
To: Mayor and Council, Town of Canmore 
 
From: Gareth Thomson 
 
Date: 5 March 2021 
 
 
Re: The Proposed Three Sisters Mountain Village Development: Area Structure Plan 
Bylaws 2021-05 (Three Sisters Village) and 2021-06 (Smith Creek) 
 
 
 
Dear Council - 
 
I want to begin by thanking you for the opportunity to send along my comments on the 
proposed Three Sisters Mountain Village development. As a past member of Canmore Town 
Council, I understand and appreciate the fact that giving first reading to these bylaws permits 
community input through a public hearing - and I further appreciate the fact that you are willing 
to spend several full days listening to the submissions of Canmore at citizens. 
 
As a town, we are currently into our fourth decade of consideration of the proposed Three 
Sisters development in its many forms.  As a concerned citizen, I have tried my best to stay 
current with the various twists and turns of the story, beginning with my role as an intervener 
on behalf of the Alpine club of Canada in 1991, at the NRCB hearings… 
 
I believe I am not alone in my perspective – witness the fact that over 1000 people, over 90% 
of them Canmore voters, attended the Town hall that I had the pleasure of moderating on 
Tuesday, February 23 – the largest ever meeting ever held in this valley, bar none. 
 
Given the foregoing, and as a former member of Town Council, I very strongly believe that you 
have a social license from the community to demonstrate your leadership and be BOLD in 
your actions.  Here is what that should look like.  
 
The times are changing – I look to Council to stay with the times. I wish to begin by 
making an overarching comment that I believe should inform your decision: so much has 
changed since the early ‘90s when we first began serious consideration of this development. 
Recreational use of green areas has expanded many-fold. The culture of Canmore residents 
has, I believe, grown to even more passionately embrace the notion and the value of that 
increasing rare commodity - green space.  Local and global consciousness regarding the threat 
of climate change has bounded to the forefront; we live in a time dominated by efforts to get to 
Net zero carbon emissions by 2050, a global – and provincial - effort that includes the vast 
majority of oil and gas companies, and includes the Town’s declaration of a climate emergency 
just last year.  Given this – we need to put our money where our mouth is, as a Town, and say 
no to more residential sprawl. 

Canmore could be the first community in Canada to impose limits on its future 
growth.  In 2002, local citizens were able to create the 370 square km Bow Valley Wildland 
Park – a key enabler of this was a strongly worded letter of support by Canmore Town Council, 



channeling the recommendations of the Growth Management Strategy group of developers, 
environmentalists etc who felt that wildlands surrounding our town should remain ‘forever 
green.’  The Bow Valley Wildland Park ,together with the Canmore Nordic Centre Provincial 
Park, almost completely surrounds our town.  Canmore is a town in the heart of the 
Yellowstone to Yukon area, and exists within this context; Council therefore has special 
responsibilities.  Important to add the special opportunities that also accompany this, 
noteworthy among them the opportunity to create the value proposition that our town lives in 
harmony with its surrounding protected areas, and is willing to undertake the steps to achieve 
this – such as a cap on future growth.   

After all, the steep mountain walls of this valley impose natural limits on future development – 
the only question is, at what point do we stop growing.  Should we wait until we reached the 
limit of buildings’ ability to cling to the steep valley walls, or make a conscious decision to retain 
our quality of life before we hit that point?  Council needs to halt development at a point before 
it completely fills this valley and destroys the natural values Canmore is famous for. 
 
Ownership does not trump stewardship. The land under discussion is privately held – but 
bold leadership should not be swayed by that fact.  Worth remembering that in recent memory 
another piece of land of high ecological value – the Wind Valley – was once privately owned 
until an authority - in this case the NRCB - denied the developers their ‘right’ to develop in this 
area. 

Don’t be afraid of going to court. The Council of the town of Canmore should not be afraid 
of ending up in court over this matter.  The worst case scenario is that the Town spends money 
on lawyers fees, and a judge decides that the development should go ahead; the best case 
scenario is that a judge renders a decision coherent with what the majority of people in town 
would like to see happen with the land in question.  I strongly believe that the majority of our 
citizens, like myself, would support your leadership on this front. 

