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Part 1  Overview 

Introduction 
 
The Municipal Development Plan is the primary policy document for land use planning for municipal 
governments in Alberta. The Plan provides direction for future change, growth and development within 
Birch Hills County.  
 
PURPOSE OF THE PLAN AND ENABLING LEGISLATION 
A Municipal Development Plan (MDP) provides clear direction for future change, growth, and 
development for the County’s Council and Administration. The Plan is intended to guide growth and 
development in the County by defining the vision, principles, goals, and policies of Birch Hills County 
regarding planning matters; by minimizing the occurrence of incompatible land uses; and by providing 
support and direction for the administration of the Land Use Bylaw, and the preparation of other 
statutory planning documents. 
 
 The Municipal Development Plan, in addition to applicable Provincial legislation, will provide the 
necessary direction to assist Council, the Development Authority, Municipal Planning Commission and 
the Subdivision and Development Appeal Board in making land use decisions. The MDP provides a 
foundation for the preparation of more detailed land 
use plans; is intended to be used in conjunction with 
the County’s Land Use Bylaw to implement the 
policies of this Plan, and to inform residents and 
developers of the County’s future land use strategy. 
The MDP provides a community vision for the 
residents and property owners of Birch Hills County. 
It outlines the anticipated form and character of the 
hamlets and rural areas of the entire County. 
Furthermore, the MDP informs residents, 
developers, and investors with respect to what type 
of development is desired and identifies the 
preferred locations. 
 
This Municipal Development Plan has been prepared in accordance with the requirements of 
Section 632 of the Municipal Government Act and upon adoption will become a statutory document. 
The legal framework and process for Council to adopt an MDP is established in the Municipal 
Government Act. As MDPs are municipal bylaws, they are legislative documents. If Council wishes to 
allow development that contravenes with the MDP, Council must first amend the Plan, through a 
process that will provide opportunities for public input.  
 
In accordance with the Municipal Government Act, the MDP will address: 
 

 Future land use; 
 Proposals for future development; 
 Coordination with adjacent municipalities; 
 Transportation; 
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 Municipal services and facilities; 
 Schools and municipal reserves; 
 Protection of agricultural operations; 
 Land uses adjacent to sour gas facilities; and 
 Resource Extraction. 

 
In addition, the Municipal Government Act allows the MDP to address a number of other 
considerations, which this Plan will consider as necessary for Birch Hills County. These include: 
 

 Coordination of physical, social and economic development; 
 Environmental matters; 
 Development constraints; 
 Economic development; 
 Financing and programming of municipal infrastructure; and 
 Financial resources. 

 
INTERPRETATION 
When interpreting the policy statements within this MDP document, the document should be read in its 
entirety to provide context. Policies are written using “shall”, “should” or “may” statements. The 
interpretations of “shall”, “should”, and “may” that follow may provide the reader with a greater 
understanding of the intent of each policy statement: 
 

 Shall/Will/Must – denotes compliance or adherence to a preferred course of action. 
 Should – denotes compliance is desired or advised but may be impractical or premature 

because of valid planning principles or unique/extenuating circumstances. 
 May – denotes discretionary compliance or a choice in applying policy.  

 
Moreover, terms emphasized in “italics” in Part 3 Goals, Objectives, and Policies are further defined in 
Section 6.1 Glossary. 

 

County Context 
 
COMMUNITY HISTORY 
The County derives its name from the glaciers that formed the hills 70 million years ago and the Birch 
trees which early inhabitants used for canoes. Although the area was first explored by Alexander 
MacKenzie in 1792, settlers did not make the County home until the arrival of the railroad in 1916 and 
the end of the First World War.1 
 
In 1995, the Municipal District of Birch Hills was formed from the previous Improvement District. During 
the next year, the Village of Eaglesham dissolved to become part of the Municipal District. In 1998, the 
Municipal District was renamed Birch Hills County. The next year, the Village of Wanham dissolved to 
become part of the County. The County now encompasses five hamlets: Eaglesham, Peoria, Tangent, 
Wanham, and Watino (See Map 1 – Municipal Context).  
 
 
 

                                                           
1
 Birch Hills Historical Society, Grooming The Grizzly: A History of Wanham and Area, 1982 
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REGIONAL CONTEXT 
Birch Hills County is located in the Central Peace District of Alberta. The County is bordered by the Peace 
River to the north; the Smoky River to the east and south; the County of Grande Prairie No. 1 to the 
south; and Saddle Hills County and Municipal District of Spirit River No. 133 to the west. The County 
office, located in Wanham, is approximately 90 km 
northeast of Grande Prairie, 480 km northwest of 
Edmonton, and 740 km northwest of Calgary. 
Highways 2, 49, 677, 733, 739, and 740 travel 
through the County providing links to neighbouring 
communities (See the Regional Context Map on the 
right side of this page). 
 
The County consists primarily of agricultural lands 
but also includes:  
 

 hamlets; 
 industrial lands; 
 forested areas; 
 two major river systems and their tributaries; 
 lakes; and 
 wetlands. 

 
The majority of land within the County is classified 
under the Dry Mixedwood Natural Subregion by 
Alberta Parks, which characterizes the land as gently 
rolling plains and aspen-dominated forests.  This 
subregion enjoys the warmest summers and the 
highest number of growing degree days of all the 
boreal subregions. About 70% of the annual 
precipitation occurs from April to August.        
                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                             
Regional Context Map 

Hamlet of Eaglesham 
Located along Highway 739 the hamlet is one the larger 
population nodes in the County. The hamlet was established 
along the former railway line. It was previously an incorporated 
village until it dissolved in 1996. The hamlet contains a library, 
senior centre, post office, arena, and a few local businesses. A 
golf course is located southeast of the hamlet and a local airstrip 
is located to the north. The Eaglesham and District Agricultural 
Society produces a newsletter titled the Birch Bark News 
containing news, events, and information on Eaglesham and the 
County. See Map 5 for the current land use of the hamlet. 
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Hamlet of Peoria 
Situated in the southwest portion of the County, Peoria is found 
at the junction of Township Road 765 and Range Road 30 just east 
of Highway 733. Peoria is the smallest hamlet in the County and 
does not feature the same amenities as some of the other larger 
hamlets. See Map 6 for the current land use of the hamlet. 
 
 
 
 

Hamlet of Tangent 
Located along Highway 740 and the former CN Rail line, Tangent is 
the heart of the County’s French population and culture. The 
hamlet is known for the nearby campground Tangent Park located 
to the north alongside the Peace River. Tangent features a 
community hall, a cultural centre, post office, and a bank agency. 
See Map 7 for the current land use of the hamlet. 
 
 
 

Hamlet of Wanham 
The County’s westernmost hamlet is located along Highway 49. 
Traditionally, the hamlet is an agricultural service centre for the 
surrounding area as well as the location of the County Office. The 
hamlet is one of the larger population centres in the county as it 
was previously an incorporated village until it dissolved into the 
County in 1999. Wanham is home to the County’s museum, a 
senior centre, recreation centre, and a few local businesses. The 
Community of Cooperating Organization (COCO) produces a 
newsletter titled the COCO Newsletter containing news, events 
and information in Wanham and the County. See Map 8 for the 
current land use of the hamlet. 
 
Hamlet of Watino 
Situated along Highway 49, Watino is located next to the Smoky 
River. Due to its location next to the river, occasionally the hamlet 
is at risk of flooding. Refer to Map 4: Environmental Features to 
see the floodway and flood fringe areas as per the Watino Flood 
Risk Mapping Study from 1996.2 Being one of the smaller hamlets 
in the County it is primarily residential. The hamlet also features a 
large park near the entrance to the community. See Map 6 for the 
current land use of the hamlet. 
 
 
 

                                                           
2
 Northwest Hydraulic Consultants, Watino Flood Risk Mapping Study, 1996 
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Hutterite Colonies 
These are religiously based communities within the County. They practice a traditional, communal way 
of life primarily centred on agriculture and German custom.3 Often, these communities operate 
independently from the municipality in which they are located but are restricted by municipal standards 
in regards to development and use of land. Although, Hutterite Colonies in Birch Hills County are very 
active in the community. There are currently four Hutterite communities throughout the County. 
 
ENVIRONMENT 
Forest Cover 
The Peace Region is one of the top two Alberta regions for the production of forest products including 
the leading producer of pulp, paper, and panel board. The region is also the highest employer in the 
forestry industry.4 According to the Birch Hills County Economic Assessment Report, forestry is one of 
the primary industries in the County. Native vegetation consists of Aspen forests with mixed 
understories of rose, low-bush cranberry, beaked hazelnut, and buffaloberry.5 Treed, shrubby or sedge-
dominated fens are found in low-lying areas of the County. 
 
Watercourses – Rivers and Creeks 
The County is bounded by two major watercourses, the Peace River and the Smoky River. The Smoky 
River headwaters originate from the Rocky Mountains north of Jasper at Adolphus Lake and flows 
northeast through several municipalities to where it flows into the Peace River at the northeast tip of 
the County. The Peace River headwaters originate 
at Finlay River in the Rocky Mountains and flows 
east into Alberta. Both rivers are within the Peace 

River and Slave River Water Basin which is the 
largest basin in the Province of Alberta. Both rivers 
have carved fertile valleys abundant in vegetation. 

Though, the steep slopes are generally unsuitable for development; they do provide ideal habitat and 
wintering ground for wildlife.6 There are several minor watercourses intersecting the County including 
Bad Heart River, Saddle (Burnt) River, Fox Creek, Kakut Creek, and Vixen Creek.  
(PICTURES ARE OF THE SMOKY RIVER NEAR WATINO) 
 
 

                                                           
3
 Hutterites.org, Day To Day, 2016 

4
 County of Grande Prairie No. 1, Middle of Everywhere: Forestry Sector Overview, 2014 

5
 AB ESRD, Regional Forest Landscape Assessment, Upper Peace Region, 2012 

6
 Smoky River Land Use Survey, Peace River Regional Planning Commission, 1980 and 

mightpeacewatershedalliance.org 
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Water Bodies - Lakes 
There are three named lakes in the County: Kakut Lake, Dreamer’s Lake, and Coote Lake. The former 
two are both located in the western half of the municipality and the latter is located south of Eaglesham. 
Kakut Lake is the largest, nearly 385 hectares; and Dreamer’s Lake the smallest, approximately 
17 hectares. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DREAMER’S LAKE  

Planning Context 
 
ALBERTA LAND USE POLICIES 
In 1996, the Alberta Government released its Land Use Policies. All municipalities must implement these 
policies while undertaking their planning responsibilities. These policies provide direction for the 
municipality to address general and specific land use planning issues. Birch Hills County will ensure that 
the vision, goals, and policies of the MDP are consistent with the Land Use Policies.  
 
LAND USE FRAMEWORK 
The Province of Alberta is currently in the process of developing seven regional plans with two 
completed thus far (Lower Athabasca Regional Plan and the South Saskatchewan Regional Plan). The 
seven regions are congruent with the province’s major watersheds and are aligned with municipal 
boundaries. The development of the Upper Peace Regional Plan, which will include Birch Hills County, 
has not yet begun.  
 
MUNICIPAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN 2008 
This Municipal Development Plan will build upon the goals outlined in the previous MDP. The goals of 
the 2008 MDP were to:  
 

 Provide a framework for the future growth and development of the County; 
 Maintain the long-term viability of the County’s agricultural land base; 
 Identify appropriate non-agricultural development in the rural area to facilitate diversification of 

the County’s economic base; 
 Minimize the possibility of conflicts between potentially incompatible land uses; 
 Facilitate inter-municipal and inter-jurisdictional cooperation in matters affecting development 

in the region; and 
 Ensure that the natural environment is protected and that significant environmental features 

are preserved. 
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INTERMUNICIPAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN 
The County does not currently have an intermunicipal development plan (IDP). While there are no 
longer any incorporated urban centres within the County, it is necessary for the County to recognize its 
relationship with neighbouring rural municipalities.  
 
