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Introduction
The South Saskatchewan Regional Plan (SSRP) came into effect on September 1, 2014. 
The regional plan provides strategic direction for the region to achieve long-term economic, 
environmental and social goals. As part of the management intent for the South Saskatchewan 
Region, the Government of Alberta committed to numerous strategies to support biodiversity 
and ecosystem function, including long-term planning around management and conservation of 
the grasslands. 

Strategy 3.14 of the SSRP provides direction to “Explore opportunities for further conservation 
management approaches using a collaborative approach in areas of grasslands” (SSRP, 72). 
This strategy is divided into Strategy 3.14 a) “explore the potential for additional conservation 
areas”, and Strategy 3.14 b) “work collaboratively with stakeholders and partners to explore 
and implement other conservation approaches and expand the range of tools used to conserve 
grasslands” (SSRP, pg.72).

Project Objectives
This Grasslands Tools Project will assist with the implementation of Section 3.14 b). More 
specifically this project conducted initial research on conservation tools that currently exist 
and/or could be applied to Alberta’s grasslands. These could then be used by provincial and 
municipal governments, non-government agencies and private land owners. This project 
delivered on three objectives:

1.	 A broad three categorization of tools; 

2.	 A spreadsheet summarizing the types of tools complete with examples; and 

3.	 A brief explanation of each conservation tool type and discussion on the potential for 
combining conservation tools. 

Essentially, this project examined the intent for each type of tool, who is involved, whether it is 
market or non-market, and provides links to examples found here in Alberta, North America, and 
internationally (e.g. grass meadows) where grassland and grass management is occurring.

The Grasslands Tools Project has not addressed the following items: making recommendations 
as to a preferred suite of tools; outlining the economic, social, or environmental benefits of each 
tool; and providing a decision-making matrix for tool choice or selection. It simply provides an 
overview of what is being used as a grasslands conservation tool (or other types of conservation 
tools that are adaptable to grasslands conservation) and how tools may be combined. The 
categorization provides the lens for the project. This report provides a summary of that 
compilation of work including an outline of potential future research direction and a bibliography 
of selected resources.
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Methodology
Information for this project was collected from various provincial, national, and international 
resources including the internet, knowledgeable Government of Alberta staff, and grassland 
organizations’ literature. It was reviewed for relevance and current or potential use in Alberta’s 
grasslands conservation efforts.

In order to understand the objective of this grassland tools project, a review of the relevant 
legislation including the Alberta Land Stewardship Act (ALSA) and the SSRP was completed. 
The Alberta Land Stewardship Act identifies provisions to explore and test market-based 
conservation products (ALSA, pp. 26-43). The Act specifically identifies conservation easements, 
conservation directives, and exchange/conservation units/conservation off-set programs as 
three tools that can be supported (ALSA, pp. 27-36). It also provides the mechanism for three 
other avenues for conservation. These are:

•	 Market-based and non-market based instruments - allows support, “research and 
development into the creation, application and implementation of instruments, including 
market-based instruments…” (ALSA, pg. 26). 

•	 Regional Plan Support - through the establishment, support or participation in programs 
and other measures to implement the regional plans in accordance with the Act and other 
legislation and policies (ALSA, pg. 26). 

•	 Funding and Cost-Sharing – to support conservation, environmental, and agricultural values 
that provides protection, conservation, and/or enhancement of the environment, natural 
scenic or esthetic, and agricultural values and purposes (ALSA, pg. 27). 

The SSRP (pg. 72) identifies provisions for collaborative work with stakeholders and partners 
including: 

•	 Grazing communities 

•	 Grazing associations

•	 Energy industry

•	 Conservation organizations, and

•	 Stewardship groups and other local groups

The regional plan also notes that groups such as MULTISAR and the Prairie Conservation Forum 
are to be given consideration in their approaches for managing and protecting grasslands on 
public land (SSRP, amendment 2017, pg. 73). 

Projects and approaches to conservation available for grasslands conservation in Alberta and 
beyond were next identified. This was completed by reviewing the webpages of the types 
of stakeholders identified in the SSRP, local, provincial, municipal and federal government 
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departments involved in grasslands protection, and identifying any program, approach, or 
tool the organization is currently using for grassland conservation. Information collection was 
expanded to include communications with key Government of Alberta grassland staff experts 
and further expanded to include organizations and government departments outside of 
Alberta that also have an impact on grasslands conservation. Additional information identifying 
conservation projects, approaches, and tools for other types of resources that could be adapted 
for grassland conservation were also reviewed. 

The final step was to compile the results into a comprehensive and easy to follow document. 
However, upon review of each program, project or approach collected, it was observed that 
slightly different terminologies, methods to implementation and, in some cases, grouping of 
tools, exist. The information was then sorted into a categorization to uncover commonalities 
amongst the tools, as this would provide some order to the listing of tools and provide clarity for 
each type of tool. To sort the projects, questions were asked:

1.	 What is the purpose of this project?

2.	 Who is involved (government, industry, landowner, land trust, etc.)? 

3.	 What other conservation tools might be involved? 

4.	 Are there similarities to other projects?

Tool Categories
Categorization
When identifying grasslands conservation tools used in various projects and approaches, it 
became apparent that each could be grouped with other tools into a typology based on common 
attributes. The tools were first sorted into one of three broad categories or groups based on tool 
function. These are 1) Foundation tools, 2) Extension tools, and 3) Socio-Economic. 

