alumni, Chris Gat. Recently,
with a shift to greater support from Compute Canada and the need for new types of services,
MLP has turned to the Humanities Computing and Media Centre at UVic. Spencer outlined
the redesign and implementation required to realize these improvements.

M OUNTAIN L EGACY S NAPSHOTS 4 V ISUAL

ARGUMENTS , NETWORKS AND

COMMUNICATIONS
Mary Sanseverino (UVic) presented a series of examples of work she is doing in
communicating the visual richness of the project through the MLP blog and various media
stories. Mary has evolved a role as a chief photo editor for MLP, applying her photographic
abilities and computation prowess to create visually stunning panoramas and image pairs.
Alina Fisher, (UVic) a long-time MLP associate, science communication specialist, and now
PhD student in the School of Environmental Studies, presented on the MLP’s science
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communication: “being accurate and engaging are consistent.” Alina presented data on
social media to see where MLP has enjoyed successes (e.g., with a large Instagram push in
collaboration with Lens Culture in 2018) and pitfalls (e.g., non-existent Twitter channel).
Zac Robinson (University of Alberta) presented and highlighted a number of recent
collaborations between the Alpine Club of Canada with MLP. As Vice-President of Mountain
Culture with the ACC, he envisages significant ongoing connections. He described his
upcoming repeat photography trip to Mt. Logan, Canada’s tallest peak, as part of the 202021 Mount Logan Ice Expedition.
Graeme Pole (author) presented recent work on one of the earliest phototopographic
surveyors, J.J. McArthur. Several images by McArthur from the late 1880s images had not
been located, and Graeme used personal images and memories to track down some of the
more difficult ones.
Alex Hakonson (Yukon) reflected on his work as an archivist and photographer, and
particularly the interview he did in 2018 with Lens Culture, one of the preeminent
photographic networks and on-line magazines.
Stan Boutin (University of Alberta) joined via videolink to describe the Canadian Mountain
Network, a recently established national Network Centre of Excellence based at the
University of Alberta. He emphasized the importance of supporting monitoring and
Indigenous communities, as well as the expansive research capacity being built through the
network.
Thursday afternoon finished with matters arising from the presentation. Several helpful
suggestions were made, including developing a history of the MLP for the website, creating
an Indigenous acknowledgement, identifying any members of the survey parties still alive (for
interviews), how to think about a collective and larger scale research program, the potential
for further work with Claudio Bozzini’s WSL Monoplotting tool (he will be in Edmonton early
2020), how to tap the BC imagery more effectively, and many others.
Summit participants gathered for an evening meal at Swan’s Hotel.

F RIDAY —W HERE THE PATH LEADS ….
The morning began with a round-the-table series of observations and suggestions. They
ranged from very particular ideas to broad-ranging themes. Here are several examples:
• Mary Sanseverino emphasized the depth of stories that we tell through the MLP images

and the immense opportunity for raising awareness and engagement about climate
change.
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• Rod Davis highlighted the potential for the MLP dataset in reaching new partners in the BC

government and BC agencies and organizations, and how this might be accomplished.
• Kristen Walsh raised the challenge of operating the project on grant funding, which tends

to be episodic, and what a financial support portfolio for the long term would look like.
• Alex Hakonson asked for a “pitch package,” a series of carefully crafted documents that

would convey the significance of the project for potential funders and partners.
• Rob Watt described how much of the MLP is driven by consideration of fire history,

prevention, and prescription, but that other considerations (e.g., flood prevention, water
supply), resource industries (e.g., mining), and agencies (e.g., U.S.-based organizations for
the Alaska panhandle and boundary surveys) need to be included.
• Mike Eder mentioned the importance of subsequent layers of photography, and the

potential for longer-term monitoring using the systematic images.
• Joy Davis urged the telling of stories about resilience and change.
• Stuart Arneil counselled temperate enthusiasm; large-scale digital projects need stable

ongoing commitment for success, which entails tough decisions about priorities.
• Jeanine Rhemtulla signaled that MLP needs to think bigger about projects and

opportunities.
• Julie Fortin emphasized the importance of documenting every step of the complicated

process from archives to field to digital services.
The group settled on three themes for smaller breakout group discussions: data,
communications, and research/funding.