Birch Hills County is a member of the Central Peace G5 with regional partners: Saddle Hills County, 
Municipal District of Spirit River No. 133, Town of Spirit River, and Town of Rycroft. The G5 is eligible to 
receive Provincial grants and support. Together they work on regional initiatives such as the Central 
Peace Health Center, G5 Waste Management Commission, and Recreational Facilities Financial 
Commission. The G5 is not an IDP. 
 
At the time of this MDP rewrite, the Municipal Government Act is also being amended by the Provincial 
Government. This amendment will include the requirement for each municipality with common 
boundaries to establish an intermunicipal collaboration framework (ICF). In addition, the ICF could 
include an IDP.7 
 
LAND USE BYLAW NO. 02-08 
As required by the Municipal Government Act, Birch Hills County has adopted a Land Use Bylaw that 
regulates the use and development of all lands within the municipality. Birch Hills County’s Land Use 
Bylaw was updated in 2008. The Land Use Bylaw should be updated subsequent to the completion of 
this MDP to reflect the policy direction therein. The Land Use Bylaw is a key implementation tool of the 
Municipal Development Plan.   
 
HAMLET OF TANGENT AREA STRUCTURE PLAN IMPROVEMENT DISTRICT NO. 19 
This area structure plan (ASP) applies to land within the hamlet boundary. The objectives of the ASP for 
the hamlet include: 
 

 To accommodate existing land uses and provide for future residential, commercial, industrial 
and community development; 

 To coordinate a land use pattern to minimize incompatible development; 
 To ensure that development of land adjacent to Secondary Road 740 will occur in a manner 

compatible with the safe movement of traffic; 
 To ensure that municipal services are provided to new and existing development in an 

appropriate manner; 
 To establish a central commercial area for the hamlet in conjunction with a highway commercial 

area within the hamlet; 
 To ensure that the development of community facilities are accessible to the residents of the 

Improvement Districts. 
 

This is the only ASP in the County. The ASP does not supersede, repeal, replace or relegate any other 
statutory plan for the County including this MDP.  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
7
 AUMA, What We Heard – Proposed 2016 Amendments to the MGA, 2016 
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Community Profile 
 
LAND BASE 
Birch Hills County has a land area of 289,297.79 hectares (approximately 714,870.42 acres). There are 
ten land use districts in the Land Use Bylaw but only seven districts are in use. Over half of the County is 
designated agricultural with 74.37% of County land being classified as better agricultural land. More 
than a third of the County land is Crown Land, including the Peace River Wildland Provincial Park. The 
County’s Hamlet General District accounts for less than one percent of the total land area.  
 

 

Land Use Net Area Percent of County 
Agriculture (A) 160,020.34 ha 55.31% 
Agriculture Restricted (AR) 6,547.42 ha 2.26% 
Hamlet General (HG) 312.67 ha 0.11% 
Hamlet Watino (HW) 6.13 ha <0.01% 
Highway Development (HD) 4.39 ha <0.01% 
Airport Vicinity 844.27 ha 0.29% 
Crown Land 111,910.75 ha 38.68% 
Non-Designated Land (i.e. Road Rights of Way, Water Bodies, etc.) 9,658.99 ha 3.34% 

 
TABLE 1: BIRCH HILLS COUNTY LAND USE DISTRICT AREAS 
 
POPULATION 
As shown in Table 2, Birch Hills County has experienced a steady decline in population since 1957, 
beginning with the incorporation of the Village of Wanham.  The County experienced the greatest 
amount of growth since 1951 between 1996 and 2000 when the Villages of Wanham and Eaglesham 
both dissolved back into the County, while the steepest decline occurred in 1976 as seen in Table 2 and 
Table 3.  Recent population growth shows the County’s population is still declining but at a slower rate.  
Overall, the County consists of 0.04% of the total population of Alberta. 

 
TABLE 2: BIRCH HILLS COUNTY HISTORIC POPULATION TREND 
*Note – The County was formally known as Improvement District No. 132 from 1945 to 1969, Improvement District No. 19 from 1969 to 
1995 and as the Municipal District of Birch Hills No. 19 until 1998. These are included in reference to the County.  
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TABLE 3: HISTORIC POPULATION GROWTH FOR BIRCH HILLS COUNTY 
 
 

 
 
TABLE 4: PERCENT OF SENIORS IN BIRCH HILLS COUNTY COMPARED TO ALBERTA AND CANADA 
 

 
Table 4 indicates the County has a higher percentage of seniors than the provincial average and a more 
relative percentage of seniors compared to the national average.8 This may be in relation to the low 
Youth (15-24) population, as seen in Table 5.9 This is a common population trend demonstrating the 
increasing gap between growing urban centres with high youth populations and aging rural areas with 
declining populations.  
 
The information from Table 5 indicates that over half (52%) of the County’s population is in the adult 
age group. Moreover, it indicates that 22% of the County’s population are children while 78% of the 
County’s population is 15 and over. The median age of the County is 40.9 years.  
 

                                                           
8
 Stats Canada, Community Profile, 2011   

9
 Stats Canada, Community Profile, 2011   
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The average number of people per family within Birch Hills County is 2.4 people, comparatively below 
the provincial average of three people. The population density of the County is 0.6 persons per square 
kilometre.10   
 
Birch Hills County has no First Nation reserves within its boundaries but its Aboriginal population 
accounts for 3.21% of the entire County.11 This accounts for only 0.02% of the Aboriginal population 
within the Province. 
 

 
TABLE 5: BIRCH HILLS COUNTY POPULATION FIGURES PER AGE GROUP 

 
DEVELOPMENT CLIMATE 
Over the last six years, development in the County has largely consisted of residential development 
activities (Table 6). Developments have also included communication towers, cabins, and accessory 
buildings. 
 
Recent growth in the County has increased the value of developments as seen in Table 7. While 2016 
development permit values were low, the number of development permits was on par with the previous 
two years. In 2015, the value of development permits within the County increased significantly 
compared to previous years due to the development of a pump station by Pembina Pipeline 
Corporation.   

 
 
TABLES 6: TYPES OF DEVELOPMENT 2010 TO 2016 

                                                           
10

 Stats Canada, Community Profile, 2011   
11

 Stats Canada, Community Profile, 1981-2006 and Stats Canada, National Household Survey, 2011 
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TABLE 7: NUMBER OF DEVELOPMENT PERMITS 2010 TO 2016 AND VALUE 

 
DEVELOPMENT CONSTRAINTS 
Railway 
Rail lines in the County are decommissioned and have been removed. A spurline does exist on the west 
side of the County, but no longer operates. Therefore, Birch Hills County cannot capitalize on the need 
for shipment of crude oil from the Peace Oil Sands despite its central location in the region. 
 
Wetlands 
Wetlands comprise 30% of the landscape in the Peace River region impacting the ability to undertake 
certain land use activities.12 While wetlands and accompanying riparian areas provide many benefits 
such as recreation opportunities, reducing the impact of flooding and drought, they present challenges 
to farmers and developers. 
 
Wetlands are regulated by the Province under the Water Act and the Public Lands Act. Any activities or 
diversions on or near wetlands may require an approval granted by the Province. The Alberta Wetland 
Policy identifies the strategic direction and tools required to make informed management decisions. 
 
Slopes 
The County includes two major river systems, the Peace River and the Smoky River, as well as smaller 
creeks and tributaries. Rivers, lakes, and development adjacent to these areas may be impacted by 
unstable slopes. Development within lands identified as environmentally sensitive areas (See Map 4) 
may require additional assessments, reports, and studies. Specific standards are identified in Section 3.7 
and within the Birch Hills County Land Use Bylaw Section 9.3 Environmental Standards.    
 
TRANSPORTATION 
The County is serviced through a variety of transportation systems; including six provincial highways, a 
well-developed network of local roads, a ferry, and a community airstrip. However, there are no 
commercial bus carriers providing service in the County. 
 

                                                           
12

 Mighty Peace Watershed Alliance, State of the Watershed Report, 2015 
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Roads 
The local road network, approximately 1,368 km in 
length, provides efficient traffic movement throughout 
most of the County. There are six provincial highways 
which connect residents, businesses, and tourists to 
major service centres and recreational points of 
interest throughout the region. 
 

 Highway 2 
 Highway 49  
 Highway 677 
 Highway 733 
 Highway 739      
 Highway 740                                                                                             HIGHWAY 740 ……………………………….. 

 
Airstrip         
Birch Hills County contains one municipally maintained airstrip located near Eaglesham. However, no 
commercial flights operate within the County. 
 
Ferry 

The Shaftesbury Ferry Crossing extends over the Peace River connecting Birch Hills County to the 
Municipal District of Peace No. 135. The crossing is free of charge, takes approximately five minutes to 
cross the river, and extends Highway 740. The ferry is available during warmer months, when the river is 
free of ice and may carry multiple vehicles, including large recreational vehicles and tractor trailers 
within certain dimension and weight restrictions. During the winter months, if the river is suitably 
frozen, an ice bridge is created in place of the ferry. 
 
Bridges 
There are 86 municipally maintained bridge 
structures within the County. In addition, there 
are various structures maintained by the 
provincial government as part of the provincial 
highway network. These range from small culvert 
bridges to larger bridges spanning major 
watercourses; including one which spans the 
Smoky River near Watino and one crossing the 
Peace River near Dunvegan.  

BRIDGE CROSSING TO M.D. OF SMOKY RIVER NO. 130                .                 
Railway 
As stated under the Development Constraints section, there is no longer any rail line servicing the 
County. CN Rail previously had a rail line travelling through the County but it has since been removed. 
There is a spur line located on the west side of the County but it is no longer in use. 
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UTILITIES  
Water 
A water treatment plant is located in Eaglesham which contributes to a regional water utility system for 
the hamlet, as well as Wanham and Tangent. The hamlets of Peoria and Watino, along with rural 
properties, utilize dugouts, cisterns and/or wells for their fresh water supply. 
 
Sewer 
The County uses sewage lagoons for all five hamlets. The hamlets of Peoria, Tangent and Watino use low 
pressure sewer systems which utilize their own septic tanks and pumps which then discharge into the 
County’s infrastructure. The remainder of the County use a variety of other private sewer systems 
including holding tanks, septic tanks, open discharge, and absorption fields.   
 
Stormwater 
Stormwater management in the County consists of registered drainage ditches. Drainage patterns within 
the County are influenced by local topography and alterations made to the landscape. The County 
maintains twenty drainage projects throughout the municipality (See Map 4: Environmental Features) to 
assist with flood control, erosion control, and drainage. 
 
Additional Services 
The County has one landfill located near the hamlet of Tangent as well as two waste transfer sites in 
Wanham and Peoria. Recycling bins are currently available in all of the hamlets, but the County does not 
provide recycling to the rest of the municipality. Rural residents are permitted to drop off their 
recyclables in the hamlets. 
 
Fire protection services are provided by the three fire departments in the County: Eaglesham, Tangent, 
and Wanham. Each is headed by a Fire Chief that reports to the County Fire Chief, and combined, have 
over thirty volunteer firefighters from each of the communities. 

