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March 23, 2021 

Dear Mayor and Council, 

The Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative’s (Y2Y) mission is connecting and 

protecting habitat so people and nature can thrive. Y2Y is based in Canmore, and has 

worked for the past 25 years with over 450 partners to ensure that wildlife populations 

along the 3,200-kilometre length of the most intact mountain ecosystem in the world 

remain connected, healthy and genetically diverse. Canmore lies at the heart of the Y2Y 

region and we continue to be actively engaged at a local level in support of our 

community’s commitment to ensuring this shared landscape endures for future 

generations. 

The Bow Valley is a critical part of the wider Yellowstone to Yukon corridor, and as a recent 

manuscript submitted for peer-review in a scientific journal paper shows, has already lost 

80% of the connectivity for wildlife compared to its historic state (Whittington et al. 2021). 

It is within this context that we provide comments on Bylaws 2021-05 and 2021-06 with 

the aim of supporting Council’s decisions about the highest and best purpose for these 

lands for now and the future. 

Summary 

We first ask that you thoroughly investigate whether the 1992 Natural Resources 

Conservation Boards (NRCB) decision applies to these development proposals, which are 

very different than those that were in front of the NRCB in 1992. Rather than commercial 

resort centres, the proposals in front of Town Council at this time are primarily residential 

developments. Town Council and the Canmore community deserve clarity on what this 

inconsistency means for the applicability of the 1992 decision to the proposals under 

consideration. 

We encourage you to reject Bylaw 2021-06 (Smith Creek Area Structure Plan) and not 

proceed to second reading. As the three bands of the Îyârhe Stoney Nakoda Nation were 

not adequately consulted, and as the proposal is highly inconsistent with our town’s plans, 

values, and needs, it should only be revisited after 1) a deep and meaningful consultation 

process with our neighbouring First Nations communities is conducted, and 2) a 

comprehensive Town-led consultation process with the community of Canmore.  

Given the lack of consultation and/or support from the Îyârhe Stoney Nakoda Nation, we 

also encourage you to reject Bylaw 2021-05 (Three Sisters Village Area Structure Plan). 

When we presented orally to Town Council on Tuesday, March 9th, we did not know about 

the clear opposition to these ASPs by Stoney Nakoda elders and consultation staff. We 

cannot support moving this proposal forward for this reason and others related to the 

extent, composition, and mitigation requirements of the proposed development. As with 

the Smith Creek ASP, we request comprehensive consultation with Canmore’s 

neighbouring First Nations and the Canmore community before proceeding further. 
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Context 

Three Sisters Mountain Village Properties Limited’s (TSMV) plans to develop 80% of 

Canmore’s remaining developable lands is an issue that directly impacts residents of the 

Bow Valley as well as the millions of annual visitors.  

For decades, Y2Y has been involved in ensuring that wildlife corridors in the Bow Valley 

remain functional and that the latest and most robust corridor science is considered in all 

decisions affecting them. We are particularly interested in the corridors on TSMV’s lands 

for three main reasons: (1) the Bow Valley is the most heavily developed valley in North 

America that still retains a full complement of large, native mammal species; (2) as a low-

elevation, gravel river bed valley, the Bow Valley as a whole is an important migratory 

corridor for wildlife and therefore a key linkage in the greater Y2Y region; (3) this is Y2Y’s 

home base – what happens on these lands represents one of the last big decisions about 

development here in Canmore and it’s important that we get it right. Figure 1 shows an 

aerial view of the Bow Valley’s developed footprint. 

 

  

Figure 1: Aerial photograph of the Bow Valley by J. Bradford White 
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Importantly, Y2Y is not against development within Canmore or on these lands. We believe 

development that enriches the Bow Valley community is achievable, but it should not encroach on the 

space large mammals like wolves, grizzlies and elk need to roam, and it must be planned with human-

wildlife coexistence at front of mind. This is an incredibly important corridor, locally, regionally and 

internationally. The wrong decision could impact wildlife connectivity in Banff National Park, 

Kananaskis Country and beyond.  

Furthermore, Y2Y recognizes the need for deep, meaningful and ongoing consultations with the First 

Nations within the Y2Y region. This work was clearly not done with the Îyârhe Stoney Nakoda Nation 

for these proposals. We also actively work to support thriving mountain communities within the Rocky 

Mountain corridor in which we work. Thriving communities are diverse across race, class, and 

employment opportunities, and provide perpetually affordable housing opportunities for all 

community members, including those working in service industries. These proposals are deficient in 

addressing such needs. Our suggestions are offered in the spirit of supporting the Town to meet the 

needs of both people and wildlife for the next 100 years and beyond. 

