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The North American Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP) was 
established to protect wetland habitat and associated wildlife species 
across North America. Since 1986, the Alberta NAWMP Partnership 
has worked to conserve Alberta’s wetlands and associated upland 
habitat to help achieve the goals of the plan.

The Alberta NAWMP Partnership is a collaboration of federal, 
provincial and municipal governments, non-governmental 
organizations, private companies and many individuals; all working 
towards achieving better wetland habitat for the benefit of waterfowl, 
wildlife and people. Core partners include:

� Alberta Agriculture and Forestry

� Alberta Environment and Parks

� Ducks Unlimited Canada

� Environment and Climate Change Canada

� The Nature Conservancy of Canada

The enduring success of the North American Waterfowl Management 
Plan in Alberta can be directly attributed to the commitment and 
support of the Alberta NAWMP partner organizations and their 
grassroots approach. For more than 25 years, the Alberta NAWMP 
Partnership has demonstrated unprecedented cooperation and 
sharing of knowledge, resources and programs and provided insight 
for stewardship practitioners, and demonstrated the potential of a 
durable collaborative approach. These partners and their coordinated 
conservation activities are essential to helping the Alberta NAWMP 
Partnership achieve the continental NAWMP goal of restoring 
waterfowl populations to the average levels of the 1970s. 

About the 
Alberta Nawmp 
Partnership

ACRONYMS 

AAF Alberta Agriculture & Forestry

AAMDC Alberta Association Municipal Districts and Counties

AEP Alberta Environment and Parks

AER Alberta Energy Regulator 

ASVA Alberta Summer Villages Association

AUMA Alberta Urban Municipalities Association

EPEA Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act

IDP Inter-municipal Development Plan

LUB Land Use Bylaw

MGA Municipal Governments Act

MDP Municipal Development Plan

UDI Urban Development Institute

WPAC Watershed Planning and Advisory Councils

WSG Watershed Stewardship Group

http://www.agric.gov.ab.ca/app21/rtw/index.jsp
http://www.environment.alberta.ca/
http://www.ducks.ca/
http://www.ec.gc.ca/default.asp?lang=En&n=FD9B0E51-1
http://www.natureconservancy.ca/site/PageServer?pagename=ncc_main
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Introduction
WELCOME! 

Welcome to the Alberta Municipal Wetland Conservation Guide. 

In 2013, the Government of Alberta (GOA) released the Alberta 
Wetland Policy. Although the GOA, as a legislator and regulator, plays 
a key role in its implementation, they recognize that they cannot 
achieve policy goals and outcomes without the support of Alberta’s 
municipalities. 

Hence, in 2015 the Alberta NAWMP Partnership struck a multi-sector 
Working Group to look at how to support municipalities in wetland 
conservation. The Group identified the need to outline the variety  
of ways a municipality can undertake wetland conservation, as well  
as the information, tools and support available for this work. Hence, 
this guide! 

In this document, you will find: 

� Ten modules covering different aspects of municipal 
 wetland conservation 

� A number of case studies, examples, links, resources,  
contacts, etc. available to assist municipalities in this work. 

We hope this guide is helpful! We would love to hear your feedback on 
it or any other aspect of municipal wetland conservation. Please feel 
free to forward your comments to: 

MICHAEL BARR, 
Coordinator, Alberta NAWMP Partnership

Camrose, Alberta
780.608.8104  |  m_barr@ducks.ca
www.abnawmp.ca

i
Up to 70% of wetlands have been lost in the  
settled areas of Alberta and loss continues to this 
day. The extent of loss in the unsettled (Boreal)  
areas is unknown. 

mailto:m_barr%40ducks.ca?subject=
http://www.abnawmp.ca


5

2016ALBERTA NAWMP PARTNERSHIP

MUNICIPALITIES & WETLANDS IN ALBERTA 

Municipalities in Alberta are busy! They have a lot on their plate and 
may not be thinking specifically about wetland conservation. However, 
there are many areas of everyday municipal business where wetland 
conservation may come into play. 

Municipalities are mandated through the Municipal Government Act 
to oversee orderly development within their jurisdictional boundaries. 
Thus, they can have a large impact on the landscape as they carry 
out their work. This can include visioning out what they want their 
future to look like; developing and approving plans (at multiple scales 
such as inter-municipal plans, municipal development plans, area 
structure plans, sub-division plans, open space plans, environmentally 
significant areas plans, etc); and setting bylaws and using other tools 
(e.g. approvals, permits, reserves, etc) to help achieve plan objectives. 

Municipalities also undertake a number of activities to support 
communities including road-building, providing utility and other 
infrastructure, developing green spaces and other recreational 
opportunities, etc. Municipalities are also often engaged in water 
management issues such as protecting source and treating drinking 
waters, treating and releasing wastewater, managing run-off and 
stormwater, and mitigating floods and droughts. 

Wetlands can provide a number of benefits to a municipality, and 
municipalities can positively influence wetland conservation to 
achieve these outcomes. For example, wetlands may be a part of the 
solution when considering water quality issues and municipalities can 
incorporate wetlands into their planning in order to have better source 
waters and healthier watersheds. 

Wetlands might also be a consideration when planning green and 
other open spaces, enhancing outdoor recreational opportunities, or 
just adding aesthetic value to a housing project. Many municipalities 
also strive to protect environmentally significant areas as well as 
the biodiversity they provide. Wetland conservation can help meet 
biodiversity and other environmental goals. 

A municipality can influence how development occurs around a 
wetland through the use of bylaws, assessments, permitting processes, 
etc. In particular, local governments are often the first point of contact 
for urban and rural sub-division applicants, providing an opportunity 
to inform these audiences about the benefits of retaining wetlands 
on the landscape as well as their legal obligations when undertaking 
works near water. 

Municipalities also play an important role in promoting wetland 
conservation and other environmental values to their residents 
through public education and outreach programming. Finally, 
wetlands may be a legal consideration when a municipality is a 
proponent (under Alberta’s Water Act or Public Lands Act) when 
building a road or other works that will affect a wetland. 

Obviously, municipalities are a key player in wetland conservation 
in Alberta! Whether your municipality is specifically thinking about 
wetlands, or recognizes wetlands are a part of everyday business, we 
hope you find this guide useful in your work. 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

Please know that this guide is not an in-depth, comprehensive tome of 
all things wetlands. Instead, it is intended to be a handy, one-window 
access point to information and resources available in more detail 
elsewhere. Hence, each module presents a topic area, and then briefly 
describes what may be required, how a municipality might approach 
this work, and what information and resources are currently available 
to assist with this task.

By presenting the modules as we have, we seek to bring awareness 
and understanding of a variety of actions that municipalities can take 
to improve and integrate wetland conservation efforts into everyday 
business. Although a municipality can take a linear approach and 
review each module in the order presented, please know that wetland 
conservation is a journey and there are no hard, fast rules! Some 
municipalities are brand new to wetland conservation – some are 
old pros. Your municipality might be at a different stage of wetland 
conservation then your neighbor. Additionally, wetland conservation 
can be an iterative process where steps are revisited over time. Hence, 
it is up to each individual municipality to decide what actions are 
appropriate at any given time, and when to move forward.

To help you do a quick self-assessment of where your municipality is 
at in its wetland conservation journey, and what modules might be 
of most interest to you, we provide the following table with a brief 
description of each module. After reviewing the table, simply go to the 
module that best suits your needs today. 

What do we mean by 
‘wetland conservation’?
Throughout this document, we use the term 
‘wetland conservation’ in the broadest sense to 
include a variety of management actions including 
wetland protection, enhancement, mitigation 
(avoid, minimize, replace), restoration, etc.

Did you know
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Module 1. UNDERSTANDING WETLAND 
DEFINITIONS  
& DESCRIPTIONS

A brief overview of the provincial definition of a wetland, a  
description of the five classes of wetlands found in Alberta, and other 
biophysical information. 

Module 2. UNDERSTANDING WETLAND 
POLICY & LEGISLATION

A brief overview of pertinent policies and legislation relevant to 
wetland conservation in Alberta including those for water and land use 
management as they relate to wetlands.  

Module 3. UNDERSTANDING 
WETLANDS IN THE 
WATERSHED 

A brief look at the connection between wetland functions (such as water 
filtration, flood mitigation, etc.) and healthy watersheds. 

Module 4. FINDING RESOURCES FOR 
WETLAND CONSERVATION

Some ideas on where to look for funds and other capacity for undertaking 
wetland conservation. 

Module 5. COMMUNICATING  
& COLLABORATING  
WITH OTHERS

A reminder of the importance of communicating and collaborating with 
others to achieve shared wetland objectives. 

Module 6. IDENTIFYING WETLAND 
VALUES AND SETTING 
OBJECTIVES 

The importance of identifying shared values around wetlands and setting 
management objectives to protect these values. 

Module 7.
INTEGRATING  
WETLANDS INTO 
MUNICIPAL PLANNING  
& DEVELOPMENT

How wetland conservation can be incorporated into municipal planning. 

Module 8. PROMOTING WETLAND 
STEWARDSHIP AND 
EDUCATION

How a municipality can promote wetland conservation through 
stewardship and public education and outreach. 

Module 9. THE ROLE OF 
MUNICIPALITIES IN 
WETLAND MITIGATION 

What to do when a municipality is subject to wetland mitigation as 
a proponent under the Water Act or is a point of contact for other 
proponents in the municipality.

Module 10. THE IMPORTANCE OF  
MEASURING PROGRESS

The importance of using performance metrics to measure if wetland 
objectives are being achieved. 
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WHAT IS REQUIRED?  

If you asked several people to describe a wetland, you might be 
surprised at the variety of responses you might get. In order to bring 
clarity to a discussion, it is important to understand the biophysical 
characteristics of wetlands in Alberta. It is also important to seek 
agreement on definitions and descriptions. However, no need to re-
invent the wheel! Much of this work has already been done by others. 

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK?  

The Alberta Wetland Policy goal  is to conserve, restore, protect and 
manage Alberta’s wetlands to sustain the benefits they provide to the 
environment, society and economy’.. Toachieve this goal, the policy 
will focus on four outcomes:

 � Wetlands of the highest value are protected for the long-term 
benefit of Albertans

 � Wetlands and their benefits are conserved and restored in areas 
where losses have been high

 � Wetlands are managed by avoiding, minimizing and if necessary, 
replacing lost wetland value

 � Wetland Management considers regional context

The Government of Alberta (GOA) has defined wetlands in the  
Alberta Wetland Policy as “land saturated with water long enough 
to promote formation of water altered soils, growth of water tolerant 
vegetation, and various kinds of biological activity that are adapted to 
the wet environment”.

In Alberta, some wetlands belong to the “Crown” (read more about 
this in Module 2. Understanding Wetland Policy & Legislation). The 
Guide for Assessing Permanence of Wetland Basins provides added 
description that a Crown wetland “must be permanent, (or reasonably 
so). The wetland feature must have a persistent inundation period 
but need not be perpetually or continuously inundated. Wetlands 
normally respond to changes in annual climate through a well-
defined cycle and may from time to time become dry during periods 
of low precipitation followed by another period of inundation. Their 
boundaries will vary over time as well.” 

The GOA has also described Alberta’s five classes of wetlands in the 
Alberta Wetland Classification System. Alberta has both mineral 
(marshes, swamps, open water wetlands) and peat (bogs and fens) 
wetlands. While all five classes can occur across the province, marshes 
tend to be more prevalent in the south and central Prairie and 
Parkland Ecoregions and swamps, bogs, and fens tend to be more 
prevalent in the northern Boreal Forest. These five classes of wetlands 
can be further sub-divided into forms based on vegetation (e.g., 
wooded bog or shrubby fen). 

