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Alberta Wetland Policy and Classification Excerpts  

 
Two resource documents were circulated at the Municipal wetlands Data Workshop, 
both excerpts from Government of Alberta policy documents related to wetlands. 
They are attached below and include: 
 
1. Wetland Management System 

 
This excerpt from Alberta Wetland Policy was circulated because it: 

1) describes the wetland mitigation hierarchy, and  
2) explains the Relative Wetland Value scoring. 

 

2. Alberta Wetland Classification System  

 
This excerpt from Alberta Wetland Classification System was circulated with Miistakis-
added highlighting to show how the current system correlates to the more-familiar 
“Stewart and Kantrud” system (Class I to VII) still in use in many municipal policies. 
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Wetland Management System

Several key concepts and mechanisms are crucial to the successful implementation of a provincial 
wetland management system under the Alberta Wetland Policy:

1. Relative Wetland Value
2. Wetland Mitigation
 a. Avoidance
 b. Minimization
 c. Replacement
3. Knowledge and Information Systems
4. Performance Measures, Monitoring, and Reporting
5. Wetland Stewardship in Alberta

>>
1. Relative Wetland Value
Alberta’s wetlands are highly diverse in form, function, use, and distribution across the province; they 
are not all of equal value. The Alberta Wetland Policy addresses this diversity through the concept 
of ‘relative wetland value’, which acknowledges the relative contribution of an individual wetland to 
water quality improvement, hydrology, biodiversity, and various human uses. The approach is one 
of cumulative effects management, enabling planners and decision makers to consider the broader 
importance of an individual wetland on the landscape. In this way, knowledge and understanding of 
Alberta’s vast wetland diversity is incorporated into the execution of informed management decisions.

,QGLYLGXDO�ZHWODQGV�SHUIRUP�PXOWLSOH�IXQFWLRQV�DQG�SURYLGH�YDULRXV�EHQH¿WV�RQ�WKH�ODQGVFDSH��7KH�
relative wetland value approach is based on the understanding that some wetlands provide more 
IXQFWLRQV�DQG�EHQH¿WV�WKDQ�RWKHUV��8QGHU�WKH�UHODWLYH�ZHWODQG�YDOXH�DSSURDFK��ZHWODQGV�ZLOO�EH�
FRPSDUHG�DFURVV�D�FRPPRQ�OLVW�RI�PHWULFV��GHULYHG�IURP�¿YH�NH\�IXQFWLRQDO�JURXSV�
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:HWODQG�9DOXH�)XQFWLRQDO�*URXSV

%LRGLYHUVLW\�	�(FRORJLFDO�+HDOWK 
Wetlands are dynamic, complex habitats that contribute to biodiversity and other ecological functions. 

:DWHU�4XDOLW\�,PSURYHPHQW 
:HWODQGV�LPSURYH�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�E\�IDFLOLWDWLQJ�VHGLPHQWDWLRQ�DQG�¿OWHULQJ�SROOXWDQWV��

+\GURORJLF�)XQFWLRQ 
:HWODQGV�KHOS�UHGXFH�ÀRRGLQJ�DQG�VRLO�HURVLRQ�E\�VWRULQJ�UXQRII�DQG�VORZLQJ�LWV�GRZQVWUHDP�UHOHDVH���
They are also important as areas of groundwater recharge and discharge. 

+XPDQ�8VHV 
Wetlands support multiple human activities (e.g., recreation, and education) and have varying 
GHJUHHV�RI�FXOWXUDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH��

5HODWLYH�$EXQGDQFH 
The relative abundance of wetlands in an area strongly affects the sensitivity of an area to the effects 
of further wetland loss. 
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Based on the sum total of all metrics, wetlands will be assigned to one of four relative wetland value 
FDWHJRULHV��$�>KLJKHVW@�WKURXJK�'�>ORZHVW@���7KHVH�FDWHJRULHV�ZLOO�UHÀHFW�WKH�UHODWLYH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�D�
wetland on the landscape, from an ecological and human perspective. In applying this approach, the 
$OEHUWD�:HWODQG�3ROLF\�ZLOO�IRFXV�¿UVW�RQ�WKH�DYRLGDQFH�DQG�PLQLPL]DWLRQ�RI�LPSDFWV�RQ�DOO�ZHWODQGV��
regardless of their relative wetland value category.

