Jumbo too big for RDEK to handle, director says
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There is a big white elephant in the room, but in this case, everyone is talking about it. And for what some say should be a textbook land use issue, Jumbo Glacier Resort (JGR) continues to live up to its name.

The ongoing issue of the JGR proposal is too large for local government to handle, says David Wilks, Regional District of East Kootenay (RDEK) director from Sparwood.

"We don't have the resources to deal with this," said Wilks. "It's bigger than us."

That is the reason Wilks says he plans to propose that the RDEK make a request to the province to designate the area a mountain resort municipality, thereby allowing those who live in the area to decide on the future of the Jumbo Glacier Resort and not the RDEK.

Norm Macdonald, MLA for Columbia River-Revelstoke, does not feel that this is a viable excuse. He feels that making land use decisions is one of the RDEK's principal roles.

"If the regional district is going to give up the right to make land use decisions, based on whatever phoney excuse they have, they might as well pack up their bags and go home," said Macdonald. "The sole purpose of the regional district is to collect garbage and make land use decisions. If they vote to send this to the province they do a tremendous disservice, not just to the people of Invermere, but to local government in general. It would be an absolute disgrace."

The history of the dispute over Jumbo has spanned the past 20 years. Originally, the RDEK made the request to form a mountain resort municipality. At the time, the province had passed the Commission on Resources and Environmental (CORE) Act. This meant that before the request could be granted, there were some extra steps for the province to take including an environmental assessment of the area. After a nine-year wait, the assessment was finished and the go-ahead given. By then, the RDEK had rescinded its proposal.

Wilks explained that he has no personal desire for the proposal to either be passed or rejected. If it became a mountain resort municipality the responsibility of planning would then fall into the hands of the province. If it was rejected; the RDEK would be responsible for the planning process, something he feels would be ultimately unmanageable.

For example, he said, if the RDEK decided to allow building of the resort, organizations such as Wildsight and others opposed to it would be able to take their argument to the courts.

On the other hand, should the RDEK decide to refuse the request to build the resort, there would be a reaction on the part of the Jumbo Glacier Resort Corporation.

Either way, he said, the RDEK would end up in litigation.

He said this could be financially possible for the RDEK but it would mean too many of their resources would end up being used to offer local expertise in any court battle that would ensue.

He went on to say that even if there were nothing to stand in the way of the planning process, it is still too large a job for the district to take on.

"It's a massive project," said Wilks, "what are we going to put on the back burner at the RDEK for planning?"

He added that because the province has been dealing with the issue in good faith for the past 18 years they should be the ones making the decision.

Further, Wilks said that if RDEK made a decision that the province did not agree with, the province could still overrule it, create a resort municipality and the RDEK's work would be proved worthless.

"It's easy for people to say 'That's going to cost so much and we're going to have to pay for this and so on.' Ya, show me the evidence," said Grant Costello, senior vice-president of Glacier Resorts Ltd., the company proposing to build the resort complex.

Costello says the payout of a finished resort is going to provide a benefit to the community including estimates of more than $16 million in yearly tax revenues.

This is what Dee Conklin, mayor of Radium Hot Springs and RDEK director, considered when she voiced her support for the project.

"We are in the midst of losing our mill," said Conklin. "Jumbo Resort would be an ongoing employer for many years and with the College offering re-training to many mill workers, this is the closest economic stimulus we have had in a long time for this valley. Tourism is Radium's number one economic driver. Jumbo will only enhance our future."

But money is not the main concern for those opposed to the recent proposal.

According to some, it is a matter of principle that the RDEK not hand over planning responsibilities to the province, regardless of the size of the project.

"It's just a big land grab," said Bob Campsall, Jumbo Creek Conservation Society director.

The question became, Should the local people not be allowed to have a say in the decision?

And person after person got up and made that point.

That is what he said was the reason for the RDEK rescinding its request in the first place.

Campsall feels that the ski resort is simply a front for the real estate opportunity that lies around it and believes there is more of a desire to make money than to contribute to the betterment of the residents already living in the valley.

When asked whether the RDEK could handle the planning process, Campsall said it was their responsibility to.

"They're saying the (planning) hearing might go for days. Well, so what if it goes for days? That's what we have a regional district for," he said.

And as for any other legal fallout that might occur, again he appealed to principle.

"If fear of litigation was what we were to base our principles upon we would be nowhere, we would be one giant mafia."                            

The proposal will be brought before the RDEK at this Friday's meeting in Cranbrook.

