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18-April-2017 

 

Honourable Shannon Phillips 

Minister of Environment and Parks, and Minister Responsible for the Climate Change Office 

Government of Alberta  

208 Legislature Building, 

10800 – 97 Avenue,  

Edmonton, Alberta, T5K 2B6  

 

Mr. Roger Ramcharita 

Director, South Saskatchewan Region 

Alberta Environment and Parks, 2938 11th St NE, 

Calgary, Alberta T2E 7L7 

 

Dear Minister Phillips and Mr. Ramcharita:  

 

Re:  Science, wildlife, and cumulative effects of development in the Bow Valley, Alberta  

 

With a rapidly growing number of new residential and industrial development proposals in the 

Bow Valley, Alberta – a region with exceptionally high ecological values – there is an urgent 

need for a systematic approach to science-based leadership that will help inform land-use 

planning. 

 

We are wildlife ecologists who have been conducting research in the Bow Valley for a combined 

30+ years, including close to 7000 citations of our peer-reviewed work. We are familiar with the 

availability of data, analytical techniques, and management solutions that can help resolve some 

of the most pressing challenges in this region. Specifically, and over the past four years, we have 

worked with stakeholders on all sides of development planning in the Bow Valley, including 

emails, letters (e.g., see Appendix 1, attached), phone calls, and meetings with: 

 Dr. Kyle Knopff, Senior Scientist, Golder and Assoc. working for QuantumPlace 

Developments Ltd; 

 Jessica Karpat, Principal–Planning, QuantumPlace Developments Ltd.; 

 Karsten Heuer, Steph Legault, Dr. Hilary Young, Dr. Aerin Jacob, Yellowstone to Yukon 

Conservation Initiative; 

 Bow Corridor Ecosystem Advisory Group (including Parks Canada Agency and the Town of 

Canmore planning staff); 

 Government of Alberta officials (including Brett Boukall, Henri.Soulodre, and Melanie 

Percy, Alberta Environment and Parks); and, 

 Dr. Matthew Wheatley, Senior Scientist, Fiera Biological, reviewer for Town of Canmore. 

The high degree of engagement between the research and stakeholder community demonstrates 

that all parties share common values when it comes to the role that evidence plays in making 

sound decisions. However, this engagement is a by-product of the personnel involved. 

Surprisingly, there is no formal mechanism in place to bring the best available science to bear on 

regional planning in the Bow Valley.  
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In our opinion, this ad hoc approach needs to change quickly: the pace of development 

proposals and many of the questions these plans trigger by stakeholders, is proceeding 

faster than the speed at which science can provide answers. This discordance between 

evidence and decision is putting both wildlife and the local economy at risk. To address 

these issues, we strongly recommend that the Government of Alberta:  

(1) conduct a cumulative effects assessment in the Bow Valley; 

(2) postpone development approvals in the Bow Valley until such an assessment is 

complete; and, 

(3) bring world-class science and policy tools to bear on issues of land-use planning and 

wildlife connectivity as part of the Bow Valley cumulative effects assessment. 

Our rationale for these recommendations arises from issues we have observed with: (1) the pace 

of science versus the pace of development; (2) process, precedent, and uncertainty in 

environmental assessments; (3) an understanding that where habitat is located, not just the 

amount of habitat, matters; (4) the need for greater optimism of science in decision making. 

 

(1) Science and the Pace of Development: Access to data, data-cleaning, model design, model 

runs, validation, interpretation of results, maintaining open communication with stakeholders 

– these are the critical steps required to provide unbiased research products. These steps can 

take a lot of time to complete and that schedule of completion may not match development 

plans. We have resisted the release of ‘partial results’ or interim findings, which can do more 

to confuse and impede decision making if revisions change our interpretation of what the data 

show us. We advocate for more patience in this process to allow evidence to accumulate and 

to be communicated to, and understood by all, stakeholders.  

 

As one example of the discordance between science and development, in 2014 we began 

working on an analysis to assess how development in the Three Sisters Mountain Village 

(TSMV) area of the Bow Valley could affect wildlife movement in the region. Still in 

progress, we have assembled monitoring datasets dating back to the mid-1990s and are using 

the most current analytical techniques to measure connectivity. Since the start of this research, 

there have been at least two additional proposed developments in the region (expansion of 

Dead Man’s Flats and the expansion of the Silvertip Resort). There has not been enough time 

to complete our research in the narrow window between the release of development plans to 

the public and the closing period for public comment on development plans. Moreover, each 

of these projects has potential to reduce the viability of wildlife populations and increase 

human-wildlife conflict in the Bow Valley. The cumulative impact of these projects, cast over 

the next 100 years, along with other unforeseen development plans potentially coming on 

board, means that we have no idea how close we are to a collapse in ecosystem function. 