Depending on where it occurs in Alberta, a municipality may have all 
five classes of wetlands within its boundaries, or it might only have 
one. In addition, a number of urban municipalities may have both 
“natural” and “constructed” wetlands (see descriptions of these on 
pages 8-9). 

Understanding Wetland  
Definitions & Descriptions

MODULE 1

http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/directives/documents/AssessingPermanenceWetlandBasins-Feb2016A.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/ClassificationSystem-Jun01-2015.pdf
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What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

R
ES

O
U

R
C

ES

Alberta Wetland Classification System
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/
documents/ClassificationSystem-Jun01-2015.pdf 

Guide for Assessing Permanence of  Wetland Basins
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/directives/documents/
AssessingPermanenceWetlandBasins-Feb2016A.pdf 

Wetlands Alberta: What is a wetland? http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/what-is-a-wetland/ 

Canadian Wetland Classification System
http://www.env.gov.yk.ca/animals-habitat/documents/canadian_
wetland_classification_system.pdf 

Wetland Classification Systems http://www.wetlandpolicy.ca/wetland-classification-systems/ 

Glossary of Terms Related to Water and Watershed 
Management in Alberta

https://uofa.ualberta.ca/-/media/ualberta/faculties-and-programs/
centres-institutes/water-initiative/waterterminology.pdf 

AUMA Glossary of Water Terms
https://auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/water-
management/glossary-water-terms 

NATURAL WETLANDS 

Natural wetlands, in a municipal context, serve a broad range of 
functions that offer significant benefits to humans. These ‘free 
and self-sustaining’ services of natural wetlands include . water 
purificaiotn, erosion and sediment control, water retention during 
dry periods and conservinge biodiverse living systems. They also 
offer ‘living laboratories’ as a teaching tool for youth and community 
groups. Natural wetland processes and benefits are often mimicked 
by constructed wetlands, which in tandem with natural wetlands 
are sometimes termed by municipalities ‘green infrastructure’. 
Natural wetlands do not require improvements or maintenance in 
the conventional way that engineered structures do provided overall 
integrity of the watershed prevails. 

Peatlands 

 � Bogs: peat-accumulating wetlands where, due to poor drainage 
and the decay of plant material, the surface water is strongly 
acidic and low in nutrients. Although they are dominated by 
sphagnum mosses and shrubs, bogs may support trees. 

 � Fens: also peat-accumulating wetlands, but influenced by a flow 
of groundwater. They tend to be basic (as opposed to acidic) and 
are more productive than a bog. Although fens are dominated by 
sedges, they may also contain shrubs and trees. 

Non-peatlands: 

 � Shallow Open Water Wetlands: These wetlands include potholes 
and ponds less than 2 metres deep, as well as water along rivers 
and lakeshore areas. They are usually relatively small bodies 
of standing or flowing water commonly representing the stage 
between lakes and marshes. 

 � Marshes: are periodically or permanently covered by standing 
or slowly moving water. Marshes are rich in nutrients and have 
emergent reeds, rushes, cattails and sedges. Water remains within 
the root zone of these plants for most of the growing season. 

 � Swamps: dominated by shrubs or trees and can be flooded 
seasonally or for long periods of time. Swamps are nutrient rich 
and productive. Swamps can be peatlands or non-peatlands. 

BOG FENS

http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/ClassificationSystem-Jun01-2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/ClassificationSystem-Jun01-2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/directives/documents/AssessingPermanenceWetlandBasins-Feb2016A.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/directives/documents/AssessingPermanenceWetlandBasins-Feb2016A.pdf
http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/what-is-a-wetland/
http://www.env.gov.yk.ca/animals-habitat/documents/canadian_wetland_classification_system.pdf
http://www.env.gov.yk.ca/animals-habitat/documents/canadian_wetland_classification_system.pdf
http://www.wetlandpolicy.ca/wetland-classification-systems/
https://uofa.ualberta.ca/-/media/ualberta/faculties-and-programs/centres-institutes/water-initiative/waterterminology.pdf
https://uofa.ualberta.ca/-/media/ualberta/faculties-and-programs/centres-institutes/water-initiative/waterterminology.pdf
https://auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/water-management/glossary-water-terms
https://auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/water-management/glossary-water-terms
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CONSTRUCTED WETLANDS 

Constructed wetlands are engineered facilities that retain surface 
water and improve stormwater runoff and may improve water quality 
once established. Constructed wetlands consist of shallow extended 
detention areas with extensive native species plantings and are 
typically created by excavating a depression. Sedimentation, filtration, 
biological and chemical processes affect water quality improvement. 

Wetland plants foster the necessary conditions for microorganisms, 
which help to transform and remove pollutants from the water. It  
has been shown that constructed wetlands effectively lower 
biochemical oxygen demand, total suspended solids, and total 
nitrogen concentrations. 

Constructed wetlands may be built to provide mitigation for natural areas 
lost to development and to minimize point source and non-point source 
pollution prior to entry into receiving waters (streams, natural wetlands, 
etc.). They are not meant to replace all the functions of natural wetlands. 
They are built as a stormwater management facility so function to store 
and treat stormwater runoff. Wildlife habitat is secondary. 

Constructed wetlands are suitable for large drainage areas, for 
residential, commercial and industrial lands. Unless designed 
specifically for industrial waste treatment, the runoff must not contain 
high levels of toxic pollutants that may negatively affect the native 
vegetation. Constructed wetlands should be designed specifically for 
water quantity storage and water quality treatment, not simply to 
mimic a natural feature for aesthetic purposes. Some municipalities 
prefer these more complex wetland systems to manicured, wet 
ponds for improved water quality, buffers from private landscapes, 
biodiversity, wildlife habitat and enhanced watershed management.

Purpose

Constructed wetlands retain surface water and stormwater 
runoff similar to a wet pond but provide additional water quality 
enhancement through biological treatment. Wetland plants present 
in the constructed wetland provide the necessary conditions for 
slowing water flow and dropping out additional sediments. The 
microbial action surrounding the plant life and its soils can break 
down pollutants such as phosphorus, nitrogen and bacteria from 
stormwater runoff. These reactions create available nutrients for 
plant growth while making other pollutants inactive. Because of their 
benefits, these facilities are the most common treatment facility in 
new developments. The vegetation surrounding constructed wetlands 
is an integral part of the treatment process and mow widths should be 
considered to maximize bank stability and nutrient uptake

Description

Shallow extended detention areas with extensive native species 
plantings constructed by excavating, backfilling and grading, often 
with flow control structures to mimic spring and summer flow 
differences. Changes in pond level are used to encourage health and 
biodiversity for resident species.

Effectiveness

Sedimentation, filtration, biological and chemical processes affect 
water quality improvement. It has been shown that constructed 
wetlands effectively lower biochemical oxygen demand, total suspended 
solids, and total nitrogen concentrations. The permanent pond in 
the constructed wetland system is the major source of water quality 
improvement. Constructed wetlands are very effective in controlling 
peak runoff discharges and the enhancement of water quality. 

Constructed wetlands are designed to meet specific water quality and 
quantity objectives and mimic natural wetlands. Wetland  
plants, trees, shrubs and tall, native grasses can also discourage 
resident goose populations. Several municipalities (e.g., Strathcona 
County, City of Edmonton) have Constructed Wetland Design and 
Construction Standards. 

SHALLOW OPEN WATER WETLANDS MARSHES
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WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

To be successful, municipal wetland conservation efforts need to be 
consistent with provincial policy and legislation. Hence, municipalities, 
including elected officials and staff, need to have a firm understanding 
of the applicable documents governing wetland and water management 
in Alberta. In return, the province acknowledges the role of 
municipalities in achieving the goals of the wetland policy. Both levels 
of government need to be clear on who is responsible to do what.

Understanding Wetland  
Policy & Legislation

MODULE 2

As wetland conservation is heavily influenced by our activities on 
the landscape, it is also important for municipalities to be aware of 
those policies and legislation affecting land use in the province. As 
municipalities also have a strong mandate for local land use planning, 
it is again important that both levels of government understand each 
other’s roles and responsibilities in planning and regulating land use 
on public and private lands. Throughout this document, we will try 
to highlight these roles and responsibilities as we move through each 
module. Briefly, here are some of the ‘players’ involved in wetland 
conservation and their roles in Alberta. 

i
Prior to the Government of Alberta releasing the 
Alberta Wetland Policy in 2013, the Alberta Urban 
Municipalities Association (AUMA) worked with 
its members to develop its AUMA wetland policy. 
Although now dated, review of this document can 
provide some insight into wetland conservation 
from a municipal perspective.

https://www.auma.ca/sites/default/files/Advocacy/Programs_Initiatives/Water/2013_wetlands_resolution_and_policy_paper.pdf
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Entity Roles and Responsibilities 
Government of Alberta Set policy direction and legislation for wetlands, water and land use. 

Alberta Municipal Affairs Govern municipal processes via the Municipal Government Act (MGA).

Municipal Associations (AUMA, AAMDC, ASVA)
Provide support and guidance to rural and urban municipalities in local 
activities such as wetland conservation.

Individual Municipalities
Use local land use planning and tools such as setbacks and environmental 
reserves to conserve wetlands within their boundaries.

Regulators: Alberta Environment & Parks (AEP), Alberta 
Energy Regulator (AER)

Review and approve Water Act and Public Lands Act applications as they 
relate to wetland mitigation) (see more about this in Module 9. The Role of 
Municipalities in Provincial Wetland Mitigation). 

Applicants (municipalities, developers, road-builders, 
landowners, etc.)

In contemplating works affecting a wetland, are aware of and follow all water 
and wetland related legislation, regulations, standards, best practices, etc. 

Wetland Professionals and Professional Accreditation Groups
Set standards and practices in order to certify qualified professionals may 
competently identify, classify, delineate, assess function and benefits, assess 
impacts, and recommend actions consistent with policy and regulation. 

Non-government Organizations  
(e.g. Alberta NAWMP Partnership, The Nature Conservancy)

Support activities like wetland literacy education and outreach, wetland and 
riparian mapping and inventories, etc. 

Watershed Planning and Advisory Groups (WPACs) and 
Watershed Stewardship Groups

Bring a multi-sector approach to activities like wetland inventories, education 
and outreach, state of assessments, watershed planning, etc

Wetland Replacement Agents  
(e.g. Ducks Unlimited Canada, Vermilion County)

Receive wetland replacement funds and undertake replacement actions.

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

Municipalities can ensure they have a good understanding of provincial 
policy relating to wetlands by first having both elected officials and 
staff review the Alberta Wetland Policy. To reinforce key concepts, 
they can invite the Government of Alberta (Alberta Environment and 
Parks) to do a presentation or join a webinar or other event hosted 
by the province or a municipal organization such as Alberta Urban 
Municipalities Association (AUMA), Alberta Association of Municipal 
Districts and Counties (AAMDC), Alberta Summer Villages Association 
(ASVA), etc. 

The key pieces of legislation used to implement the wetland policy 
are the Water Act, the Public Lands Act and to some degree, the 
Environmental Enhancement and Protection Act.

Water Act 

Under the Water Act, the Crown has the right to make decisions about 
the diversion and disturbance of water in wetland areas. The Act 
states that parties carrying out any activity that could affect water and 
the aquatic environment are required to seek approval from Alberta 
Environment and Parks. These activities include taking water from 
wetlands, constructing within a wetlands area, and draining or filling 
any wetland, regardless of class or features. (For more on this and the 
province’s Wetland Mitigation Directive, see Module 9.The Role of 
Municipalities in Provincial Wetland Mitigation.)

