
Introduction 

The Implementation Plan and FAQs document is intended to help provide clarity to FAQs arising from the 
Guide to Water Act Authorizations Required for Dugouts, Borrow Pits and other types of 
Pits/Excavations, and to clarify application requirements for the excavation types as listed in the title. 
Specific information related to other types of excavations not specifically referenced in the Guide or this 
document will follow the same general intent and application requirements as both the Guide and this 
document. To obtain further information from Alberta Environment and Parks, go to the website or call the 
local office listed.  

• aep.alberta.ca

For energy resource activities, please contact the Alberta Energy Regulator Customer Contact Centre at 
403-297-8311/Toll-free 1-855-297-8311 or inquiries@aer.ca.

Is the Guide to Water Act Authorizations Required for Dugouts, Borrow Pits and 
other types of Pits/Excavations applicable to new pits/excavations only, or also 
for existing?  

Decision-makers consider new guides or policies on a go-forward basis from the date of public release 
(i.e. the effective date). The effective date for the Guide to Water Act Authorizations Required for 
Dugouts, Borrow Pits and other types of Pits/Excavations (the Guide) is May 19, 2015. This means that 
decision-makers will consider the Guide when reviewing new applications, amendments or renewals, and 
applicants will be asked to supply the information required to support any application. Operators should 
review the activities and diversions at their site to determine if authorizations are required under the 
Water Act and work with AEP staff to ensure compliance with the Act and its regulations.   
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Why is groundwater depth required for excavations?    

It is important to understand what, if any, water related activities or diversions may result following an 
excavation. If the intent is to create an excavation that does not fill with water, the applicant will want to 
be sure that interception of groundwater does not occur, or that there is availability of appropriate 
material to seal seepage. Where groundwater is intercepted and disturbed, an approval is required prior 
to undertaking the activity. The department considers any impacts to the environment and other users as 
a result of the activity. In addition, the department considers wise use and allocation of water as one of 
the purposes of the Water Act, hence the feasibility of the proposed activity and applicability of the 
specific end use is also reviewed. 

Why does groundwater disturbance require an approval?  

The disturbance of groundwater requires approval as it meets the definition of an activity under the 
Water Act, section 1(1)(b), and if it does not meet an exemption in the Act or the Water (Ministerial) 
Regulation. Examples of where an approval may be required are provided in the Guide and include:   

• where the intent of a borrow pit is to excavate below the groundwater table (Table in Column 4 on 
page 7 of the Guide) 

• where resource removal may alter flow, level or location of water, including excavation into 
groundwater (Resource Removal for a Pit on page 8 of the Guide) 

• wet pit excavation for Sand and Gravel 
• bailing for Sand and Gravel 

 
The approval allows for conditions to be placed on the activity to regulate the disturbance. Through the 
application, review and approval process, potential impacts to the environment or existing users can be 
assessed and avoided, mitigated or managed.  

How do the exemptions in Schedule 3 of the Water (Ministerial) Regulation apply 
to Dewatering Activities from pits described in the Guide?  

The exemptions in Schedule 3 of the Water (Ministerial) Regulation apply to licences only. The 
exemptions do not apply to the requirements for an approval. If the act of dewatering meets the definition 
of an activity under the Water Act, section 1(1)(b) then an approval will be required. For further 
information, see “Activity” on page 6 of the Guide, and the table on page 8 of the Guide under 
Dewatering.   

Why are there differences between what is required for groundwater disturbance 
and water use in the Guide to Water Act Authorizations Required for Dugouts, 
Borrow Pits and other types of Pits/Excavations, and what is required in the Guide 
to Groundwater Authorizations?   

