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1.0 Introduction 
 
This document has been prepared to provide Alberta’s overall process for implementing the Air Zone 
Management Framework for fine particulate matter (PM2.5) and ozone (O3) of the national Air Quality 
Management System (AQMS). 
 
Though deviation from this process may occur, as appropriate for specific circumstances, any changes 
are required to meet the intent of the AQMS Air Zone Management Framework. 
 

1.1 Background 
 
In October 2012, through the Canadian Council of Ministers of the Environment (CCME), Canadian 
provinces and territories, except Quebec, agreed to implement a national Air Quality Management 
System including: 
 

• new Canadian Ambient Air Quality Standards (CAAQS) to set the bar for outdoor air quality 
management across the country; 

• industrial emission requirements that set a base level of performance for major industries in 
Canada; 

• a framework for air zone air management within provinces and territories that enables action 
tailored to specific sources of air emissions in a given area;  

• regional airsheds that facilitate coordinated action where air pollution crosses a border; and  
• improved intergovernmental collaboration to reduce emissions from the transportation sector.  

 
The framework for air zone air management is described in the Guidance Document on Air Zone 
Management (CCME, 2012). This document provides guidance on the nature of the management, 
monitoring and reporting activities to be implemented at an air zone level.
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Table 1 outlines the CAAQS for ozone and fine particulate matter, effective 2015, the threshold levels 
for each colour coordinated management level, and the colour identifier for that management level 
 

1.2 Determining Management Levels 
 
Alberta will report on achievement of the CAAQS and the management level for the province’s six air 
zones using ambient air monitoring done in that air zone. The methods, procedures and requirements 
that shall be followed when calculating the air zone metric values are detailed in the Guidance 
Document on Achievement Determination: Canadian Ambient Air Quality Standards for Fine 
Particulate Matter and Ozone (GDAD) (CCME, 2012). 
 
Table 1 Outline of the Air Zone Management Framework 
 

Management 
Level 

Ozone 
(ppb) 

PM2.5 24 hour 
(µg m-3) 

PM2.5 Annual 
(µg m-3) 

Effective 2015 2015 2015 

Red Actions for Achieving CAAQS 

Threshold 63 28 10.0 

Orange Actions for Preventing CAAQS Exceedances 

Threshold 56 19 6.4 

Yellow Actions for Preventing Air Quality Deterioration 

Threshold 50 10 4.0 

Green Actions for Keeping Clean Areas Clean 
 
The following provides a brief description of the steps taken to determine the management level for 
each air zone: 
 

• Metric values are calculated for each station within an air zone for each pollutant. 
• Transboundary flow (TF) and exceptional events (EE) (e.g. naturally occurring events) will be 

determined and removed from the data. 
• Metric values are recalculated after TF/EE influenced events are removed. 
• If an air zone has more than one station, the highest metric value will be used for comparison 

against the threshold values and the CAAQS to determine the management level for the air 
zone. 

 
Demonstration of exceptional events is the responsibility of the provincial jurisdiction under AQMS. 
Demonstration of transboundary flow, including high background levels originating from sources 
outside of Alberta, will be a shared responsibility of the federal government and the province. The 
annual analysis and any related actions will be communicated to the public and stakeholders, for the 
management level the air zone is in. 
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1.3 Stations Used for CAAQS Reporting 
 
The Guidance Document on Achievement Determination: Canadian Ambient Air Quality Standards 
for Fine Particulate Matter and Ozone acknowledges that the number of reporting stations in an air 
zone will vary depending on a number of factors. However, the document does specify that “All 
communities with population of 100,000 are to have one or more CAAQS reporting stations. 
Jurisdictions also have flexibility of using existing and any future stations in smaller communities and 
rural areas as CAAQS reporting stations.” 
 
Alberta has elected to report on populated areas that have a station monitoring PM2.5 and ozone. Some 
of the existing monitoring stations are not located in populated areas and Environment and Parks (EP) 
has developed the following criteria to determine which monitoring stations will not be used for 
CAAQS reporting: 
 

• sites within areas of industrial activity; 
• sites which are very near to industrial activities except those used or accessed by members of 

the public and/or near population centres;  
• special study sites; and  
• background sites with no history of anthropogenic influence. 

