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• nine 

It was in response to growing public concern about the 
Peace-Athabasca Delta that the government ministers respon­
sible for environmental matters for Canada, Alberta and Sas­
katchewan agreed, in December 1970, to the intergovernmental 
investigation. Because of the urgency with which both scientists 
and the public viewed the problem of low water levels in the 
Delta, the governments directed that the preliminary assessment 
be completed by the fall of 1971. A final report outlining the 
long-term solutions was scheduled for 1972. 

Project Organization 

The project was structured to ensure that the investigations 
would be intergovernmental and interdisciplinary in scope. 
Major study components were assigned to agencies of the 
participating governments. The organization of the project is 
shown in the accompanying chart. 

The Intergovernmental Liaison Team represented the par­
ticipating governments on policy matters and provided executive 
direction for the project. The Technical Advisory Committee, 
consisting of senior management and scientific experts drawn 
from the federal and provincial departments, provided advice 
and direction on the technical and resource management ques­
tions arising out of the investigations. The Project Office directed 
the co-ordination and integration of the studies, employing 
consultants extensively to augment government forces. 

Canada agreed to bear the major cost of the project. The 
Alberta Government provided staff and services, in particular 
to undertake the hydrological investigations. Saskatchewan 
assisted by loaning technical staff for fishery and recreation 
studies on Lake Athabasca. British Columbia declined to par­
ticipate in view of pending legal action arising out of the 
reduced flows on the Peace River, but made technical data 
available. 

Project offices were opened in Edmonton on January 15, 
1971, and a field camp was established in Fort Chipewyan in 
March. Some 30 federal and provincial agencies, plus a large 
number of non-governmental agencies and individuals partici­
pated in the project at different stages of the investigation. 

ORGANIZATION: PEACE-ATHABASCA-DELTA PROJECT 

INTERGOVERNMENTAL LIAISON TEAM 

R. E. Bailey F. J. Forbes S. R. Blackwell 
Alberta Canada Saskatchewan 

CHAIRMAN 

[ D. M. Hornby 
PROJECT DIRECTOR 

TECHNICAL ADVISORY COMMITTE~ 

l 
PROJECT OFFICE FIELD CAMP 

Edmonton Fort 

PROJECT CO-ORDINATORS ADMINISTRATION Chipewyan 

J. R. Card - M. G. Pahl - P. Cruickshank -
Hydrology & Engineerini; Contracts & Operations Camp Manager 

G. H. Townsend - Mrs. D. E. McArthur -
Ecology Secretarial Services 

C. Hutton - H . C. Lap -
Socio· Economic Financial Control 

R. A. Knowles -
Mapping and Report Graphics 

PARTICIPATING AGENCIES. CONSULTANTS 

MEMBERS - TECHNICAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

G. J. Bowen, Canada Department of Indian Affairs & Northern Development, 
Ottawa 

G. E. Couldwell, Saskatchewan Department of Natural Resources, Regina 
A. Coulson, Environment Canada, Ottawa. 
L J Cowley Environment Canada, Winnipeg 
c· D Forbe,; Canada Department of Public Works. Edmonton 
E: c: Holme~. Canada Department of Indian Affa i rs & Northern Development, 

Edmonton 
w. J. Hughes, Canada Department of Indian Affairs & Northern Development. 

Saskatoon 
c. J. R. Laurie, Ministry of Transport. Ottawa . 
W G Leitch Ducks Unlimited (Canada). Winnipeg 
D: L." MacLe~d, Saskatchewan Department of the En• i ronment , Regina 
Dr A Macpherson Environment Canada, Edmonton 
M." J. ·Paetz, Albert'a Department of Lan~s . & Forests, Edmonton 
R. J. Paterson, Environment Canada, Winnipeg 
s w Reeder Environment Canada, Calgary 

1 
t 

v: p: Rolfson: Canada Department of Indian Affairs & Northern Deve opmen • 
Calgary . 

J. K. Rose, Ministry of Transport, Hay River, N .W.T. 
R. H. Smith, Ministry of Transport, Ottawa 
G. Staines, Environment Canada, Edmonton 
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THE STUDY APPROACH 
The study moved rapidly to assess the extent of the ecol­

ogical changes before entering the mainstream of the detailed 
hydrological study. The first stage, completed in September of 
1971, led to the construction of the Quatre Fou rches Dam. The 
second stage, commenced in October of 1971, concentrated on 
finding a long-term solution to the problem of low water levels. 

