
 

DT: March 2, 2021 

TO: Mayor John Borrowman and Canmore Council 

FR: Rob Buffler, Canmore Citizen 

RE: Bylaws 2021-05 and 2021-06:  Opposition to TSMV ASPs 

 

Dear Mayor and Council: 

Canmore is at risk of being loved to death.  In this letter, I describe both what is at stake and how 

we might act today to mitigate the social, economic, and environmental challenges faced by our 

growing community during a climate emergency. 

Summary: First, I encourage you to reject the Three Sisters’ “Smith Creek” and “Mountain 

Village” Area Structure Plans (ASPs), as I believe both are grossly out of compliance with 

Canmore’s Municipal Development Plan (MDP).  Second, once Three Sisters’ ASPs are denied, 

Canmore can respond assertively to our Community’s vision, our declared “Climate 

Emergency,” and other significant social and environmental challenges we face today.  

Such an assertive response might include; 1) a revision of Canmore’s 2020 Municipal 

Development Plan (MDP) towards net zero carbon emissions and a new eco-system based 

approach to managing all of our municipal lands; 2) an expansion of Canmore’s “Open Space 

and Trails Plan” to add more forested lands to sequester Canmore’s growing greenhouse gas 

emissions and to protect Environmentally Sensitive Areas; 3) the establishment of a 

public/private “Canmore Climate Land Trust” to acquire, protect, restore, and manage private 

land for climate mitigation and bio-diversity; and 4) increased support for our “Bow Valley 

Green Energy COOP” that can take Canmore towards green energy independence.   

This assertive and visionary response to our triple global emergency: the climate crisis, the 

devastation of wildlife and nature, and the pollution that causes many millions of early deaths 

every year (see “Human destruction of nature is 'senseless and suicidal', warns UN chief | 

Climate change | The Guardian) can be this Council’s world-class legacy of hope and leadership 

in a time of global crisis.   

Canmore at critical juncture: The Town of Canmore, surrounded by parks and protected areas, 

abundant wildlife, beautiful mountains, world-class outdoor recreation amenities, all within an 

hour drive of an International Airport and million-person metropolitan area, is like no other 

community in Western North America in its desirability. 

Canmore’s extraordinary place in the world has led to 40 years of amenity migration, eco-

tourism, and increasing suburban sprawl from Calgary.  Devotees of the mountain lifestyle are 

continuing to flock to the Bow Valley from Calgary, driving up real estate values and driving 

down affordability.  Canmore’s plan is to double its population over the coming years, with 

Three Sisters proposed ASPs driving much of this unsustainable growth. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/feb/18/human-destruction-of-nature-is-senseless-and-suicidal-warns-un-chief
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/feb/18/human-destruction-of-nature-is-senseless-and-suicidal-warns-un-chief


More people, cars, buildings, and development in Three Sisters will increase our greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions while removing the very green spaces, forests, and native vegetation, that 

could help mitigate and adsorb Canmore’s increasing GHGs.  Additional buildings, cars and 

trucks, and waste projected from Three Sisters ASPs will exceed Town’s GHG emission goals. 

Extending paved roads, parking lots, and other impervious surfaces into Three Sisters 

developments will reduce infiltration of rainwater and snow melt into our local aquifers; urban 

runoff ponds are too small for broad infiltration and will degrade our Bow River water flows in 

times of climate drought.  These impervious surfaces and parking lots will also exacerbate an 

urban heat island effect and increase the energy required for winter heating, while additional 

vehicle traffic will cause air pollution. 

Wildlife habitat lost to sprawling Three Sisters neighbourhoods, strip malls, and resorts will 

reduce Canmore’s biodiversity, ecological integrity, and the natural services we depend on to 

sustain us.  New amenity migrants and increasing numbers of tourists using Canmore’s 

remaining parks and green spaces for recreation will result in sensitive wildlife, including wolves 

and grizzly bears, avoiding, or being fenced out of Canmore’s wildlife habitats .  Additional 

vehicle traffic serving Three Sisters will increase wildlife mortality, as more animals are killed 

by cars and trucks trying to cross increasingly busy roads.   