HOUSING 
The County predominantly contains single-detached houses and moveable dwellings with few options 
for multi-family units. Table 8 indicates the current number of actual residential units by type.13 
 
 

Dwelling Type # of units 

Single-detached house 395 
Apartment; building that has fewer than five storeys 5 
Movable dwelling 105 
Other single-attached house 10 

Total  515 
 

 
TABLE 8: TOTAL NUMBER OF OCCUPIED DWELLINGS BY STRUCTURAL TYPE (2011 CENSUS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
13

 Stats Canada, Community Profile, 2011   



P a g e  | 15 

 

                                                                                                                          Birch Hills County 
Bylaw No. 2017-06 

Municipal Development Plan 

Economy 
 
In 2013, Peace Region Economic Development Alliance (PREDA) prepared an Economic Assessment 
Report for the County. The County is primarily an agricultural community. The report indicated wheat, 
canola, and alfalfa are the predominant crops grown while cattle and horses are the most common 
livestock raised. Conversely, the oil and gas industry provides the largest sector of employment in the county. 
The County currently has one fuel service within its limits located in Eaglesham.  The County features many 
home-based businesses within the hamlets.14 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Lifestyle 
 
Birch Hills County presents an alluring mix of agricultural and small community life. The County’s five 
hamlets exhibit unique qualities that add to the character of the County while providing essential 
services to the rest of the County. The countryside reveals natural landscapes full of trees, rolling hills, 
and wildlife capable of supporting many recreational opportunities. 

 
COMMUNITY RESOURCES 
Birch Hills County has a number of recreational resources available to its 
residents. The West Smoky Arena in Eaglesham, Wanham and Area 
Recreational Centre and the Joe Lebeuf Memorial Ball Park, both in 
Wanham, offer a variety of recreational options for residents. The County 
also features the Lakeside Golf and Country Club near Eaglesham, the 
Grizzly Bear Prairie Museum in Wanham, and multiple campgrounds 
throughout the County.  
 
The County contains the Peace River Wildland Provincial Park which offers 
backcountry camping, trails, hunting and many other outdoor activities. 
The park protects forest and grassland around the junction of the Peace 
and Smoky rivers. The park is an important area for deer, elk, bears, and a 
variety of birds. Currently, road access to the park is limited and there are 
no developed camping facilities.              
 

                                                                                                                                                                                        THE WANHAM PLOWING MATCH 

                                                           
14

 PREDA, Economic Assessment Report, 2013 
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The Community of Cooperating Organization (C.O.C.O) hosts the annual Wanham Plowing Match which 
features events such as barrel racing, professional bull riding, and a slo-pitch tournament. The event was 
created in 1971 and is hosted annually in Wanham. 
 
The Tangent Community Library and Eaglesham Public Library operate as part of the Peace Library 
System, a regional branch that provides library services to residents in the County and the region. 
 
 

 
TANGENT COMMUNITY HALL                         WEST SMOKY ARENA (located in Eaglesham) 

 

Planning Process 
 
STEERING COMMITTEE 
The County’s Municipal Planning Commission (MPC) acted as the Steering Committee for the Municipal 
Development Plan. 
 
The Steering Committee led the development of the MDP by providing direction and feedback on: 
 

 community principles and values; 
 survey questionnaire; 
 a vision and goals; 
 community consultation event(s); 
 municipal policies; and 
 implementation strategies. 

 
The Steering Committee met periodically throughout the MDP process.  
 
Information about the review and rewrite of the MDP was also available on the Birch Hills County 
website. 
 
COMMUNITY SURVEY 
A community survey was developed consisting of a series of questions to gather public opinion on the 
County’s functionality and resources. The questionnaire was made available to the public in both paper 
and an online format. An online link to complete the survey was placed on the County’s website. 
In total, 75 responses were gathered from households and businesses in the County.  
 
Public responses were carefully analyzed and collected for future planning purposes and led to the 
formation of eight guiding principles and the County’s vision statement for the Municipal Development 
Plan.  
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Part 2 Direction 

COMMUNITY VISION 
 

Birch Hills County aims to protect and enhance the value of agricultural land and improve the quality of 

life for County residents. 

 

GUIDING PRINCIPALS 

Through the MDP Steering Committee meetings, the community survey and a public open house, key 

themes and ideals important to the residents of Birch Hills County emerged. The following 8 principals 

are the basis for the direction of policy in this MDP.  

Principal 1: Preserve Agricultural Areas 

Maintain the viability of the agricultural land base through prioritization and protection in land use 

policies. This includes encouraging activities and facilities which support the agricultural industry and 

enhance the rural character of the County. 

Principal 2: Support Community Service Centres 

Support the development of the County’s hamlets which act as service centres to the whole community. 

This includes support for residents at different life stages and providing the necessary services for them.  

Principal 3: Intermunicipal Cooperation  

Facilitate intermunicipal cooperation regarding development in order to achieve long-term balanced 

growth between adjacent municipalities. This will improve consistency in land development and 

enhance efficiency and communication between the County and its neighbours.  

Principal 4: Expand Economic Development Opportunities 

Support commercial and industrial development to expand the economic base while maintaining a 

productive agricultural industry. 

Principal 5: Efficient Provision and Utilization of Municipal Infrastructure 

Support the County’s residents and industries by providing efficient infrastructure throughout the 

County, including roads, water, and sanitary sewer utilities. 
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Principal 6: Support the Development of an Efficient Transportation System 

Maintain and develop a strong network of roads within the County that can be relied upon by residents 

as well as agricultural, commercial, and industrial users.  

Principal 7: Responsible Growth Management 

Provide a framework for future growth and development within the County by efficient use of the 

County’s resources while minimizing the negative impacts of growth and development including 

supporting the development of the County’s hamlets which act as service centres to the County.  

Principal 8: Protection of Natural Areas and the Environment 

Encourage the protection and enhancement of environmentally sensitive areas within the County 

including natural areas such as rivers, lakes and wetlands that contribute to the rural character of the 

County and by providing a range of recreational opportunities. 
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Part 3 Goals, Objectives and Policies 

3.1 Agriculture 

 
The predominant land use in Birch Hills County is agriculture. The County has approximately 

160,020 hectares (395,418 acres) of agricultural land, contributing to over 55% of the land base. While 

agricultural operations have shifted from small, traditional family farms to more large-scale operations, 

they remain a cornerstone of the County’s culture and shall remain an important part of the economy. 

Therefore, preservation and protection of agricultural land uses from fragmentation, premature 

conversion, and poorly planned development is a high priority. This includes protecting agricultural 

operations from incompatible land uses and directing non-agricultural land uses away from better 

agricultural land.  

The County will find a balance between protection and growth of agricultural operations and emerging 

non-agricultural uses in the County. This may impact municipal policy decisions regarding home-based 

businesses in agricultural areas as more farmers are seeking secondary employment to supplement their 

income.  

GOAL 

Birch Hills County aims to preserve and enhance the County’s agricultural land, agriculturally based 

activities and rural lifestyle, while still accommodating appropriate non-agricultural land uses.  

OBJECTIVES 

1. Preserve better agricultural lands and protect current agricultural operations. 

2. Ensure new development is compatible with existing surrounding agricultural activities. 

3. Direct non-agricultural development to lower quality agricultural lands, preferably closer to 

areas where services and infrastructure currently exist or are planned. 

4. Encourage development that is targeted to enhance the value of agricultural land. 

5. Consider potential environmental impacts during the review of all land use applications. 

6. Provide guidance on the development of confined feeding operations (CFO).  

7. Promote the preservation of the County’s agricultural heritage by regulating non-agricultural 

uses on agricultural land. 

POLICIES 

3.1.1 Subdivision  
of Agricultural 
Land 

a) The County may not approve the subdivision of better agricultural land 
unless the proposed subdivision is for: 

 
i. extensive agriculture; 

ii. a farmstead separation; 
iii. a first parcel out for residential development; 
iv. a fragmented parcel of land that cannot be reasonably used for 
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agriculture; 
v. a CFO or other intensive agricultural use in accordance with policy 

3.1.1(b); and 
vi. a public use and/or public utility. 

 
b) The subdivision of better agricultural land for an intensive agricultural use 

may be permitted at the discretion of the County upon consideration of the 
parcel size, site characteristics, surrounding land uses, environmental 
impact and any other matters as required. 

 
c) Further to 3.1.1(a)(iv), the subdivision of a fragmented parcel may be 

approved if the following criteria are met: 

 
i. the proposed parcel is inaccessible from the balance or, in the 

opinion of the County, is difficult to farm for agricultural 

operations; 

ii. legal and physical access is available; 

iii. the applicant is able to demonstrate that the intended use would 

not interfere with the continued agricultural use of the remaining 

lands and adjacent lands; and 

iv. the proposed parcel is not subject to erosion, flooding or sinking. 
 

d) The County may require an approved area structure plan (ASP) for a 
proposed multiple parcel subdivision on better agricultural land. 

 
e) The County shall encourage the retention and/or development of 

windbreaks and shelterbelts. 
 

3.1.2 Development 
of Agricultural 
Land 

a) The County shall encourage development of hobby farms, dude ranches, 
agricultural home-based businesses and agricultural-based tourism to 
enhance the social, environmental and economic viability of the County. 

 
b) The County shall discourage the development of non-agricultural uses on 

better agricultural land unless no suitable alternative location is available.  
 

c) The development of non-agricultural uses in agricultural districts shall not 
negatively affect existing agricultural operations. 
 

d) The County shall support home-based businesses, but requires businesses 
to address any potential land use conflicts with adjacent uses. 

 
e) The development of land for an intensive agricultural use may be 

permitted at the discretion of the County upon consideration of the parcel 
size, site characteristics, surrounding land uses, environmental impact(s) 
and any other matters as required. 
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f) With the exception of a CFO, the development of intensive agricultural uses 
may be permitted within environmentally sensitive areas. 

 
3.1.3 Confined 

Feeding  
Operations 
(CFO) 

a) In addition to the policies contained within this section, a proposed CFO 
shall also comply with the relevant policies and guidelines of all other land 
uses contained within this Plan, and all relevant provincial policies and 
regulations. Refer to Map 3 for siting restrictions. 
 

b) All applications for CFO that are referred to the County shall be reviewed 
by Council and the Municipal Planning Commission (MPC). 
 

c) The County will not support applications to the Natural Resources 
Conservation Board (NRCB) to establish or expand a CFO unless they are 
compatible with adjacent land uses and do not cause adverse health or 
environmental impacts. 
 

d) Existing CFO shall be protected by the County by refusing development 
permits for new residential proposals located within the minimum distance 
separation as defined by the Agricultural Operations Practices Act (AOPA). 

 
i. The County will respect the CFO owner’s right to waive this policy 

to develop a residential use. 
 

e) All setbacks must be measured from the outer boundaries of the subjects 
outlined within this Plan, meaning: 

 
i. the top of bank for watercourses;  

ii. the high water mark for waterbodies; 
iii. the incorporated boundaries for hamlet boundaries; 
iv. road rights-of-way boundaries; and  
v. the outer boundary of identified recreation sites. 

 
f) Notwithstanding the Agricultural Operation Practices Act (AOPA), the 

expansion or establishment of a CFO will not be supported: 
 

i. within 300 m of an existing principal residence; 
ii. within 3.2 km of the boundaries of a hamlet within the County 

boundaries; 
iii. within 1.6 km of the County boundaries unless supported by the 

affected municipality; 
iv. within 1.6 km of a community facility or recreation area; 
v. within 0.8 km of Crown-owned wetlands and environmentally 

sensitive land; 
vi. within 1.6 km of the Peace River and Smoky River; 

vii. within 200 m of minor watercourses; 
viii. within 30 m of streams and creeks; 

ix. within 30 m of all registered drainage projects;  
x. within 0.8 km of key waterbodies including Kakut Lake, Dreamer’s 
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Lake and Coote Lake; 
xi. within 0.8 km of a highway; and 

xii. within 150 m of a municipal roadway 
 

g) Due to climatic constraints that may inhibit timely and effective manure 
injection, all liquid manure tanks/lagoons should be designed to retain 18 
months of storage. 

 
h) To reduce the odour emissions of a CFO, the County shall strongly 

encourage all liquid manure storage lagoons, reservoirs, and open tanks to 
be covered with synthetic liners and to install biofilters. 

 
i) A CFO should not be established or expanded where there is any risk that 

runoff will contaminate water supplies. 
 

j) Notwithstanding this section and other relevant policies contained within 
this Plan regarding a CFO, Council may consider supporting an application 
in the setback areas, if the applicant can prove the proposed operation will 
have reduced cumulative impacts on existing and future adjacent 
residences, based on advanced operating systems such as a digester or a 
biofiltration system. 
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3.2 Country Residential 

 
Country residential development is a common land use in rural areas; however, Birch Hills County has 

not experienced a high demand for residential development in comparison to other types of land uses. 

