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Chapter 1  The Banff-Bow Valley Study

1.1 Background

For more than a century, Canada has demonstrated
its commitment to preserving our natural heritage.
Surrounded by what must have seemed unlimited
wilderness, early legislators still understood the need
to set aside land for the benefit of all Canadians.
Their foresight has given us one of the world’s most
significant protected areas - Banff National Park.

Preservation and Development
Born as a “public park and pleasure grounds for…
the people of Canada”, Banff National Park’s
popularity grew quickly. By 1912, more than 70,000
people visited the Park annually, many to enjoy the
“curative properties” of the hot springs. Today this
national park welcomes more visitors than any other
park in the country. In 1995 alone, 5.01 million
people came to Banff National Park.

As the number of visitors grew, so did the Park’s
facilities and services. The CPR mainline and the
Trans-Canada Highway, both vital national
transportation links, follow the Bow River through
the Park. To accommodate visitors there are more
than 5,600 hotel rooms, 60 restaurants and 175
specialty shops. In all, more than 1,300 businesses
are licensed to operate in the Park. The population
of the Town of Banff is approximately 7,600 and of
the Hamlet of Lake Louise 1,560. This includes
permanent, transient and seasonal residents.

Most of this development is centred at the heart of
Banff National Park, in the Banff-Bow Valley. This
valley plays a unique role in the ecology of the
region. The valley bottom is relatively warm and

dry, supporting an inviting mix of
meadows, aspen forest, and evergreen
stands. Through this landscape flows
the Bow River, linking the mountain
slopes, waterways and soils in an
ecosystem, rare in the Rocky
Mountains, known as the montane
ecoregion. Travelling up from the
valley floor, the landscape unfolds
through the thick forests of spruce
and fir of the subalpine, and onto the
open meadows and rugged mountain
summits of the alpine ecoregion.

The montane ecoregion needs
special attention. This is prime
habitat for wildlife, especially in
winter. They seek food and refuge
here where the climate is mild and
the vegetation abundant. Covering

only 4.2% of the Park’s Bow River watershed, the
montane supports many more plants and animals
than surrounding areas. It is also a popular
destination for visitors, drawn by the area’s natural
splendour and by the many attractions it has to
offer. Roads, trails, the Town of Banff, and other
facilities are located here; this infrastructure covers
about 20% of this already small ecoregion and has
an effect on a much wider area.

The Search for Balance
The need to balance the forces of preservation and
the forces of development has marked the history of
this national park since its creation. Even in the
early days, people were concerned about
development and resource harvesting in a national
park and, in 1889, the government passed
regulations to protect forests and game, and preserve
natural phenomena.

Today, this need for balance is more critical than
ever. The concentration of people and facilities in
the Bow Valley has changed this dynamic ecosystem
over time. Concern is growing that the area’s
ecological integrity has, or could, suffer permanent
damage. This is the reason why the Minister of
Canadian Heritage announced the Banff Bow Valley
Study in March 1994. In contrast to past studies,
which focussed on the effects of individual projects,
the Banff-Bow Valley Study was asked to take a wider
view. It was asked to assess the cumulative
environmental effects of development and use in the
entire Bow River watershed inside the Park.

Figure 1.1  Banff-Bow Valley Study Area
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1.2 Mandate
The study’s terms of reference described its purpose:

“The Bow Valley Study will be a comprehensive
analysis of the state of the Bow Valley watershed
in Banff National Park. The study will provide a
baseline for understanding the implications of
existing and future development and human use,
and the impact of such on the heritage resources.
The study will integrate environmental, social
and economic considerations in order to develop
management and land use strategies that are
sustainable and meet the objectives of the
National Parks Act.”

Objectives
The Banff-Bow Valley Study had three major
objectives:

• to develop a vision and goals for the Banff Bow
Valley that will integrate ecological, social and
economic values;

• to complete a comprehensive analysis of existing
information, and to provide direction for future
collection and analysis of data to achieve
ongoing goals; and

• to provide direction on the management of
human use and development in a manner that
will maintain ecological values and provide
sustainable tourism.

Strategies
This final report recommends strategies to the
Minister that:

• recognize areas where existing land use activities
are appropriate, areas where development and
use have exceeded the ecological or social
capacity of the area, and areas where additional
activities are possible;

• maintain or enhance the area’s tourism potential
consistent with the Park’s ecological integrity
objectives;

• fill critical information gaps and support
sustainable management and use practices in the
future;

• provide a set of key indicators useful for
assessing changes in the integrity of the Banff-
Bow Valley and possible thresholds beyond
which ecological integrity cannot be
maintained;

• reduce existing detrimental environmental
effects and prevent/reduce adverse effects of
future development, park operations and other
land use activities.

