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THE OKANAGAN 
CONNECTOR: 

It's Looking Good 
By Holly McNeil 

An amal view of early Connector Comtruction profiks the swath through mountain wilderness. 
The ribbon of new highway is now visible from Peachland tJJ a wide band perched alongside the mountain 
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Question: What project is described by 
the following terms? A positive experience. 
Outstanding co-operation. Long awaited. Great 
expectations. 

Answer: None other, of course, than the 
Coquihalla Highway, phase three. Otherwise 
known in the B.C. interior as the long-awaited 
Okanagan Connector. 

From politicians to project supervisors to 
sub-contractors to tourism personnel, there are 
few negative words regarding this much-touted 
road. There is talk of how 
contractors stayed within 
budget, to the satisfaction of 
the taxpayers; of how 
highways ministry personnel 
prioritized and co-operated in 
environmental matters; of the 
excellent engineering; and of 
the economic benefits that 
will travel this wide ribbon of 
highway. 

Yet, the Connector was 
no easy task. There have been 
stumbling blocks at many 
turns. Politicians faced hostile 
taxpayers after the first phases 
of the Coquihalla overran the 
budgets. Residents near 
Peachland were concerned 
about contamination of their 
Trepanier Creek water supply 
Environment officials were 
extraordinarily protective of the 
spawning resources in that same 
creek. The Trepanier Valley itself 
proved a tough nut to crack: the 
summit is the second highest in a 
province of very high summits, 
and the rock work seemed never
ending. Sections that were built 
for two lanes were changed to 
four lanes part way through the 
project. There was the legal 
matter of construction crews 
allegedly "trespassing" on leased 
public rangeland, and the 
difficult job of carving a wider 
road along the length of 
Hamilton Hill near Merritt. 

But solutions have been 
found. Russ Zerr, the Ministry's 
regional manager of construction for the 
Connector, is in agreement with many private 
industry spokespeople when he says the 
highway will go on the books as a very positive 
experience. Environmental answers were found 
to the satisfaction of all concerned, legal matters 

expedited, and the Trepanier Valley conquered 
by persistence. And it all happened within 
budget. 

"The contractors did the taxpayers very 
well on this road," contends Zerr. "The 
department estimated $48 million for the 
toughest part: in fact, $34 million is where the 

0 " contracts came tn. 

According to the original figures presented, 
four-laning the entire I 08 kilometres would cost 
$260 million in 1984 funds but in 1987, the 

Placing rockfi/1 

Connector is still set at $225 million but all 
except one short section is four-lane highway. 
One area near the summit has been five-laned. 

Contractor Dennis Chisholm believes costs 
were kept lower because there was no traffic to 
contend with during construction of these new 
roads. Flagging crews were not needed and hold 
ups were not necessary, notes the general 
manager of W estrail Construction. 

This rock crushing company won two 
Connector contracts, for a total of about $3 .5 

million. Chisholm explains 
that, though the extensive 
rock work and continuous 
weather changes made life 
difficult for the crews, it was 
the extended width that 
really made the Connector "a 
tough road" to build. 

Chisholm looks at this 
project from a unique 
perspective: most recently as 
a contractor, but in the 
beginning as the highway 
ministry's project supervisor. 
When he resigned in 1989 to 
go to work for Westrail, he 
says he was motivated in 
large part, by the "political 

JOE BOWWY hodge podge" surrounding 
the project. 

"Changing dares, cutting it 
right from rhe exotic down to 
the bare bones. And there's no 
doubt it should have gone 
straight through to Kingsvale 
(bypassing Merritt)." But, 
Chisholm adds, there is also 
little doubt this highway was 
long overdue for the Okanagan 
and that it will be a boon in 
many respects. 

About a dozen 
construction companies, 
representing areas throughout 
the province, were contracted 
by the B.C. Ministry of 
Highways to build major sectors 
of the Connector. They, in turn, 

DONRANTACREW hired many sub-contractors. 
Rock excavation Ministry officials estimate the 

project created I, !50 man-years 
budget was capped at $225 million . Chosen of work; by the time of completion, close to 500 
sections were reduced to two lanes but then people will have been employed on this new 
contracts began to come in under estimate. 

