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Introduction 
The purpose of this policy is to provide guidance for end land use on public lands when planning, conserving and reclaiming 
new surface dispositions incidental to energy activities. This Guideline was developed to support implementing changes to the 
surface material regulatory framework – also referred to as the Borrow Pit Regulatory Framework.  Effective January 1, 2021, 
the Alberta Energy Regulator provides decisions on surface material licenses, leases, and exploration dispositions for borrow 
materials to build roads, wellsites, and other facilities to support energy activities.   

This Guideline provides a general foundation for desired land use types and reclamation components for incorporation into 
borrow activity and reclamation planning. The guidance provided in this document does not supersede requirements within 
Regional and Sub-regional plans.  Municipal plans may also provide additional considerations. When Indigenous knowledge 
related to reclamation outcomes is provided, it should be included in end land use planning with guidance from the Indigenous 
community and or knowledge holder(s). 

Reclaiming Public Lands 
A primary goal of this Guideline is to emphasize the long-standing preference for reclaiming and restoring public lands to the 
pre-disturbance land use type, as described in Figure 1. Pre-disturbance land types align with the requirements to reclaim to 
equivalent land capability within the Public Lands Administration Regulation, released in 2011. Reclaiming to the pre-
disturbance land use type is a standard requirement in current formal dispositions, unless authorization is provided by the 
regulating body to reclaim to a different land use type or alternate use.  

Figure 1: Hierarchy of Desired Land Use types for Reclaiming Public Land 

   

Pre-disturbance land use types: The land use type present prior to the activity.  
Examples includes forested, native grasslands, peatlands, mineral wetlands, and 
cultivated/tame pasture1 or previously disturbed lands. The pre-disturbance end land 
use type is preferred for all borrow pits that do not result in end pit lakes (e.g. 
landscape borrow pits). 

1 Pre-disturbance land use types are defined in the Alberta Public Lands Glossary. 
 

Change to a different land use type: A land use type that is changed from the pre-
disturbance. Locally common native complex or an end pit lake complex are 
examples of this category.  

 

 

Alternate use: Alternate use may include recreational, industrial, residential, and 
commercial categories.  Non-native plant communities and native plant communities 
that are not found within the local natural subregion are also within this category. 

 

 

This Guideline introduces options for authorized end pit lakes by providing desired outcomes and reclamation components. 
This information is outlined in the section Desired Outcomes for End Pit Lakes and Tables 1 and 2.    

Change in land use requests that are different from Tables 1 and 2 may still be submitted with an application and reclamation 
plan, as was done previously. An overview and considerations for change in land use type and alternate uses is provided in 
the Considerations for Change in Land Use Type and Alternate Uses section.   

 

 



                                   Guidelines for End Land Use for Reclaiming Borrow Pits Supporting Energy Activities on Public Lands 5  
Classification: Public 
 

Desired Outcomes for End Pit Lakes 
This section sets out desired outcomes and reclamation components for end pit lakes authorized on public lands. When an 
end pit lake is authorized and cannot be reclaimed to the pre-disturbance land use, then a change in land use request or an 
alternate use request is required. The preference for an authorized end pit lake is a change in end land use that will establish 
and maximize a complex of native uplands and wetlands in conjunction with the end pit lake (end pit lake complex). Tables 1 
and 2 outline the desired outcome and reclamation components for end pit lake complexes of varying sizes. Key terms specific 
to these tables are described below.   

Key terms 
The Alberta Public Lands Glossary contains a comprehensive list of terms used in this Guideline.  The following terms are 
provided to support Tables 1 and 2. 

End Pit Lake: A waterbody, which has been created as a result of extraction activities (e.g. mines, quarries, pits, borrow 
activities). Also referred to as “deep open water” for water greater than two (2) meters deep and “shallow open water” for 
waterbodies less than two (2) meters deep. Note: This Guideline only applies to end pit lakes resulting from borrow pits 
incidental to energy activities on public lands.  

