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March 8, 2021 
 
Town of Canmore 
902-7th Avenue 
Canmore, Alberta T1W 3K1 
 
 
Attention:  Canmore Town Council 

(delivered via email: council@canmore.ca) 
 
 
RE:  Stoney Nakoda Nations Comments and Recommendations to the Town of Canmore on the Three 

Sisters Village Area Structure Plan Environmental Impact Statement  

 
The Stoney Nakoda Nations (“Stoney Nakoda”) submit the following comments concerning the Three Sisters 
Village Area Structure Plan (ASP). Three Sisters Mountain Village Properties Ltd. are the current owners of the 
property which is located within the eastern boundary of the Town of Canmore, Alberta. With respect to the 
proposed ASP development, this submission includes: 
 
1. A description of Stoney Nakoda rights and interests pertaining to the proposed development 
2. Comments on the Environmental Impact Statement and the Third-Party Review 
3. Recommendations for Action by the Town of Canmore and the Three Sisters Mountain Village Properties Ltd. 
 
We trust that this communication provides enough information to assist the Town of Canmore in determining a 
meaningful path forward with the Stoney Nakoda.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 

 
Dean Cherkas, P.Ag. 
Director, Consultation 
Stoney Tribal Administration 
 
 
Contact Information 
Should you have any questions related to this correspondence, please contact Dean Cherkas at the Stoney 
Consultation Office: 
 
Stoney Tribal Administration 
PO Box 120  
Morley, AB T0L 1N0 
T: (403) 881-2789 
F: (403) 881-2677 
E: dcherkas@stoney-nation.com   

Stoney Consultation Office 

Box 120 

Morley, Alberta 

T0L 1N0 

Office: (403) 881 – 4276  

Fax: (403) 881 – 4250   
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Historical Background to Three Sisters Project   
 
In October 1991, the Three Sisters Golf Resorts Inc. (Three Sisters) submitted an application for approval to 
develop a major recreational and tourism project within the boundaries of the Town of Canmore, Alberta. The 
project, if approved, would include a resort and convention complex, associated with a variety of housing, golf 
courses and a range of commercial services on 1,036 ha of land. The area covered by the application (#9103) 
included lands that were subject to an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) decision issued by Alberta’s 
Natural Resources Conservation Board (NRCB or Board); however, at that time, an EIA under the Natural 
Resources Conservation Board Act (NRCB Act) was not required for the full extent of the lands.  
 
In the Three Sisters decision report issued by the NRCB in 1992, the project was noted as having the potential 
to fragment important habitat for large carnivores, elk and bighorn sheep and the NRCB concluded that the 
impediment of wildlife movement would constitute a major impact on certain species and on regional 
ecosystems. The NRCB report further noted concerns related to presence of rare and endangered species, and 
unavoidable losses of wolverine, grizzly and black bears that could not be addressed through the proposed 
mitigations. Mitigative measures such as retention of wildlife corridors, design and regional ecosystem 
considerations were recommended to address potential impacts. However, the specific detailed requirements of 
the wildlife corridor were not defined. 
 
The 1992 NRCB Report referenced the written submission and presentation made by the Stoney Nakoda during 
the project hearing and noted Stoney place names, traditional (historic and current) use, trails, traplines, 
camping and cultural sites throughout the Bow Corridor and referred, generally, to the sacred and spiritual 
significance of the Bow Valley to the Stoney Nakoda. In addition, the report acknowledged recommended 
conditions to the project approval which included cultural, economic and social considerations for the Stoney 
people. The NRCB concluded that “the Board does not believe the conditions requested by the Stoney Tribe, to 
apply to one particular group within the overall Alberta public, should be included in any approval it might issue” 
(Natural Resources Conservation Board, 1992), thereby dismissing the Stoney Nakoda’s asserted relationship 
to the land. 
  
Since 1992, there has been considerable public interest in the environmental implications of the Three Sisters 
project and a longstanding and involved debate regarding industry guidelines for the development and for the 
wildlife corridor. This resulted in scientific studies related to the corridor design and land use, creation of the 
Bow Corridor Ecosystem Advisory Group (BCEAG), the development of guidelines for wildlife corridors in the 
Bow Valley, and the establishment of various concerned citizen groups. A major focus of these groups and 
conservation organizations remained on the functionality of the wildlife corridor system on the Three Sister’s 
property. However, as with other developments within the Bow Valley, missing from the debate, was discussion 
of the cultural significance of the wildlife to the Stoney Nakoda people and of the area’s importance to the 
maintenance of Stoney culture and identity.  
 
