
Re: Bylaws 2021-05 and 2021-06 

 

Mayor Borrowman and Town Councillors 

 

 

From the early 1990's to my retirement in 2015, I was the regional wildlife biologist for the 

provincial government in Canmore. During that time I was heavily involved in all things 

wildlife and wildlife corridor related to the Three Sisters Resort development following its 

conditional approval by the NRCB in 1992. I worked closely with senior level government 

managers, the developers, Town of Canmore planners, and the community in an effort to 

achieve some kind of a balance between the needs of wildlife and development approvals 

granted to private land owners throughout the Bow Valley. It was not an easy task and with 

every new development came an associated increase in human population and with that 

came their associated recreational desires with the resultant loss of wildlife habitat, 

alienation of important habitats, increased wildlife conflicts and the subsequent mortality.  

 

There was tremendous support from the community and a great amount of energy went 

into the establishment and protection of wildlife corridors. Great strides were made over the 

years in the establishment of a network of wildlife corridors and habitat patches throughout 

the Bow Valley around Canmore. Government approvals for wildlife corridors were granted 

for much of the Three Sisters lands as required by the NRCB. The final pieces of the corridor 

network at the east end of Three Sisters were only recently approved by the current 

government. There are now 2 Area Structure Plans that under consideration by the Town of 

Canmore - Three Sisters Village ASP and the Smith Creek ASP. These plans, if approved as 

proposed, threaten to undo so much of the effort that has been devoted to providing some 

semblance of viable movement possibilities for wildlife on the south side of the valley. 
 

I would like to share a few insights and concerns regarding these ASPs that warrant 

consideration in your review. In 1998, the provincial government approved a series of 

Across Valley and Along Valley corridors on the south side of the Bow Valley on and 

adjacent to the Three Sisters property. One of these was the Along Valley corridor in the 

Three Sisters Creek area and adjacent to the area being considered in the Village ASP. At 

the time of the approval in 1998, there was little information available on wildlife corridor 

design and little information on animal movements. The 1992 NRCB Decision Report 

provided some direction on design stating that corridors should be a minimum 350m wide, 

in as undisturbed as state as possible, and followed known movement routes. At the time of 

the approval, it was done with an understanding that adjacent lands were to be developed 

at some point in the future as a golf resort – not residential or commercial. 

 

It was not until after the 1998 approval that the BCEAG corridor guidelines document was 

developed. This document was the first to provide some scientifically supported data on 

corridor design. Certain design criteria in the BCEAG document such as width, slope and 

cover requirements, however, were not met by the approved corridor. The province, 

however, excluded the Three Sisters Resort development from the applicability of these 

guidelines as an approved corridor had already been given. This was the beginning of 

concerns being raised over the appropriateness of the 1998 corridor and the start of efforts 

to improve the corridors and try to enhance their effectiveness. All the while, however, 

having a golf resort adjacent to the corridor was viewed as a positive and necessary feature. 

It was believed that having the golf course between the corridor and the closest 

development would ameliorate impacts on corridor function by buffering human activity 

associated with development. It was recognized that human use of the golf course would 

occur but that use would be seasonal in nature, limited in numbers (i.e. golfers only), and 

that golfing activity was predictable and thus more adaptable by wildlife than unregulated 

human activity (e.g. hiking, walking, biking, dog walking etc.). 

 



Over the subsequent years efforts were made by the provincial government and Town of 

Canmore to make additional enhancements to the 1998 corridor to further protect its 

function as an area suitable for movement. Evaluations of the corridor network were 

conducted by Herrero and Jevons in 2000 and another by Golder Associates in 2002. Both 

identified deficiencies in the Along Valley corridor primarily related to pinch points, corridor 

width and unacceptable steepness of slope within the corridor. Following these reviews, 

enhancements were made including a land exchange between the province and Three 

Sisters to acquire a portion of land to help address a serious pinch point at Three Sisters 

Creek, the inclusion of additional lands in the form of a conservation easement with the 

province, and another 35m conservation easement with the Town of Canmore. Further 

recommendations were made in the Golder report regarding appropriate land uses adjacent 

to the Along Valley corridor. Of importance here was that golf course fairways were 

recommended to be located adjacent to the Along Valley corridor to increase its effective 

width.  

