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Riparian Health Overview 2016 & 2017
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Crane Lake Riparian Restoration and Preservation Program
A Riparian Health Inventory is a tool designed to help individuals and community groups
evaluate and understand the health of riparian areas within their landholdings and watersheds. This
information is intended to document the current state of riparian health and help direct future
municipal and individual efforts to promote important riparian functions, such as improved water
quality, lakeshore erosion protection, and fish and wildlife habitat.
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Figure 1. Riparian Health Score Results for 36 Sites
around Crane Lake (2016 & 2017)

This brief summary report provides
information on the baseline riparian
health of 36 sites around Crane Lake
based on data we collected in August of
2016 and 2017 as part of the Crane
Lake Restoration and Preservation
Program (CLRRP) at the request of the
Municipal District (M.D. of Bonnyville).
All sites to date are along the developed
portions of the lakeshore on the west
and south sides. The riparian areas
inventoried are in front of private lots
within Environmental and Municipal
Reserve lands and also include some
lands designated as Vacant Crown. In
total, approximately 1.3 km and 6.7 ha
of riparian area was evaluated (Table
1). Overall, one site (2.8%) rates
healthy, six sites (16.7%) rate healthy
but with problems, and 29 sites (80.6%)
rate unhealthy as shown in Figure 1.

The Crane Lake riparian health sites were selected by the M.D. of Bonnyville and were chosen to
represent the riparian area within Environmental (R/ER) or Municipal Reserve (MR) lands in front of
private property. Private lot/reserve land corner boundaries were marked with survey stakes by the
M.D. of Bonnyville staff prior to our inventory and lines marked by string extending from the lot
corners to the lake delineated an area associated with each lot. It is within these boundaries that
riparian health was evaluated. Riparian management changes have occurred, are planned, or are
being considered by the M.D. and/or private lot owners associated with these sites.
The M.D. of Bonnyville and 34 private lot owners have involved in this initiative so far (Table 1). The M.D.
of Bonnyville as the ‘land owner/manager/authority’ for all R/ER and MR lands around the lake has
received a report for each site and each private lot owner will also receive a report from the M.D. for the
riparian health site assessed in front of their property.
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Table 1. Crane Lake Project Area Site Description Overview
Year
2016
2017
Total

Number of
Landowners
Involved*
5
30^
35

Number of Sites

Riparian Distance
Inventoried (km)

Riparian Area
Inventoried (ha)

6
30
36

0.40
0.91
1.3

2.7
4.0
6.7

*Includes the M.D. of Bonnyville. ^There is also a small portion of land designated as Vacant Crown which is owned
by the Government of Alberta, but is currently included in lands managed by the M.D. of Bonnyville.

Of the 36 sites included in this summary1, 6 were inventoried in 2016, and 30 were inventoried in
2017. Thirty-five of the sites included in this summary were evaluated using the Alberta Riparian
Health Inventory for Lakes and Wetlands and one site was evaluated using the Riparian Health
Assessment (Survey) for Lakes and Wetlands (Cows and Fish 2016, 2017).
To better understand the overall health rating for the Crane Lake project area, it is helpful to take a closer
look at which pieces of the riparian area are intact and functioning and which are not. Figure 2 shows the
health parameters evaluated and how they rate overall for the Crane Lake sites.

Figure 2. Riparian Health Parameter Ratings for Crane Lake 2016 & 2017 (36 Sites)

Healthy (80-100%) – Little or no impairment to riparian functions.
Healthy but with problems (60-79%) – Some impairment to riparian functions due to human or natural causes.
Unhealthy (<60%) – Impairment to many riparian functions due to human or natural causes.

