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This is an example of a healthy with problems site in a public 
recreation site in K-Country. So while native trees and shrubs 
are still present, there is reduced vegetation cover, increased 
bare ground cover and structural alterations in this site from  
human recreational use.
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A second example of a Healthy with problems site. Here we 
see increased cover from disturbance caused grasses like 
brome and quack grass. We also start to see invasive plants 
like Canada thistle coming into disturbed parts of the site.  
Another sign of reduced health that you can see in this photo 
is the absence of shrubs or young trees in the forest 
understory in this portion of the site anyway.  And there is of 
course evidence of streambank structural alteration in this 
photo from rip-rap and removal of DEEP ROOTED vegetation 
along this stretch of the bank.
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The only unhealthy site along the Elbow river that we 
inventoried was this site at the Allen Bill Pond recreational 
area in K-Country. Essentially the whole riparian area, shown 
by this blue shaded area, has essentially been altered by 
construction and landscaping and diversion of water from the 
river into the man-made pond, resulting in reduced native 
vegetation cover and soil compaction.
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Here are some photos from the site showing riparian area 
alterations including berms, trails….
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And riverbank riprap



31

An effort has been made RECENTLY to plant native trees and 
shrubs along the tops of the riprap. Hopefully, over time as 
these plants mature they will help to improve the health of the 
site.
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Okay, so moving on to talk about the tributaries….

Firstly, the tributaries in the headwaters of the Elbow 
watershed in K-Country appear to be in good health. 82% or 
9/11 sites were rated as healthy and only 2/11 sites were 
healthy with problems, no sites were unhealthy.
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Although we did see evidence of human use along these 
tributaries such as ATV trails and old logging roads and 
livestock use, most of these impacts were really localized and 
so they did not affect the overall health of any of the 
paramaters. And so like you see here pretty much all of the 
parameters are healthy across the board.  

The only exception was utilization due to moderate to heavy 
browse in 5 of the sites, but most of this was from wildlife use.  
This level of browse is not too much of a concern in this case 
because it does not seem to be affecting vegetation cover or 
regeneration since these parameters were all healthy.m 
wildlife use; overall shrub layer still vigorous and showing 
excellent regeneration
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This is an example of one of the two tributary that was rated as
healthy with problems. This is a portion of McLean creek in a 
designated off-highway vehicle zone. 

There are some obvious health concerns that you can see 
in this photograph that have resulted from ATV use. The most 
obvious concern is increased amounts of bare ground. At 
the time we were here it was raining quite heavily and you 
could see the streams of sediment flowing into the creek. This 
can have negative impacts on water quality and also fish 
habitat. But what is important is that steps have been 
taken to install fencing to try to curtail fording of the creek 
and restrict use to designated trails . If these measures are 
successful there is good potential for the site to recover. Live
willow fences have been installed at this site to speed along 
recovery, and there is also potential for natural recovery to 
occur since there is abundant willow cover just upstream
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As you can see in this photograph. Because the majority of the 
upstream portion of this site had excellent willow cover, many 
important riparian functions are still occurring.
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As I mentioned the majority of the tributaries in K-Country are 
in healthy condition such as this portion of Canyon Creek. This 
tributary is largely in an natural unaltered state since there is 
minimal recreational and livestock use or other human 
influences and these uses are not at a level that is affecting 
riparian health.
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For the tributaries East of Kananaskis Country, we see again 
that most tributaries are healthy, so in this case 5/6 of the 
tributaries we inventoried, were rated as  healthy while only 
one tributary was rated as healthy with problems.
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Nearly all of the parameters are still healthy for these 
tributaries, except you do start to see an increase in invasive 
species like Canada thistle and disturbance-caused plants like 
brome as you get closer to Calgary.
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This is a photograph of Cullen Creek showing a healthy with 
problems site with increased amounts of kentucky bluegrass 
and not much cover in this portion of the creek anyway from 
deep –rooted woody plants.
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Here is an example of healthy willow community along Bragg 
creek just outside K country
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And a healthy spruce community along Pirmez Creek.
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Several of the sites we looked at last year had been previously 
inventoried by Cows and Fish in 2000 including 5 sites along 
the Elbow River and 1 site each along Pirmez creek, Cullen 
Creek and Springbank Creek

Just a note – the 5 sites along the Elbow River encompassed 
various types of land uses including  native and  tame pasture 
rangeland, a golf course, and a rural subdivision.

There were other sites that were inventoried in 2000 but we 
did not revisit all of them.
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So when we compared the health scores for the sites on the 
Elbow River, we see that the trend is good, 

3 / 5 sites stayed Healthy and 2 sites improved from Unhealthy 
to HWP.

Despite the fact that these sites were in different  land 
uses, because an adequate riparian buffer was left intact , 
health was maintained.

Improvements in health were mainly due to reduced 
streambank structural alterations from human use and 
improved deep root mass protection along the banks.
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We also found a positive trend for all of the tributaries with 
most of the tributaries in 2007 still being healthy.
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Here are some examples of benchmark photographs that were 
taken along the Elbow River in 2000. As you can see in 2007 
there is very little change for both sites.
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This wasn’t true for all of the benchmark photographs. For 
example in this site watch what happens in 2007. As you can 
see the channel migrates to the left due to lateral bank 
erosion. This is a classic example of what happens where 
deep rooted vegetation is missing. 

This may not have affected the health score for the site, 
because I believe the remainder of this site actually did have 
quite good shrub and tree cover along the bank.
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To sum up, what did we find

A lot of keen and helpful landowners

We also found that overall
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A big part of why the watershed is mostly healthy is because 
most of the watershed is comprised of low-intensity native 
ranchlands. 

But there will be challenges ahead with maintaining riparian 
health as residential development AND OTHER pressures 
increase…. As you can see here. This is the same site 7 years 
later.
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So what’s been accomplished by this inventory is a collection 
of baseline data to help answer the question “Where are we 
at”
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Now of course the next questions for the ERWP to ask is 
where do we want to go and how do we want to get there…
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Some things to keep in mind in this planning process is to 

-continue to monitor human activity in the riparian zone

….This in and of itself won’t be affective unless more is done 
to promote awareness about the importance of riparian areas 
and ways these areas can be managed to maintain their 
health. 
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And of cause, maintaining riparian health in the Elbow River 
watershed is important so that these vital portions of the 
landscape will be around for many future generations to enjoy 
and benefit from.
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For this project 10 of the inventory sites were located on the 
SOUTH side of the river and 6 were located on the NORTH 
side of the river. 

Typically for large rivers we only inventory the riparian area on 
one side of the river because there is usually different 
management on the other side. We try to make sure that our 
inventories are done in consistent management units.  

For smaller tributaries though we did look at the riparian area 
on both sides of the creeks.