 

While the pace of science may not be ideal from a developer’s perspective, we note that the 

schedule for development projects appears not to be based on an economic calculation, nor on 

the accumulation of evidence, but on a short-term political window of opportunity (e.g., the 

timing of municipal elections in Canmore). We hope that the Government of Alberta will 

consider our recommendations as a means to shift the use science from a reactive and crisis-

oriented tool (which it is not well designed for) to an anticipatory and strategic tool. Rather 

than be subject to the irruptive schedule of project proponents, a strategic application of 
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science would focus on the systematic accumulation of evidence as the basis with which to 

schedule decisions.  

 

(2) Process, precedent, and uncertainty: Our recommendations are based on recognition of 

three major limitations in current decision-making in the Bow Valley. First, the ‘best available 

science’ – a tenet of environmental assessment – is not being used to assess how 

developments will impact the Bow Valley. For example, in public forums or in impact 

assessments for the TSMV and Silvertip projects, proponents allegedly have not explicitly 

addressed the impact of projects’ on the movement of animals. Animal movement is the 

critical ecological process underlying the functionality of the designated wildlife corridors that 

surround Canmore. Animals must move through a corridor in order for it to be effective. 

Without addressing this process explicitly, it is difficult to conclude that the best available 

science is being used in decision-making.  

 

Second, our recommendations are consistent with 1992 report by the Natural Resources 

Conservation Board (NRCB).  For example, in Section 10.5.2, NRCB (1992) states:  

“The Board believes that regional management should take into account cumulative 

effects of existing and foreseeable developments, the key areas and the corridors linking 

them which should be preserved for ecosystem health, the types and extent of programs to 

control human access to such key areas and corridors and the types and frequency of 

monitoring programs to assist in ongoing management decisions. The Board considers 

that the appropriate region to be considered would include Banff National Park, the Bow 

Corridor, the Spray Valley and the Kananaskis Valley.” 

 

The Alberta Government’s long-standing position on development in the Bow Valley has 

taken shape from the precedent established by the NRCB (1992) report. In our opinion, 

greater attention should be paid to the details of this report, and the development of a 

systematic, science-based cumulative effects assessment. As in 1992, there is a high degree of 

public concern over the potential impact of development on wildlife movement in the Bow 

Valley. However, 25 years later, we now have the tools and data to evaluate and minimize the 

impact of development on wildlife. We need time and leadership to see this science come to 

the fore and inform development in the Bow Valley. 

 

Third, a recent literature review found striking patterns in the extent to which residential 

development influences animal movement (i.e., the ‘zone of influence’). Summarized in  

Appendix 2 (attached), this research looked at published (peer-reviewed) models of how 

black bears, cougars, grizzly bears, and wolves use space, including at least 1500 collared 

animals from across North America. We found that most studies – especially for grizzly bears 

and cougars – showed an aversion to development. This signal was not unanimous, as 

seasonality, sex/age of the animal, and other factors shaped the magnitude and direction of the 

zone of influence. Given that (1) most studies found that wildlife avoided residential 

development, and (2) the contingency in the response of some species; we clearly need to 

develop a ‘made in the Bow Valley science solution’ to understand if, when, and where, 

development will impact wildlife. Our three recommendations listed above speak to this 

solution. 
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(3) Where habitat is located matters: Scientists are developing new tools to better understand 

how animals move through and use habitat, and what the implications of movement are for 

populations, gene flow, predator-prey interactions, and human-wildlife conflict. The theory 

underlying this science is that some areas of the landscape confer a disproportionate amount 

of movement to the rest of the region. These so-called ‘bottlenecks’ are the Achilles heel of 

regional ecosystem flows: essentially, if these small areas are disturbed, it is likely that much 

larger areas will experience lower-than-expected animal movement. Currently, we do not 

know where these bottlenecks are located in the Bow Valley, how secure they are (in terms of 

jurisdiction, management, and /or tenure), or if current or future development plans will affect 

their function. The cumulative effects assessment would help fill this critical gap in 

knowledge. 

