
Opposed to Bylaw 2021-05 TSV and 2021-06 Smith Creek ASPs 
 

To: Town of Canmore Council and Administration 
From: Jacob Herrero, 20 MacDonald, Canmore, Alberta 
Re:  Bylaw 2021-05 TSV ASP and Bylaw 2021-06 Smith Creek ASP 
Date: March 4, 2021 (version 3 - Mar 13, 2021 with corrections and graphics) 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
I am a longtime Canmore resident (my roots go back to the 1960’s). I am very familiar with the Three Sisters 
project, and am very worried about the current proposal. I have seen many Three Sisters proposals come and 
go over the decades and I believe this is the most dangerous yet. Let me explain.  
 
Many of the problems associated with the two proposed ASPs relate to magnitude and scale, potentially the 
equivalent of three Banffs when combined with their existing Stewart Creek ASP, and create many 
unacceptable risks, including risks to ecological integrity (wildlife corridors), human safety (building on 
undermined areas), and community values.  
 
I am also concerned about Three Sisters’ long history of broken promises: mitigations are promised but seldom 
delivered. Though there are many other aspects of the proposed ASPs that are highly problematic, I will focus 
on the aforementioned concerns. 

 
Magnitude and scale - it's enormous! 

 
Lost in the dense and often confusing details regarding the Three Sisters development project in Canmore is 
the sheer magnitude and scale of the current proposal compared to earlier proposals. Their earlier proposals, 
spanning 1998 to 2013, called for adding the equivalent of one Banff (ie., 2,729 residential units). The current 
Three Sisters proposals, when “bonusing” is included, would be well over two Banffs, and when combined with 
their existing Stewart Creek residential units, three Banffs. That’s a massive amount of development for an 
ecologically sensitive area with extensive undermining. 



 
In 2013, there were about 2500 unbuilt residential units remaining, and 1500 visitor units (eg., hotel rooms). 
Here’s a 2013 RMO article in this regard. These numbers were derived from the allowed maximum units in 
Section 14.9.2.4 of Bylaw DC 1-98, which governs development on Three Sisters lands. As a footnote, the 
2009 Three Sisters Master ASP plan by East West Partners was significantly smaller (about one Banff total, 
including Stewart Creek). 
 
What happened in 2013? With impressive financial acumen and alchemy, Three Sisters acquired their own 
now-bankrupt project back for $12.5 million, pennies on the dollar, after which their residential building 
ambitions dramatically increased, and their promised commercial projects vanished (ie., their five-star hotel and 
a conference center). 
 
Fast forward to now: Three Sisters’ proposed residential units have increased from about 2500 in 2013 to 
between 4000 and 7150 in 2021.  So, a 57% to 180% increase in residential units from 2013. Both totals are 
well over the  maximum limit of 3447 residential units specified in Bylaw DC 1-98 (sorry about all the numbers 
but they are important). The 7150 total is inclusive of an unspecified number of “bonused” market-based 
“affordable ownership” units, and “bonused” units for energy efficiency and climate change-related 
improvements. 
 
Regarding affordable housing, keep in mind that in 2013 the owners proposed 5% perpetually affordable 
housing (ie., true affordable housing not just market-based relatively “affordable ownership”). And regarding 
energy efficiency, much of the “bonusing” (ie., 20 to 90% better than Alberta’s existing building code) does not 
even achieve BC’s current building code (Table 44 - Building codes).  
 
The equivalent of one Banff at Three Sisters is hard enough to imagine but two or three is unfathomable, and 
for whose benefit?  The impacts on our environment (wildlife corridors, parks and carbon footprint), our 
infrastructure (eg., increased road and bridge congestion), our tax rates (due to an anemic commercial tax 
base), our community values, and lastly, our quality of life would be profound and permanent. 