Restrictions on Development
In announcing the Banff-Bow Valley Study, the
Minister of Canadian Heritage placed restrictions on
development in the Valley until the study was
complete. Certain projects, already underway or
subject to other review processes, were exempt from
this restriction. These included the Sunshine Long
Term Development Plan and the twinning of the
Trans-Canada Highway between Sunshine and
Castle junctions.

In addition, Parks Canada considered developments
that met any of the following criteria:

1. Projects related to health and safety and
environmental protection.

2. Projects with an EARP registered as of March 31,
1994.

3. Projects subject to a contractual obligation.

4. Projects to replace or maintain an existing
facility.

5. Projects in the Town of Banff. This reflected the
Town’s special status and existing federal/
provincial agreements.

6. Projects that were well underway or that offered
a net environmental gain. The Environmental
Assessment and Review Process was used to
examine these projects in detail.

7. Minor projects on previously disturbed land or
minor projects that did not increase the level of
human use on a leasehold; these projects did not
require additional staff.
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1.3 Task Force and Secretariat
Task Force
To achieve a balance among all parties with an
interest in the area, the members of the Task Force
had to be independent of government and
experienced in various disciplines. Made up of
individuals from the academic and private sectors,
the Task Force brought together people with
expertise in ecological sciences, tourism, public
policy and management. (See Appendix 9.7 for
complete biographies of the members of the Task
Force.)

Dr. Robert Page, chair of the five-person Task Force,
is recognized internationally for his work on
environment and development issues. Dr. Page is
Dean of the Faculty of Environmental Design at the
University of Calgary.

Dr. Suzanne Bayley is an ecologist and respected
researcher with experience applying science to
complex management issues. She is an Associate
Professor in the Department of Biological Sciences at
the University of Alberta.

J. Douglas Cook has many years of executive
experience with Imperial Oil and has been involved
in several national studies on the environment. Mr.
Cook is the President and CEO of Taurscale
Consultants Ltd.

Jeffrey E. Green is a wildlife ecologist who
specializes in environmental impact assessment,
development issues and policy. He is a Principal in
Axys Environmental Consulting Ltd. and Manager
of that firm’s British Columbia and Northern
Region.

Dr. J.R. Brent Ritchie holds the professorship in
Tourism Management, in the Faculty of
Management, and is the chair of the World Tourism
Education and Research Centre, at the University of
Calgary. He currently serves as a director of the
Alberta Tourism Partnership Corporation.

Secretariat
The Secretariat, besides coordinating administrative,
professional, technical and research support for the
Task Force, was instrumental in encouraging public
input to the Banff-Bow Valley Study. The permanent
members of the Secretariat were:

Doug Hodgins, Executive Director

Eva Katic, Research/Administrative Assistant

Christine Kraayvanger, Round Table Assistant

Richard Mudry, Public Involvement and
Communications Coordinator

Charlie Pacas, Ecological Science Officer

Jan Bloomfield provided valuable advice on tourism
in the early days of the study and was also a member
of the Scientific Review Committee.

Bev Darbyshire added her knowledge of the tourism
sector during a six-month assignment from the
Alberta Department of Economic Development and
Tourism.

Kim Fraser also spent six months with the
Secretariat, where she began the public involvement
process.

Cathy Hourigan, a Parks Canada librarian, worked
out of the Banff-Bow Valley Study office and
provided support services for the study.
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1.4 The Process

Table 1.1

The Banff-Bow Valley Study used an approach
unprecedented in the history of national parks, one
that could have a profound effect on how they are
managed in the future. Along with a program to
obtain input from the public, the Task Force set up a
Round Table to complement its work. This
represented a shift from consulting the public, to
asking them to share the responsibility for making
decisions about their national parks.

1.4.1 The Task Force
At the outset, the Task Force identified six major
tasks:

• develop a program to involve the public

• collect and assess existing information about the
Banff-Bow Valley

• draft a Vision, Principles and Values for the
Valley

• identify and assess key issues

• draft specific objectives and actions

• prepare recommendations for the Minister of
Canadian Heritage

The Task Force chose a four-phase process to achieve
their objectives (Table 1.1).

Public Involvement
Public involvement was a critical component of each
phase. Environmentalists, business people, park
administrators, concerned Canadians - the future of
the Bow Valley depends on the ability of these
various interests to work together in an open and
independent atmosphere. The Banff-Bow Valley
Study offered them this opportunity.

The Task Force began by asking the public how they
would like to participate in the study and
incorporated their ideas into its public involvement
process. Interested individuals were invited to send
written submissions or make presentations in person
to the Task Force or the Round Table. Many people
came forward. The Task Force received more than
261 submissions and 11 deputations (Appendix 9.2).
It also benefitted from the public involvement in the
Four Mountain Parks Plan Review.

