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☐ Governance, Reset & Recovery 
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☐           Environment & Climate 

☐           Culture & Tradition 

☐           Thriving Communities 

☒           Business & Marketing 

Introduction 
Should you have any questions on your submission please refer to our FAQ page or contact top100@greendestinations.org 

Indigenous people call the Crown of the Continent “the backbone of the world”. 
Alberta SouthWest (AlbertaSW) is a Canadian portion of this two-nation transboundary region, which 
centers on Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park and includes the adjacent landscapes and 
surrounding communities in the provinces of Alberta and British Columbia, Canada, and in the state 
of Montana, USA.  
Alberta SouthWest Crown of the Continent is where the prairies meet the Rocky Mountains, where 
Chinook winds warm the winters, and from where mountain headwaters flow across the continent 
into three oceans.  And where cloudless night skies reveal the brilliance of galaxies! 
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Waterton-Glacier is the world’s first International Peace Park (1932) and one of three UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites within 200-kilometers of each other: Head Smashed In Buffalo Jump World Heritage 
Site (1981) and Writing-on-Stone World Heritage Site (2019).  
Over the past 90 years, the people and communities of the region have endeavoured to develop the 
visitor economy in harmony with the landscapes and culture.  
And one outstanding feature, overarching the lands, is the brillliant stars in the dark sky. 

Issues faced 
We often take for granted the things that are familiar to us. A recent visitor from Tokyo Japan had 
never seen stars in the sky. Seeing our natural assets through the eyes of others can help us realize 
what is precious. 

We ask ourselves:   
- How to promote regional assets to travellers; 
- How to preserve and celebrate the culture and history and landscapes; 
- How to build on our strengths and identify opportunities to support economic sustainability;  
- How to learn about best practices in other parts of the world and inspire community action. 

Methods, steps and tools applied 
An effective strategy to draw attention to these important issues has been to create alignment with 
well-known agencies and organizations, such as UNESCO, Destination Canada, Travel Alberta, 
National Geographic, Dark Sky International, and Green Destinations International.  

Meeting the formal requirements and standards of awards programs, certifications and designations 
has multiple benefits, serving to: 
- Utilize objective standards to evaluate our strengths in terms of economic, social and 
environmental sustainability and identify where we need to do things better; 
- Connect with networks of people and agencies who are involved in the same process, and learn 
from each other; 
- Gain positive recognition and marketing opportunities by creating awareness to a broader audience 
and potentially attracting new visitors, new residents and new investment to the region. 

The process of compiling the history and data to support meeting certification standards serves to - - 
- Bring people together to recognize an important local asset;  
- Create an opportunity for education, information, and advocacy to influential partners;  
- Focus and align community action, inspired by a vision of success! 

To illustrate the process of creating new business and marketing opportunties, we offer the example 
of the recent designation (2021) of Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park as the World’s First 
Transboundary International Dark Sky Park. 

DESCRIBE YOUR GOOD PRACTICE STORY 
Address each aspect of your good practice story in the different sections being 
specific including relevant quantitative and qualitative information. 



 

 

1) Priorities and Planning 
The leadership of Waterton Lakes National Park (WLNP) in Canada, and Glacier National Park(GNP) in 
the USA realized the importance of preserving the very high quality of our dark skies. A naturally dark 
environment is a vital resource to all living things. Many plants, wildlife and insects rely on darkness 
to forage, breed and navigate, so protecting the dark sky not only provides a wonderful experience 
for visitors, but it also protects ecosystems.  
Night sky friendly lights also bring other benefits, such as energy efficiency and reduced costs.  

Both countries worked together to meet International Dark Sky Association (IDA) standards and be 
awarded Provisional Dark Sky status in 2017.  
Some of the initial requirements to achieving that standard included: 
- creating an inventory and database of all lighting fixtures in both parks;  
- multi-year analysis, measuring and documenting the quality of dark skies;  
- providing public education and interpretation; and 
- committing to converting a minimum 67% of all fixtures to be dark sky compliant.  