The economic and social stress of continued growth are high and well documented.  While 

sprawl increase tax revenues in the short term, the long-term cost to maintain, replace, and 

mange public infrastructure, ecological services, and wild nature will become a burden on 

Canmore’s next generation of taxpayers.  (For example, we are currently spending over $40 

million of our tax dollars to build the Cougar Creek Debris Dam to protect Elk Run and Cougar 

Creek neighbourhood’s roads, sewer, water, and homes from nature.)   A robust body of research 

clearly demonstrates that residential property development does not provide a sufficient tax base 

to support related infrastructure.   

 

Anyone who has witnessed the changes wrought by rapid, developer-driven growth in countless 

other high-amenity rural areas is aware of the loss of sense of community.  These anecdotal 

observations are supported by extensive research that finds that the growth proposed by Three 

Sisters (growth in resort-induced development primarily to attract second home owners and 

seasonal tourists) gives rise to gentrified communities, resulting in the fraying of the social fabric 

that formerly characterized these towns.   

One might argue that this growth could provide more employment opportunities for our youth, 

yet additional research finds that adolescents in towns undergoing rapid growth have 

significantly lower evaluations of their community, lower levels of satisfaction, and higher levels 

of alienation.  Canmore currently has a remarkably strong sense of community.   

And this planned Three Sisters sprawl will continue to drive up our Town’s cost of living, and 

worsen Canmore’s current fiscal issues, rendering Canmore unaffordable for the very service 

workers we depend on to support our nature-based economy and amenity migrants.  Local, long-

time residents are struggling to remain in Canmore, further degrading our community,  



And Three Sisters’ ASPs offers no solutions here, as proposals by Three Sisters’ to increase 

affordable housing are inadequate to address our housing crisis.  Instead we get more sprawl and 

the suite of social and environmental disasters described above.  It seems that Canmore is 

experiencing the same fate as Whistler, West Vancouver, Aspen, Boulder, Jackson Hole, and 

other amenity migration towns where developers failed to deliver on their promises; Canmore is 

at risk of losing its heart to satiate the profit motive of out-of-town investors, shareholders, and 

real estate developers.  The Town of Canmore has recently declared a state of “climate 

emergency,” yet climate destabilizing growth and development will continue if the two major 

Three Sisters ASPs are approved. 

Clearly, we are at a critical fork in the road.  The fork proposed by out of town developers of 

Three Sisters takes us irreversibly toward increased carbon emissions and infrastructure costs, 

further wildlife mortality and habitat fragmentation/degradation, increasing traffic congestion, 

and the loss of our sense of community.  A poorly planned doubling of Canmore’s population, 

along with an increase in tourism over the coming years will take a high toll on our economy, 

our community, and the very environment and natural beauty we depend on to sustain us.   

I, and many of our fellow citizens, believe that both Three Sisters ASPs are out of touch with our 

time of climate and bio-diversity crisis and our Town’s MDP.  The ASPs are unimaginative, 

unresponsive to our community’s aspirations (Mining the Future) and completely tone def to our 

climate, congestion, and financial issues.  They are not in the best interest of Canmore 

Community, and should be rejected. 

What might be done:  Fortunately, there are many tried and true strategies to address the 

negative impacts of sprawl applied across North America over the past 40 years; solutions that 

can protect our community’s economy and ecology; and the nature-based services Canmore 

depends on!  These solutions are based on four guiding principles:  

1. Mitigate Climate—aim for “net-zero,” a Zero Carbon Canmore by 2040 

2. Manage Ecosystem—apply and resource an ecosystem-based, adaptive management 

approach to maintaining biodiversity and climate mitigation for entire municipality (not 

just wildlife corridors) 

3. Infill Development—prioritize multi-use, multi-story, energy efficient 

residential/commercial development in existing neighbourhoods, close to downtown, that 

will increase tax revenue while lowering environmental and financial costs. 

