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SUBMISSION TO CANMORE TOWN COUNCIL ON BYLAWS 2021-05 AND 2021-06, 

THE ASPs FOR TSMV’s VILLAGE AND SMITH CREEK AREAS 

Submitted by Alan J. MacFadyen 

I have been a Canmore resident for almost 30 years, over 20 of them full-time. I 

should note that I am a member of the BowCORD steering committee, but this 

submission is submitted in my capacity as a citizen of Canmore not as a 

representative of BowCORD. 

This submission includes an introduction followed by comments on several (but 

not all) of my concerns with the proposed Bylaws, including: the connection to 

the 1992 NRCB Decision; concern that development far exceeds what was 

expected by the NRCB; reasons why the economic benefits are not conditional on 

approval of these specific ASPs; and concerns about TSMV’s ‘hard-edge’ 

approach. I conclude with several suggestions about criteria the Planning 

Department might be certain the developer is aware of to help ensure that any 

subsequent ASP proposals align with Town policies and community values. 

1. Introduction: It is to be hoped that Council finds that second reading of 

Bylaws 2021-05 and 2021-06 is not warranted. 

My response to TSMV’s proposed ASPs is one of profound disappointment. Given 

the relatively long-standing involvement of TSMV’s owners and representatives in 

Canmore, I had hoped that these two ASPs would not have been brought forward 

unless they were already in line with the values and policies of the Town and 

community. 

This is not the case, and like many others in the community I think that current 

zoning of the Village Area under Bylaw 2018-22 is far preferable to what is being 

proposed here. The Smith Creek ASP, which proposes new development on land 

TSMV proposes to take out of the 450m minimum corridor width supported by 

Provincial scientific data and guidelines since 1998, is, in my view, simply not 

acceptable.  

I set out some of my reasons below, but would like to put forward two additional 

arguments here. 
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First, one basis of my thinking is my understanding of the community social and 

environmental values which a substantial majority of our fellow citizens hold. Our 

current and previous Town Councils have been excellent representatives for these 

community values, and their intent is already embodied in Town policies such as 

the MDP. 

Of course, not every resident in Canmore shares these values, but we are not like 

some communities where there is roughly an even divide between those holding 

narrow development interests and those holding strong environmental 

preferences. In Canmore, I am convinced that a strong majority of our citizens 

hold sincere environmental values, particularly about our responsibilities with 

respect to wildlife, and a firm attachment to social values of shared a community. 

These are also what attracts most newcomers to the Town. 

Second, I would suggest that Council, if it does not approve these 2 Bylaws, 

consider making it clear that, while working together with Town Administration 

and Planning, any development coming forward must meet the already 

established policies and intentions of the 2016 MDP and the 2004 Resort Centre 

ASP – rather than bringing forward development proposals which would modify 

or ignore these documents which, after all, have been achieved over years and 

approved with the support of the majority of the Canmore community and were 

unanimously approved by Council 

Such action would help to address the clear imbalance in power between 

development interests and those of the community.  Under the current situation, 

it is an unfortunate fact that in disagreements between these interests, it is 

normally necessary for the development interests to win only once out of many 

development proposals, whereas, if undesirable development is to be avoided, 

the broader social and conservation concerns must win every battle.  

To be specific, as I understand it, if these ASPs are turned down, there would be 

nothing to prevent TSMV from coming back next year after a new Council has 

been elected with an almost identical proposal in the hopes that it would be 

approved this time.  

It is to be hoped that Town Administration and Planning will inform the developer 

that it would only be useful to bring forward development proposals that meet 
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the existing policies and intent of Canmore’s MDP and the 2004 Resort Centre 

ASP. 