2) Perseverance and Problem-solving 
Just as the the parks received the provisional Dark Sky Designation, unforseeable factors affected 
next steps in the process: 
- Unprecedented wildfires in 2017 and 2018 affected project timelines for lighting conversion in 
Waterton Lakes National Park and Glacier National Parks;  
- Some disruptions in US government services affected National Parks priorities and operations; 
- And, of course, we all shared the global supply chain disruptions related to Covid-19. 
The designation process persisted. 
One of the challenges was that the dark sky implementation was ahead of the available technology! 
Light Emitting Diode (LED) products on the market did not exactly fit what was needed for Waterton 
Lakes National Park, so government employees worked with a supplier to develop and purchase dark 
sky compliant streetlight fixtures to ensure the correct amber colour for installations.  
By August 12, 2021, when the Waterton Glacier International Peace Park announced full certification 
by the International Dark Sky Association as the Waterton Glacier International Dark Sky Park, 
Waterton had achieved 75% compliance with conversion of exterior lighting on facilities and 
maintains a “Gold Tier“ standard of sky quality. 

Key success factors 
The International Dark Sky Park certification is a way to strengthen business and marketing efforts, 
while respecting community values and preserving and celebrating environment and culture. 



 

 

This dark sky designation is something that the Robinson Brothers saw as an opportunity, and 
worked to establish Dark Sky Guides (DSG).  
The website has details about how DSG got started: https://darkskyguides.ca/about. 

The Dark Sky initiative is boost to business and marketing. 
The Waterton Park Chamber of Commerce and Travel Alberta promote the dark sky experience. 
https://mywaterton.ca/stories/adventures-under-the-night-sky/addb59b0-2fa4-4599-a6a2-
cda76167f8c9 
https://www.travelalberta.com/us/listings/dark-sky-guides-ltd-10327/ 

The Dark Sky initative contributes to increased visitation. 
The designation is very new, but there is indication that dark sky exploration is a growing attraction 
in the National Park experience. Estimates are that 15% of Dark Sky Guides tour participants are 
return visitors, who have expressed that the whole point of their trip to Waterton was to take the 
Dark Sky tours.  
Parks Canada currently restricts each tour to a maximum of 12 participants, and this results in a high 
quality, very personal and impactful experience. For the last 5 years, DSG describes its year-over year 
increase in number of participants and number of tours as “huge“: a 274% increase. 

The Dark Sky initiative is attractive to new kinds of visitors. 
One positive takeaway of the global pandemic is that it has created a whole new group of people 
who are interested in the night sky. While people were in covid lockdown at home, one activity that 
families started to enjoy together was to look up at the night sky from their backyards in the city. 
This piqued peoples' interest in the night sky and when they began looking to take their night sky 
explorations to the next level, Dark Sky Guides in Waterton proved to be an attractive location to go 
exploring further. 
Visitors to Dark Sky areas can be categorized into:  
- Dark sky enthusiasts who have a long-standing passion for the night sky; 
- Newcomers to stargazing who want to learn more;  
- Young families that who want their children to experience a dark night sky, often for the first time 
in their lives. Many children from the city have never seen anything more than the moon and the Big 
Dipper and they are left awestruck! 

The Dark Sky initiative benefits our wildlife.  
August 2021, Parks Canada installed dark sky compliant street light fixtures throughout the Waterton 
townsite, which completed the final, full certification as an International Dark Sky Park.  
This is, importantly, a real positive for wildlife. Some examples: 
- The Long Toed Salamanders and Northern Leopard Frogs both require areas with little-to-no 
artificial light pollution. 



 

 

- Parks Canada is completing a long-running study on the various species of bats found in the 
National Park establishing baseline population against which to measure impacts; 
- The busy lives of nocturnal creatures, and the interactions between predator and prey (such as 
mountain lions and deer or elk) and are all healthy, impressive relationships, due to very little light 
pollution in the National Park. 

The Dark Sky initiative is an opportunity to preserve another aspect of First Nations culture. 
The newly built Waterton Lakes Visitor Centre offers an interpretive display on the importance of 
preserving dark skies and the significant connection of the night skies to the Blackfoot First Nations. 
Every First Nations group has its own sky lore, and we have a new opportunity to highlight and 
celebrate these stories.  
By engaging Elders and knowledgeable members of the our local First Nations, and we continue learn 
how to best tell these compelling narratives. The guests who are attracted to learning about dark 
skies are also eagerly receptive to First Nations sky lore; this is proving to be of particular interest to 
travellers from European countries who are now able to visit again. 