Zerr notes: "That kind of (fiscal) work on 
the part of the contractor is why the rest of it 
was able to be four-laned." The total cost of the 

stretch of B.C. highway. Mandrax Enterprises of 
Kelowna appreciated the opportunity to work in 
"their own back yard" and to hire locally, for work 
on two Connector bridge (Continued on page 8) 
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Experience the best in an informal and 
relaxing vacation on the Okanagan's 

Largest Private Beach! 

S 
ituated 

Mission 

Kelowna, 

Beach Resort 

in the 

area of 

Beacon 

offers 

numerous family oriented 

activities on several acres of 

prime lakeshore property . . 

. or you can relax and enjoy 

the beautifully landscaped 

grounds with our new 

heated pool and jacuzzi. 

Bright, spacious one and the beach front cottages) help easily accessible to excellent 

rwo bedroom units, all with to make your holiday a most dining and shopping facilities, 

fully equipped kitchens and enjoyable experience. golf courses and Kelowna's 

air conditioning (excluding Beacon Beach Resort is city centre. 

For RESERVATIONS: write or phone 
BEACON BEACH RESORT 
3766 Lakeshore Road, 
Kelowna, B.c. V1 Y 1 X3 
(604) 762-4225 
Monthly Accommodations Sept. 
15 to June 1st. Housekeeping 
units IDEAL for family skiers. 

IUCON BEACH 
ORT 

KELOWNA 
B.C. 

Proud to be a major supplier of pre-cast 
guardrail to the Okanagan Connector 

•Septic Tanks 
•Retaining Walls 
•Light Pedestals 

•Manhole Barrels and Catch Basins 
•Wide variety of other Pre-Cost Products 

•Retaining Walls 
•Light Pedestals 

KON KAST PRODUCTS LTD. 
R.R. #2, 5080 Highway 97, North Kelowna, B.C. 
Phone: (604) 765-1423 Fax: (604) 765-0820 

IT'S L 0 0 K I N G G 0 0 D continued 

contracts. Mary Mandarino, partner in the 
business with husband Luigi, believes the unique 
experience of building the ungulate overpass 
may have far-reaching effects for the company. 
(Ungulate refers to hoofed mammals such as 
moose and deer.) 

The $225,000 overpass for hoofed animals 
is the first of its kind in North America, built in 
an area that was too rocky to accommodate an 
underpass. Mandarino says construction was 
little different than building a pedestrian 
overpass, but government officials note that 
vegetation cover and seed caches have since been 
added to encourage its utilization by wildlife. 

"With general awareness of the environ
mental situation, these kinds of ideas will catch 
on," adds the contractor. Neal Davies, executive 
assistant for Cantex Engineering of Penticton, 
says: "Our experience has been all good. There 
was an extremely good job done on the 
engineering side of things." 

Cantex won two contracts: to realign the 
existing Hamilton Hill road coming out of 
Merritt, and to build new road at a section near 
Pothole Creek. The Pothole section was changed 
from four-lane on the original documents, to 
two-lane after budget capping, back to four
lanes when the figures began to look better. 
There were structural changes necessary when 
the highway finally reverted back to four lanes 
but it proved little problem for the crew. 

"We came in slightly under budget on that 
section," Davies notes. 

The Connector is the most recent phase of 
a massive freeway that has uncovered a virginal 
mountainous interior. There are few residents of 
this wilderness triangle between Hope, 
Kamloops and Kelowna; one significant 
community is Merritt, located at the hub of the 
Coquihalla wheel. The first section connected 
Hope to Merritt in 1986; the second phase 
completed the trip to Kamloops the following 
year. It was considered a necessary fastlane 
alternative to the historical Trans-Canada route 
that follows the frothing Fraser River. 

Phase four, to connect Aspen Grove to 
Kingsvale- bypassing Merritt for Okanagan 
travelers- is presently in the laps of the 
politicians. 

The ministry's senior project supervisor, 
Pat Wilde, explains that there are a couple of 
innovative methods utilized in phase three. Two 
Northern Rock cone crushers and one jaw 
crusher were hard at work this spring, churning 
out 600,000 tons of"open graded rock" to finish 
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off the mid-section of the Connector. Not to be 
confused with gravel, this is larger, 75 
millimetre rock used on the roadbed to reduce 
frost heaves. The vibration of the vehicles tends 
to draw moisture upward under the highway 
but larger particles of roadbed material mean a 
more difficult climb for the water. 

