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Archaeological Resources Baseline Assessments 

PURPOSE: To define the regulatory requirements for the conduct of Archaeological 
Resources Baseline Assessments, which may be undertaken to support the refinement of an 
Archaeological Sensitivity Model for a project’s Developable Area during the initiation stage of 
an areal Complex Project.1 

SCOPE: Consulting archaeologists working in Alberta. 

DEFINITION: 2 

Archaeological Resources Baseline Assessments (Baseline Assessments) are a specialized 
type of field study that yield information which contributes to the classification of lands as 
having “high,” “moderate” or “low” potential for archaeological resources. Field strategies for 
Baseline Assessments are determined based on preliminary desktop assessment and model 
development work in order to address specific knowledge gaps relating to the nature and 
distribution of archaeological resources across a landscape. Baseline Assessments for areal 
Complex Projects are undertaken in the early stages of planning, before a Development 
Footprint has been defined. For this reason, field studies most often focus on a project’s 
Developable Area. Information obtained from these studies are used to test, validate and 
redefine interpretations of landform potential identified during the preliminary desktop 
assessment and to revise the Archaeological Sensitivity Model that is required for all areal 
Complex Projects. 

The refined Archaeological Sensitivity Model can be used as a constraints map by industry to 
guide the development planning process. The model is also used by Culture, Multiculturalism 
and Status of Women (CMSW) to inform the determination of Historical Resources Act (HRA) 
requirements for Development Footprints once they have been defined. The Archaeological 
Sensitivity Model is also incorporated into the creation of a Historic Resources Notification 
Area3 by CMSW, which serves as the primary tool that guides the management of historic 
resources throughout the lifetime of a Complex Project. 

 

                                                
1 For a definition of an areal Complex Project and a discussion of the requirements for an Archaeological Sensitivity Model for 

a project’s Developable Area, refer to Land Use Procedures Bulletin: Complex Project (Areal) Historical Resources Act 
Compliance available at https://www.alberta.ca/apply-historical-resources-act-approval-development-project.aspx. 

2 See Appendix A – Glossary of Terms for more detailed explanation of the terms used in this bulletin. 

3 For more information about the Historic Resources Notification Area, refer to Land Use Procedures Bulletin: Complex Project 
(Areal) Historical Resources Act Compliance available at https://www.alberta.ca/apply-historical-resources-act-approval-
development-project.aspx. 

http://www.culture.alberta.ca/
https://www.alberta.ca/apply-historical-resources-act-approval-development-project.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/apply-historical-resources-act-approval-development-project.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/apply-historical-resources-act-approval-development-project.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/apply-historical-resources-act-approval-development-project.aspx
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PRE-FIELD REQUIREMENTS: 

Baseline Assessments may not be necessary when adequate information exists from previous 
investigations to accurately define the archaeological resources potential across a landscape. 
If considered warranted, a proposal must first be reviewed and approved by CMSW before a 
permit application for a Baseline Assessment will be accepted. The proposal is submitted 
through the Online Permitting and Clearance (OPaC) system4 as an attachment to a Historic 
Resources Application. The application must include the following: 

 Statement of Justification5 which provides the rationale and justification for the Baseline 
Assessment and the field strategy that will be employed to guide information 
collection6; and, 

 Preliminary Archaeological Sensitivity Model, in both PDF and shapefile formats, which 
is intended to be evaluated and refined by the field program. 

The primary goal of a Baseline Assessment is not to inventory and evaluate archaeological 
sites, nor to target only areas of known “high” potential, but to evaluate the archaeological 
potential that exists across a given landscape. For this reason, the field strategy must focus on 
the investigation of previously unassessed “high”, “moderate” and “low” potential areas 
identified during the preliminary desktop assessment. Although the allocated proportion of 
each type of land area investigated will vary according to the information gaps that need to be 
resolved, consulting archaeologists should strive to compose a sample of investigation areas 
that serves to affirm our understanding of “low” potential and diminish the assignment of 
“moderate” potential in the refined Archaeological Sensitivity model. 

CMSW will review the Historic Resources Application and Statement of Justification for a 
Baseline Assessment and, if satisfied with the proposal, will issue a direction letter to the 
proponent. This correspondence will outline the nature, scope and terms of the approved field 
strategy based on the project-specific information provided in the Statement of Justification 
and preliminary Archaeological Sensitivity Model. A proposal to conduct a Baseline 
Assessment is less likely to be supported following the creation of a project’s Historic 
Resources Notification Area by CMSW. 

PERMIT APPLICATION: 

An Archaeological Resources Baseline Assessment must be conducted by a qualified 
professional archaeologist under an approved archaeological research permit. Upon issuance 
of a direction letter from CMSW, the consultant may apply for a permit to conduct the field 
program. Permit applications for a Baseline Assessment must include the following: 

                                                
4 Discussion of the OPaC system is found at https://www.alberta.ca/online-permitting-clearance.aspx. 

5 See the Archaeological Survey Information Bulletin: Historic Resources Statements of Justification for guidelines about the 
completion of Statements of Justification available at https://www.alberta.ca/resources-professional-archaeologists.aspx. 

6 The Statement of Justification must include a clear definition of the information gaps encountered during the preliminary 
desktop assessment that need to be resolved in order to better define the archaeological potential across a Developable Area, 
and how the information obtained during the Baseline Assessment will be used to resolve identified information gaps and 
refine the preliminary Archaeological Sensitivity Model. 

https://www.alberta.ca/resources-professional-archaeologists.aspx
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 Copy of the original Statement of Justification, identifying the information gaps to be 
addressed and the field strategy that will be used to resolve them; 

 HRA direction letter from CMSW; 

 PDF map(s) and shapefiles of the Developable Area boundary; 

 PDF map(s) and shapefiles of the preliminary Archaeological Sensitivity Model that 
illustrates “high,” “moderate” and “low” potential zones in the Developable Area; and, 

 PDF map(s) and shapefiles of landform target areas that will be the focus of the field 
program. 

