
 

c/o Canada Olympic Park 

88 Canada Olympic Road SW 

Calgary AB T3B 5R5 

Phone: (403) 232-6686 

Fax: (403) 232-6988 

www.cpaws-southernalberta.org 

 

CPAWS Response to Three Sisters Mountain Village and Smith Creek 

Area Structure Plans 

Presented to Canmore Town Council 

March 5, 2021 

The Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS) – Southern Alberta Chapter welcomes the 

opportunity to comment on Bylaw 2021-05: Three Sisters Village Area Structure Plan, and Bylaw 2021-

06: Smith Creek Area Structure Plan (ASP) put forward by Three Sisters Mountain Village Properties Ltd. 

(TSMVPL).   

CPAWS is a nationwide non-profit charitable organization dedicated to the protection and sustainability of 

public lands across Canada. We have been active in Alberta including the Bow Valley since our grassroots 

beginnings in the 1960s. We are staffed by a diversity of Albertans with a passion for the outdoors and 

Alberta’s wilderness, and supported by members and donors in the Bow Valley and across the province. 

We work collaboratively with all levels of government, industry, Indigenous Peoples, and others to 

provide landscape-scale, science-based support and advice for the protection and proper management of 

our parks and wilderness areas.   

After reviewing the ASPs, the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for both developments, and the 

third-party review of the EISs, our recommendation is that the Canmore Town Council reject both 

ASPs. While it is possible that ASPs for these lands could be improved to a point where they could be 

acceptable, the extent of changes required would essentially result in new ASPs for both TSMV and Smith 

Creek. Our concerns focus on the impacts to wildlife habitat and movement, although we recognize that 

many other concerns have come forward from the community that are not within our area of expertise.  

We believe that these two developments represent an unacceptable level of risk to wildlife based on our 

assessment of multiple aspects of both plans. It is critical to recognize that the Bow Valley is already a 

highly impacted land base where most wildlife species are challenged to survive over the long term. The 

Bow Valley is one of the only places on Earth with such a high level of human development and a full 

suite of native carnivore species. If these ASPs are approved, we could stand to lose that distinction over 

the long term. These developments will compound existing development and human use patterns in 

negative ways.  

Overarching Concerns 

Impacts to wildlife movement have been at the heart of the issues associated with TSMVs development 

proposals for decades. Scientists, conservationists, and Bow Valley residents widely recognize the wildlife 

corridor adjacent to the TSMV development as being internationally significant for wildlife movement in 

both east-west and north-south directions. This movement is essential for multiple species from grizzly 

bears to martens.  



The Smith Creek development area is near the Wind Valley, a critical wildlife habitat patch. The through-

valley wildlife corridor essentially connects the Wind Valley in Bow Valley Wildland Provincial Park to 

Banff National Park and the Spray Valley on the other end of Canmore. The importance of this 13km long 

wildlife corridor cannot be overstated. Development that compromises the habitat quality and connectivity 

of this important habitat patch to Banff and the Spray Valley should not be approved. 

The third-party review of the EISs shared concern over the uncertainty of impacts and the effectiveness of 

proposed mitigation tactics. One of the reasons for the uncertainty is the data used in the EISs, which used 

habitat quality data to model impacts to wildlife movement. This is scientifically inappropriate, and casts 

doubt on the results and final conclusions of the EIS. In addition, the data used in the EISs is outdated and 

not a reflection of the most current available data. A recent paper published by local renowned biologists 

suggests that the TSMV and Smith Creek developments could have grave impacts on the through-valley 

wildlife corridor. Analysis shows that current connectivity rates of the area range between 7% and 45% 

with an average of 21% for grizzly bears and 25% for wolves. Expansion of the Town of Canmore and 

increased development of trails further decreased connectivity an average of 6% (Whittington et al., 

2021). This result demonstrates that the consequences of this development could be severe. In cases like 

these, biologists recommend applying the precautionary principle and exercising extreme caution in 

approving development. If there was ever a time to apply this principle, it is now. Even the potential of 

severing an internationally significant wildlife corridor is enough to reject these ASPs.  