Wilde says open graded rock has only been 
used once before in British Columbia, on the 
Pine Pass, and is apparently working well. The 
entire stretch of Connector highway has been 
built with open graded rock. 

Also in use is a new design for concrete 
underpass construction. A prefabricated model now 
comes in sections for easy installation. Wilde 
explains that the "Earth Wall" is put in place on a 
regular foundation and has made the job of 
building underpasses much (Continued on page 10) Russ Zerr, Ministry of Highways regional constrnction manager, 

oversees the final steps of the four-year Connector project 

THE OPENING OF THE OKANAGAN CONNECTOR 
IS A TIME FOR CELEBRATION ... 

V Not only for the 
increased business it 
will bring to our 
community; but also to 
the Okanagan Valley. 

V The convenience of a 
shorter journey to the 
coast is something that 
we will all enjoy. 

V The City of Kelowna 
celebrates the opening 
of the Okanagan 
Connector! 

Mayor J. H. Stuart, Aldermen: R. D. Hobson, B. W. Lee, E. w. Gray, J. A. Weisbeck, 
T. N. Treadgold, M. I. Bremner, J. E. Clark, S. J. Simpson, City of Kelowna Council 
1989/90 

CITY OF KELOWNA 
111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111111 

763-6011 CITY HALL, 1435 WATER ST. , KELOWNA. B.C. V1 Y 1 J4 
TELEFAX 604-861 -5360 
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Super. 
Saver. 
Ski Pak. 

Kids Ski Free! 
OUI Kids Ski F1ee 
p10g10m enables childmn 
12 years of oge ond 
younge1to ski, 1ent ond 
stay hee dUiing oilS 
night mid·week periods 
(e~duding holidays). 
Reshiclions App_~. 

Ski Okanag;1n! 
........ _ ·-

$123.00 
A ski vocation doesn't hove to empty 
your pocketbook. The Apex Alpine 
Super Saver Ski Pok includes 3 nights 
accommodation, 3 days of lift posses 
ond on entertainment pok. 

• 36 runs • 12 kms of frock set nordic trails 
• Full service village & accommodation 

HIRAM WALKER &SONS 
LIMITED 

DISTILLERS OF 

THE SPIRIT OF CANADA 

API I 
ALPINE 

1636 MAIN ST. 
PENTICTON, B.C. V2A SGB 

TEL. (604) 493·3200 

Reservations 
1-800-663-1900 

GROWING WITH THE OKANAGAN 
SINCE 1971 

IT'S LOOKING GOOD continued 

easter. 
Environment regulations have been suict 

for builders through this unspoiled wilderness. 
There are about I 00 kilometres wo rth of 
ungulate fences, with more than 400 ungulate 
gates for a total cost of $4.5 million. The fences 
are to keep them out of the highway right-of
way; the gates are to allow them to re-enter the 
wilderness if they have accidentally stumbled 
upon a highway in their travels! 

Zerr explains that the gates are prototypes: 
spring-loaded structures that allow the animal to 

go through one way but not the other. Wilde 
points out that locations of the gates has been 
changed during the course of construction in 
efforts to increase usage. The ones built more 
recently have been situated at the tip of a 'V' in 
the fencing, so the animals can distinguish them 
easter. 

As one of the province's most vital trout 
spawning streams, Pennask Creek is a precious 
commodity for fish enthusiasts. Alongside the 
Pennask Creek bridges is a large man-made 
collector pond, about 80 metres by 30 metres. 
Into this pond has been funneled all the runoff 
from roadway construction. 

Wilde, obviously a wildlife enthusi ast 
himself, points to the creek and says: "We 
couldn't drop a speck of dirt in there. And that's 
the way it should be." 

The rock formations encountered along 
the Trepanier Valley are enough to make the 
experienced construction supervisor -shake his 
head. There was a wide range, he says, from the 
very soft to the very hard . From one five 
kilometre stretch, crews removed 700,000 cubic 
metres of rock. "It was a pretty rugged piece of 
real estate when we started." 

Along another section, they ran into a field 
with boulders "the size of D-9 cats," Wilde 
exclaims. They expected to find more under the 
surface but they were, inexplicably, confined to 
the top layer. 

