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The Saskatchewan River Delta (SRD) 

The Saskatchewan River Delta (SRD) is a large alluvial delta 
situated on both sides of the Saskatchewan/Manitoba boundary 
(Figure 1).  The wetlands comprise the largest inland freshwater 
delta in all of North America, covering approximately 10,000 
km2 (equivalent to about half of either Lake Erie or Lake 
Ontario).  The SRD is composed of two distinct ecodistricts 
separated by The Pas Moraine in Manitoba (Figure 2).  Home to a 
rich variety of biodiversity, the wetlands play an important role 
for not only wildlife, but have benefited humans for centuries, 
providing a source of food, trade, and transportation. 

Apart from supplying an important habitat for hundreds of 
species of plants and animals, the Saskatchewan River Delta 
provides a wide array of benefits.  Wetlands provide significant 
ecological goods and services by capturing and storing water 
which contributes to water availability, filtering and purifying water, moderating flood events, 

protecting shorelines from 
erosion, and recharging 
groundwater.  Wetlands 
found within the SRD 
support a variety of 
economic pursuits including 
hunting, fishing, trapping, 
tourism, recreation and 
traditional Aboriginal 
pursuits.  Furthermore, the 
water supply for several 
communities, including the 

town of Cumberland House 
and Cumberland House Cree 
Nation in Saskatchewan and 
The Pas in Manitoba, is 

provided by the Saskatchewan River.  Wetlands store and remove greenhouse gases.  Preliminary 
carbon storage analyses undertaken by the University of Nebraska for a significant portion of the 
SRD and the immediate surrounding areas in Manitoba indicates approximately 16O megatons of 
carbon are stored by the wetlands. 

Diverse Habits — Rich Biodiversity

The diversity of ecological conditions within the SRD, including the streams, lakes, and terrestrial 
vegetation make the Saskatchewan River Delta one of Canada’s richest regions for abundance and 
diversity of wildlife (Figures 3 and 4).  This is particularly true for large mammals (moose, elk, 
whitetail deer, black bear), fur-bearing mammals (notably muskrat, beaver, mink, otter, fisher, lynx, 
wolf), fish, waterfowl, and other bird species.  There are more than 200 species of breeding birds, 
43 species of mammals, 48 species of fish, and 6 species of amphibians and reptiles all found within 
the delta.  The SRD has some of the highest densities of breeding waterfowl in the western boreal 
forest and it is an important fall staging area.   There are also more than 200 species of vascular 
plants found within the SRD, including over 50 species of aquatic plants.  The SRD is also home to 
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endangered species or species of concern listed by the Committee on the Status of Endangered 
Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC); these include the Lake Sturgeon and Yellow Rail.

Human Influences  

The Saskatchewan River Delta has been significantly affected through work projects and control 
structures.  Around the 1930s, initial structures were built to enhance the muskrat population. Soon 
after, other projects were started, hoping to aid with waterfowl numbers.  The most significant of 
these works are associated with Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC), whose work started in the Delta in 
the 1940s.  The delta was home to DUC’s largest single project in North America, as it was critically 
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important to migrating waterfowl and other water birds.  As of 2009, there were 42 control 
structures, 60 km of dikes and 90 km of channels regulating water levels in a 1,300 km2 area.  Fish 
passage facilities exist as well, but as many of these structures were initially made for waterfowl or 
muskrats, these are a relatively new feature of the control structures.

Perhaps the biggest environmental concern for the SRD is the presence of two hydroelectric power 
dams constructed in the 1960s.  One is downstream of the delta and located in Manitoba at the 
outlet of Cedar Lake (Grand Rapids dam) and the other is located on the Saskatchewan River twenty-
five kilometres upstream of the delta (E.B. Campbell dam).  The Grand Rapids dam affected Cedar 
Lake, raising its surface by 3.5 m and modifying water levels in some 2,500 square kilometres in the 
lower delta. 

Most of the water supplying the SRD passes through the E.B. Campbell dam, which impounds nearly 
all river-borne sediment entering the reservoir and modifies natural discharge fluctuations so that 
normally high spring and summer flows are significantly diminished.  The sediment impoundment 
has caused enlargement of channels downstream of the dam and has reduced the amount of 
sediment-borne nutrients that reach the delta ecosystem.  Water quality is also impacted by 
upstream users - communities, farmers, ranchers, from both the North and South Saskatchewan 
River basins which cover 340,000 km2.

Cultural Significance 

The SRD has a long cultural history, dating back 
to pre-European occupation.  It has served 
through centuries as a travel corridor and as a 
gathering place for Aboriginal peoples.  
Furthermore, with the arrival of the Europeans, 
the SRD experienced significant use as the 
Saskatchewan River is a major east-west river 
that connects the Rocky Mountains with the 
Atlantic Ocean.  Throughout the 18th and 19th 
centuries the SRD became an area of European 
exploration, fur trading, and commerce.  
Cumberland House, initially established in 1774 
was a significant crossroads of the fur-trading 
routes developed by the British Hudson Bay 
Company and by Montreal-based North West 
Company (Figure 5).  Cumberland House is now 
the oldest continuously occupied settlement in 
Saskatchewan, and its peoples, along with others 
among the SRD, continue to use the wetlands to their advantage.  Commercial fishing, including a 
commercial minnow fishers, and outfitting (ducks and geese) are important businesses contributing 
to the local economy.  Activities such as hunting and trapping are now often recreational in nature, 
but remain important particularly for the local Aboriginal population.
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