 

1.4 CAAQS Reporting 
 
Alberta will produce an annual report for all six air zones, which is to be submitted to the CCME and 
shared with Alberta stakeholders. This report will provide the following information: 
 

• the air quality as compared with CAAQS for individual ambient air monitoring stations which 
meet the criteria in section 1.3 in the six air zones; 

• management levels for each air zone; 
• a brief summary of any management plans in place; and 
• any other relevant information. 
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2.0 Alberta’s Air Zones 
 
One of the aspects of the Air Zone Management Framework is that each province or territory would 
delineate air zones, the unit of management planning, which together would cover the entire 
jurisdiction. Alberta has elected to align air zone boundaries with the Land Use Framework regional 
boundaries as per the following map (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1 Map of Alberta’s Air Zones 
 
Aligning with Land Use Framework boundaries allows air quality management plan development for 
the purpose of CAAQS to be integrated with the regional planning process under the Land Use 
Framework. 
 
Under Alberta’s Land Use Framework, each Land Use Region will develop a regional plan. These 
regional plans will set the economic, environmental and social outcomes for that region and the plans 
would include air quality management frameworks for substances of concern to that region. 
 
As indicated in Section 1.4, one CAAQS report will capture all six air zones. A management plan is 
required by the Air Zone Management Framework when an air zone is in either the orange or red level. 
If CAAQS are written into a regional air quality management framework, it is possible that the 
management response under the regional framework would include development of the management 
plans for CAAQS as outlined in Section 3.0. 
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3.0 Air Zone Management 
 
The CAAQS are not “pollute up to” levels. The guiding principles of the air zone management 
framework below the CAAQS are Keeping Clean Areas Clean and Continuous Improvement. 
 
The Air Zone Management Framework has four management levels, each of which requires a different 
intensity of management action and planning. Each level has an objective for air quality and steps that 
should be followed in initiating a management plan. 
 
The following sections outline: 
 

• principles developed to guide implementation of the Air Zone Management Framework; 
• the management levels including the steps in management planning; 
• performance measurement; and 
• roles and responsibilities of participating parties.  

 

3.1 Principles that Apply Below the CAAQS 
 
The following guiding principles and concepts apply during the implementation of the Air Zone 
Management Framework. 
 
o The threshold levels are neither “pollute up to” levels nor “not to exceed” levels. 
o Activities should be prioritized according to available resources, contextual factors, and air quality 

needs. 
o Contextual factors, include but are not limited to: 

• population growth and density; 
• trends in ambient levels; 
• the predicted impact of existing activities and initiatives; 
• economic growth forecasts; 
• age of facilities; and 
• any factors related to the overall practicality of actions. 

o More stringent management tools are to be used as ambient concentrations approach the CAAQS. 
More flexible management tools are to be used when ambient concentrations are at green or yellow 
levels. 

o Threshold levels will be used for air zone planning. 
 

3.2 Management Planning 
 
Management planning must be implemented if the orange or red level has been assigned to an air zone. 
For the yellow level a management plan may be required if trends and future development indicate a 
plan is necessary. In addition, air zone management planning should take into account the following: 
 

o A more stringent management plan will be developed and implemented: 

• in areas where ambient concentrations are in the higher end of the management range; 
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• where ambient concentrations are indicating a significant upward trend; or 
• where contextual factors indicate a need for action. 

 
o A less stringent management plan will be developed and implemented: 

• where ambient levels are indicating a significant downward trend; or  
• where contextual factors indicate little or no additional action is required,  

 
The following sections summarize the objective for air quality for each management level and the 
steps that should be followed in initiating the management planning process.   
 

3.2.1 Green Level – Keeping Clean Areas Clean 
 
Objective: Maintain good air quality through proactive air management measures and keep clean 

areas clean. 
 
Recognizing that areas in green have the best air quality in Alberta, the primary action at this level of 
the framework is ongoing monitoring of ambient air quality levels. No additional analytical or 
management activities are required at this level; however, air zones may wish to undertake additional 
monitoring (which could extend to areas where there is currently no monitoring in place), public 
education or data assessment activities.  
 

3.2.2 Yellow Level – Preventing Air Quality Deterioration  
 
Objective: Improve air quality using early and ongoing actions for continuous improvement. 
 
The focus at the yellow level is on ensuring that the ambient air quality monitoring and information 
required to assess the region’s ongoing air quality is in place. Also, where possible, steps are taken to 
maintain or improve air quality, (i.e. Continuous Improvement and Keeping Clean Areas Clean 
activities). Information gathered at this level could include emission levels, air quality trends and 
forecasts, etc. 
 