Historically, residential development has been limited to hamlets, rural farmsteads and a first parcel out 

on a quarter section. The demand for multiple parcel residential development has been comparatively 

low. This section provides direction to the development standards and the siting of country residential 

subdivisions and multiple parcel country residential developments. The County is willing to support a 

variety of residential development; provided the development does not conflict with priority agricultural 

uses, can be serviced efficiently, and does not needlessly fragment land. 

GOAL 

Birch Hills County shall support appropriately located and serviced country residential subdivisions and 

developments while continuing to protect better agricultural land. 

OBJECTIVES 

1. To accommodate country residential development that is compatible with other uses in the 

rural area. 

2. To minimize conflicts with agricultural uses and ensure agricultural uses take priority over 

proposed residential uses. 

3. To concentrate country residential development in rural areas to ensure future servicing is 

economically viable for the County. 

4. Ensure new residential development does not fragment contiguous natural areas, or have a 

negative impact on adjacent environmentally sensitive areas, including important water-related 

features. 

POLICIES 

3.2.1 General 
Policies 

a) All new rural residential developments/subdivisions shall be required to 
apply for and obtain appropriate land use designations and approvals. 
 

b) A first parcel out from an unsubdivided quarter section shall be permitted 
subject to the provisions of Section 3.1 of this Plan.  
 

c) New country residential development shall be given greater preference 
when: 
 

i. located adjacent to a hamlet; and 
ii. located in an area with or near existing municipal services. 

 
d) All residential development applications should demonstrate that they will 

cause no adverse impacts on the natural environment, including but not 
limited to: 
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i. ground and surface water; 
ii. soil quality; 

iii. air quality;  
iv. wildlife; and 
v. vegetation. 

 
e) All new country residential developments and subdivisions shall provide 

and pay for infrastructure and municipal services as required. 
 

f) All new country residential developments and subdivisions shall provide 
proof that municipal water service or on-site servicing meets provincial 
regulations. 

 
g) The County shall encourage the retention and/or development of 

shelterbelts around country residential parcels. 
 

h) The County shall support home-based businesses, but requires businesses 
to address any potential land use conflicts with adjacent uses. 

 
3.2.2 Multiple 

Parcel Country 
Residential 

a) A multiple parcel country residential subdivision may be permitted under 
the following conditions: 
 

i. it is not located on better agricultural land; 
ii. the proposed development does not negatively impact existing 

agricultural operations; 
iii. the parcel of land is not subject to flooding, erosion, sinking, 

excessive groundwater inundation, or other hazards; 
iv. the development is compatible with adjacent uses and 

environmentally sensitive areas; 
v. the applicant has demonstrated the means of providing adequate 

water supply, and has made provision for sewage disposal in 
accordance with the requirements of the Safety Codes Act;  

vi. access to existing roads or new roads required to service the 
development shall be constructed to municipal standards; 

vii. potential impacts on the existing transportation network in the 
area are identified with measures to upgrade the existing network 
as necessary; 

viii. the development is not within the minimum setback distances of a 
confined feeding operation; 

ix. the development will not fragment agricultural land or any  
environmentally sensitive areas; and 

x. any other considerations as determined by the County. 
 

b) The County shall encourage developers to recognize FireSmart: Protecting 
Your Community from Wildfire design principals when preparing area 
structure plans and multiple parcel subdivisions. 
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c) Multiple parcel country residential subdivisions shall be clustered and 
contiguous to allow the remaining parcel for agricultural use. 
 

d) Any application for a multiple parcel country residential development that 
results in a density of five or more lots per quarter section that proposes to 
utilize wells or groundwater dugouts for water supply; shall be required to 
submit to the County a hydrogeological assessment prepared by a qualified 
professional engineer in accordance with Alberta Environment guidelines. 
 

e) The County may direct the development of multiple country residential 
subdivisions away from: 

 
i. active sanitary landfills and waste transfer stations; 

ii. environmentally sensitive areas; 
iii. existing confined feeding operations and other major agricultural 

operations; 
iv. highways, unless accommodated in an approved area structure 

plan; 
v. existing sand and gravel extraction sites; and 

vi. sour gas facilities or other potentially hazardous industrial 
operations. 
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3.3 Hamlets 

 
This section provides direction to standards of development for the hamlets within Birch Hills County. 

There are five hamlets within the County: Eaglesham, Peoria, Tangent, Wanham, and Watino. The 

hamlets are primarily residential, although some of these provide limited commercial, industrial, and 

institutional facilities and services to all residents in the County. As mentioned in Section 3.1 of this Plan, 

protection of agricultural land is of the utmost importance and therefore the hamlets should be 

targeted as areas for future growth. While the hamlets have seen reductions in population and services, 

these policies aim to maintain the viability and role of the hamlets within Birch Hills County. 

GOAL 

Birch Hills County aims to promote sustainable development within the hamlets in order to maintain 

and improve the quality of life for residents. 

OBJECTIVES 

1. To ensure that future hamlet development occurs in an orderly and efficient manner and direct 

modest growth to the hamlets as municipal services permit.  

2. Facilitate growth of commercial, industrial and institutional areas while minimizing the impact 

on residential areas. 

3. Utilize existing municipal services and infrastructure when considering new developments both 

inside and outside hamlet boundaries. 

4. Reduce potential for hamlet-rural land use conflicts. 

5. Improve the aesthetics of the hamlets. 

POLICIES 

3.3.1 General 
Policies 

a) The County shall encourage the following types of development within the 
hamlets: 
 

i. residential uses; 
ii. local and convenience commercial uses; 

iii. institutional uses such as churches, community halls, and schools; 
iv. light industrial uses; and 
v. recreational uses. 

 
b) The removal of abandoned buildings, or renovation of dilapidated 

structures, is encouraged to improve the aesthetic character of the 
hamlets. 
 

c) The County shall encourage the grouping of major community facilities in 
order to provide a focal point for the community and allow for easy access 
by residents. 
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3.3.2 Development 
and 
Subdivision 

a) Development and subdivision within hamlets should occur by infilling 
within the existing hamlet rather than the expansion of existing boundaries 
into agricultural land. 
 

b) The County supports contiguous development that is adjacent to existing 
development in order to accommodate growth in an orderly and 
economical manner. 
 

c) Applications for development within a hamlet may be required to provide 
an adequate plan for servicing to the satisfaction of the County. 
 

d) Developments that will not be connected to municipal services are required 
to provide adequate private water and sewer systems in accordance with 
Provincial Regulations. 
 

e) The County shall ensure that adequate distance separations or buffers are 
provided, between residential and non-residential use. 
 

f) The County may recommend the preparation of an area structure plan for 
hamlets experiencing an increase in growth or highway redevelopment. 
 

g) The County shall encourage developers to recognize FireSmart: Protecting 
Your Community from Wildfire design principals when preparing area 
structure plans. 
 

3.3.3 Industrial Uses a) The types of industrial uses permitted in hamlets shall be limited to light 
industrial uses which are compatible with adjacent or nearby residential 
areas. 
 

b) Industrial development within hamlets may require additional landscaping 
or screening in order to improve the aesthetic appearance of the use. 
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3.4 Commercial & Industrial 

 
This section provides policy direction intended for the development of commercial and industrial land 

uses within Birch Hills County. Commercial development is primarily located within the County’s hamlets 

and adjacent to Highway 49. Home-based businesses are common within the County. Industrial 

development is predominantly related to agriculture and the petroleum industry.  

GOALS 

Birch Hills County aims to direct commercial and industrial development to land most suitable for 

development that will not adversely impact adjacent land uses, better agricultural land, and existing 

natural features.  

Promote growth of commercial uses that supports the local residents’ needs. 

OBJECTIVES 

1. Promote development that supports agriculture and resource extraction industries while also 

encouraging development which diversifies the County’s economy.  

2. Encourage development in strategic locations including utilizing the hamlets as key service 

nodes within the County. 

3. Ensure new development is compatible with adjacent land uses and the environment. 

4. Support the growth and development of home-based businesses in appropriate locations. 

5. Promote a high standard of aesthetics for commercial and industrial land uses within the 

hamlets and along highways.  

POLICIES 

3.4.1 General 
Policies 

a) The County may require an area structure plan for any large-scale 
development. 
 

b) Commercial and industrial development should not be permitted to locate 
on better agricultural land, unless no suitable alternative location is 
available or the proposal is part of an approved area structure plan. 
 

c) Development within hamlets should not adversely impact residential, 
recreational, historical and/or tourism land uses including nuisances such 
as noise, odour or other pollution. 
 

d) Commercial and industrial development not dependent on highway access 
should be encouraged to locate in existing hamlets in areas with access to 
existing municipal services. 
 

e) All new developments and subdivisions shall provide and pay for 
infrastructure and municipal services as required.  
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f) Development should be aesthetically pleasing to the satisfaction of the 
County in appearance, design, and style. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LOCAL COMMERCIAL USE WITHIN COUNTY 
 

3.4.2 Commercial 
Policies 

a) Commercial development proposals may be considered if they are: 
 

i. adjacent to, or near, major transportation routes; 
ii. next to compatible land uses; 

iii. within a hamlet; 
iv. near existing municipal services; and 
v. in areas that would not negatively impact environmentally sensitive 

areas. 
 

b) The County should discourage the siting of small-scale commercial uses 
outside the hamlets. 
 

c) The County may allow joint residential and commercial uses. 
 

d) The County should support home-based businesses, but requires 
businesses to address any potential land use conflicts with adjacent land 
uses. 

 
3.4.3 Industrial 

Policies 
a) All industrial development proposals will be evaluated based on the 

following: 
 

i. impact on ground and surface water; 
ii. soil suitability; 

iii. proximity to other uses and environmentally sensitive areas; 
iv. proximity to transportation routes and traffic generation; and 
v. sufficiency of on-site water storage for fire protection purposes. 

 
b) Industrial developments within hamlets should be in accordance with 

policy 3.3.3 of this Plan. 
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c) Industrial developments in rural areas may be considered if they are: 
 

i. supporting an agricultural, forestry, or resource extraction 
industry; 

ii. requiring a large parcel of land; 
iii. not suitable in a hamlet; 
iv. not conflicting with adjacent land uses in regards to appearance, 

emissions, noise, or traffic generation; and/or 
v. requiring minimal servicing. 

 
d) The County shall ensure that adequate separation distances and buffers are 

maintained between industrial uses and adjacent land uses that may not be 
compatible. 
 

e) Setbacks from industrial uses should be measured from the outside 
boundary of the parcel on which the facility is located. 

 
f) The County shall discourage the location of industrial uses that may result 

in odours, smoke, and other pollution being carried by prevailing winds into 
adjacent and nearby residential areas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LOCAL INDUSTRIAL USE WITHIN COUNTY 
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3.4.4 Resource 
Extraction 
Policies 

a) Support for resource extraction operations shall be contingent on the 
mitigation and minimization of impacts on the following: 

 
i. adjacent land uses; 

ii. ground and surface water; 
iii. soil quality;  and 
iv. agricultural operations. 

 
b) The County may discourage resource extraction operations in close 

proximity to: 
 

i. hamlets; 
ii. historical resources;  

iii. recreational uses; and/or 
iv. environmentally sensitive areas. 

 
c) The County may direct new development and subdivision away from active 

or potential resource extraction areas so as not to conflict, or constrain the 
extraction of the resource. 
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3.5 Infrastructure 

 
This section provides direction to the County’s infrastructure systems. This includes roads and bridges, 

water and sanitary sewer, stormwater management, utility and pipeline corridors, the airstrip and ferry, 

waste management, and alternative energy systems. The transportation network within the County 

consists of both paved and unpaved municipal roads, maintained by the County, as well as provincially 

maintained highways.   

