
Letter to the Town of Canmore regarding the Three Sisters Mountain Village development plan. 
 
The proposed business case for this plan is extremely suspect. The plan was prepared some time ago. 
The Altus Group report on it, dated June 2020 contains the caveat:- 
 
“This analysis was substantially prepared prior to the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic and 
represents data, trends and information available at that time. While we cannot guarantee that impacts 
on the demographics and the economy that might come about because of the pandemic won’t impact 
this report’s findings, the analysis and forecast horizon in the report is sufficiently long that these effects 
are likely to be minimal.” 
 
Forecast accuracies for 25 year periods are extremely poor so the second sentence is meaningless. 
Starting 30 years ago Canada experienced economic recession in the early 1980s and again in the early 
1990s. A brief recovery in 1994 was followed by an economic slump in 1995–1996. A mild recession 
 brought on in the United States by the collapse of the dot-com bubble in 2000, was followed by 
the global financial crisis of 2008 which caused a major recession, which led to a significant rise 
in unemployment in Canada. Recovery from this was not complete until 2015 when the Canadian 
economy largely stabilized with a modest return to growth, but subject to volatile oil prices and higher-
than-normal unemployment rates. In 2020 there has been a significant recession accompanied by 
massive increases in government debt. In the next 35 years we may anticipate at least 6 further hiatuses 
which will affect economic stability. 
 
There is  nothing to suggest in the plans that significant debt being undertaken by governments at all 
levels and the increased focus on climate change initiatives have been considered. Similarly one of the 
Nichols reports makes an extremely optimistic assumption that  the Covid effects will be over by the end 
of 2021. These reports  too make no reference to economic change being brought about by climate 
change policies. 
 
The Town declared a state of Climate Change Emergency in 2019 but current changes do not have huge 
impacts which the emergency requires. There will be considerable changes in life-style as the necessary 
policies are implemented. These may affect factors such as land requirements for recycling facilities and 
building spacing requirements for anywhere accessible by the public. 
 
European countries have made much enhanced target commitments to address this.  For example no 
new internal combustion engines by 2030, and enough wind power to supply all homes by 2030, 
greenhouse gas emissions to reduce by 68% compared to 1990 levels. To reach such targets, which are 
not necessarily aggressive enough,  involves massive change and all communities have to play their part. 
The Three Sisters Mountain Village plan, which the Town is considering is nowhere in line with any 
significant change and is simply business as usual. 
 
Furthermore we are in a state of emergency in dealing with the Covid pandemic. At present all actions 
being legislated are short term with the anticipation of a return to normal without any likelihood that a 
recognizable normal will emerge from the present national and international  economic turmoil. The 
plan proposed has no awareness of this. It plans on new businesses in a climate where 1 in 5 Canadian 
businesses is expected to close in the near future. Many businesses are only being kept alive through 
subsidies which the governments are providing at the cost of massive debt which will need paying for. 
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The use of social distancing and mask wearing, the reduction in travel and the limitation of gathering  
sizes has shown that “the public health measures put in place in these last 11 months have truly stopped 
seasonal influenza in its tracks”. This from Dr Hinshaw. It would seem unlikely in the future that these 
practices can be eliminated without presenting risks to the health of all residents. Roughly half of the 
Covid cases in Alberta that have been fully investigated have been found to be linked to travel. As travel 
is such a risk factor the possible future of tourism could be very curtailed. It is travel that has introduced 
new more contagious Covid variants into Canada. 
 
The situation with vaccines is confused at best. Preliminary vaccines have been produced of varying 
efficacy both for different age groups, and for different Covid variants. Questions remain about how 
long a vaccinated person will remain resistant to one form or another of Covid. Some countries are 
making vaccine commitments for delivery in 2022. 
 