STUDY OBJECTIVES 

The study objectives can be summarized as follows: 

6 To determine the water management re­

quirements for the conservation of the Delta 
and its muskrat, migratory birds, fish and other 
wildlife. 

• To determine the required water level re­
gime for Lake Athabasca, taking into considera ­
tion ecology requirements of the Delta, navi­
gation, and possible downstream effects. 

6 To determine the needs of local people in 

relation to water and related resources of the 
Delta and Lake Athabasca. 

6 To determine, if required, the nature and 

feasibility of control works necessary to 
regulate Lake Athabasca. 

To determine the need and feasibility of an 
intergovernmental vehicle to improve govern ­
mental co-ordination and to provide for public 
participation. 

To identify areas where additional resource 
monitoring and investigations might be re­
quired. 

MAJOR RESPONSIBILITIES 

The major responsibilities for study were assigned as follows: 

1. Hydrology ............... Alberta Water Resources 
Division with assistance from 
the Water Survey of Canada 

2. Ecology ................. Canadian Wildlife Service 

3. Surveys and Engineering 

4. Socio-Economic . ......... 

5. Support Services . ........ 

Peace-Athabasca Delta Project 
Office 

Peace-Athabasca Delta Project 
Office 

Peace-Athabasca Delta Project 

Office 

The Water Management Service, Environment Canada, pro­
vided the intergovernmental coordination and funding. 

In the course of the investigations some sixty reports were 
prepared by wildlife biologists, hydrologists, economists, his­
torians and members of disciplines involved in the investigations. 
The information from those reports is now being integrated into 
a technical report on the Project and an information index of 
the reports and other data prepared by the Project will be avail­
able to the offices of the participating agencies. 

LOCAL INVOLVEMENT 
Throughout its field surveys, a prime aim of the Project 

was to employ local people whenever possible. In this way, 
the Project provided a number of jobs for the people of Fort 
Chipewyan, giving the community a much-needed boost. Many 
of the individuals received good training and experience in the 
use of survey techniques and equipment. Those employed 
showed that they were quite capable of learning new techniques 
and assuming responsibilities on technical surveys. 

The accompanying chart on pages 132 and 133 illustrates 
the extent of the use of local people in the field work. It is in­
teresting to note the increase in the proportion of local workers 
as these people became familiar with the work and trained 
fellow-residents to assist them. 
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During the summer of 1971 the Project provided such 
support as communication, transportation and camp facilities 
for an "Opportunities for Youth Project" under the federal 
program. Twenty-four students, including 11 from Fort Chipe­
wyan participated in hydrological and ecological surveys. 

CONSTRUCTION 
Two projects, The Quatre Fourches Dam and the Athabasca 

Diversion Control Project, constructed as a part of the Delta 
Project, have been described in Chapter 6. These projects de­
monstrated the capacity of governments to co-operate and 
respond quickly to an urgent situation. Design for the Quatre 
Fourches Dam was provided by the Alberta Water Resources 
Division, while the National and Historic Parks Branch of 
the federal government handled the construction. This $200,000 
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project was authorized in September 1971, and was completed 
by December 1. In the case of the Athabasca River Diversion 
Project, the Alberta Water Resources Division carried out the 
design and construction, with Canada contributing 75% of the 
$155,000 construction cost. The Delta Project provided co­
ordination and support in the form of transportation, living 
quarters and other facilities for both projects. 
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PROJECT COSTS 

The direct costs for the Project were: 

1. The Study 

2. Research, Ice Dam 

3. Construction 
Total 

$1 ,350,000 

32,000 

200,000 
$1 ,582,000 

The breakdown of the costs for the study is shown below. 

REPORTING 
5% 

The total cost for the 20-month period of the Project's 
operation was approximately $1,500,000. Considering that the 
area of the Delta is roughly one and one-half million acres and 
that the focus of the Project was on this area, the cost to the 
Canadian taxpayer was about $1 per acre. 