The Guide to Groundwater Authorizations is primarily directed at the use of water from a water well. The 
characteristics, behaviour, and impacts of use of water from a well drilled to depths typically greater than 
the depth of an excavation are significantly different than that of shallow groundwater that is exposed 
from the seepage face of an excavation. Some of the required information to assess any potential 
impacts to the environment or existing users is consistent between the Guide to Groundwater 
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Authorizations and the requirements are listed in the table below. Other portions of the Guide to 
Groundwater Authorizations may be used to guide things such as monitoring plans (see Section 8.0 of 
the Guide to Groundwater Authorizations). In many cases, the level of information required in the Guide 
to Groundwater authorizations is not applicable, or over and above the level of information required for an 
excavation situation. Therefore, as provided in the following table, a more applicable and specific list of 
requirements for this type of application has been developed to create efficiencies in the amount of 
information applicants are required to provide that will facilitate the ability for the Department to make a 
decision on issuance of the authorization.   

Where does the 400m distance come from for hydrogeological assessments 
related to Groundwater Disturbance and water wells?    

The drawdowns at a distance of 400 m from a pit with an assumed dimension of 10 m X 10 m and being 
dewatered up to 5 m below initial water table have been calculated for various hydraulic conductivity 
values ranging from 3 X 10-4 to 3 X 10-2 m/s. The estimation indicates the impacts resulting from most of 
pit dewatering activities would be very minimal at a distance equal to or greater than 400 m. Within the 
400m distance, some impacts may be realized by other users diverting water from a water well. 
Therefore, the distance of 400m was chosen as a conservative distance at which applicants should be 
assessing potential impacts.   

How does the Guide consider new pits/excavations to be constructed in a closed 
basin?   

For example, in the South Saskatchewan River Basin (SSRB) most of the basin is closed to new 
applications for a licence unless the type of use is covered under the Ministerial Order/Crown 
Reservation. In the SSRB dugouts, borrow pits and other pits excavations are not purposes for which 
new licences can be issued under the Crown Reservation. Therefore, if a new pit is to be established, or 
an existing one is to be expanded, and if a water licence is required, the applicant would need to 
acquire a licence by way of a Transfer of an existing water allocation. The Guide does not restrict the 
development of new pits or expansion of existing pits. The water use could be an issue in a closed basin 
in those cases where a licence is required. This goes for any new development in a closed basin. 
Another option includes developing the pit without leaving an end pit lake behind or expanding an 
existing lake.   
 
What determines when a Water Act Approval or Licence will be needed for 
creating a borrow pit, end pit lake, and other pits/excavations? Is there a size 
trigger, or is a Licence required for construction of every borrow pit and end pit 
lake?   

An excavation that disturbs surface and/or groundwater is subject to the general provisions of the Water 
Act and the Water (Ministerial) Regulations. Where the excavation does not meet the exemptions in 
either Schedules 1 or 2 (for approvals) or Schedules 3 or 4 (for licences) under the Water (Ministerial) 
Regulations, then an approval or licence is required. The Guide refers to a “dugout” as an excavation that 
holds water for farm (agricultural) use.  
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How can I better understand what impoundment means?  

If water is diverted or confined from returning or carrying along its original path, the volume of water that 
is confined is considered to be an impoundment. It must be licensed under the Water Act if the water will 
be diverted (used) for a specific purpose.  

Who should be obtaining a licence for use of water in the short and long term?   

Licences should be applied for and issued to the user of the water. For example, where a Sand and 
Gravel company is using water for Aggregate Washing, the Sand and Gravel company will apply and 
hold the licence for the water used for washing. If a landowner would like to use water from an excavation 
for their own purposes, then the landowner applies for and holds the licence for the purpose and volume 
they intend to use. Uses of water for energy resource activities are applied for and held by the energy 
resource company or the other third party responsible for the use. Long term licensing of water after the 
closure or reclamation of a project is required only where the water remaining in an excavation is used or 
removed. Exposed groundwater and direct precipitation are not considered for long term licencing. A 
Water Act Licence is required if water in the remaining excavation is going to be diverted (used) for a 
specific purpose. 
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USING THIS TABLE TO IDENTIFY APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS FOR APPROVALS AND LICENCES under the WATER ACT 