The County provides municipal water services to Eaglesham, Tangent, and Wanham, while municipal 

sanitary sewer services are provided in all five hamlets. 

GOAL 

Birch Hills County seeks to develop and maintain an effective and reliable infrastructure system 

throughout the County. 

OBJECTIVES 

1. To provide an efficient, connected and safe transportation network throughout the County. 

2. Ensure that all development is serviced to approved standards. 

POLICIES 

3.5.1 Transportation a) All subdivision, development and area structure plan applications located 
within Alberta Transportation’s development control zone shall be referred 
to Alberta Transportation for review and permit. 
 

b) All subdivision and development proposals shall have access to developed 
roads. 
 

c) Multiple parcel residential, commercial and industrial development may be 
required to prepare a traffic impact assessment. 
 

d) Developers are responsible for the development of roads: 
 

i. within a proposed subdivision; 
ii. when approaches to individual developments are needed;  

iii. when upgrades to existing municipal roads are required; and 
iv. when highway improvements are needed for highway intersections 

as indicated in a traffic impact assessment for the development. 
 

e) All improvements to local roads that may result from a proposed 
subdivision or development shall be constructed to the satisfaction of the 
County. This includes taking into consideration the natural topography and 
adjacent land uses.  
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f) Developments that are expected to generate relatively large traffic 
volumes will be encouraged to locate near highways and be referred to 
Alberta Transportation. 
 

g) The County may require a road use agreement for industrial operations. 
 

3.5.2 Municipal 
Services 

a) Unless serviced by the County, all developments are required to provide 
private water and sewer services in accordance with existing provincial 
standards. 
 

b) The County may require any new development to connect with existing 
municipal services where available. 
 

c) The County will encourage the location of utility lines and facilities in 
accordance with the following criteria: 
 

i. integrate utility lines within shared corridors and, where possible, 
in government road allowances; 

ii. discourage the creation of fragmented parcels of land between 
rights-of-way; and 

iii. minimize impacts on recreational, historical or environmentally 
sensitive areas. 

 
d) Commercial, industrial and multiple parcel country residential subdivisions 

may be required to prepare a stormwater management plan prepared 
and/or certified by a qualified professional engineer registered in Alberta 
and approved by the County. 
 

e) The County shall, in cooperation with other local authorities, continue to 
establish and encourage the use of solid waste disposal sites and transfer 
sites. 
 

f) The County shall ensure that all development and subdivision applications 
in the vicinity of active or reclaimed landfill sites, sewage treatment 
facilities or transfer stations shall comply with provincial regulations.   
 

g) All development shall be required to provide for fire routes that meet the 
fire code for fire suppression purposes. 
 

h) The County supports the development of renewable energy such as wind, 
solar, geothermal, and waste energy and similar types of developments at 
appropriate locations and scales and in accordance with the Land Use 
Bylaw. 
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3.6 Recreation, Open Space & Heritage 

 
Birch Hills County provides a variety of recreational amenities, open spaces and contains a rich history of 

rural life in Alberta. While Birch Hills County consists primarily of agricultural lands, it also includes 

natural areas essential for outdoor recreation activities including canoeing, camping, hunting, hiking, 

fishing, and sightseeing. Open spaces and recreation form a significant component of the overall quality 

of life enjoyed by residents. The importance of preserving and enhancing heritage resources within the 

County was identified in the Community Survey by residents as these provide a sense of place. 

GOAL 

Birch Hills County seeks to protect and enhance its recreational amenities, open spaces and heritage 

resources to improve the quality of life of residents. 

OBJECTIVES 

1. Provide a variety of recreational and open space opportunities while protecting the natural 

environment. 

2. Identify and preserve areas in the County with significant recreational potential. 

3. Encourage the development of a system of recreational trails to interconnect the County. 

4. Encourage private sector investments and partnerships in the development of recreational 

facilities for public use. 

5. Identify, conserve and promote heritage resources and sites. 

POLICIES 

3.6.1 Recreation & 
Open Space 
Policies 

a) Recreational development should not be located on better agricultural 
land. 
 

b) The County supports the development of areas with high recreational 
potential. Some of these important recreational resources include: 
 

i. the Peace, Smoky, and Saddle (Burnt) River valleys; 
ii. the confluence of the Peace and Smoky Rivers; 

iii. Kakut Lake and Dreamer’s Lake; 
iv. Eaglesham Lakeside Golf & Country Club; and 
v. Tangent Park. 

 
c) The County shall: 

 
i. locate parks so that open space is easily accessible and the site 

maximizes opportunities for pedestrian access and connectivity to 
other amenities and uses; 

ii. provide an appropriate mix of small, medium, and large parks/open 
spaces to meet the varied needs of the County’s residents; and 
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iii. design parks to ensure visibility and safety, according to Crime 
Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) principals. 

 
d) Through the subdivision process, public access to shoreline areas shall be 

accommodated through the dedication of environmental and/or municipal 
reserve. 
 

e) The County supports the use of lake shores, river corridors, and other 
environmentally sensitive areas for passive recreational purposes. 
 

f) Encourage a system of recreational trails with consideration for impacts on 
the natural environment. 

 
g) Trails may be located within utility corridors. 

 
h) Encourage private sector investments and partnerships in providing 

open space and recreational facilities for public use. 
 

i) The County may work in partnership with adjacent municipalities to 
develop regional recreational facilities or open space amenities. 
 

j) All recreational development shall be required to meet the fire code for fire 
suppression purposes, including but not limited to campgrounds. 
 

i. The County shall encourage developers to recognize FireSmart: 
Protecting Your Community from Wildfire design principals. 

 
3.6.2 Heritage 

Policies 
a) Areas with unique heritage significance should be considered for 

preservation and potentially developed as recreational facilities. 
 

b) The County will encourage the preservation of buildings and sites it 
considers to have heritage values. 
 

c) The County should support actions by community groups, organizations 
and individuals that assist with the preservation of heritage resources. 
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3.7 Environment 

 
Birch Hills County contains a wide variety of environmental features which contribute to the overall 

quality of life of residents. From river valleys, small lakes, and creeks to rolling hills, woodlands, and an 

array of wildlife, the County contains significant land that requires protection and responsible 

stewardship.   

GOAL 

The County shall strive for effective environmental stewardship of land and water within the 

municipality.  

OBJECTIVES 

1. Identify and protect environmentally sensitive areas. 

2. Minimize negative impacts of development on water resources while recognizing the Peace, 

Smoky, and Saddle (Burnt) River valleys as important natural features.  

3. Protect residents and properties from developments on hazardous lands. 

4. Promote public awareness of environmental stewardship and the impacts of development on 

the environment.  

POLICIES 

3.7.1 General 
Policies 

a) The policies contained in this section apply to those lands identified as 
environmentally sensitive areas (See Map 4) as well as any other lands that 
the County deems appropriate. 
 

b) All uses within environmentally sensitive areas shall be considered 
discretionary and may require: 
 

i. a geotechnical report, biophysical assessment, and/or a 
hydrogeological study by a qualified professional with regard to 
potential impact on water resources; 

ii. a review by Alberta Environment and other appropriate agencies; 
and/or 

iii. special design considerations with regard to landscaping, size of 
building, and other factors as determined by the County. 

 
c) The County will not approve any development that will cause damage to 

environmentally sensitive areas. Development must follow land 
management practices that include: 
 

i. stripping vegetation, grading or other soil disturbance shall be 
done in a manner which will minimize soil erosion; 

ii. wherever feasible, natural vegetation shall be retained and 
protected; 
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iii. the extent of the disturbed area and the duration of its exposure 
shall be kept within practical limits. Suitable stabilization measures 
should be used to protect exposed areas during construction and 
these areas should be re-vegetated as soon as possible; 

iv. all grading work should be designed to blend with the natural 
contours of the land; and 

v. natural drainage patterns should not be disturbed and changes to 
watercourses shall be avoided except where controlled 
improvements are warranted. 

 
d) With the exception of lands within the hamlet of Watino, no permanent 

development shall be permitted without a geotechnical study on lands 
within a 1:100 year flood plain or otherwise known to be flood-prone. 
 

e) Permanent development shall not be permitted within 32 metres of an 
escarpment bank or any slope exceeding 15 percent or on land that is 
subject to erosion. Development on such lands may only be considered 
after sufficient geo-technical study has demonstrated that the site in 
question is suitable for development. 
 

f) New residential development or subdivision, or the expansion of existing 
residential development or subdivision, shall not be permitted on lands 
which are contained within a flood plain area or lands which may be flood-
prone, unless buildings and structures are protected from flood damage by 
flood proofing. This shall require that the application include certification 
from a registered professional engineer or architect licensed to practice in 
Alberta, indicating that preventative engineering and construction 
measurers can be instituted to flood proof the buildings and/or structures. 
 

g) Any subdivision application proposed for an area which may be flood-
prone shall be prepared by an Alberta Land Surveyor and is required to 
include delineation of the 1:100 year flood elevation. 
 

h) The protection of the Fox Creek Watershed, as illustrated on the 
Environmental Features Map (Map 4), is a priority to protect. Except as 
provided in this Plan, no development including agricultural or other 
industries, oil or natural gas exploration, confined feeding operations and 
sand or gravel extraction operations, shall be supported in this area as they 
may generate negative impacts on the creek. Such developments may be 
permitted if mitigation measures are employed to the satisfaction of the 
County. Depending on the nature of the development, such measures may 
include: 
 

i. the provision of fencing or vegetated buffers; 
ii. berming; 

iii. the enforcement of development setbacks; 
iv. the enforcement from nutrient loading; and 
v. the prevention of runoff diversion. 
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i) As a condition of subdivision approval, the County may require that hazard 
and environmentally sensitive areas be dedicated as environmental reserve, 
either in parcel or easement form, as provided in the Municipal 
Government Act. 
 

j) The County shall encourage environmental reserves to be linked with 
municipal reserves to create continuous green spaces with enhanced public 
access.  
 

k) The County shall encourage and promote the use of conservation 
easements as a means of protecting environmentally sensitive areas on 
private lands. 
 

l) The County shall encourage developers to recognize FireSmart: Protecting 
Your Community from Wildfire design principals when preparing area 
structure plans and multiple parcel subdivisions. 
 

m) Subject to Section 3.4, the development of a resource extraction operation 
may be permitted subject to the site being reclaimed to the satisfaction of 
the County and the Province. 
 

n) The County should promote opportunities to raise awareness about 
environmental issues in an effort to encourage environmental 
responsibility in the community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DREAMER’S LAKE 
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3.8 Crown Land 

 
Although Birch Hills County has limited planning jurisdiction over Crown land, the County continues to 

promote a cooperative relationship with the Province as these lands amount to a large portion of the 

County’s land base. Furthermore, these lands contain major economic activities, including oil and gas, 

forestry, sand and gravel extraction, and agricultural operations. Moreover, key environmental features 

are located within the Crown land including the Peace, Smoky, and Saddle (Burnt) River valleys. 