Public Lands Act 

The province’s control over wetlands is reinforced by Alberta’s Public 
Lands Act, which gives the province ownership of the bed and shore 
of all permanent and naturally occurring wetlands, unless ownership 
has been specifically granted to another party. Although the province 
often doesn’t make an official claim to the land under a waterbody, 
regardless, wetlands cannot be altered without approval because the 
water, bed and shore is owned by the Crown. 

Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act 

Protection of wetlands is also regulated under the Environmental 
Protection and Enhancement Act, which supports and promotes 
the protection, enhancement and wise use of the environment. The 
Act’s individual regulations cover a wide range of activities relevant 
to wetlands, including environmental assessment, reclamation, 
conservation easements, wastewater and storm drainage, and 
substance release.

To understand how the wetland policy and wetland conservation 
fits with land use in the province, it is important for municipalities 
to understand the current land use planning context in Alberta. 
Unfortunately, this is no small task! As well, the task is that much 
more difficult as several relevant pieces of the puzzle are still works in 
progress such as the review of the Municipal Government Act (MGA, 
for more on this, see the text box below), as well as the development of 
several regional plans. 

2016ALBERTA NAWMP PARTNERSHIP

http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/
https://auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/water-management/watershed-management/wetlands
http://www.aamdc.com/advocacy/issue-briefings
http://www.asva.ca/
https://www.aer.ca/
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/water-for-life/partnerships/watershed-planning-and-advisory-councils/default.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/AlbertaWetlandPolicy-Sep2013.pdf
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Suffice it to say, Alberta has a land use policy called the Land Use 
Framework. This policy sets out the task of developing seven regional 
plans that when completed, will be cabinet-approved regulations under 
the Alberta Land Stewardship Act (ALSA). In time, municipalities must 
align their planning with the regional plans. They may also have to 
align their plans with adjacent municipalities through Inter-municipal 
Development Plans. Wetland conservation can be an important 
consideration throughout all levels of regional, inter-municipal and 
local planning. 

Once a municipality is familiar with the provincial policy and legislation 
listed above, they can begin to align their own governing documents 
including their Municipal Development Plans (MDP), Land Use Bylaws 
(LUB), Area Structure Plans, Sub-division Plans, etc. (see more on 
setting wetland objectives in a plan in Module 7).

Municipal Government Act

The Municipal Government Act (MGA) enables municipalities 
to conserve wetlands through tools such as land use bylaws and 
environmental reserves. However, there are limitations as to when these 
sections can be enacted and how they can be applied. For example, 
Section 664 (1) of the MGA indicates that a municipal authority can 
designate a “swamp” as an environmental reserve at the time of 
subdivision. While swamps are commonly defined as wetlands, there is 
often disagreement as to what type of wetlands qualify as a swamp. 

The MGA also allows municipalities to designate strips of land 
“abutting the bed and shore of any lake, river, stream or other body of 
water” as environmental reserve. Although wetlands would normally 
be considered to be a body of water, landowners and developers often 
argue that because wetlands are dissimilar from lakes, rivers and 
streams, jurisprudence dictates that they should not be considered to 
be a body of water in this case. 

The MGA is currently under review, which provides the opportunity to 
strengthen provisions for wetland protection. AUMA and AAMDC are 
advocating that the MGA be amended to provide greater clarity in the 
definition of environmental reserve including: 

a. Adding wetlands to the list of eligible ecosystems in section 
664(1) (a). 

b. Clarifying which classes of wetland are eligible to be designated 
as environmental reserves. 

c. Clarifying that the setback referred to in section 664(1) (c) 
applies to wetlands. 

What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

R
ES
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U
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ES

Alberta’s Wetlands: A Law and Policy Guide http://www.cirl.ca/files/cirl/wetlandsbrochure.pdf 

Wetlands Alberta (website) http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/ 

AUMA Water Hub
https://auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/water-
management/watershed-management 

ASPB Wetlands 101 (video) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V5SEWgYTWy8 

Alberta Wetlands: from classification to policy (course) http://www.wetlandpolicy.ca/wetland-courses-with-aquality/ 

Alberta Municipal Affairs -factsheets and information documents 
that help municipalities understand the regional plans and ALSA 
and how they relate to the MGA and their obligations.

http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/03-12InfoBul.pdf

http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/05-14_SSRP_
Info_Bulletin.pdf

http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/the_legislative_
framework_2012-08_version.pdf

DUC’s “Decision-Making for Wetland Management” course 
https://www.oldscollege.ca/continuing-education/land-environment/
professional-development/decision-making-for-wetland-
management/

C
O

N
TA

C
TS Environmental Law Centre http://elc.ab.ca/  

Urban Development Institute http://www.udialberta.com/  
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https://landuse.alberta.ca/PlanforAlberta/LanduseFramework/Pages/default.aspx
https://landuse.alberta.ca/PlanforAlberta/LanduseFramework/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.qp.alberta.ca/documents/Acts/A26P8.pdf
http://www.cirl.ca/files/cirl/wetlandsbrochure.pdf
http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/
https://auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/water-management/watershed-management
https://auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/water-management/watershed-management
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V5SEWgYTWy8
http://www.wetlandpolicy.ca/wetland-courses-with-aquality/
http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/03-12InfoBul.pdf
http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/05-14_SSRP_Info_Bulletin.pdf
http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/05-14_SSRP_Info_Bulletin.pdf
http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/the_legislative_framework_2012-08_version.pdf
http://www.municipalaffairs.alberta.ca/documents/ms/the_legislative_framework_2012-08_version.pdf
https://www.oldscollege.ca/continuing-education/land-environment/professional-development/decision-making-for-wetland-management/
https://www.oldscollege.ca/continuing-education/land-environment/professional-development/decision-making-for-wetland-management/
https://www.oldscollege.ca/continuing-education/land-environment/professional-development/decision-making-for-wetland-management/
http://elc.ab.ca/
http://www.udialberta.com/
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Understanding Wetlands  
in the Watershed

MODULE 3

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

Before a municipality starts to look at how to manage wetlands within 
their boundaries, they might first ensure a good understanding of this 
resource in a local context. This can include looking at current and 
historical wetland distribution within the municipality, the types of 
wetlands present, the social, economic and ecological functions they 
provide (i.e. recreation, flood protection,), etc. 

In addition, wetlands are an important component of watersheds and 
can be an important tool for water management. Municipalities can 
gain capacity for wetland conservation by collaborating with local 
watershed initiatives undertaken by Watershed Planning and Advisory 
Councils (WPAC) and Watershed Stewardship Groups (WSG). Taking 
a watershed approach may also lead to stronger collaboration with 
neighboring jurisdictions: this can benefit all parties. 

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

There are a number of tools available to municipalities to begin to 
understand the wetlands within their jurisdiction and their watershed. 
As previously mentioned in Module 1, municipalities can start by 
getting familiar with the five types of wetlands in Alberta (see Alberta 
Wetland Classification System). Next, they can look at the online 
Alberta Merged Wetland Inventory to get a sense of the types and 
distribution of wetlands in their area from a desk-top viewpoint. Note 
however that further ground-truthing may be required to verify this 
digital inventory. Getting out on the land and talking to landowners is 
a great way to learn about the current landscape from those living on 
it, as well as to verify in-house inventories. 

Wetland information might also be available within existing municipal 
documents such as previous planning reviews (developer application 
submissions, Areas Structure Plans, subdivision plans, etc.) or from 
previous mapping exercises (surface and groundwater, floodplain, 
riparian area, land cover, wildlife habitat corridors, etc.). 

A number of municipalities (e.g. Parkland County, Leduc County, 
Strathcona County and Mountain View County) have developed 
comprehensive Environmental Significant Areas reports that can be 
looked to as examples. Other land use managers involved in surveying, 
road building etc. may be able to provide information. A municipality 
can greatly benefit by having a GIS-based file system such that all 
information gathered goes into a shared digital repository. 

Note that both current and historical information can be useful – 
especially when comparing the wetlands present on the landscape in 
the past to today. Historical information might be gleaned from old 
air-photos, old reports or other archival material.

Wetland information might also be available from other organizations. 
Municipalities should check with their local WPAC to see if a ‘state 
of the watershed’ has been completed and if it includes wetland 
information. They might also check with Ducks Unlimited Canada to 
see if they have any inventory data available for the area. 

Finally, a municipality may want to undertake their own inventory of 
wetlands within their boundaries. Before starting, it is important to 
determine what additional mapping, if any, is required to develop a 
good baseline to measure future progress. It is also important to know 
beforehand how data will be stored, shared, updated, etc. Inventories 
can benefit others and municipalities should look to collaborate with 
other users such as WPACs, surrounding municipalities, or provincial 
government departments or agencies who may be able to help 
resource the collection of shared information. 

http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/water-for-life/partnerships/watershed-planning-and-advisory-councils/default.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/water-for-life/partnerships/watershed-planning-and-advisory-councils/default.aspx
http://stewardshipdirectory.com/
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/ClassificationSystem-Jun01-2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/ClassificationSystem-Jun01-2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/maps/resource-data-product-catalogue/biophysical.aspx
https://www.parklandcounty.com/en/index.aspx
https://issuu.com/leduccounty/docs/2015esastudy
http://www.mountainviewcounty.com/media/docs/MVC%20Final%20Report_27Oct08.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/water-for-life/partnerships/watershed-planning-and-advisory-councils/default.aspx
http://www.ducks.ca/
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Title of Initiative
Urban Ecosite Mapping: blending science and planning to 
support preservation of Alberta’s municipal biodiversity 

Who was involved?
City of Edmonton, Government of Alberta (Environment 
and Parks), GreenLink Forestry Inc. 

What did you set out to do? 
The intent of the project was to improve land use planning 
in Edmonton by developing an urban-ecological mapping 
inventory that could provide city managers with detailed 
information about sensitive and unique ecological 
communities found throughout Edmonton. 

The objective was to create a methodology that could 
economically and rapidly assess a municipality’s 
ecological assets for conservation and management 
objectives using standards and protocols based on the 
best available science. 

Expected Outcomes included: 
1. Creation of a cost effective natural asset inventory 

framework that

a. Would improve land use planning  
outcomes and achieve local restoration and 
conservation goals by providing stakeholders 
and Municipal managers with detailed 
information about sensitive and significant 
ecological sites (ecosites);

b. Would promote the adoption of consistent 
standards in the identification and monitoring 
of natural assets; and

c. Could be used by municipalities across Alberta.

2. Products would be made freely available to 
citizens and academics to support and encourage 
urban-ecological research and citizen science and 
stewardship initiatives.

i Case Study – Edmonton Ecosite Mapping

What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

R
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ES

Alberta Merged Wetland Inventory (GeoDiscover Alberta) https://geodiscover.alberta.ca/geoportal/catalog/main/home.page 

Google Maps https://www.google.com/maps 

Canada Wetland Inventory (Ducks Unlimited Canada) http://www.ducks.ca/initiatives/canadian-wetland-inventory/ 

Alberta Vegetation Inventory (GeoDiscover Alberta) https://geodiscover.alberta.ca/geoportal/catalog/main/home.page 

AB Agriculture wetland density map
http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/
agdex10306 

Alberta Flood Hazard Mapping 
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/flood-hazard-
identification-program/flood-hazard-mapping.aspx

AEP WRRP Flood, Drought and Water Quality  
Risk maps

http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/
watershed-resiliency-and-restoration-program/documents/
WatershedResiliencyRestoration-Jan-2015A.pdf 

Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute 
http://www.abmi.ca/home/products-services.html (land cover and 
human footprint maps)

C
O

N
TA

C
TS

Cows and Fish 
http://cowsandfish.org/ (information and tools for riparian 
management)

MODULE 3

https://geodiscover.alberta.ca/geoportal/catalog/main/home.page
https://www.google.com/maps
http://www.ducks.ca/initiatives/canadian-wetland-inventory/
https://geodiscover.alberta.ca/geoportal/catalog/main/home.page
http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex10306
http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex10306
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/flood-hazard-identification-program/flood-hazard-mapping.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/flood-hazard-identification-program/flood-hazard-mapping.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/watershed-resiliency-and-restoration-program/documents/WatershedResiliencyRestoration-Jan-2015A.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/watershed-resiliency-and-restoration-program/documents/WatershedResiliencyRestoration-Jan-2015A.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/watershed-resiliency-and-restoration-program/documents/WatershedResiliencyRestoration-Jan-2015A.pdf
http://www.abmi.ca/home/products-services.html%20(land%20cover%20and%20human%20footprint%20maps)
http://cowsandfish.org/
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What tools, resources or contacts were  
instrumental to your work? 
In order to facilitate the urban ecosite mapping project, 
significant coordination was required. 