Development of the Three Sisters Mountain Village properties thus far has progressed in stages from west to 
east and several residential and limited commercial areas have been developed. An Area Structure Plan (ASP) 
for the Resort Centre was approved by the Town in 2004 (2004 Resort Centre ASP) which permits development 
of 95 ha of land for a resort core and resort accommodation units. The Three Sisters Mountain Village is 
currently working to develop a new Three Sisters Village ASP (the Project) to replace the approved 2004 Resort 
Centre ASP. The proposed project remains aligned with the 1992 NRCB decision. 
 
Recently, an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) was released for the Three Sisters Village ASP. The intent 
of the EIS was to provide enough information about the potential environmental impacts of the Three Sisters 
Village ASP for Canmore Town Council to make an informed decision about the Project. The goal of the EIS 
was to, 1) outline existing conditions and identify significant natural and ecological features 2) determine the 
nature and scale of the potential impacts generated by the proposed Project prior to mitigation 3) provide 
recommendations to avoid or mitigate these impacts and, 4) identify residual impacts and their significance after 
implementation of the proposed mitigation. 
 
The EIS outlined several requirements and mitigations for the development such as wildlife fencing, attractant 
management, education, recreation amenities, and the development of a phasing strategy linked to monitoring 
and adaptive management. As per the Town of Canmore’s EIS policy (2018) a third-party review of the EIS was 
conducted. The Technical Review produced in September 2020 by Management and Solutions in 
Environmental Science (MSES) resulted in the expression of various conclusions related to the EIS and 
recommendations for the Town to consider at subsequent Project planning stages. 
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1. Stoney Nakoda rights, interests and the project  
 
The people of the Stoney Nakoda Nations (Stoney Nakoda) are known in the Nakoda language as the Iyarhe 
Nakoda and previously as the Iyethkabi, “the people of the mountains”. Recorded by early missionaries and 
explorers as the “Mountain Stoney” (Palliser 1863, Rundle 1977), the Nakoda form part of the Great Sioux 
Nations - including the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakoda, as well as the Assiniboine Nations - which extend across 
the Plains of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba, into Ontario in the east of Canada, and south through 
Montana and the Dakotas of what is now the United States.  
 
The Stoney Nakoda traditional territory extends through Jasper National Park to the Brazeau River, 
encompasses the foothills along the entirety of the eastern slopes of Alberta, includes the Kootenay Plains, the 
east Kootenay’s and Rocky Mountains of Alberta and British Columbia, and incorporates Glacier National Park 
in Montana. These lands, in Stoney, are called “Îyârhe Akodâhâ” (2003 Stoney Nakoda Nations WRIT OF 
SUMMONS). Historical treaties among the Stoney Nakoda, the Shuswap Tribal Council, and the Ktunaxa Nation 
Council speak to the use of hunting lands west of the Columbia and Kootenay Rivers in British Columbia by the 
Stoney, in return for hunting privileges for the Shuswap tribes and the Ktunaxa east of the Rockies (1895 
Memorandum of Agreement). A diary entry by Captain John Palliser, an early British explorer speaks to this 
relationship between the groups noting,  
 

“ a few miles brought us to the Stoney Indian Camp which is situated in one of the 
prettiest spots I have seen in the country, at the mouth of “Ispasquehow” or the 
Highwood River.... They had been travelling south along the base of the mountains to 
the meet the Kootenays when they crossed into the Plains...”(Palliser 1863:140). 
 

Stoney Nakoda place names from locations across this landscape document a deep time engagement and 
connection to this vast territory.   
 
Prior to contact, the Stoney Nakoda lived a nomadic way of life, traveling within small family groups that came 
together into Bands for social occasions, trade, and ceremony. The Stoney Nakoda hunted, trapped, fished, and 
gathered plants throughout their traditional territory believing in a deeply seeded spiritual relationship between 
humans and the environment that was guided through oral histories and teachings of the Great Spirit (Snow 
1977:2-7). These teachings have been transmitted through generations of Stoney people since time 
immemorial.  
 