GOAL 

Birch Hills County will strive for clear and sufficient communication with the Province while supporting 

development on Crown lands.  

OBJECTIVES 

1. Cooperate with the Province in planning and development on Crown lands.   

2. Promote public access to key environmental features within these areas. 

POLICIES 

3.8.1 General 
Policies 

a) The County’s involvement and cooperation in Provincial approval processes 
for land leases and other dispositions is encouraged to ensure that the 
interests of the County are recognized in the development of Crown land. 
 

b) The County supports the use of Crown land for agricultural production, 
resource development, grazing, conservation, and recreational use. 
 

c) The County will support the development of Crown lands, subject to the 
following considerations: 
 

i. the impact on the existing transportation network and the cost of 
constructing new roads, if any; and 

ii. the potential loss of alternative resource development 
opportunities, recreational opportunities, or environmentally 
sensitive areas. 

 
d) The County does not support the sale of Crown lands adjacent to 

waterbodies, hazard lands or environmentally sensitive areas. 
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3.9 Intermunicipal Relations 

 
Birch Hills County has a long history of intermunicipal relations with neighbouring municipalities. 

Although, currently the County does not have any intermunicipal development plans (IDP), this will soon 

change with updates to the Municipal Government Act (MGA) requiring municipalities to develop 

intermunicipal development plans with all bordering municipalities. The County is presently a member of 

the Central Peace G5 which has developed a number of regional initiatives and supports strong 

intermunicipal relations. Neighbouring municipalities are identified in Map 1. 

GOAL 

Birch Hills County shall continue to develop and maintain strong relations with other municipalities to 

establish a regional network for sustainable development.  

OBJECTIVES 

1. Promote the use and upkeep of intermunicipal development plans as outlined by the Municipal 

Government Act. 

2. Establish clear and efficient means of communication with other municipalities regarding 

development. 

3. Encourage mutually beneficial development. 

POLICIES 

3.9.1 General 
Policies 

a) The County will establish and maintain intermunicipal development plans 
with municipalities sharing common boundaries as stipulated by the MGA. 
 

b) Further to 3.9.1(a) the County shall establish a 3.2 km fringe zone adjacent 
to its boundaries with neighbouring rural municipalities. In this zone, the 
County shall circulate the following to the affected municipality for review 
and comment: 
 

i. subdivision applications, with the exception of applications for 
farmstead separations, and boundary adjustments; 

ii. development permit applications for discretionary uses under the 
Land Use Bylaw; and 

iii. statutory plan and Land Use Bylaw amendments. 
 

c) The County supports a coordinated approach to transportation and 
infrastructure planning with neighbouring municipalities. 
 

d) The County supports the continuing use of intermunicipal agreements as a 
means of delivering services in a cooperative manner and maximizing 
available resources.  

 



P a g e  | 41 

 

                                                                                                                          Birch Hills County 
Bylaw No. 2017-06 

Municipal Development Plan 

Part 4 Implementation 

The purpose of this Section is to outline the mechanisms to be used in the implementation of policies 

contained in this Municipal Development Plan. Most of the policies contained in this MDP will be 

implemented through the application of the Birch Hills County Land Use Bylaw.  

Monitoring & Review 
 
4.1.1 a) The County should undertake a major review and update of the MDP every 5 to 10 years. 

 
b) Council and County Administration must be prepared to consider proposed amendments to 

the MDP. 
 

c) If amendments are required, they shall be carried out through a transparent public 
consultation process in accordance with the Municipal Government Act. 

 
d) The County will continually monitor the administration and implementation of this MDP to 

ensure that the Plan remains an effective policy document. 
 

Plan Consistency 
 
4.1.2 a) Any updates to statutory documents such as the Land Use Bylaw or Area Structure Plans, or 

physical development shall be consistent with the MDP. 
 

b) If an amendment to the Land Use Bylaw is conflicting to the MDP, Council shall consider an 
amendment to this MDP at the same time as the Land Use Bylaw Amendment to ensure that 
consistency is maintained. 
 

c) As Birch Hills County undertakes new initiatives, this MDP shall be consulted and will act as a 
guide for decision-making and actions. 
 

Subdivision & Development 
 
4.1.3 a) If an amendment to the Land Use Bylaw is required to accommodate a proposed subdivision, 

the amendment shall receive third reading from Council prior to subdivision approval taking 
place. Such amendments will not be considered unless accompanied by a subdivision 
application. 
 

b) All applications for Land Use Bylaw Amendments, subdivision or development permits shall 
be evaluated by the County according to the following criteria: 
 

i. compliance with this MDP, the County’s Land Use Bylaw, and any other Statutory 
Plan that may be in effect; 

ii. adequacy of road access; 
iii. proposed methods of water supply and sewage disposal; 
iv. compatibility with adjacent land uses; 
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v. site suitability in terms of soils, topography, and size; 
vi. environmental factors, including the potential for erosion, flooding, loss of fish and 

wildlife habitat, water contamination, and wildfires; and 
vii. the quality of agricultural land. 
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Appendix A – Glossary 

 

Area Structure Plan means a long range land use and servicing plan adopted by bylaw and prepared in 

accordance with the MGA. 

Better Agricultural Land means those lands in the rural area which are rated in excess of 28% by the 

Rural Farmland Assessment (RFA) or, where no RFA is available, Canada Land Inventory (CLI) for 

Agriculture Class 1 to 3 inclusive. 

Buffer means a row of trees, shrubs, a berm, or fencing to provide visual screening and separation 

and/or sound dampening between sites, districts or incompatible land uses.  

Confined Feeding Operation (CFO) means an operation as defined by the Agricultural Operations 

Practices Act (AOPA), as amended. The standards and administration regulation of the AOPA shall define 

the minimum size and minimum distance separation of a CFO. 

Conservation Easement means a voluntary legal agreement defined in the Environmental Protection 

and Enhancement Act between a landowner and government or conservation agency. The easement 

agreement is intended to protect the natural values of the land by giving up all or some of the rights to 

develop the land. 

Council means Birch Hills County Council. 

Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) is a multi-disciplinary approach to 

deterring criminal behaviour through environmental design. CPTED strategies rely upon the ability to 

influence offender decisions that precede criminal acts by affecting the built, social, and administrative 

environment. 

Development Control Zone is an area requiring a permit from Alberta Transportation for 

development within 300 metres of a provincial right-of-way or within 800 metres of the centreline of a 

highway and public road intersection. 

Dude Ranch is a tourist facility/resort offering hands-on ranch activities such as horseback riding and 

camping. 

Environmental Reserve means land that is considered, in accordance with the Municipal Government 

Act, to be undevelopable because of its natural features or location (e.g. unstable slopes or flood prone); 

or, a strip of land abutting the bed and shore of a body of water or watercourse, that a developer may 

be required to dedicate at the time of subdivision. Environmental Reserve must be maintained in its 

natural state or used as park. Environmental Reserve may be dedicated to the County or secured by 

easement agreement satisfactory to the County. 
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Environmentally Sensitive Area means all those areas identified within this plan as areas appropriate 

for long term protection. The boundaries of such shall be identified by the policies and guidelines 

contained within this Plan or by the criteria and discretion contained within the Land Use Bylaw.  

Extensive Agriculture means a system of tillage or animal husbandry through which one may gain 

livelihood from large areas of land by the raising of crops or the rearing of livestock, and may include 

buildings and other structures incidental to the operation. 

Farmstead means an existing habitable residence and associated buildings and improvements, 

including water and sewer servicing, utilities and access, on an unsubdivided quarter section in a rural 

municipality.  

Farmstead Separation means a subdivided lot located in a rural area containing an existing dwelling 

unit and associated buildings. 

FireSmart: Protecting Your Community from Wildfire refers to Alberta's Community 

Wildland/Interface Planner developed in accordance with the recommendations of Partners in 

Protection against wildfires. This interactive manual provides tools for planning and mitigating the risk of 

fire. It recommends that a subdivision authority require information to help assess and reduce wildfire 

risk. 

First Parcel Out means a single residential parcel created from a previously unsubdivided quarter 

section. 

Flood Fringe means the portion of the flood hazard area outside of the floodway. Water in the flood 

fringe is generally shallower and flows more slowly than in the floodway.  

Flood Plain is the area of low-lying ground adjacent to a watercourse and subject to flooding. 

Floodway is the portion of the flood hazard area where flows are deepest, fastest and most 

destructive. The floodway typically includes the main channel of a stream and a portion of the adjacent 

overbank area. New development is discouraged in the floodway. 

Hamlet means: 

a) an area of land subdivided into lots and blocks as a town site, a plan of which is registered in 

a land titles office; or,  

b) an area designated by Council to be a hamlet. 

Hazard Land is land that consists of a swamp, gully, ravine, coulee or natural drainage course, or land 

that is subject to flooding or is, in the opinion of the subdivision authority, unstable. 

High Water Mark means the upper boundary of a waterbody. A high water mark shall be determined 

on a site-specific basis considering such factors as vegetation patterns, geomorphologic indicators, 

and/or air photos. 
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Hobby Farm means a small agricultural holding that is maintained without expectation of being a 

primary source of income. It may be utilized for private recreational purposes or managed as working 

farms for supplementary income, or are run at an ongoing loss as a rural lifestyle residential use. 

Home-based Business is a business operated by a resident in accordance with the Land Use Bylaw. 

Defined under the LUB as either a “Home Occupation (Major)” or “Home Occupation (Minor).” 

Intensive Agriculture means a commercial agricultural operation other than CFO that, due to the 

nature of the operation, requires smaller tracts of land. Without restricting the generality of the 

foregoing, this shall include nurseries, greenhouses, market gardens, kennels, sod farms, bee keeping, 

and tree farms. 

Intermunicipal Development Plan (IDP) means a statutory plan that is jointly prepared by 

neighbouring municipalities, and includes areas of land situated within the boundaries of the 

municipalities as they consider necessary. Intermunicipal Development Plans are further defined in the 

Municipal Government Act. 

Land Use Bylaw (LUB) is a regulatory document that regulates development within the municipality. 

Minimum Distance Separation is the method for siting all new or expanding confined feeding 

operations. 

Municipal Development Plan (MDP) or Plan means the Birch Hills County Municipal Development 

Plan. 

Municipal Government Act means the Municipal Government Act, Revised Statutes of Alberta 2000, 

Chapter M-26, as amended. 

Municipal Planning Commission (MPC) is an administrative committee involved in the development 

process by administering the County’s Land Use Bylaw through the issuance of development permits. 

The MPC considers and makes decisions on development permit applications for discretionary uses and 

variance requests. 

Municipal Reserve means land that is required in accordance with the Municipal Government Act at 

the time of subdivision for park and/or school purposes. 

Municipal Service refers to a water distribution system, sewage collection system or any other utility 

services that may develop in the future that conform to municipal standards. 

Open Space means all land and water areas either publicly owned or offering public access, that are 

not covered by structures. Open space includes current and potential parks, natural areas, pathways, 

roadway greens, lands for parks and recreation facilities, golf courses, cemeteries, and other types of 

alternative open space. 
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Shelterbelt is a form of shelter or protection from the wind provided by a row of trees or a fence, wall 

or screen. Typically found surrounding a country residential parcel. 

Statutory means a plan as referred to within the Municipal Government Act. 

Top of Bank means the upper topographical break that signifies the upper edge of a valley or 

watercourse.  

Waterbody means: 

a) The bed and shore of a lake, lagoon, swamp, marsh, or any other natural body of water; or 

b) A reservoir or other human made surface feature, whether it contains water continuously or 

intermittently. 

Watercourse means: 

a) The bed and shore of a river, stream, creek or other natural body of water; or 

b) A canal, ditch or other human made surface feature whether it contains or conveys water 

continuously or intermittently. 

