Theme 5: Natural and Built Environments
Imagining who we could be: A natural and built environments story
It’s a night worth celebrating, and our community environmental leaders
are doing it in style. With applause all around, they’ve just walked across
the stage to accept one of Alberta’s top stewardship awards, joining the
elite ranks who can claim this badge of honour.
Next stop, national
competition? Why not.
After all, the people of our community have already taken the leap to the
national stage in the Communities In Bloom contest, with significant
success.
Each honor earned has spurred residents to work harder at
making our community an inviting, environmentally friendly, leading-edge
place to live. And that’s a good thing.
Best of all, the community’s environmental honors can’t be pinned on any
one chest. Instead, they’re the combined effort of a host of individuals,
groups and corporations; non-profit, corporate and private - with a passion
for stewarding the beauty and resources so abundant in this mountain
community. They are the ones who live in Net-Zero homes with solar
panels up top, rain barrels outside and toilets filled with drain water from
bathtubs and sinks. They are the ones who championed the funicular that
now connects hill with valley, a joy for town folk and visitors alike.
They
are the ones who have evolved gardens, greenhouses and farmers’ markets
from a minor curiosity to a thriving source of food security. They are the
ones who are moving green technologies from the research bench and
pipedream to thriving and interconnected local enterprise.
That’s not to minimize municipal leadership.
It’s no accident that this
community is home to a green government centre, Canada’s first ecoindustrial park and an enticing network of trails and parks.
Not to
mention solar-powered crosswalk signs.
And resource companies that
lead their industries in sustainable practices, including timely return of the
land to its natural state.

“We make our living off of natural resources. But at the same time we
are, in the truest sense of the word, stewards of the landscape that we
live on.
The folks that are working in the forestry industry, they
understand what we need to do to preserve it for future generationswe’ve been doing it for 50 years.”

The Community Sustainability Plan has promoted another leap forward, in
partnership with private, non-profit and provincial leaders.
With a
comprehensive environmental management plan in place, the community
can boast a full menu of alternative energy sources, a thriving green
business sector and entire districts that produce more energy than they
consume.

Glenn Taylor
Mayor, Town of Hinton

More than ever, our community is leading the environmental pack. That’s a
lot to say for a community whose bread and butter continues to be natural
resource use and extraction.
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Who we are: A snapshot of natural and built environments
Located alongside the Athabasca River in the foothills of the Canadian
Rockies, our community has an abundance of natural resources: coal, gas,
forest, water and sheer natural beauty.
Perhaps the most obvious resource is the rich foothill forest stretching
across the rolling terrain. Besides employing hundreds of our residents
and offering outdoor delights via foot, ski and wheel, the forest contains
essential habitat for a wide variety of plants and animals that are under
stress due to human activities.
Thus, the forest stands as a constant
reminder that sustainability depends on our ability to balance human uses
with the protection and enhancement of ecosystems, natural habitats and
wildlife corridors.
Our setting inspires and informs our built environment as well. Spread out
along the Athabasca River, with the Rockies as a backdrop to the west, we
have made a commitment to reflect our alpine surroundings in streetscapes
and storefronts, and are beginning to see the benefits of that decision.
Realizing that the imperative of living sustainably applies to urban
development as well as design, we are also determined to make our urban
areas more compact and pedestrian friendly. In making best use of the land
entrusted to us, we also aim to shift our habits away from vehicles to more
active, healthier lifestyles.

What do we mean by natural and built environment?
Natural environment encompasses all the systems in nature that play a
vital role in our health and sustainability: air (atmosphere), water
(hydrology), land and fauna/flora (ecosystems).
Built environment refers to the land use, infrastructure, buildings,
homes, neighbourhoods and everything else we build in the community.
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Our natural strengths

Recreational use and abuse

A full million hectares in our community is managed by West Fraser Mills
Ltd. under a sustainable Forest Management Area agreement with the
Province of Alberta. Coal mines also operate in the area, primarily along
the Hinton-Cadomin corridor and at Obed Mountain.
With some of
Alberta’s richest coal seams located here, and with plans for new mines
approved, we anticipate a sharp increase in coal mining in the future.
Hundreds of gas extraction sites and supporting pipelines are also part of
the landscape. All industries are regulated by varying levels of government
standards to ensure compliance.