Knowing of the Province’s scientifically rigorous  
work in creating spatially referenced inventories for 
the forested and grassland regions of Alberta, in 2013 
the City requested help in developing an inventory that 
could address the unique land management challenges 
that the City faced.

The City hired GreenLink Forestry to provide  
specialized technical expertise for the project. 

It was through the combination of perspectives and 
unique skill sets that each partner group brought to the 
table that the resulting framework was created. 

What was the end result? What was achieved?
The Urban Primary Vegetation and Lands Inventory 
(uPLVI) framework will be released in 2016 and will 
include an increase in the resolution of traditional 
Provincial vegetation inventories by 200% as well as 
the introduction of 17 unique urban land use site types. 
These together will provide the ability to be easily 
integrated with Provincial level vegetation inventories, 
thereby enabling effective regional land use and 
cumulative effects planning. 

In addition, the project allows for the identification 
of all classes of wetlands which, in conjunction with 
the Alberta Wetland Policy, will help inform wetland 
protection and mitigation planning. The framework 
is customized to enable mapping of wetlands in two 
wetland classification systems. This tool will be used in 
the development of three high level city projects (Open 
Space Master Plan, Environmental Sensitivities Project, 
City-wide restoration plan) which will be instrumental 
in formulating Edmonton’s 30 year sustainability goals.

What was a key learning of this initiative? 
The Edmonton Ecosite Mapping project has created a 
standardized system of protocols by capturing unique 
urban features that can be seamlessly integrated into 
the Province’s existing inventories. This, in addition to 
the creation of standardized field protocols and the first 
ever “Urban Ecosite Field Guide” will help encourage the 
collection of ecosite data in the hopes it will become an 
industry standard when planning in Edmonton. 

2016ALBERTA NAWMP PARTNERSHIP
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Finding Resources for  
Wetland Conservation

MODULE 4

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

Throughout the journey of conserving wetlands, municipalities may 
need to access existing or additional resources (financial, labor, 
technical, etc.) for a variety of tasks from developing policy, conducting 
technical inventories and GIS mapping, consultation and collecting 
stakeholder and public input, to restoring wetlands on the ground. 

Financial resources can come from existing operating budgets, or 
through additional financial support through grants and partner 
contributions. In addition, non-financial support can be gained through 
staff secondments, sharing of technical staff, collaborative opportunities 
between municipalities and regional partnerships, etc. Manpower and 
technical expertise can also be found in WPACs, internships, summer 
students, municipal partners and associations, etc. 

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

Developing a wetland conservation workplan might be a place to start. 
A workplan can identify which steps are required, which are priorities 
and which can wait. A workplan can also identify leads as well as 
potential partners. It can also identify sources of funding, including 
potential grants that might be applied for before work is initiated. 

However, a wetland conservation workplan may not need its own 
budget or separate resources. There are always benefits to aligning 
multiple priorities or objectives when facing resource constraints. 
Instead, a municipality can include wetland conservation activities as 
part of its “source water protection” or “flood mitigation” workplans. 
Whichever approach is taken, there are a number of resources and 
collaborative initiatives available to assist with this work. 

Both the province and a number of non-government groups in 
Alberta have been experimenting with new tools for funding wetland 
conservation. These might include the use of development credits; 
payments to landowners for ecological goods and services, or reverse 
auctions (see links to these inititiatives in the resources table below). 
Although it is a bit early to tell, these and other such initiatives may 
provide insight into how municipalities can sustainably fund wetland 
conservation in the future. 
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What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

TO
O

LS

Reverse Auctions (Alberta’s Living Laboratory Wetland Project/
Alberta Land Institute) 

http://www.albertalandinstitute.ca/research/research-projects/
project/wetlands 

A Practical Guide to Transfer Development Credits in Alberta 
(Miistakis Institute)

http://www.tdc-alberta.ca/ 

Environmental Goods & Services Payment Programs 
(Alternative Land Use Services)

http://www.alus.ca/category/alberta/  

R
ES

O
U
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ES

Green Infrastructure Fund (Government of Canada) http://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/prog/gif-fiv-eng.html 

Watershed Restoration and Resiliency Program grant
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/watershed-
resiliency-and-restoration-program/default.aspx 

Environmental Damages Fund
https://www.ec.gc.ca/edf-fde/default.asp?lang=En&n=8E5977FD-
1&offset=1&toc=show 

Agricultural Watershed Enhancement Grant
http://www.growingforward.alberta.ca/Programs/index.
htm?contentId=AGRI_WTRSHED_PRG&useSecondary=true 

Climate Change and Emissions Management Corporation Fund http://ccemc.ca/funding/  

Alberta Wetland Policy mitigation fund Under development

C
O
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C
TS

Canadian Environmental Grantmakers’ Network  
(granting foundations)

http://www.cegn.org/about/members/  
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http://www.albertalandinstitute.ca/research/research-projects/project/wetlands
http://www.albertalandinstitute.ca/research/research-projects/project/wetlands
http://www.tdc-alberta.ca/
http://www.alus.ca/category/alberta/
http://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/prog/gif-fiv-eng.html
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/watershed-resiliency-and-restoration-program/default.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/watershed-resiliency-and-restoration-program/default.aspx
https://www.ec.gc.ca/edf-fde/default.asp?lang=En&n=8E5977FD-1&offset=1&toc=show
https://www.ec.gc.ca/edf-fde/default.asp?lang=En&n=8E5977FD-1&offset=1&toc=show
http://www.growingforward.alberta.ca/Programs/index.htm?contentId=AGRI_WTRSHED_PRG&useSecondary=true
http://www.growingforward.alberta.ca/Programs/index.htm?contentId=AGRI_WTRSHED_PRG&useSecondary=true
http://ccemc.ca/funding/
http://www.cegn.org/about/members/


MODULE 1

18

Communicating &  
Collaborating With Others

MODULE 5

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

Wetland conservation is often more successful if it involves 
understanding everyone’s values, discussing trade-offs, setting shared 
goals and directions and resourcing actions. Hence, to be effective, 
municipalities need to engage others, both internally (e.g., elected 
officials, staff, etc.) and externally (e.g. stakeholders, partners, public, 
etc). To leverage communication resources, municipalities can build 
on existing communication channels and relationships to implement 
wetland conservation. In some cases, new communication channels 
and relationships may need to be built. 

Municipalities also need to be aware of what is occurring around them 
in surrounding jurisdictions, in their larger watershed, and in the 
province including how this may affect their own jurisdiction. Being 
involved in broader watershed approaches (WPACs) or stewardship 
groups, monitoring newsletters and articles, attending forums and 
working with surrounding municipalities can benefit individual efforts 
to manage wetlands and the d benefits they provide. 

Pond parties are a great 
communications tool 
for building awareness!
Strathcona County uses ‘pond parties’ as a 
communications tool to educate residents about 
stormwater management facilities in the community 
and how they can live responsibly around them 
(respecting their form and function). Collaborating 
with internal and external educators, county staff 
provide pond dips, wetland storytelling, colouring, 
algae education, water quality testing, pond tours, 
and geo-caching activities. They also provide 
information about natural wetlands as well. Events 
are targeted at young families and residents who live 
in Sherwood Park.

Did you know
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HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

Municipalities can share their learning’s with others regardless of 
what stage of wetland management they are in now. They can do 
this through a variety of education and communication tools such as 
websites and other social media, brochures, newsletters, maps, ‘state 
of ’ reports and other print materials, etc. As wetland information is 
learned, it can be included in regular municipal reporting documents 
(council reports, state of reports, etc). More interactive forums such as 
council meetings, presentations, webinars, wetland tours, etc. can also 
be beneficial.

When setting policy direction and management goals, municipalities 
may want to engage and consult with neighboring and other levels of 
government, the public, landowners, industry and other stakeholders, 
etc. Consultation processes such as surveys, open houses, workshops, 
etc. may be used to raise awareness, build knowledge, share values 
and attitudes, provide skills and encourage stewardship actions and 
behavior change. Having a communications plan in place can ensure the 
right parties/audiences are consulted with at the appropriate stage and 
in the appropriate manner with the appropriate tools and materials. 

It is particularly important that municipalities have a strong 
connection with Water Act and Public Lands Act approvals bodies. 
To achieve this, municipalities should know who the appropriate 
Alberta Environment and Parks Water Act Approvals staff person 
is for their area. They can also invite approvals staff out annually to 
discuss/review how things are going (challenges, successes, level of 
understanding, etc.). 

What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

TO
O

LS

Wetlands Alberta website http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/

AB  NAWMP Partnership videos (wetland values, roles and 
responsibilities, etc.)

http://www.abnawmp.ca/video/ 

Pond Parties
http://www.strathcona.ca/departments/utilities/wastewater/
stormwater-management-system/pond-party/

R
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AAMDC/AUMA Citizen Engagement toolkit
https://www.auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/citizen-
engagement-toolkit-social-media-resource-guide

International Association for Public Participation http://www.iap2.org/ 

Tools for Effective Community Engagement  
(The Canadian CED Network)

https://ccednet-rcdec.ca/en/event/2015/06/04/tools-effective-
community-engagement

Building Community Partnerships  
(Alberta Agriculture and Forestry publication)

http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/aesa3354

C
O
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Government of Alberta Water Act Approvals staff

Toll-free from anywhere in Alberta 310-0000; or http://www.alberta.
ca/staff-directory.cfm (enter “Regional Approvals” to get a list of 
approvals staff including Water Act Approvals; or submit an email 
to  http://www.alberta.ca/contact.cfm asking them to identify the 
regional Water Act Approvals staff person nearest to your location. 

2016ALBERTA NAWMP PARTNERSHIP

http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/
http://www.abnawmp.ca/video/
http://www.strathcona.ca/departments/utilities/wastewater/stormwater-management-system/pond-party/
http://www.strathcona.ca/departments/utilities/wastewater/stormwater-management-system/pond-party/
https://www.auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/citizen-engagement-toolkit-social-media-resource-guide
https://www.auma.ca/advocacy-services/programs-initiatives/citizen-engagement-toolkit-social-media-resource-guide
http://www.iap2.org/
https://ccednet-rcdec.ca/en/event/2015/06/04/tools-effective-community-engagement
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http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/aesa3354
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http://www.alberta.ca/contact.cfm
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EXAMPLE OF A FACT SHEET FOR COMMUNICATING TO LANDOWNERS IN STRATHCONA COUNTY 

Working together to save  
wetlands in Strathcona County 

It is estimated that Alberta has lost 64% of 
it’s slough/marsh wetlands due to infilling 
and drainage. These activities often occur 
even though in Alberta it is illegal to disturb 
water bodies unless authorized to do so. 
 