4. Value Nature—Calculate the true and full fiscal cost of growth and development on 

community and environment and require developers to pay for these services.  

I propose Canmore Council apply these principles to address our climate emergency, loss of 

green space, and declining social and ecological integrity (principles already included in MDP), 

and take the following five bold steps: 

FIRST--Reject the Three Sister Mountain Village’s “Smith Creek” ASP and “Village” ASPs as 

they both are grossly out of compliance with Canmore’s Municipal Development Plan (MDP); a 

plan articulated in a citizen consultation process.  Acceptance of these ASPs would be a 

repudiation of Canmore citizen’s stated desires for its community.  Moreover, the proposed 



ASPs will only exacerbate Canmore’s current budget problems, will severely compromise the 

social fabric of our community, be highly detrimental to our environment, and would 

irresponsibly allow for the construction of homes on heavily undermined land.   

My review of both ASP’s against the MDP suggests many areas are out of compliance.  Among 

the more egregious points of ASPs non-compliance with MDP are as follows: 

• Neither ASP adheres to MDP’s Vison, Values , and Principles (Section 1 of 

MDP), especially regarding social and environmental sustainability. 

• The “Smith Creek” ASP proposes inappropriate development outside of 

Canmore’s Urban Growth Boundary. 

• The “Smith Creek” ASP proposes expansion into MDP’s “future planning area” 

without adequate assessment of new environmentally sensitive areas and public 

consultation. 

• The “Village” ASP proposes expansion into MDP’s designated “Private 

Recreation Area,” an area not designated for commercial and residential in MDP. 

• Neither ASP adheres to the MDP’s climate action plan nor responds to Council’s 

“Declaration of Climate Emergency”. 

• Neither ASP addresses how the MDP’s required on-going adaptive management 

of wildlife and vegetation will be implement and paid for. 

SECOND--Once both ASP’s are rejected, Council and Administration will be free to update our 

“Municipal Development Plan” (MDP) to address our climate emergency and be consistent with 

other municipal guiding documents, including “Mining the Future,” “Open Space and Trails 

Plan,” “Signposts to Sustainability,” our “Climate Action Plan,” and Council’s October 2019 

“Declaration of Climate Emergency.” Key updates to MDP could include:  

• support for net-zero GHG emissions for new construction; and increase subsidy 

for existing building retrofitting; plus, aim for municipal green energy 

independence (see examples at Cities on a Path to zero, 

https://zeroenergyproject.org/ 

• drastically reduce single-family residential home construction; increase 

commercial space and affordable housing; densify for energy efficiency, multi-

story/multi use commercial, retail, residential high rises clusters 

• charge off-site levees to fund the full environmental costs of building public 

roads, utilities, and services (i.e., sequestering trees, NUR Ponds, e-chargers, etc.) 

• endow a perpetual climate and biodiversity adaptive management fund for long 

term, eco-system-based management of Canmore’s changing environment. 

• Shrink Canmore’s urban growth boundary (exclude more of Smith Creek). 

• update, improve, and enforce Canmore’s environmental and wildlife “by-laws” 

(attractants, bird feeding, vegetation, fires, etc.)  

• increase fees to pay for eco-system-based services, and the full cost of wildlife 

mitigation and adaptive management (park and parking fees, etc.) 

• increase affordability rebates and subsidies for residents  

https://zeroenergyproject.org/


• increase capacity for Canmore Council, Administration, and NGO partners to 

research best practices for mitigating costs of sprawl and improving policies. (a 

$5M fund)   

• call for the Province to support a Canmore tourism designation and levy a tourism 

tax to help support full environmental and infrastructure costs of hosting tourists 

 

THIRD--Update Canmore’s “Open Space and Trails Plan” to include mitigating impact of 

development on climate and biodiversity, by increasing acreage of green spaces (ESAs) 

(Opportunities exist in Smith Creek future planning area) and require eco-system based and TEK 

management of entire Town:  Additional green spaces will: 

• sequester additional C02 (one hectare of trees, about a soccer field, sequesters the 

GHG emissions equivalent of a gas auto driven for a year) 

• increase size of water and nutrients infiltration zones into our local watershed. 