Our community enjoys enviable access to parks
and natural areas. Nearly two dozen trails loop
through Hinton and beyond, connecting
neighbourhoods with scenic spots and in-town
amenities.
Numerous parks invite active living,
some built in partnership with neighbours, service
clubs or corporate citizens.
Examples include
the Beaver Boardwalk, a wetland pathway with
seating areas, an outdoor classroom, interpretive
signs and an observation tower constructed by
volunteers using materials and funding provided by
West Fraser Mills Ltd. and other partners.

Biodiversity in our area is at risk due to both natural and human-caused
factors. Species at risk (and in need of protection) include bull trout,
grizzly bear, Athabasca rainbow trout, woodland caribou and many types of
amphibians, birds and plants.
Invasive species are a significant concern.
Most notably, the mountain pine beetle migrating from British Columbia is
threatening the health of the forest. Government and industry partners
are working together to manage this and other threats.

“The town’s Beaver Boardwalk...along with the town’s implementation of
a public system to serve its 9,825 residents, has been a testament to
Hinton’s vision to create a sustainable and enjoyable living community.”
Five Great Lifestyle Communities – Alberta Venture, June 2010

Another unique site, the Natural Resource Interpretive Park, showcases
natural resource management with self-guided interpretive trails, a fire
lookout tower, giant mine truck, adventure playground and picnic area.
In the surrounding area, opportunities to interact with nature abound,
including a vast network of roads and trails in the woodlands managed by
West Fraser Mills Ltd.
Nearby you’ll also find William A. Switzer
Provincial Park, Willmore Wilderness Park, Jasper National Park and 18
other provincial recreational and natural areas.
Conflicts frequently arise among ATV and other off-road vehicle users,
walkers and bikers over best use of the natural landscape.
The Hinton
Mountain Bike Association demonstrates what can happen when use and
stewardship are held in balance. Within five years, the association not only
revived, repaired, marked and mapped several local trails, but also built
Alberta’s largest free access Mountain Bike Park with support from local
partners.
This first-class facility is attracting riders of all ages who are
improving their skills, while enjoying the sheer fun of the ride.
“This is an outdoor paradise to all walks of life, including those who enjoy
ATVs. A strong leader in this area can make this a wonderful draw for
influx of business and tourism for this town. It just needs to be handled
correctly, and I know it can be done.”

90% of the rural land around Hinton is owned by the Province of Alberta
Alberta Lands Registry

Community Consultation Participant
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Responsible parties
Responsibilities also overlap in our Wildland Urban Interface, where urban
life and structures intersect with forested areas. The provincial FireSmart
initiative helps prevent fires in these areas by promoting the use of fireresistant materials and landscaping practices.
FireSmart depends on
partnership with governments, local industry, neighbours, community
associations, fire departments, local advisory committees and forestry
personnel.

We live in a special part of Alberta. Ultimately, each of us is responsible to
keep this paradise in healthy balance.
The Town of Hinton and Yellowhead County also have important roles to
play. Besides setting municipal policies that encourage rather than deter
stewardship, their early adoption of sustainable building and management
practices inspires others to follow suit.
The Province of Alberta, our single largest landowner, bears significant
responsibility for the natural environment as well. This mandate is held by
overlapping ministries, including Alberta Environment; Alberta Sustainable
Resource Development; Alberta Tourism, Parks & Recreation; Alberta
Energy; and the Energy Resources Conservation Board. To guide their
work, the Government of Alberta recently launched the following planning
initiatives:
 The Land Use Framework for the Upper Athabasca region, to be
developed by 2013, will prescribe the use and stewardship of land in our
area.
 The Athabasca Watershed Council is scheduled to develop a
management plan for our watershed by 2019.
 Plan for Parks, a blueprint spanning 2009-2019, is intended to ensure
that provincial parks and natural areas are “protected yet accessible to
Alberta’s growing population.”

