
1

��������	
���
�
���
���
���
������
�������
�
�����
�������
�����

���

��������
��
����	
������ �!���!���

�
���"�� ��#

Good evening, 

So now that you have a good understanding of what riparian 
health means and why it is important, I am going to give a brief
overview of the results of our inventory work from this summer 
for the Elbow River and some of its tributaries.
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The real motivation for this project is to help the ERWP 
understand what the overall health of the watershed currently 
is. Because as the common expression goes…
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As part of this project we conducted riparian inventories along 
the Elbow River from the west edge of Calgary right through to 
close to the headwaters of the river in Kananaskis Country, 
excluding the portion of the Elbow River that flows through the 
Sarcee Indian Reserve.

We also conducted inventories on several tributaries including 
…. Creeks.

The eastern portion of this study area, toward Calgary is in the
Foothills Parkland Nat Subreg; the central portion is in the 
Lower Foothills Nat Subreg; and of course as you head west 
into K Country you get into the Rocky Mountain Nat Reg.

The inventory work for this project was mainly fund ed by 
the ERWP.
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Funding was also provided through Shell and Husky to 
inventory various tributaries within Kananaskis Country. The 
black dots on this map indicate the location of these inventory 
sites. 

Because these sites all fall within Shell and Husky’s Moose 
Mountain Environmental Enhancement Fund Project Area, the 
emphasis here was to identify areas of concern where industry 
dollars could be put toward riparian restoration projects. 

Within this area we conducted inventories on 6 tributaries ------
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So IN SUMMARY – we conducted inventories on 16 sites on 
the Elbow River and 17 sites on 10 tributaries.
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In terms of site selection, We tried to have a good 
distribution of sites along the entire length of th e river 
landowner access permitting, we also tried to have a good 
representation of various types of land uses including:

Agriculture, so basically for this watershed this means mainly 
native rangelands

Industrial uses, such as pipeline developments

Urban and rural developments like housing development and 
lastly

Recreational land uses like formal picnic and campgrounds 
and off-road vehicle areas.
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For the purpose of the presentation today, I will be discussing 
the results in a way that makes sense from an ecological 
perspective. 

So, I will begin by talking about the results for the Elbow River 
as a whole and then talk about the results for the tributaries in 
K-Country in the Moose Mountain Project Area, and last I will 
present the results for the tributaries east of K-Country.



8

6%

31%

63%

Unhealthy

Healthy But with Problems

Healthy 

�0.1����2��  �.-?�<�.@$�-�/�$/�)

�2���3 �� ��04 �(51��

6�*�7*8

6�97*8

6�*7*8

So overall, for the Elbow River, the majority of the sites, 63% 
of sites, in other words, 10 out of 16 sites were healthy.

31% of sites, in other words 5 / 16 sites were healthy, but with
problems, and only 1 site was scored as Unhealthy.
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Vegetation cover

Invasive plants canopy cover

Invasive plants density distribution

Dist/Undes species

Preferred tree / shrub est and regen

Preferred tree/ shrub utilisation

Dead woody material

Rootmass protection

Human-caused bareground

Human-caused alteration to the banks

Human-caused alteration to the site

Channel incisement
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To understand these results, we have to look more closely at 
the average scores for the various health parameters, and 
from this we can see what some of the concerns are and also 
what is doing really well.

Starting with the healthy vegetation parameters…
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To inv entory riparian health along representative sites of the Elbow Riv er and its tributaries. 

Overall along the Elbow River there is excellent diversity of 
native trees and shrubs with the main community types being 
White spruce and balsam poplar types with a native shrub 
understory . Over 200 native plant species were inventoried in 
the project area as a whole.

We also saw mainly normal browse utilization, normal amounts 
of dead and woody material, and excellent tree and shrub 
regeneration. This means that there is a high percentage of 
seedlings and saplings in the community, which is of course 
good for the long term longevity of the stand.
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You may have noticed that some of the other vegetation 
parameters did not score so well including total vegetation 
cover.
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sites of the Elbow River and its tributaries. 