:HWODQG�9DOXH�&ULWHULD :HWODQG�9DOXH�&DWHJRULHV

Biodiversity

Water Quality Improvement

Flood Reduction

+XPDQ�9DOXH

+LJK��$�

Moderate (B)

Moderately Low (C)

Low (D)
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The relative wetland value approach will ensure informed and strategic wetland management by taking 
into account numerous characteristics of a wetland. It will consider a wetland within a broader context, 
including the landscape upon which the wetland is found, the environmental functions it performs, 
DQG�VRFLDO�DQG�QRQ�FRQVXPSWLYH�HFRQRPLF�EHQH¿WV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�ZHWODQG��7KLV�ZLOO�DOORZ�WKH�
importance of individual wetlands to be acknowledged, their contribution to the ecosystem to be better 
understood, and informed wetland management decisions to be made.

In keeping with a comprehensive and informed approach to wetland management, the ‘relative 
abundance’ component of the system incorporates aspects of current abundance/density and 
historical loss into the value assessment. In areas of low current abundance and high historical loss, 
the approach will place additional value on existing wetlands and promote both conservation and 
restoration as wetland management priorities. In areas of high abundance and low historical loss, the 
system will continue to acknowledge and promote the importance of wetlands and wetland values 
on the landscape. At the same time, it will facilitate a considered approach to wetland management, 
balancing environmental, social, and economic priorities in the execution of management decisions.
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A wetland management system based on relative wetland value will help ensure that land use planners, 
ODQG�PDQDJHUV��DQG�ODQG�GHYHORSHUV�DUH�EHWWHU�LQIRUPHG�DQG�DEOH�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�EURDGHU�UDPL¿FDWLRQV�
of their decisions at early stages in the planning process. At the same time, knowledge and 
understanding of relative wetland value will reinforce the wetland mitigation hierarchy (avoid, minimize, 
replace), providing sound rationale for decisions that may require avoidance or minimization of negative 
wetland impacts.

2. Wetland Mitigation
Under the Alberta Wetland Policy, mitigation refers to management activities undertaken to avoid 
and minimize negative impacts on wetlands, and to replace lost wetlands, where necessary. The 
WHUP�µ:HWODQG�0LWLJDWLRQ�+LHUDUFK\¶�UHIHUV�WR�D�WKUHH�VWDJH�DSSURDFK�WRZDUG�DFKLHYHPHQW�RI�ZHWODQG�
management objectives and/or goals. The three stages, listed in order of descending priority, are: 1) 
avoidance of negative wetland impacts, 2) minimization of negative wetland impacts, and 3) wetland 
replacement to account for negative wetland impacts that could not be avoided or minimized.

As part of the regulatory approval process, the mitigation hierarchy is intended to guide management 
actions for the mitigation of negative impacts on wetlands. Use of the hierarchy will be informed by 
relative wetland value, which will provide the rationale for wetland management decisions. It will be 
further supported by a decision-making framework, as well as codes of practice and standard operating 
procedures for some commonly occurring activities.

$OEHUWD¶V�:HWODQG�0LWLJDWLRQ�+LHUDUFK\�FDQ�EHVW�EH�GHVFULEHG�DV�IROORZV�

1. Avoidance – The primary and preferred response is to avoid 
impacts on wetlands.

2. Minimization – Where avoidance is not possible, proponents 
are expected to minimize impacts on wetlands. 

3. Replacement – As a last resort, and where avoidance and 
minimization efforts are not feasible or prove ineffective, 
wetland replacement is required.

$YRLG

0LQLPL]H

5HSODFH
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Where achievable, wetlands will be replaced type-for-type; where this is not achievable, wetland 
replacement will seek to replace wetland value. Additionally, it is preferred that replacement take place 
in the area of original wetland loss.

Alberta’s wetland mitigation system will be guided by ten overarching principles.

*XLGLQJ�3ULQFLSOHV�RI�WKH�:HWODQG�0LWLJDWLRQ�6\VWHP

1. The primary focus of the wetland mitigation system is to sustain the full range of wetland 
IXQFWLRQV�DQG�EHQH¿WV�

2. The mitigation hierarchy will encompass consistent and predictable processes. It will begin with 
(and place the greatest emphasis on) wetland avoidance, proceed through minimization only if 
avoidance is not practicable, and consider wetland replacement only as a last resort.

3. Mitigation is one component of a broader policy approach to wetland management that includes 
planning, education and awareness, and voluntary stewardship programs.

4. The wetland mitigation system will support cumulative effects management on a landscape 
VFDOH�WKURXJK�ODQG�XVH�DQG�UHJLRQDO�SODQQLQJ��,W�ZLOO�JXLGH�VLWH�VSHFL¿F�UHJXODWRU\�GHFLVLRQV�E\�
considering place-based economic, social, and environmental priorities.