THE LESSONS LEARNED 

The Peace-Athabasca Delta Project Group has dealt with 
an extremely complicated environmental problem. Its complexity 
arises from the physical nature of Lake Athabasca and the Delta, 
in conjunction with the involved legal and management setting. 
In the course of the study, a number of important lessons haye 
been learned: 

1. Solution to such complex environmental problems re­
quires an approach which provides for a full assessment 
of all interdisciplinary and intergovernmental aspects. The 
complex relationship between the water levels of Lake 
Athabasca and the Delta ecology clearly indicates the im­
portance of an interdisciplinary approach. Similarly, the 
number of jurisdictions and agencies involved in the man­
agement of the various resources, such as migratory birds 
and fish, illustrates the need for the intergovernmental 
approach. 

2. Experience on the Delta Project indicates that three 
organizational requirements are essential if an inter­
governmental group is to function successfully. 

(i) The executive group appointed by the governments 
must take an active role in providing overall direction 
and policy. Within this framework, if there is urg­
ency, the project must be given a high degree of 
autonomy and the project director a high level of 
authority, reasonably divorced from the restrictions 
of various regulations of the participating govern­
ments. This applies particularly to governmental re­
strictions on man-year allotments. 

(ii) A project group consisting of the various technical 
specialists must be brought together. It must be 
strong enough to carry the thrust of the investigations 
and to provide the co-ordination necessary to inte­
grate the study. 

(iii) People assigned to the project group should be freed 
from their departmental responsibilities and located 
in the same office. In the case of the Delta Project, 
this group consisted of eight people. 
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3. Additional demands were placed upon the time and abili­
ties of the people working on the Delta Project, and in all 
likelihood this will hold true in the work of similar pro­
ject groups. Competent people assigned to such groups 
gain extensive experience that increases their value to 
their respective agencies. An appropriate method should 
be developed to compensate the participants for the in­
creased demands placed on them. 

4. The use of consultants and non-governmental agencies 
can provide new approaches and inputs into the assess­
ment of complex environmental problems. This manner 
of operation should be encouraged. 

These conclusions, drawn from the experiences of the 
Peace-Athabasca Delta Project, will provide valid guidelines for 
further task-force investigations into matters that involve a 
number of different governments or governmental authorities 
and a wide spectrum of subject material to be examined. 

This cairn at Fort Chipewyan commemora1es Fort Chipewyan's historic 
significance as an early fur-trading post, as the starting point of Alexander 
Mackenzie's expeditions to the Arctic and the Pacific Oceans, and as a major 
camp in Franklin's first arctic exp/orations. 
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The results of the surveys and investigations summarized in 
this report indicate the need for positive action by the Govern­
ments concerned. To the members of the Project group, the 
following recommendations flow logically from the evidence 
compiled. 

THEREFORE IT IS RECOMMENDED: 

* 
THAT GOVERNMENTS ASSIGN A HIGH 
PRIORITY TO THE CONSERVATION OF 
THE PEACE-ATHABASCA DELTA. 

The Peace-Athabasca Delta is truly an irreplaceable inter­
national, national and provincial resource. Lake Atha­

basca, one of Canada's largest northern Lakes, is equally 
important. Internationally, the Delta is a key link in the 
North American Flyways for waterfowl; nationally, this 

is the only delta within the Canadian Park System; pro­
vincially, both the Delta and Lake Athabasca contribute 

to the well-being and life style of the local people and 
to the regional economy. A permanent shift in the 
ecology of the Delta towards the less productive shrubs 

and forest will result in a serious loss of its rich and 
productive wetlands. 

This loss can and should be avoided. To do so, govern­

ments should assign a high priority to programs for the 
restoration of water levels in Lake Athabasca and of the 
natural environment of the Peace-Athabasca Delta, and 

to continuing programs required to effectively monitor 
and conserve these important natural resources. 

* 
THAT THE GOVERNMENTS OF CANADA, ALBERT A, 
AND SASKATCHEWAN, BY AGREEMENT, 
IMMEDIATELY ESTABLISH A SENIOR INTERGOVERN­
MENTAL COMMITTEE TO PROVIDE THE LIAISON 
AND CO-ORDINATION FOR THE RESTORATION 
OF WATER LEVELS AND RELATED MATTERS IN 
THE LAKE ATHABASCA AND THE DELTA AREA 

Critical to any proposed solution are the political and 
management aspects which arise out of the geographic 

setting of Lake Athabasca and the Delta. Canada, Alberta 
and Saskatchewan share the jurisdictional responsibilities 
for water and resource management in the area. The 

hydrologic, deltaic and ecological systems are complex 
and interrelated. Therefore, the major part of planning 
and action in the area, to be fully effective, must be inter­

disciplinary and intergovernmental. The proposal to re­
store the water levels of Lake Athabasca carries with it 

a new set of responsibilities for the governments. 
Because of this, it is deemed advisable that tlie terms 
and conditions for the restoration of water levels be 
outlined in an intergovernmental agreement. 

