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Objectives of Presentation

A. What is a river basin/watershed?

B. Overview of Water Planning and Advisory 
Councils

C. Why work with a river basin?

D. What is the Athabasca River Basin (ARB)?

E. What is known about the ARG?

F. Why the ARB is important?

G. Protection of the ARB

H. Concerns about the ARB

I. What you can do



A. What is a river basin/watershed?

An area of land where precipitation 
drains into a stream or lake: 
ÅCatchment area
ÅDrainage basin
ÅWatershed

Basin = Catchment Area = Watershed



B. Overview of Water Planning and Advisory 
Councils =(WPACs)



Alberta WPACs

Å11 WPACs

ÅCreated under the Water for Life 
strategy, WPACs:
1.Engage the public and present 

educational programs on water-
related issues

2.Bring local water issues to the 
attention of the Province

3.Report on the state of the 
watersheds

4.Develop and implement 
integrated watershed 
management plans

Map source: Alberta Environment and Parks



WPACs in the 
Athabasca River 

Area
ÅLesser Slave 

Watershed Council
Å www.lswc.ca

ÅAthabasca Watershed 
Council
Å www.awc-wpac.ca



Athabasca Watershed Council (AWC-WPAC) 

ÅEstablished 2009

ÅVisionThe Athabasca watershed is 
ecologically healthy, socially responsible, 
and economically sustainable.

ÅMission: The Athabasca Watershed 
Council demonstrates leadership and 
facilitates informed decision-making in 
the Athabasca watershed by bringing 
stakeholders andindigenous peoples 
together to promote, foster respect, and 
plan for an ecologically healthy 
watershed that supports social 
responsibility and 
economicsustainability.

Map source: AWC-WPAC



Athabasca River Basin 
(ARB)

Map source: Science 
Outreach - Athabasca



C. Why work with a river basin?

1. Stability of 
boundaries 

versus 
changing 
political 

boundaries

Example 1: 1905, Western Canada



Stability: Example2: Fort McMurrayBoundaries

Å1870: Fort McMurray 
established by Hudson Bay 
Company 

Å1947: Village of  McMurray; 
merged with Waterways

Å1948: Town of McMurray

Å1962: Town of Fort McMurray

Å1980: City of Fort McMurray

Å1995: Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo; merged with 
Improvement District 143

Data: Wikipedia, 30 Dec. 2009

Photo: Fort McMurray, 005, R.G. Holmberg



C. Why work with a River Basin?

2. Integration and 
accumulation of impacts 
on water, land and 
organisms.

3. Implications for 
humans:
ÅWater, food, fibre, 

minerals and energy
ÅHealth
ÅEcological sustainability
ÅEconomic sustainability

Photo: Athabasca River near Athabasca, 2007, R.G. Holmberg

Photo: Athabasca River near Athabasca, 2007, R.G. Holmberg



D. What is the AthabascaRiverBasin?

Å1,230 km long

Å159,000 km2

Å24% of Alberta

Å>101 tributary rivers

Å>307 named creeks

Å>328 named lakes

ÅNo major dams nor reservoirs 
on the main stem



Columbia Ice Fields: origin of three rivers:

Athabasca 
River Basin

Saskatchewan 
River Basin

Columbia 
River Basin



{ƻƳŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ōŀǎƛƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΧ

Jasper 
National Park

Banff 
National 

Park

British 
Columbia



Photo: R.G. Holmberg

Athabasca 
Glacier, 2002

Photo: R.G. Holmberg



Columbia Ice Field

Origin of

Athabasca  

River

Athabasca

Glacier to

Sunwapta

River

Athabasca Glacier to 
Sunwapta River

Origin of Athabasca 
River

Origin of the Athabasca River



Upper Portion of the Athabasca River Basin with Major 
Tributaries and Lakes

Athabasca 
River

Columbia Ice Field 

Jasper Lake

Brúlé Lake

MaligneRiver

Rocky River

Snake Indian  River

Å Jasper

Sunwapta 
River

Whirlpool River

Snarling River

Miette River

Source: NASA, World Wind



Athabasca Falls,2007

Photo:  R.G.Holmberg,



Athabasca River near Jasper,2005

Photo:  R.G.Holmberg,



Foothills  Part of Athabasca River Basin

Source: Google Earth



Central Part of Athabasca River Basin

Lesser Slave  Lake

Å Athabasca

Calling  Lake

Athabasca River

Å Slave 
Lake

Å High Prairie

Å Lac la Biche

Å SwanHills

ÅWhitecourt

ÅWestlock

McLeod River

Source: NASA, World Wind



Source: Northern River Basins Study,  

Report to the Ministers, 1996

Agriculture in the Athabasca RiverBasin

Source: Northern River Basins Study, Report 
to the Ministers, 1996 



Town of Athabasca from Athabasca River,1991

Photo: R.G. Holmberg

Photo:  R.G.Holmberg,



Athabasca River downstream from Athabasca,1987

Photo: R.G. Holmberg

Photo:  R.G.Holmberg,



Northward Stretch of Athabasca River Basin

Source: Google Earth



Portaging Grand Rapids (1.6 km) Athabasca River 
circa 1903-06



Big Cascade Rapids, AthabascaRiver,circa1910

Photo: Canadian Department of the Interior, Library and Archives Canada PA-169585, 
http://www.collectionscanada.ca/archivianet/020115_e.html



Fort McMurray 
Athabasca and Clearwater Rivers,2005

Photo:  R.G.Holmberg,



Fort McMurrayArea

Source: NASA, World Wind 

Cut blocks

Athabasca River

Cut blocks

MacKay 
River

Mildred 
Lake

Pit Mine 
Operations

Fort 
McMurray

Clearwater River



Athabasca River at Fort MacKay, 1996

River

Source: NASA, World Wind

Photo:  R.G.Holmberg,