 
• It is up to the applicant to provide the Department with sufficient information to fully understand the project and any environmental impacts. It is expected that all Applications will 

provide the information to address all sections shaded in green in the table below.   
• For applications in more heavily populated and water short areas, those items flagged in yellow must be supplied. These areas include the Red Deer North Saskatchewan 

Region and the South Saskatchewan Region, other areas may request this information if deemed required by the Director.   
• The items flagged with red must be assessed to determine if the higher risk situation applies to the activity or diversion you are undertaking. If the risk applies, the information 

must also be supplied.  
• There may be more than one section that applies to your activity, ensure you review all sections. If there are sub sections that do not apply to your specific situation, please 

provide rationale supporting the conclusion.  
• One application containing all information from more than one section can be supplied to cover all activities and diversions that require authorization.  
• Depending on the complexity of the activities and sensitivities related to the application the Director may require additional information not specified in this table in order to fully 

understand the project and its impacts.  
• Please be aware that applications containing complete information will be much more efficiently processed and in a shorter time frame. Incomplete applications may be subject 

to rejection and/or supplemental information requests that delay the time to issue the required authorization.  

General Requirements for 
Applications related to activities in 

this table 

Groundwater Disturbance 
(including potential use of 

disturbed groundwater) 
Borrow Pits End Pit Lakes 

Dewatering 

A Pit 

 Signed & dated application 
including:  

• a description of the 
proposed activity  

• any direct and indirect 
impacts to water bodies 
and/or water management 

 Purpose for the groundwater 
disturbance 

 Purpose of the feature at the end 
land use stage 
 

 Purpose of the feature at the end 
land use stage 
 

 Source of pit water to be discharged 
(surface water, ground water, pit wash 
water, pit runoff, other) 

 Identification by well id, on site 
plan, all Water Wells within 1.6 
km, and attach water well 
reports, location, ownership, 
elevation and water level(s) of 
any existing well(s) identified 
during the field- verified survey 
 
 

 Volume required to fill pit to 
proposed capacity 
identify diversion water source if 
physical fill via pumping or other 
means is proposed 

 Delineated Water catchment area 
including, existing and proposed 
drainage patterns, topography and 
connectivity of activity to surface 
and groundwater features in the 
surrounding local area  

 Delineated Water catchment area of 
the pit including, existing and 
proposed drainage patterns, 
topography and connectivity of activity 
to surface and groundwater features 
in the surrounding local area  
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 Identify: 
• associated applications 

under the Environmental 
Protection and 
Enhancement Act and or 
the Public Lands Act  

• any existing or on-going 
First Nations Consultation  

• associated Municipal 
Applications and status 

 Assessment of potential impacts 
to groundwater sources (wells, 
springs and other users) within 
1.6 km 

 If use of water is proposed provide 
• Annual volume and 

Purpose 
• Calculations and 

justification for water 
required  

•  

 Volume required to fill pit to 
proposed capacity 
identify diversion water source if 
physical fill via pumping or other 
means is proposed 

 Discharge details including:  
• Annual Timing of discharge 

(i.e. May to October) 
• Volume of water to be 

discharged annually  
**** include dewatering 
calculation on page 8 

• Rate of Discharge 
• Identification and description 

of any receiving water body 
(slough, wetland, lake, river) 

 
 Site & detail plans, and cross 

sections, on most recent available 
aerial imagery 

• show section boundaries 
and property lines  

• include all associated 
infrastructure such as 
settling ponds, pits, 
ditches, end pit water 
bodies, locations of 
groundwater disturbance 
or well 

• identify all water bodies in 
the activity area, and 
where there may be 
potential direct or indirect 
impacts to these water 
bodies (includes but not 
limited to: wetlands, lakes, 
watercourses, springs, 
water wells, dugouts ) 

 
 