In addition to wildlife movement, one of the greatest concerns with these developments will be the 

increase in human-wildlife conflict incidents. The two developments propose up to 14,500 additional 

people at full occupancy, which is a massive increase in human use in the area. With more people 

recreating and living near and in the wildlife corridor, there will be more human-wildlife conflict. 

Canmore is already taxed by human-wildlife conflict, particularly during the summer months, in the 

portion of the wildlife corridor adjacent to existing communities. Both ASPs list an array of mitigation 

tactics, which is the responsibility of any developer to define. The mitigation tactics suggested by 

TSMVPL may work towards addressing the increased human-wildlife conflict risk, but they will not solve 

issues entirely. Several of the mitigation measures proposed, such as increased education and 

enforcement, are already in place and having minimal impact on the frequency of incidents. There is no 

recognition in the ASPs or EISs that existing measures are not currently addressing the issue or resulting 

in the outcomes that TSMVPL seems confident will transpire with their proposed mitigation tactics.  

Two of the most emphasized mitigation tactics TSMVPL is proposing are to fence both communities and 

to offer an array of recreational activities inside development boundaries to keep people from recreating in 

the wildlife corridor. This is problematic for two reasons: 1) no fence is 100% effective, and 2) there is no 

evidence that recreating inside a development replaces peoples’ desire to recreate in the adjacent wildlife 

corridor. Fences are costly to maintain and require regular staff capacity to repair and respond to 

incursions when both people and wildlife end up on the wrong side of the fence. The fence along the 

Trans-Canada Highway in Banff and Yoho National Parks requires regular investigation and maintenance 

to ensure its effectiveness yet wildlife still climb over or under the fence. TSMVPL has no plan for how 

fence incursions will be addressed once their monitoring and adaptive management responsibilities are 

expired. This will be a costly endeavor for the Town of Canmore in the long run and will be ultimately 

ineffective. No data is presented in the EISs or ASPs that defines peoples’ motivations and expectations 

for recreation in the area. There is no evidence that recreational opportunities inside the community will 

replace recreational opportunities on the designated trails in the wildlife corridor. Furthermore, even if 



most people did recreate inside the community, with several thousand additional people in the area there 

will no doubt be hundreds more recreating inside the wildlife corridor. For a corridor that is highly subject 

to human-wildlife conflict incidents and human impact on wildlife movement, a few hundred or thousand 

more people is completely unacceptable.  

Both developments propose a perimeter recreational trail, which is inappropriate. The perimeter trail will 

create a sensory disturbance into the wildlife corridor, further reducing its ecological effectiveness. All 

recreational activity should be at least 100m away from the fence, something that we have suggested to 

TSMVPL on multiple occasions.  

The proposed adaptive management program is unclear. The ASPs suggest that the fence will be built 

ahead of the project so that its effectiveness can be monitored, and adaptive management applied to 

address issues that arise. Yet, there is little indication of how fence plans will change if the fence is proven 

ineffective in ensuring wildlife movement continues. At a minimum, development should be phased and 

linked to demonstrated success of mitigation measures.  

Smith Creek Concerns 

We are extremely concerned about the Smith Creek ASP because it is located adjacent to a portion of the 

wildlife corridor with the least amount of human use. This area stands to experience the greatest change. 

This is concerning not only because of its proximity to the Wind Valley but also because it is already one 

of the few large areas in the wildlife corridor without an abundance of human activity. There are currently 

no designated trails in this area, which is critical for wildlife to move more freely through the landscape. 