The BearSmart is a public awareness program
for people visiting, living or working in bear
territory. The goals are to empower Albertans
with the information to make safe decisions
when in bear territory, help bear populations
survive by educating people on how to prevent
encounters and how to respond appropriately in
a bear encounter along with reducing property
damage caused by bears.
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Community perspectives on natural environments
Residents consulted for this plan expressed hope that our future
generations will conserve our magnificent path of the natural environment
and protect the diversity of life around us. They recommended steps such
as the following.
Enforce environmental standards. As a community, we want to
continue using this land as a playground and source of wealth, but we want
to find more environmentally friendly ways to do so.
Rather than
outlawing all terrain vehicle use, for example, some suggested setting and
enforcing firm standards for trail use and upkeep. Stewardship needs to
be fostered among all users, one person stated, “the community needs to
take ownership for the litter and lack of respect for these lands.”
“It is difficult to be a pedestrian in Hinton due to incomplete or
nonexistent sidewalk networks, especially in commercial areas.”
Community Consultation Participant

“I would love to put a stop to the urban sprawl that is happening in
Hinton.
I think this is bad for wildlife as it causes more and more
habitat loss and I think it is bad for the environment because it forces
people to rely on vehicles and it is bad for the people of Hinton because
there is less walking and less of a feeling of a town centre.”

Heed cultural knowledge. Aboriginal residents lamented that cultural
knowledge and traditions for managing the environment are not shared or
practiced in our machine-driven culture, despite all we know (and don’t
know) about the ultimate impact of human activity on the environment.

Community Consultation Participant

Expand sustainable industries. Forestry is seen as a viable part of our
future. “Values such as biodiversity, recreation, and water quality can be
compatible with forestry,” one person said. “It is actually the only truly
sustainable industry we have in Alberta that is resource based.
Regeneration here is successful, and 50-year-old stands are only 40 years
away from being logged as second growth.” Residents expressed concern
about the coal mines being planned in the area.

Strive for balance. Recognizing that our community depends heavily on
the environment for our livelihood, residents called for a balanced
approach to environmental management that takes into account cultural
knowledge and traditions.
“…like other forms of capital, natural assets require careful stewardship
and investment for their value to grow and pay dividends over the longterm. Just as we would not take other forms of capital for granted, we
ignore the value of natural assets at our peril.”

“I feel that the two new coal mines proposed, one south of town
stretching from McPherson Creek Area to, and including the Bighorn
Ridge and the other near Pepper’s Lake, would be short sighted in that
they wouldn’t be compatible with environmental and artist’s culture
goals. They would be too close and have a noise and dust effect on the
town.
They would cause a brain drain. I know I would change my
retirement plans. I’d move instead of staying.”

“Green Among the Concrete”
Canada West Foundation, 2004

Community Consultation Participant
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Our built environment strengths
The Hinton townsite stretches long and narrow, its 3,288.5 hectares
paralleling the Athabasca River, the CN railway and Highway 16.
This
stretched configuration, coupled with the presence of two distinct terraces
(known locally as hill and valley), creates navigation challenges, impacts
infrastructure needs and limits options for future development.
The town has grown to encompass nine urban districts: Terrace Heights,
Mountain View, Hardisty, Thompson Lake, Hillcrest, Eaton, West Riverside,
Riverside and Miette. The districts are disconnected from each other, in
part because some are on the hill while others are in the valley. The lack
of a central downtown and the prevalence of single-detached dwellings
rather than more compact housing adds to our town’s sprawling character.
The Hinton service area also encompasses 13 rural communities: Aspen
Heights, Brule, Cadomin, Carldale, Entrance, Folding Mountain, Grandview
Estates, Mountain View Estates, Maskuta Estates, Obed, Old Entrance,
Overlander and Seabolt Estates.

Using land well

The primary means of travel is by motorized vehicle on the town’s 90kilometer road network.
Public transportation is available six days a
week, but as we heard during community consultations, “Hinton’s vehiclecentric culture is not conducive to transit use.” Multi-use trails link some
districts, but gaps exist in both trails and sidewalks. People living in some
districts are forced to cross the high-speed, four-lane Highway 16 to reach
amenities and shops.
Residents recommend connecting trails, linking
sidewalks and ensuring that corners are ramped for wheelchair accessibility.

Urban planning is guided by the Town of Hinton Municipal Development
Plan (MDP) and Land Use Bylaw (LUB). The provincially mandated MDP
contains the community’s official policies concerning the desired pattern of
development and is used as a framework for decision-making. The LUB
regulates the development and use of land and buildings by prescribing what
can be done within certain zones

The
MDP
identifies
Terrace Heights and
Thompson Lake as major
urban residential growth
areas.
Rural areas
slated for residential
growth include Brule,
Obed
and
some
neighbourhoods west of
Town.
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Utility infrastructure
Wastewater: Sanitary waste produced within the municipality of Hinton
is directed to West Fraser, which uses the raw sewage to break down plant
by-product. The wastewater is then treated in lagoon pits and released
back into the Athabasca River.
Wastewater from rural residents is
treated in lagoons or onsite septic tanks for transport to authorized
treatment facilities.