We believe that there is a great level of uncertainty in these plans, and we believe that this level of 

uncertainty should be matched by caution in decision-making. There is uncertainty in the baseline data, 

future growth of local development, expansion of resident and tourist populations, effectiveness of 

proposed and in some cases untested mitigations, and how the corridor will be managed for human 

use. The unknown and poorly-understood elements of this proposal increase the risk that it will lead to 

undesirable outcomes with permanent implications for the landscape and wildlife. It is therefore 

imperative that the Town of Canmore makes a conservative decision rooted in the precautionary 

principle in order to ensure this landscape’s viability for wildlife into the future. 

 

Recent history of Y2Y engagement on TSMV 

Through our staff and advisors, Y2Y has engaged in the TSMV development proposal and associated 

wildlife corridor since the late 1990s. In the last two years in particular, Y2Y has made multiple 

attempts to explore collaborative design solutions with TSMV, but they have ultimately proved to be 

uncompromising. 

In early 2019, Y2Y and TSMV had discussions - including three in-person meetings - to explore 
alternative corridor designs that would maintain wildlife connectivity and meet TSMV’s goals. Following 
TSMV and Y2Y’s agreement that a particular conceptual proposal was worth exploring, TSMV engaged 
Quantum Place and Golder Associates to work on a more detailed proposal. Y2Y engaged with seven 
well-respected biologists and ecologists (“experts”) not employed by Y2Y, all of whom were deeply 
familiar with wildlife corridor ecology and wildlife movement patterns within the Bow Valley. These 
discussions ended at an impasse, the details of which were presented to Council in March of 2020. 
 
Still seeking to work with TSMV, in summer 2020, Y2Y hired Calgary-based planners (B&A Planning 
Group) to develop a modified ASP design and policy suggestions for TSMV’s Smith Creek and Three 
Sisters Village Area Structure Plans. The goal of this was to offer the Town an alternative ASP that 
considers both the developer’s desired outcomes and the needs of nature under our current 
constraints. As a result, the design and policy suggestions do not represent the best solution for 
wildlife, but they do represent a marginally better solution than the proposed ASPs. They were meant 
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to provide options for working within the constraints of the approved provincial corridor, which is 
inadequate for wildlife movement, and with TSMV’s proposals to build out all their remaining lands. 
 

Y2Y presented the report to TSMV in November 2020. This presentation occurred prior to TSMV 

submitting their final ASPs and related supporting reports, including the Smith Creek Environmental 

Impact Assessment and third-party review, to the Town of Canmore at the end of December. TSMV did 

not incorporate ANY of the suggestions in our report into their final ASPs. We presented the report 

recommendations, including design and policy suggestions to improve the functionality of the adjacent 

corridor, improve human-wildlife coexistence, and support the sustainability of Canmore as a mountain 

town to six of seven councilors prior to First Reading. Although the report was not intended to address 

in detail a number of the problems associated with the ASPs, including those related to climate, 

affordable housing, undermining, traffic congestion, financial costs to the town, etc., it highlights key 

pinch points for wildlife movement and suggests design modifications for those areas.  

 
 

Position on Bylaw 2021-06 (Smith Creek ASP) 

The Smith Creek ASP is out of touch with the biodiversity and climate crises our community – and the 

world - is facing. It risks severing wildlife connectivity within a critical wildlife corridor, further reducing 

habitat for already-stressed wildlife, conflicts with the Town’s declared climate emergency, proposes 

development outside the growth boundary and therefore does not adhere to the Town’s Municipal 

Development Plan, and does not address the need for affordable housing. TSMV also neglected to 

consult in a meaningful way with the three bands of the Îyârhe Stoney Nakoda Nation, on whose 

traditional territory the Smith Creek ASP lies. For these reasons, Council should reject the Smith Creek 

ASP at this time. We recognize the rights of the developer to build on their land, but the scope and 

scale of the proposed development risk irreversible impacts to the ecological values of this 

continentally-significant landscape. 

Summary of rationale: 

Risks severing wildlife connectivity and increasing human-wildlife conflict within a critical wildlife 

corridor  

1. The Smith Creek corridor, as approved by the provincial government in 2020, is not sufficiently 

wide or flat enough for wildlife populations to remain connected. In 2018, following an 

extensive review process that included meetings with wildlife experts, analysis of publicly 

available science and considerable public consultation, Alberta Environment and Parks rejected 

a very similar corridor proposal from TSMV.  

 

This decision, and the way it was made, was a shocking departure from how this issue was 

handled previously. Like many land-use changes, transparency is important. This one, made 

completely behind closed doors, removed the public from the process.  Furthermore, the 

decision contradicted the government’s previous one on the issue:   

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/canmore-three-sisters-mountain-resort-wildlife-rejected-development-resort-smith-creek-1.4097722
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/canmore-three-sisters-mountain-resort-wildlife-rejected-development-resort-smith-creek-1.4097722
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 It’s smaller in size: The approved corridor covers a smaller area (166 hectares) than the 
one rejected (174.66 ha) despite widening the corridor in a few places — though not to the 
extent the Alberta government demanded in the 2018 decision.  