Where use is proposed, ensure 
sections for water requirement 
and pump rate is filled out, and 
include:  

• Calculations and 
justification for water 
required  

Consultant’s name, if one is 
contracted to conduct testing 
and evaluation 

 Location and detail within the water 
catchment area including 
dimensions of pit, length, width, 
depth, slopes, capacity, wet surface 
area 
 

 If use of water is proposed provide 
• Annual volume and 

Purpose 
• Calculations and 

justification for water 
required  

 

 
 

Mitigative Measures and Monitoring 
program to minimize erosion and any 
other adverse impacts on the 
receiving environment and/or 
downstream users 
  

 Delineated Water catchment area 
including, existing and proposed 
drainage patterns, topography and 
connectivity of activity to surface 
and groundwater features in the 
surrounding local area 
 

 Location and detail within the 
water catchment area including 
dimensions of water body, length, 
width, depth, slopes, capacity, 
surface area 
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 Depth to groundwater in the 
activity area identified by a drilling 
report or professional consultant’s 
report. (groundwater depth should 
be shown on all cross-sections 
where required). 
 
 

 Complete hydrogeological 
assessment REQUIRED where 
water wells or surface water is 
identified within 400m of activity 

 Inlet and outlet of constructed 
feature to control level 

 

 Inlet and outlet of constructed 
feature to control level 

 Water Quality analysis of discharge 
and receiving water Body to meet AB 
Surface Water Quality Guidelines and 
Objectives  

 Signed permission from 
appropriate party (i.e. Municipality, 
Transportation, Public Lands, 
adjacent landowner) to use 
infrastructure such as road 
ditches, culverts, lands (if 
applicable) 
 
NOTE: section 37(4) of the Water 
Act requires landowner consents – 
if required by the Director – for 
approvals if the applicant does not 
own the land/undertaking. 
 
Section 50(4) requires landowner 
consents for licences if the 
applicant does not own the 
land/undertaking. 

 Where potential impacts may 
occur over the lifetime of the pit, 
the following must be provided: 

• Appropriate mitigative 
measures proposed as 
required for water 
quantity and quality – i.e. 
TSS, thermal 
degradation, any other 
water quality impacts 
causing adverse effect 

• Monitoring wells 
established where 
required 

• Monitoring Program 
established (level and 
quality monitoring where 
assessment shows that 
there may be potential 
impacts) 

 Median Year Water Balance 
Calculation showing sustainability of 
feature at proposed capacity 
* See Water Balance Calculator 
Example on page 9 

 Median Year Water Balance 
Calculation showing sustainability 
of feature at proposed capacity 
* See Water Balance Calculator 
Example on page 9 

 Confirmation of adequate outlet where 
dewatering off-site (please see Storm 
Water Management Fact Sheet for 
definition) 

 Sand and Gravel Pits must follow 
the most recent guidance from the 
department for Fish and Wildlife 
Assessments, and setbacks from 
water bodies. 

 Confirmation of Notice under the 
Water Act Code of Practice for Outfall 
Structures on Water Bodies where 
applicable 
 

 Where fish bearing waterbodies 
exist, Identify the Class of Water 
Body from the Water Act Code Of 
Practice maps where the activity 
may be connected through 
surface and/or groundwater and is 
located within 2 km of the water 
body 

 
 

NOTE: Please refer to Appendix 
5 of the Guide to Groundwater 
Authorizations for the Policy on 
Water Diversions from Sands 
and Gravels Adjacent to a Water 
Body and from Springs 

 Where potential impacts may occur 
over the lifetime of the pit, the 
following must be provided: 
• Appropriate mitigative 

measures proposed as required 
for water quantity and quality – 
i.e. TSS, thermal degradation, 
any other water quality impacts 

 Where potential may occur over 
the lifetime of the pit, the following 
must be provided: 
• Appropriate mitigative 

measures proposed as 
required for water quantity and 
quality – i.e. TSS, thermal 
degradation, any other water 
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  causing adverse effect 
• Monitoring wells established 

where required 
• Monitoring Program established 

(level and quality monitoring 
where assessment shows that 
there may be potential impacts) 

quality impacts causing 
adverse effect 

• Monitoring wells established 
where required 

• Monitoring Program 
established (level and quality 
monitoring where assessment 
shows that there may be 
potential impacts) 

 Where water is diverted from a 
groundwater well, the Guide to 
Groundwater Authorizations must 
be followed and appropriate 
information supplied.  