TSMVPL suggests that it is working with Alberta Parks to extend the Highline Trail from Stewart Creek 

to the Pigeon Creek trailhead. This extension is not approved by Alberta Parks and CPAWS does not 

believe this extension should be considered in the wildlife corridor. Under no circumstances should the 

Pigeon Creek trailhead be connected to the Canmore Nordic Centre via a designated trail. The Smith 

Creek development combined with the increased recreational use, even if only on designated trails, would 

surely sever this corridor and render large carnivore movement through it highly unlikely. 

The Smith Creek ASP proposes to change the urban growth boundary to develop the Thunderstone Quarry 

lands. The urban growth boundary was one that was discussed and approved by a previous Town Council 

to limit development. As defined in the Municipal Development Plan (MDP), the growth boundary 

delineates areas of land that are not ready for, or are not suitable for, urban development including 

neighborhoods and commercial areas. The MDP states that all new urban residential development will be 

limited to those areas within the Growth Boundary (Policy 2.1.1, pg 7). It is inappropriate to consider 

changing it now that a development has come forward and it would be more profitable and convenient to 

develop those lands.  

Part of the Smith Creek ASP requires the realignment of the Bow Valley’s most used wildlife underpass. 

The proponent suggests this will be mitigated by constructing a new underpass several hundred meters 

away. Alberta Transportation has not committed to building or approving the second underpass, therefore 

there is uncertainty regarding when and how that would happen. From a wildlife perspective, moving a 

popular underpass is not an effective mitigation measure. It takes time, sometimes years, for wildlife to 

adjust to changing their habitat use and movement patterns to accommodate new crossing structures. 

Wildlife will either be forced to cross a very narrow part of land or use a new and unfamiliar underpass. 

The wary individuals will not likely adjust quickly, thus north-south wildlife movement will be hindered. 



Three Sisters Mountain Village Concerns 

Our greatest concern with the proposed development of Three Sisters Mountain Village centers around the 

unfinished golf course. That golf course was left undeveloped, in part, to add critical width to a narrow 

portion of the wildlife corridor where human use would of a lower intensity and development would not 

involve permanent structures and buildings. This golf course serves an important function in expanding 

the corridor and providing additional wildlife habitat and should remain as undeveloped lands to reduce 

human-wildlife conflict risk and provide secure wildlife movement through the area. For development in 

this area to be even moderately acceptable, it should be focused north of the “Cabin Line” away from the 

unfinished golf course lands.  

This ASP contains several recreational opportunities, including a perimeter trail system, an off-leash dog 

park, and a hotel and spa district. All of these development components abut the fence separating the 

wildlife corridor from the development. The sensory disturbance associated with this level of human use 

next to the wildlife corridor will further reduce this corridor’s ecological functionality. High human use 

areas should be placed away from the corridor by at least 100m. 

Concluding Thoughts 

While CPAWS does not oppose all development, in this case, our recommendation is to reject these ASPs. 

There is no way to make the currently proposed extent and intensity of development acceptable for 

wildlife. These ASPs could result in significant consequences for bears, wolves, cougars and the other 

wildlife species that we as Bow Valley residents pride ourselves on and moved here to coexist with. In 

reviewing these materials, we searched for recommendations and solutions to provide Town Council, but 

there are none that would achieve the objectives of maintaining wildlife movement through the corridor 

and minimizing human-wildlife conflicts. The only solution is to send TSMVPL back to the beginning to 

create new ASPs that meet community needs and address wildlife concerns. Prior to the development of 

these ASPs, the Town of Canmore should conduct meaningful and broad community consultation 

regarding the potential future of these lands. Town Council has addressed similarly inadequate corridors 

through zoning bylaws next to the TSMV resort centre and the golf course. Town Council approved the 

urban growth boundary to prevent an extensive development such as this from coming forward. Town 

Council has the power to deny these ASPs and ensure whatever is developed on these lands is more 

appropriate for Canmore, its people, and its wildlife. 

 

Respectfully, 

Sarah Elmeligi, PhD 

 

CPAWS National Parks Program Coordinator 
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