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2021-03-11 
 
Dear Mayor and Council  
Town of Canmore 
 
It is evident that the Town is taking a piecemeal approach to planning and land use/development 
project approvals, which does not account for secondary, indirect, and cumulative effects. This approach 
is also inconsistent with the Cumulative Effects Framework that the Province of Alberta has adopted 
(e.g.:  
https://landuse.alberta.ca/CumulativeEffects/CumulativeEffectsManagement/Pages/default.aspx). 
 
The developments include these, for example: 

• Peaks of Grassi- Land Use Amendment 

• Smith Creek - Area Structure Plan,  

• Spring Creek Mountain Village and  

• Changes to Bylaws 2021 -05 and 2021-06. 
 
As former resident and having personal ties to the town, and as an Albertan concerned about the 
decline in our wildlife and the risk that the development may pose to people safety by attempting to 
develop for other use an area with underground tunnels from old coal mines. I oppose these changes 
and the way in which development is occurring. This will contribute to generate cumulative effects and 
leave unmitigated potential significant environmental and social impacts. Given the strategic location of 
the Town of Canmore in the Bow Valley, not considering the interaction among past, present and 
foreseeable future development contributes to increase the cumulative effects that are affecting 
wildlife, the regional ecosystems, and the services that those ecosystems provide to people and 
quality of life.  Before proceeding further with new changes in land zoning and uses there must be a 
strategic environmental assessment to engage residents to decide how the vision in the proposed MDP 
can be achieved: 
 

Canmore is a resilient and vibrant community socially, economically, and environmentally. Its strength is in 
its resourceful and engaged citizens, who thrive together on the strength of the community’s heritage, long-
term commitment to the diversity of its people, and health of the mountain landscape (Draft MDP p. 1). 

 
The current planning approach is not engaging citizens as it should be and is not considering how the 
piecemeal approach contributes to environmental and cumulative effects on the regional ecosystem. It 
is also not considering the safety risk of having development in areas where the coal layer is close to the 
surface. Development is such areas has been proven in different countries to have disastrous 
consequences, with underground fires burning for over a century because of accidents in the surfacei. 
The article from Stracher and Taylor (2004) indicates some of the causes of underground coal fires, and 
there are several around the world, more than I knew. The changes in vegetation and weather (can be 
called effects of climate change or just changes in climate trends) make natural fires more intense, they 
can extend over large areas and/or be more frequent. We have seen large forest fires in Alberta. Forest 
fires are one of the causes mentioned. The risk increases by having buildings on top of a coal area with 
tunnels underground. 
 
The possibilities of sinkholes adds another dimension to the risk. There have been cases of houses going 
into sinkholes. It could be possible that that could trigger a fire or an explosion and that may be all that 
is needed to start an underground fire. All this is a rough perspective, but even a very small probability is 
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a probability.   One could estimate the probability, but just looking at the cases shows that it happens 
and is more common that people may think. Even if the probability would be low, it still exist. And only 
needs to happen once to last for a long time. The New Straitsville Mine Fire (ohio) started in 1884. 
 
As an environmental consultant working on the area of impact assessment, I can say that development 
decision not based on a proper risk assessment, and a lack of a strategic environmental assessment to 
guide development question the integrity and transparency of the decisions. I doubt that Council 
member would like to have these decisions qualified as negligent, especially if in the future property or 
human lives could be at risk. 
 
I see as missing is the proper mechanism to ensure that the future MDP will guide planning based on the 
input of Canmore residents and on real needs. The approach that is needed to properly engage citizens 
and plan future land use within the municipal boundaries of the Town of Canmore is a Strategic 
Environmental Assessment.  
 
I trust that the Municipal Council will be committed to engage in a meaningful dialogue and the 
webpage of the draft Municipal Development Plan, indicate.  I urge you to implement a Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA) to assess the impacts, risks and benefits of development decisions in 
the town and area (e.g. Fig. 1), both on biodiversity and ecological connectivity and on people’s safety, 
in addition to other social impacts. This assessment should integrate all current and foreseeable future 
development before any decisions are made. A Sea process should engage residents on a respectful and 
honest dialogue that you also recognise is crucial to find the best alternatives to solve the planning – 
and development- issues in the community.  
 
As you should know, a SEA is the environmental assessment of policy, plan and program proposals to 
integrate social, economic and environmental considerations when developing public policies and 
strategic decisions (Minister of Public Works and Government Services Canada 2010) and involves a 
process that is integrated, sustainability-led, focused, accountable, participative, and iterative (IAIA 
2002).  SEA has been used for municipal planning in various countries (e.g. Partiario 2012) and has been 
used in Canada for various purposes (e.g. Mendell, 2010; Minister of Public Works and Government 
Services Canada. 2010) and  
 
Using a SEA process for municipal planning –and at other levels- has multiple benefits (Minister of Public 
Works and Government Services Canada 2010; Partiario 2012, United Nations Environmental Program, 
2014): 
 

• integrates social, economic and environmental considerations;  

• reduces conflict and increases  transparency by adding stakeholders participation in project 
design and decision making  ; 

• considers potential cumulative and secondary effects, allowing the creation of effective 
mitigations at local and regional levels; 

• integrates ecosystem services and the well-being of people, biodiversity and ecosystems; 

• improves mitigation measures;  

• draw attention to potential liabilities;  

• promote accountability and transparency, increases credibility of plans, programs, and policy 
among the public and stakeholders;  
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• helps streamline  project-level environmental assessments; contributes to achieve policy 
commitments and obligations; and  

• saves time and money in the long-term. 
 
SEA provides the higher-level planning framework into which EIA is integrated (Abaza et al. 2004). The 
International Association for Impact Assessment (2002:1) states:  
 

A good-quality Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) process informs planners, decision 
makers and affected public on the sustainability of strategic, decisions, facilitates the search for 
the best alternative and ensures a democratic, decision making process. This enhances the 
credibility of decisions and leads to more cost- and time-effective EA at the project level. 

 
I am sure you will appreciate how a SEA process will improve municipal planning and contribute to 
create a sustainable and livable community. Residents need to have an active participation in the 
planning process and decide on issues such as how green space is used or how future development in 
the area needs to happen to prevent regional cumulative effects. It is time to walk the talk and establish 
a SEA process to make planning a participatory and democratic process. I will be happy to provide more 
information on this topic if you request it. 
 
Sincerely 
 
Angeles Mendoza Sammet, Ph.D., P. Biol.  
2102 12 Avenue NW, Calgary, Alberta 
E-mail: angeles@angelesmendoza.com, a.mendoza@un-ihe.org 
Ph: 403-210-2603 
 
Figure 1: P. 4 
Ref: Pg.5 
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Figure 1. Example of development in Canmore that is contributed to cumulative effects.  
http://www.canmore.ca/Service-Areas/Planning-Development/Municipal-Planning-Reference-
Materials.html 
 

 
i ·Underground coal mine fire Centralia, USA: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Centralia_mine_fire#:~:text=The%20Centralia%20mine%20fire%20is,still%20a%20m
atter%20of%20debate. 
Underground coal mine fire in New Straisville, Ohio: 
https://ohiohistorycentral.org/w/New_Straitsville_Mine_Fire#:~:text=In%201884%2C%20striking%20miners%20p
ushed,Columbus%2C%20Ohio%2C%20in%201870. 
Underground coal fires in India: https://apnews.com/article/d95542d544d7441fab9ee9fd0e3be29e 
 
 