B REAKOUT 1: S ECURING D ATA
Two main themes emerged: 1. There needs to be more engagement with computer scientists
to advance infrastructure, analysis and visualization projects; 2. Expand the range of data MLP
encompasses and ensure existing data are fully accounted. On the latter, there could be
guided searches to diverse materials (photographs and associated data), queries by research
project, consolidation of scattered data, capacity for mass downloads (e.g., preparation for
fieldwork), levels of user permission, and ensuring concordance with archival databases
(especially LAC).
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B REAKOUT 2: C OMMUNICATIONS

AND

O UTREACH

An important priority for the MLP would be to have a document that would acknowledge the
colonial legacy of the project, and the surveyors histories/stories. This could be done as a link
from the main website, or as an entire dedicate page. There also needs to be a territorial
acknowledgement on the main page of the website.
In the MLP we need to be able to collaborate with other departments and groups, for
example BC Archives or other museums if the program is to grow. There is a need for a
curator, a person that will generate energy about the project. As regards
university/academia, there is a need to be able to connect across disciplines, across research
projects, and to generate awareness of interest in various research communities and at more
senior levels.
Another important priority is to make an inventory of research resources. This could be used
by different agencies and groups in order to target future research opportunities. This
inventory needs to be able to show the stories behind the images (the “so-what”), and have
targeted areas with 5-10 key stories. This initiative will require a marketing strategy, a pitch
plan to generate excitement about the project. Also, including testimonials and stories from
other partners, researchers with whom we have collaborated would be a useful component
of that strategy/marketing package.
Finally there needs to be a focus on graduate students, on sharing the profiles of students
and researchers. Perhaps an ideal place for their profiles would be within the projects page
of the website (photo and research summaries, with links to research papers or other articles).
Research videos and videos from fieldwork could also be included on the main website (not
just on social media).

B REAKOUT 3: R ESEARCH

AND

F UNDING

Discussion began with a distinction between two interrelated approach to research: research
program and research platform. A research program would have a strategic direction and
support a variety of projects. It might also be animated, for example, by an SSHRC
Partnership Grant. A research platform envisages the MLP as a constellation of research
assets that could be supported and leveraged in many different ways. The challenge with the
strategic research direction approach is that the essential value of the data—the platform—may
not be appreciated or adequately supported. Evidently both approaches are important, but
this group recommended that the MLP Platform be emphasized first and foremost: seek
funds to repeat the whole collection and the platform to serve.

MLP Summit Report, Page 9

Categories of funding were identified: projects; commercialization; sponsorship/partnership;
grants; foundations; philanthropy. Several funding sources were discussed, as well as how to
approach them (e.g., Heritage Canada, Canadian Geological Survey; Canadian Council for
the Arts).
Three priorities were identified: 1. take a platform approach; 2. write a pitch plan, including a
budget; 3. create a fund-raising plan.

W RAP U P D ISCUSSION
Several themes emerged in the final discussions on Friday afternoon. Most are food for
thought, with more discussion needed.
What is the role of MLP in interdisciplinary mountain studies? Is there a path for MLP to serve
as a node for university-based mountain studies on the Coast? Is this niche available, and
could it enlarge and extend the Canadian Mountain Network and contribute to other
initiatives such as the Canadian Mountain Studies Initiative at the University of Alberta?
Do we set our sights on national or international goals? The Canadian collections are
immense and distinctive and allow for the build-out of a very large platform. There are many
international mountain repeat photography projects that are without a stable home. Might
we aim to be a world leader in repeat photography and serve as a global repository?
What is our primary role, or put differently what is our value proposition? The MLP started
with the goal of providing high resolution historical information for ecological restoration
projects. A commitment to restoration, conservation, and sustainability are baked into the
Project. So, too, is a love for mountains. It is important to ensure that these critical value
considerations are expressed in what we do.
Will a research focus be lost with explicit development of MLP as a platform? This question
expresses discomfort about any perception that research is being abandoned. If anything,
research needs to be expanded through partnerships with faculty and students at universities
besides UVic. Ocean Networks Canada was used as an example of a major platform
(Venus/Neptune) serving extensive research and learning needs.
What is the best institutional form for MLP? Should it remain as a research project under the
direction of a single faculty member (Higgs) in the School of Environmental Studies? Should it
evolve into an institute that accommodates wider university and partnership engagement?
Should it become a non-profit organization (or hybrid of university and non-profit)? These are
strategic questions that require close consideration.
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What partnerships make most sense? There are clear arguments for formal partnerships with
non-profits such as the Alpine Club of Canada, and government agencies such as Library and
Archives Canada and the Geological Survey of Canada.
What of long-term succession? There is long-term instability in having a project of the scope
of the MLP operate mostly under the direction of a principal investigator. Does this speak to a
different institutional arrangement (see above)? Is a governing committee appropriate at this
juncture to guide further development?

CLOSING THOUGHTS
There is significant momentum in the Mountain Legacy Project, a point made many times
over the two days of discussion. The MLP thrives on the generous contributions of all;
everyone who attended the Summit, those who were unable to join us, and the agencies and
sponsors who make the work possible.
Stay tuned for the next Summit! There is no date yet, but let’s go out on a limb and think
about sometime in 2021.
In the meantime, if you have any thoughts or suggestions for the MLP or this report, please
do not hesitate to reach out to Eric Higgs (ehiggs@uvic.ca).
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