
The Importance of Natural Areas for our Water

Fresh water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, development and the environment. Albertans
consider fresh water to be our most important natural resource. Yet it is largely activities on the land of the catchment
areas that affect water quality and quantity. The Edmonton and Area Land Trust (EALT) works on conservation in the
North Saskatchewan River sub-basins around Edmonton. Thus our conservation work benefits all regional residents
through stewardship of natural areas’ ecological functions.

Key concerns related to water revolve around quality and quantity. Watersheds have many functions other than
providing drinking water. Natural areas benefit wildlife, habitats, soils, water tables, recreationists, etc. Natural areas
not only conserve the water, but clean it too, removing silt and toxins. The role natural areas play in the maintenance of
these is critical, thus we need to look holistically at watersheds.

Source water protection via conservation of watersheds is part of integrated watershed management and should be
considered as a priority. This includes ensuring that nature itself has sufficient water for its ecological services, and
protecting the integrity of aquatic systems.

Wetlands
It has been estimated that the services provided to us by wetlands
would have a value of $925.45/ hectare per year. The estimated
economic benefit received from wetlands in the Edmonton region
is $120,811,944.80 per year.
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Naturalized wetlands:

 Provide recharge areas for groundwater

 Filter water naturally
o Phosphates, nitrates, carbon, sulphur and some metals

entering the wetland can be absorbed
o Up to 99% of E-coli bacteria can be removed from the water in well-vegetated wetlands

 Reduce the impact of high and low water level
o In years with heavy precipitation, wetlands hold onto the water received, much a like a sponge, and release it

slowly
o In years of drought, wetlands store and hold water. This is especially true for wetlands that contain beaver. The

presence of beaver has been known to maintain up to 60% more open water than in the same area when
beavers were absent during times of drought

 Carbon sequestration

Riparian Areas
A healthy riparian zone, lush with vegetation, provides many of the
same services as provided by wetlands as, but on a much larger
scale.

Healthy riparian areas:

 Filter water naturally
o A riparian zone of can prevent most nitrates and phosphates

from entering the water & remove fecal coliforms Federation of Alberta Naturalists
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 Stabilize banks (increases water quality due to less sediments entering water)
 Regulate water temperature
 Mitigate the impacts of high precipitation (e.g. susceptibility to land slumps or slides is reduced)

Uplands
The importance of wetlands and riparian areas to water quality and
quantity is readily apparent. But the human activities in upland areas
have a tremendous impact on our water resources. Edmonton is
located in the North Saskatchewan River Watershed. Municipalities,
industrial and agricultural developments each have a cumulative
effect on the watershed, both using and negatively impacting water.
Land uses that negatively impact water quality include:

 urbanization
 industrialization
 mining
 grazing
 agriculture (croplands, range)

If we take into account social, economic, environmental and technical dimensions when managing water resources, this
will involve linking the management of the parts of the natural world that are important for the availability and quality of
water. It will also involve linking; land and water; water quantity and water quality; upstream and downstream interests;
green water (involved in plant growth) and blue water (flowing in rivers and aquifers); as well as other factors. All this
will help ensure that water continues to sustain the ecosystems and livelihoods on which the Capital Region, indeed all
Albertans, depend.

For more information about the Edmonton and Area Land Trust please see our website: www.ealt.ca

i
References for all our information are available upon request.
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Upland natural areas
provide many of the
benefits of riparian areas,
but on a larger scale.
Natural areas in uplands
store groundwater.

There is a connectivity
between surface water
and groundwater systems,
so coordinating the
management of surface
water and groundwater is
important.

We need to look
holistically at watersheds.

http://geoscape.nrcan.gc.ca/h2o/bow/clean_e.php