The Stoney Nakoda have constitutionally recognized Treaty and Aboriginal rights, titles and interests to Reserve 
Lands at Morley Alberta (I.R. #142, 143, 144), Eden Valley (I.R. #216), Rabbit Lake (I.R. #142B) and Bighorn 
(I.R. #144A) and to their Traditional Lands, which encompass a broader area than the Reserve Lands as 
identified by the Stoney Nakoda. The Stoney Nakoda are a self-governing body under the authority of Treaty 7 
and the Indian Act, R. S. C 1985, C. 1-5, and provide leadership and direction in respect to all-natural resource 
development applications through the duly elected Chiefs and Councils of the member Nations, collectively 
known as the Stoney Tribal Council.  

The Stoney Nakoda have unextinguished Aboriginal and Treaty rights, including Aboriginal title, as being 
claimed in the Court of Queen’s Bench of Alberta, Action No. 0301-19586 (the “Title Claim”). Specifically, the 
Title Claim seeks compensation from provincial and federal governments arising from breaches of Stoney 
Nakoda Aboriginal title and rights over lands located in Alberta.  

The Chiefs and Councils of the Stoney Nakoda have the authority to protect the collective rights and interests of 
the Stoney Nakoda as recognized by Treaty 7 and the Natural Resources Transfer Act, 1930, and protected by 
Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982. 
 
Stoney Nakoda use, rights, and interests pertain to traditional territory lands described in the Stoney Aboriginal 
Title Case filed in Alberta in 2003; this includes areas directly adjacent to and within the Three Sisters Mountain 
Village project area. The Project is located within an area where the Stoney Nakoda have unextinguished 
Section 35 rights and asserted title, and on a landscape associated with hunting, harvesting, ceremonial and 
sacred sites and other cultural practices. This is asserted through current Stoney hunting and gathering 
practices, oral histories, archaeological and historical material, ethnographic records, stories, songs, and Stoney 
place names.   
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The Project location and surrounding areas are deeply important to the Stoney Nakoda people. They are 
marked by Stoney place names which, accompanied by their explanation and oral history, demonstrate close 
connections to the land and offer insight into Stoney culture, history and use in the area. These place names 
include, but are not limited to, Canmore (Chuwapchîphîyan Kude Bi), Windy Ridge (Ganutha Împa), Marsh 
Creek (Sîda Wapta), which runs into Dead Man’s Flats and the Bow River (Îjathibe Wapta) (The Chiniki 
Research Team 1987). 

The Bow Valley is a traditional gathering and hunting ground and an area where Stoney legends and stories act 
as a living archive of the complex and diverse history of the Stoney people and their relationship to the land. To 
those who are used to the written word, oral narratives may seem intangible or impossible to quantify. However, 
Stoney narratives have persisted since time immemorial and will continue to persist as they are safeguarded by 
sophisticated cultural protocols that ensure their continued integrity and survival.  The story of Isaac Rollinmud, 
the great-grandfather of the Stoney Nakoda artist, Roland Rollinmud, provides a recent example of an important 
event that connects the Stoney Nakoda people to the area now known as Dead Man’s Flat.  

“Around 100 years ago, the Europeans were beginning to establish settlements in the area 
(referring to the Bow Valley), transforming how the Nakoda had lived on the land for thousands of 
years. They were no longer allowed to hunt animals in the springtime…they needed to hunt beavers 
because their meat is rich in nutrients the community needs.  Isaac travelled from Eden Valley to 
the Bow Valley because the area was rich with resources he needed, including medicines…Isaac 
found and killed a beaver using his 1894 30-30 Winchester rifle. However, the sound of the rifle 
echoed across the valley drawing the attention of a park warden. Acting quick on his feet, Isaac 
covered his body in the beaver’s blood, hid the carcass and his belongings in an indent in the 
ground and played dead. As soon as Fuller (the warden) left, Isaac took off travelling all night to 
return home to Eden Valley safely.”  (excerpt from: “Stoney Nakoda Painter looks to memorialize 
legendary ancestor”, Rocky Mountain Outlook, Written by Chelsea Kemp, November 2019) 

The Project location at the heart of Stoney Nakoda traditional territory and as such, there is a very high potential 
for the proposed development activities to intersect sites of historical and cultural importance to the Stoney 
Nakoda. Many of these locations such as nomadic routes, traditional campsites and human burials remain 
unmarked and require verification through Stoney Nakoda Elders and Knowledge Holders.  
 

