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Executive Summary

kisiskâciwani-sîpiy (The North 
Saskatchewan River) in Alberta 
was nominated in 2021. This river 

values. Designation will honour its 

What actions 
will YOU or your 

the heritage of 
kisiskâciwani-sîpiy?

“kisiskâciwani-sîpiy’s diverse heritage 
values  are recognized and stewarded, 
strengthening thriving communities 
connected by the river’s landscapes 
and history.”

In conclusion, it is time 
for the North Saskatchewan River (Alberta) to 
be designated as a Heritage River under the 
Canadian Heritage Rivers System.
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1 Introduction and Background

1.1  Foreword

“The North Saskatchewan River has been integral 
to the historical development of our Nation and 
to Canada’s.  Our Métis ancestors paddled this 
river hundreds of years ago, during the fur trade, 
using it as a trading and transportation route to 
haul food, goods, and other necessary supplies 
to communities along its course.  Our ancestors 
were instrumental in developing Canada’s 
reputation as an international trading economy.

As Indigenous peoples, the Métis Nation of 
Alberta remains committed to working toward 
preserving the long-term health of the North 
Saskatchewan River system and maintaining its 
integrity as a source of life and abundance for all 
Métis citizens, Albertans, and Canadians.”

- President Audrey Poitras, Métis Nation of 
Alberta

“More than two decades ago, the River Valley 
Alliance was born out of a collective dream 
to preserve, protect, enhance, and connect 
the North Saskatchewan River Valley in the 

valley pedestrian trail through the largest river 
valley park system in North America. The name 

its reclaimed name, invites everyone to ‘sing 
the song’ of this beloved river valley and foster 
connections with the water, the land, and the 
vast history within it, creating a lasting legacy for 
Canadians that future generations will be proud to 

River designation, and we are pleased to support 

 - Kristine Archibald, Executive Director, River 
Valley Alliance (RVA)

“Explore Edmonton’s 10-year Tourism Master 

river valley to create a more vibrant destination 

valley and ravine system is Edmonton’s greatest 

to the quality of life of Edmontonians. Long 
established as a gathering place for Indigenous 
Nations, Edmontonians continue to value the 
protection and celebration of the natural and 

story of Edmonton and its history, and share it 

combination of urban lifestyle with a verdant 
river valley and park system – the largest urban 
greenspace in North America – in the heart of the 
city.” 

 - Traci Bednard, President and CEO, Explore 
Edmonton

“Edmonton has a rich and historic relationship 
with the North Saskatchewan River—the very 
reason for the city’s existence. This heritage 

essential green and golden thread that will 
focus and connection for practical planning and 
coordination, as well as the important symbolic 

understand and awareness of the cultural, 
recreational, economic, and social importance 
of this life-giving, living being at the heart of this 
place.”

 - David Ridley, Executive Director, Edmonton 
Heritage Council (EHC)

“Even today I get goosebumps when I think 
about it… for me it is a symbol of my journey… 
emotionally and spiritually, it is lightyears away 
from where I grew up. And yet, there’s that same 

pictures of it. I go to it constantly for inspiration. 

 - Darrin Hagen, freelance playwright, writer, 
composer, performer, director & TV host 

“The North Saskatchewan River has always 
been an integral part of our heritage since 
time immemorial and continues to be an 

when Commissioner Morris indicated “as long 

Indigenous Peoples of Treaty No. 6 Territory, as a 
matter of fact our word for water literally means 
life; “Nipi” derived from “Niya” My “Pimatisiwin” 
Life.” 

 - Vernon Watchmaker, (former) Okimaw Grand 
Chief, Confederacy of Treaty 6 First Nations
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1.2  The Canadian Heritage River 
System

River has been an important place of gathering 
and community for Indigenous peoples. By 
ensuring its conservation, we can continue to 
protect the water and honour our collective 
relationship with nature. Edmontonians are 
deeply connected to the river, and we are 
committed to making sure it stays clean and 
accessible for many generations to come.” 

 - The Honourable Amarjeet Sohi, Mayor of the 
City of Edmonton

a collaborative partnership that seeks to enhance 
our understanding of the watershed so we can 

began some of the early work towards heritage 
recognition for the North Saskatchewan River 
in the early 2000s, and so we are pleased to be 
supporting this Initiative being led by Smoky Lake 
County, which aims to amplify the stories and the 
culture of the North Saskatchewan River and its 
watershed.” 