Healthy water bodies (e.g. wetlands, ponds, 
lake, rivers and their surrounding vegetation) 
are important to all of us.  Wetlands are   
especially valuable because they play a   
critical role in storing and filtering water,  
preventing floods and providing habitat for 
wildlife.  The ecological services provided by 
wetlands have been valued at approximately 
$2 billion per year in Alberta.  

We will be conducting a series of interviews and 
workshops with a cross-section of people in the 
County, representing developers, contractors, 
various government agencies, community  
members and conservation groups. The purpose 
of these interviews is to share different perspec-
tives and ideas on the issue, and to develop and 
agree to a set of practical actions that will 
reduce the number of illegal disturbances to 
wetlands in Strathcona County.  For more       
information on this project contact Greg Jones 
at (780) 415-9371 or Jocelyn Thrasher-Haug at
(780) 416-6713. 
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What is the issue?  

How will this be accomplished?   

What are we trying to do?   
Alberta Environment is initiating a pilot 
project with Strathcona County that aims 
to bring government, industry and local 
communities together to improve under-
standing of why illegal activities are taking 
place in water bodies (particularly in    
wetlands) and how we can work together 
to reduce them.  
 
Strathcona County was selected for the 
pilot project because development      
pressure from industry and settlement is 
affecting the region’s important surface 
and groundwater supplies. Damage and 
loss to wetlands in this area has been 
identified as a growing concern.  

• Area = 126,500 ha or 312,577 acres 
• Uplands 27,734 ha (68,532 acres), wetlands 

4,922 ha (12,161 acres), lakes 3,201 ha 
(7,910 acres) 

• Lands protected under Conservation      
Easements: 3,153 acres  

• Population: 82,511 (2006), projected to be 
95,500 by 2010 

• Population growth rate 4.25% 
• Currently 896 farms  
• Home to Canada's largest oil refinery    

complex and North America’s 3rd largest    
petro-chemical complex 

• 9.8 billion dollars in major projects under 
construction 

• Home to 7,000 businesses and companies 

Strathcona County - Fast Facts  

MODULE 5
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EXAMPLE OF A FACT SHEET FOR COMMUNICATING TO LANDOWNERS IN STRATHCONA COUNTY 

All water in the Province of Alberta is     
managed and protected by the Government 
of Alberta,  including water located on      
private lands. The Water Act governs how 
the Province of Alberta manages water 
within our boundaries. The purpose of this 
Act is to support and promote the conserva-
tion and management of water, including the 
wise allocation and use of water. Under the 
Water Act, modification or disturbance 
of a water body is not allowed, even on 
private land, unless authorization to do so is 
first obtained from Alberta Environment.  In 
some cases, additional authorization may be 
required under other provincial and federal 
legislation. 

It is illegal to place anything or to do 
anything that disturbs ground or 
vegetation in a way that now or in the 
future could:  
1. alter the flow or level of water, 

whether temporarily or permanently 
2. change the location of water or the 

direction of flow of water 
3. cause siltation of water or the erosion 

of the bed or shore of a water body 
4. cause an effect on the aquatic             

environment (fish, water quality, 
aquatic vegetation) 

 
Examples of such activities include (but 
are not limited to) filling, draining, ditch-
ing, damming, and removing water side 
vegetation. 
 
Where disturbing, modifying or damaging 
wetlands or water bodies cannot be 
avoided, Alberta Environment may        
authorize such activities, however Alberta’s 
Wetland Policy may require compensation 
from the applicant to replace the lost or 
damaged wetland area.   

Protecting water bodies in Alberta - what you should know   

Alberta Environment - Northern Region 
 (780) 427-5296 
 www.environment.alberta.ca 
 
Strathcona County 
 Phone: (780) 464-8111 
 www.strathcona.ab.ca 
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How are water bodies protected? 

A water body is defined in the Water Act 
as: any location where water flows or is   
present, including locations where the flow 
or presence of water is intermittent, seasonal 
or occurs only during a flood.  Examples of   
water bodies include (but are not limited to) 
lakes, rivers, creeks, gullies, wetlands, flood 
plains, ponds, sloughs, bogs, muskeg,      
riparian areas, and aquifers. 

For more information on     
wetlands or water              
management contact:   

What activities are illegal? 
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Note:  This is not a 
legal document.  
Please consult the 
actual legislation 
mentioned for    
specific details. 
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MODULE 5

Who was involved? 
The Beaver Hills Initiative (BHI) is a multi-stakeholder 
collaboration comprised of four municipalities 
(Strathcona, Lamont, Beaver and Leduc Counties), 
the Federal and Provincial governments, Indigenous 
communities, academia, non-governmental 
organizations and industry.

What did we set out to do? 
By recognizing the Beaver Hills’ distinct moraine 
landscape, these members came together in 2002 
to promote a bioregional approach to conservation 
planning, while integrating social, economic and cultural 
elements. The BHI works together voluntarily through 
shared initiatives and coordinated action with the belief 
that decisions regarding sustainable development 
within the Beaver Hills should be consensus and science-
based. The BHI has very recently been successfully 
nominated for the Beaver Hills to become a United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) Biosphere Reserve to acknowledge that 
sustainability and biodiversity can coexist in this area. 
The recognition represents the combined support 
of countless individuals and organizations with the 
collective belief that the Beaver Hills is an area of 
ecological importance deserving protection and 
international recognition. Beaver Hills Biosphere was 
announced on March 19, 2016!

What contacts were instrumental to our work?
 Since 2002, the members (both founding and new) have 
contributed hundreds of hours of expertise towards the 
BHI mandate.

What was the end result? 
Significant projects completed over the past decade 
include the following Board approved documents:

 � Land Management Framework (2015 update).

 � State of the Beaver Hills (2015).

 � Strategic Communications Plan (2015).

 � Biosphere Reserve Nomination (2015).

 � Stewardship Engagement Strategy (2012).

 � Tourism and Development Opportunities 
Assessment (2011).

 � Protected Areas Cooperation Plan (2008).

The direct benefits of this project to the other member 
organizations, non-member municipalities and 
municipalities outside of the Beaver Hills include: 
influencing on-the-ground conservation projects; 
sharing data, resources, knowledge, and funds; providing 
a forum and the landscape for research science; and 
providing a forum and the landscape for stewardship and 
citizen science.

The BHI has been leading by example and can provide 
14 years of experience to other bioregional planning 
processes within the province or internationally 
via the UNESCO Biosphere Network. Identifying a 
bioregional approach to sense of place, balancing 
biodiversity conservation, human use inclusive of 
culture, economy and social factors, is recognized at a 
global level by UNESCO under the MAB Programme as 
true sustainable development. This model can be directly 
extended to other organizations and municipalities 
through related projects, partnerships on projects, 
and leveraging of funds to advance resources from 
an international network back to BHI members and 
surrounding municipalities and organizations outside 
the Beaver Hills Initiative. Additionally, the partnership 
of the BHI encompasses more than the four member 
municipalities. The provincial and federal government, 
non-governmental organizations, academia and industry 
members also receive direct benefits from the BHI, 
such as capacity, manpower and funding for projects; 
engagement, education and awareness of projects, 
organizations and initiatives; increased breadth of 
project scope and reach.

i Case Study for Collaboration – The Beaver Hills Initiative (BHI)
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What was the key learning of this initiative? 
As well as engaging new members over the life of the 
BHI, there are several founding members that remain 
committed to the success of the BHI, including the 
provincial and federal governments, municipalities, 
non-governmental organizations, academia and public 
members. Attraction and retention of members and 
partners with similar bioregional land management goals 
has been a significant asset and indicator of success for the 
BHI. With the Biosphere Reserve designation awarded, the 
interest and renewed commitment assures resources for 
effective execution of the 2016-2019 Strategic Plan as well 
as the likelihood for operational sustainability for the BHI 
beyond the current Strategic Plan.

The BHI Strategic Plan 2016-2019 was required to 
reaffirm member’s needs and commitment, in context 
of the Biosphere Reserve designation. The Strategic 
Planning process, in coordination with preparation 
of the Biosphere Reserve nomination, identified a 
number of significant direct benefits to the entire 
collaboration. The landscape model or bioregional 
approach to planning and project management provides 
organizational capacity, shared resources, leveraged 
funds and expertise – allowing the BHI to lead the way for 
other bioregional programs. This will directly benefit the 
BHI members by: 

 � Sharing acquired knowledge regarding conservation 
and sustainable development generated with 
organizations and communities beyond the 
boundaries of the Beaver Hills.

 � Encouraging post-secondary institutes to increase 
and demonstrate the on-the-ground benefits of 
interdisciplinary collaboration to solve local problems.

 � Demonstrating responsible development of natural 
resources; a Biosphere Reserve designation allows 
local, national and international recognition 
demonstrating excellence in sustainable 
development practices.

 � Sharing data collected in the Beaver Hills with 
industry for planning projects in the Capital Region.

 � Providing an alternate avenue for industry to 
demonstrate a commitment to the environment and 
local communities.

 � Providing a direct connection to local  
populations passionate about environmentally 
significant landscapes.

 � Providing opportunities for engaging in meaningful 
conversations regarding the environment locally 
and globally.

 � Promoting domestic nature based tourism during 
the economic downturn.

 � Researching strategies that will address climate 
change issues that affect municipal infrastructure.

 � Researching proven sustainable planning tools 
available to municipalities.

 � Providing opportunities for shared data collection for 
municipalities in and around the Beaver Hills. This 
often reduces costs for municipalities when obtaining 
data like aerial photographs and wetland inventories.

 � Providing opportunities to share and promote 
indigenous culture, history and values which raises 
awareness of sustainable development.

Gaps in knowledge and for science-based decision 
making were identified through the Strategic Planning 
process, including indigenous awareness and 
cooperation plans, bioregional nature based tourism, 
bioregional FireSmart Strategy and a bioregional Climate 
Change Strategy.
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MODULE 6

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

Once they have a basic understanding of their value in the local 
context, municipalities might begin to think about a direction or 
future vision for wetlands within their boundaries. A shared vision 
is important for garnering support of others and act as a catalyst for 
further action and the setting of measurable management objectives 
to achieve it (i.e. where are you today, where do you want to be in the 
future, and how will you get there). 

Although the Government of Alberta vision is reflected in the Alberta 
Wetland Policy, local governments may choose to develop their own 
shaped by local context. Note however, both jurisdictions should 
ensure alignment. 

Identifying Wetland Values & 
Setting Objectives 

Did you know

A Vision is an aspirational description of what an 
organization would like to achieve or accomplish 
in the mid-term or long-term future. It is intended 
to serve as a clear guide for choosing current and 
future courses of action.

Objectives define strategies or implementation 
steps to attain a vision. Objectives are specific, 
measurable, and have a defined completion date. 
They outline the “who, what, when, where, and 
how” of reaching the vision.
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HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

Once a reasonable amount of wetland inventory information is 
gained, a municipality might use this information to identify the 
values wetlands provide (e.g. water filtration, flood retention, wildlife 
habitat, etc.) within their jurisdiction and throughout the watershed. 
It is also beneficial to be aware of any landscape level issues the 
municipality or watershed is facing that may be addressed via  
wetland conservation (e.g. water quality, flooding, drought,  
aesthetics, pollutant/nutrient loading, etc). However, you do not  
have to wait until you know everything before proceeding (the  
process is iterative and adaptive). 

A municipality can identify what values are important to them and 
work with others (e.g. staff, councilors, public, landowners, industry, 
etc) to determine what how wetlands fit in their jurisdiction 5, 10, or 
15 years into the future. This might be done by talking with elected 
officials, staff, stakeholders and the public via council meetings, 
surveys, open houses, or workshops, etc. 