5. The wetland mitigation process will be considered in all stages of a project; from land or lease 
purchase, planning, siting, and design, through implementation and monitoring.

��� 7KH�ZHWODQG�PLWLJDWLRQ�V\VWHP�ZLOO�EH�HI¿FLHQW��FRVW�HIIHFWLYH��SUHGLFWDEOH��IDLU��HDVLO\�XQGHUVWRRG��
and publicly accessible.

7. No one group will be expected to bear the entire burden of wetland tradeoff decisions. There 
must be some consideration of what constitutes an equitable sharing of environmental, social, 
and economic costs between all groups involved, including society at large.

8. Monitoring is an essential component of an adaptive management approach. In cases where a 
PRQLWRULQJ�UHTXLUHPHQW�LV�LGHQWL¿HG��SURSRQHQWV�ZLOO�EHDU�WKH�FRVW�RI�VLWH�OHYHO�PRQLWRULQJ��WKH�
Government of Alberta will be responsible for monitoring and evaluation of the broader wetland 
mitigation system.

9. The wetland mitigation system will be adaptable, acknowledging and incorporating new 
information, as wetland science and public policy continue to evolve.

10. A comprehensive record-keeping system will be developed and used to maintain an 
administrative link between a development activity, the management decision, wetland impacts or 
losses incurred, and any resulting mitigation activities.
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2a. Avoidance 
Under the wetland mitigation hierarchy, the primary and preferred response is to avoid all impacts on 
ZHWODQGV��$YRLGDQFH�LV�WKH�PRVW�HI¿FLHQW�DQG�HIIHFWLYH�PLWLJDWLRQ�VWUDWHJ\��DV�LW�HOLPLQDWHV�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�
risks and inherent uncertainty of other mitigation practices. Since avoidance prevents direct wetland 
impacts, it is typically the most desired form of wetland mitigation.

To ensure feasibility and practicality, avoidance must be enabled at an early stage in the planning 
process. The Alberta Wetland Policy will facilitate this through provision of a relative wetland value map, 
which establishes the relative value of all wetlands in the province. This map, in conjunction with a 
ground-level assessment tool and operational guidance manual, will support the execution of informed 
wetland planning and management decisions. Although the mitigation hierarchy, as presented here, 
is discussed in the context of the Water Act approval process, avoidance will also be informed by a 
broader regional context for wetland management.

Wetland avoidance under the Alberta Wetland Policy will be achieved on the basis of the following four 
key criteria.

*XLGLQJ�3ULQFLSOHV�RI�WKH�:HWODQG�$YRLGDQFH�6\VWHP

1. Avoidance should always be the primary considerations for any activity that could have adverse 
effects, regardless of wetland value.

2. In cases where avoidance is deemed impracticable and a negative wetland impact is likely to 
occur, wetlands of higher relative value should require stronger evidence of effort to avoid than 
lower value wetlands.

3. In cases where avoidance is deemed not practicable, it is the responsibility of the proponent to 
adequately demonstrate that alternative projects, project designs, and/or project sites have been 
WKRURXJKO\�FRQVLGHUHG�DQG�UXOHG�RXW�IRU�MXVWL¿DEOH�UHDVRQV�

��� 7KH�SURFHVV�IRU�HYDOXDWLQJ�IHDVLEOH�SURMHFW�DOWHUQDWLYHV�PXVW�EH�IDLU��HI¿FLHQW��DQG�FRQVLVWHQW��DQG�
should take into account environmental, social, and economic considerations.
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2b. Minimization
Minimization is the second step in the wetland mitigation hierarchy. It is only applied once avoidance 
KDV�EHHQ�MXVWL¿DEO\�UXOHG�RXW�DV�D�IHDVLEOH�DOWHUQDWLYH�IRU�D�SURMHFW�

The intent of minimization is to reduce negative impacts on wetlands to the smallest practicable 
degree. This is meant to be achievable during any stage of development, including planning, design, 
construction, and operation, as well as during the execution of activities that could harm wetlands.

Minimization of wetland impacts can be achieved through a number of different mechanisms. The 
minimization mechanism chosen or required will depend on several different factors, including the type 
and relative value of wetland, the development activity, and the desired outcome. Much like wetland 
avoidance, minimization will be informed by the relative wetland value map, a ground-level value 
assessment tool, and an operation guidance manual.

The minimization of wetland impacts under Alberta’s wetland mitigation system will be guided by the 
following eight overarching criteria.

*XLGLQJ�3ULQFLSOHV�RI�WKH�:HWODQG�0LQLPL]DWLRQ�6\VWHP

1. Minimization of adverse effects to a wetland refers to both direct and indirect effects on the 
physical area of the wetland, the relative value of the wetland, or a combination of both.