2. Comments on the Environmental Impact Statement and Third-Party Review  
 
The Stoney Nakoda are aware that the Town of Canmore Cultural Master Plan 2020-2030 advocates for town 
spaces and places that reflect the community’s “shared history and advance local culture”. It further 
recommends the increased presence and visibility of Indigenous culture throughout the Town, and 
acknowledges that Canmore is located within Treaty 7 territory and the home of the Stoney Nakoda. While the 
Terms of Reference (ToR) for both the EIS and the third-party review were issued by the Town neither the EIS 
report nor its’ review, consider Stoney Nakoda interests, values or rights in the determination of potential 
impacts generated by the proposed Project. It is therefore unclear to the Stoney Nakoda how the Town can both 
advocate for an inclusive and shared cultural space and ignore the rights and very existence of the peoples 
whose traditional territory on which the Town and the proposed development exists. This exclusion is in direct 
opposition to the values expressed in the Town’s Cultural Master Plan and reflects an indifference to practices 
of reconciliation and efforts to strengthen the relationship between the Stoney Nakoda people and the Town.  
 
Despite the continued assertion of Stoney Nakoda hunting, trapping and resource use within the Bow Valley and 
the expression of Project concerns related to wildlife (e.g. grizzlies, black bear, elk, bighorn sheep), wildlife 
habitat, fish (e.g. westslope cutthroat trout) and fish habitat, the assessment of the Three Sisters project 
continues to lack consideration of the cultural, social and economic identity of the Stoney Nakoda that are 
embedded within the ecological and natural resources within this landscape. Further, although extensive efforts 
were undertaken to address public concerns related to the potential Project impacts on wildlife, vegetation, 
human-wildlife interactions and other natural and ecological features and processes, the traditional and cultural  
concerns related to the natural world have yet to be considered. Based on the immense environmental 
knowledge that traditional knowledge maintains, it is reasonable to assume that the environmental assessment 
of the proposed Project would benefit from the incorporation of culturally based insights of the everchanging 
natural world.     
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There are many studies dealing with the use of Indigenous and traditional knowledge in land use planning, 

decision making and as part of academic research, which reflects the growing recognition of the importance of 

including indigenous perspectives in land management and stewardship decisions. This recognition is also 

reflected in part by the 1987 Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common 

Future, the Convention on Biological Diversity (1992), the UNESCO Convention for the safeguarding of 

intangible Cultural Heritage (2003), Cultural and Spiritual Values endorsed by the Vth IUCN World Parks 

Congress (2003), Resolutions adopted by the IUCN World Conservation Congress (2004, 2008, 2012) to 

support Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Community Conservation practices, the U.N. Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007) and by the increasing base of literature and research related Traditional 

practices, and cultural and spiritual conservation values.   

As historic and current inhabitants of the Bow Valley and surrounding regions, the Stoney Nakoda hold unique 

cultural knowledge of the landscape and the animals that inhabit the area that can assist the planning and 

design of strategies to manage wildlife-human interactions. It is within this context that improvements to 

connectivity were provided as a key recommendation presented through the grizzly research conducted by the 

Stoney Nakoda within Kananaskis (Stoney Consultation, 2016) and by which the following comments and points 

are made:  

• The Stoney have a spiritual and cultural connection with harvesting resources, vegetation and 
wildlife, water, fish and fish habitat as well as birds and bird habitat. The Stoney Nakoda would like 
to see serious consideration of cultural perspectives, traditional knowledge and the land and 
resource experiences of the Stoney Nakoda included in the environmental assessment of the 
Project.  
 

• The Stoney Nakoda have interests in environmental stewardship, natural resource management and 
monitoring of their traditional lands. The cultural practices of hunting, fishing and harvesting are 
undertaken with reverence to the natural environment and are conducted in accordance with 
traditional law, cultural values and protocols that serve to protect, sustain and maintain the integrity 
of the land and its inhabitants.  
 

• Stories that are told to the younger generations recount relationships among the animals and the Stoney 

Nakoda and serve as life teachings describing how to survive in balance with nature and with each 

other. 

 

• Traditional Knowledge of the natural world is transmitted through language, Stoney place names, 
teachings and cultural practices that are inseparable from the person, place and context in which 
they are revealed. The continued preservation of locations on the landscape where this knowledge 
can be transmitted to younger generations is critical to the continued preservation of Stoney Nakoda 
culture and identify. 
 