Community discussion on the future of our town. Council should hit pause on the 
development, and commission a renewed community level discussion on the future of our town, 
as has been suggested by many commentators. I was a member of the Council that 
commissioned the Growth Management Strategy conversations that took place in 1993 and 
1994 – and to my dying day I will be proud of that bold initiative, grateful to the community for 
its robust participation, and deeply appreciative of the many positive outcomes of the process - 
as was the case with the Mining the Future initiative that took place from 2005 to 2006. 

Council is not bound by the NRCB Decision Report.  In his remarks at the panel 
discussion, former Mayor Ron Casey points out that the so-called Canmore clause in the 
Municipal Government Act does not apply to us, for the reasons he gives in the last few 
paragraphs of his comments (I have appended these comments).  I strongly agree with his last 
comment: “This should be a hill to die on for the Town of Canmore.”  
  
Area Structure Plans need to be consistent with the MDP – and these aren’t.   Given 
the discrepancy between the area structure plans and the Municipal Development Plan, you 
should not approve second reading – instead, you should direct the developer to request 
amendments to our Municipal Development Plan. 



 
Consider land acquisition. Consider the purchase of the most ecologically important portions 
of the land in question (keeping in mind the “new” TSMV bought the whole parcel for just  
~$12.5 million from the “old” TSMV).  We need look no further than the creation of Nose Hill 
park in Calgary for a local example of this.  Details below. 
 
 
Conclusion.  The times we are in are unique, and invite bold action by you, our municipal 
leaders. We need to get this right, once and for all.  I believe that the bold action I outline 
above would be supported by a majority of our community. We stand at an important pivot 
point when it comes to the future of Canmore; the opportunity to take a bold stand and set us 
on a path to our desired future has never been greater.  The fact that over a thousand of 
Canmore’s citizens attended the Town hall on this topic last month suggests that the eyes of 
our community ar focussed on this issue to a degree that is without precedent.  I believe your 
bold action would enjoy a very wide and very deep degree of support from the people who you 
represent. 
 
Many thanks for your continued leadership. 

 
 
Gareth Thomson 
Canmore, Alberta. 
 
 
  



Brief Chronology of the creation of Nose Hill Park, Calgary 
 
· In 1971 Hartel Holdings planned to develop a residential community on the site of present 

day Nose Hill Park; in 1972 the City offered Hartel "$6873 per acre". 
· By April 16, 1973 the city restricted urban development on 4100 acres in the nose Hill 

area, and began investigating acquiring the land 
· The City adopted a municipal plan for development of Nose Hill Park on March 12, 1979.  
· a Master Plan for the park was incorporated in the City’s General Municipal Plan on June 

17, 1980. creating a regional park with 1,129 hectares of grassland - one of North 
America’s largest municipal parks.  

· In 1984 in Hartel Holdings vs the City of Calgary, the Supreme Court of Canada gave the 
city the right to purchase land on nose Hill at its own pace 

· Today, the park is used year-round by hikers, walkers, cyclists, nature lovers, and other 
outdoor enthusiasts. 

 

From former Mayor Ron Casey’s comments on 23 February 2021 (extract from 
http://bowvalleyengage.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Ron-Casey-Process-
and-Politics.docx.pdf)  

• There is also the Natural Resources Conservation Board decision to consider. Contained 
in the Municipal Government Act is section 619, which is affectionately known as the 
“Canmore clause”. This clause has constantly been held up as a threat against the 
Town.  

• ●  Section 619 of the act states:  

“A license, permit, approval .....granted by the Natural Resource Conservation Board prevails, 
....over any statutory plan, land use bylaw etc  

“When an application is received, the municipality must approve the application to the extent 
that it complies with the approval”  

“An approval must be granted within 90 days”  

● What did the NRCB actually say: 

 
o Condition # 3. “The design of the project in the area  

immediately north of the boundary referred to in clause 2,  

may be changed with the approval of the Town of Canmore” o The Board refenced that; 
“Again, the Board must make it  

clear that it does not have an application before it for a project with an expanded hotel 
component in the Bow Valley and therefore could not approve it.”  



• ●  In both of these statements and many more similar throughout the report, it is clear 
the NRCB conditioned any approval of development on the Three Sisters site to having 
the approval of the Town of Canmore, as well as the Board.  

• ●  Also, since there was never an approved plan for the Bow Valley there is no approval 
to comply with so the 90-day approval clause should not apply.  

• ●  This should be a hill to die on for the Town of Canmore, it is not enough to just throw 
our hands up and walk away.  

 
 
 
 