Zerr concurs that the rock work was 
extraordinary. He points out that the three 
contracting jobs immediately east of the summit 
section, through the upper Trepanier Valley 
accounted for almost one-third the total cost of 
the highway. The cost per kilometre went as 
high as $3.5 million, he adds. 

The recently-named Pennask Summit is 
second highest in the province. At 1,728 metres, 
it is only 46 metres short of Kootenay Pass 
between Salmo and Creston. In comparison, 
Kicking Horse Pass on the T ran sCan ada is 85 
metres lower than this Coquihalla high point. 

However, Pennask (Continued on page 22) 



Discover Canada's Super Natural Resort ... 

Discover why the sunny Okanagan in the 
heart of British Columbia is ideal for your 
next holiday . The Okanagan offers you 
superb accommodation, incomparable 
natural settings, championship golf and 
tennis facilities and, in season, any 
watersport you can imagine .. . all within 
convenient driving or flying time from 
Vancouver, Calgary or Edmonton . 

Discover why Lake Okanagan Resort is the 
best location for your next holiday. Enjoy 
our 300 acres on one mile of magnificent 
Okanagan Lake waterfront, impressive 
accommodation, European cuisine and 
complete recreational amenities , including 
seven championship tennis courts, par-3 
golf, horseback riding, special seasonal 
activities and recreational packages. 
Whether your stay with us is for a week or 
a weekend, you'll find out why this 
destination resort has consistently rated 
the AAA Four Diamond Award . 

For further information about reservations 
and special season packages get in touch 
with us or call your travel agent. 

OPEN YEAR ROUND 

r/jj flV{ S TAit HOTtL S I. lt tSO R T 5 

Lake Okatu1gan ~ort 
P.O. Box 1321, 

Kelowna, B.C. VlY 7V8 
Reservations 

Toll Free 1-800-663-3273 
Fax {604) 769-6665 

Telephone (604) 769-3511 

SUPER, NATURAL BRITISH COLUMBIA 
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Pass is somewhat more sheltered than many 
others and officials predict few problems in the 
winter. Nonetheless, Zerr suggests that summer 
travelers might pack wooly underwear in their 
emergency kit because summer snowstorms are 
always a possibility. And Wilde cautions that 
although highway work crews have experienced 
only as much as five feet of standing snow in 
recent winters, folks from nearby Brenda Mines 
remember winters when 17 feet blanketed the 
spectacular scenery. 

The 108 kilometres of Okanagan 
Connector opens up incredibly beautiful virgin 
territory that was previously marked only by the 
occasional access road. The Connector leaves the 
main Coquihalla Highway at Merritt and slices 
through a series of dry, compacted desert grades 
- otherwise known as Hamilton Hill - to reach 
the higher, open rangeland. 

Connector traffic follows Highway SA for 
about 16 kilometres to Aspen Grove along the 
only portion that is two lanes. The view changes 
from dusty desert to low scrub and shrub 
rangeland. The wide open spaces continue past 
the SA turnoff to 97C, providing a glimpse of 
grazing cattle and faroff lakes before the forest 
closes in. 

Pothole Creek must be crossed before the 
long ascent begins. The route passes "The 
Wart", a small mountain top that apparently 
struck somebody, one day, as resembling a 
genuine wart! Elkhart Creek and John's Creek 
are consecutive landmarks on the one-hour 
high-speed drive to the interior; the thick forests 
of the high altitudes break every now and then 
to offer a glimpse of a faroff jewel-like lake. 

Traveling up the west face of Pennask 
Summit and down the other side, the Connector 
crosses Pennask Creek in one of the most rugged 
regions in the province, the Trepanier Valley 
Here, the highway hugs the rocky 
mountainsides, providing a breathtaking 
scenano. 

The forest falls back upon descent, giving 
way to lower shrubs of the dry Okanagan Valley. 
Trepanier Creek is crossed, there are orchards in 
view, and a quick peek at Peachland off to the 
south. Suddenly, a glittering Okanagan lake is in 
sight: it's not so small and neither is it far off. 

The journey is ended. Or perhaps, it has 
only just begun! 

{S01flt a{ lhiJ NUriAI hM ktN rrprru&uJ '""""1 a{Gnut~W~itnt 
Sijlllilfts M•f;Ui~tt.) • 
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St. George 
Moving & Storage ... 
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Quality And Extra Effort" 