2. The NRCB Decision re-visited: Legally binding undertakings 

First, with no basis in fact, TSMV continues to assert that it deserves 

‘compensation’ for any land it is not able to develop here in the Bow Valley. This 

is not the interpretation the NRCB has given then or now. The ‘compensation’ 

ended when TSMV relinquished ownership in the Wind Valley in return for 

compensation in kind.  See relevant quote below: 

 “The Board believes there should be some form of remedial action available to the 

owner of the lands in Wind Valley for which the proposed development is being 

refused.  A number of possibilities come to mind, including the purchase of the 

Wind Valley lands by the Crown and ongoing administration of them as public 

lands, and the swapping of private lands in the Wind Valley for land now held by 

the Crown in the Bow Valley, which lands could then be used by Three Sisters to 

replace parts of the project not allowed in the Wind Valley.” (1992 NRCB Decision, 

13-9)   

The NRCB DID NOT entertain any such need with respect to the land which is 

owned by Three Sisters in the Bow Valley, and TSVM is still legally bound by 

Condition 1 of the NRCB ruling as below: 

“The project of Three Sisters Golf Resorts Inc. (hereinafter called “Three Sisters”) 

for a recreational and tourist 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.”  (CONDITON 1, 1992 NRCB DECISION) 

Given that TSMV is legally required to provide wildlife corridors on their land as a 

condition of development, it is concerning that the 2020 AEP Decision would 

countenance the Province acquiring land in the wildlife corridors.  See quote 

which follows: “I understand as well that TSMVPL is also proposing having the 

Province potentially acquire TSMVPL private property already within existing 

approved and proposed corridors.” (AEP 2020 Decision, Section IX) 
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In spite of being fully compensated for giving up ownership in the Wind Valley, 

TSMV has received other compensation from the Province in the past – for 

example, signing the 2014 Provincial Conservation Easement on the Stewart 

Creek Along Valley Corridor and a portion of the Stewart Creek Across Valley 

Corridor, where TSMV received title to 23 hectares (58.6 acres) of Crown/public 

land which they had previously leased from the Province and which comprise 

approximately 1/3 of the Stewart Creek Golf Course.    

It is also important to recall that the NRCB envisioned exactly the current 

situation, in which the developer elected to propose development which was not 

in accord with Canmore’s community values and regulations. In such a case, 

responding to concerns that the Decision would eviscerate the powers of the 

Town, the NRCB stated that the Town of Canmore had a perfect right to reject the 

proposal: “Since the local citizens are entitled to participate in the processes of 

planning approvals to be granted by the Town following this decision of the Board, 

and since such processes could result in a complete rejection of all or any part of 

the project approved by the Board, the Board has difficulty understanding how 

much more effective a process the local citizenry could wish.” (Page 7-5) 

Second, it is important to remember that the NRCB approval was also conditional 

on the developer meeting certain other legally binding undertakings in addition to 

providing a scientifically function wildlife corridor “on Three Sisters land”.   

As the NRCB Condition 1 states, TSMV is responsible for meeting the significant 

undertakings it had made at the hearing, whether in formal submissions by itself 

and its consultants or in testimony before the NRCB. The NRCB provided a 

catalogue of environmental, and socio-economic undertakings, including for 

affordable housing, and Canmore resident and wildlife expert Jacob Herrero 

assembled a list of the many of these undertakings with an environmental impact. 

The important point here is that the NRCB approval on which TSMV relies is not 

unequivocal and included a number of undertakings which the Town might 

reasonably expect to be met. 

Third, it is important to remember that what the NRCB approved was a resort 

project which had a residential component. From the viewpoint of the Town of 

Canmore much of the appeal of the Three Sisters proposal was that it would 

simultaneously broaden the commercial tax base (yielding lower rates for 
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residents), generate employment for locals and new arrivals, and provide housing 

for those new employees through the residential component. We all know that 

TSMV development so far has been disappointing in this regard. Few resort hotel 

units have been provided, other commercial development has been minimal and 

the resort component consists largely of residential dwellings (often very 

expensive) inhabited for part of the year as second-homes by non-residents. 

Surely the undertaking to provide resort facilities is a key one under the NRCB 

Decision. 

3. More development by far than the 1992 NRCB Decision expected  

Determining the optimal amount of development is obviously difficult, involving 

as it does such a wide mixture of economic and social dimensions. I would suggest 

a brief review may provide a useful way to begin to approach this dilemma. 