 It’s not as wide: The 2018 decision required that the wildlife corridor adjacent to 
Thunderstone Quarry be widened by at least 50-100m, while the approved corridor 
expanded that area by only 25-39m. The 2018 decision also required TSMV to widen the 
across-valley corridor between development areas to at least 400m, a standard that has 
been met in the new proposal. These small expansions, however, are offset by narrower 
corridor width — meaning more land opened to development — in other locations.  

 It ignores the Province’s own 25-degree slope line: In 2017, Alberta Environment and 
Parks biologists developed a 25-degree slope line to measure the width of a corridor, 
recognizing that wildlife species prefer to travel on flat terrain. Indeed, a 2015 review of 
local wildlife tracking data by Dr. Adam Ford indicates that most large wildlife species living 
in the Bow Valley spend 95% of their time on slopes flatter than 20 degrees. The 2018 
decision by Alberta Environment and Parks stated a need to “ensure that all animals that 
try to use the proposed corridor can do so unimpeded.” However, the 2020 corridor 
approval completely ignores the province’s own slope line and creates clear pinch points in 
the corridor (see Figure 2). The 2020 approval letter actually accepts steep slopes on the 
basis that such slopes “do not represent a total barrier to wildlife movement” – a very 
different position than was taken in 2018. 

 

 
Figure 2: Smith Creek corridor approved by Alberta Environment and Parks (2020) overlaid with the 

Province’s own 25-degree slope line (2018) (Figure developed by B&A Planning Group, p. 11 of 

attached report). 
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2. TSMV’s Smith Creek proposal ignores the best-available continental corridor science and the 

specific recommendations of local and regional biologists who know the valley best. The 

corridor decision also contradicts the Municipal Development Plan goal of utilizing “current 

science and best practices in the identification and protection of wildlife corridors and habitat 

patches as well as maintaining the functionality of wildlife corridors.” In the past year alone, 

three new relevant papers have emerged:  

a. Recently, local wildlife experts posted a manuscript submitted for peer-review in a 

scientific journal paper that models the impact of the developments on grizzlies 

and wolves (see Whittington et al. 2021 in References below). The authors’ highly 

refined model estimated connectivity for wildlife for the Bow Valley for a 

reference/pre-development state, the current state, and a future scenario that 

included the developed footprints of the Smith Creek and Three Sisters Village 

ASPs. Key results include the following:  

o Current connectivity rates ranged between 7 and 45% of reference values, 

and averaged 21% for grizzly bears and 25% for wolves.  

o The addition of Smith Creek and Three Sisters Village ASPs plus additional 

trail development further decreased connectivity an average of 6% in the 

future scenarios.  

o Overall, human developments reduced the amount of available high-

quality large carnivore habitat in the Bow Valley by an average of 14% 

under current conditions and 16% under future conditions. 

b. Earlier in 2020, spatial ecologist and academic Adam Ford published a paper on 

effective corridor width, using the Bow Valley as a case study (Ford et al. 2020). 

Key findings and discussion points include the following:  

o Large carnivores have a predominately negative response to residential 

development and recreational trails, which justifies a precautionary 

approach to land use planning in areas like the Bow Valley where 

movement of wildlife is a management priority. In particular, corridors less 

than 4 km wide will likely be negatively influenced by urban development 

along their boundaries for cougars, wolves, and black and grizzly bears. 

o While proposed adaptive management strategies may enable land 

managers to modify human use in wildlife corridors, the relative 

permanency of development limits these strategies.  

c. A new paper receiving widespread attention focuses on the impact of human 

disturbance on animal movement (Doherty et al. 2021). The key finding was that 

both human activities and habitat modification were related to increases in animal 

movement (+35% and +12% respectively), which can lead to negative impacts on 

fitness, survival, and population viability. This means that the developments 

themselves, regardless of how much associated human activity they bring, may 

affect animal movement by virtue of their presence alone. 

Additionally, to be effective for most species, corridors must provide adequate hiding and thermal 

cover. Required FireSmarting activity to mitigate wildfire risk should occur on private lands and not 

within the designated corridor.  
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3. The Smith Creek ASP presents a significant risk to threatened grizzly bear populations. Grizzly 
bears have been listed as a threatened species in Alberta since 2010, and is listed federally as a 
Species of Special Concern. The ASP does little to address the recommendations made by the 
Province of Alberta’s 2016 Draft Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan (DGBRP) that are relevant to the 
Bow Valley. 
 
The 2016 DGBRP identifies the top threats to grizzlies as human-caused mortality stemming 
from, among other causes, vehicle accidents and human-wildlife conflict; loss of habitat; and 
loss of connectivity. In fact, the draft plan states that “maintaining north-south connectivity 
across highway corridors [is] a high recovery priority” and identifies the crossing structures east 
of Banff National Park in the Bow Valley – the existing Stewart Creek underpass and the G8 
Legacy Underpass at Dead Man’s Flats – as key mechanisms for the cross-valley movement of 
large carnivores. All three of these causes of mortality are likely to increase if this proposal is 
approved. 
 
