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Ziptrek Ecotours uses the setting of the breathtaking coastal temperate rainforest to blend outdoor 
adventure with an enlightening ecology-based curriculum. Nestled between the stunning Whistler and 
Blackcomb mountains, Ziptrek provides guests with an inspiring and exhilarating journey along 
suspension bridges, observation platforms, and, of course, tree-top ziplines. Whether whipping along 
the steel cable ziplines at speeds nearing 100 km an hour or pausing on an observation deck in a 750 
year old tree, 160 feet above a raging whitewater creek, the experience is nothing short of awe-
inspiring. 
 
The 33 acres of diverse and virtually untouched terrain on 
which the tours operate provides the perfect backdrop for a 
conversation about sustainability. Tour guides are educated 
in The Natural Step Framework and use the organization’s 
science-based understanding of sustainability to educate 
guests. They use examples from the neighbouring 
community of Whistler to show how that community has 
been taking strategic steps towards sustainability using The 
Natural Step Framework. 
 
The company is the brainchild of two entrepreneurs and 
lifelong friends: Charles Steele and David Udow. Unsatisfied 
with traditional desk jobs, the business school graduates 
decided to trade the concrete tower aspirations of their 
peers for the equally tall and majestic rainforest trees of the 
Canadian west coast. Steele and Udow share the goal of 
inspiring behavioural change towards sustainability, and this 
became the company’s mandate. Now in its sixth year of 
operation, Ziptrek is among the larger employers in Whistler. 
The company’s infrastructure includes ten steel cable 
ziplines, 28 cedar observation platforms, 7 suspension 
bridges, 2 rigid bridges, and nearly 2 kilometers of ground 
based trails. 
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“We wanted to get people to start 
thinking about sustainability,” Steele 

recalled. “They say education leads to 
awareness, and awareness leads to 

change, so that’s where we started.” 
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CO-FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT, 
ZIPTREK 
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Operating a business in the middle of a forest canopy has a way of bringing home the importance of 
good environmental stewardship. Ziptrek is directly and immediately dependent on the natural 
environment for its tours, so global trends such as climate change, increasing concentrations of 
pollutants, physical degradation of nature, and social unrest all present real risks to Ziptrek’s 
operations.  
 
From its inception, Ziptrek’s founders were committed to minimizing their own contributions to negative 
environmental trends. To this end, careful consideration was given to the design of the bridges and 
ziplines themselves to ensure that the business was constructed as sustainably as possible. Steele and 
Udow partnered with Dr. Reese Halter of Global Forest Science and Mr. Robert Steele, a structural 
engineer (and Charles Steele’s father) to develop a infrastructure needed to bring visitors into the 
pristine ancient forest with the lowest possible environmental impact. 
 

The bridges, decks, walkways and cables require minimal 
infrastructure and were all designed to allow for the 
continued natural growth of trees and vegetation. Ziptrek 
used locally sourced cedar, which is naturally able to 
withstand the elements, organic degradation and insect 
attacks without the addition of chemicals. 
 
Although there were higher initial costs associated with 
making more sustainable construction choices, Ziptrek is 
already benefiting from the financial returns of reduced 
operating and maintenance costs. For example, in addition 
to the environmental benefits of using untreated cedar 
wood for all of the platforms, decks and buildings, Ziptrek 
avoids the expense of re-applying chemical coatings to the 
wood each year to prevent rotting. 

 
 
 
 

In many ways, the story of Ziptrek is also the story of the Resort Municipality of Whistler. As Whistler 
was embarking on its sustainability journey with The Natural Step, Steele and Udow were developing 
the ecological education basis of their company. In search of more information about sustainability, 
Steele visited City Hall in 2001 and was surprised to find the municipality already had an entire 
department dedicated to the topic. Shannon Gordon, the manager of Whistler’s 2020 community 
initiatives program, introduced Steele to The Natural Step and explained how the strategic planning 
framework was helping the municipality to take meaningful steps toward sustainability. 
 
Steele was so impressed by what he heard that he decided to build Ziptrek’s educational program 
around concepts from The Natural Step Framework and use Whistler as an example of its applicability. 
“We didn’t want to explain the really depressing things, but the positive, success stories of 
sustainability…to leave people feeling inspired and empowered as they go home,” Steele recalled. 
“What better way of doing that than the Whistler Natural Step story?” 

