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Archaeological Survey Information Bulletin: 

Winter Conditions 

With the high levels of development activity in the province, the Archaeological Survey has approved 
and will continue to approve applications for mitigative research permits that schedule fieldwork when 
winter conditions prevail. This note is intended as a reminder that the permit application clearly states 
that “fieldwork will be undertaken under frost and snow free conditions” and that “if these conditions 
cannot be met alternative assessments strategies will be discussed in advance with the Archaeological 
Survey”. This statement reflects long standing policy, including Survey Note #5 (August 1980) which 
noted that “…normal archaeological standards will not be relaxed during winter months.” 

Lately we have received final reports after completion of field studies where the permit holder has 
encountered snow cover and frozen ground, has not accounted for these conditions with alternate 
strategies or contacted the regional archaeologist, and recommends clearance for projects that have not 
received adequate assessment. Please be advised that it is unlikely the Archaeological Survey would 
recommend clearance for projects after review of reports of this nature.  

Archaeological sites in Alberta occur in a wide range of contexts and the potential effects of proposed 
developments vary considerably. Consequently, it has never been our policy to establish strict guidelines 
for effective accommodation of winter conditions. Nor will we adopt a strategy of accepting 
recommendations for post-impact evaluation or monitoring of development activities as automatic 
outcomes of our review of ineffective initial assessments. In situations where the concern is principally 
for surface features such as tipi rings, cairns and so forth or near surface sites in forested circumstances, 
the impacts of construction activities are unlikely to be addressed adequately with post impact studies. 
Similarly there are sufficient disadvantages to monitoring under winter conditions that this technique is 
considered applicable only in a limited number of circumstances. It is acknowledged that these strategies 
may be required, considered acceptable or, indeed, the only reasonable approach in certain situations. 
However, for most projects, efforts must be made at the outset to consider the specific conditions and 
concerns that apply to your project and to develop methods to account for those concerns at the pre-
impact stage.  

For example, in a Plains uplands context where concerns are for near surface sites, the regional 
archaeologist may be prepared to accept the results of surface survey under snow free but frozen 
conditions when adequate visibility, coupled with reasonable exposure of subsurface sediments, are the 
prevailing conditions. These conditions can be achieved in any number of ways. It may be a matter of 
simply waiting a few days for the next Chinook, or more proactive means of snow removal may be  
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warranted (mechanical or hand brush, blower, etc.). In these and similar situations where sediments are 
exceedingly dry, it may be possible to use a pick or mattock to assess the potential for subsurface 
archaeological materials, despite frost. Alternatively, in forested areas where considerable forest litter 
and snow cover exists, shovel testing may still be possible well into winter, especially in sandy areas. In 
circumstances where concerns are for buried resources, use of mechanical testing devices such as 
backhoes or augers may be appropriate. Some consultants have used a mechanical disc saw to recover 
frozen sediment for transport to the lab and screening. Recently we have seen the use of a tubed, glycol 
heating system that is effective in thawing sediments over small areas. We all recognize the limitations 
of these techniques but, in most instances, they address concerns for impacts better than monitoring or 
post-impact evaluations and certainly better than outright clearance. Please be advised, as well, that the 
Archaeological Survey no longer considers drilling under a site as an adequate long term impact 
avoidance strategy for pipelines. 
 
In summary, none of us wants a situation where Archaeological Survey withholds clearance for a 
development because it cannot accept completed and reported fieldwork due to failure to contact the 
relevant regional archaeologist or failure to consider optional strategies. We recognize the pressures for 
timely approval that many of you function under and the limited effect that historical resource concerns 
may have on the development planning process, but will require well-considered approaches to winter 
conditions during review of permit applications and reports that result from them. When in doubt, we are 
here to offer advice and instructions. 
 
Brian M. Ronaghan 
Head, Archaeological Survey 
Heritage Resource Management Branch 
Old St. Stephen's College 
8820 - 112 Street 
Edmonton, Alberta 
T6G 2P8 
Tel: 780-431-2335 
fax: 780-427-3956 
brian.ronaghan@gov.ab.ca 
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