First, the ASP would introduce a major new road: the extension of the Three Sisters Parkway. 
According to the DGBRP, recent work has demonstrated that female grizzlies, and in particular 
females with cubs, are at increased human-caused mortality risk because they are more likely 
to use road edges. Second, the proposal to move the Stewart Creek Across-Valley corridor is 
also likely to have at least a temporary negative effect on connectivity across the highway. It 
can take years for grizzlies to adapt to new crossing structures. The combination of the 
proposed industrial development at the mouth of the G8 underpass and the changes to the 
existing Stewart Creek underpass (including the proposed Smith Creek Phase 1 development) 
would likely increase the rate of grizzly highway crossings at unmitigated locations, in turn 
increasing the risk of mortality on the highway. Third, habitat that grizzlies are currently using 
would be lost if the lands are developed. Fourth, the addition of up to 2,150 residential units 
and 4,500 additional residents, and predicted increases in the numbers of visitors onto these 
lands, is bound to increase the rate of human-grizzly bear conflicts in the area, despite this 
being listed as a key priority in the DGBRP. The active and ongoing management of new 
residents and visitors on these lands would require resources that TSMV is not providing. Both 
the movement and survival of grizzly bears are threatened under the Smith Creek ASP. 

 

4. Although the Town states that it does not have jurisdiction to add buffers to the wildlife 

corridors, such precedent exists, as demonstrated during the 2004 Resort Centre ASP process 

to improve Provincially-approved (but inadequate) wildlife corridors through zoning. In 1998, 

the Province approved the wildlife corridors on TSMV land with no input from the community. 

In 2002, pressure to reexamine the approved corridors from a technical / scientific basis led to 

the drafting of the 2002 Golder Report, which included representation from the environmental 

community, Town of Canmore planning department, Parks Canada, and wildlife experts from 

Alberta Environment (Jon Jorgenson) and Three Sisters. Once the Report was completed it was 

sent to the Town of Canmore and TSMV for acceptance. This resulted in the Along Valley 

corridor alignment adjacent to the approved 2004 Resort Centre ASP that exists today. 

 

5. Communities in the Bow Valley are leaders in human-wildlife coexistence – and the Smith 

Creek proposal puts that at risk. Other mountain towns in western North America look to 
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Canmore and Banff for the best examples of how to live with wildlife, and the Smith Creek 

proposal is out of step with our coexistence values. The Town has jurisdiction to ensure the risk 

of human-wildlife conflict is minimized, and could pursue the acquisition of lands from the 

landowner to add extra width to the approved Smith Creek corridor. Adding thousands of 

people adjacent to a wildlife corridor will inevitably exacerbate existing challenges with people 

recreating in the corridor. This was not considered in the EIS, which is a huge gap in the ability 

of the EIS to assess the impact of these developments on the focal species. 

 

6. Proposed fencing, monitoring and adaptive management strategies are too risky and present 

too many uncertainties. We are also concerned that a full and comprehensive monitoring and 

adaptive management plan is proposed to be developed only after ASP approval.  

a. There is significant uncertainty associated with the 100 mitigations needed to reduce 

the impact of development on wildlife; as stated in the Smith Creek Environmental 

Impact Statement (EIS), this uncertainty could result in serious consequences for Bow 

Valley wildlife. 

b. It is imperative that the corridors function without a wildlife exclusion fence, if 

necessary, as it is untested and experimental in this context. It would be unwise to 

base corridor design upon municipal fencing for its success. There can be no guarantee 

that the fence will work or be maintained in the many decades and centuries to come. 

It is also possible that a future town administration or council might decide to stop 

maintaining it; they would have to power to do so. 

c. Specific concerns around the lack of the option to move fencing should ongoing 

monitoring suggest it, as well as the lack of “direct analogues” for what is proposed for 

Smith Creek, were raised in the third-party review of the EIS. (See Appendix A: Fencing 

for additional information; see also attached B&A Planning Group report, p. 30-31, for 

policy suggestions related to hard edges). 

d. Golder’s EIS and MSES’ third-party review acknowledge these risks, uncertainties, and 

the challenges of cumulative effects, including a projected tripling of non-resident 

recreational use in the Canmore area by 2055. The Smith Creek EIS states that even if 

all proposed mitigations are implemented, the project will add to the “already existing 

serious environmental risk” for species such as grizzlies, wolves and elk. When 

considered in conjunction with the continued development and visitation forecasted 

for the Bow Valley and the risk of uncertainty attributed to proposed mitigations, the 

cumulative effects of the project risk significant harm to wildlife already in a precarious 

situation. 