With environmental realities calling for increased attention to stewardship,
it will take the entire community to make sure all of our utilities make the
smallest possible footprint.
Partnership is part of our utility tradition;
over time, the Town of Hinton’s water and waste utilities have taken shape
in partnership with local industry.
Solid waste: Our commercial and household waste goes to the West
Yellowhead Regional Landﬁll. Rural residents can take their waste to
transfer stations, from which it is hauled to the landﬁll. Residents and
businesses in the town of Hinton diverted 1,271 tonnes of waste in
2009, sending 10,657 tonnes to landﬁll.

Energy: Co-ops and private energy suppliers meet natural gas needs in
the community. Electricity is generated throughout Alberta, primarily by
coal-fired plants. Geothermal energy is in use in some area buildings.

Sorted recyclable materials are collected at three town-operated dropoff points, a bottle depot and county transfer stations. A communityoperated Share Shop takes used clothing and small household goods
and resells them for a minimal fee; Neighbourlink accepts appliances and
furniture free of charge and charges a nominal fee for delivery to
homes.
11% Waste diverted from landfill

Town of Hinton

Communities in Bloom judges marked our community lower than
others in waste diversion and reduction, suggesting more can be done.
“Recycling could be enhanced.
The system now rewards garbage
producing household because of weekly pickup; it’s more work to recycle.
Households that recycle don’t need weekly garbage pickup, so a discount
for biweekly or monthly pickup should exist.”
Community Consultation Participant

Water: Potable water within the Municipality of Hinton is supplied by
West Fraser and the Town of Hinton under agreement with West Fraser
Mills Ltd., which holds the provincial licence to withdraw water from the
Athabasca River at Hinton.
The treatment system underwent a $9-million upgrade in 2010 to improve
water quality and energy efficiency. While projected to serve current and
medium-term needs, the system will require ongoing work to replace
deteriorated components and expand capacity.
The hamlets of Brule and Cadomin are served by county-operated systems;
more distant parts of Yellowhead County have opted for community
systems, wells, surface water systems or delivered services.

“Education is Number 1. Get the word out about the importance of
taking care of our water. In schools, for a start.”
Community Consultation Participant
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Emerging stewardship
The people who live here have great appreciation for our unique
landscape and are highly motivated to create a built environment in tune
with that natural beauty. To that end, the community has taken important
steps toward sustainability.
The municipal and county governments have each demonstrated
sustainable building practices. Most notably, both government centres
incorporate sustainable design features, including geothermal heating, and
use significantly less energy than the norm. The Happy Creek affordable
housing project is one of the first such complexes in Alberta to
incorporate geo-thermal heating. Relatively few other structures erected
during our recent period of rapid growth take advantage of sustainable
technology.
Our eco-industrial park, Innovista, was the first in Canada to deliberately
combine green infrastructure, ecological design and the synergy of
resource exchange among tenants, helping to signal that our community is
serious about being an environmental leader.
Resource exchange is not a foreign concept in this community, given that
raw sewage has long been used to help break down byproduct from the
local pulp mill. The Town of Hinton is building on that heritage, making
greater use of solar heating in recent facility retrofits.
All future
municipal buildings will meet the Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Development silver standard, and new design policies make it easier for
private owners to follow suit.
A Trails Master Plan taking effect in 2011 promises to expand the 26-km
in-town trail system to more completely connect residents with each
other and with community amenities. In future, the trail system will form
part of the community’s transportation network.
Besides promoting
active living and enhancing recreation options, the expanded trail system
will reduce our dependence on motorized vehicles.
“Council members hope the ‘greening’ of the town may convince
Hinton’s shadow population - those people who come to work but not
to live - to put down roots. They also hope that businesses will come
because their employees (especially the younger ones, those lovers of
ATVs, mounting biking, hiking and kayaking) want to recreate in the
great outdoors.”
“Greening the Asphalt Acres” Alberta Venture, August 2008
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Design for a mountain gateway

Community perspectives on built environments

Since 2003, urban design has been guided by the Town of Hinton
Community Development and Enhancement Plan.
Available online
(www.hinton.ca/municipal government/major projects & plans), the plan
integrates three key community plans:
The Town of Hinton Parks
Master Plan, the Visitor Attractions Plan and the Urban Form Plan.