End Pit Lake Complexes: An end pit lake that has been reclaimed with native plant communities with the intent to enhance 
ecosystem functions. Locally common native upland plant zones, wet transitional zones, and marsh complexes are common 
reclamation units of end pit lake complexes. 

Locally Common Native Complex: Refers to a disturbance reclaimed to multiple native plant communities found within the 
local natural subregion.  The pre-disturbance land use type may form part of the complex but is not dominant (<50% of the 
area).  Where an end pit lake has been authorized, the proposed end land use type would be an end pit lake complex.   

Marsh Complex: A mineral wetland area created after the operation of pits, quarries, borrow activities, or similar activities that 
meets the design direction set out by the Department.  They may form varying proportions of the reclaimed plant communities 
and often form a component of large end pit lake complexes. 

Native Upland Zones: Refers to forested or native grassland plant communities. The specific upland zone correlates to the 
natural sub-region’s dominant plant community type (forest or grasses). For proposed planted woody species the Alberta 
Forest Genetic Resource Management and Conservation Standards apply.  Approval to establish grasses in the forested zone 
must be received prior to seeding. 

Wet Transitional Zones: An area not intended to be a marsh complex or a specific class of wetland. Other characteristics 
may include slopes steeper than recommended for wetlands, combination of native hydrophytic and upland vegetation, or lotic 
systems (riparian). 
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TABLE 1. DESIRED OUTCOMES AND RECLAMATION COMPONENTS BY SIZE FOR END PIT LAKE COMPLEXES 
 

 
Notes 

1 Extraction cells are intended to be less than 32 hectares with undisturbed uplands between cells.  Exploration data on resource quantity and quality 
may be used to determine exact sizes and locations.  Where exploration data shows the resources to be continuous in quantity and quality, limiting the 
opportunities for extraction cells, this rationale informs the application.   

2 Where wetlands are disturbed by the activity and where reclaiming to wetlands has been selected in lieu of paying replacement under the Alberta 
Wetland Policy, the end land use type selected must include marsh complexes or other authorized mineral wetlands. 

 
TABLE 2: SLOPE RATIOS BY RECLAMATION COMPONENT FOR END PIT LAKE COMPLEXES 
 

 
Note 

 1 For steep slopes that are not adjacent to waterbodies, the slope ratio is 3:1 or gentler, and must be stable and non-erosive. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Formal 
Disposition (ha) 

Desired Outcomes by Size Range Desired Reclamation Components 

>32  

- Minimize deep open water (> 2m) to less than 32 ha 
and 50% of the total hectares disturbed. 

- Use of extraction cells1 for progressive reclamation, 
including undisturbed uplands between cells. 

Complex of native uplands, wet transitional zones, 
and marsh complex2. 

<32 to 5 
- Incorporate progressive reclamation. 
- Maximize ecosystem function through development 

of diverse plant communities. 

Complex of native uplands, wet transitional zones 
and/or reclaimed marsh complex. 

<5 to >1.6 - Minimize surface disturbance. 
- Slopes are stable and non-erosive. 

Narrow upland and wet transitional zone. 
 

≤1.6 - Minimize surface disturbance. 
- Slopes are stable and non-erosive. 

Narrow upland zone and/or wet transitional zone.  
 

Reclamation 
Component 

Slope Ratio Rationale 

Upland zone (slope 
adjacent to water1) 

5:1 or gentler Slope stabilization, limited space for contouring, and minimize surface disturbance. 

Wet transitional zone 5:1-9:1 or gentler Increase ecosystem function, slope stabilization by adding wetland species and upland 
species while minimizing surface disturbance. 

Marsh Complex (multiple 
wetland zones and/or 
classes) 

10:1 or gentler Increase ecosystem function where wetlands fit the site characteristics and land use 
needs. 
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Considerations for Change in Land Use Type and Alternate Uses 
Clear supporting rationale for the proposed change in land use type or alternate use is an important part of an application. The 
rationale should include whether it is a change in land use type or an alternate end land use, as indicated in Figure 1.  

No change in land use type rationale is expected where the change in land use type meets all the outcomes described in 
Tables 1 and 2.  