The reason for this is that about 7 sites (~44%) had fairly high amounts 
of bare ground. 

But for most of these sites, nearly all of this bare ground was from 
natural deposition of sediment from recent flood events. We expect that 
as natural recovery progresses, vegetation cover will increase quite 
quickly in these sites. But even though reduced vegetation cover is due 
to natural causes it is given a lower health score because areas of 
recent deposition are subject to erosion and weed infestation and 
human activities can inhibit natural recovery of these areas, so it is 
something that we want to monitor over time.

And there were indeed some sites where low vegetation cover scores 
were due to human activities such as from housing or recreational 
developments.
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Maintaining vegetation cover within riparian area, especially 
cover of deep rooted trees and shrubs is one of the most 
important things you can do to maintain riparian health. 
Vegetation cover is important for preventing erosion, filtering 
nutrients and reducing the potential for weed infestations.
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To inv entory riparian health along representative sites of the Elbow Riv er and its tributaries. 

Speaking of weed infestations…
Invasive species, so these are noxious or restricted weeds 
under the Weed Control Act, were found in the majority of 
sites, but the good thing is that with only a couple of 
exceptions, invasive plants were only found in trace amounts. 
This is encouraging because it means that they are at levels 
that are still easy to manage and control.

In total, 7 invasive species were found,…
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Monitoring and control of invasive species is important 
because they spread quickly especially on disturbed soil 
surfaces and can quickly become unmanagable. This can 
have economic consequences to ranchers especially since 
they have minimal or no forage value. They also have potential 
to quickly out compete more nutritious native plants.
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To inv entory riparian health along representative sites of the Elbow Riv er and its tributaries. 

Another concern in riparian areas is the level of what we call 
disturbance caused plants. These are typically shallow-rooted 
non-native species. 

We found 28 disturbance caused plants in total and about 6 of 
the sites we looked at had fairly high amounts of cover from 
disturbance caused plants. 

Some of the more common species were ----



17

-������
��
��
��
����
����<=

� �����
����������!����
�
�

��

� -����
�
��
��	
���
��
�

� ������
�/���
����>
��

Disturbance-caused plants can be a concern because they 
tend to quite aggressively out-compete native plants they also 
are poor bank stabilizers…

Because of their shallow roots.
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Human-caused bareground

Human-caused alteration to the banks

Human-caused alteration to the site

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Channel incisement

•As far as physical parameters, many of these parameters 
were rated on the upper end of healthy with problems. This 
means they were almost healthy, but not quite.
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To inv entory riparian health along representative sites of the Elbow Riv er and its tributaries. 
•For the most part, the majority of sites had only low to 
trace amounts of human-caused bare ground and less 
than 5% structural alterations to the streambank and the 
remainder of the riparian area.

•Most of the structural alterations that were present were 
due to rip-rap, and to a lesser extent from livestock use 
and recreational use (mainly trails).
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Continuing to minimize structural alterations in th e 
riparian area is important because alterations like  trails 
from livestock, recreational pathways or motorized vehicle 
trails can cause soil compaction, bank instability and decrease 
the site’s ability to retain moisture.
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•On a positive note, none of the sites had any sign of down-
cutting or incisement. This is good news because it means that 
for the most part floodwaters still have access to a wide flood 
plain helping to replenish moisture reserves in the flood plain 
and minimizing flood damage downstream.

•If down cutting was occurring the channel would take on more 
of a ditch like or gully appearance resulting in a much narrower
floodplain and higher stream velocities.
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Here is a beautiful example of a healthy site close to the 
headwaters of the Elbow River in K-Country. At this site there 
is ….
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Here is another good example of a healthy site – this 
one is along a side channel of the Elbow River quite 
close to the City of Calgary. 

Characteristics of this site include:….
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This is a third example of a healthy Elbow River site with a 
healthy balsam poplar native shrub community and ….


