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Winter Conditions 
 
Purpose: With high levels of development activity occurring year round 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, and the usual archaeological standards 
will apply in these situations. As the permit application states, “This fieldwork will be undertaken under 
frost-free and snow-free conditions. If these conditions cannot be met, alternative assessments 
strategies will be discussed in advance with the Archaeological Survey.” This bulletin lays the 
groundwork for the content of those discussions. 

 

Scope: Consulting archaeologists working in Alberta 
 
Requirements: 

Archaeological sites are located in a wide range of contexts in Alberta, and the potential effects of 
proposed developments vary considerably. As a result, it has never been the policy of the 
Archaeological Survey to establish strict guidelines for effective accommodation of winter conditions. 
Rather, it is expected that the strategy proposed will be well considered and tailored to fit the specific 
location and conditions. 
 
A number of successful winter assessment strategies have been employed in the past and will continue 
to be accepted in the future. For example, in a Plains uplands context where concerns are for near-
surface sites, the Archaeological Survey may 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 survey conditions. These conditions can be achieved in several 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 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. This technique must be employed with caution, 
especially with jackhammers, as it can easily create artificial chipped-stone artifacts. 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. In some 
instances, mechanical disc saws may be used to recover frozen sediment for transport to the lab for 
screening. Tubed, glycol heating systems or tiger torches that are effective in thawing sediments over 
small areas may also be an option. 
 
While we recognize the limitations of these techniques, we consider that, in most instances, they 
address concerns for impacts better than monitoring or post-impact evaluations. Monitoring under 
winter conditions has sufficient inherent disadvantages, such as artifact concealment in frozen clods, 
and this technique will be considered applicable only in a limited number of circumstances. Post-impact 
evaluation of surface features, such as tipi rings and cairns, or near surface sites in forested 
environments, usually encounter severe impacts related to construction activities. We expect efforts to 
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be made at the outset to consider the specific conditions and concerns that apply to the project and to 
develop field methods to overcome these difficulties in the pre-impact setting. Please be advised, as 
well, that the Archaeological Survey will not consider horizontal directional drilling under a site as an 
adequate long-term impact avoidance strategy for pipelines or other linear developments. 
 
It is unlikely that the Archaeological Survey will recommend approval for projects based on winter field 
programs that do not adequately account for winter conditions. Neither will we automatically accept 
recommendations for post-impact evaluation or monitoring of development activities as outcomes of 
ineffective pre-impact assessments. Failure to contact the relevant regional archaeologist in advance of 
fieldwork and/or failure to consider optional strategies to address the challenges of winter conditions 
may result in a conclusion that the field assessment has been inadequate and that project approval 
cannot be granted as a result. 
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