Wetland means land saturated with water long enough to promote wetland or aquatic processes as 

indicated by the poorly drained soils, hydrophytic vegetation, and various kinds of biological activity that 

are adapted to a wet environment. 

Windbreak is a form of shelter or protection from the wind provided by a row of trees or a fence, wall 

or screen. Typically found along roads and between agricultural parcels. 
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SURVEY OBJECTIVE  
 

Birch Hills County is developing a Municipal Development Plan (MDP), which is a long-range strategic 

document intended to guide the growth and development of a municipality into the future. The 

objective of the community survey is to understand the attitudes and feelings of the residents about the 

present and future of the County. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SURVEY PROCESS AND COMPONENTS 
Consultation Reach 

The survey was developed in the fall of 2016 and launched to the public on October 27, 2016, via a 

general mail out to residences. Information about the survey was posted on the County’s webpage, 

Facebook page, and Twitter feed. Responses were accepted from October 27 to December 15, 2016. 

The survey was managed by the Mackenzie Municipal Services Agency through Survey Monkey, an 

online survey development company. 

Public Survey Results 

A total of 75 surveys were completed, which represents 4.7% of the County’s total population or 6.5% of 

the County’s adult population, based on the most recent population count of 1,5821. Surveys were 

available both online and via hard copies received in the mail; 35 surveys were completed online and 

40 hard copies were submitted to the County. 

                                                           
1
 Statistics Canada. Community Profile. 2011.  

*Note the total population numbers differed within the Stats Canada data and are inconsistent.   
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SURVEY RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
Who Responded 

The demographic questions in the survey allow staff to determine if the responses are representative of 

the County’s population. As Figure 1 shows, the survey attracted responses from primarily County 

residents along with some property owners who were not actual residents in the County. The majority 

of responses were from senior members of households (76.7%) while only 12.3% of respondents were 

property owners but non-residents. The Question 1 also asked business owners how many employees 

they had. Answers ranged from one to twenty, and on average employers had 4.6 employees.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 – Response to “Are you a (check all that apply):” (73 responses, 2 skipped) 

Figure 2 shows that the overwhelming majority of respondents had lived in Birch Hills County for 

21+ years ( 63.9%) while only 2.8% had lived in the County for 1 year or less. Indicating a high percent of 

longtime residents opposed to a low number of new residents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – Response to “How long have you lived in Birch Hills County?” (72 responses, 3 skipped) 

Question 3 asked respondents where in the County they lived. The majority of respondents lived on a 

farmstead in the County (39.4%). The hamlets of Wanham and Eaglesham had the next highest number 

of respondents with 14 and 13 responses each respectively. Unfortunately, no responses were received 

from the hamlet of Watino. Two respondents wrote in they were from the Woking area. See Figure 3 for 

the full results.  
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Figure 3 – Response to “Where do you live?” (71 responses, 4 skipped) 

Question 4 asked respondents to mark all the ages of the members of their household. Figure 4 shows 

how the survey results correlate to the 2011 Census Report for the County. As seen in Figure 4, the 

majority of respondents indicated that members of their household were between 50 and 69 years old. 

This reflects the 2011 Census Report as the majority age range in the County, besides Children aged 0-9 

years old.2 Moreover, these results reflect an aging community with few young families.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 – Response to “What are the ages of members of your household? (Check all that apply)” (73 responses, 2 skipped) 

Question 5 asked respondents to indicate their gender. The results were very similar to the results of the 

2011 Census Report for the County.3 The survey indicated 51.4% of respondents identified as a male 

which is slightly lower than the 2011 Census Report which indicated 53.2% of County residents were 

males. Alternatively, 48.6% of survey respondents indicated they were female compared to 47.2% from 

the 2011 Census Report.4 Figure 5 shows the full results from the survey. 

                                                           
2
 Statistics Canada. Community Profile. 2011. 

3
 Statistics Canada. Community Profile. 2011. 

4
 Statistics Canada. Community Profile. 2011. 
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Figure 5 – Response to “What is your gender?”  
(72 responses, 3 skipped) 

 
 
Figure 6 – Response to “What is your primary language?” 
(73 responses, 2 skipped) 

 

The majority of survey respondents (97.2%) identified themselves as English speakers (Figure 6). These 

results varied greatly from the 2011 Census Report which indicated the County included a larger German 

population (21.6%) and a French-speaking population of 7.6%.5 The absence of these groups could be 

explained by the fact that the survey was only released in English. Moreover, there was no option to 

choose multiple languages; therefore, bilingual speakers were not necessarily captured in responses to 

this question. 

Question 7 asked respondents to indicate how many adults, seniors (65 and over) and children (17 and 

under) lived in their household. Results showed that 79.5% of households in the County had at least one 

resident aged 18-64 with an average of 1.8 adults. The results revealed 37% of respondents’ households 

had at least one senior with an average of 1.4 per household. Finally, 16.4% of respondents indicated 

there were children living in their household and on average there were 2.7 children per household. See 

Figure 7 for the full results. 

Answer Options Responses Average Number Percent of Households 

Adults (18-64) 58 18 79.5% 
Seniors (65 and over) 27 1.4 37.0% 
Children (17 and under) 12 2.7 16.4% 
 

Figure 7 – “How many people live in your household? (please respond with a number)” (73 responses, 2 skipped) 

Respondents were asked why they decided to live in the County (Question 8) and the top 3 answers 

were employment, family, and cost of living. Alternatively, recreational opportunities and land 

availability were less popular reasons. “Lifestyle” was also written in a significant number of times as a 

reason for choosing Birch Hills County. Schools were considerably a lesser concern among respondents 

and this is evident in Figure 8.  

 

                                                           
5
 Statistics Canada. Community Profile. 2011. 
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Figure 8 – “Why do you choose to live in the County? (Check all that apply)” (61 responses, 14 skipped) 

Responses to Question 9 indicated that single-detached housing was the most common housing type 

(60.6%) in the County. This is also reflective in the 2011 Census Report which indicated 77% of residents 

lived in single-detached housing. The next most common housing types were manufactured/mobile 

homes (36.6%). While being separate and distinct uses, the difference is not common knowledge and 

therefore they were combined into one category. There was one write-in answer for a senior’s 

apartment. See Figure 9 for full details.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 – “What type of home do you live in today?” (70 responses, 5 skipped) 
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Home ownership responses to Question 10 revealed that the majority of respondents owned their 

home (89%) in the County opposed to renting. See the results in Figure 10. The eight residents who 

responded they were renters all lived in the County’s hamlets including three in Eaglesham, two in both 

Wanham and Peoria and one in Tangent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 – “Do you own or rent your home?” (73 responses, 2 skipped) 

 
Figure 11 – “Does your home currently meet your housing needs?”  
(73 responses, 2 skipped) 

As seen in Figure 11, most respondents’ felt their homes were currently meeting their housing needs. 

Written in answers as to why respondents’ homes were not meeting their needs included the need for 

upgrades to their home and physical size of their home not being large enough. Considering Questions 9 

and Question 11, the majority of respondents (68.3%) predictably answered in Question 12, that a 

single-detached home would meet their housing needs in five years. Manufactured and mobile homes 

were the next most common answers (27%), possibly an implication of residents wanting to downsize 

their home as they get older. There was one answer written in stating they believe a senior’s apartment 

would best meet their needs. See Figure 12 for the full results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

Figure 12 – “What type of home do you believe will meet your housing needs in 5 years?”  (62 responses, 13 skipped) 
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Question 13 dealt with overland flooding. This can be defined as a type of flooding that typically results 

from high water levels in rivers caused by rain, extensive amounts of melted snow or overflow of dams 

and channels.6 As seen in Figure 13, most respondents (93.2%) answered that their home had not been 

impacted by overland flooding. However, there were no responses from the hamlet of Watino which is 

within the Smoky River water basin, see Figure 3. In 1996, a Watino Flood Risk Mapping Study was 

released as a part of the Canada-Alberta Flood Damage Reduction Program (Figure 30).7 This study 

revealed that most flooding occurred due to excessive rainfall and snowmelt, while the potential for ice 

jams was minor.8  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13 – “Has your home been impacted by overland flooding?” 
(73 responses, 2 skipped) 

 

Figure 30 – Watino Flood Risk Mapping Study – Canada-Alberta Flood 
Damage Reduction Program (prepared by Northwest Hydraulic 
Consultants, 1996) 

 
Figure 14 displays where respondents’ place of occupation is located. Almost half (47.5%), indicated 

they work within the County (e.g. agricultural operations), not including the hamlets. Nearly a 

quarter (23.7%) of respondents work outside of the County, however, these respondents did not specify 

where they worked beyond one who mentioned the Town of Beaverlodge. A little more than a fifth of 

respondents (20.3%) replied that they work in a hamlet; Eaglesham being the most common (10.2%). 

Other respondents indicated they operated a home-based business or were retired, while only one 

respondent answered they were unemployed. The Canadian Business Patterns statistics released by 

Statistics Canada for Birch Hills County, show that the majority of businesses are agriculture, forestry, 

fishing or hunting based.9 Responses to this question were reflective of this as most respondents work in 

the rural parts of the County.  

 

                                                           
6
 insureye.com. Overland Flooding. 2017 

7
 Northwest Hydraulic Consultants. Watino Flood Risk Mapping Study. July 1996 

8
 Northwest Hydraulic Consultants. Watino Flood Risk Mapping Study. July 1996 

9
 Statistics Canada. Canadian Business Patterns. 2011 
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Figure 14 – “Where is your work mostly based?”  (59 responses, 16 skipped) 

Almost three-quarters of respondents answered that they expected to be living in the County five years 

from now (71.2%). While no one answered that they did not expect to be living in the County, over a 

quarter (28.8%) of respondents were unsure. Unsure respondents communicated concern regarding 

long commutes, high utility rates/taxes, lack of employment availability, and age concerns including 

mobility. Moreover, warmer weather and amenities in the Town of Spirit River may draw them away. 

See Figure 15 for the full results.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15 – “Do you expect to be living in the County 5 years from now?” (73 responses, 2 skipped) 

Question 16 asked residents what they enjoyed about the County in both the summer and winter 

seasons. Respondents identified recreation, community buildings, scenery, neighbours/the people, low 

traffic volumes, privacy and local events as things they enjoy in the summertime. During the winter, 

respondents indicated they enjoy winter recreation, such as snowmobiling; children activities at the 

West Smoky Recreation Centre and views of the Northern Lights. Figure 16 shows a word cloud 

displaying prominent words that appeared frequently in the respondents’ answers. It is important to 

note that the word cloud displays words from answers to both the winter and summer portion of 

Question 16, with the top portion containing words related to the winter (blue) and the bottom portion 

related to the summer (green).  
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Figure 16 – “What do you enjoy about living in the County?” (62 responses, 13 skipped) 

Subsequent to Question 16, Question 17 asked residents what they disliked about living in the County. A 

recurring theme was poor road conditions, specifically the state of Highway 677; mud-covered roads, 

flooded roads due to frozen culverts, poor plowing of rural roads and sanding/salting issues in the 

hamlets. Other comments expressing discontent mentioned the smell of manure from confined feeding 

operations, bylaw enforcement (e.g. pet control, unsightly properties) and excessive tree removal 

resulting in loss of windbreaks. Figure 17 shows the prominent, frequently used words by respondents 

for this question.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17 – “What do you dislike about living in the County?” (63 responses, 12 skipped) 
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Next, Question 18 asked respondents if the County has all the basic services they felt a community 

should provide. This question resulted in a divided outcome with 52.2% answering the County did 

provide the basic services while 47.8% replied that it did 

not. Comments revealed that respondents believed the 

County could improve basic services by improving 

internet/cell service, road conditions, access to potable 

water, access to fuel and bylaw enforcement. Other 

comments mentioned the importance of health services 

and home support for those leaving the hospital after an 

extended stay. Figure 18 displays the split in the 

respondents’ answers.  