 

(4) Optimism for science in decision making: Unlike many other areas in Alberta where 

challenging environmental decisions are required, the Bow Valley has some of the best-

studied wildlife populations in North America, as well municipalities with a long history of 

coexisting with wildlife (e.g., from bear management programs to legally-designated 

corridors). As such, there is tremendous opportunity to harness this scientific knowledge and 

community support to make decisions that are both transparent and evidence-based. The 

ongoing uncertainty around approval of the TSMV, and likely forthcoming challenges to the 

Silvertip and other proposals, only hampers economic development, protracts debate in the 

community, and ties up stakeholder resources on a resolvable problem. Science can help 

expedite this solution. 

 

We urge you to consider our recommendations and to help facilitate further engagement between 

the research and stakeholder community. Thank you for reviewing this letter, please feel free to 

contact us with further questions. We are at your service. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Encl. 

 

 

Adam T. Ford, PhD 

Canada Research Chair in Wildlife Restoration Ecology, 

Assistant Professor 

Department of Biology 

The University of British Columbia - Okanagan Campus 

Kelowna, BC 

adam.ford@ubc.ca 

250-807-9773 

Mark Hebblewhite, PhD 

Associate Professor, Wildlife Biology Program 

Department of Ecosystem and Conservation Sciences 

W.A. Franke College of Forestry and Conservation 

University of Montana 

Missoula, MT 

mark.hebblewhite@umontana.edu  

406-243-6675 

mailto:adam.ford@ubc.ca
mailto:mark.hebblewhite@umontana.edu
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Appendix 1. Letter sent by Adam Ford and Tony Clevenger to stakeholders, July 2016 
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Appendix 1 cont. Letter sent by Adam Ford and Tony Clevenger to stakeholders, July 2016 
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Appendix 1 cont. Letter sent by Adam Ford and Tony Clevenger to stakeholders, July 2016 
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Appendix 2. Review of residential development effects on the spatial response of carnivores  

Adam Ford, Canada Research Chair in Wildlife Restoration Ecology, Assistant Professor, 

Department of Biology, The University of British Columbia - Okanagan Campus, Kelowna, BC 

 

I reviewed peer-reviewed scientific papers addressing the impact of residential areas on habitat selection, 

occupancy, habitat use, mortality, occurrence, or frequency of interactions with people. I focused on 

studies conducted within Canada and the United States and on four species of carnivore: black bears, 

cougars, grizzly bears, and wolves. I excluded other forms of disturbance (e.g., roads, campgrounds, ex-

urban, agriculture, resource extraction, trails, seismic lines). This dataset includes 25 studies of at least 

1579 individual animals (i.e., via telemetry). Some studies measured space use by unmarked animals (i.e., 

via camera traps or tracks) and were not included in this number of individuals measured but were 

included in the dataset. I documented a surprisingly low number of studies on the two species (wolves 

and grizzly bears) that are of greatest concern to stakeholders in the Canadian Rockies (two studies on 

wolves, five studies on grizzly bears). This low number indicates that we have inadequate knowledge of 

how some of the most valued wildlife in the Bow Valley respond to residential development. 

Most studies showed that urban development negatively affected how these four carnivore 

species used space (Table 1), especially for cougars (84% of 13 studies) and grizzly bears (100% of four 

studies). Between 7-46% of studies on cougars and black bears described more than one response to 

urban development; for example, if males avoided towns but females did not.  

This literature review suggests that urban areas commonly, but not universally, have negative 

effects on space use of large carnivores. Understanding the local context in which some species, or 

individuals within a population, avoid urban areas and at what distance is key to understanding the impact 

of development on wildlife in the Rocky Mountains.  

 

Table 1. Summary of spatial responses to development by four large carnivores (references below). 

Positive responses indicates selection for residential areas, negative indicates avoidance of residential 

areas. There can be more than one response or species documented in a single study. 

Species 

Number 

of studies 

Minimum  

number of animals Positive  Negative Neutral 

Studies with >1 

directional effect 

Black bear 13 409 6 9 3 6 

Cougar 13 474 2 11 0 1 

Gray wolf 2 24 1 0 1 0 

Grizzly bear 5 597 0 4 0 0 

Total 33 1504 10 (24%) 24 (65%) 4 (11%) 7 (21%) 
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