• Each animal has a role to play and a function within the landscape, that is understood through Stoney 

Nakoda oral history and traditional knowledge. The smaller animals (e.g. rodents) must not be 

discounted. 

 

• Consideration of human use and negative human-wildlife interactions would benefit from the inclusion of 

cultural perspectives on these interactions. For example, traditional knowledge may inform where, how 

and when human-wildlife conflict may take place and support planning decisions to reduce these 

conflicts. 

 

• The valued components, selection of spatial and temporal boundaries and the selection of mitigation 

measures for the EIS are based on a western based understanding of the environment and wildlife 

which are not specific to the Stoney Nakoda. The inclusion of Stoney traditional knowledge would 

provide alternate insights into the potential Project impacts and help inform conclusions and adaptive 

management decisions.    
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• Based on Stoney knowledge of the area, there are a vast number of values tied to cultural use and 

stewardship of the land. 

 

• Re-establishing connectivity of the landscape is of central importance to the conservation interests of 

the Stoney Nakoda. 

 

• The proper cultural protocols (ceremony and other) must be followed prior to and after disturbance of 

the land.  

 
3.  Recommendations for Action by the Town of Canmore and the Three Sisters Mountain Village 

Properties Ltd. 
 

“Reconciliation is about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country” 

 
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). 

 
It is within this spirit, that the following recommendations are offered as a path towards reconciliation with the 
Stoney Nakoda:  

 

• Regardless of Alberta’s consultation guidelines and lack of consultation by the Province, the Stoney 
Nakoda request that the Town of Canmore and the Project Proponent consult the Stoney Nakoda with 
respect to the proposed development. The scope of consultation needs to be defined in collaboration 
with the Stoney Nakoda and in the spirit of respect, and an honest understanding of Stoney history.   
 

• Stoney Nakoda people have and are participating in traditional and cultural practices in areas affected 
by the Project. To identify the specific knowledge, values and interests related to the Project area, and 
the mitigations and measures that may reduce Project impacts to Stoney Nakoda use, rights and 
interests, a detailed and comprehensive traditional use/traditional knowledge study for the area is 
required in advance of Project approval.   
 

• To identify potential effects to Stoney Nakoda hunting and land use activities, potential Project impacts 

to Stoney hunting and Aboriginal rights requires consideration.  

 

• The current plans for the Project do not include consideration for cultural perspectives in the evaluation, 
assessment or on-going monitoring of wildlife. To address this gap, the Stoney Nakoda would like to be 
meaningfully involved in the design and implementation of local and regional wildlife monitoring, testing 
of mitigation effectiveness and adaptive management programs.  

 

• The Town designs the Terms of Reference for rigorous studies that help inform infrastructure growth and 
offer solutions that benefit wildlife and humans alike. It is recommended that the Town work with the 
Stoney Nakoda to integrate traditional knowledge and cultural perspectives into planning for the Three 
Sisters ASP. 

 

• To successfully implement landscape planning and wildlife projects, it is recommended that traditional 
knowledge be given equal weight to western perspectives when developing mitigative options. This can 
be facilitated through meaningful consultation and the Stoney Nakoda’s cultural monitoring process. 

 

• It is recommended that the Town Council, the Proponent and primary contractors and subcontractors, 
participate in a Stoney Cultural Awareness program. 
 

• To increase the awareness of Stoney Nakoda’s heritage and traditional ties to the Project area, it is 
recommended that the Town of Canmore and the Proponent work with the Stoney Nakoda to develop 
signage at or near to the Project area, to reflect Stoney cultural heritage within the Bow Valley. 
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• It is recommended that cultural perspectives on landscape revegetation are included in the Project design. 
This may require activities such as Elder and Knowledge Holder workshops to obtain feedback on current 
landscape design.  
 

• Stoney Nakoda have historically used, and continue to use, the areas in and around the Bow Valley 
extensively for travel, camping, hunting, fishing and other cultural practices. As such, unmarked grave 
sites, that are noted within the collective oral history of the Stoney Nakoda, are known to exist within the 
region. These locations need to be documented and protected from disturbance related to the proposed 
development. It is recommended that the Town work with the Stoney Nakoda to develop a set of 
communication protocols and procedures related to chance archaeological finds to ensure that 
archaeological sites and/or cultural resources are documented and protected in a manner that respects 
Stoney Nakoda cultural protocols. 
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