e. Tolerance for risk is key: Golder Associates, the authors of the EIS and the main 

consultant for TSMV, are willing to accept a much higher degree of risk regarding 

corridor design than other corridor design experts. The same consulting group 

recommended that the MD of Bighorn allow urban development in Dead Man’s Flats 

right up to the edge of the G8 wildlife underpass and corridor without a proper 

setback. Alberta Environment and Parks negotiated a land-swap to enlarge the setback, 

recognizing that the setback supported by Golder Associates was likely insufficient to 

maintain the effectiveness of the wildlife underpass.  
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f. Section 2.1 of MSES’ third-party review of the EIS noted the reliance on outdated 

spatial data to inform modeling on wildlife movement. More recent movement data, 

not just occurrence or habitat use data, collected on multiple species over different 

seasons, is needed to truly understand how the development would affect animals’ use 

of this corridor. The EIS does not adequately consider how animals actually move 

through the Smith Creek area, nor how their movement patterns might change once a 

corridor has been defined with a hard-edge fencing and adjacent lands have been 

developed.  

 

7. The 2020 approved corridor has not yet been officially designated, only delineated. The NRCB 

decision recommends that corridors be given legal land designation before any building 

approvals are granted.  

a. The proposed re-alignment of the existing Across-Valley Corridor to land that is 

undevelopable due to flood risk, and the need for an additional wildlife underpass that 

has yet to be approved by Provincial regulators, is an unacceptable ask that threatens 

the functionality of the existing corridor and underpass that functions well and sees 

about 400 animal passages a year. “Moving” the Across-Valley corridor to align with 

the proposed second underpass introduces uncertainty and forces animals to adapt yet 

again to modifications in the landscape. Crossing monitoring from Banff National Park 

finds that grizzly bears and large carnivores can take from five to seven years to use 

new underpasses regularly. Additionally, the relocation of the corridor to facilitate 

proposed development of Smith Creek Phase 1 would require expansion of the growth 

boundary as well as rezoning of a Conservation of Wildlands district. 

b. The expansion of the urban growth boundary to incorporate the proposed Smith Creek 

commercial and light industrial district at the east end of the ASP footprint risks 

compromising important habitat in the adjacent Wind Valley. The area’s wildlife value 

was defended by the Town of Canmore at a Municipal Government Board hearing in 

2015, regarding a proposed MD of Bighorn development. At the hearing, the Town 

asserted that the development would compromise private lands protected for wildlife 

purposes on Canmore’s side of the Trans-Canada Highway.   

 

Smith Creek ASP is irresponsible in the context of the Town’s declared Climate Emergency  

1. There appears to be no path to net-zero emissions for the proposed development in the Smith 

Creek ASP. As stated in the Town of Canmore’s Q&A page on the TSMV proposals, the 

proposed development in Smith Creek would be 60-75% low-density units (which would not be 

available for density bonusing). This means that this area could not reach net-zero condition for 

buildings. Furthermore, the predominance of single-family housing also fails to address the 

need to meet goals identified in the 2019 Housing Needs Assessment report, and contributes to 

an increase in part-time ownership and vacancy issues seen elsewhere in the community. 

 

2. According to the Bow Valley Climate Action Group’s submission to the public hearing, it is 

highly unlikely that the 2030 targets will be met with the measures being proposed, even in 

combination with changes in federal and provincial regulations.  
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 Smith Creek ASP is inconsistent with Town’s Municipal Development Plan 

1. The Smith Creek ASP proposes development outside the Town of Canmore’s growth boundary 

in two areas. This contradicts the MDP, which states that “all new urban residential, 

commercial, industrial and institutional development will be limited to those areas within the 

Growth Boundary.”  

a. The proposed commercial and industrial district extends beyond the growth boundary. The 

Thunderstone Quarry lands were designated Conservation of Wildlands (CW) in 1998, long 

before TSMV purchased it, and meant to be reclaimed at the end of the quarry’s life. This 

designation recognized the importance of these lands for connectivity for wildlife through 

the Wind Valley, an area that was privately-held at the time of its proposed development in 

Three Sisters Golf Resort’s original plans, and that was stopped by concerted community 

effort and upheld in the NRCB decision. The Wind Valley remains an important habitat 

patch today. 

b. Smith Creek Phase 1 is also outside the growth boundary. The existing Stewart Creek 

Across-Valley Corridor is currently zoned as Conservation of Wildlands. TSMV’s aspirations 

to develop this land and relocate the wildlife corridor is both inconsistent with the MDP 

and with the existing provincially-approved wildlife corridor. 

 

2. The Smith Creek ASP does not meet MDP affordable housing targets. The MDP calls for 20% of 

housing to be “residential growth as non-market affordable housing”; Smith Creek proposes 

10%. 

 

3. The Smith Creek ASP does not meet the commitment of the Town to “being a leader in 

environmentally sustainable practices”, as stated in the MDP (s.4, p.20). The ASP does not 

propose to exceed the minimum environmental standards mandated by the Province. 