2. Minimization procedures and techniques should be based on sound ecological principles and 
best available science and technology.

3. Minimization is usually accomplished through the use of proven measures and approaches for 
VSHFL¿F�DFWLYLWLHV��H�J���EHVW�PDQDJHPHQW�SUDFWLFHV��FRGHV�RI�SUDFWLFH��RSHUDWLQJ�VWDQGDUGV��

4. Where minimization is to be accomplished through new and experimental approaches, activities 
should be carried out on a pilot basis and monitored to assess effectiveness. Proponents should 
not be penalized if a new or experimental approach does not achieve intended outcomes.

5. Minimization procedures should be based on continuous improvement, using an iterative or 
adaptive approach to advance the state of knowledge and science over time.

6. Minimization measures should remain functional as long as the project has reasonable potential 
for adverse effects on the wetland.

7. Monitoring may be required to evaluate the outcome of minimization activities. The cost of 
monitoring should be factored into any minimization process and is the responsibility of the 
proponent.

8. Efforts to minimize adverse effects to wetlands do not relieve the proponent of wetland 
replacement requirements; in the event of permanent wetland loss, despite minimization efforts, 
wetland replacement will be required.
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2c. Replacement
Where avoidance and minimization efforts are not feasible or prove ineffective, wetland replacement 
is acknowledged as the last resort in the mitigation process. It will only be considered for residual 
impacts that were impractical to minimize or avoid and will not apply to temporary wetland impacts. If, 
after all practicable avoidance and minimization measures have been exercised, permanent loss of a 
wetland, or portion thereof, is incurred, wetland replacement will be required for the portion that is lost. 
Replacement requirements will be established on the basis of a) wetland area lost and b) the relative 
value of that area. In cases where development that results in wetland loss is subject to a reclamation 
plan, replacement requirements will be adjusted accordingly, taking into account the area and value of 
both wetlands lost and wetlands constructed under the reclamation plan.

Wetland replacement will fall into one of two overarching categories:

�� 5HVWRUDWLYH�5HSODFHPHQW refers to replacement activities that attempt to make up for the 
permanent loss of a wetland through the restoration, enhancement, or construction of another 
wetland.

�� 1RQ�UHVWRUDWLYH�5HSODFHPHQW refers to a variety of alternatives that must support the maintenance 
of wetland value, by advancing the state of wetland science and wetland management. Acceptable 
non-restorative replacement measures include:

� �� 6SHFL¿HG�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�ZHWODQG�UHVWRUDWLRQ�PHDVXUHV
 - Provincial level monitoring of wetlands
� �� 6SHFL¿HG�ZHWODQG�LQYHQWRU\�ZRUN�DQG�GDWD�DFTXLVLWLRQ
� �� 6SHFL¿HG�ODQGVFDSH�OHYHO�ZHWODQG�KHDOWK�DVVHVVPHQWV�RU�PRGHOLQJ
 - Public education and outreach programs

 - Wetland securement for the purposes of long term conservation

5HSODFHPHQW�FDQ�EH�IXUWKHU�GLYLGHG�LQWR�WZR�VXEFDWHJRULHV��7KH�¿UVW�RI�WKHVH�LV�in-lieu fee payment, 
ZKHUHE\�WKH�DSSURYDO�KROGHU�PD\�FKRRVH�WR�SD\�¿QDQFLDO�UHVWLWXWLRQ�IRU�D�ZHWODQG�ORVV��7KHVH�IXQGV�ZLOO�
EH�DOORFDWHG�WRZDUG�VSHFL¿HG�UHVWRUDWLYH�RU�QRQ�UHVWRUDWLYH�PHDVXUHV��DV�GHWHUPLQHG�E\�HVWDEOLVKHG�
guidance documents. The second subcategory is permittee-responsible replacement, whereby the 
approval holder may choose to actively engage in restorative replacement, in accordance with criteria 
and guidance put forth by the Government of Alberta.

A comprehensive decision making framework, including a sound wetland research strategy, will guide 
the application of replacement measures. Additional criteria will direct the inclusion of constructed 
wetlands as an element of restorative replacement, as well as the proportion of non-restorative 
replacement measures that are permitted as part of a replacement package.
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Replacement requirements will be established on the basis of replacement ratios. A replacement 
ratio determines how many hectares of replacement wetland are required per hectare of permanently 
lost wetland. The ratio system has been developed on the basis of relative wetland value, taking into 
account both the relative value of the impacted wetland and that of the replacement wetland.

