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Athabasca. The strategy makes it clear 
that “current levels of habitat destruction 
have exceeded a level sustainable for 
the protection of caribou and for the 
protection of ACFN rights and interests.” 
It calls for mandatory objectives in this 
zone including:
• No new industrial developments.
• No licenses, leases, authorizations or 

permits on the land without ACFN’s 
written consent.

• Provincial and federal governments 
should fund and work with ACFN 
to implement a program of habitat 
reclamation where habitat has 
already been degraded.

Stewardship zone
The Stewardship zone would extend 
from the Firebag River corridor south 
to Calling Lake. In this zone, the 
strategy stresses that “(m)aintaining 
a close and respectful relationship of 
interdependence between humans and 
both caribou and bison throughout their 
historical range, including sustainable 
harvesting, is integral to our way of life 
and culture.” The Stewardship zone is 
intended to “ensure that this relationship 
of interdependence can continue into the 
future.” Objectives in this zone would 
include:
• Total disturbance area within 

stewardship zone not to exceed 20 
percent.

• No industrial footprints to exceed 
one hectare per square kilometre in 
any given square kilometre.

• No industrial water withdrawals 
from lakes, streams, wetlands, or 
muskeg. 

• A maximum linear disturbance (e.g., 
roads, pipelines, transmission lines, 
seismic lines) threshold of 1.5 km/
km2 in any given square kilometre 
depending on the ecological context.

• A maximum linear disturbance 
threshold of 0.4 km/km2 within the 
stewardship zone as a whole.

 In both the Protection and Stewardship 
zones, the strategy calls for “a program 
to establish trails and access corridors to 
reduce impacts from ATVs and quads, 
and minimize linear disturbance in the 
backcountry.” 
 The AFCN intends to introduce its 
strategy for “comments, refinement, 
and support by other First Nations, 
researchers, government agencies, 
industry, and NGOs.” AWA will be 
lending its support to these proposals, 
which could go a long way towards 
addressing the caribou habitat protection 
that the Alberta government has avoided 
for so long.
   
                                       - Nigel Douglas

North Saskatchewan Watershed 
Alliance
 On some days wading into the tangled 
web of environmental politics in Alberta 
can be less than uplifting. We can all too 
easily overlook the good news stories and 
forget to celebrate the people working 
tirelessly on the ground day after day. 
Within the North Saskatchewan River 
(NSR) watershed, a group composed 
of municipalities, organizations, and 
individuals has been tasked with 
promoting an understanding of watershed 
issues in this region of Alberta, a 
large watershed with a diversity of 
stakeholders and unique challenges. The 
North Saskatchewan Watershed Alliance 
(NSWA) is a non-profit society, formed 
with the purpose of protecting and 
improving water quality and ecosystem 
functioning in the NSR watershed in 
Alberta.  
 As set out in the 2003 provincial 
Water for Life (WFL) strategy 
(renewed in 2008) the NSWA is the 
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designated Watershed Planning and 
Advisory Council (WPAC) for the 
North Saskatchewan River watershed, 
a regional level partnership created 
to facilitate action and stakeholder 
engagement in watershed issues at the 
regional level. Throughout the province 
there are eleven designated WPACs, 
each charged with the following three 
major responsibilities: preparing a “state 
of the watershed” report; preparing 
an Integrated Watershed Management 
Plan (IWMP); and undertaking ongoing 
information, education and consultation 
activities on watershed issues and 
management. 
 Since 2005, the NSWA has been 
working to complete an IWMP for 
the NSR watershed, a significant 
accomplishment and huge undertaking, 
which was completed in June 2012. 
Throughout this time the NSWA has also 
spearheaded and participated in a variety 
of other studies and reports, some of 
which include the following: 
• In 2009, the NSWA initiated the first 

sub-watershed planning project for 
the NSR basin in collaboration with 
local municipalities for the Vermilion 
River sub-watershed.

• The NSWA has participated in 
the development of the Water 
Management Framework for the 
Industrial Heartland and Capital 
Region.

• Along with local groups, the NSWA 
assisted with the completion of the 
Mayatan Lake State of the Watershed 
Report, which serves as a localized 
example of water management 
within the NSR.