In the NRCB Decision Report, the project description (pp. 2.2 and 2.3) indicated 

that the Three Sisters proposal for development in the Bow and Wind Valleys 

would add about 15,000 residents, with 6085 housing units (including 700 of staff 

housing), 60% of the units being “low and modest cost”. There would be 2425 

hotel units (concentrated in the Wind Valley). The NRCB did not provide any 

detailed description of what would remain of the project after development in 

Wind Valley was denied, but gave its approval on the presumption that Three 

Sisters would still be a resort project with a residential component.  

If we assume that removal of the Wind Valley portion reduced the project size by 

about 40% (a somewhat arbitrary but reasonable assumption), one might have 

expected a build out adding about 9000 new residents with 3651 residential units 

and 1455 hotel units. Presumably the expectation of some 60% of the units being 

of “low and modest cost” would still hold. I would suggest that something 

approximating this level of build-out and types of residential units should be 

viewed as one of Three Sister’s undertakings under the NRCB ruling.  

According to the Planning Department, build-out on the TSMV land so far has 

been 2632 residential units and 112 hotel units. 

Back in 2013, PricewaterhouseCooper, as receiver for the Three Sisters land, 

proposed giving up all of site 9 as a conservation area, and planned 2549 

residential units with 1000 resort accommodation units including 2 hotels at 250 
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rooms each. (With an extra 5% of units of perpetually affordable housing.) If we 

add in the Planning Department’s numbers for existing development this would 

have yielded 5181 residential units and 1112 resort accommodation units. This is 

somewhat smaller in residential units than Three Sisters initially proposed for the 

combined Bow/Wind Valley development and would have had significantly fewer 

hotel/resort units. 

Now consider the TSMV proposed ASPs for the Village and Smith Creek areas:  

 In the Village Area: 3000 residential units (rising to 5000 with bonusing and 

including 500 to 800 tourist homes) and 400-850 hotel rooms. 

 In Smith Creek: 600 low density residential units (up to 1250 with bonusing) 

and 200 medium density units (rising to 500 with bonusing). 

 Total: 3800 residential units (possibly 6750) and 400-850 hotel rooms. 

If we now add in the Planning Department’s numbers for past development in 

Three Sisters, we can summarize the results in a Table. 

Development Residential 
Units 

Hotel Units 

NRCB proposal, Bow and Wind Valleys 6085 2425 
NRCB proposal, Bow Valley only (my rough 
estimate) 

3651 1455 

PwC 2013 5181 1112 

TSMV 2021 6432-9382 512-962 

 

It becomes clear that what the NRBC approved as a resort project has morphed 

into a massive suburban residential development with a modest resort 

component (assuming the projected hotels are built). Moreover, I doubt that 60% 

of the residential units proposed qualify as ‘low or modest cost.” 

  3.1 How much is too much? 

TSMV argues that their development is guaranteed by the NRCB ruling when it 

bears no meaningful correspondence with what the NRCB approved. It is no 

longer a resort project: the residential component is much, much larger than 

what the NRCB anticipated, and there are proportionately fewer lower-cost units 
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than expected. The TSMV approach largely grafts big-city suburban sprawl onto 

small-town Canmore. It is true that the homes and landscaping are attractive, but 

this is not what the majority in the community expected on the basis of the NRCB 

decision and it is not the development model most citizens wish to see. 

4. Economics and Bonusing 

  4.1  A Few Comments on Economic Aspects 

I would suggest that Council give no credence to arguments that the ASPs should 

be approved because of the economic opportunities they offer local tradesmen 

and businesses. Without getting into any detailed examination of the economic 

documents submitted by TSMV, I would make two points. 

First, I am given to understand that there is already at least ten years of approved 

or soon to be approved development in waiting for locals, so there is no 

significant immediate cost in turning down these severely flawed ASPs and 

awaiting improved plans. 

Second, any new proposals which are consistent with community values will 

generate decades of economic opportunity for locals. In other words, the 

economic advantages do not hinge on these specific ASPs.  

The main challenge under any approved ASP will be in scheduling development 

over time so that most of the economic benefits go to locals rather than non-

residents. Nor is it desirable to induce a much larger influx of new resident 

tradesmen than can be supported by re-building, maintenance and upgrading 

once the Town reaches maximum build-out some decades into future.  

