
GOT UNDERMINING PROBLEMS? 

Taxpayers will be left holding the bag 

Submitted by Gerry Stephenson - retired mine engineer and expert on the Canmore Mines 

 

Concerns on this topic can be directed to: 

Cameron Westhead, MLA for Banff- Cochrane: banff.cochrane@assembly.ab.ca phone 403 609 4509. 

Hon. Joe Ceci, Treasury Board and Ministry of Finance:  tbf.minister@gov.ab.ca 

Hon. Danielle Larivee. Minister of Municipal Affairs: minister.municipalaffairs@gov.ab.ca 

cc to John Borrowman. Mayor of Canmore: jborrowman@canmore.ca 

cc to Lisa de Soto,  CAO Town of Canmore: ldesoto@canmore.ca 

The Municipal Government Act and insurance on our undermined land 

Provincial regulations in the Municipal Government Act passed by the Government of Alberta in 1997, state 
that when a developer constructs infrastructure or buildings on Canmore land affected by undermining, the 
developer “must obtain insurance coverage of a type and for a period of time satisfactory to the 
Minister to insure against claims for damages arising from undermining and related conditions”. So 
we taxpayers are protected, right? 

Wrong. For the last 19 years since the MGA adopted these regulations, provincial ministers of the previous 
government have not obliged developers to take out this insurance and decided that Canmore and Provincial 
taxpayers should be the unwilling (and unknowing) financiers for any collapse, damage or injury caused by 
undermining. 

The realities of building on undermined land 

When a developer considers building on land affected by undermining, a complex system of investigatory drill 
holes and geophysical mapping are used to define the problem. Mitigating may take two forms; firstly 
strengthening the fractured strata and filling the voids with a cementiceous paste and /or, secondly, 
strengthening the foundations of houses and infrastructure. In some cases where deep workings are involved, 
no mitigation may be necessary. At the other extreme, where shallow workings are found, especially if the 
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mine workings are in steep, even vertical seams, and particularly if mine workings come through to the 
surface leaving flooded cavities hundreds of metres deep, the mitigation is so complex and costly that the land 
cannot safely be developed for housing or infrastructure. In between these two extremes are mine workings 
with a wide range of difficulty, mitigation costs and, most importantly remnant risk, even after the best 
mitigation is carried out. 

When mitigation is completed and infrastructure is installed or buildings are constructed there is no guarantee 
that further settlement will not happen, especially where mitigation was complex. Openings to the surface 
such as flooded and abandoned shafts or vertical workings under surface gravel are particularly difficult to 
seal. Mine water levels fluctuate seasonally by 15 metres or so and may cause progressive collapse. No 
housing will be constructed in such areas by a responsible developer but if infrastructure must traverse such 
locations very serious disruption and costs could be experienced with sewer, water and gas pipelines as well as 
roads and power supplies. 

Insurance vs trust fund 

And this is where, if previous provincial ministers had obliged the developer to provide an insurance policy, 
money would have been available to repair any damage such as the 60 metre deep Dyrgas Gate shaft which 
has progressively collapsed since 2010. Nine metres of gravel have collapsed into this deep void forming a 
sinkhole which is proving very difficult to seal. Because successive Ministers did not implement their own 
regulation on insurance, provincial and Canmore taxpayers have unwittingly been obliged to pay for the 
repair. 

Consequently if infrastructure is damaged, the town — which means Canmore taxpayers — must pay. If 
houses or other buildings are damaged the situation is rather vague but it appears that the province will use 
taxpayer money. 

In Alberta, insurance cannot currently be obtained to cover the situation, though it is available in the United 
States for similar situations. Even if insurance were available, the policy would not continue if the property is 
sold to a new owner or the present company goes bankrupt.  

An attractive and practical alternative would be a trust fund, operated by the province. The developer would 
make annual contributions into the fund proportional to the value of infrastructure or housing constructed on 
land affected by underground or surface mining; mitigated or not. The fund would be utilized to pay the costs 
of property damage or injuries caused by failures of mitigation. No longer would Canmore or Alberta 
taxpayers be liable. 

Time for change 

The present system must not be allowed to continue and the Town of Canmore, through council and 
administration, has been attempting for some time to have the present regulation amended so that the town’s 
taxpayers are not liable for any loss, damage or injury caused by development on land affected by 



undermining. With a relatively new cabinet in place in Edmonton it is to be hoped that a decision on this 
matter will be reached quite soon and will not simply “pass the buck” to the taxpayer, provincial or municipal. 

A new system must be in place before any further development is permitted on land affected by undermining, 
and it must include housing, other buildings and infrastructure. 

In the Three Sisters Resort Centre ASP Amendment application three scenarios are shown for the development 
of the Resort Centre and the abandoned golf course. On the abandoned golf course there is significant 
undermining. Approximately 75 per cent of the area has been undermined, (35 per cent in a single seam, 25 
per cent in two seams one above the other and 15 per cent in three seams). On the present Resort Centre 
approximately 30 to 40 per cent of the area has been undermined in a single seam.  

Events will occur in the future if construction is done on undermined land and taxpayers in Canmore and 
Alberta would be within their rights to insist that the province, through its ministers, must take action by 
which developers fund any future problems. Events may not occur very often but, if heavily mined areas like 
the abandoned golf course are included in the Resort Centre, a system such as a trust fund should be in place 
before development is approved.  

Connect with your elected officials 

Our MLA Cam Westhead understands how serious a problem this is and is in touch with the Ministers of 
Finance and Municipal Affairs attempting to find a solution. However it is suggested that, if you are concerned 
about this issue, wherever you live in Canmore or elsewhere in Alberta, you might be well advised to contact 
MLA Cam Westhead and the Ministers of Finance and Municipal Affairs to make your voice heard before it is 
too late.  

Copies of emails should be sent to mayor John Borrowman and Lisa De Soto, CAO of the Town of Canmore, 
to keep them informed. Contact info is at the top of this page. 