One additional health assessment (survey) was completed in 2016 but because the area of that site overlaps two others, we didn’t include it in
this summary so as to not “double count” that area. Therefore this summary is based on 36 sites.
1
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On average vegetation cover rates healthy but with problems and 53% of sites have more than 95% of the
riparian area well-protected with native and non-native plant species to help filter and trap sediment and
provide fish and wildlife habitat. Regeneration and establishment of preferred trees and shrubs and
artificial water level changes on Crane Lake also rate healthy but with problems. Utilization from browsing
wildlife is the one parameter that rates healthy as this type of use was observed to be none on 95% of sites.
There are several riparian health indicators that, on average, rate unhealthy including invasive plant
species cover and density/distribution, disturbance-caused plants, removal of woody vegetation, changes
to the native plant community by human causes, human-caused bare ground, and human-caused
structural/physical alterations affecting soils and/or hydrology. Use of the riparian area, primarily for
recreation, has resulted in a high proportion of area with cleared vegetation that is being maintained as
lawn, is covered by introduced, non-native plant species, or is lacking important layers of vegetation in
the forest understory. There is also a high proportion of area that is bare ground or structurally altered
(e.g. compacted soils) due to lake access roads, trails and docks, and beaches. The photos at the end of
this report offer a look at these indicators and how they contribute to the overall health categories.
Goals for improving riparian health in the Crane Lake project area include increasing the overall
vegetation cover and reducing the amount of human-caused bare ground, increasing native plant species,
reducing the area that is structurally altered. Strategies for achieving these goals in a recreational lake
setting are complex and it will take a combination of individual and community effort, municipal planning
and outcome-based outreach and education to see improvements in health. Enforcement of bylaws and
other regulations with respect to riparian lands may also be required. On-site management activities or
practices may include, but are not limited to, planting native trees, shrubs and non-woody herbaceous
species to promote vegetation cover; reducing the amount of riparian area that is currently in lawn or
beach or is highly compacted from trails, roads and/or ongoing use. Education and outreach could include
signage and community information sessions about the importance of riparian areas for the lake, what
the designations of Environmental and Municipal Reserves means and management best practices. We
encourage the M.D. residents and lake users to work together to improve riparian health.
In addition to the riparian health inventory and management work around the lake, since 2016 at least
three extension and outreach events have been hosted by the M.D. of Bonnyville. Cows and Fish
participated in these events in person and/or by providing extension materials. The goal of these events
was to engage the community in the project and educate community members about lake health, riparian
values, opportunities for support, and management options. We encourage these events to continue.
Cows and Fish and the M.D. also engaged with many of the private lot owners through an M.D. coordinated
mail-out, information package delivery, one-on-one conversations, and an online survey.
In 2018, Cows and Fish plans to continue to work with the M.D. of Bonnyville, private lot owners, and
other partners to evaluate additional riparian areas around Crane Lake (sites yet to be determined). This
work will continue to help improve riparian and watershed health, as well as understanding and
management for the benefits of water quality, flood and drought mitigation, and fish and wildlife habitat.

Funding and Support

Funding for the Crane Lake Riparian Restoration and Preservation Program (CLRRPP) is provided by:

The views expressed herein are solely those of Municipal District of Bonnyville and Cows and Fish.
Additional support provided by the Crane Lake Advisory & Stewardship Society (CLASS) and Cows and
Fish.
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Cows and Fish, RHIP30CRE009

Cows and Fish, Au RHIP03CRE040

Photos of Riparian Areas around Crane Lake

Cows and Fish, RHIP03CRE023

An unhealthy riparian area often lacks plant species
and structure diversity, has little to no native tree and
shrub regeneration, and has a high cover of
disturbance-caused plant species. There are often
areas of exposed soil and compaction from human
activity.

Cows and Fish, RHIP18CRE014

A healthy riparian area has good vegetation diversity
and alterations are minimal. If a trail is present it is
likely narrow and remains vegetated with little to no
bare ground. If a dock is present, the area impacted by
the dock is minimal.

A healthy but with problems riparian area has mostly
intact plant communities but may have some area that
has been cleared/removed for a trail or sitting area.
There may be human-caused bare ground and soil
compaction (a physical/structural alteration) and/or
areas dominated by disturbance-caused plants

An unhealthy riparian area may have a tree cover
overstory but often has no shrub understory. There are
often large areas where vegetation cannot get
established because of on-going human activities
resulting in bare ground. There may also be hardened
surfaces like buildings, decks, paths.

For further information on any aspect of this summary, please contact:
Kerri O'Shaughnessy, Riparian Specialist
Cows and Fish, Alberta Riparian Habitat Management Society
c/o 302 J.G. O’Donoghue Building
7000-113 Street
Edmonton, Alberta
T6H 5T6
Phone: (780) 427-7940
Email: koshaugh@cowsandfish.org
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