 - Scott Millar, Executive Director, North 
Saskatchewan Watershed Alliance (NSWA)

What is Heritage?

“Since late 2019, the County has led a 
collaborative Initiative of municipalities, 
Indigenous communities, and other recreation 
and stewardship groups to advance the Canadian 

North Saskatchewan River across Alberta. This 
designation will ensure greater awareness and 
collaboration among jurisdictions and river-users 
to foster sustainable tourism, business, and 
recreation opportunities through the recognition 
and celebration of the outstanding cultural values 
of this iconic river.” 

- Lorne Halisky, Reeve & Division 4 Councillor, 
Smoky Lake County



Over 70 letters 
pledging 

support were 
received

Figure 1. 

Figure 2.  
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1.3  The Heritage River Nomination 
& Designation Process River Name throughout this Report 

kisiskâciwani-sîpiy 

“Saskatchiwine”

Note:
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1.4  kisiskâciwani-sîpiy’s Role in the 
Canadian Heritage River System

(Figure 3). 

Figure 3. 
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1.5  Purpose of this Heritage River 
Designation Document

1.6  Recognition and Respect for 

•

•

obtaining designation status is a symbolic 
gesture that promotes river heritage 
awareness and fosters stewardship.
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1.7  The Designation Project 
Process & Context

Figure 4. 

Discover River 
Stories

Develop Draft 
Plan

Celebrate 
& Inspire 

Stewardship

Submission 
to Provincial 

& Federal 
Governments for 

Approval

1.8  Heritage River Designation Area 
& Reaches

This North Saskatchewan River (Alberta) 
Heritage Designation Area represents over 
55% of the river’s total length.

1.7.1  Policy Context of the Canadian Heritage 
Rivers System

•

•

•

•
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 (Figure 5). Appendix A. 



FIRST NATION / MÉTIS

FIRST NATION RESERVE / MÉTIS SETTLEMENT

CITY

TOWN

Figure 5.
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1.9  Summary of Engagements

What we heard has been weaved 

clearly demonstrates that this river should be 
designated as a Canadian Heritage River. 

1.9.1  Indigenous Engagements

Section  



RESOURCES

Inform

Public Online

Online

Online

Online/Print

Online/Print

Online/

Online/

Discussion

Discussion

Stakeholder

Stakeholder

Stakeholder

The online hub for all project information

Direct emails to 236 stakeholder organizations representing 

The online story collector provided participants with the

This website included detailed information about the project as 

2 virtual workshop sessions were held with facillitated

smokylakecounty.ab.ca/m/nsr/-heritage-river-chrssmokylakecounty.ab.ca/m/nsr/-heritage-river-chrs

diverse communities and intrests.

opportunity to vhare their unique stories, perspectives, and

small-group discussions. Open to interested groups to register.

to provide feedback as an organization.

Meetings with stakeholder groups held upon request.

experiences.

reches.

Stakeholder

Stakeholder

Stakeholders

Groups

Groups

Groups

Groups

Groups

Engage

DESCRIPTION STATS AUDIENCE FORMAT

Figure 6. Summary of public and stakeholder engagements
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The 
importance of language and returning original 

a spirit into the work that cannot be done in 
English alone. This has been incorporated 

including providing the river’s name in Cree 
and Blackfoot.

1.9.2  Public & Stakeholder Engagements

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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(Appendix D).

•
•
•

challenging in places, the scenery spectacular, the 
on-stream camping is very good, and it is accessible.”

-Public / Stakeholder Engagement participant



Figure 7.

“The river needs us, 
    and we need the river”
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1

2  The Heritage Values of kisiskâciwani-sîpiy

2.1  Indigenous Heritage & Values

The North Saskatchewan River is 
also known as: 
• kisiskâciwani-sîpiy 

• Omaka-ty 

¹ 



Silas Abraham, Morley or Isaac Beaver and John House, at Kootenay Plains, 1906. (V48/NA65~472, Elliott Barnes fonds), WMCR
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Creation

Trade



ceremonies before 

we do a miniaturized 
version because   
we’re traveling in 
cars, but we still do 
it. ...That water is our 
mother’s milk.”

