
South Saskatchewan Region Surface Water Quality 
Management Framework

What is the South Saskatchewan River Surface Water Quality Management 
Framework?

The framework will monitor and manage long-term, cumulative changes in water quality within the mainstem 
rivers in the region. It was developed as part of the South Saskatchewan Regional Plan to build on, but 
not replace, existing provincial environmental policy, legislation and regulation, and identify and manage 
for desired regional objectives. It will not replace existing management systems such as spill reporting or 
drinking water surveillance. 

What are its goals?

•	 Identify	ambient	surface	water	quality	triggers	
and ambient surface water quality limits 
to protect surface water quality; address 
cumulative effects and support pollution 
prevention and proactive management 
strategies.

•	 Enhance	transparency	and	assurance	through	
regular monitoring, evaluation and reporting 
on ambient surface water quality conditions in 
the mainstem Bow, Milk, Oldman and South 
Saskatchewan rivers.

Ambient Surface Water Quality Levels Descriptions

How will it work?

The management framework includes ambient 
surface water quality limits and triggers for a suite 
of indicators. These values are designed to protect 
surface water quality from unacceptable impacts 
and protect it for current and future water uses.

•	 Fifteen	general	water	quality	indicators have 
been selected. Additional secondary indicators 
have been selected for four pesticides and 
two metals. The secondary indicators will 
be monitored, but triggers and limits not yet 
established	due	to	insufficient	data.

Level Description  Management Intent

3 Indicator seasonal median   Management actions required to improve ambient water 
  values exceed water quality limits.  quality to below limits. 

   Limit

2 Indicator seasonal median and/or  Management response and determination of risk and 
 peak values statistically higher than urgency for management action to maintain water 
 trigger values.  quality below limits.

    Investigation of cause and effects; evaluation and  
    implementation of management actions.

   Trigger

1 Median and peak water quality  Apply standard regulatory and non-regulatory 
 conditions at or better than  approaches to manage water quality. 
 historical water quality conditions.
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•	 Water	quality	triggers are intended to be conservative 
early warning signals. They are based on change from 
historical ambient concentrations of indicators and are 
calculated for both the open-water (April to October) 
and ice-covered (November to March) seasons.

•	 Water	quality	limits are set for nine general indicators 
based	on	Environmental	Quality	Guidelines	for	Alberta	
Surface	Waters,	Canadian	Council	of	Ministers	of	
Environment	Guidelines	and	Alberta	Agriculture	and	
Rural	Development	Guidelines.	No	guidelines	are	
available for six of the general indicators. Additional 
limits may be added to the management framework in 
the future.

A management response is required if triggers or limits 
are exceeded. The nature of the management actions 
undertaken as part of a management response will depend 
on the circumstances and the kinds of approaches that will 
best support achievement of the regional outcomes and 
objectives. Regulatory tools (such as approval conditions 
and regulations) and non-regulatory approaches (such as 
voluntary incentive programs, education and awareness 
initiatives) may both be used. Non-regulatory approaches 
may be particularly important in the South Saskatchewan 
Region where there are substantial non-point source 
contributions of contaminants from the landscape. This 
highlights the need for the triggers which act as early 

The South Saskatchewan Region spans the catchment 
areas of two major river basins: the South Saskatchewan 
River basin and the Milk River basin. Within the region 
the South Saskatchewan River basin includes the Bow, 
Oldman and South Saskatchewan rivers. The Milk River 
originates in Montana, flows eastward into southern 
Alberta and then loops back into Montana.

*

warning signals and initiate multi-stakeholder proactive 
action	and	identification	of	potential	costs.

Under the Water for Life strategy, a Watershed Planning 
and Advisory Council has been designated for each 
of the sub-basins that are in the South Saskatchewan 
Region:	the	Bow	River	Basin	Council,	the	Oldman	
Watershed	Council,	the	South	East	Alberta	Watershed	
Alliance	and	the	Milk	River	Watershed	Council.	These	
councils bring together relevant stakeholders and experts 
to prepare watershed management plans and conduct 
other initiatives. It is expected that they will contribute as 
the management framework is implemented.

For	information	about	the	SSRP	and	its	frameworks	go	to	
www.landuse.alberta.ca.
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