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What are Wetlands?
Wetlands are low-lying areas of land covered by water 
long enough to support aquatic plants and wildlife for 
part of their life cycle. More specifically, the Alberta 
Wetland Policy defines wetlands as:

“Land saturated with water long enough to 
promote wetland or aquatic processes as indicated 
by poorly drained soils, hydro-phytic (water-loving) 
vegetation, and various kinds of biological activity 
that are adapted to a wet environment.”

Wetlands are highly diverse, productive ecosystems 
that provide a host of ecological services and form an 
integral component of Alberta’s diverse landscapes. 
They play an important role in sustaining healthy wa-
tersheds by protecting water quality, providing water 
storage and infiltration, providing habitat for wildlife, 
fish and plants, and sustaining biodiversity. Wetlands 
in Alberta are estimated to host some 400 species of 
plants, some of which are listed as rare, threatened or 
endangered in the province.

Wetlands provide the basis for a wide variety of 
human activities, including recreational pursuits, eco-
tourism, and the cultural and traditional activities of 
the Indigenous and Metis peoples. Wetlands are also 
important to the agriculture and forest industries and 
play a significant role in wildlife conservation programs. 
Peatlands in the province also support peat harvesting 
(i.e. making peat moss) for the horticultural market.

Wetland Types or Classes
Approximately 20 percent of Alberta’s surface area 
is covered by wetlands with more than 90% of these 
wetlands being classified as peatlands. Peatlands are 
wetlands that accumulate peat (partially decomposed 
organic vegetation), versus non-peatlands that do not 
accumulate peat. Within broader classification, five 
wetland types or classes are identified:

 fPeatlands

• Bogs: peat-accumulating wetlands where, due to 
poor drainage and the decay of plant material, the 
surface water is strongly acidic and low in nutrients. 
Although they are dominated by sphagnum mosses 
and shrubs, bogs may support trees.

• Fens: also peat-accumulating wetlands, but 
influenced by a flow of groundwater. They tend 
to be basic (as opposed to acidic) and are more 
productive than a bog. Although fens are dominated 
by sedges, they may also contain shrubs and trees.

• Swamps: dominated by shrubs or trees and can 
be flooded seasonally or for long periods of time. 
Swamps are nutrient rich and productive. Swamps 
can be peatlands or non-peatlands.

 fNon-peatlands:

• Shallow Open Water Wetlands: These wetlands 
include potholes and ponds less than 2 metres 
deep, as well as water along rivers and lakeshore 
areas. They are usually relatively small bodies of 
standing or flowing water commonly representing 
the stage between lakes and marshes.

• Marshes: are periodically or permanently covered by 
standing or slowly moving water. Marshes are rich in 
nutrients and have emergent reeds, rushes, cattails 
and sedges. Water remains within the root zone of 
these plants for most of the growing season.

On the prairies, wetlands are predominantly non-peat-
land. In the northern regions of Alberta peatlands    
dominate.
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Are wetlands always wet?

Marshes and shallow open water wetlands in the settled 
or “White Area” of Alberta can also be characterized by 
their permanence or how long they “stay wet”. Wetland 
permanence is based on the period of time a wetland 
has water in it. Four wetland permanence types exist:

 fTemporary: Periodically covered by water for a few 
weeks in spring or after a heavy rainfall

 fSeasonal: Have water in them for most of the 
growing season but dry out by end of summer

 fSemi-Permanent: Typically flooded in most years 
unless drought conditions persist

 fPermanent: Always flooded, even in drought 
conditions

Note: The Alberta Wetland Policy does not consider 
ephemeral water bodies in its replacement system, 
however they are still subject to authorization under the 
Water Act.

Wetland Ownership
Wetland ownership is governed by the permanence of 
the wetland. The province can claim ownership to the 
bed and shore of wetlands that are semi-permanent 
or permanent. While the bed and shore of ephemeral, 
temporary and seasonal wetlands are not claimable. 
The province owns all the water in wetlands through the 
Water Act. It also regulates any activity that may affect 
them (e.g., drainage and infilling). According to the 
Water Act, no wetland may be drained or altered without 
first receiving authorization to do so from the province.   

How are Wetlands Assessed?
Wetland assessments for regulatory purposes are 
undertaken by Qualified Wetland Science Practitioners 
(QWSPs) using a number of new tools. QWSPs are 
required to identify a wetland and determine its class 
using the Alberta Wetland Classification System 
(AWCS), delineate the boundaries of the wetland using 
the Alberta Wetland Delineation Directive, and assess 
their relative value using the Alberta Wetland Rapid 
Evaluation Tool (ABWRET).

The information collected in a wetland assessment 
forms the basis of an application for wetland activities 
in or near a wetland that is submitted to regulatory 
agencies for consideration.

How are wetland impacts mitigated?
Wetland assessments help ensure that land use 
planners, managers and developers are better informed 
and able to consider impacts earlier in the planning 
process. This knowledge and understanding reinforces 
the need for decisions that will avoid or minimize 
negative wetland impacts, replacing wetlands only 
where necessary.
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To learn more visit: AEP.Alberta.ca and search for ‘Wetlands’ or  visit www.wetlandsalberta.ca

http://aep.alberta.ca/