 

Having golf course development adjacent to the Along Valley corridor has been an important 

planning feature ever since the 1998 corridor approval was granted. Golf course 

development provided an important buffer between intense human development and the 

corridor. It was important in mitigating the level of uncertainty around the design of 

functional wildlife corridors and was a key component of the approved 2004 Resort Centre 

Area Structure Plan that would contribute to the successful achievement of the Town’s 

environmental sustainability goals. It would provide similar benefits as the Stewart Creek 

golf course does to the Along Valley corridor adjacent to that golf course.  

 

Development of the unfinished golf course as per the Village ASP greatly increases the risk 

that there will be irreparable negative impacts on the functioning of the adjacent wildlife 

corridor. I find it remarkable that the EIA for this ASP determined that the proposed 

development plans would actually be beneficial to the regional grizzly bear population 

despite the direct loss of selected habitat and a significant increase in the human population 

living adjacent to the Across Valley wildlife corridor. This is the situation for both the Village 

and Smith Ck. Area Structure Plans. Such a conclusion relies entirely on a mitigation 

strategy that would see human recreational activities mostly confined to the development 

footprint of the ASP and removed from the wildlife corridor. Such a feat would be 

accomplished through educational programs and the use of a wildlife exclusion fence to 

keep the wildlife out of the community and modify the behaviour of people to voluntarily 

stay out of the corridors. Keeping people out of the corridors and keeping wildlife out of the 

communities would reduce negative human-wildlife conflicts and thus keep potentially 

dangerous wildlife from being destroyed by management agencies. So goes the rationale. If 

such was realistic and been shown to be effective in other similar circumstances then there 

could be validity in the claims of the EIA.  

 

Increasing human use of the wildlife corridors has been a longstanding problem in the Bow 

Valley and efforts to reduce human use have largely been ineffective. The EIA itself 

indicates that there is currently much more human use in the corridors than wildlife and 

that such use is increasing at a rate of approximately 6% a year. There are many in the 

valley now that currently believe the wildlife corridors are non-functional because of the 

high levels of human use. While I don’t believe there is any data to substantiate that the 

corridors are non-functional there is no doubt that high human activity in the corridors is a 

serious concern. Increasing the human footprint and associated population adjacent to the 

corridors at Three Sisters Creek Village and at Smith Ck. will only increase levels of human 

use in the corridors. The EIA points out the human use decreases with increasing distance 

from the Town. This further speaks to the issue of development being allowed to occur on 

the undeveloped golf course. Increased human pressure on the corridor will be the 

inevitable result and there is serious and valid concerns over the effectiveness of the 

mitigations being proposed.  



 

While helping to improve the corridors effective width, the golf course area also serves other 

important benefits. The cleared fairways provide suitable foraging areas for a wide range of 

species but especially for wintering elk and deer. This habitat while far from the original 

would provide some mitigation for that otherwise lost to housing, roads, and other 

associated development. Over the last 15-20 years with the developments of Silvertip, 

Eagle Terrace, and Three Sisters Resorts there has been an incremental loss of these 

important winter habitats.  

 

The cleared fairways of the golf course also provide a role as firebreaks in dealing with 

wildfire risks to nearby community areas. Should development be allowed on the previously 

approved golf course adjacent to the wildlife corridor, the only areas left within which to 

carry out the wildfire risk reduction measures as required in the proposed ASP, 

unfortunately, would occur in the wildlife corridor. Wildfire risk reduction measures 

inevitably involve vegetation management schemes which result in reduced cover thru 

forest thinning. The subsequent loss of hiding and security cover within the corridor will 

have a negative impact on the function of a corridor already dealing with levels of 

uncertainty and at the same time heavily impacted by high levels of human use. The 

designated corridors are already severely constrained and do not need another the 

cumulative negative impact of reduced forest cover. Such a threat would not be necessary 

were development not to be permitted on the unfinished golf course lands. 