 

1  Banff = 2,729 residential units 
2 x Banff = 5458 residential units 
3 x Banff = 8187 residential units 

  

 Stewart Cr. Residential units Total 

1998 (DC 1-98) 925 2522 3,447 

2009 (EWP) 925 1770 2,695 

2013 (PWC) 925 2549 3,474 

2021 (min.) 925 4000 4,925 

2021 (max; bonusing) 925 7150 8,075 

https://www.rmotoday.com/local-news/council-skips-first-reading-of-three-sisters-asp-1563972
https://www.rmotoday.com/local-news/council-skips-first-reading-of-three-sisters-asp-1563972
http://www.huliq.com/43820/east-west-buys-three-sisters-mountain-village-alberta-resort
https://canmore.ca/municipal-services/residents-development-planning/current-planning-applications/three-sisters/planning-for-three-sisters-lands
https://canmore.ca/town-council/agendas/2013
https://www.rmotoday.com/local-news/council-skips-first-reading-of-three-sisters-asp-1563972
https://www.rmotoday.com/local-news/council-skips-first-reading-of-three-sisters-asp-1563972
https://www.scorecard.efficiencycanada.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Scorecard.pdf
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/prof/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=CSD&Code1=4815035&Geo2=CD&Code2=4815&Data=Count&SearchText=Banff&SearchType=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=All&TABID=1


 

Three Sisters Village ASP 
Page 45 
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The above 3,000 “minimum” conflicts with Bylaw DC 1-98, which allows only a further 2522 residential units on Three Sisters land (ie., 
TSV and Smith Creek combined) . 
 

TSMV plan Residential units Visitor units (eg., hotel rooms) 

1998 DC 1-98 (legal framework) 2522 1500 

2004 TSMV - Resort Centre ASP 0 1,330 to 2,525 

2004 TSMV - Stewart Creek 925 20 

2009 TSMV Master ASP (EWP) 1700 ? 
2013 TSMV ASP (PWC) 2549 1500 

2020 TSMV - TSV ASP              (3000 to 5000*) 
2020 TSMV - Smith Creek ASP (1000 to 2150*) 
                                                  ---------------------- 
                                                   4,000 to 7150 

4000 to 7150* 450 to 700* 

* with bonusing   

EWP = East West Partners   

PWC = PricewaterhouseCoopers   



Smith Creek ASP 
Page 40 
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Bylaw DC 1-98 
Page 393 
Note: the 3,447 maximum limit applies to all Three Sisters land (ie., all ASPs combined) 
Section 14.9.2.4 - Total residential units 

 
The land use bylaw is a governing document used to direct building and development projects within the 
community. 
 



2013 ASP AREA STRUCTURE PLAN 
Link 
Page 2 

● The 2013 Three Sisters ASP (see below) was consistent with Bylaw DC 1-98 (ie., about 2,500 units 
remaining) whereas the proposed combined ASPs are not. 
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aYIxvvdzEswvd40ln5qkHsMvAYJYV8NR/view?usp=sharing


Wildlife corridors 
 
The Bow Valley, and particularly Three Sisters lands, are currently the most heavily used and developed 
landscape in North American where the full range of large carnivores (grizzly bear, wolf, lynx, wolverine, etc) 
endemic to the Canadian Rockies still exists. 
 
Given the magnitude of the TSMV project, and its location on ecologically sensitive lands important to wildlife, 
everything possible must be done to reduce risk of failure and enhance the success of its wildlife corridors, 
given their regional importance in facilitating wildlife movements from Banff to Kananaskis Country and beyond. 
Ultimately, the Bow Valley will be remembered not for what was built (ie., houses, tourist homes, etc), but what 
was NOT built in ecologically important wildlife habitat (ie., the Three Sisters lands). 
 
While minimizing human use in wildlife corridors is clearly an important part of the long-term success of a 
corridor, the current focus should still be on corridor design and location.  Once this has been firmly 
established, efforts to shift human use in corridors can begin in earnest.  It may take many years to shift human 
behavior in this regard but this is currently secondary to corridor design in the TSMV area, which includes 
development setbacks as per BCEAG Wildlife Corridor and Habitat Patch Guidelines for the Bow Valley (2012) 
as stated in the Canmore MDP 4.2.13. 
 
