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Strategic Plan

A Precious Resource

The waters of the Mackenzie Riv-
er Basin are a precious resource
and they present unique challeng-
es to water resource managers.
A multi-jurisdictional agreement
creates the Mackenzie River Ba-
sin Board to implement a set of
principles and accomplish a vision
for water management in the Ba-
sin. This Strategic Plan identifies
the Board’'s goals for water man-
agement in the Basin. It identi-
fies the things the Board can do
to achieve its goals and the key
issues that will direct the Board’s
activities and business plans for
the next five years.

The Mackenzie River Basin

The Mackenzie River Basin has
cultural, political, geographic and
environmental characteristics,
which are unique and significant
by world standards. The basin is
huge at 1.8 million km?, over one-
fifth the area of Canada, but has
only a small population of 400,000
people. Yet everyone in some way
depends on the rivers, lakes, del-
tas and waterways for their liveli-
hood and way of life. The popula-
tion is very diverse in lifestyle and
heritage with members of the vari-
ous Aboriginal peoples speaking
eleven different languages.
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The basin
connects us all

In the language of the Dogrib aboriginal
people of the Northwest Territories, the
word for “land” — Dé — includes the
understanding that all things have life and
spirit, and that all things are inter-
connected. For the purposes of regional
planning and management, this concept is
expressed by the use of the term “drainage
basin” (orwatershed). By seeing the entire
Mackenzie Basin as a whole, we see the
need to take care of the land, water and all
its life forms, while addressing the unique

needs of each sub-basin.

The basin is divided roughly in
half by the sixtieth parallel, yet
close to 88 per cent of the popu-
lation lives in twelve major com-
munities in British Columbia and
Alberta. Most people make their
living in the forestry, oil and gas,
agriculture and hydroelectric pow-
er generation industries which
use water in their operating pro-
cesses. Although this area has a
predominately modern industrial
economy, some Aboriginal people
still follow a traditional hunting and
gathering lifestyle.

By contrast, most residents north
of 60, and in the Saskatchewan
portion of the Basin, are Aboriginal.

Many live a primarily traditional
lifestyle involving hunting, fishing,
trapping and the use of waterways
for transportation. There are eight
larger and 21 smaller communities
where these people live on a full or
part-time basis. Consequently, the
way water is used, and how that
use affects the water resource,
varies considerably between the
northern and southern areas.

Challenges in the Basin

The Mackenzie River Basin is dif-
ferent from most other large river
basins in the world. Its population
and industrial development is con-
centrated in upstream areas and
the effects of that development
on the water and people are felt
downstream where fewer people
live. Yet those people depend on
a relatively pristine quality and
quantity of water in order to be
able to continue to drink the wa-
ter and eat the fish as part of their
livelihood and lifestyle. By con-
trast, most other great river basins
are characterized by a large port
city at the mouth with fewer peo-
ple, and less and less economic
activity further upstream.

The variety of political jurisdictions
with legislated authority over water
management is also unique. Brit-
ish Columbia, Alberta, Saskatche-
wan and Yukon have the maijority
of legislative authority over water
management within their respec-
tive boundaries. In the Northwest
Territories, however, authority
over water is primarily the respon-
sibility of the federal Department
of Indian Affairs and Northern
Development. The federal gov-
ernment also has responsibilities
in all parts of the basin under the
Fisheries Act and Navigable Wa-
ters Protection Act. In addition,
some groups of Aboriginal people

who live in the Basin have settled,
or are negotiating land claims and/
or self-government agreements
which may set out authority and
management roles with respect to
water and rights to water.

Because the Basin contains several
large rivers that flow across political
boundaries, management actions
taken in one jurisdiction may affect
the water resources in one or more
neighbouring jurisdictions down-
stream. Sound water management
in the Basin requires the coopera-
tion of all jurisdictions to coordinate
their respective activities.

Therefore, the central intergov-
ernmental water resource issue in
the Basin is: how should the wa-
ter resources of the vast river
system be managed and shared
among jurisdictions in a fair and
equitable manner, while recog-
nizing the legitimate interests
and needs of each jurisdiction,
and preserving the integrity of
the aquatic ecosystem?

The Agreement

In order to address this fundamen-
tal issue of water management
cooperation, the governments of
Canada, British Columbia, Alberta,
Saskatchewan, the Northwest Ter-
ritories and Yukon signed the Mack-
enzie River Basin Transboundary
Waters Master Agreement. It came
into effect on July 24, 1997.