The suite of replacement ratios developed by the Government of Alberta is established around a 
midpoint of 3:1. This ratio, which is the basis for Alberta’s interim wetland policy, is broadly recognized 
throughout North America. It is based on three key considerations:

1. A restored wetland is unlikely to achieve the same level of 
function as the natural wetland it replaces.

��� $�VLJQL¿FDQW�WLPH�ODJ�LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�RFFXU��EHWZHHQ�WKH�PRPHQW�
a wetland is lost and the point a restored wetland achieves a 
reasonable level of function.

3. Some proportion of restored wetlands is expected to fail over 
time.

>>
As the midpoint for the range of core replacement ratios (blue in the following table), the 3:1 ratio 
will help support the overarching goal of the Alberta Wetland Policy – to conserve, restore, protect, 
and manage�$OEHUWD¶V�ZHWODQGV�WR�VXVWDLQ�WKH�EHQH¿WV�WKH\�SURYLGH�WR�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW��VRFLHW\��DQG�
economy. At the upper end, the 8:1 replacement ratio will help incent avoidance of high value wetlands, 
thereby supporting Outcome #1 of the Alberta Wetland Policy – wetlands of the highest value are 
SURWHFWHG�IRU�WKH�ORQJ�WHUP�EHQH¿W�RI�DOO�$OEHUWDQV�� �� �� �� �� �� �� �

7KH�:HWODQG�5HSODFHPHQW�0DWUL[

� � � 9DOXH�RI�5HSODFHPHQW�:HWODQG

  D C B A

 A 8:1 4:1 2:1 1:1

 B 4:1 2:1 1:1 0.5:1

 C 2:1 1:1 0.5:1 0.25:1

 D 1:1 0.5:1 0.25:1 0.125:1

*Ratios are expressed as hectares of wetland
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7KH�FRUH�UHSODFHPHQW�VFKHPH�HVWDEOLVKHG�E\�WKH�$OEHUWD�:HWODQG�3ROLF\��DV�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�WKH�GDUN�EOXH�
column in the preceding table, is expressed in terms of low value, or ‘D’, wetlands. This core scheme 
will apply to all cases of in-lieu fee payment. For example:

1. If the loss of a one-hectare ‘B’ value wetland is approved, the approval holder will be expected to 
pay wetland replacement at a rate of 4:1, or four hectares of ‘D’ wetland.

2. If an approved development project results in the loss of 8 hectares of ‘C’ value wetland, the 
approval holder will be required to replace at a rate of 2:1, or 16 hectares of ‘D’ wetland.

In the case of permittee-responsible replacement, the Alberta Wetland Policy seeks to encourage 
innovation and continuous improvement in wetland restoration and construction. It does so by 
acknowledging efforts to restore a wetland to a higher value. For example:

1. As part of its Water Act approval, Company X is permitted to develop one hectare of ‘B’ value 
wetland. Normally, this would require four hectares of ‘D’ value wetland as replacement (4:1). 
+RZHYHU��&RPSDQ\�;�KDV�GHFLGHG�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�SHUPLWWHH�UHVSRQVLEOH�UHSODFHPHQW�DQG��WKURXJK�
the investment of additional effort and resources, is able to demonstrably restore a ‘C’ value 
ZHWODQG��+HQFH��WKH�UHSODFHPHQW�UHTXLUHPHQW�ZLOO�EH�UHGXFHG�WR������RU�WZR�KHFWDUHV�

2. Company Y has received approval to remove four hectares of ‘D’ value wetland in the course 
of developing an industrial park. Normally, this would require four hectares of ‘D’ value wetland 
as replacement (1:1). In pursuing permittee-responsible replacement on an adjacent property, 
Company Y is demonstrably able to restore a ‘C’ value wetland. The replacement requirement is 
therefore reduced to two hectares (0.5:1) of ‘C’ value wetland.

The cost of in-lieu fee payment for wetland replacement will be established on the basis of four key 
factors:

1. The average cost of wetland restoration work [established 
provincially].

2. The cost of monitoring restoration success over the long term 
[established provincially].

3. An administrative fee [established provincially].
4. The average value of land within the area of original wetland 

loss [established locally].

>>
Payment of wetland replacement under the Alberta Wetland Policy will not exempt the applicant from 
other requirements that may be enacted under the provincial Public Lands Act, as it pertains to the 
acquisition of beds and shores of water bodies titled to the Crown. 
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.QRZOHGJH�DQG�,QIRUPDWLRQ�6\VWHPV

A broad range of integrated data products will be required to support and enable the Alberta Wetland 
Policy.