Working collaboratively, a municipality can develop a wetland vision 
statement and corresponding wetland management objectives to 
achieve the vision. It should provide a roadmap for future decision-
making and aligned with and possibly enhance achievement of other 
municipal goals and objectives (e.g. biodiversity, healthy ecosystems, 
recreational opportunities, etc.). A fuller cross-evaluation of wetland 
influences on other aspects of planning may also be beneficial (e.g., 
competing MR/ER priorities; taxation and assessment; property 
values and housing affordability, etc.). 

What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

Creating Vision and Mission statements (Topnonprofits.com)
https://topnonprofits.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Mission-
Vision-Worksheet.pdf 

Note that wetland management objectives should be SMART (specific, 
measurable, achievable, reliable and timely). They might include 
changes or improvements in processes, behaviors, the number and 
extent of wetlands and wetland functions (i.e. no net loss, some loss, 
status quo, maintain functional watersheds, etc.) or in values such as 
biodiversity, recreation, etc. Objectives might also identify priority 
areas for further management or priority wetlands of importance. 
Note that some municipalities may identify important priority 
wetlands through their environmental significant areas work. 

Test your draft wetland vision and management objectives with 
stakeholders to ensure relevance and value to all. Understand how it 
will affect all and how they can contribute to achieving the vision. If 
required, use a neutral facilitator to help guide its development. 

Communicate! Champion your vision and objectives to everyone and 
find others who will also champion it within their sectors. Not only 
will this improve understanding, it may lead to opportunities for 
implementation of objectives. At the end of such exercises, municipal 
planners may be left with a set of wetland and watershed values, 
as well as a number of objectives important to be achieved. This 
information can inform future municipal planning activities. 

https://topnonprofits.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Mission-Vision-Worksheet.pdf
https://topnonprofits.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Mission-Vision-Worksheet.pdf
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Who was involved? 
Engineering & Environmental Planning led the research 
and development of the policy, assisted by Planning & 
Development Services, Recreation, Parks & Culture, 
Utilities, and Transportation & Agriculture Services. 
These administrative groups represented not only 
planning processes but also operational perspectives. 
Urban Development Institute representatives were 
consulted during development of the policy.

What did we set out to do? 
Elevate the importance of wetland conservation 
during planning and development, above and beyond 
the provincial process (Water Act and Public Lands 
Act). We recognized that as the planning authority, 
we could influence conservation and set priorities. 
We also recognized that we must work within the 
provincial legislative framework and ensure alignment 
of assessments and reports to ensure efficient and good 
decision-making at the municipal and provincial levels.

Policy summary: 
When land is proposed for development, often 
there are existing natural wetlands on site. In order 
to ensure No Net Loss of wetlands, a strict series 
of mitigation activities will have to be completed. 
Mitigation activities include Avoidance, Minimization 
and Compensation, with clear criteria and defined 
outcomes. Implementation of this policy will mean that 
through conservation of wetlands, we will recognize the 
environmental, economic and social benefits of wetlands 
on our landscape. Important green infrastructure 
will be protected. This policy will guide the actions of 
the administration to protect wetlands and will guide 
developers and landowners on how to conserve wetlands 
as per Provincial legislation and Federal policy.

What contacts were instrumental to our work? 
Of greatest benefit was our working relationship 
with the Government of Alberta staff responsible for 
reviewing and approving Water Act and Public Lands 
Act applications. Showing alignment of municipal 
policy and procedure to provincial legislation resulted 
in coordinated action and decreased review timelines 
for applications. This was an obvious efficiency in the 
process, as assessments and reports required to comply 
with municipal policy and provincial legislation were not 
a duplication of effort.

What was the end result? 
Acceptance of the goal of no net loss of wetlands by 
all stakeholders. Policy implementation also provided 
a number of opportunities for public engagement 
(awareness and education sessions including 
presentations to community groups, wetland tours, 
wetland brochures) which continue to this day. 
Integrating wetland awareness and ultimate conservation 
into both the planning and operational processes 
resulted in Strathcona County leading by example.

What was the key learning of this initiative?
Relationships with provincial regulators is key in 
successful and coordinated implementation. Formal 
meetings regarding compliances issues, formal meetings 
regarding specific applications and the informal 
discussions on process and decisions is imperative in 
reaching any municipal or provincial conservation goals. 
Committed municipal administrators from the planning 
and operations realm is the foundation for successful 
policy integration.

i Case Study for Developing a Wetland Direction –  
Strathcona County’s Municipal Wetland Conservation Policy

MODULE 6
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Examples of Municipal Wetland Policy and Planning Documents
NAME LEAD AGENCY WEBSITE

Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation & Management Plan  
for Cochrane, Alberta (2008): a comprehensive management plan for 
wetlands and riparian areas that provides a background on the subject, and 
outlines planning and development requirements in the municipality. The 
Town’s strategic plan also states the Town will investigate, monitor and 
implement environmental standards and codes of practice for wetland and 
watershed management.

Town of 
Cochrane

https://www.cochrane.ca/
DocumentCenter/View/501

Calgary Wetland Conservation Plan: The City of Calgary became one of 
the first municipalities in Canada to adopt a wetland conservation policy that 
provides procedures for the protection of priority urban wetlands with the 
passing of their Wetland Conservation Plan in 2004

City of Calgary

http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/Parks/
Documents/Planning-and-Operations/
Natural-Areas- Wetlands/wetland_
conservation_plan.pdf 

Environment Conservation Plan: The Parkland County Environmental 
Conservation Plan defines and classifies a series of environmentally sensitive 
areas in their boundaries, several of which include wetlands. Creating an 
inventory of sensitive areas like this is a valuable exercise that can assist 
municipalities in passing zoning bylaws or plans, or utilizing other tools to 
protect wetlands.

Parkland County

http://www.parklandcounty.com/Assets/
About+Us/Projects+and+Studies/
Environmental+Conservation+Master+
Plan/Executive+Summary.pdf 

Great Places Park Master Plan: The City of Airdrie’s Great Spaces Plan 
is their comprehensive and integrated policy on open spaces. It sets the 
overall philosophy for planning open spaces within the municipality. The 
Plan strongly includes the theme of “ecological integrity”, and focuses on 
protecting ecological systems including wetlands in the community.

City of Airdrie 
http://www.airdrie.ca/index.
cfm?serviceID=984 

Wetland Conservation Policy: Strathcona County has created a Wetland 
Conservation Policy that aims for no net loss of wetlands within the County’s 
urban and rural areas. The no net loss policy’s function is to balance the 
loss of wetlands through the rehabilitation of former degraded wetlands 
or enhancement of healthy, functioning wetlands. The policy requires 
proponents of developments to work through a strict series of mitigation 
activities set out by legislation in Alberta.

Strathcona 
County

http://www.strathcona.ca/files/files/
attachment-lls-mph-ser-009-036-
wetland-conservation.pdf

Wetland Policy / Wetland Bylaw: The City of Chestermere passed a wetland 
policy in 2013 that introduces the importance of wetlands and the state of 
wetland management in Alberta, and then includes an inventory of wetlands 
in the community and their current state. Developing a wetland inventory 
is a useful exercise to guide future planning and policy making with a full 
understanding of local wetlands.

City of 
Chestermere

http://ab-chestermere.civicplus.com/
DocumentCenter/View/2704 

http://www.chestermere.ca/
DocumentCenter/View/6338 

Wetlands Strategy: a comprehensive wetland strategy that outlines 
overarching commitments that guide the City’s wetland conservation practices, 
and describes tools that can be used by the City to conserve wetlands. The 
Strategy has three goals: · Secure Edmonton’s Wetlands as part of the city’s 
ecological network. · Manage Edmonton’s wetlands to maximize their 
ecological function. · Engage Edmontonians to support wetland conservation.

City of 
Edmonton

http://www.edmonton.ca/city_
government/documents/FINAL_Wetland_
Strategy_low_res.pdf 
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https://www.cochrane.ca/DocumentCenter/View/501
https://www.cochrane.ca/DocumentCenter/View/501
http://www.calgary.ca/_layouts/cocis/DirectDownload.aspx?target=http%3a%2f%2fwww.calgary.ca%2fCSPS%2fParks%2fDocuments%2fPlanning-and-Operations%2fNatural-Areas-%2520Wetlands%2fwetland_conservation_plan.pdf&noredirect=1&sf=1
http://www.calgary.ca/_layouts/cocis/DirectDownload.aspx?target=http%3a%2f%2fwww.calgary.ca%2fCSPS%2fParks%2fDocuments%2fPlanning-and-Operations%2fNatural-Areas-%2520Wetlands%2fwetland_conservation_plan.pdf&noredirect=1&sf=1
http://www.calgary.ca/_layouts/cocis/DirectDownload.aspx?target=http%3a%2f%2fwww.calgary.ca%2fCSPS%2fParks%2fDocuments%2fPlanning-and-Operations%2fNatural-Areas-%2520Wetlands%2fwetland_conservation_plan.pdf&noredirect=1&sf=1
http://www.calgary.ca/_layouts/cocis/DirectDownload.aspx?target=http%3a%2f%2fwww.calgary.ca%2fCSPS%2fParks%2fDocuments%2fPlanning-and-Operations%2fNatural-Areas-%2520Wetlands%2fwetland_conservation_plan.pdf&noredirect=1&sf=1
https://www.parklandcounty.com/en/live-and-play/resources/Documents/Environmental-Conservation-Master-Plan.pdf
https://www.parklandcounty.com/en/live-and-play/resources/Documents/Environmental-Conservation-Master-Plan.pdf
https://www.parklandcounty.com/en/live-and-play/resources/Documents/Environmental-Conservation-Master-Plan.pdf
https://www.parklandcounty.com/en/live-and-play/resources/Documents/Environmental-Conservation-Master-Plan.pdf
http://www.airdrie.ca/index.cfm?serviceID=984
http://www.airdrie.ca/index.cfm?serviceID=984
http://www.strathcona.ca/files/files/attachment-lls-mph-ser-009-036-wetland-conservation.pdf
http://www.strathcona.ca/files/files/attachment-lls-mph-ser-009-036-wetland-conservation.pdf
http://www.strathcona.ca/files/files/attachment-lls-mph-ser-009-036-wetland-conservation.pdf
http://ab-chestermere.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/View/2704
http://ab-chestermere.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/View/2704
http://www.chestermere.ca/DocumentCenter/View/6338
http://www.chestermere.ca/DocumentCenter/View/6338
http://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/FINAL_Wetland_Strategy_low_res.pdf
http://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/FINAL_Wetland_Strategy_low_res.pdf
http://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/FINAL_Wetland_Strategy_low_res.pdf
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MODULE 7

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

A municipality can give their approved vision and objectives statutory 
backing and authority by embedding them in municipal policy and 
planning documents such as an Inter-municipal Development Plan, 
Municipal Development Plan, Area Structure Plan, Sub-division 
Plan, etc. Objectives can then be achieved through a number of 
statutory and non-statutory development tools and processes such as 
bylaws, setbacks, environmental reserves, guidance documents for 
new developments, assessments, ongoing maintenance of existing 
infrastructure, etc. 

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

Once a municipality has a wetland vision and objectives, there are 
many opportunities to incorporate these into every day planning and 
development activities through both statutory and non-statutory 
tools. Though not exhaustive, some examples are listed below: 

� Include the wetland vision and objectives in a Municipal 
Development Plan to inform subsequent planning and future 
development activities.

� Reflect on the wetland vision and how you can achieve its 
objectives when developing Land Use (zoning) bylaws. 
Alternatively, consider the type, location and density of 
development being proposed in each zone category and how it 
will affect the achievement of wetland and watershed objectives. 

� Where possible, integrate existing wetlands into programmed 
open space design, green belt planning, environmentally 
significant areas, etc. 