 

4. The Smith Creek ASP does not “strengthen policies and initiatives regarding management of 

human use of wildlife corridors and habitat patches and how development can be better 

designed to protect the needs of wildlife” as stated in the Town’s MDP. The proposal contains a 

significant level of uncertainty related to proposed mitigations, as well as long-term 

monitoring, maintenance and enforcement obligations that either burden Canmore’s tax 

payers or rely on yet-to-be confirmed Provincial commitments related to enforcement. (See 

suggested policies in attached B&A Planning Group report re: funding of ongoing wildlife 

mitigation infrastructure, people management strategies, and additional environmental 

reviews at the land use redesignation stage (p. 30 – 31)). 

 

Position on Three Sisters Village (Bylaw 2021-05) 

As currently proposed, the Three Sisters Village ASP does not leave enough space for wildlife to move 

alongside it, the wildlife mitigations are too risky, and it is inconsistent with the Town’s declared 

climate emergency. Furthermore, as with the Smith Creek ASP, TSMV neglected to consult in a 

meaningful way with the three bands of the Îyârhe Stoney Nakoda Nation, on whose traditional 
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territory the Three Sisters Village ASP lies. For these reasons, Council should reject the Three Sisters 

Village ASP at this time.  

The ASP should be amended to significantly reduce development south of the ‘cabin line’ established in 

the 2004 Resort Centre bylaw, which would provide more land for wildlife movement and reduce the 

potential for human-wildlife conflict in the area. However, this amendment would not address the 

uncertainties associated with using a wildlife exclusion fence as the main mitigation tactic, the 

challenges associated with severe undermining on these lands, the conflict that exists with a density 

bonusing toolkit that forces trade-offs between supposedly affordable housing and green-energy 

incentives, nor the lack of deep engagement with the Îyârhe Stoney Nakoda Nation and other First 

Nations. 

Summary of rationale, including suggested amendments: 

Three Sisters Village ASP does not leave enough space for wildlife 

1. The loss of the unfinished golf course, as is being proposed, would be detrimental to the 

function of the adjacent corridor. A golf course was part of the original development plan that 

was reviewed by the NRCB in 1992. Its presence would have helped alleviate some of the 

concerns over the width and steepness of the existing approved corridor upslope from the golf 

course (see Figure 3). The original corridor was approved by the Government of Alberta at this 

location with the understanding that the adjacent area would be a golf course. This was not a 

condition of the approval, but the golf course was expected to buffer the negative impacts of 

the closest developments (J. Jorgenson, personal comment); the golf course also provided 

winter habitat for a variety of wildlife. The “cabin line” was a compromise to allow some 

development to occur on the unfinished course while at the same time buffering the adjacent 

corridor from human disturbance associated with development. There is also a major pinch 

point in the wildlife corridor at the east end of the unfinished golf course created by 

topographical features. Having no permanent structures in this eastern area of the planned golf 

course was important for the functionality of the along-valley corridor at this location. 
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Figure 3: Figure showing steep slopes adjacent to the TSMV lands known as the undeveloped 

golf course. The “Cabin line” is also shown as a red dotted line. (Figure developed by B&A 

Planning Group, p. 27 of attached report). 

2. The Three Sisters Village ASP should uphold the existing zoning (i.e., Golf and Recreation Area

District) for the unfinished golf course, or should modify zoning to otherwise support wildlife

movement. TSMV applied for this zoning prior to the 2004 approval, which includes needed

development setbacks and other provisions that contribute to basic wildlife needs and corridor

functionality. See Figure 4 for recent history of proposed changes to the 2004 Resort Centre

ASP. Permanent structures should not be permitted south of the cabin line, although

conversations with experts on wildlife movement along these lands, including Jon Jorgenson

(retired senior biologist with Alberta Environment and Parks), John Paczkowski (ecologist with

Alberta Parks) and Jesse Whittington (wildlife ecologist with Parks Canada) to explore whether

compromises for some development beyond the cabin line were possible would be valuable.

Importantly, these lands need not be considered a buffer, or a soft edge, but a needed addition

to the width of the adjacent wildlife corridor, which was established prior to the BCEAG

guidelines and before the impact of slope on wildlife movement was understood. A hard-edge

approach can still be used at the interface between the corridor and the development – see

suggested approach in the next section.

We suggest that if TSMV is not amenable to zoning the lands south of the cabin line for wildlife,

that the Town of Canmore could explore purchasing these lands from the land owner, with or

without the help of a land conservancy organization. There would certainly be opportunities to

fundraise within and outside of the community for this effort.
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Figure 4: Graphic of the 2004 Approved ASP (“The Resort Centre”), the 2017 Proposed ASP (“Village 

Centre”, rejected by Town Council), and the 2020 Proposed ASP (“Three Sisters Village”). 

 

Three Sisters Village ASP has significant uncertainty over proposed mitigations to address human-

wildlife interaction  

1. Many of the wildlife species identified in the EIS are already considered at a serious risk under 

current conditions and the impact of a potential doubling of human use in the corridor, even if 

mitigations are as effective as predicted, could be significant. Increased human-wildlife conflict 

in an area already challenged by human use of the corridor, uncertainty of how the proposed 

fence will affect animal movement in other developed parts of Canmore, and the lack of data 

on how wildlife use the landscape in response to human use over time, are significant risks. 