The purpose of the Agreement is
“to establish common principles
for the cooperative management
of the aquatic ecosystem of the
Mackenzie River Basin, to estab-
lish an administrative mechanism
to facilitate application of these
principles, and to make provisions
for Bilateral Water Management
Agreements.”
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The Mackenzie Delta

The Mackenzie River
Basin Board

The Agreement establishes the
Mackenzie River Basin Board with
the responsibility to implement the
terms of the Agreement and to
serve as a forum where all govern-
ments can cooperate in an effort to
maintain the ecological integrity of
the Basin’s aquatic ecosystem. A
staff arm for the Board, called the
Secretariat, was also set-up to carry
out the programs, basic administra-
tive duties and any investigations
required by the Board.

The Board has 13 members, three
representing the Government of
Canada and two from each prov-
ince and territory. One of the two
provincial and territorial members
has been appointed to represent
Aboriginal organizations in each
jurisdiction.

The Board is unique because of
this interjurisdictional partner-
ship, the presence of members
representing Aboriginal interests
alongside representatives of the
governments, and the commit-
ment by all parties to maintain the
ecological integrity of the aquatic
ecosystem.
Goals

The Board has identified six im-
portant goals for the Mackenzie
River Basin.

The Board’s Vision
for the Mackenzie River Basin

A healthy and diverse aquatic ecosystem for the benefit of
present and future generations.

The Board’s Guiding Principles

The Agreement commits the parties to the following prin-
ciples in carrying out their responsibilities in the Basin:

* Manage the water resources in a manner consistent
with the maintenance of the ecological integrity of
the aquatic ecosystem.

* Manage the use of the water resources in a sustainable
manner for present and future generations.

* Allow each party to the Agreement to use or manage
the use of water resources within its jurisdiction
provided such use does not unreasonably harm the
ecological integrity of the aquatic ecosystem in any
other jurisdiction.

» Provide for early and effective consultation, notification
and sharing of information on developments and
activities that might affect the ecological integrity of the
aquatic ecosystem in another jurisdiction.

* Resolve issues in a co-operative and harmonious
manner.
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Ensure Human Health
and Safety

Human health and safety issues
take two forms. The first is the po-
tential for illness that could arise
from drinking contaminated water
or eating contaminated species
taken from the rivers and lakes.
The second issue is that of prop-
erty damage and health concerns
caused by flooding.

Ensure Healthy, Abundant
and Diverse Aquatic Species
and Habitat

Having healthy, abundant and di-
verse aquatic species and habitat
is tied directly to the quality and
quantity of the water. The river Ba-
sin should have, now and in the
future, healthy and abundant fish
stocks, healthy habitats for water-
fowl and fur-bearing aquatic spe-
cies, and healthy riparian habitats.
It will be important to establish
baseline information to measure
diversity and any reductions in di-
versity due to negative impacts.

Improve Water Quality

Water quality is the key issue for
the entire river system. Many other
elements related to maintenance
of the ecological integrity of the

Beak-up near Arctic Red River

aquatic system rely on good water
quality. As well, water quality im-
pacts every other goal. Achieving
this goal involves assessing threats
to water quality, whether water or
air-borne and whether originating
from inside or outside the Basin,
such as through the long-range
transport of air pollutants.

Ensure Sufficient
Water Quantity

Ensuring sufficient water quantity
is critical to many elements of the
river Basin including maintaining a
sufficient flow regime to allow for
suitable river transportation, main-
taining ecological integrity, main-
taining recreational and traditional
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Slave River rapids

uses and providing for community
and industrial water uses.

Ensure that Water Uses
are Sustainable

Managing the use of the water re-
sources of the Basin in a sustain-
able manner for present and future
generations requires a balance
between environmental factors,
social conditions and economic
circumstances. It is important to
look at the cumulative effects of
development in relation to the
river Basin and how that balance
may be achieved. This goal focus-
es on use of the water by: various
aquatic species and habitats; tra-
ditional users; recreational users;
and for aesthetic values.

Ensure a Knowledgeable
and Involved Public

Board members believe it is im-
portant to better understand peo-
ple’s views of critical water issues.
They also believe it is important
that citizens become more knowl-
edgeable about the characteris-
tics of the Basin and management
of the water resources. Obtaining
better information and public in-
volvement through consultation
will help the Board do a more ef-

4 Mackenzie River Basin Board Strategic Plan



Roles of the Board

There are many agencies and levels of government
involved in water management in the Mackenzie
River Basin. The Board plays a specific part in this
management. It does not have legal authority to
regulate, plan or manage resource use. It is not a
regulatory or licensing board. These powers remain
solely with the jurisdictions. The Board’s role is to
advocate for the entire Basin and ensure coopera-
tion between jurisdictions.