It is imperative that the corridors function without a wildlife fence, if necessary.  It would be unwise to base 
corridor design upon municipal fencing for its success. There can be no guarantee that the fence will work or 
be maintained in the many decades and centuries to come.  It is also possible that a future town council might 
decide to remove it; they would have to power to do so. 
 
Further regarding the issue of fencing, the concepts of Minimum Flight Distances and Zones of Influence (ZOI) 
are key. The minimum ZOI for grizzly bears is 400m.  In other words, grizzly bears could be deterred from 
using the areas within 400m of the fence due to human activity (walkers, noise, dogs, cars, etc) if development 
is built near the fence, as the TSV ASP proposes. Development must be setback a long way from the fence. 
 
Risk is a very important issue.  Current Golder scientists, the main consultant for Three Sisters, are willing to 
accept a much higher degree of risk regarding corridor design than other corridor design specialists.  It was 
these same Golder scientists that recommended that MD of Bighorn, at Deadman’s Flat, allow urban 
development right up to the edge of the G8 wildlife underpass and corridor, without a proper setbacks.  This 
reflects a very high degree of risk.  
 
In 2015, Canmore’s council unanimously voted to oppose the Deadman’s ASP due to insufficient development 
setbacks from the wildlife fence; in 2019 the province facilitated a land swap so as to prevent development 
adjacent to the fence. It is imperative that Town strictly adhere to the best available science and MDP Section 
4.2.13 regarding adjacency (ie., setbacks).  
 
The Bow Valley, and particularly Three Sisters lands, are currently the most heavily used landscape in North 
American where the full range of large carnivores (grizzly bear, wolf, lynx, wolverine, etc) endemic to the Rocky 
Mountains still exists.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

https://www.rmotoday.com/md-of-bighorn/province-finalizes-dead-mans-flats-land-swap-with-md-of-bighorn-1721695
https://www.rmotoday.com/md-of-bighorn/province-finalizes-dead-mans-flats-land-swap-with-md-of-bighorn-1721695


 
Photo credit: AEP 

 
Underming 
Much of the Three Sisters land is either ecologically sensitive lands (wildlife corridors) or lands risky to human 
development. And indeed, this explains why the current owners were able to purchase this massive parcel of 
land that stretches from Peaks of Grassi neighborhood to Deadman Flat’s in 2013 for under $12,5 million: it 
comes with a lot of risk and a lot of unknowns (including the risk it may not get approved). 
 
Whereas the Province has indemnified (ie., protected) the Town against financial losses regarding undermining 
on non-municipal lands, the Province is silent on how affected, damaged buildings and injured or killed people 
will be compensated, if at all, in the event of an accident. We know nothing in this regard.  
 
If an apartment block collapses, and people are injured or killed, what compensation will they receive? In “acts 
of god” --- and this will be spun as an act of god rather than the folly of humans --- the Province does not 
normally offer financial compensation for human injury or death. 
 
Canmore council and administration has a deep moral duty not to allow development on undermined lands, 
particularly in the unfinished golf course area, if there is even a small risk that in the next 1000 years or more, 
that property damage or human injury might occur. Unfortunately, engineers often underestimate risk due to 
incomplete knowledge of what is being assessed, and this is indeed the case with undermining in the Three 
Sisters area. There are only “best guesses”. Complete knowledge will never exist.  
 
If the risks are similar to Cougar Creek prior to 2013---and this appears to be the case---, then no building at all 
should occur. 
 
And recall that experienced engineers assessed the flood risks prior to any building on Cougar Creek, starting 
in 1980’s, and clearly got it wrong at a cost of many tens of millions of dollars to Canmore residents and 
taxpayers, not to mention social trauma.  
 
Gerry Stephenson, chief engineer with Canmore Mines from 1968 to 1974, stated that the coal mines in the 
Canmore area were the most folded, faulted and geologically complex and risky mines of any he had worked in 
worldwide in his very long career. They are unlike any other in terms of risk. 
 