	 Foundation tools: are the legislation, regulation, plan, and policy documents that provide 
the foundation for grasslands conservation. Interprovincial and international treaties, 
agreements, and commissions that operate to provide a larger scale information exchange 
and/or governance mechanisms that impact grasslands conservation. 

	 Extension tools: are the organizations, physical tools, and knowledge building blocks that 
provide the understanding and perform the outreach for grasslands conservation. 

	 Socio-Economic tools: are the market and non-market tools that start and keep the act of 
conservation continuing.

A descriptive listing of the tool types was created with additional information including ‘common 
names’, a description of each, notes, and examples (Table 1).
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Foundation Tools
•	 Acts, Regulations, Policies, and By-laws

•	 Land-use (Zoning), legal land designations (e.g., grassland protected areas); municipal, Sub-
regional and Regional Management Plans, Conservation Directives

•	 Species Management Plans

•	 Interprovincial and International Agreements

Extension Tools
•	 Volunteer Conservation Groups and Conservation Non-Governmental Organizations

•	 Land Stewardship Programs

•	 Information Management Systems; Environmental Reporting; Monitoring Services

•	 Range Management Plans

•	 Education and Outreach; Demonstration Sites; Guideline Documents: Beneficial 
Management Practices/Sustainable Practices; Communication Pathways; Technical Training 
and Support; Toolbox Development

•	 Public Acknowledgement

•	 Building Social License

Socio-Economic Tools
•	 Land Donations

•	 Land Purchases

•	 Land Exchange; Resource Allocation Trading

•	 Conservation Easements

•	 Payments for Ecosystem Services; Land Conversion Programs

•	 Conservation Offsets; Credit Banking Systems; Land/Grass Banking Systems;  
Development Credits

•	 Tax Credits; Tax Breaks; Tax Differentiation

•	 Event Specific Taxes (Carbon/Biodiversity/Zoning)

•	 Restoration and Reclamation Fees; Performance Bonds/ Deposit Refund Systems; Area Use 
Permits; User Fees and Fines

•	 Grants, Subsidies, Low-Interest Loans

•	 Certification and Labeling
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Multiple Tool Interactions
When sorting the individual programs into the tool types, two things became apparent, 1) 
many of the tools can and are used in conjunction with one or more tools /combination with 
other tools, and 2) one person or institution cannot do conservation alone. For example, a 
conservation easement might be initiated by a land owner, but the government creates the 
foundational pieces - the legislation - that allow for the easement to exist. The government also 
runs the land titles office which records the event. The easement would be administered and 
monitored by a land trust. Further to this, the land owner, by placing a conservation easement 
on their own property, may then qualify for reduced grazing fees in another non-governmental 
organization owned grass bank system (such as the case with Montana’s Matador Grass Bank) 
or a tax credit (such as Ontario’s land tax incentives program). In other words, because of the 
strong connections that exist among some tools, using one tool for conservation does not 
exclude the use of other tools (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Depiction of how conservation tools can be combined to achieve grassland 
conservation.
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Future Research Recommendations
There are three avenues for future research on grassland conservation tools. These opportunities 
could be completed by a number of agencies that are interested in pursuing a specific tool 
or approach, including government, academia and other interest groups (i.e.  The Land 
Stewardship Centre).

1.	 Research the effectiveness, the cost, ease of use/adoption, and the policy requirements 
of each of the tool types. Each tool would need to be evaluated on its potential social, 
environmental and economic performance before determining its applicability and 
practicality to Alberta. A policy analysis, including policy gaps, would be needed as well as 
policy development.

2.	 Determine the benefit – neutral, positive or negative – of each tool. As a tool can be both 
positive and negative – depending on the stakeholder – what is a positive incentive or 
benefit to the land owner may be a negative benefit to the government. For example, 
payment for ecosystem services is a benefit to the land owner but a cost to whoever is 
paying for the service. 

3.	 Create a decision-making matrix for determining choice or selection of a tool from the 
perspective of the government, the non-governmental organization or land trust, the 
business or industry, and from the landowner. As each type of stakeholder (government, 
non-governmental organization or land trust, business or industry, and landowner) would 
have different needs and access to different resources, a multi-perspective matrix would 
better assist in evaluating and determining the appropriate tool for conservation for the 
stakeholder in question.

Additional Work in Progress
Information from the initial stages of this Grasslands Tools Project was shared with the Great 
Northern Landscape Conservation Cooperative (GNLCC) as a contribution to the terrestrial 
connectivity toolbox for the Alberta portion of the GNLCC. The GNLCC is currently building 
a framework for classifying action across the GNLCC, particularly related to connectivity 
conservation. Their framework is adapted from the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) – The Open Standards for the Practice of Conservation’s Actions Classification 
(The Open Standards for the Practice of Conservation, 2016,  

http://cmp-openstandards.org/using-os/tools/actions-taxonomy/) and includes information from 
regional examples, such as this grasslands tool project. Good partnerships are essential for 
ensuring conservation actions are effective across landscapes.
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