“
with our environment, with the spirit world, with our 
relationships with all living things, including each other. 
...Because we, as human beings, have a tendency to 
become destructive, to take too much, and to walk out 
of balance from Mother Earth’s embrace.

Ceremonies re-teach us how everything moves in cycles, 
so we can internalize this balance. ...Ceremonies become 

religion – it’s a relationship, harmony, and balance. ... And 

Ceremony is the renewal.”

“
that comes in the form of rain, snow, water that comes off the glaciers, water that 
comes out of the ground.

As our hearts beat
over and over,

As we take in
the clean air of life,

The way water washes
thirst from our lips. 

Just as the North Saskatchewan River
courses continually
through the carotoid of the prairies,

One of Big Bear’s sons, Little Bear. 1897. The strength and pride 
emanating from this photograph is a glimpse at how Big Bear might 
have appeared had he been  photographed before the North West 

Resistance (March-May 1885).
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Ceremony



Bull boats, made from hide wrapped branch frames, were used 
primarily by women to cross rivers in Blackfoot territory. Source: Fort 

Edmonton.

Rat Root, Also Known as Sweet Flag
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The Role of Women

Plants and Medicines

Hunting & Fishing



Figure 8.
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Indigenous Archaeological Sites & Artefacts 

Post Contact
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thinking about what she could get up to today. 
She was surrounded by other Jack and never 
really spent a day alone. She dreamed of what 
it might look like to be alone for a while. Not 
competing for food. Not defending herself against 
other Jack who tries to take her napping space. 
Most importantly, not worrying about her eggs.

that it might be time to get a snack. She heard 

scoped out a good place to wait. She was very 
fast, but she knew that in order to get the burst of 

to be patient.

of them, and not enough to eat. She groaned to 
herself again and thought how great it would be to 

thinking twice she launched herself at her lunch. 

mouth to the surface of the water. She pulled and 

and her mouth was being torn. She knew that 

she had no chance, but her mind started thinking 
about her children. She thought about all her 
friends and family.

downward, even though it was hurting her mouth. 

getting dragged up to the surface. Eventually, 
she looked around. There was a young man, he 
wasn’t quite a child, but he wasn’t an adult either. 
She didn’t know much about humans, but she 
heard that sometimes they pull you out of the 
River. Sometimes you come back, sometimes you 
don’t. The young man was double her size but she 

to him, she tried again. Zoom left, zag right. she 
told herself.

pulled out the pinching object. The pain was still 

under her gills and held her on his side. She was 
at eye level with his chest.

to go back home or not. And if not, where was she 

The young boy had her out of the water for a while 

laid her on the ground, and she wondered if she 
could jump all the way back into the River. Before 
she could act, everything went black.

beginning, she struggled with the idea, but after a 
while, she softened. She knew Creator asked her 
to help the humans by giving her body for food. 
She was happy to live her responsibility and her 
spirit stayed watching over her home, the River.

the River. She looked around, but she did not see 

her wish. She wished to be alone, she wished for 

“Pray for me. Things are not okay. But they can be, 
as long as the sun shines, the grass grows, and I 
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“The story of this river is 

-James Gordon, ‘Roll on North 
Saskatchewan’ chorus

skin. Three days before, he had slithered over to 
the bank of the river and rubbed his head on a 

to renew and start regenerating himself again.

As he moved around his prairie landscape, trying 
to let go of his old skin, he made a few stops 

Rattlesnake and Caribou were sharing stories and 
laughing. They had a very playful relationship. All 
of a sudden, Caribou looks down at Rattlesnake 
and jokes, “Rattlesnake, you are always walking 

softly and explains, “There are two sides to me. 
One always touches the land, and one always 

Rattlesnake continued on his journey.

On his next visit, Rattlesnake decided to visit his 

than Rattlesnake and Caribou. Eagle was more 
wise, and Rattlesnake enjoyed talking about deep, 
meaningful things in his life. Rattlesnake began 
sharing with Eagle that sometimes he felt alone. 

under his wing and told him, “Rattlesnake, 

you have a tail that makes beautiful music”. 

always scared others away, it didn’t bring them 
closer. Eagle whispered sweetly, “It doesn’t scare 
me”. Rattlesnake smiled and gave his tail a little 
wiggle. Eagle told him, “If you ever feel alone, 
you just have to rattle your tail. Remember, I can 
see a lot from up here, and you are not alone”. 

making his way, but he knew that he could always 
hear his friend through his vibrations if he just 
rattled his tail. 