  4.2 Bonusing 

I can see as a planning device that one might make some use of bonus provisions 

at the margin to provide small relief from planning restrictions in order generate 

more desirable behaviour. However, I find it unconscionable that a developer 

would be able to almost double the size of his project through such means. If the 

desired behaviour is that important it should be included as Town policy. There is 

also the possibility (quite likely for the green-zoning aspects of this proposal) that 

the Town makes a major concession through the bonus provision for something 

which, within a few years, would occur anyway as a result of consumer choice or 
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policies adopted by higher levels of government in their climate change 

programmes. 

I would argue that the bonus proposals in the ASPs should be rejected out-of-

hand by the Town.  

5. Hard-edge/fences versus Soft-edge/graduated zoning 

  5.1 Community Values, Polices, Intent, and Existing zoning   

 I am disappointed that TSMV continues to persist with plans which rely on the so 

called hard-edge, when there is no convincing scientific evidence that a 2.5m 

fence can be recommended for placement adjacent to the Three Sisters Wildlife 

Corridor, nor is it consistent with existing Town and Provincial policies and intent 

for land uses adjacent to corridors or the Provincial conservation easement on the 

Stewart Creek Corridor where wildlife are to roam freely in the off season on the 

golf course. 

Provincial Guidelines support a graduated approach to adjacent land uses and 

corridor buffers which places less intensive development adjacent to wildlife 

corridors with development becoming more intensive the further you move from 

the corridor. This is also the preference of most in the Canmore community 

reflecting community environmental values for the protection of wildlife and 

Canmore’s natural environment. 

Most citizens feel that we have a responsibility to ensure that wildlife can pass 

freely past our community and are aware that the south side of the Bow Valley is 

critical in this regard.   This concern is particularly acute now because of the 

serious flaws in the 2020 AEP decision on the Smith Creek along valley corridor 

which fails to meet the minimal criterion supported by Provincial science and 

Guidelines for at least a 450m wide corridor designated below a discontinuous 

slope of 25 degrees.  

In the Smith Creek area it has been calculated that the along valley corridor 

averages only 300m below a discontinuous slope of 25 degrees and at its 

narrowest point is under 160m wide. It is therefore felt to be imperative that the 

Town consider implementing adjacent uses such as natural buffers, as currently 

zoned in the TSMV Village Area, and supported by the 3rd Party review of the 

Village EIS, to ensure that wildlife are safe as they pass by the town. Not only does 
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the current zoning of the corridor in the Village Area have a 35m corridor buffer 

to explicitly increase the effective width of the 600m average width of the Along 

Valley Corridor, but is also applies graduated zoning, where the golf course was to 

increase the ‘effective width’ of the corridor, serving as a ‘seasonal’ extension of 

the along valley corridor. 

Further, the Town’s MDP provides policies, such as Policy 4.2.13 and 4.2.14 in the 

‘New Development Within or Adjacent to Wildlife Corridor and Habitat Patches’       

section, which demonstrate the community’s and Council’s support for zoning 

graduated land uses adjacent to wildlife corridors and wildlife habitat patches. 

In contrast, the hard-edge approach essentially pushes development as far up the 

mountain slopes as possible in order to maximize developer profits. The 

graduated zoning approach brings the natural environment further down into the 

valley while allowing reasonable profits to the developer. There can be little 

question that the majority of citizens prefer the latter option.  And the developer 

is well aware of these Town Policies and their intention. 

  5.2 The Fencing experiment 

I suspect that most of us see some role for fencing in our interactions with 

wildlife, for example around school yards and playgrounds, adjacent to the 

highway by the across valley corridors and in select locations where illegal entry 

to the corridors is most problematic. However, most of us oppose fencing of 

entire communities. 

 I am not a wildlife biologist so cannot speak with authority on this but would like 

to offer comments on two aspects of the TSMV fencing approach. 

