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Planning Process Approaches: Planning relies heavily on process - to involve, 
negotiate, envision, govern. After two decades of popular consultation, the 
expectations of agencies and stakeholders are changing considerably. Presenters 
had experience in an interesting range of agencies, and were particularly 
knowledgeable about the range of interests to be engaged in effective processes -
and still get the job done. 

Take a Walk on the Wet Side: 
One Perspective on Community-Based Watershed Planning 

by Michelle Joliat 
and Gary Willson, MCIP ACP 

In Canada, rivers and lakes have been focal 
points of settlement, economic 
development, and transportation. Water is 
essential to the Canadian economy: it is an 
essential resource for food production, 
most industrial processes, many recreation
al activities, and much urban development 
across the country. As planning is 
increasingly focusing on achieving 
sustainability, it is essential that planning 
and management decisions be based on 
the ecosystem as a whole, and not on 
isolated aspects of it. 

A watershed refers to a geographic area 
where water, sediment, and dissolved 
materials drain into a common outlet, such 
as a point on a larger stream, a lake, an 
underlying aquifer, an ocean, or an estuary. 
The watershed is considered to be 
appropriate for land and resource 
management because: 

• water continuously moves through the 
watershed, influencing life cycles and bio
physical processes; 

• an action or change in one location likely 
has implications for natural features and 
processes elsewhere; and 

• water movement ignores political bound-
aries. 

It is therefore vital that planners work not 
only on a land-use basis within political 
boundaries but also on a watershed basis. 

Regional concerns about a watershed 
usually initiate watershed groups and 
management programs. Because of the 
changing role of government and 
reductions in government support for 
water programs and water infrastructure, it 
is vital that community-based initiatives are 
supported in order to establish and grow 
networks. 

For years, concerns have been expressed 
about the well-being of the North 
Saskatchewan Watershed (NSW) in 
Alberta. The watershed covers 80,000 
square kilometres and has almost one 
million residents. It begins in the lcefields 
of Banff and Jasper National Parks and 
flows in a generally eastward direction to 
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the Alberta-Saskatchewan border. In 1998 
AGRA Earth & Environmental Limited (now 
AMEC) was contracted by EPCOR Water 
Services of Edmonton to facilitate the 
development of a multi-stakeholder, 
community-based watershed initiative for 
the North Saskatchewan Watershed in 
Alberta. For the duration of this program, 
representatives of AMEC, on behalf of 
EPCOR Water Services, established and 
maintained contact with municipal, 
provincial and federal government 
agencies, industries, and interest-based 
organizations throughout the NSW. The 
intention of this contact was to build 
relationships with stakeholders, identify 
their respective watershed issues, and 
create a venue for sharing information that 
would improve watershed management 
within the NSW. 

A number of factors encouraged the 
initiation of this effort. First was the belief 
of EPCOR Water that mechanical water 
treatment methods, complemented by 
preventive water management initiatives 
throughout the watershed, further ensured 
the provision of the potable water supply 
to basin residents. Second was the focus of 
Alberta Environment's resources and 
funding to other watersheds, and a lack of 
resources for watershed-based planning in 
the NSW. 

A stakeholder group, the North 
Saskatchewan Watershed Alliance (NSWA), 
has now been formed. The NSWA is a self
sustaining entity that shares and 
coordinates information about watershed 
issues, promotes community awareness of 
watershed initiatives and the value of 
watershed protection, and fosters 
integrated stewardship of land and water 
resources. One activity that the group 
would like to undertake is the preparation 
of a watershed management plan. 

Throughout our involvement in the 
formation of the NSWA we were 
impressed with the local knowledge about 
the watershed and how activities upstream 
impact downstream water quality. 
Watershed stakeholders express a keen 
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interest in the development and 
implementation of comprehensive 
watershed planning. While certain issues 
are common throughout the entire 
watershed, the ways in which these are 
perceived vary amongst stakeholders 
within the sub-watersheds, according to 
their views and environmental values. 
When developing a comprehensive 
watershed plan it is imperative that the 
different perceptions are recognized and 
addressed. 

We believe that community/industry
based watershed groups are vital for 
gathering information and supporting 
watershed initiatives. These groups supply 
planners with important ecological and 
social information that can be incorporated 
into plans for achieving the goals for the 
watershed. 
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