Rattlesnake had time to visit one more friend. 

was pretty tired, but he welcomed Rattlesnake 
in. Muskrat explained that he hadn’t done much 

Rattlesnake was excited for his friend and asked 
him what he likes the most about spring. Muskrat 
thought for a moment, trying to remember last 
spring. It felt so far away, but he could imagine it 
because it was right around the corner. Muskrat 
said, “I like seeing the land wake up. It’s beautiful 
to take something old and make something new”.

“Muskrat, I think I am like the spring. I shed my 

bigger”. Muskrat was curious about Rattlesnake. 

allowed him to ask his question. Muskrat tilted 

about that before. Usually, he just slithered away 
and never really saw it again. Thinking deeply, 
he answered, “I think when I shed my skin it 
just stays where I left it. It becomes a part of my 
history. Sometimes it’s not straight, or clean, 
but it stays there, the trace of my connection 
between the land and the sky; my lifeline on the 
path to starting new”. Muskrat nodded to show 

friend, I think you are just like the spring”.

Indigenous histories and cultural values. 

outstanding addition to Canada’s heritage river 
system.

The Snake’s Vibrations
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2.2  Cultural Heritage



York Boak. Photo by Billie Milholland
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The Fur Trade Early Expeditions

“The country bordering the river in this part of 

rise to a height of 300 to 400 feet. On the north 

free  of wood except in ravines.”

(Milholland, 2015)



Figure 10. 
Source: Portraits and Panoramas of the Alberta 
Legislature on its 100th Birthday | Ryan Jackson/
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Settlement Patterns

(Figure 9)

Figure 9. 



Figure 12. Source: 
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•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•

•

 - Public/Stakeholder Engagement Participant

Figure 11. Edmonton’s River Valley is referred to as the 

Network Strategy



Figure 14. 
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Steamships and River Transport Heritage

Figure 13. S.S. Northcote steamship. 

Agricultural Heritage

•

•

•

Industrial Heritage



Figure 15. 
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The Brazeau dam and river is named after 
Joseph Brazeau - clerk with the Hudson’s 
Bay Company and native linguist on the 
Palliser Expedition.

The Bighorn dam is named after the many 
Bighorn Sheep in the area. 

Frog Lake National Historic Site



Lobstick Giveaway is a 72” by 48” work of art by Leah Marie Dorion. 
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Transboundary Agreements

The Arts

“Roll on North Saskatchewan 
Born in the Rockies when the ice age receded,
In a Columbia glacier a mile above the sea;
Through wild canyons, the newborn river twists 
and bends,
Its journey will be long before it ends.
Kelsey, La Verendrye, the Blackfoot and the Cree
All searched that river for their destiny;

great divide.
Still many miles to go before that river takes its 
rest,
The story of this river is the story of the west.

The Nor-westers built a post,
They pushed their fur trade empire across to the 
coast;
Trading with the Peigan and the Kootenays,
They loaded their canoes to make the long paddle 
east.

By the time the steel rails stretched across 
Saskatchewan,

gone.
Roll on, roll on, roll on you North Saskatchewan.”

Music by James Gordon
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Experience Métis Crossing

songs and stories of Alberta’s Métis and 

-

2.3  Recreational Heritage
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Boating

Recreation and tourism along the North 
Saskatchewan can carry forward this long-

usher in a new role of river as a destination.

Fishing and Hunting 



Edmonton Folk Fest, 2013
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Natural Heritage Appreciation Cultural Heritage Appreciation

Edmonton Dragon Boat Festival, 2013

River Safety

Before You Leave Home:
•

•
• rivers.alberta.

ca
•

Before Entering the Water:
•

•

Did You Know?