My first comment is to suggest that, while one might expect the developer and its 

consultants to provide the strongest arguments possible for their fencing 

proposal,  the main examples are less than convincing, e.g., 

 - that over 100 km of fence along the Trans-Canada highway is particularly 

relevant to 10kmk of fence along what is largely residential development seems 

to imply a difficulty in distinguishing between a truck and a house. 
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 -to fence the Cascade corridor in Banff almost a century after the railway 

and highway were put in place surely has little relevance to development in 

Canmore which has yet to be built. 

 -an elk refuge in Wyoming seems far from different from the local 

multispecies wildlife corridor. 

My second comment relates to the fencing proposal. To my mind it raise a host of 

questions which cast doubt on the approach. To mention several: 

 -fences never work perfectly and would trap animals in the development as 

well as keeping them out. 

 -do we have a clear idea of what the financial burden will be on taxpayers 

of monitoring and maintaining the fence? 

My last comment is that it is important to recognize, as the MSES Third-party 

Review does, that the hard-edge fencing approach is an experiment for which 

they have “as yet to see research which would support and justify this 

conclusion.” 

The 2.5m fence runs afoul of the ‘precautionary’ principle in MDP Policy 4.4.13, 

which enjoins the Town to have regard for “the most recent principles of wildlife 

conservation”.  

Where there is significant uncertainty about environmental effects of irreversible 

development, one should make choices which keep options open. This would 

advise staying with the soft-edge/graduated zoning approach which has been 

supported since 1998, not the hard-edge/fencing the developer favours. Such a 

precautionary approach is Town policy as set out in clause 18.2.14 of the MDP, 

which says the Town will consider the “reversibility of the potential adverse 

environmental impacts”. 

5. Conclusion and Important Principles 

 5.1 Conclusion 

I think it is fair to say that pretty well all of us accepted that the 1992 NRCB 

Decision meant that development would occur on the Three Sisters lands. The 

NRCB approved a resort project with a residential component and showed a 
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particular concern with the environmental impacts of the proposal (where the 

TSMV development is legally dependent on the provision of a scientifically 

functional wildlife corridor which will be reviewed for width and location going 

forward).  The TSMV proposals are unacceptable in large part because they have 

almost no resemblance to what the NRCB approved: 

 -they fail to apply proven environmental science, opting instead for an 

unproven and invasive approach which conflicts with community values; 

 -instead of a resort project with residential elements, they propose 

suburban residential development with a hint of resort; 

 -what they propose in residential development is an order of magnitude 

larger than what the NRCB expected.  

These failures apply to both proposed ASPs. With specific reference to the 

proposed Village ASP, the current Resort Area ASP provides a much preferred 

planning document for development in that area. For Smith Creek, there are 

unique problems raised for the Town by what is recognized as a completely 

inadequate wildlife corridor proposal that may be implemented by the province, 

leaving the Town and its residents to live with the associated risks and costs. Thus 

it is imperative that the Town ensure that development in the Smith Creek area is 

particularly sensitive to environmental concerns: the proposed ASP does not. 

Hence, I would argue, the greatest benefit to the Canmore community would be 

to turn down both ASPs. 

 5.2 Important Principles and Policies 

As I mentioned in my Introduction, it would be useful for the Planning 

Department in its consultations with TSMV to be absolutely clear about the 

criteria the Town expects the developer to meet in an acceptable ASP. 

For example: 

 -The ASPs must conform to the existing and hard-won policies of the Town 

of Canmore in the 2016 MDP and the 2018-22 Land Use Bylaw. This would include 

the continued requirement of a ‘soft’ adjacent edge to the Three Sisters Wildlife 

Corridors consistent with Town Policy since 1998. 
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 -Given uncertainties about corridor functionality in the Smith Creek area, 

and about the total number of residential dwellings, development in Site 9 would 

be held to the maximum developable acreage limit currently set out in Land Use 

Bylaw 2018-22 (i.e. 98 acres plus or minus 10% in LUB section 3.9.13.3). 

 -Given the adjacency of Thunderstone Quarry to the wildlife corridors, and 

their zoning of Conservation of Wildlands under Bylaw 2018-22 (with quarrying 

grandfathered and reclamation required), any extension of the Municipal Growth 

Boundary could not be entertained. 

 

 

 

 

 