 The completion of the IWMP signals 
a point of transition for this group. In 
order to achieve the goals outlined in 
the IWMP, the NSWA ideally will act 
as a bridging organization, bringing 
people together to develop various 
implementation initiatives, while expert 
working groups will be established to 
address priority tasks. As per the WFL 
strategy, completed IWMPs are submitted 
to the director appointed under the 
Water Act and final approval of a water 
management plan rests with the Minister 
of Environment and Sustainable Resource 
Development (ESRD). 
 On paper, the IWMP is a 
comprehensive document, and 
encompasses over a decade of scientific 
research, community collaboration and 

engagement, and public and stakeholder 
input. However, there is currently no 
statutory framework to ensure the 
recommended water management 
strategies are applied through legislation. 
As stated in the IWMP, “implementation 
of certain recommendations will be 
achieved through the voluntary choices 
and actions of individual decision 
makers in government, industry, 
municipalities, non-governmental 
organizations and other stakeholders. 
The value of the plan will only be 
realized to the extent that stakeholders, 
individually and in collaboration, act 
on the recommendations as there is no 
specific statutory framework yet in place 
to require adoption and implementation 
of IWMPs.” 
 It remains to be seen how the 
Minister of ESRD treats this valuable 
document and whether or not these 
recommendations will be incorporated 
in provincial land use plans. If the 
provincial government fails to heed 
these recommendations, it will be our 
loss indeed. Both the board of directors 
and the staff of the NSWA are made 
up of highly educated and experienced 
individuals coming from a wide variety 
of backgrounds. The expertise, tenacity, 
and commitment this group has devoted 
to completing the IWMP is commendable 
and worth both recognizing and 
celebrating.
   
                                   - Madeline Wilson

Howse Pass Highway: the 
Ridiculous National Park Highway 
Proposal that Refuses to Die
 One would assume that a proposal 
to blast a major new highway through 
the heart of wilderness lands in Banff 
National Park would be laughed off 
as a fantasy from a past era in which 
civilization was measured in numbers 
of asphalt superhighways. But plans to 
build a highway from Saskatchewan 
River Crossing across Howse Pass 
and into B.C. – plans which have 
been around since the 1940s – simply 
refuse to die. And with a current 
federal government that has already 
demonstrated its willingness to put 
economic considerations far above 
ecological integrity in national parks 
(see the approval of Brewster’s notorious 
“Discovery Walk” in Jasper National 
Park), who is to say that these proposals 

will not be received more positively this 
time around?
 The Howse Pass highway – described 
by the Red Deer Advocate as “a bad 
idea that won’t go away” – made the 
news once again in July 2012 when 
Rick Strankman, Wildrose MLA for 
Stettler-Drumheller, announced that the 
highway “could be a tremendous benefit” 
to the economy of his riding (Red Deer 
Advocate July 12, 2012). Incredibly, he 
made the extravagant, If not outrageous, 
claim that such a development could be 
blasted through a national park “with 
minimal impact on the environment.” 
Conservative MPs  Blaine Calkins 
(Wetaskiwin) and Blake Richards (Wild 
Rose) quickly added their support to the 
proposals.
 In an April 2004 Wild Lands Advocate 
article (Howse Pass Highway Dream 
Lives On), Herb Kariel described a 
previous proposal to build the deeply 
unpopular highway. The cost in 1984 
dollars was estimated at $200 million, 
a cost that in today’s dollars would be 
more than doubled.  That proposal came 
to nought, and hopefully the current 
proposal will go the same way.
 Renewed calls to build the “Highway 
that Refuses to Die” point to a 2005 
pre-feasibility study commissioned for 
the Red Deer Chamber of Commerce, 
Clearwater County, Lacombe County 
and Alberta Economic Development, 
which concluded that there would be a 
generous economic benefit that would 
significantly outweigh the costs of 
construction. The highway would slice 
through the ecologically-sensitive Banff 
National Park for “a mere 34 kilometers,” 
apparently. In a peculiar twist of logic, 
the report found that the highway would 
be beneficial in part because “In the short 
term, some traffic would be diverted 
away from current routes through the 
National Parks.” Of course the study did 
not take into account the environmental 
and social costs of building a highway 
across one of Canada’s premier national 
parks. I would think those costs would be 
very significant, perhaps astronomical.
 Fortunately, construction of the 
highway is in no way imminent. 
Legislative obstacles include an Act of 
Parliament passed by a previous Liberal 
government, which made it illegal to put 
a road through the pass. Although the 
federal government was happy to dismiss 
opposition to the Brewster Discovery 
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