The Dark Sky initiative is forging a path for even more creative business opportunities.  
Quote from Keith Robinson, co-founder of Dark Sky Guides (DSG): 
When WLNP was given its preliminary, tentative Dark Sky Park status in 2017, I was already in the 
midst of incorporating DSG and preparing to offer night sky experiences to visitors. This was a brand 
new opportunity to showcase a different part of WLNP .... 
DSG has been in business over the past 5 years and the business opportunity has continued to evolve. 
We started with a telescope tour; which develop into two distinct experiences - a telescope tour and a 
night time hiking tour. 
When the pandemic hit, we were forced to stop using telescopes for health and safety reasons. This 
forced us to refine and expand upon our night time hiking tours, and we are the only business in 
WLNP offering such experiences. 
Over the course of the pandemic, DSG began making strides towards opening southwest Alberta's 
first planetarium. We are hoping to launch this experience, in its preliminary form, sometime this 
coming winter. 

Notably, Canada is a four-season climate, and the skies are unique and beautiful year round!  
Last winter, DSG began offering guided snowshoe-stargazing tours in the snowy winter months. 
DSG is in process of solidifying a partnerships with astrophotographers to offer workshops and 
courses on how to capture photo images of night skies. 
Another idea is to spearhead a Dark Sky Festival in either 2023 or 2024 as a way to extend the 
tourism industry's shoulder season. 



 

 

Innovative ideas are emerging in the communities adjacent to the Park. The communities in Alberta 
SouthWest are getting business and investment proposals that relate to dark skies, such as full moon 
hiking, specialized tours, products, accommodation with sky views and so on. We can’t offer more 
detail, due to confidentiality, but are excited that there may be more stories for another year! 

Lessons learned 
The process of gaining certifications or establishing designations is a many-faceted, years-long 
process, but it is of immense value in terms of raising awareness among the local population and 
inspiring new business ideas. 

The communities of Alberta SouthWest Crown of the Continent have collaborated for over 20 years 
to help each other succeed. We have learned that healthy communities are those who remain 
creative and persistent in working to align the complicated aspects of culture, history and economy 
within the special landscapes we share. 

Results, achievements and recognitions 
The International Dark Sky certification in 2021, added to the region‘s collection of designated sites.  
These designations and certifications represent decades of community commitment, which has 
evolved into a region with a unique richness of attractions for both visitors and residents. 

Other designations that contribute to business, marketing and sustainability: 
1932: Waterton-Glacier established as the world’s first International Peace Park.  
It is a story of community action, cross-border collaboration, and political support. 
https://crownofthecontinent.net/entries/crown-of-the-continent-ksps-documentary/5454828c-
a61e-4d7a-9112-1a896e3bc3ab 

1979: UNESCO designates the Waterton Biosphere Reserve, one of only 19 worldwide.  
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/biosphere-reserve 

1981: UNESCO designates Head Smashed in Buffalo Jump World Heritage Site.  
https://headsmashedin.ca/ 

1995: UNESCO designates Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park World Heritage Site.  
https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/culture/spm-whs/sites-canada/sec02l 

2019: UNESCO designates Writing-on-Stone World Heritage Site. 
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1597/ 

2021: Waterton Lakes National Park in Canada and Glacier National Park in the United States are 
recognized by the International Dark-Sky Association (IDA) as the world’s first transboundary 
International Dark Sky Park. 
https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/ab/waterton/activ/experiences/etoile-star 



 

 

Additional references 
 
Crown of the Continent Geotourism Council (transboundary partnership with National Geographic) 
https://crownofthecontinent.net/ 
 
Designation of Historic Resources in Alberta 
https://www.alberta.ca/designation-provincial-historic-resources.aspx 
 
UNESCO World Heritage Site Selection Criteria https://whc.unesco.org/en/criteria/ 
 
Alberta SouthWest Regional Alliance https://www.albertasouthwest.com/ 
 
Peaks to Prairies Electric Vehicle Charging Station Network https://peakstoprairies.ca 
 
Southern Alberta Alternative Energy Partnership https://www.saaep.ca/ 
 
 