• sustain local habitats for maintaining high biodiversity 

• provide more outdoor recreational amenities for eco- tourists  

FOURTH--Establish and fund a public/private non-profit “Canmore Climate Land Trust” to 

acquire, protect, restore, and manage Canmore for biodiversity and climate mitigation, using 

ecosystem, adaptive,.  The Land trust can: 

• acquire at market price (fee-title or easements) private lands for climate 

mitigation, wildlife conservation, and outdoor recreation (add ESA’s in Smith 

Creek). 

• receive and receipt tax deductible donations of cash, land, and conservation 

easements, that could be matched with government funds, for acquisition. 

• utilize Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) and ecosystem-based adaptive 

management (require in open space plan) to steward Canmore’s environment for 

climate mitigation, water infiltration, biodiversity and Truth and Reconciliation 

for long term in a changing climate 

• plant trees in urban zones for energy savings, C02 sequestering, and improved 

storm water management. 

• fence and overpass the 4-lane trans Canada freeway to reduce wildlife mortality 

• restore and manage Canmore’s native vegetation for biodiversity: and reduce 

invasive plants, wildlife attractants, and wildlife conflicts  

• collaborate with AEP to manage and enforce Canmore’s wildlife 

corridors/patches and closures (in MDP) 

• expand public education on how to live sustainably with nature (Wild Smart) 

 

FIFTH—Publicly support a public/private local alternative energy non-profit (Bow Valley 

Green Energy COOP) to improve our GHG energy independence, reduce our dependence on 

Provincial natural gas and BC hydro, and put Canmore on a “Path to Zero.” 



• Increase support for private solar and wind installations toward net zero 

• Build a municipal solar and wind farms 

• Provide free e to residents 

Conclusion:  What I am describing is a complex, eco-system-based approach to protecting, 

restoring, and managing interconnected natural resources and community assets in the Bow 

Valley for the future.  Success will require collaboration with the Province, adjoining 

municipalities, existing land trusts (NCC, ACA), local conservation NGOs (Y2Y, Wildsmart, 

Biosphere).  All must be invited to participate.  Town Park staff and By-law officers will require 

natural resource management and climate mitigation training to lead the restoration and 

maintenance of Canmore’s ecological integrity, enforce vegetation and wildlife municipal by-

laws, and to partner with the Province on natural resource management.   

This will not come cheap and require new funding mechanisms. For too long air, water, land, and 

wildlife has been given away to industrial developers for profit.  It is time for industry and 

private landowners to pay the full cost for the use of our natural resources.  And for the Town 

and residents to step up to pay our share.     

If Three Sister’s ASP’s are approved without a more visionary plan, Canmore’s natural assets 

and reputation as an eco-tourism economy for experiencing wild nature will take a hit.  

Alternatively, with progressive solutions available, Canmore will be seared onto the global map 

as one of the most progressive, climate and nature friendly mountain towns in the world.  We 

will attract and support the “right kind” of low impact tourists, amenity migrants, and service 

workers we desire to continue to weave a strong community fabric during a climate emergency.  

Canmore’s Council has a long history of progressive leadership in Alberta, serving as a model 

for the rest of the Province.  One of the Principles in Canmore’s MDP is “Leadership” (Section 

1.4.5).  If ever there was a time for Canmore’s current Mayor and Council to seize the 

opportunity to cement their legacy of leadership, it is now, by addressing our global climate 

emergency and pursuing a path worthy of Canmore’s ecology and community vision, rather than 

a sprawling, uninspiring, and unsustainable development.  Reject the Three Sisters’ ASPs and 

lead Canmore forward into a bright future for the next generation.   

Thank you for your attention to this urgent matter and I look forward to your decisions. 

Rob Buffler 
Robert Buffler 

209 Eagle Terrace Rd. 

Canmore, AB  T1W 3B3 

403-609-8497 

Rob.buffler@gmail.com 
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