 

In the approved 2004 Resort Centre ASP, a limited number of visitor accommodation units 

(golf cabins) were approved on a portion of the golf course. Such small footprint 

development units were considered to be acceptable and to have negligible impact on the 

adjacent Along Valley Corridor provided they were only permitted north of a line delineated 

thru the proposed golf course lands. This cabin line was delineated to be parallel to the 

existing corridor and based upon its distance from the Along Valley Corridor, incorporation 

of topographic and forest cover features of the golf course layout to reduce visual and 

sensory disturbances, and its need to exclude cabins from impacting the pinch point lands 

to the east of Three Sisters Creek.   
 

Recommendation: 

Development within the Golf, Recreation, and Accommodation Area of the 2004 Resort 

Centre Area Structure Plan not be permitted south of what was identified as the golf cabin 

line. Development north of the golf cabin line be restricted to that considered low density.  

 

Pinch Point 
 

While efforts were underway to enhance the original corridor to facilitate corridor function, 

wildlife movement information had identified a significant pinch point at the west end of the 

corridor where Three Sisters Creek flows out of the mountains. This pinch point is created 

by a topographic feature of very steep slope on the east side of the creek. Rather than climb 

the steep banks on the east side of the creek, wildlife moved down and around the 

topographic feature onto less steep terrain and where they could continue moving eastward. 

This pinch point was also identified in the Golder 2002 review. 

 

This important area is that which lies east of Three Sisters Creek in the Three Sisters Village 

ASP proposal. It currently consists of several unfinished golf course fairways. The 

importance of this area to the Along Valley corridors was highlighted again when Three 

Sisters proposed to relocate the Stewart Ck golf course maintenance facility to the patch of 

forest cover between the two golf courses. The Town of Canmore did not approve the 

proposal in an effort to maintain the integrity of the Along Valley corridor.  

 



In the land use concept plan of the village ASP, this area is not identified for any future 

development but as a green space intended for intensive recreational activities, facilities, 

and as an off-leash dog park.  Furthermore, it must be pointed out that this vital area that 

is needed for corridor function would be excluded from wildlife use by the proposed wildlife 

fence.  

 

Recommendation: 

No development be permitted within that portion of the Three Sisters Village ASP east of 

Three Sisters Creek other than recreation trails. Dog parks and recreational facilities not be 

permitted. Would further recommend that existing cleared fairways in this area be 

reclaimed to their original condition through native tree and shrub planting provided such 

vegetation be non-attractive to wildlife e.g. no shepherdia canadensis 

 

Wildlife fencing in the Three Sisters Village ASP, if considered, should be rerouted to ensure 

this pinch point area not be excluded from wildlife use.  

 

Fencing 

  

The residual impacts of the developments in both Three Sisters Village and Smith Creek on 

corridor function were considered to be minor but this evaluation is entirely dependent upon 

fencing being able to reduce human-wildlife conflicts and reduce human use in the corridors. 

To achieve this, fencing must designed to exclude wildlife (bears, cougars) from developed 

areas. That means a fence similar to that along the Trans-Canada Highway in BNP which 

has a buried apron and I believe 2m high. Even with that both bears and cougars can get 

over such a fence if highly motivated.  

 

Recommendation: 

Fencing needs to have a buried apron to prevent entry of wildlife through digging under the 

fence. Location needs to be carefully considered to eliminate entry of undesirable wildlife 

and incorporate means to remove animals that find themselves on the wrong side of the 

fence. 

 

Fencing should be constructed prior to any development occurring and the area monitored 

to determine effectiveness.  

 

Smith Creek Area Structure Plan Recommendations: 

 

The new relocated highway underpass and associated fencing should be constructed and 

monitored for at least 2 years prior the proposed development node to the west of the new 

underpass be considered for a development permit. 

 

Due to concerns over the impact of the Smith Creek proposed development on the newly 

approved wildlife corridor, it would be recommended that only low density development be 

considered adjacent to the corridor. This would reduce the impact of human activity on the 

adjacent corridor and the fencing would reduce the concerns over human-wildlife conflict. 
 

  

 

Submitted by: 

Jon T Jorgenson 

Senior Wildlife Biologist 

Alberta Environment and Parks - Retired  