The following actions define the Board’s role in
water management in the Basin and support the
achievement of the Board’'s goals. These actions
may focus on local, regional, whole basin, national
and international issues. Smaller scale issues at the
local and regional levels are generally best handled
by individual jurisdictions. It is the larger scale is-
sues that affect the entire Basin or cross boundaries
between jurisdictions that require the advocacy and
cooperative focus of the Board.

- The Board will Evaluate the ecological health of
the whole Basin.

The Board will periodically evaluate the well-be-
ing and ecological integrity of the entire Mackenzie
River Basin. Every five years the Board prepares
a State of the Aquatic Ecosystem Report. The first
report was published in 2004. These reports provide
an overview of the Basin and identify areas of con-
cern. These reports may be systematic reviews of
indicators of environmental health in all parts of the
Basin. They may focus on specific issues of basin
wide concern. Observations and advice concerning
key issues within the Basin are provided to the pub-
lic and to the Ministers responsible for water man-
agement in each of the jurisdictions.

- The Board will Investigate matters concerning the
ecological health of the whole Basin.

The Board may choose to conduct or sponsor in-
vestigations into issues of basin wide concern. For
example, the Board has commissioned the develop-
ment of a hydrological model that can predict water
flow in various reaches of the system and compare
observed and predicted flows with and without regu-
lation. The Board may also participate in indepen-
dent investigations taking place in the Basin.

- The Board will Advocate for the maintenance and
improvement of the ecological health of the whole
Basin.

The Board is a co-operative body that may appear
as “a friend of the tribunal” to advocate for the prin-
ciples contained in the Master Agreement in the var-
ious decision-making processes in the Basin. The
Board may intervene to advocate for the mainte-
nance of the ecological integrity of the entire water-
shed in federal, provincial and territorial regulatory
hearings. The Board may also influence decisions
made in pre or post-regulatory processes, such as
planning, cumulative environmental impact assess-
ments, or ministerial reviews of sensitive decisions.

- The Board will learn from others, share information
and Educate the public about matters concerning
the ecological health of the whole Basin.

The Board has developed a protocol for prior notifi-
cation that assures that a potentially effected juris-
diction is informed in advance of any development
or issue taking place in another jurisdiction. The
Board believes in helping the public to be informed
and involved in the business of water management
in the Basin. The Board produces informative and
educational materials that develop the image of the
entire Basin and public awareness of the issues of
concern within the Basin. The Board maintains a
website that provides a portal to water news, issues
and concerns about water in the Basin.

- The Board will encourage and Facilitate the develop-
ment of Bilateral Water Management Agreements.

The Master Agreement makes provision for the
negotiation of seven Bilateral Water Management
Agreements between neighbouring jurisdictions.
These include the Department of Indian Affairs and
Northern Development where the Northwest Territo-
ries is a party to an agreement. When signed, the bi-
lateral agreements will be attached as schedules to
the Master Agreement. The bilateral agreements will
contain specific conditions regarding water quality,
quantity, flow and ecological integrity that the neigh-
bouring jurisdictions commit themselves to achieve
in order to maintain a healthy aquatic ecosystem.
To date one of the seven bi-lateral agreements has
been completed.

Board members have agreed that the preparation
and adaptation of the remaining bi-lateral agree-
ments is critical and should be a priority for each
jurisdiction. The Board encourages neighbouring
jurisdictions to complete and sign the agreements
within five years.

Mackenzie River Basin Board Strategic Plan



D

It is harder to predict
the wind and weather.
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Many areas have been
getting warmer.

Thin ice is dangerous
for migrating caribou.
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Water levels are too low
in old boating routes.
There are more
landslides and erosion now.

There are more forest fires
than in the past.

A

Cougars and other species
have moved northwards.

fective job of meeting its goals.
Disseminating information, includ-
ing traditional knowledge, to the
public and between jurisdictions
will assist individuals and groups
to become more involved in water
management programs, and take
responsibility for the integrity of
the aquatic ecosystem.

Five Year Strategic Focus

Every five years, the Board is re-
quired to submit to the Ministers a
report on the state of the aquatic
ecosystem. In 2004 the Board pub-
lished the Mackenzie River Basin
State of the Aquatic Ecosystem Re-
port 2003. The most encouraging
finding of the Board’s report is that
aquatic ecosystems in the Mack-
enzie River Basin are “generally
healthy”. Yet, the report raises con-
cerns about environmental trends,
information gaps, and certain man-
agement practices. These are the
whole basin and trans-boundary
issues that will focus and direct the
Board’s annual business plans for
the next five years.

