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BORN AS A "PUBLIC PARK AND PLEASURE GROUND for the 
people of Canada, " the Town of Ban.ff and the surrounding national park have a unique 
and complex history. Tourism has been and will continue to be Banff s primary form of 
economic activity, and the main reason for the to'll!n 's existence. The current population 
of the town is 6,098, a number that grows by an estimated 25% when seasonal "service 
industry" workers are taken into account. Thus, in its social and economic structure the 
town has more in common with other international destination resorts than with most 
Canadian towns and cities. 

Banff is a year-round destination 
offering a wide variety of sum
mer and winter activities. Unlike 
most communities, population 
growth in Banff National Park is 
directly affected by "Need To 
Reside" regulations, which are 
included in all land leases in the 
park. Residency is limited to per
sons who are employed in the 
town and their dependents. In 

order to protect the long term 
ecological integrity of Banff 
National Park, and in recognition 
of its status as a World Heritage 
Site, the population will never be 
allowed to exceed 10,000 resi
dents. 

Set in the majestic Rocky 
Mountains, Banff provides the a 
blend of cultural and natural 
attractions that makes it an 
exceptional living environment. 
As a community, it strives to 
reflect the values of a national 
park, and encourages visitors to 
appreciate the heritage, beauty, 
and grandeur of one of the 
world 's most significant pro
tected areas. 

Social issues 
A recent survey indicated that 
the majority of Banff residents 
are "passionately concerned" 
about growth and development 
in the townsite, and about main
taining a sense of community. 
The survey, commissioned as part 
of the recently adopted Banff 
Community Plan , indicated that 
almost 70% of respondents 
wanted to see a lower rate of 
commercial growth, and that 
26% wanted a lower rate of resi-

dential growth. Respondents 
expressed concerns about a wide 
range of social issues, particularly 
the lack of affordable housing 
and locally oriented (resident) 
businesses. 

The Town of Banff faces tremen
dous challenges to its community 
and social services. Services must 
be geared not only to local resi
dents, but also to residents of the 
four mountain parks (Banff, 
Jasper, Kootenay and Yoho 
National Parks), and to the 
almost 4.2 million annual visitors 
to the Banff townsite. The ser
vices must also account for a 
large proportion of young (sea
sonal) service-sector workers, 
-and an unusually wide range of 
cultural, linguistic, income and 
age groups. Problems caused by 
seasonal fluctuations in employ
ment and service industry salaries 
are compounded by an inade
quate supply of affordable hous
ing. Of all persons employed in 
Banff, only 8% own their place 
of residence, while 50% rent, 
35% reside in accommodation 
provided by their employer, and 
7% reside outside the national 
park. Average rents in Banff are 
among the highest in the 
province, and property owner
ship is beyond the means of 
many permanent residents. 

The cost and availability of 
affordable housing is arguably 
the single biggest threat to the 
social health of Banff as a com
munity. Seasonal and service 
industry staff (the majority of 
whom earn minimum wage) are 

often forced to live in over
crowded and less than desirable 
living conditions. This in turn 
leads to a wide range of social 
problems and affects how the 
town is perceived by the very 
people who support and sustain 
tourism. 

Another symptom is the forced 
shift of middle-income families to 
neighbouring towns and commu
nities. The Town of Banff is 
attempting to address this prob
lem by creating its own not-for

profit housing corporation that 
develops and maintains high
quality, value-priced housing of 
various types and densities. The 
purpose of the Banff Housing 
Corporation is to help the Town 
of Banff foster a healthy and bal
anced community. 

Development pressures, coupled 
with a large seasonal service
industry population and the fact 
that the town boundary is fixed 
and cannot be altered (except by 
amendment to the National 
Parks Act), have resulted in other 

social issues. These include 
chronic late-night noise through
out the town (in both residential 
and commercial areas), an 
increase in the number of hous
ing units that are being con
verted (legally and illegally) to 
overnight visitor accommoda
tions, and illegal rental suite 
development. 

Like most destination resort 
towns, the tendency to "party" 
in Banff is irresistible, especially 
given the average age of sea-
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sonal workers (18-24 years old) 
and the fact that there are over 
100 restaurants, bars and night 
clubs within the townsite. Young 
people often come to Banff to 
figure out where to go with their 
lives, or simply to escape on their 
own for the first time. Many get 
caught up in the "good time vac
uum" and find themselves more 

exposed to alcohol or other 
drugs than ever before. 

Banff also attracts a transient 
population from all over the 
world. For this reason, sexually 
active persons face an increased 
risk of contracting a sexually 
transmitted disease or infection. 
However, there are a number of 
local and regional agencies that 
provide prevention, education 
and support services. 