At the yellow level, the following steps should be taken: 
 

• Determine the source(s) of elevated ambient concentrations. 
• Analyze the trends in ambient concentrations. 
• Assess the adequacy of existing ambient air quality monitoring in the area. 
• Determine if additional information relating to air quality is required. 
• Identify and encourage opportunities for Keeping Clean Areas Clean and Continuous 

Improvement. 
 
If circumstances indicate a need, a management plan should be developed for the air zone. 
 

3.2.3 Orange Level – Preventing CAAQS Exceedances 
 
Objective: Improve air quality through active air management and prevent a CAAQS exceedance. 
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The goal of the orange level is to prevent exceedance of the CAAQS, and to maintain or improve air 
quality wherever possible. At the orange level a management plan must be developed within two years. 
  
At the orange level the following steps should be taken: 
 

• Identify key stakeholders, both from the emissions sources and receptor communities. 
• Identify all potential sources, including precursors, leading to elevated ambient concentrations. 
• Analyze the trends in ambient concentrations. 
• Assess the adequacy of existing ambient air quality monitoring in the area. 
• Identify and fill in gaps in the information needed for management planning. 
• Develop and implement a management plan.  
• Develop and implement a public communication strategy. 

 

3.2.4 Red Level – Actions to Achieve CAAQS 
 
Objective: Achieve air zone CAAQS through advanced air zone management actions. 
 
If the CAAQS are exceeded, the Province will develop and implement a management plan, within two 
years, which contains measures to reduce ambient concentrations to below the CAAQS. Stakeholders 
will be included to the greatest degree possible. 
 
At the red level the following steps should be taken: 
 

• Alberta Government will act as the lead agency. 
• Identify and consult with key stakeholders from both emissions sources and receptor 

communities where possible. 
• Identify all potential sources including precursors leading to elevated ambient concentrations. 
• Assess the adequacy of existing ambient air quality monitoring in the area. 
• Assemble available information including: transboundary contributions, sources, emissions, 

trends, forecasts, and expected reductions from other existing programs. 
• Identify and fill in gaps in the information needed for management planning. 
• Communicate to the public of the exceedance of CAAQS and the proposed action plan.  
• Develop and implement a management plan. 
• Develop and implement a public communication strategy. 

 

3.3 Performance Measurement 
 
Effective performance measurement helps determine if management plans achieve the desired results. 
Performance measures should be incorporated into all of the management plans. Performance 
measures need to: 
 

• be clear and understandable; 
• be achievable; and 
• include a system of review and feedback. 
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3.4 Roles and Responsibilities 
 
There are a number of parties that are integral to the successful implementation of the management 
framework in Alberta. These are Environment and Parks, Alberta Environmental Monitoring, 
Evaluation and Reporting Agency, Environment Canada, neighbouring provinces within the same 
regional airshed with Alberta, air zones, airshed associations, contributing sources, interested 
stakeholders and the public. An overview of the general roles and responsibilities is outlined below. 
 
Alberta Environment and Parks is ultimately accountable for implementation of the management 
framework in Alberta. Main responsibilities include: 
 

• Ensuring that the framework is implemented consistently across Alberta. 
• Ensuring data gathering and analytical activity is completed as needed. 
• Engaging stakeholders and sharing the results of the annual analyses. 
• Ensuring that an effective plan appropriate for the air zone management level is developed with 

appropriate tools dealing with all the significant sources. 
 
In addition, there are shared roles and responsibilities in implementing elements of the air zone 
management framework. These include: 
 

• Demonstrating transboundary influences, which include background arising from 
transboundary sources. Environment Canada may assist with this task. 

• Engaging stakeholders and the interested public to participate in activities related to the 
development and implementation of the framework. 

• Collecting appropriate ambient and emissions data and information. 
 
The AQMS framework does not in any way alter the existing authority of agencies, departments and 
organizations to use regulatory mechanisms in the event that the goals and objectives of the framework 
are not being achieved. 
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The information provided in this document is intended as guidance and is subject to updates as part of 
our commitment to continuous improvement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Any comments or questions regarding the content of this document may be directed to: 
 
Alberta Environment and Parks 
Air and Climate Change Policy Branch 
12th floor, Baker Centre 
10025 – 106th Street 
Edmonton, Alberta  T5J 1G4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Original signed by:  Date: September 10, 2015  
Kate Rich 
Executive Director 
Air and Climate Change Policy Branch 
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