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Abstract: 

Ecosystem-based management is not a new concept but its widespread acceptance and 

implementation by resource managers in Saskatchewan has just begun. It involves both 

conservation of resources to sustain the provision of products from the ecosystem to 

society, as well as the management and adaptation of human and natural events to protect 

or conserve the structures and functions of an ecosystem which conveys upon itself 

resilience and the capacity for renewal. The ecosystem management approach presents 

itself as a new paradigm that challenges the environmental, social and economic values of 

many of our past and present land, flora and fauna, and water use practices. Among the 

important ecosystem components which have been substantially altered by past practices 

are riparian habitats. This presentation attempts to identify the importance of riparian 

areas and their associated aquatic habitats, to identify the major causes of riparian habitat 

loss, and to provide some suggestions for maintaining and restoring riparian area structure 

and function in all watersheds of Saskatchewan. 

Riparian habitats are areas adjacent to aquatic systems (streams, rivers, wetlands, bogs, 

lakes) that contain physical, chemical and biological features of both aquatic and 

terrestrial ecosystems which interact with each other. Though comprising only a few 

percent of the total landscape riparian areas are being recognized as one of the most 

important components of the ecosystem and that they are essential to the ecological health 

of watersheds. Some of the significant ecological and social values associated with 

riparian areas include: provision of critical wildlife habitat and travel corridors, direct 

contributions to aquatic and terrestrial habitat diversity and food resources for aquatic 

biota, trapping of pollutants. water purification, reducing intermittency of flow, slowing 

of the rate of movement of energy, materials, and nutrients in watersheds, erosion and 

flood control, recreation and aesthetics. In virtually every province, past land and water 

use practices have resulted in various levels of alteration and damage to much of the 

riparian habitats and associated aquatic habitats in all but the most remote of watersheds. 

Wetland drainage, reservoir construction, channelization, and shoreline development 

have altered hydrological regimes or directly involved removal of riparian vegetation and 

resulted in the most severe damage to riparian habitats. Agricultural practices, forest 

harvesting and road construction either because of the extent of activity on the landscape 

or their occurrence too close to the shorelines of waterbodies have also contributed to the 

destruction of riparian habitat and to the loss of riparian ecosystem function. 

Although the main causes of riparian habitat loss or damage are known, prevention of 

further losses and restoration of impacted areas is currently hampered by a lack of 

information about riparian habitat (ie. inventories), a lack of riparian ecosystem 
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management guidelines, a lack of an ecologically-based riparian and aquatic habitat 

classification system, as well as by conflicting mandates amongst government agencies 

responsible for resource management. It is proposed that application of ecosystem- 

based management principles in all aspects of land and water use management practices 

can provide the framework to overcome the barriers to riparian habitat management and 

restoration. The ecosystem-based management approach emphasizes partnerships 

between stakeholders, multidisciplinary planning between agencies, and a common 

commitment to protection of ecosystem health and integrity as a means to overcome the 

historical sectoral or narrow view approach to resource management. Application of 
ecosystem-based management to riparian and aquatic habitat management and restoration 

could also provide the means for resolving many ecological and environmental issues 

beyond those related to water resources. Positive steps to apply ecosystem-based 

management have been initiated in Saskatchewan. 
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