In short: do not allow building on the undermined lands associated with unfinished golf course---underming risk 
is the reason it was designated a golf course in the first place, in the 2004 Resort Centre ASP. 

 
History of broken promises - don’t be fooled by 100 mitigations! 
A primary concern regarding the current ASPs is Three Sisters’ history of broken promises. The two current 
ASPs contain many promises, and history shows that very few might be delivered upon. 
 
In 1992, Three Sisters made hundreds of promises to decision makers in order to gain project approval. 
However, it appears that the vast majority---perhaps greater than 90%---of these important mitigations, 
undertakings and commitments remain unfulfilled, nearly three decades after the Project was approved by the 
Natural Resources Conservation Board (NRCB).  
 
The many undertakings and commitments (ie., promises) agreed to and made by Three Sisters formed an 
integral part of the overall 1992 approval, as reflected in the 1992 Decision Report: 
 

1. The project of Three Sisters Golf Resorts Inc. (hereinafter called "Three Sisters") for a              
recreational and tourism project in the Town of Canmore, as such project is described in Application No.                 
9103 from Three Sisters to the Board dated October 9, 1991, and descriptive material supporting the                
application marked as exhibits at the Canmore, Alberta hearing by the Board from June 15, 1992 to July                  
23, 1992, including undertakings of the Applicant, is approved, subject to the terms and conditions herein                
contained. (Approval No. 3) 

 
The following are a handful of examples of environmental and socioeconomic mitigations / undertakings / 
commitments that remain unfulfilled to this day: 
 

● Air quality monitoring 
● Water quality monitoring 
● Preparation of a Pest Management Plan dealing with the use of toxic chemicals, etc. 
● No-cutting of any Douglas Fir policy 
● Visual impact assessment 
● Annual socio-economic monitoring reports 
● Scheduling of site clearing to avoid peak avian breeding and nesting activity 
● Ongoing public consultation processes 
● Local hire policy 
● Employment of Stoney band members 
● 25m vegetated buffer-protection zones on the sides of all creeks. 

 
In the body of the NRCB Decision Report, the Board makes it clear several times that Three Sisters’ 
undertakings/commitments formed an integral part of their thinking by making statements such as “Assuming 
that its conditions and the Applicants undertakings would be observed, the Board believes…” (Section 10.4.5) 
 
Further, Three Sisters stated the following, as noted in Environmental Undertakings of Three Sisters Golf 
Resorts Inc. (NRCB 1992): 
 

The recommendations and mitigations set forth in the EIA and represented by the expert panel are 
commitments of the applicant unless they conflict with the policies of the Town of Canmore (Volume 6 p. 
1673).  
 

In summary, the undertakings/commitments, including the recommendations and mitigations set forth in the 
EIA reports, are clearly part of what was approved in 1992 by the Board and accepted by the Government of 
Alberta.  Because the NRCB has limited enforcement abilities, other than for calling for a re-hearing of the 
entire Three Sisters Mountain Village Project, the duty to require that Three Sisters Mountain Village deliver on 
its many past undertakings and commitments falls to the the Town of Canmore. To this end, NRCB stated in its 
decision report: 
 

As is clear from s.9(3) of the NRCB Act, there is a need for both NRCB approval and local planning approvals for 
the Three Sisters project.  
 



The Board recognizes that it could approve all or part of the project but that the Applicant may not be successful in 
developing the parts of the project approved by the Board owing to failure by the Applicant to receive approval 
from the Town (or the appeal board) for more detailed plans for development in such areas.  
 

The Town of Canmore can withhold or delay approval of part or all of the Three Sisters Project until important 
past undertakings and commitments have been fulfilled, including commitments to the Stoney Nakoda Nations. 
 
Please, let’s not get fooled again by such proclamations like “we have over 100 mitigations!” History suggests 
that very few would get done. It has the appearance of classic bait and switch: bait decision makers to approve 
development plans with promises (ie., mitigations) and later ignore these. 
 

 
 
 


