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McClelland Lake and Fen, August 2008            Photo: Alberta Wilderness Association 
 
Ecological Significance 
Located 90 km north of Fort McMurray, just east of the Athabasca River, the McClelland Lake 
watershed includes a unique system of wetlands, the McClelland Lake Wetland Complex. The 
wetland complex’s importance is due to its unusual combination of biophysical features and 
ecological functions.  

McClelland Lake is the largest natural water body between Fort McMurray and the Athabasca 
River delta. Two of Alberta’s largest patterned fens lie on either side of the lake (a fen is a peat 
wetland fed by groundwater). The McClelland Lake fen to the southwest has built up over 8000 
years since the last glacial retreat; it is intricately patterned, with hundreds of narrow treed 
ridges separating long, narrow, shallow pools of water. The watershed also features 12 sinkhole 
lakes, rare in Alberta.  
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McClelland Lake Wetland Complex is an important stopover and breeding area along one of 
North America’s major migratory bird routes. 205 bird species have been recorded within or in 
the vicinity, of which about 115 stay to breed. The endangered whooping crane has been seen 
on several occasions in these wetlands. The fen is home to other species of concern, including 
the Canadian toad, sandhill crane, yellow rail, black tern, and short-eared owl. There are over 
twenty rare or endangered plant species and a rare vegetation community. 

The watershed catchment area of 330 km2 drains in a northeast direction, through the 
McClelland Lake Wetland Complex and into the Firebag River. In 2009 the Lake, fen and 
sinkhole lakes were confirmed as provincial Environmentally Significant Areas (ESAs). 

Management History  
Alberta Wilderness Association (AWA) and other environmental organizations have a long-
standing interest in the McClelland watershed. In 1994 the Northeast Alberta Wild Coalition and 
AWA proposed as the top northeast Alberta priority the designation of the Fort Hills area as a 
Provincial Park and designation of McClelland Lake, patterned fen and sinkhole lakes as an 
Ecological Reserve. In 1996, after a four year process, the Government of Alberta designated 
the wetland complex off-limits for oil sands development under the Fort McMurray-Athabasca 
Oil Sands Integrated Resource Plan (IRP). In 1999 the McClelland fen was recommended for 
protection under the Special Places program by the provincial Boreal Forest Subcommittee. 

In 1998, Koch Industries’ subsidiary Koch Oil Sands Ltd. acquired the Fort Hills area oil sands 
leases; it held 78% ownership, with UTS Ltd. acquiring the remainder. Koch Oil Sands was 
renamed TrueNorth Energy in 2000, and in June 2001 submitted an application and 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) to the Alberta government to develop the Fort Hills 
oilsands mining project. At TrueNorth’s request, in June 2002 the Government of Alberta quickly 
amended the area IRP after minimal public consultation to allow for mining of 45% of the fen. 
Even so, the amended IRP states that “surface mining within the Athabasca Clearwater RMA 
shall maintain the water table, water chemistry and water flow within limits as indicated by 
natural fluctuations to maintain ecosystem diversity and function of the McClelland Lake wetland 
complex where surface mining is not allowed”.  

In its True North Energy decision 2002-089, the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board (EUB) 
accepted True North Energy’s request to withdraw the portion of its EIA describing impacts to 
the wetland complex. This EIA had stated that water table disruptions from mine dewatering and 
other lease disturbances would likely kill peat-forming mosses, ending peat production on the 
fen. Instead, the EUB granted True North Energy its request to develop a plan by a company-
led committee of regulators and stakeholders to mitigate the mine’s effects on the unmined 
portion of the wetland complex. AWA has not joined this committee, which it regards as a 
means to legitimize mining in the upper McClelland watershed that supports the complex with 
groundwater flows, and therefore facilitate the destruction of the entire wetland complex.  

In 2003, Koch shelved the Fort Hills mine, citing cost concerns and market and regulatory 
uncertainties; in 2004 it sold its Fort Hills holdings. The 2008 economic downturn also delayed 
development of the Fort Hills mine. After a series of ownership changes, as of December 2010 
Suncor Energy Inc. owns 40.8%, Total E&P Canada Ltd. owns 39.2% and Vancouver B.C.-
based Teck Resources Ltd. owns 20% of Fort Hills. In December 2010 Suncor announced that, 
subject to final Board approvals in 2012, they would develop Fort Hills to commence in 2016. 

 
 



McCLELLAND 
LAKE 

ALBERTA WILDERNESS 
ASSOCIATION 

 

Toll free: 1-866-313-0713 
Email: awa@shaw.ca 
Website: AlbertaWilderness.ca   

Alberta Wilderness Association 
Box 6398, Station D, Calgary, AB   T2P 2E1 
Phone: (403) 283-2025  Fax: (403) 270-2743

 

Opportunities 

There is still time to avert the strip mining of the upper McClelland watershed that supplies the 
McClelland wetland complex with groundwater. The companies must submit a plan six years 
before operations start in the McClelland watershed to show how mining will not affect water 
flow, level and chemistry in the unmined portions of the wetlands; so far, no such plan has been 
submitted, though it is being developed.  

There has been no demonstration yet that the upper half of a boreal peatland watershed can be 
mined for decades while preserving the lower portion’s water table, flow and chemistry. It would 
be highly irresponsible to allow the McClelland wetland complex to be a test case. The concern 
is that Alberta regulators will rubber stamp a plan based on unproven assertions – just as for 40 
years, regulators accepted tar sands industry claims that toxic tailings ponds would soon settle 
out, or that the industry was not depositing contaminants in the Athabasca River.   

Surface mining should not proceed in this watershed. The Government of Alberta’s upcoming 
land use plan for the Lower Athabasca region represents an important opportunity to secure the 
future of this outstanding ecological area through a protected area designation. Another 
opportunity is through Canada’s national government fulfilling its environmental responsibilities 
regarding biodiversity, water and migratory bird impacts of oilsands. To encourage these 
actions, it is vital that United States decision makers, and responsible investor and consumer 
groups, insist that Canada and Alberta leave intact the most important ecological areas in the 
tar sands region, including the McClelland watershed.  

For more information about the McClelland Lake Wetland Complex, please contact Carolyn 
Campbell, awa.cc@shaw.ca, 403-283-2025, of the Alberta Wilderness Association. 