� Work with the province to ensure approvals given under the 
Water Act, Public Lands Act or EPEA are consistent with 
municipal wetland goals and objectives. 

� Encourage both urban developers and municipal planners to 
incorporate beneficial management practices in the development 
design, planning review, and construction stages such as: 

 Design plans and projects from the start such that they 
minimize overall footprint and wetland disturbance and 
maximize buffers around all waterbodies. 

 When reviewing plans and project proposals ensure full 
Municipal and Environmental Reserve is utilized to  
protect buffers, flood zones and riparian edges around 
wetlands and other waterbodies. Look for low-impact 
surface run-off systems. 

 During construction, enforce regulations for erosion and 
sediment control, as well as noxious and invasive species 
control around wetlands and other waterbodies. 

� Work with landowners and land trusts to protect significant 
wetlands using Conservation Easements. 

� Promote municipal wetland vision and objectives in public 
education documents. Consider and promote the tourism / 
recreational benefits of wetlands (e.g. birding, hiking, etc) to 
developers, homeowners, etc. 

Integrating Wetlands into 
Municipal Planning & Development
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There are likely many more examples of how a municipality can embed 
wetland values and objectives into everyday business. However, if 
you are in doubt, think about asking your neighbor municipality or 
another municipality in the province that has already undertaken a 
significant amount of wetland conservation work. A few phone calls 
can likely provide some valuable advice and practical experience that 
can benefit your wetland efforts. 

Finally, when embedding your wetland objectives into your planning 
and development processes, make sure you understand other policies 
and planning processes that may affect your municipality (e.g., LUF 
regional plans, watershed, tributary and lake management plans, other 
resource plans, transportation/utility corridor plans, climate change 
adaptation plans, flood mitigation plans, etc.). Both the province 
and each municipality need to communicate their wetland objectives 
such that regional and municipal plans come into alignment with one 
another and both inform other planning and regulatory processes. 

What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

Calgary ER Setback Policy
http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/Parks/Documents/Planning-and-
Operations/Natural-Areas-and-Wetlands/environmental_reserve_
setback_policy.pdf 

Stepping Back from the Water Guide
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/education-guidelines/documents/
SteppingBackFromWater-Guide-2012.pdf

Riparian Setback Matrix Model http://216.21.137.218/home/showdocument?id=106

ALBERTA NAWMP PARTNERSHIP 2016

Using setbacks to 
protect wetlands
In 2007, Lac La Biche County, in cooperation with Aquality 
Environmental Consulting Ltd., completed the Riparian 
Setback Matrix Model (RSMM) in order to address the 
growing need to protect the riparian areas around wetlands 
and other water bodies within the county. The RSMM creates 
unique, scientifically defensible development setbacks 
based on slope, height of bank, depth to groundwater 
and vegetation. The RSMM was made policy (PS-033) 
and adopted into the Municipal Development Plan (Bylaw 
#07-006) on July 10, 2007. For more information, see 
http://216.21.137.218/home/showdocument?id=106.

Did you know

http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/Parks/Documents/Planning-and-Operations/Natural-Areas-and-Wetlands/environmental_reserve_setback_policy.pdf
http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/Parks/Documents/Planning-and-Operations/Natural-Areas-and-Wetlands/environmental_reserve_setback_policy.pdf
http://www.calgary.ca/CSPS/Parks/Documents/Planning-and-Operations/Natural-Areas-and-Wetlands/environmental_reserve_setback_policy.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/education-guidelines/documents/SteppingBackFromWater-Guide-2012.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/education-guidelines/documents/SteppingBackFromWater-Guide-2012.pdf
http://216.21.137.218/home/showdocument?id=106
http://216.21.137.218/home/showdocument?id=106. 
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Promoting Wetland  
Stewardship & Education

MODULE 8

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

Municipalities, watershed partnerships and conservation 
organizations are working to promote wetland stewardship to all 
Albertans. Municipalities can promote a stewardship ethic to their 
residents by providing wetland education and outreach materials and 
activities; by promoting beneficial management practices to acreage 
and landowners; and by providing incentives. 

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

Many municipalities provide education and outreach to the public 
through print material and programming. Some tips to think about 
when designing such initiatives include: 

� Make it personally relevant to your audience (“Why  
should I care?”) 

� Provide early and life-long ‘hands-on” educational opportunities 
for all ages. 

� Use innovative tools like photos, videos, storytelling, webcams, etc.

� Provide homeowner programs like how to reduce pesticide and 
fertilizer use, xeriscaping, etc.

� Consider promoting Citizen Science programs like  
e-bird Canada or ABMI NatureLynx.

Some municipalities, particularly those with a large acreage or 
agricultural base, provide education and outreach to their rural 
citizens. This might include:

� Promoting a stewardship ethic (we all are responsible to take care 
of the land for future generations).

� Encouraging the use of Best or Beneficial Management Practices 
(BMPs) to reduce our impact on the landscape.

�  Assisting community stewardship groups to adopt a wetland or 
other environmentally significant area.

� Collaborating with land trusts (e.g. The Nature Conservancy, 
Ducks Unlimited Canada, Alberta Conservation Association, etc.) 
to protect wetlands and other significant areas. 

� Providing incentives such as recognition or financial gains to 
undertake certain actions. 

There are likely many more ways to provide wetland education and 
outreach. However, before you create anything new, you might look 
around at existing programs to see what materials already exist. You 
might also see if there are other entities interested in bringing wetland 
programming to your municipality. 

http://ebird.org/content/canada/
http://www.naturelynx.ca/
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What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

TO
O

LS

Environmental Farm Plan Program http://www.albertaefp.com/ 

Ducks Unlimited Canada stewardship programs (wetland 
restoration lease program, revolving land conservation 
program, and forage program, etc)

http://www.ducks.ca/resources/ 

Yellow Fish Road program (Trout Unlimited) http://www.yellowfishroad.org/  

Living by Water http://naturealberta.ca/programs/living-by-water/  

R
ES
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U
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ES

NSWA Green Municipal Guide 
https://www.nswa.ab.ca/sites/default/files/documents/NSWA%20
Municipal%20Guide.pdf 

LSC Green Acreages Guide http://www.landstewardship.org/green-acreages-guide/ 

AEPA has produced a list of landowner wetland conservation 
incentive programs. 

http://www.agpartners.ca/aepa/Portals/0/1600329_Wetland%20
Incentives%20for%20Agriculture.pdf

Water for Life
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/water-for-life/
default.aspx

Wetlands Alberta Stewardship page http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/stewardship/ 

C
O

N
TA

C
TS

Cows and Fish (Alberta Habitat Management Society) http://cowsandfish.org/

Project AWESOME (A Watershed Environmental System 
of Municipal Excellence) was born out of an innovative 
social lab initiative led by the Red Deer River Watershed 
Alliance and Alberta Ecotrust. Brought together by the 
social lab’s Project Blue Thumb: Action on Water Quality 
Issues, members of Project AWESOME are thinking and 
working outside the box to improve surface and ground 
water quality in the Red Deer Watershed. 

Comprised of municipal and provincial representatives as 
well as non-governmental stakeholders, team AWESOME 
has been busy creating partnerships with other groups 
and projects across the province to find innovative ways 
for building municipal capacity and excellence in wetland 
and other watershed features management.

From their efforts, team AWESOME hopes to see water 
and land-use management adopted in municipal day-to-
day decision-making processes and operations in a way 

that results in a healthier and more resilient watershed 
for wildlife and communities. To achieve this, team 
AWESOME realizes that it needs to focus on the root 
problems and barriers that currently exist in watershed 
governance at the local government level.

To date, project AWESOME has partnered with Alberta 
Environment and Parks and the North American 
Waterfowl Management Plan to develop and deliver a 
municipal needs assessment survey to better understand 
challenges and barriers municipalities face in 
implementing wetland and riparian areas conservation.

The results from this survey confirm that municipalities 
need more tools, resources, and partnerships that will 
help them adopt creative thinking and holistic decision-
making and management approaches around water. 

i Case Study for Collaboration -  
What’s so awesome about project AWESOME?
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http://www.albertaefp.com/
http://www.ducks.ca/resources/
http://www.yellowfishroad.org/
http://naturealberta.ca/programs/living-by-water/
http://www.nswa.ab.ca/sites/default/files/documents/NSWA%20Municipal%20Guide.pdf
http://www.nswa.ab.ca/sites/default/files/documents/NSWA%20Municipal%20Guide.pdf
http://www.landstewardship.org/green-acreages-guide/
http://www.agpartners.ca/aepa/Portals/0/1600329_Wetland%20Incentives%20for%20Agriculture.pdf
http://www.agpartners.ca/aepa/Portals/0/1600329_Wetland%20Incentives%20for%20Agriculture.pdf
http://www.wetlandsalberta.ca/stewardship/
http://cowsandfish.org/
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In the short to medium term, team AWESOME hopes to:

� raise awareness of the importance of wetlands and 
other watershed features in water quality and water 
quantity management;

� increase collaboration and knowledge sharing 
among municipal governments;

� identify municipal champions in watershed 
management and learn from their thinking and 
initiatives; and

� select volunteer municipalities to pilot the new tools 
and resources 

Who is Project AWESOME?
Milana Simikian, Ducks Unlimited Canada

Jean Bota, Red Deer County,  
Red Deer River Watershed Alliance

Blayne West, Lacombe County

Tracey Connatty, Mountainview County

Ruth deSantis, Alberta Environment and Parks

Sharina Kennedy, Alberta Environment and Parks

Janine Higgins, Alberta Environment and Parks

Ray Reckseidler, Village of Delburne,  
Red Deer River Municipal Users Group

Rene Michalak, Rethink Red Deer, Canarm,  
Red Deer River Municipal Users Group

Tom Marstaller, City of Red Deer

Title of Initiative
Restrictive Covenant registered on title as a condition of 
subdivision approval

Who was involved?
Landowners and the Mountain View County

What did you set out to do? 
 The goal of the initiative was to enable conservation of 
environmentally significant areas on private land. The 
municipality used the restrictive covenant as a tool to 
protect certain areas when the landowner applied for a 
subdivision approval. 

What tools, resources or contacts were instrumental 
to your work? 
A completed Environmental Significant Areas study  
and a Riparian health Evaluation had to be completed and 
approved by Council for this initiative to work. 

These studies and assessments were developed in 
collaboration with Agricultural Services staff. They helped 
Mountain View County to determine the location and 
sensitivity of various landscapes and watershed features 
within its jurisdiction. 

Since many of environmentally significant areas  
were found on private land, the municipality  
employed a restrictive covenant on its subdivision 
approval applications. The restrictive covenant limits  
development within the burdened lands. If livestock is 
present on the land, the covenant also requires riparian 
fencing and encourages off-site watering system. To help 
landowner’s comply with the fencing requirements, 
the County offers some funding assistance through its 
riparian fencing program. 

i Case Study for Using Stewardship Tools - Restrictive Covenants

MODULE 8
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The Role of Municipalites in 
Provincial Wetland Mitigation 

MODULE 9

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

To help proponents (contemplating a project that may affect a wetland as 
per the Water Act or Public Lands Act) comply with the Alberta Wetland 
Policy, the province has developed a wetland mitigation process. This 
process uses the ‘avoid, minimize or replace’ hierarchy. There are many 
points in this process that intersect with municipal processes for land use 
planning and development. For example, while the GOA is the provincial 
regulator, the municipality may be a local regulator with local rules and 
regulations in addition to the province. Alternatively, the municipality 
could be the proponent, undertaking road building, construction or 
other works potentially affecting a wetland. Finally, the municipality 
may play a role in wetland replacement, if any is required. This may 
include advising the province on where replacement opportunities exist, 
or actually undertaking wetland restoration activities as a recognized 
Wetland Replacement Agent. 