Residents who contributed to this Community Sustainability Plan said
more should be done to spur stewardship and make environmental action
not only the norm, but a source of civic pride.
Produce food locally. Residents suggested growing, processing and
selling food locally to reduce the fuel used in transportation and to ensure
the quality and supply of the things we eat. Several suggested starting a
community garden.
One recommended erecting a large community
greenhouse to “produce our own fruits and vegetables, and would
transform Hinton into a role model for other communities looking to
reduce their ecological footprints.”

In brief, the intent behind each plan is as follows:
 Urban form that is unique and recognizable can enhance a community,
become a source of pride and prompt visitors to stay awhile. To
enhance the Hinton brand as “Gateway to the Rockies,” standards for
buildings and shopping districts call for design that evokes mountain
culture and heritage.

“Hinton needs to seriously re-examine the measures we are taking to
protect our planet. A good place to start would be providing a way to
encourage local eating.”

 Parks and open space add to quality of life for residents; what’s more,
an integrated, quality parks system can become a primary visitor
attraction. Toward that end, new park buildings and signage reflect the
town’s alpine themed urban form.

Community Consultation Participant

Improve urban design. Some residents said long-term community
planning is weak and requires improvement. Recommendations included
reducing sprawl, creating a centralized hub, linking neighbourhoods with
trails, adding greenbelts, improving park amenities and ensuring lands are
available for transportation by means other than car.

 Visitor attractions are a source of pride and can enhance our
community’s role as a tourism destination.
Besides benefiting
residents, tourism facilities and services (including visiting parks and
urban forms) encourage everyone to become a tourism promoter.

Use renewable energy. Residents and town leaders both say more
should be done to promote conservation and alternative sources of
energy. They recommended implementing green building standards and
creating incentives to use alternative energy sources such as solar, wind
and bio diesel.

In tune with those plans, the Town has
passed architectural guidelines calling
for a “mountain alpine” look along
Highway 16
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Encourage water conservation. The future of the Athabasca River,
our water supply, is cause for concern. Residents pointed out that the
depletion of the Athabasca Glacier will reduce the natural flow in the
river.
One suggested installing residential water meters to encourage
conservation, and encouraging reuse of rain and wastewater. Most urban
commercial properties are metered for water use.

Photo Credit Rebecca Herman

Simplify waste reduction.
Residents said improper disposal of
commercial and household waste (e.g., paint, medications and oil)
contributes to pollution in the river.
They also noted that some
households lack space to store recyclables or don’t have a way to
transport the materials to depots. Recommended improvements to the
solid waste system include curbside recycling, waste separation, compost
initiatives and charging a fee when household garbage output exceeds a set
number of bags.

Achieving our natural and built environments vision
The following strategies reflect the collective views of community
stakeholders regarding the steps we must take to ensure the sustainability
of the community’s natural and built environments

“I would like to see more
environmental protection so that
there is an environment for
future generations.”

 Manage water resources to ensure that human water needs are met
while preserving the state of natural, hydrological systems.
 As a community and as individuals, endeavour to minimize our
ecological footprint through waste reduction.
 Endeavour to minimize the Hinton community’s ecological footprint by
reducing pollution.
 Protect and expand green spaces to conserve natural habitats, support
biodiversity, enhance cultural resources and promote local food
production.
 Practise and promote energy conservation and alternate green energy
development and use within all infrastructure systems to minimize our
ecological footprint.
 Foster balanced future growth and development of the community base
with environmental and social conservation.
 Be a pedestrian/cyclist/transit friendly community.
 Promote the Hinton community’s unique heritage and natural setting in
Alberta’s Northern Rockies through community aesthetics,
streetscapes and public art.
These plans will almost certainly evolve. But at this point in our history,
they give us a united focus for moving forward together.
The actions we need to take to achieve these strategies are included in
Appendix B.

Community Consultation Participant

Reduce industrial impacts. We heard the following concerns about
industry’s impact on environmentally sensitive and scenic areas:
 The best land locations in and around Hinton have been used for
industrial and/or landfill developments
 Our visible heavy industries, with their flares and smokestacks, are not
appealing.
 Noise and odour from West Fraser Mills Ltd. creates periodic issues.
 The proposed Coalspur surface mine needs to address noise, air and
water pollution as well as negative impacts to the look of the landscape.
.
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