Establishment of an intergovernmental committee will 
help to improve co-ordination among some thirty federal 
and provincial agencies involved in the region. Equally 
important, it will provide a vehicle for implementing the 
recommendations adopted by the governments and pro­
vide continuity between the study and action phases of 
the Delta Project. 
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THAT A SUBMERGED WEIR CONTROL STRUCTURE 
BE CONSTRUCTED AT THE LITTLE RAPIDS SITE 
AT THE RIVIERE DES ROCHERS TO RESTORE 
LAKE LEVELS ON LAKE ATHABASCA, AND 
CONSEQUENTLY ON THE DELTA, TO 
APPROXIMATE WHAT WOULD HAVE OCCURRED 
UNDER HISTORICAL CONDITIONS. 

The Bennett Dam has greatly modified the flow in the 
Peace River. The natural control of the outflow from 
Lake Athabasca, created by the flood flows in the Peace 
River, has been greatly reduced. Man-made controls are 
now necessary to offset the effects of the modified 
flows in the Peace River and to restore water levels in 
Lake Athabasca. 

Preservation of the vast sedge and Calamagrostis 
meadows, the perched basins and other wildlife habitat 
created by the average summer water levels and the 
flood levels which occurred previously to 1968 is maf!.i­
festly necessary. If remedial action is not taken, ecol­
ogical succession will continue and cause a permanent 
shift towards the less productive plant communities of 
shrubs and forest. 

THAT THE TEMPORARY ROCKFILL DAM ON THE 
WEST ARM OF THE QUATRE FOURCHES BE 
REMOVED AFTER THE CONTROL STRUCTURE AT 
THE LITTLE RAPIDS SITE HAS EFFECTIVELY 
RESTORED WATER LEVELS. 

The restoration of water levels in Lake Athabasca to 
restore former ecological conditions in th~ Delta pre­
supposes that all of the interconnecting channels within 
the Delta, with the exception of the Riviere des Rochers, 
will be left in their natural state. Since the west arm of 
the Chenal des Quatre Fourches is a major channel 
between Lakes Claire and Mamawi and Lake Athabasca, 
the temporary dam should be removed. 

* 

* 
l 

l 

THAT THE GOVERNMENTS ESTABLISH A PROGRAM 

TO PROVIDE LOCAL FISHERMEN AND TRAPPERS 

WITH BOTH TECHNICAL AND FINANCIAL 

ASSISTANCE FOR THE PROMOTION OF LOCAL 

INDUSTRIES, PARTICULARLY WITH REGARD TO 

OPPORTUNITIES SUCH AS THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF MUSKRAT FARMING ON SPECIFIC BLOCKS OF 

MARSHES IN THE CHIPEWYAN RESERVE. 

Restoration of the water levels will return the production 
of muskrats and fish approximately to what occurred 
prior to 1968. However, improved marsh management 
and more efficient marketing is required, along with the 
improved husbandry of trapping and fishing resources, 
in order to develop these local industries. 

THAT THE GOVERNMENTS CONTINUE TO MONITOR 

THE SPRING SPAWNING MIGRATION OF WALLEYE 

INTO RICHARDSON LAKE AND CONDUCT FURTHER 

INVESTIGATIONS, IF NECESSARY, INTO MIGRATORY 

PROBLEMS CAUSED BY CHANNEL ICE. 

The walleye is the mainstay of expanding fisheries opera­
tions in Lake Athabasca. Difficulties in walleye spawning 
could seriously reduce walleye catches and result in loss 
in income for local fishermen. Preliminary investigations 
indicate that channel ice could seriously restrict, and 
possibly block, the walleye migration into Lake Richard­
son, which appears to be the major spawning area. Some 
deepening of the channels may be necessary in order 
to improve access to and from the lake. 
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THAT THE GOVERNMENTS MAINTAIN A 

CONTINUING RESOURCE-MONITORING PROGRAM 

FOR LAKE ATHABASCA AND THE DELTA, UNDER 

THE GUIDANCE OF THE SENIOR INTERGOVERN­

MENTAL COMMITTEE. 