The Task Force kept people informed about the
study’s progress through regular newsletters, public
presentations, news releases, community television,
workshops and the Internet. All Round Table
meetings were open to the public; several sectors
held meetings for their members in which the Task
Force participated. In recognition of Banff’s national
importance, the Task Force augmented the extensive
involvement of people in the valley with public
meetings in Toronto, Ottawa, Peterborough,
Waterloo, Calgary, Lake Louise and Vancouver. Due
to constraints of time, space and cost, it was difficult
to achieve the extensive public involvement we
might have liked from people all across Canada.

The Secretariat operated a storefront office in
downtown Banff where the public could learn about
the study, discuss concerns, provide comments or
review material in the study’s library. It also
distributed information to 1000 people on its
mailing list and co-ordinated the public response to
specific issues.
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Research and Analysis
The Task Force called upon many people for the
information it needed to supplement its own
expertise. Citizens, technical experts, consultants,
governments - all contributed to a broad
understanding of the environmental, economic and
social factors at work in the Banff-Bow Valley.

The need for research is ongoing. Continued
research will help fill gaps in our knowledge of the
area and monitor progress in protecting this unique
ecosystem. Although the two-year limit on the study
made it impossible to complete much new research,
the Task Force commissioned several specific studies.

State of the Banff-Bow Valley: a Compendium of
Information - a look at the current environmental,
economic and social situation in the Banff-Bow
Valley. The study also describes the regulations,
agreements and legislation that apply to park
management and sets the Park in its regional,
national and international context.

Historical Analysis - what are the forces that have
shaped Banff in the past 25 years?

Management Framework Review
• Governance Model Review - a review of current

management practices in the Park and in other,
comparable, protected areas.

• Development Decisions in Banff National
Park - how developments are approved and how
the process could improve

• Review of the Research Management
Framework - how Parks Canada manages research

• Discussion Paper on Governance and Land
Management - an overview of the methods Parks
Canada uses to allow others exclusive rights to
certain parcels of land in Banff National Park.

Visitor Behaviour Research Project - an attempt to
understand the impact of visitors and their activities.
This project consisted of three studies:

• National Tour Association Survey

• Visitor Trail Use Survey

• Banff Tourism Industry Survey

Tourism Outlook Project - how will tourism evolve?

Ecological Outlook Project - two related studies:

• Cumulative Effects Assessment - an attempt to
quantify the cumulative effect of land use,
development and human activities on the
ecosystem

• Ecological Futures Modelling Study - using
models to predict the effect of future growth on
the environment and the economy

Identifying Appropriate Activities for Banff
National Park - a survey to find out what Calgarians
think about appropriate use

A complete discussion of each study follows in
Appendix 9.1.
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1.4.2 The Round Table
We should endeavour to break away from a pattern of
confrontation of opposite views, to a common vision of
the future. A vision based on our best scientific
knowledge and a shared determination to keep the
unique quality of the park for future generations.

This was the challenge put to the first Round Table
meeting in February 1995. A challenge to which its
members responded with countless volunteer hours.
They sought common ground and used it as a
foundation for the vision, principles and values that
will guide the management of the Banff-Bow Valley
into the next century (See Chapter 3). They looked
at issues from each other’s point of view, and
recommended innovative and practical solutions. All
recommendations that received consensus approval
from Round Table members are included in this
report (Appendix 9.4).

The Round Table met monthly between February
1995 and March 1996. No one group chaired the
meeting, instead an impartial mediator, Craig
Darling, saw that members respected the ground
rules they had set for themselves. Between meetings,
the sectors met independently to review Round
Table decisions and to address upcoming issues.

1.5 Conclusion
The combination of Task Force and Round Table was
a first for national parks. Like all processes, it had
advantages and disadvantages. For the first time, the
diverse, and sometimes opposing, interests in the
valley sat around the same table and listened to each
other’s concerns. The Task Force hopes this spirit of
understanding will carry on, that it will lead to an
improved awareness of the issues, and a better
working relationship among the various interest
groups.

Building confidence among the fourteen interest
sectors seemed slow at times. Some groups and
businesses were not well represented. Some chose
not to become involved. However, in the end, many
people took the time, a lot of time, to overcome the
obstacles and find a common approach to managing
the Banff-Bow Valley.

Participants in the Round Table discovered that,
even if they are on separate paths, they are headed
toward a common goal - a healthy environment for
the Bow Valley, one that supports the vibrant
economic, social and cultural life of the region.
Ultimately, they came to a better understanding that
they can only arrive at their goal together.

Figure 1.2 Banff-Bow Valley Round Table