 
 
 

For a pit within the 1:100 year 
floodplain of a water course, where 
it is assessed or estimated, or if the 
1:100 year floodplain cannot be 
reasonably estimated the Surface 
Water Body Aggregate Policy 
applies. All Appropriate information 
from the Policy Implementation 
Guidance must be supplied. 

 
 
 

For a pit within the 1:100 year 
floodplain of a water course, where 
it is assessed or estimated, or if 
the 1:100 year floodplain cannot 
be reasonably estimated the 
Surface Water Body Aggregate 
Policy applies. All Appropriate 
information from the Policy 
Implementation Guidance must be 
supplied. 

 Any activity impacting a wetland 
must refer to Alberta’s Wetland 
Policy, and appropriate 
information supplied.  

 

**** Example Dewatering Calculation:  
Divert ______ m3/yr from (legal) to (legal) for a ___ week period annually until the pit is depleted.  
Dewatering will be conducted ___ days/week, for ___ hours/day for a __week period at a rate of ___ gallons per minute [ __m3/min x __min/hr x __ hr/day x ___ days/week x __ 
weeks/yr 
 = ______ m3/yr] 
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*WATER BALANCE CALCULATOR 
Following is a typical example of what is required to calculate the surface water balance for an end pit water body created as a result of wet pit excavation.  
It should be noted that this one example for calculation. Additional data could be required if requested by Alberta Environment and Parks.  

 Water Balance Calculator 
 A B C 

1 
Water Body Surface Area (ha) ENTRY   

2 
Water Body Volume (m3) ENTRY   

3 
Water Body Catchment Area (ha) ENTRY   

4 
Net Evaporation:      

5 
Lake Area in (m2) Calculate=B1*10000   

6 
Local Gross Evaporation* (mm) ENTRY   

7 
Local Precipitation*** (30 yr avg) (mm) ENTRY   

8 
Net Evaporative Loss: (m3) Calculate=(B6-B7)/1000*B5 

  9 
Total Inflow:     

10 
Surface Runoff Area (ha) Calculate =B3-B1   

11 
Surface Runoff Area (km2) Calculate=B10*0.01   

12 
Runoff Rate by Locale** (dam3/km2) ENTRY 

 13 
Median Annual Water Body Inflow (m3) Calculate=B11*B12*1000  

 Water Balance Results (m3) 
(+) Inflow exceeds Outflow (net discharge in 
average year) 
 (-) Outflow exceeds Inflow no discharge in 
average year)  Calculate=B13-B8 

     
 

*Gross evaporative losses are based on 30-year Morton’s mean 
annual shallow lake gross evaporation map    

• https://agriculture.alberta.ca/acis/docs/mortons/morto
ns-evaporation-estimates.pdf  

 
**Calculations for Runoff Rate by Locale are based on the Annual 
Unit Runoff in Canada, Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, Anna 
Cole January 2013 for 50% Probability of Exceedance. 

• http://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/a905bafc-74b5-
4ec5-b5f9-94b2e19815d0  

 

***Precipitation records by Township can be obtained from ACIS 
– Alberta Climate and Atlas Maps. 

• http://agriculture.alberta.ca/acis/climate-maps.jsp  
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Original signed by:  Date:  July 4, 2016  

Heather von Hauff, Executive Director 
Policy Integration Branch, Policy and Planning Division 
Environment and Parks 
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