Project studies indicated that there was a very limited 
amount of information available on many of the im­
portant aspects of Lake Athabasca and the Delta. A 
continuing resource-monitoring program is required to 
compile the data, essential in obtaining a full understand­
ing of the complex interrelationships of the hydrologic 
and biological processes and to provide some predictive 
capability for planning and decisionmaking. 

THAT ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STUDIES BE 

CONDUCTED ON LAKE ATHABASCA, THE DELTA, 

AND THE SLAVE RIVER, PRIOR TO ANY CON­

STRUCTION OF MAJOR RESERVOIRS, DIVERSIONS 

OR OTHER WORKS THAT MAY BE PROPOSED IN 

THE LAKE ATHABASCA DRAINAGE BASIN. 

The impact of the Bennett Dam development on the 
Peace River flows, and consequently Lake Athabasca, 

points out the need for careful consideration of t,he 
downstream effects in the planning for major projects. 
Other major developments in the Basin can be expected 

to occur in the future. At this time there are proposals 
for major industrial developments and possible diversions 
which could, because of their particular nature, have an 

important effect on the Delta area. Their impacts should 
be assessed before implementation. 

.. 

* 

* 

THAT THE GOVERNMENTS EXPAND CONSULTATIONS 

WITH LOCAL PEOPLE AND WORK TOGETHER TO 

DEVELOP IDENTITY GOALS, EMPLOYMENT AND 

LEADERSHIP, AS THESE MATTERS RUN CONCURRENT 

WITH OTHER ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS. 

Restoration of water levels alone will not solve the 
critical unemployment problem which exists in the area. 
Particularly in Fort Chipewyan, the maintenance of the 
traditional trapping and fishing will not provide the 
opportunities and jobs necessary for the expanding labor 
force. Positive government action in the form of local 
consultation and the development of new projects, in­
cluding those identified by the Peace-Athabasca Delta 
Project, is required. 

THAT THE DAT A COLLECTED FOR THE PEACE­

ATHABASCA DELTA PROJECT BE MADE AVAILABLE 

TO THE SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY TO ENCOURAGE 

SCIENTISTS TO CONTINUE THOSE STUDIES WHICH 

ARE IMPORT ANT TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

NORTH AND TO THE BETTERMENT OF ITS 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLE. 

The wealth of scientific data collected for the Project 
could be of assistance to universities and other organi ­

zations carrying on research programs. Additional re­
search is required on many of the aspects investigated 

under the Project, such as the social and economic pro­
blems of small northern communities and the effects 
of changes in flows on river and lake ecology. 
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in conclusion 

BENNETT 
DAM 

ENVIRONMENT 

MANAGEMENT 

THE 
JURISDICTIONAL 

FRAMEWORK 

The Bennett Dam is a deve lopment or major 
propo rtions. Its p resence is now a fact, almost 
imposs ible lo change. Its builders we re an­
swering the needs or society for powe r to 
support our economic growth and light our 
homes. Little attention was given to the pos­
si ble effects on dow nstream ecology,_ for the 
en vironment concerns of the seventi es we re 
onl y then beginn in g to appear on the horizon. 

Experience is a fi rm teacher; the lessons are 
clea r. Major developments, if no t properl y 
plan ned, can greatl y change our renewa ble 
resources o f land and wa ler, two or our 
greatest heritages. Planners must fin d new ways 
lo balan ce development and the pro tection or 
our environment. Thi s is the chal lenge. 

When it i> con;i dered that the i\\ackenzie River 
System of which the P ·ac1_,-A lhabasca Delta is a 
part, is th e largest in Cana da, second in len gth 
and flo w lo the 1\lfosi,sippi Rive r, the wisdo m 
or making st rong prOVl'i Om for ib Stewardship 
may be seen. 

The Pea ce-Athabasca Delta problem ca rr ies an 
impo rtant me>sage. Poorl y defined jurisdiction 
leads lo poorl y derined respon sibilit ies. Deci· 
sion and action for the management or our 
natura l resources become lost in a maze or 
discussi on and red tape. With out a more ap­
propriate framewo rk, the poss ibility o f future 
problem s such as occurred in the Delta sti l l 
exists. The key lies in a fran'1ework wit hin 
which positi ve action can be readily taken, 
one in which loca l problems are dealt with 
loca ll y, regional p roblems - reg ionally, and 
national problems - nationally. The onus 
res ts on government at all leve ls. 
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