$OEHUWD�:HWODQG�3ROLF\�±�6\VWHP�1HHGV

3URYLQFLDO�:HWODQG�,QYHQWRU\  
An initial version of the Alberta Wetland Inventory has been developed and is available on the Government of 
Alberta’s  GeoDiscover website (www.geodiscover.alberta.ca). The inventory, which provides a listing of all 
wetlands in the province, is foundational to the Alberta Wetland Policy. To help ensure ongoing accuracy and 
applicability, the inventory will be subject to continuous improvement over time.

3URYLQFLDO�:HWODQG�9DOXH�$VVHVVPHQW�6\VWHP 
The wetland value assessment system is currently under development. It will provide a GIS-level assessment of 
value for all wetlands in the province. The resulting data layer will augment the Alberta Wetland Inventory, further 
enabling wetland policy decisions and providing a common foundation for land use planning activities in the 
Province.

:HWODQG�9DOXH�$VVHVVPHQW�7RRO 
This value assessment tool will augment the provincial wetland value assessment system, incorporating ground-
level data (e.g., species composition, water quality information, etc.) into the decision-making process. It is 
expected that proponents and/or consultants would be the primary users of this tool. Both the provincial and site-
level value assessments will be crucial to the regulatory approvals process.

:HWODQG�'DWDEDVH�DQG�5HSRUWLQJ�7RRO 
This publicly accessible database will act as a repository for all information pertaining to wetlands in Alberta. 
This will include data on wetland losses, wetland restoration, enhancement, and construction efforts, as well as 
wetland assessment and monitoring data. Regulatory approval information, linking wetland approvals to wetland 
replacement projects will also be incorporated.

,QYHQWRU\�RI�:HWODQG�5HVWRUDWLRQ�2SSRUWXQLWLHV 
To enable prioritization of wetland restoration activities, the Government of Alberta, in conjunction with its partners, 
will develop an inventory of drained wetlands and wetland restoration opportunities in the province.

&HUWL¿FDWLRQ�6\VWHPV 
,PSOHPHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�$OEHUWD�:HWODQG�3ROLF\�ZLOO�UHTXLUH�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�FOHDUO\�GH¿QHG�FHUWL¿FDWLRQ�V\VWHPV�
for both wetland assessment specialists and wetland restoration agencies.

5HSRVLWRU\�RI�5HVHDUFK�3ULRULWLHV�DQG�1HHGV 
To enable continuous improvement of the wetland management system in Alberta, a list of wetland research 
needs and priorities will be established.

(GXFDWLRQ�DQG�2XWUHDFK�3URJUDP 
Albertans appreciate the value and importance of wetlands to the environment and human health. A 
FRPSUHKHQVLYH�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�RXWUHDFK�ZLOO�KHOS�HQVXUH�D�FRPPRQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKHVH�EHQH¿WV�
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3. Performance Measures, Monitoring, and Reporting
The Alberta Wetland Policy, its administration, and its effectiveness will be evaluated and reported 
on periodically to ensure that the goal and outcomes are being met. Performance measures will be 
developed and used to evaluate progress toward achieving the policy goal and outcomes. The policy 
DQG�LWV�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�ZLOO�EH�UHYLHZHG�UHJXODUO\�WR�UHÀHFW�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�WKH�SURYLQFH¶V�ZHWODQGV��DQG�WR�
ensure that advances in wetland science are incorporated. The system will be highly focused on key 
aspects of policy evaluation and adaptive management.

4. Wetland Stewardship in Alberta
The Government of Alberta encourages all Albertans to enable wetland conservation and protection 
through voluntary stewardship activities. The Government of Alberta and its partners will continue to 
work with landowners to advance wetland restoration, construction, and enhancement efforts in the 
Province. A wide range of initiatives, such as education and awareness, voluntary programs, and/or 
incentives will encourage wetland conservation, restoration, and protection activities to help sustain the 
EHQH¿WV�WKDW�ZHWODQGV�SURYLGH�



Alberta Wetland Classification System 

Table 1. Wetland classes, forms and types in the Alberta Wetland Classification System.  Wetland 
classification codes for mapping uses are in brackets. 