Improving Knowledge

Programs to monitor contaminants,
assess health risks, and distribute
consumption advisories for country
foods vary widely across the Ba-
sin. Information about the safety
of these foods is critical to people
who consume them as part of their
cultural lifestyle.

Different jurisdictions report on
water quality in different ways,
making it difficult to describe water
quality conditions across the Basin
in a consistent fashion. Improved
monitoring programs and compat-
ible data systems are needed to
support better water management
decisions throughout the Basin.

Understanding the hydrology of the
Mackenzie River System forms the
foundation of understanding all oth-
er aspects of the Basin. Developing
this understanding is a priority.

Including Traditional
Ecological Knowledge

A substantial amount of informa-
tion about the state of the Basin

in the historic past and the ob-
served changes in the recent past
is known by the people who have
lived in the basin for generations.
The use of Traditional Knowledge
in decision-making provides a
long term holistic perspective. Itis
important to learn how to use this
Traditional Knowledge to assist
in making today’s water manage-
ment decisions.

Responding to
Climate Change

Climate change has brought a
major warming trend and altered
precipitation across the Basin,
affecting river flows, lake levels,
habitats, pollutant concentra-
tions, and transportation routes
and subsistence lifestyles. Aquat-
ic ecosystems in all parts of the
basin are responding to these
changes. It is important to under-
stand the changes that are taking
place and to take steps to adapt
to these changes.

Understanding
Contaminants in Drinking
Water and Country Foods

Surface water quality is generally
good enough for it to be treated
and used as a source of drink-
ing water. Very little is known
about groundwater in the Basin,
however, some Basin residents
rely on groundwater for domestic
and industrial uses. Waters of the
Basin are generally capable of
supporting all of the Basin’s na-
tive aquatic plants and animals.
Many Basin residents consume
local fish and waterfowl as part of
their daily diet. Since the 1980s,
the quality of treated effluents
discharged from industries and
communities within the Basin has
greatly improved. Concerns re-
main including: nutrient loadings
from pulp mills, oil sands tailings,
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abandoned uranium mines around
Lake Athabasca, Yellowknife's
underground arsenic storage
sites and other abandoned metal
mines in the Northwest Territories.
Airborne pollutants including mer-
cury and PCBs from far away are
also a threat to the quality of water
and country foods. It is necessary
to understand these threats and
to respond to them effectively.

Protecting Aquatic
Ecosystem Biodiversity

The biodiversity of aquatic eco-
systems in the Basin appears
generally good. However, as the
demands to use water increase,
so will the need for water quality
and quantity guidelines designed
to protect diverse, well-functioning
aquatic ecosystems. Traditional
and scientific knowledge assess-
ments agree that changes are oc-
curring in the ecological health of
the basin’s three great river deltas;
the Peace-Athabasca; the Slave;
and the Mackenzie. Impacts from
altered flow regimes, contaminants
and climate change are among the
factors needing further attention.

Athabasca Oil Sands Development near Fort McMurray

Developing a
Watershed Approach

Contaminant source region

A watershed approach to
river basin planning and
management links land
use practices with the health of
aquatic ecosystems. Every juris-
diction is moving in this direction

and the Board will encourage all
partners, industries and Basin
residents to support this inte-
grated approach.

Aklavik Flood Spring 2006
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BOARD COMMITTEES

In order to accomplish its goals, the Board has created four working committees. With members of
the Board and staff representatives from the various governments, each committee will address the
following specific responsibilities.

For more information about the Board and its initiatives, or to obtain a copy of the Mackenzie River
Basin Transboundary Waters Master Agreement, please contact:

Mackenzie River Basin Board Secretariat
Box 1349, 95 Conibear Crescent

Fort Smith, NT, XOE OPO

Phone: (867) 872-2375, Fax (867) 872-2385
Email: Jack.VanCamp@EC.gc.ca

or check the Board’s website: www.MRBB.ca

Operations Committee Communication Committee
* Prepare and review by-laws » Develop a communication strategy
* Prepare and review budget * Prepare the annual report

» Establish policies and procedures » Arrange public forums as required
* Provide encouragement for the development * Prepare press releases

and signing of the Bilateral Water Agreement
_ * Prepare presentation materials and literature
* Review the annual report for public consumption

* Manage the dispute resolution process

Technical Committee
State of the Aquatic Ecosystem

Report (SOAER) Committee « Undertake investigations

* Information management * Information management

» Determine options for format of SOAE + Assess existing data
Report

» Prepare study reports for consideration
» Establish process for preparation and by the Board
subsequent updates

+ Determine recommendations for content of
report

» Prepare and review SOAER reports
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