Indeed, the Three Sisters Village Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) and the third-party 

review of the EIS highlight similar concerns about the uncertainties of mitigation to those of 

Smith Creek as identified above. 

 

2. Proposed mitigations may be less effective than predicted. While the ASPs propose upwards of 

100 mitigations to address human-wildlife conflict, the Three Sisters Village EIS (section 5.8) 

expresses significant uncertainty and “the potential to contribute to a high environmental 

consequence for wildlife” if proposed mitigations are less effective than predicted. This is an 

unacceptable outcome for a continentally-significant landscape for wildlife. The attached 

report by the B&A Planning Group (p. 32-33) suggests policies that would help to ensure 

environmental and wildlife objectives are met through all phases of planning and development, 

including an in-depth exploration of alternative ‘hard boundaries’ (i.e. beyond a continuous 

wildlife exclusion fence). 

 

Three Sisters Village ASP is irresponsible in the context of the Town’s declared Climate Emergency 

1. Achieving a net-zero emission development in Three Sisters Village is possible but far from 

certain. As stated in the Town of Canmore’s Q&A page on the TSMV proposals, it is 
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theoretically possible for buildings within Three Sisters Village to be near net-zero, but this 

would only occur if all future developers maximized density and maxed out the bonusing 

toolkit for the net-zero bonus. This outcome is far from certain and pits affordable housing 

gains against green building designs. The attached report by the B&A Planning Group includes 

innovation/ sustainability policy recommendations (p. 34).  

2. Although not tied solely to climate, we also recommend moving the commercial/ light

industrial development area proposed in the Thunderstone Quarry area of the Smith Creek ASP

to an area within the Three Sisters Village ASP north of the ‘cabin line’. This would increase

commercial development within the Town of Canmore – something Canmore Council has said

they want – without the suite of challenges that extending the footprint of the Town to Dead

Man’s Flats would bring.

Conclusion 

Canmore is situated in one of the most important wildlife corridors in the province and provides a rare, 

low-elevation connection between protected habitats in Kananaskis Country and Banff National Park. 

The Bow Valley is an integral link in the network of protected areas within the greater Yellowstone –to-

Yukon region, which is one of the last intact mountain ecosystems in the world that still contains the 

full complement of large carnivores that existed before European settlers arrived. But as the most 

heavily-developed mountain landscape in the world in which grizzly bears are still found, the Bow 

Valley is a region under considerable stress.  

Wide-ranging wildlife species face a number of pressures on their ability to move through and survive 

in the Bow Valley, all of which are related to an ever-growing human footprint. Transportation 

corridors, residential areas, trail-based recreation use, and industrial developments span the width of 

the Valley bottom; the latter three have also begun encroaching on the lower slopes. Given the already 

considerable risks to animals trying to make a living in the Bow Valley or simply to travel through it, any 

decisions about expanding the developed footprint of Canmore must be made using the best available 

science and be backed by the precautionary principle. We must ensure that the decisions we make 

today are predicated on meaningful and ongoing engagement with First Nations in the region, maintain 

a functioning wildlife corridor through the valley for generations to come, and support a thriving, 

diverse population. The Smith Creek and Three Sisters Village Areas Structure Plans do not achieve any 

of these three principles. 

As our community takes the time to reflect on and speak up about the future of Canmore, we are 

reminded that in 1998 the Bow Valley community, armed with a strong letter of support from Canmore 

Council, helped to create the 370 square-km Bow Valley Wildland Provincial Park. This park, together 

with the Canmore Nordic Centre Provincial Park, almost completely surrounds our town. Canmore lies 

in the heart of the Canadian Rockies and the broader Y2Y landscape, and our continued ability to co-

exist with nature on this landscape is a vital component of our community’s values, yet also places 

significant responsibilities on our community and elected officials.

One such responsibility is acknowledging and respecting the shared nature of our human relationship 

with the land and its wildlife. A renewed effort at engagement with the Indigenous peoples of the 

Treaty 7 Nations who have lived on and stewarded these Bow Valley lands for centuries must be a key 



15 

consideration as we make decisions on Canmore’s future. We support the positions taken by the Îyârhe 

Stoney Nakoda Nation elders and consultation staff during the public hearing: neither proposal should 

be considered further by Council until consultation considered adequate by the Stoney Nakoda Nation 

has taken place (and, we would add, other Treaty 7 Nations as well). The Bow Valley is not only part of 

the Stoney Nakoda’s traditional territory, it has deep cultural and spiritually significance for the Nation. 

In the words of John Snow: “Our creation story begins in these mountains. We have many sacred sites, 

places of worship, reflection, meditation, and fasting in these sacred mountains. (…) Our stewardship 

and relationship to these sacred mountains have existed for centuries.” Y2Y staff have also heard about 

important plant gathering, hunting and trapping areas, and other landmarks in the vicinity of these 

development projects. 