MUST



Figure 16. 
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Key Natural Heritage Gaps Filled by 
kisiskâciwani-sîpiy in the Canadian Heritage 
Rivers System
•

•

•

•

•

Hydrology and Water Quality

2.4  Natural Heritage



Figure 17.  Elevation across the North Saskatchewan 
River  
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Physiography and River Morphology

Galcial Lake Edmonton



Metasequia

Burtonsville Island Natural Area

1,000 Year Old Limber PineYellow Lady’s Slippers - Orchid Species

kisiskâciwani-sîpiy -  North Saskatchewan River (Alberta) Heritage Designation Document

31

Air Quality

Biotic Environments

Vegetation and Rare Plants



White-Tailed Jackrabbit

Whooping Crane
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Fauna

Sturgeon In The North Saskatchewan River

importance. Opportunities for natural heritage 

populations and major tourism destinations.
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2.5  Heritage Integrity Assessment

Cultural Integrity Guidelines

Guideline (CHRS 2023)

CI.1. Fully met – 

CI.2. Substantially met – 

CI.3. Substantially met –

CI.4. 
Fully met –



Photo credit: Kevin Wirtanen
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Recreational Integrity Guidelines

Guideline (CHRS 2023)

RI.1. 
throughout entire river - 

RI.2. 

Fully met – 

RI.3. 
Fully met – 
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Natural Integrity Guidelines

Guideline (CHRS 2023)

NI.1. 
Fully met – 

NI.2. Fully met – 

NI.3. 
Not met – 

NI.4.
Substantially met – 

NI.5.
Substantially met –

NI.6.

Substantially met – 



Figure 18. Photo option – Sunrise on the NSR – Ceyana Canoe Club, 2021 Source: 

Figure 19.
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2.6  Overview & Summary of kisiskâciwani-sîpiy’s Heritage Values

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

the Canadian Heritage Rivers System and help provide a blueprint for 
coordinated actions across many groups into the future. 
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3  A Heritage Strategy for kisiskâciwani-sîpiy

3.1  Stewarding the River as a Canadian Heritage River: Vision and 
Principles

This strategic framework

PRINCIPLES

Recognition:

Respect: 

Reconciliation:

GOALS AND INITIATIVES

Integrity: 

Sustainability: 

Voluntary Participation:

Collaboration & Partnerships:

strengthening thriving communities connected by the river’s landscapes and history.
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3.2  Cultural Heritage Goals and Strategies

GOAL:  Recognize and steward the diverse cultural heritage associated with kisiskâciwani-sîpiy.

KEY INITIATIVES Lead / Partners

What actions will YOU or your 
organization take, to experience, 
conserve, or restore the cultural 
heritage of kisiskâciwani-sîpiy?

“This is our mosque, this is our temple, this is our cathedral.  
Our walls are these river banks. Our elders remember stories 
from their grandparents stopping here, picking berries and 
harvesting plants with medicinal value.” 

CBC news story
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3.3  Recreation and Tourism Goals and Strategies

KEY INITIATIVES Lead / Partners

What actions will YOU or your 
organization take, to promote the 

recreation and tourism potential for high 
quality experiences associated with 

kisiskâciwani-sîpiy?

There remain many opportunities to enhance 
and grow cultural and Indigenous tourism, 

ecotourism, and adventure tourism, as well 

lights viewing along the river.
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3.4  Natural Heritage Goals and Strategies

GOAL:  Recognize and steward the diverse cultural heritage associated with kisiskâciwani-sîpiy.

KEY INITIATIVES Lead / Partners

What actions will YOU or your 
organization take to experience, 
conserve, or restore the natural 
heritage of kisiskâciwani-sîpiy?
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assessed for intactness in recent years in the North 
Saskatchewan and Battle River watersheds in Alberta

IWMP Natural Heritage Goals

Aquatic ecosystem health in the NSR watershed is 
maintained or improved

(NSWA 2012)
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3.5  Water Quality Goals and Strategies

GOAL:  Maintain or improve water quality in kisiskâciwani-sîpiy.

KEY INITIATIVES Lead/Partners

What actions will YOU or your 
organization take to maintain 
or restore the water quality of 

kisiskâciwani-sîpiy?

Water Quality: A Key Focus Area for Ongoing Stewardship
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EPCOR Utilities Inc. 
Commitments to   
Kisiskâciwani-sîpiy

Source Water Protection:

Stormwater Management: 

Wastewater Management:
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3.6  Cross-Cutting Theme: Climate Change

KEY INITIATIVES Lead

Figure 20.