The need for strategic 
planning 
Building and maintaining a suc
cessful destination resort is only 
one of the many challenges. A 
bigger problem is sustaining the 
success over the long term. 
Unfortunately, recent indicators 
appear to point to more conflict. 
Unprecedented commercial 
growth restrictions, along with 
increasing visitation, increasing 
day use, and a cap on the 
amount of future development, 
will have impacts on the tax base 
and, therefore, on the ability of 
the town to service the demands. 
The result could be fewer ser
vices and greatly increased devel
opment fees, charges and related 
costs. Infrastructure costs will 

accelerate increases in housing 
costs, pushing long-term local 
residents out of town and result
ing in a "disenfranchised" under
class of service industry workers. 
The Town of Banff must decide 
what it wants to offer, who it 
wants to attract, and how it will 
service that market once it 
arrives. 



The success of Banff as a tourist 
destination did not happen by 
chance . The Town of Banff was 
planned by the federal govern
ment in 1885 as a world-class 
resort and spa centred around 
the Cave and Basin Hot Springs 
at the base of Sulphur Mountain. 
The railway allowed tourism to 
prosper, which in turn resulted in 
the creation of Canada's first and 
foremost national park. Among 
the main objectives of the Sir 
John A. MacDonald's 
Conservative government was to 
control the quantity and quality 

of development around the hot 
springs, and to ensure a high 
degree of cooperation between 
the public and private sectors. 
Administrative structures were 
also established to ensure that 
the special goals of these sites 
were maintained. 

Unfortunately, there is little 
doubt that Banff has suffered 
over the years from a lack of a 
common vision. The local busi

ness community and Parks 
Canada have often pursued 
widely divergent agendas. There 
have also been divisions inside 
both groups as to the basic 
nature and goals of the town and 
national park. 
Following the incorporation of 

the Town of Banff in 1990, sev
eral steps were taken to make 
community social services a key 
element in maintaining the town 
as a service centre for both the 
community and its visitors. The 
Planning & Development 
Department has worked closely 
with the Community Services 
Department to develop a series 
of strategic planning objectives, 
which include: 
• Initiating a project that will cre

ate a set of sustainability indi
cators spanning social, ecologi
cal and economic aspects of 

the community. 
• Increasing the housing supply, 

especially the supply of afford
able housing, in order to 
ensure a balance between resi
dential and commercial land 
uses, and to support a healthy 
community. 

• Increasing cooperation with 
other agencies and levels of 
government for the purpose of 
maintaining high-quality social 
services for both residents and 

visitors. 
• Maintaining high-quality public 

and private education as a way 
of reinforcing and enhancing 
the community. 

• Recognizing the needs of a 
very wide range of service-user 

groups. 
• Encouraging community 

involvement through the 
development of a strong vol
unteer sector. 

• Encouraging residents to 
become more involved in the 
planning and delivery of local 
community services and pro
grams. 

• Ensuring that other agencies 
and levels of government fulfill 

their responsibility to provide 
the services necessary to the 
health, welfare, education, 
safety and well-being of Banff's 
residents and visitors. 

An annual "State of the Town 

Report Card" has also been pro
posed in order to allow local gov
ernment, funding agencies and 
citizens to measure whether the 
quality of life in the Town of 
Banff is increasing or decreasing. 
It is also hoped that the annual 
report card will provide the basis 
for community action and be 
used as an educational / social 
planning tool by private and 
public decision-makers, teachers, 
and community organizations. 
This in turn will result in the cre
ation of more local partnerships 
and community projects and a 
socially sustainable community. 

Summary 
The Town of Banff, a World 
Heritage Site located in Banff 
National Park, is both a service 
centre for park visitors and home 
to some 7,000 permanent resi
dents. Because tourism will con
tinue to be the driving force of 
the local economy, tourism activ
ities must be accommodated 
within a balanced social and 
environmental framework . 
Accomplishing this will involve 
many challenges, given the 
unique economic, social, environ
mental and political forces that 
have shaped the town and park. 

Sommaire 
La ville de Banff, un site du patri
moine mondial au creur du pare 
national de Banff, compte 
quelque 7000 habitants et offre 
des services aux nombreux visi

teurs du pare. Le tourisme ioue un 
role primordial dans l'economie 
locale; aussi le cadre social et 
environnemental de la ville doit-il 
en tenir compte. Un defi de taille 
en raison des facteurs economi
ques, sociaux, environnementaux 

et politiques qui ont fa<;onne la 
ville et le pare avec le temps. 
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