    FOCUS ON SUSTAINABILITY 

TAKING THE NATURAL STEP INTO THE FOREST CANOPY 

the Ziptrek story 

A view from one of Ziptrek’s suspension bridges 
overlooks the majestic Fitzsimmon Creek. 



 

 

 

 3 

 

Ziptrek educates thousands of people each year in The 
Natural Step Framework. The company has created a 
unique learning environment by combining the physical 
and emotional connection to nature with the intellectual 
understanding of the basic principles for sustainability. 
The staff guides use the forest, the municipality of 
Whistler, Whistler Blackcomb (Intrawest) resort, and their 
own operations as a sustainable business to provide 
examples of how individuals, communities and businesses 
have made sustainability a priority. 
 
 
 

 

Ziptrek’s guides are very knowledgeable and enthusiastic about sustainability.  It takes a lot of 
dedication and resources to ensure that all the guides feel comfortable with the information they are 
presenting and maintain the organization’s credibility. Each new employee group receives extensive 
training to ensure they are able to effectively teach the principles of sustainability to guests.  
 
Many of Ziptrek’s employees are young and work on a seasonal basis. While Steele knows they won’t 
all stay with Ziptrek in the long term, he sees real value in the skills and education they develop during 
their time at Ziptrek, since they will bring their understanding of sustainability to everything else they 
do. 
 
Alan Feldman has led more than a thousand tours in the year and a half he’s worked at Ziptrek. He 
explained that, in addition to exhaustive safety and sustainability training, new employees must 
shadow a more experienced guide six times before they can complete a sign off tour under that guide’s 
supervision. This allows the time for each guide to become comfortable with the curriculum and how to 
relate to different groups of guests. 
 
The guides teach guests about the natural forest 
eco-systems and the human impacts that threaten 
their survival. They introduce The Natural Step’s 
funnel concept, a visual aid in understanding the 
economic, social and environmental pressures that 
are impacting society as natural resources continue 
to diminish and population grows. 
 
“Our employees transition from being rollercoaster 
operators to professors. After this experience, 
some of them choose to make sustainability their 
life work.” 

CHARLES STEELE 

CO-FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT, ZIPTREK 

BUILDING CAPACITY FOR SUSTAINABLE ACTION 

the Ziptrek story 

“Many people are never going to hear 
about The Natural Step unless they 
happen to come out with us. So we 
hope that by reaching these people 

and giving them a systems approach to 
thinking about sustainability, we might 

make a difference.” 

CHARLES STEELE 

CO-FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT, 
ZIPTREK 

Guests listen as a Ziptrek guide explains The Natural 

Step’s principles of sustainability. 
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The sustainability principles define the conditions that must be met in order to have a sustainable 
society and avoid hitting the walls of the funnel. Through Ziptrek, innumerable guests have been 
introduced to these concepts over the past six years. 
 
 

 
 
One of the most important factors of Ziptrek’s success in educating others about sustainability is its 
dedication to leading by example. The business has taken on numerous initiatives that demonstrate the 
innovation and creativity needed to fulfill its mandate of providing “an exhilarating and memorable 
outdoor adventure experience following a sustainable business model.”1 
 
 
 
 

Ziptrek’s founders have committed themselves to carefully planning and designing every detail of their 
operations to minimize their impact on the environment. They are constantly looking for ways to make 
their business more sustainable, and have taken concrete steps towards the fulfillment of each 
sustainability condition. 
 
The company has made a number of changes to its office operations in order to minimize their energy 
needs. This year, Ziptrek reduced computer power consumption in its Guest Services department by 
93% using virtualization technology. Additionally, all electrical power for Ziptrek’s operations is 
generated on-site using micro-hydro and solar renewable 
power systems, which are installed on the mountain. They 
produce enough power to light up all canopy walk 
suspension bridges with over 8,000 LED lights and always 
have more than 3,500 watts of power available for 
computers, lights and power tools.  
 