What actions will YOU or your 
organization take to increase 

climate resilience?

GOAL:  Mitigate greenhouse gases and adapt to climate change.



Figure 21.
provincial historic site museum, near Elk Point
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3.7  Summary of the Heritage 
Strategy

heritage values are 
recognized and stewarded, strengthening thriving 
communities connected by the river’s landscapes and 
history.

Promote as a diverse recreational 
amenity and destination, compatible with the natural 
and cultural heritage values of the river.

Recognize and steward the diverse cultural heritage 
associated with 

Maintain or improve the natural heritage of kisiskâciwani-

fauna.

Maintain or improve water quality in 

• Recognition 
• Respect 
• Reconciliation
• Integrity

VISIONVISION

RECREATION RECREATION 
GOAL

RECREATION 
GOAL

NATURAL NATURAL 
HERITAGE HERITAGE 

GOALGOAL

NATURAL 
HERITAGE 

GOAL

WATER WATER 
QUALITY QUALITY 

GOALGOAL

WATER 
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4  Implementation and Monitoring

4.1  Stewardship and Collaboration

Communications
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“Once we understand each other a bit more clearly, 
we can tell the rest of the people, this is what’s 
happening to our water and how to take care of it – 
because it’s taken care of us up till now”

Protection Planning 2020 

“The heritage river designation should walk hand-
in-hand with protection, like two canoes travelling 
together down the river, this journey should be 
taken side by side

-Indigenous engagement participant

Section 4.5

Figure 23

(Figure 23

Indigenous Involvement with River Heritage 
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Designation

4.3  Framework / Sequence for 
Implementation

Stewardship

•

•

•

•

•

•



kisiskâciwani-sîpiy -  North Saskatchewan River (Alberta) Heritage Designation Document

49

4.4  Commitments to Implement

Appendix B

Reporting

Figure 23 

Figure 23

Those involved as implementation or reporting 
partners are not formal decision-making 
bodies. 
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Provincial Monitoring

National Monitoring
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5  Conclusion

kisiskâciwani-sîpiy; Omaka-ty; the North Saskatchewan River in Alberta. This river goes 

Heritage Rivers System.  Implementation of this heritage designation document can help 
to realize the vision that “kisiskâciwani-sîpiy’s diverse heritage values are recognized 

In 
essence, the river provides a platform to connect to the past, enrich the present, and protect 
the future.

Heritage river designation is 
commemorative and symbolic. 
This heritage river designation 

policies for river management and 

heritage integrity of kisiskâciwani-
sîpiy and does not supplant or 

or processes.



kisiskâciwani-sîpiy -  North Saskatchewan River (Alberta) Heritage Designation Document

52

References

North 

Variables at Long-Term Monitoring Sites on the North Saskatchewan River, 

Natural Landscapes of Canada: A Study in Regional Earth 
Science, 

Provisional Physiographic Subdivisions of Canada, 

Building a Comprehensive and Representative Canadian 

Climate Resilient Edmonton: Adaptation Strategy and Action 
Plan, 

Regional Agriculture Master Plan, 

Edmonton River Valley Conservation Coalition. 

Report 2009 to 2020, 

2022. 



kisiskâciwani-sîpiy -  North Saskatchewan River (Alberta) Heritage Designation Document

53

Lake Sturgeon, 

River Basin, 

The water management framework for the 

Alberta River Basins website. 

The Impact of 

Meta-Analysis of Existing Knowledge and Information, 

Legislative Assembly of Alberta. 

Living in the Shed: Alberta’s North Saskatchewan 

North Saskatchewan River, Alberta, 

Saskatchewan River in Alberta, 

North Saskatchewan River in Alberta: Nomination 

The Palliser Expedition, 



kisiskâciwani-sîpiy -  North Saskatchewan River (Alberta) Heritage Designation Document

54

List of Acronyms

ACA 

ACP

AEPA

AIHA

CABIN

CAO

CCME

CHRB

CHRS

CoE

DFO

DIZ

EMRB

ERVCC

FAP

FRI

GNBC

GOA 

HPPP

IWMP

LAA

LUF

NSR

NSRVCS

NSRP

NSWA

PPOG

PPWB 

PSRB

RVA

SIRP

THREATS

WCAS

WPAC

WSG
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Appendices