The Three Sisters Mountain Village proposal is in denial of all these issues facing us. The Town has to 
consider itself as a partner in any new project particularly through its infrastructure commitments. 
There is no mention of a risk assessment of failure of this proposal nor of how much money the Town 
will require in order to protect its current citizens from debts incurred by the project being unable to run 
to completion. The Three Sisters property has had a history of business failures and it is not certain that 
this time will be any different.  
 
At present $40 million is being spent by various levels of government to try to compensate for a poor 
planning decision regarding Cougar Creek in the 1980’s. Government support is less likely to be available 
in the future: the Alberta government has already identified areas which cannot expect compensation 
for flood damage for example. 
 
A future based on Tourism and high mobility populations is extremely questionable in the light if the 
saturation usage of existing attractions. Parks Canada is trying to address the saturation of tourist 
locations in the Banff Park. Kananaskis has inadequate parking and camping facilities which reduce its 
attractiveness as a destination. 
 
This is definitely a poor time to grant any approval to such an extensive project accompanied by so many 
unconsidered risks in such uncertain economic and social adjustment times. 
 
 
Anthony Harckham 
 



I see two key issues. The first is meeting Canmore’s goals for the Climate Emergency: second is impact of tourist 
development on the present population. In both cases we need to recognize the major changes in the world 
situation. 

Little impact on Climate goals has thus far been achieved, locally, nationally or globally. There are intentions, 
goals, but little confirmed progress. The 2020 Canmore Greenhouse Gas report has data up to 2018. This 
showed no significant change from the 2015 baseline for an estimated total output of 270,000 tonnes a year. 
The estimate only addresses some sources and the significant impact of embedded carbon in building materials 
is not included. 

The town’s goals are to reduce the 270,000 by 30 %, 81,000 tonnes by 2030 and by 80%, 216,000 tonnes by 
2050. 

On current numbers each additional person living or each additional visitor space in Canmore produces about 15 
tonnes per year. The estimated population increase from the Three Sisters plan is between 7700 and 14,500 
over 25 years. Using  a mid-value, 10,000 total over 25 years, averages 400 additional population each year, 
residential or visiting, to add 6000 tonnes per year. 

The building operation efficiencies might mitigate this, but it adds enough to the ambitious reduction target to 
make targets unlikely to be achievable and each year increases the hurdle. This calculation adopts the optimistic 
view of the Three Sisters residential and tourist business plan. It adds nothing for the proposed commercial 
development. 

We have to find more direct methods of achieving climate goals. The Three Sisters proposal is exactly a 
continuation of what we do. Grow, grow, grow. Sell more houses, entice more tourists. Climate change calls for 
reduce, reduce, reduce. 

The recent population of Canmore has created an attractive town and community from a mine site. It is the 
combination of town and environment that is marketed for property sales and for tourism without any 
compensation for the impact on the existing population. The impacts are various and include increased traffic, 
lack of parking, increased congestion in stores, at peak times particularly, and the changes in use and usability of 
the surrounding countryside. 

Weekends are certainly worst but the Quarry Lake paid parking plan,  even with resident passes, changes the 
whole experience. In other cases of over use, the effect is to restrict residents’ full access to amenities to 5 days 
of the week to avoid the weekend congestion. 

The overwhelming, it seems, desire for growth has resulted in higher and higher buildings, closer and closer to 
the roads. The town is simply not as attractive as it once was. 

Residents become untrusting of the town as standards erode and they learn from experience that decisions can 
be dramatically faulty, as shown by the Cougar Creek flood. That and the other floods have cost large scale 
government investment, $40 million for the Cougar creek dam alone, in addition to the continuing use of Cougar 
creek as a construction site since 2013. The Alberta government indicated in 2013 its unpreparedness to 
compensate for what it considers ill-advised use of land for residential purposes. This shows the need for far 
greater protection of Canmore’s financial position than the insurance that the existing plan proposes. 

All the changes since the land’s first sale need to be assessed to see whether this sale should be reconsidered 
and possibly the land declared as not appropriate for intensive development.  
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