Where an activity covered by this Guideline is related to a larger project (e.g. in-situ operations) that requires landscape level 
planning, it is recognized that pre-disturbance assessments and end land use planning for all activities will occur at the larger 
project or landscape level.   

Determining the end land use may involve many considerations, such as: siting; site characteristics; adjacent use; water-
related authorizations; floodplains; fish, wildlife and biodiversity objectives; project specific considerations; regional planning 
considerations; operational, resource conservation and socio-economic reasons. Including applicable considerations in the 
end land use or alternate use request strengthens the request. 

Below is an overview of three commonly missed drivers for change that are key to reclamation planning: siting considerations, 
siting characteristics, and adjacent use. 

Siting Considerations 
Developing within environmentally sensitive areas should follow the principles of avoid, minimize and restore.  Where siting 
considerations demonstrate that avoidance of an environmental sensitive area occurred, this can be built into and support the 
end land use rationale.  For example, an extraction activity may be authorized to minimize the lateral extent of the disturbance 
by extracting deeper as a mitigation.  The mitigation may result in site characteristics that limit the spatial feasibility for 
reclaiming to wet transitional zones or wetlands. These type of siting considerations would be included in the supporting 
change in land use type rationale within the application. 

Environmentally sensitive areas are identified through the upfront application process for the specific activity. For example: 

Forested: Sensitive areas can be identified through GIS layers (e.g., wildlife sensitivity), 
resources such as the Alberta Natural Heritage Information Centre or where pre-
disturbance assessments identify areas of high reclamation risk (e.g. sandy eco-sites, eco-
sites with limited topsoil/subsoil resources).    

Wetlands: Sensitive areas in wetlands can be identified through the policy and tools 
described under the Alberta Wetland Policy. 

Native grasslands: Sensitive areas can be identified through GIS layers (e.g., Grassland 
Vegetation Inventory), and guidelines such as the Conservation Assessments 
Methodology for Strategic Siting and Pre-disturbance Site Assessments. The Range Plant 
Community Guides and Range Health Assessment Guidelines define the plant 
communities, which helps determine changes from the pre-disturbance plant community 
type in sensitive landscapes like native grasslands. 

Sensitive Species: Information on sensitive or listed terrestrial and aquatic species is 
available on Alberta’s Species at Risk web pages and through the Public Lands Master 
Schedule of Standards and Conditions and Landscape Analysis Tool. 

  

Caribou Zones 

When planning the end 
land use type in a 
caribou zone, the 
desired outcomes and 
best management for 
activities are provided 
within the Master 
Schedule of Standards 
and Conditions 
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Site Characteristics and Adjacent Uses 
Pre and post-disturbance site characteristics such as topography, hydrology, soil, plant community, spatial feasibility, and/or 
adjacent use(s) at the time of closure, are often determining factors for the selection of end land use.  Site characteristics may 
also be affected by historical construction practices that differ from current standards (e.g. insufficient salvage or storage of 
reclamation materials).  

As a result, for formal dispositions authorized prior to the release of the Guide, any end land use rationales submitted by the 
operator at renewal will be informed by the previous authorization and the resulting post-disturbance site characteristics.  
Additional considerations related to site characteristics may exist for activities resulting in a waterbody, such as:  

• Will the extraction area hold water permanently?  

• Will the final hydrological conditions support a wetland?    
• Will the proposed waterbody meet Water Act requirements? 

• Is there space to create gentle slopes for wetlands? On one side of the extraction area, or on multiple sides? 
 

Water-related authorizations 

For water-related authorizations, if the extraction activity or the functional outcome of extraction (at 
reclamation) causes or creates: 

• an alteration of flow, level or location of water flow;  

• an exposure of groundwater;  

• a retention or impoundment (collection and confinement) of precipitation, runoff or 
groundwater; or  

• a use of the water, 

the Water Act applies and, subject to any exemptions in the Act and Water (Ministerial) Regulation, 
an authorization may be required in the form of an approval, licence, or both (i.e. a licence following 
an approval). 

 