When the first four wheel drive hybrid vehicles hit the 
market, Ziptrek jumped at the opportunity to reduce its 
reliance on oil and its contribution to carbon emissions. 
The company bought two hybrids which emit 50% less 
carbon dioxide and create 92% less smog forming 
emissions than equivalent non-hybrid vehicles. In the long 
term, Ziptrek is committed to converting all of its vehicles 
to hybrids. 

                                                 
1 www.ziptrek.com, accessed June 21, 2007 

BECOMING A MODEL FOR SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS 

the Ziptrek story 

Ziptrek’s hybrid vehicles emit 50% less carbon 
dioxide than equivalent non-hybrids. 
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Each year, Ziptrek quantifies the amount of carbon it emits into the atmosphere from its vehicles and 
heating propane, and plants enough trees to offset the effects of the emissions. The trees also help 
control erosion and restore damaged ecosystems, and match the native mix of cottonwood, cedar, 
hemlock and douglas fir. 
 
In order to minimize Ziptrek’s contribution to the physical degradation of the environment, the 
company has used its website to replace many of its paper-based marketing and booking materials. 
Brochures that are printed use 100% post-consumer paper, recycled with 100% wind power, and 
vegetable-based inks. 
 
Ziptrek offers a photo service that is digital in order to save photo paper and ink, and many customers 
choose to have their photos emailed to them. The company has also chosen to offer guests disposable 
cups made from cane sugar fiber which can be composted back into the topsoil after use, and all 
merchandise is sold in biodegradable corn starch bags. 
 
Finally, Ziptrek is committed to helping to build an equitable and healthy society. Unlike many 
adventure tourism companies with a primarily seasonal staff, employees at Ziptrek receive extended 
health and dental benefits and an extensive investment in their training. In addition, Ziptrek has 
committed to providing financial support to non-profit organizations with a focus on sustainability, 
youth development and health. 

 

Some of the organizations Ziptrek supports include: 
 

 Doctors without Borders – Darfur Relief Fund 
 Green Kids, who perform educational theatre 
about sustainability in schools 

 The David Suzuki Foundation 
 Pediatric AIDS Canada, in support of children 
with AIDS in Africa 

 Global Forest Science Foundation 
 UNICEF Emergency Food Program 

 

 
 

 

The Natural Step provided an easy to understand framework that is used both for the sustainability 
education that is offered to the guests; and sustainability planning and analysis that is used by the 
business itself in all of its operations. As a result, Ziptrek became an eloquent vehicle for 
communicating the great sustainability initiatives taking place within the business itself and the local 
community of Whistler. 
 
It uses the natural environment of the west coast rainforest, creates a sense of adventure, and 
presents the ecological and social challenges that we all face. Then it demonstrates how those  
 

LAST WORDS 

the Ziptrek story 



 

 

 

 6 

 
 
challenges can be overcome using The Natural Step framework that is contextualized by examples of 
concrete, specific actions taken on the ground by Whistler, Ziptrek and others. 
 
Ziptrek is a partner organization of Whistler2020 - the Whistler Comprehensive Sustainability Plan. This 
year, co-founder Steele has found a second role in addition to his work with Ziptrek. He is co-chair and 
co-president of the new Whistler Sustainability Centre, a non-profit community group mandated with 
providing ongoing leadership in sustainability to communities around the world. 
 
 

 

“When you look back at the origins of 
Ziptrek, the ziplines were actually secondary 
to the goal of engaging people in a two 
hour sustainability seminar. As we teach 
people [about sustainability], they are 
standing in this unbelievably gorgeous 
setting, so what we say is directly relevant.” 

ALAN FELDMAN 

GUIDE, ZIPTREK 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

For more information on Ziptrek, Inc, visit www.ziptrek.com 

For more information on Whistler, visit the municipality’s vision website at  www.whistler2020.ca or 
read The Natural Step case study at http://www.thenaturalstep.org/en/resort-municipality-whistler-bc 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This case study was written and researched by Kim Mackrael for The Natural Step Canada and is based in part on a previous 
case study by Magdalena Szpala. Thanks to Charles Steele and Alan Feldman for granting The Natural Step interviews. 

Creative Commons Copyright 2008. Some rights reserved. 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

the Ziptrek story 

Ready to fly: A guide prepares to zip through the forest 

canopy. 