Additionally, before approving new ASPs for Smith Creek or Three Sisters Village, we request that 

Council direct Administration to lead or commission a renewed community-level discussion on the 

future of our town. Such a community engagement process should focus on identifying key community 

values as well as a pathway to achieving a thriving, diverse community that sustains the health and 

well-being of people and wildlife alike. Town of Canmore guiding documents, including Mining The 

Future, the Municipal Development Plan, and the 2019-22 Strategic Plan, cite the Town’s commitment 

to creating and enhancing meaningful opportunities for public engagement, especially relevant on this 

issue given the potential for significant changes to our overall community and quality of life.  

A decision of this magnitude deserves greater opportunities for community members to collectively 

participate in a process of shared, solutions-oriented learning, discussion and decision-making. These 

proposals represent lasting and largely irreversible decisions on some of our last developable lands. We 

risk exacerbating stresses on wildlife and natural systems, and further contributing to existing socio-

economic divides in wealth, class and race by failing to plan for and provide truly affordable housing. A 

deeper dialogue with Canmore’s citizens, the three bands of the Îyârhe Stoney Nakoda Nation, and 

other First Nations is essential to ensuring that broad perspectives are heard and reflected in 

development plans of this scale. We support and encourage the Town of Canmore in leading us to a 

future where both humans and nature can thrive on this unique and invaluable landscape 

We appreciate the time and effort Town Council is taking to engage on these very important and 
complex issues. Please do not hesitate to contact us for questions or clarification on any of the material 
we have presented. 

Yours sincerely, 

Hilary Young, PhD 
Senior Alberta Program Manager 

Jodi Hilty, PhD 
President and Chief Scientist 
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Appendix A: Fencing 

The proposal of a fence surrounding the entirety of the Smith Creek ASP and significant portions of the 

Three Sisters Village ASP as a hard edge to the corridor is experimental, risky and the antithesis of 

community co-existence values. Contrary to what TSMV is proposing, corridor science does not support 

the need for hard edges if the corridor is wide enough, flat enough and straight enough. The fence is a 

distraction from the more important consideration of ensuring the corridor through TSMV supports the 

long-term movement of wildlife.  

The hard boundary maintained by an exclusionary fence around development is an important 

consideration because the zone of influence for wildlife (ZOI: the distance at which animals perceive 

and respond to the edge of a corridor) would begin at the fence line. Studies have shown that the ZOI 

extends several hundred metres from roads and development for bears and elk (Fauvelle and Ford 

2016); therefore, if a fence is approved after the corridor is officially designated, the effective width of 

the corridor will be narrower than if a soft buffer existed between the development and the corridor. 

Additionally, the lack of fencing along the north edge of the Three Sisters Village ASP raises significant 

concerns on wildlife intrusion into developed areas. 

As noted in the Third-Party Review, the comparisons made to fencing in Jackson Hole that are 

referenced in the EIS for both Smith Creek and Three Sisters Village are not analogous to the proposed 

intent of fencing in the ASP’s. Jackson Hole has no municipal hard-boundary fencing separating 

residential areas from multi-species wildlife corridors, and examples of fencing in the area are both 

geographically and technically dissimilar. This has been confirmed by wildlife groups in the Jackson Hole 

area as well as a Wyoming Fish and Wildlife official (copy of emails available upon request). Teton 

County, in fact, has policies requiring fence permeability, and wildlife groups have extensive ongoing 

programming to decommission and modify existing fencing on private lands in order to mitigate 

barriers to wildlife movement. Neither the state, the county, the municipality, nor wildlife groups 

support exclusionary fencing except in a very few and exceptional circumstances (such as alongside 

roads). Similarly, the Canmore community has continually expressed the desire to coexist with wildlife. 

A major driver for living in and visiting this mountain community is the great joy of spotting wildlife in 

the forests adjacent to homes and communities. A fence is the antithesis of the coexistence ethos that 

is central to the Canmore community’s values. 

Finally, with all the uncertainty about the logistics and cost of ongoing monitoring, maintenance and 

insurance of proposed fencing, and the uncertainty about the effect of a fence on the safety of 

residents, visitors and public employees, the considerable risk that a fence represents is evident. In 

absence of comparable examples, the use of an untested mitigation on land as valuable as the last 

remaining undeveloped land in Canmore is highly risky. As stated in the EIS reports, we cannot 

confidently predict how a fence will affect the functionality of the corridor. Will it deter people from 

going into the corridor? Will it keep motivated bears, cougars and lynx from climbing over the fence 

into the development? Will stressed animals become trapped within a fenced community resulting in 

dangerous situations? There are no comparable precedents and the risk is too high. As proposed, the 

fence would allow TSMV to maximize the area of land that they develop. It would not be necessary if 

the designated corridor was sufficiently wide and the proposed development footprint was reduced. 