Since the purpose of a Baseline Assessment is to obtain the most complete understanding of 
archaeological potential across a landscape, it is understood that the field strategy portrayed in 
the Statement of Justification and the Permit Application needs to be flexible to accommodate 
new in-field observations. As a result, it is anticipated that field strategies accepted at the time 
of permit approval may require alteration based on a consultant’s professional judgement. 
Where changes to an approved field strategy are considered warranted, the permit holder 
must discuss and provide the rationale for any variation in the final permit report and identify 
how these changes assisted with the evaluation of archaeological potential across the 
Developable Area. 

The scope of a Baseline Assessment is limited to the evaluation of archaeological resources 
potential within a project’s Developable Area to inform the revision of a preliminary 
Archaeological Sensitivity Model. Historic Resources Impact Assessment (HRIA) activities 
intended to discover, evaluate or excavate archaeological resources for the purpose of 
mitigating impacts from imminent, planned development activities must be conducted under 
separate permits. 

FIELD REQUIREMENTS:  

Although the primary objective of a Baseline Assessment is different from an HRIA, it is 
conducted using the same archaeological investigation standards of practice typically 
employed during HRIA programs. The field work and the information resulting from a Baseline 
Assessment must augment and complement the information compiled during the preliminary 
desktop assessment and model development. Landform target areas must be subject to 
detailed pedestrian reconnaissance, surface inspection and shovel testing to evaluate their 
archaeological resource potential. This must include a detailed consideration of their 
topographic and sedimentological characteristics and hydrological associations. Where 
archaeological sites are identified on these landforms, they must be evaluated sufficiently to 
allow the full definition of their surface and subsurface extents and to firmly support the 
assignment of a Historic Resources Value (HRV). 
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REPORTING REQUIREMENTS: 

At the conclusion of an Historic Resources Baseline Assessment, the results must be 
described in a final permit report that is submitted for review by CMSW. The report must 
include a discussion of all field investigations completed, the results obtained, and how this 
information was used to refine the project’s Archaeological Sensitivity Model. This must include 
presentation and justification of the rationale employed in the definition of “high,” “moderate” 
and “low” landscape features in the Developable Area. CMSW will review the refined 
Archaeological Sensitivity Model during the report review process. 

The report for a Baseline Assessment must be completed to the standards of an HRIA report,7 
but must also include the following: 

 Description of and justification for all changes made to the field program originally 
defined in the permit application; 

 Discussion of the improved understanding of archaeological resource potential across 
the Developable Area gained from the Baseline Assessment, with specific reference to 
categorized landform types; and, 

 Appendix containing maps of the refined Archaeological Sensitivity Model that has been 
updated using information collected during the Baseline Assessment.  

Shapefiles of the refined Archaeological Sensitivity Model must be uploaded to the Historic 
Resources Application that is submitted in conjunction with the report. 

OUTCOME: 

Completion of an Archaeological Resources Baseline Assessment field program and report will 
not result in the issuance of HRA approvals. Instead, the information is incorporated into a 
refined Archaeological Sensitivity Model that will be used by CMSW to develop a project-
specific Historic Resources Notification Area. This tool is provided to industry for determining if 
a planned Development Component requires HRA approval and submission to CMSW. In this 
way, the Baseline Assessment also furnishes the information that assists CMSW in 
determining HRA compliance requirements for development submissions throughout the 
lifetime of a Complex Project. As long as an Archaeological Sensitivity Model does not define 
an entire Developable Area as being of “low” archaeological resource potential, one or more 
HRIAs are likely to be required for any Complex Project in its next steps toward obtaining HRA 
approval. 

Approved by: Darryl Bereziuk, Director, Archaeological Survey 

Date: December 4, 2020 
  

                                                
7 For information about required archaeological reporting standards, refer to the Archaeological Survey Information Bulletin: 

Archaeological Report Guidelines available at https://www.alberta.ca/resources-professional-archaeologists.aspx. 

https://www.alberta.ca/resources-professional-archaeologists.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/resources-professional-archaeologists.aspx
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APPENDIX A: 

Glossary of Terms 
 
 
Developable Area: The total area of land that is considered suitable for use, adaptation, 
alteration, improvement or development by project proponents in pursuit of their goals. This 
excludes all lands in environmental and/or regulatory setbacks, areas of physical constraint to 
development, protection zones or lease areas that the proponent does not intend to disturb 
during the project’s life. 
 
Development Component: Any activity or Development Footprint that is part of, or related to, 
a larger overall development project and is required by the overall project to ensure that the 
project’s development goals are met. Examples of Development Components include the mine 
pits, wells, pipelines, access roads, utility lines, borrow sources, processing facilities, dump 
and disposal areas, tailings pits, storage areas or tank farms whose footprints and activities 
support the completion of a larger development project such as an oil sands project or a mine. 
 
Development Footprint: A subset of the Developable Area that is considered the full extent of 
anticipated surface and subsurface disturbance that will occur as the result of a planned 
development. Development Footprints are validated by detailed plans or legal survey 
drawings. 



Figure 1:  HISTORIC RESOURCES BASELINE ASSESSMENT PROCESS (Archaeology)

NOTE: Green shading denotes CMSW response required.

NOTE: The DEVELOPMENT FOOTPRINT is defined as a subset of the DEVELOPABLE
 AREA and is considered to be the full extent of the anticipated surface and
subsurface disturbance that will occur as the result of a planned development.
DEVELOPMENT FOOTPRINTS are informed by the presence of detailed
development plans.
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