CLASS FORM Types 

Salinity Water 
permanence1 

Acidity-
alkalinity 

Bog [B] Wooded, coniferous [Wc] 
Shrubby [S] Graminoid [G] 

Freshwater [f] -- Acidic [a] 

Fen [F] Wooded, coniferous [Wc] 
Shrubby [S] 
Graminoid [G] 

Freshwater [f] -- Poor [p] 

Freshwater [f] -- Moderate-
rich [mr] 

Freshwater [f] to slightly 
brackish [sb] 

-- Extreme-rich 
[er] 

Marsh [M] Graminoid [G] Freshwater [f] to slightly 
brackish [sb] 

Temporary [II] -- 

Freshwater [f] to 
moderately brackish 
[mb] 

Seasonal [III] -- 

Freshwater [f] to 
brackish [b] 

Semi-
permanent [IV] 

-- 

Shallow Open 
Water [W] 

Submersed and/or floating 
aquatic vegetation [A] or bare 
[B] 
 

Freshwater [f] to 
moderately brackish 
[mb] 

Seasonal [III] -- 

Freshwater [f] to sub-
saline [ss] 

Semi-
permanent [IV] 

-- 

Slightly brackish [sb] to 
sub-saline [ss] 

Permanent [V] -- 

[A] Saline [s] Intermittent [VI] -- 

Swamp [S] Wooded, coniferous [Wc] 
Wooded, mixedwood [Wm] 
Wooded, deciduous [Wd] 
Shrubby [S] 

Freshwater [f] to slightly 
brackish [sb] 2 

Temporary [II] 2 -- 

freshwater (f) to slightly 
brackish [sb] 2 

Seasonal [III] 2 -- 

moderately brackish 
[mb) to sub-saline [ss] 2 

Seasonal [III] 2 -- 

1 Roman numerals are equivalent to wetland classes by Stewart and Kantrud (1971) 
2 Swamp types are not applicable to wooded swamps due to a lack of available information 

1.4 Wetland Factors, Processes and Characteristics 

Regional factors that affect wetland processes and characteristics include climate, landscape 
situation, and surface and subsurface hydrogeology (Naticonal Wetlands Working Group 1997, Vitt 
et al. 1996, ESRD 2014).  These factors influence the following processes: 
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 Comparison of the AWCS to other Wetland Classification Systems Appendix A.
and Inventories 

Table A-1. Comparison of the AWCS to other classification systems and inventories used in Alberta.  This table was adapted from Smith et al. 
(2007). 

AB Wetland 
Classification Class 
and Form 

Cowardin et. al. 1979 National Wetlands 
Working Group 1998 

Smith et al. 2007 Steward & Kantrud, 1971 Halsey et. al., 2003 

Wooded Bog Palustrine, Forested or 
Scrub-shrub, Needleleaf 
Evergreen 

Bogs (20 Forms and 
Subforms)  

Treed Bog Not described Bog, Forested/ Treed 

Shrubby Bog Palustrine, Scrub/ Shrub, 
Broad-leaved Evergreen; 
Needle-leaved Evergreen 

Bogs (20 Forms and 
Subforms)   

Shrubby Bog Not described Bog Open-Shrub 

Wooded Fen Palustrine, Forested or 
Scrub-shrub, Needle-leaved 
Deciduous, Needle-leaved 
Evergreen 

Fens (19 Forms and 
Subforms) 

Treed Rich Fen, Treed 
Poor Fen 

Not described Fen, Forested/ Treed 

Shrubby Fen Palustrine, Scrub-shrub, 
Needle-leaved Deciduous/ 
Evergreen or Broad-leaved 
Deciduous (Shrub) or Moss 

Fens (19 Forms and 
Subforms)  

Shrubby Rich Fen, 
Shrubby Poor Fen 

Not described Fen, Open-Shrub 

Graminoid Fen Palustrine, Emergent/ 
Persistent, Moss/Lichen 

Fens (19 Forms and 
Subforms) 

Graminoid Rich Fen, 
Graminoid Poor Fen 

Class VII Fen, Open-Graminoid 

Graminoid Marsh Palustrine, Emergent or 
Persistent or Non-persistent 

Marshes (26 Forms and 
Subforms) 

Emergent Marsh Class II to IV; emergent or 
drawdown phase 

Marsh, Open-Graminoid 

Submersed/Floating 
Shallow Open Water 

Palustrine, Emergent or 
Persistent or Non-persistent 

Shallow Open Water (29 
forms and Subforms) 

Shallow Open Water Class III to VI; open water 
or bare phase 

Shallow Open Water - Open 
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Table 1. Wetland classes, forms and types in the Alberta Wetland Classification System.  Wetland 
classification codes for mapping uses are in brackets. 