Under any of the above scenarios, it is important that both the 
province and the municipalities understand each other’s roles and 
responsibilities, as well as each other’s planning and regulatory 
processes, in order to ensure alignment and the achievement of shared 
policy goals and objectives. 

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

Municipalities should be aware of the provincial mitigation process. 
They can start building their awareness by reviewing the AB Wetland 
Regulatory Process Diagram, AB Wetland Mitigation Directive and 
Wetland Regulatory Requirements Guide. 

In setting a wetland vision and management objectives, municipalities 
may have already engaged the services of a Qualified Wetland Science 
Practitioner Qualified Wetland Science Practitioner (QWSP) or, ideally, 
have on staff a planner with QWSP designation. A QWSP can assist a 
municipality with understanding wetland ownership (see the Guide 
for Assessing Permanence of Wetland Basins), delineation (see the 
AB Wetland Identification and Delineation Directive) and the relative 
values assigned to wetlands within its boundaries by the province (see 
the Relative Wetland Value Map). The process to qualify as a QWSP is 
currently under development. 

A municipality can also be an intermediary between proponents 
and the regulator and can facilitate compliance with developers and 
landowners. Municipalities and the Province should work together 
closely to ensure information provided to proponents is consistent, and 
in turn, decision-making supports both local and provincial objectives. 

A municipality may also be a proponent within the mitigation 
process. In this case, a municipality, like all proponents, must follow 
the mitigation process. There are several tools to guide proponents 
including the Wetland Application Checklist, AB Wetland Assessment 
and Impact Report Directive, AB Wetland Rapid Evaluation Tool, 
Electronic disposition system, Water Act Application and Wetland 
Offset Program Description. 

 In cases where wetlands replacement is necessary, municipalities 
have the opportunity to influence where such replacement occurs 
(i.e. as close to the location of wetland impact). This requires 
previous targeting to identify areas of high historic wetland loss. 
This information can be generated by working with partners, such as 
Ducks Unlimited Canada. Various wetland replacement options exist 
beyond the typical in-lieu fee approach; these should be explored and 
considered as creative means to satisfy process requirements and 
address local, municipal needs. 

http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy-implementation.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy-implementation.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/directives/documents/AssessingPermanenceWetlandBasins-Feb2016A.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/directives/documents/AssessingPermanenceWetlandBasins-Feb2016A.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/WetlandIdentificationDelineation-Jun2015.pdf
http://geodiscover.alberta.ca/Viewer/?Viewer=GDA
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/WetlandApplicationChecklist-Sep2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/WetlandAssessmentImpactDirective-Jun2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/WetlandAssessmentImpactDirective-Jun2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/WetlandRapidEvaluationTool-Jun2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/forms-maps-services/industry-online-services/electronic-disposition-system/default.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/forms-applications/water-act-forms.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/WetlandOffsetProgramDescription-Sep2015.pdf
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/documents/WetlandOffsetProgramDescription-Sep2015.pdf
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What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

TO
O

LS

Alberta Wetlands: field assessment course http://www.wetlandpolicy.ca/wetland-courses-with-aquality/  

R
ES

O
U

R
C

ES Alberta Wetland Policy Implementation (website)
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-
wetland-policy-implementation.aspx 

Constructed Wetland and other guides  
(Alberta Transportation website)

http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/5819.htm 

C
O

N
TA

C
TS

AEP Water Act Approvals staff 310-0000; http://www.alberta.ca/contact.cfm 

MODULE 9

► ►Stage 1. Stage 2. Stage 3. Stage 4.*

Planning & 
Legistlative Alignment

1. Prelimary wetland 
 ownership, identification, 
 and delineation, and value

2. Legislative alignment

Eg. Preliminary Meeting*

Avoid Wetland Avoid Wetland Director’s Decision
Avoid

Wetland
Director’s
Decision

Eg. Public Lands Act 
ownership assesment*

Review, analysis
and supplementary 

information requests

Review, analysis
and supplementary 

information requests

Wetland Assesment

1. Identification and 
 delineation

2. Classification

3. Relative Value Actual 
 (ABWRET-A)

4. Species surbeys and 
 other studies

Application Submission
1. Wetland Assesment and 
 Impact Report (WAIR)

2. Rationale for proposed 
 impacts and evidence of 
 Mitigation Hierarchy

3. Minimization Plan

4. Replacement Plan*

Restorative Replacement
Replacement design and 
monitoring plans*
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Y

 P
R
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S 

D
IA

G
R

A
M

Applicant Regulatory Body Action *if applicable

http://www.wetlandpolicy.ca/wetland-courses-with-aquality/
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy-implementation.aspx
http://aep.alberta.ca/water/programs-and-services/wetlands/alberta-wetland-policy-implementation.aspx
http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/5819.htm
http://www.alberta.ca/contact.cfm
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When may a municipality be considered ‘directly 
affected’ to appeal the issuance of a water licence or 
others statutory authorization under the Water Act or 
the Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act.? 
It is true that to appeal, a municipality, like any other 
person, must establish that it is directly affected by the 
authorization, and in some cases this can be difficult. 
Nevertheless, municipalities have successfully done this. 

The Capstone case is one example. Here is the paragraph 
that describes the Alberta Environmental Appeals Board 
(AEAB) decision that Red Deer was directly affected 
regarding the issuance of water licences:

 From the Capstone case: Preliminary Motions: 
Mountain View Regional Water Services Commission 
et al. v. Director, Central Region, Regional Services, 
Alberta Environment re: Capstone Energy (11 
February 2004), Appeal Nos. 03-116 and 03-118-123-
ID1 (A.E.A.B.).

 [45] Similarly, the City of Red Deer represents the 
concerns of the residents within the City. The Board 
notes that the City of Red Deer has four licences or 
approvals downstream of the Dickson Dam. Three 
of these projects, located at SE 20-38-27 W5M, are 
in relation to urban activities and have priority 

dates from 1905 to 1980. The fourth project, with 
a priority date of 1976, is for recreational purposes 
and is located at NW 17-38-27-40 The City is in the 
position to present evidence as to how its populace 
will be affected by the proposed diversion and how 
it, as a holder of four water licences in the area, will 
be affected. The City of Red Deer is directly affected. 

In addition, the AEAB has the power to permit persons 
other than those who are technically directly affected 
to make representations on a matter that has been 
appealed to the Board. Section 95 of the Environmental 
Protection and Enhancement Act states: “Subject to 
subsections (4) and (5), the Board shall, consistent with 
the principles of natural justice, give the opportunity to 
make representations on the matter before the Board to 
any persons who the Board considers should be allowed 
to make representations.”

For more on policies and legislation affecting wetlands, 
see Alberta’s Wetlands: A Law and Policy Guide (by Arlene 
J. Kwasniak, Professor Emerita of Law, Adjunct, Faculty of 
Environmental Design, University of Calgary), available 
from the Canadian Institute of Resources Law at  
http://www.cirl.ca/files/cirl/wetlandsbrochure.pdf. 

i Can a Municipality be “Directly Affected”?

2016ALBERTA NAWMP PARTNERSHIP

http://www.cirl.ca/files/cirl/wetlandsbrochure.pdf
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The Importance of  
Measuring Progress 

MODULE 10

WHAT IS REQUIRED? 

To know if they are being successful and achieving wetland 
management objectives, municipalities should monitor their progress. 
Monitoring may use administrative (e.g. number of actions completed) 
as well as biophysical (e.g. number of restored wetlands) metrics. 

Similarly, the GOA will measure the progress of wetland policy 
implementation across the province. Under the Wetland Mitigation 
Directive, the province will also ensure replacement wetlands are 
monitored by the proponent or their agent for a period of time to 
ensure they are truly replacing the functions and value that were 
originally lost. 

HOW MIGHT A MUNICIPALITY  
APPROACH THIS TASK? 

A municipality may develop its own metrics and its own monitoring, 
assessment and reporting process. Alternatively, it might collaborate 
with other data collection and monitoring agencies (GOA, WPACs, 
Ducks Unlimited Canada, etc.). WPACs, in particular, are mandated 
to conduct periodic “state of ” reports for their watersheds. These 
“snapshots” in time can include wetland health, as well as other 
watershed components such as water quality, flow, riparian health, 
biodiversity, etc. 

In the future, municipal assessments might “roll-up” to a provincial 
performance-monitoring program. If this is to occur, monitoring 
assessment standards/protocols will be needed for consistency 
between municipalities in order to evaluate the achievement of the 
wetland policy provincially. 

Provincial Wetland 
Policy Performance 
Assessment
“The Alberta Wetland Policy, its administration, and its 
effectiveness will be evaluated and reported on periodically 
to ensure that the goal and outcomes are being met. 
Performance measures will be developed and used to 
evaluate progress toward achieving the policy goal and 
outcomes. The policy and its implementation will be 
reviewed regularly to reflect the status of the province’s 
wetlands, and to ensure that advances in wetland science 
are incorporated. The system will be highly focused on key 
aspects of policy evaluation and adaptive management.”

Alberta Wetland Policy (page 22)

Did you know
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What resources are available to help with this activity?
NAME, DESCRIPTION LINK

R
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Standard Monitoring Protocols for Evaluating Wetland 
Performance for Constructed ‘Habitat’ Wetlands

http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/Content/docType29/
production/SMP_fEWP_fC_HW.pdf 

Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute (ABMI) Wetland 
Monitoring Protocols

http://www.abmi.ca/home/data/about-abmi-data/survey-
methodology/wetland-surveys.html?scroll=true 

An Assessment of Wetland Health and Values in  
Alberta’s Industrial Heartland

https://extranet.gov.ab.ca/env/infocentre/info/posting.
asp?assetid=8638&categoryid=5

2016ALBERTA NAWMP PARTNERSHIP

http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/Content/docType29/production/SMP_fEWP_fC_HW.pdf
http://www.transportation.alberta.ca/Content/docType29/production/SMP_fEWP_fC_HW.pdf
http://www.abmi.ca/home/data/about-abmi-data/survey-methodology/wetland-surveys.html?scroll=true
http://www.abmi.ca/home/data/about-abmi-data/survey-methodology/wetland-surveys.html?scroll=true
https://extranet.gov.ab.ca/env/infocentre/info/posting.asp?assetid=8638&categoryid=5
https://extranet.gov.ab.ca/env/infocentre/info/posting.asp?assetid=8638&categoryid=5
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A GUIDE TO MUNICIPAL WETLAND CONSERVATION IN ALBERTA

Conclusion
Throughout this document, we have endeavored to provide as many 
helpful hints, tools, case studies, etc. as possible. However, wetland 
conservation is evolving in Alberta and new tools and initiatives are 
being developed throughout the province. 

While efforts will be made to update the document from time to time, 
any municipality initiating a wetland project might start with an 
internet search to see if someone has already done something similar. 
They might also talk to surrounding and other municipalities, or their 
municipal association, to see what wetland activities their neighbors 
are carrying out. They might also contact the GOA Wetland Policy 
Implementation Team to see what new products are being developed 
or updated. 

We hope this guide was helpful! We would love to hear your feedback 
on it or any other aspect of municipal wetland conservation. Please 
feel free to forward your comments to: 

MICHAEL BARR, 
Coordinator, Alberta NAWMP Partnership

Camrose, Alberta
780.608.8104  |  m_barr@ducks.ca
www.abnawmp.ca

mailto:m_barr%40ducks.ca?subject=
http://www.abnawmp.ca


Contact
MICHAEL BARR
Coordinator, Alberta NAWMP Partnership

780.608.8104  |  m_barr@ducks.ca
www.abnawmp.ca

mailto:m_barr%40ducks.ca?subject=
http://www.abnawmp.ca
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