CLASS FORM Types 

Salinity Water 
permanence1 

Acidity-
alkalinity 

Bog [B] Wooded, coniferous [Wc] 
Shrubby [S] Graminoid [G] 

Freshwater [f] -- Acidic [a] 

Fen [F] Wooded, coniferous [Wc] 
Shrubby [S] 
Graminoid [G] 

Freshwater [f] -- Poor [p] 

Freshwater [f] -- Moderate-
rich [mr] 

Freshwater [f] to slightly 
brackish [sb] 

-- Extreme-rich 
[er] 

Marsh [M] Graminoid [G] Freshwater [f] to slightly 
brackish [sb] 

Temporary [II] -- 

Freshwater [f] to 
moderately brackish 
[mb] 

Seasonal [III] -- 

Freshwater [f] to 
brackish [b] 

Semi-
permanent [IV] 

-- 

Shallow Open 
Water [W] 

Submersed and/or floating 
aquatic vegetation [A] or bare 
[B] 
 

Freshwater [f] to 
moderately brackish 
[mb] 

Seasonal [III] -- 

Freshwater [f] to sub-
saline [ss] 

Semi-
permanent [IV] 

-- 

Slightly brackish [sb] to 
sub-saline [ss] 

Permanent [V] -- 

[A] Saline [s] Intermittent [VI] -- 

Swamp [S] Wooded, coniferous [Wc] 
Wooded, mixedwood [Wm] 
Wooded, deciduous [Wd] 
Shrubby [S] 

Freshwater [f] to slightly 
brackish [sb] 2 

Temporary [II] 2 -- 

freshwater (f) to slightly 
brackish [sb] 2 

Seasonal [III] 2 -- 

moderately brackish 
[mb) to sub-saline [ss] 2 

Seasonal [III] 2 -- 

1 Roman numerals are equivalent to wetland classes by Stewart and Kantrud (1971) 
2 Swamp types are not applicable to wooded swamps due to a lack of available information 

1.4 Wetland Factors, Processes and Characteristics 

Regional factors that affect wetland processes and characteristics include climate, landscape 
situation, and surface and subsurface hydrogeology (Naticonal Wetlands Working Group 1997, Vitt 
et al. 1996, ESRD 2014).  These factors influence the following processes: 
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AB Wetland 
Classification Class 
and Form 

Cowardin et. al. 1979 National Wetlands 
Working Group 1998 

Smith et al. 2007 Steward & Kantrud, 1971 Halsey et. al., 2003 

Coniferous Wooded 
Swamp 

Palustrine, Forested, 
Needle-leaved Evergreen; 
Palustrine, Forested, 
Needle-leaved Deciduous 

Swamps (26 Forms and 
Subforms) 

Conifer Swamp, Tamarack 
Swamp 

Not described Swamp, Forested/ Treed 

Mixedwood Wooded 
Swamp 

Palustrine, Forested, 
Needle-leaved Evergreen, 
Broad-leaved Deciduous 

Swamps (26 Forms and 
Subforms) 

Mixedwood Swamp Not described Swamp, Forested/ Treed 

Deciduous Wooded 
Swamp 

Palustrine, Forested, Broad-
leaved Deciduous 

Swamps (26 Forms and 
Subforms) 

Deciduous Swamp Not described Swamp, Forested/ Treed 

Shrubby Swamp Palustrine, Scrub-shrub, 
Broad-leaved Deciduous 

Swamps (26 Forms and 
Subforms) 

Shrub Swamp Not described Swamp, Open-Shrub 

  

Jun 1, 2015   
 Alberta Wetland Classification System 

© 2015 Government of Alberta 
Page 36 of 53  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Alberta Wetland Classification System 
June 1, 2015 

 

 
 



 

ISBN 978-1-4601-2257-0 (Print) 

ISBN: 978-1-4601-2258-7 (PDF) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Citation: Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD). 2015. Alberta Wetland 
Classification System. Water Policy Branch, Policy and Planning Division, Edmonton, AB. 
 
 
 
 
 
Any comments, questions, or suggestions regarding the content of this document may be directed to:     
 
Water Policy Branch 
Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development 
7th Floor, Oxbridge Place 
9820 – 106th Street 
Edmonton, Alberta  T5K 2J6 
Phone: 780-644-4959 
Email:  ESRD.Web-SWQ@gov.ab.ca 
 
Additional copies of this document may be obtained by contacting: 
 
Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development 
Information Centre 
Main Floor, Great West Life Building 
9920 108 Street 
Edmonton Alberta Canada T5K 2M4 
Call Toll Free Alberta: 310-ESRD (3773) 
Toll Free: 1-877-944-0313 
Fax: 780-427-4407 
Email: ESRD.Info-Centre@gov.ab.ca 
Website: http://esrd.alberta.ca

Title: Alberta Wetland Classification System Guide 

Number: ESRD, Water Conservation, 2015, No. 3 

Program Name: Water Policy Branch 

Effective Date: June 1, 2015 

This document was updated on: April 13, 2015 

  
 