The next 4 questions in the survey asked respondents to 

rate different aspects of administration, development, 

services, recreation and environment based on a rating 

system with 5 options: Excellent, Good, Average, Poor, and No Opinion. If respondents rated a service as 

“Poor”, they were asked to elaborate on their opinion. All “No Opinion” responses were removed from 

the graphs. 

Question 19 asked respondents what their opinion was of County administration, planning and 

development services, access to local government and communications from the County. Most 

respondents were generally satisfied with the County’s performance in this area; see Figure 19 for the 

full results. Respondents commented that better communication of local events and better advertising 

for the County is needed. Furthermore, respondents mentioned the lack of bylaw enforcement and the 

need for better communication in regards to complaints, specifically towards road conditions 

(i.e. Highway 677). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19 – “What is your opinion of the following aspects of Municipal Administration in the County?” (67 responses, 8 skipped) 

  
Figure 18 – “Does the County have the basic services 
you believe your community should provide you?”  
(69 responses, 6 skipped) 



Municipal Development Plan Survey Report 
February 2017 

                                                                                 

6.1% 

15.9% 

14.5% 

6.3% 

3.8% 

10.0% 

1.5% 

18.8% 

19.7% 

47.8% 

49.3% 

48.4% 

17.0% 

52.0% 

16.4% 

62.5% 

30.3% 

26.1% 

26.1% 

35.9% 

24.5% 

26.0% 

35.8% 

18.8% 

43.9% 

10.1% 

10.1% 

9.4% 

54.7% 

12.0% 

46.3% 

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0% 100.0%

Access to telecommunications and broadband

Recycling Service

Landfill Service/Landfill Transfer Station

Protection Services (Fire, Police, EMS)

Bylaw Enforcement

Municipal Utility Systems (Water, Sewer, etc)

Road Management/Maintenance

Garbage Pick Up (If Applicable)

Excellent

Good

Average

Poor

3.2% 

2.2% 

2.4% 

15.9% 

22.2% 

14.3% 

36.5% 

37.8% 

45.2% 

44.4% 

37.8% 

38.1% 

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0% 100.0%

Ability to meet your everyday needs with the goods and services
available in the County

Location of new development

Housing Options

Excellent Good Average Poor

Question 20 asks respondents about services within the County from access to telecommunications to 

garbage pick-up. Services that scored the best ratings from respondents included: recycling services, 

landfill service, protection services, municipal utility systems and garbage pick-up. Alternatively, access 

to telecommunications, road management/maintenance, and bylaw enforcement scored poorly. See 

Figure 20 for full details regarding respondents’ opinions of the County’s services. The most common 

complaint among the responses was a lack of bylaw enforcement in the County. These complaints 

generally were concerned with barking dogs and unsightly properties. Poor cell service and water quality 

were also mentioned. One respondent stated they were not aware of any recycling within the County. 

Another respondent cited that there was no light at the Wanham landfill which has created an unsafe 

environment.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20 – “What is your opinion of the following services in the County?” (72 responses, 3 skipped) 

Question 21 asked respondents about their opinion regarding aspects of development within the 

County. This question produced the highest percent of “Poor” ratings, specifically in the County’s ability 

to meet the everyday needs with goods and services. This was reflected in the comments which 

mentioned the lack of commercial buildings, grocery stores, and fuel service. Respondents commented 

on the lack of development as well, however, the location of new development and housing options 

received fewer “Poor” ratings.  See Figure 21 for the full ratings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21 – “What is your opinion about the following aspects of development in the County?” (71 responses, 4 skipped) 
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Overall, respondents were satisfied with recreation options and parks/open spaces within the County. 

See Figure 22 for the full details. Comments regarding how to improve in this area were geared towards 

improving existing assets such as the West Smoky Recreation Centre and smaller parks such in the 

County including Kieyho Park. Other comments mentioned the need for more playgrounds for children 

in the hamlets. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22 – “What is your opinion about recreation in the County?” (70 responses, 5 skipped) 

Questions 23 and 24 asked respondents to indicate their level of agreement with statements about the 

environment and other aspects of the County and were given the options Strongly Agree, Agree, No 

Opinion, Disagree or Strongly Disagree. All “No Opinion” responses were removed from the graphs. 

Respondents were overwhelmingly in agreement in regards to environmental protection in the County. 

Question 23 revealed that respondents felt the water quality of the rivers is acceptable, access is 

adequate and more forest protection is needed. Full results can be found below in Figure 23. Specific 

concerns regarding the environment included: 

 the need to limit clear cutting of trees; 

 the need to limit chemical spraying; 

 improving access to rivers (e.g. Little Burnt River); and, 

 stopping farmers from driving over ditches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23 – “Please indicate your level of agreement for the following statements:” (72 responses, 3 skipped) 

The statements in Question 24 addressed five aspects of the municipality: rural character, agriculture, 

housing, recreation, and heritage. Respondents overwhelmingly agreed that visual aesthetics, 

preservation of agricultural land and protection of local heritage is important to them. Comments 

mentioned the importance of improving community spirit. Respondents also agreed that recreational 

opportunities are accessible but comments suggest more access is better.  
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Other comments mentioned the lack of housing choices within the County. This is echoed in the 

responses as many respondents disagreed that there is a sufficient range of housing types available. The 

only housing type that respondents agreed to have a sufficient supply of was mobile homes. Every other 

housing choice was viewed as deficient. See Figure 24 for the full results of this question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24 – “Please indicate your level of agreement for the following statements:” (72 responses, 3 skipped) 
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Themes In The Feedback  

The final five questions in the survey invited additional feedback from the respondents. Question 25 

asked “What do you think could be improved in our community?” (61 responses, 14 skipped), 

Question 26 read “Given the information you’ve provided, please describe how you would like your 

community to look in 10-20 years.” (56 responses, 19 skipped), Question 27 asked “What are the 

specific challenges your community experiences (if any)?” (49 responses, 26 skipped), Question 28 asked 

“What specific changes would you like to see in the area and/or your community?” (49 responses, 

26 skipped) and Question 29, “Please provide any additional feedback you have:” (24 responses, 

51 skipped). Five themes emerged from these responses that highlight the concerns and desires of the 

respondents regarding the County.  

1. Community 

Many responses to the five open-ended questions addressed the need for a greater sense of 

community in order to attract new residents. Respondents also commented that they would like 

to see the County attract a younger population and actively engage in retaining younger 

residents. Respondents commented that they would like to see more community engagement, 

existing community facilities maintained and greater accountability from their Council. 
 

2. Bylaw Enforcement 

Concern regarding bylaw enforcement was raised numerous times. Respondents felt there is a 

tremendous need to clean up the hamlets, including unsightly and vacant properties. Comments 

cited a cleaner County would attract more residents and retain others. Others mentioned bylaw 

enforcement in regards to pet control, weed control, and beaver control.  
 

3. Business 

Respondents were concerned that there is not enough incentive for new business to locate to 

Birch Hills County. Comments also mentioned the need for improved fuel service and 

employment-seeking services. Concern was raised over large-scale farming operations and lack 

of infrastructure to attract growth.  
 

4. Services 

The need for basic services was a recurring theme from respondents. Many respondents 

mentioned the need for improved water services, specifically to the hamlet of Peoria. Various 

comments mentioned the challenge of having to haul water. Other responses cited the need for 

improved telecommunication services throughout the County.  
 

5. Road Infrastructure 

Road maintenance was a major concern of respondents, especially gravel roads and 

Highways 677 and 740. The plowing and grading of these roads were also mentioned numerous 

times. Moreover, respondents mentioned improving the roads surrounding the ferry. Additional 

concerns were over heavily loaded industrial vehicles contributing to the rapid deterioration of 

road infrastructure. 
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ABOUT YOU: SURVEY PARTICIPANT 
 

1. Are you a (check all that apply): 

 Resident of Birch Hills County 

 Senior Member of Family 

 Multiple Family Members 

 None of the above  

 Property Owner (Not A Resident) 

 Business Owner (Including Agri.) 

 Number of Employees____

 

2. How long have you lived in Birch Hills County? 

 1 year or less 

 1-5 years 

 6-10 years 

 11-20 years 

 21+ years 

 

3. Where do you live? 

 Farmstead in the County 

 Acreage in the County 

 Eaglesham   

 Peoria 

 Tangent 

 Wanham 

 Watino 

 Other ___________ 

 

4. What are the ages of members of your household? (Check all that apply)

 0-9 

 10-14 

 15-19 

 20-24 

 25-29 

 30-34 

 35-39 

 40-44 

 45-49 

 50-54 

 55-59 

 60-64 

 65-69 

 70-74 

 75-79 

 80 + 

 

5. What is your gender?  

 Male  Female  Other_________ 

 

6. What is your primary language? 

 English 

 French 

 German 

 Other____________

 

7. How many people live in your household? (please respond with a number) 

 

_____ Adults (18-64) _____ Seniors (65 and over) _____ Children (17 and under) 
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8. Why do you choose to live in the County? (Check all that apply)  

 Employment 

 Recreation 

opportunities 

 Schools 

 Cost of living 

 Family  

 Land Availability 

 Lifestyle 

 Other________________________________________________________________  

 

9. What type of home do you live in today?  

 Single Detached 

 Manufactured Home 

 Mobile Home 

 Duplex/ Semi-

Detached 

 Row House 

 Other 

 

10. Do you own or rent your home?  

 Own   Rent

 

11. Does your home currently meet your housing needs? 

 Yes   No 

a. If not, please explain: 

 

 

12. What type of home do you believe will meet your housing needs in 5 years?  

 Single Detached 

 Manufactured Home 

 Mobile Home 

 Duplex/ Semi-

Detached 

 Row House 

 Other   

 

 

13. Has your home been impacted by overbank flooding? 

 Yes  No 

 

14. Where is your work mostly based?  

 Within the County 

 Outside of the County 

 Eaglesham 

 Peoria 

 Tangent 

 Wanham 

 Watino 

 Home-based business in the County 

 Unemployed 

 Other________________________ 

 

15. Do you expect to be living in the County 5 years from now?  

 Yes  

 Unsure 

 No

a. If no or unsure, what do you expect will prompt your move?  
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16. What do you enjoy about living in the County?  

a. In summer? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. In winter? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17. What do you dislike about living in the County?  

a. In summer? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. In winter? 
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YOUR THOUGHTS ON THE COUNTY: 
18. Does the County have the basic services you believe your community should provide you?  

 Yes   No

a. If no, what is lacking?  

 

 

 

 

 

19. What is your opinion of the following aspects of Municipal Administration in the County?  

 Excellent Good Average Poor No Opinion 

a. Birch Hills County Administration      
b. Planning and Development  Services      
c. Access to Local Government      
d. Birch Hills County Communications      

 

If you rated any elements as Poor, please indicate why.  

 

 

 

20. What is your opinion of the following services in the County? 

 Excellent Good Average Poor No Opinion 

a. Access to telecommunications and broadband      
b. Recycling Service      
c. Landfill Service/Landfill Transfer Station      
d. Protection Services (Fire, Police, EMS)      
e. Bylaw Enforcement      
f. Municipal Utility Systems (Water, Sewer, etc)      
g. Road Management/Maintenance      
h. Garbage Pick Up (If Applicable)      

 

If you rated any elements as Poor, please indicate why.  
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21. What is your opinion about the following aspects of development in the County? 

 Excellent Good Average Poor No Opinion 

a. Ability to meet your everyday needs  
with the goods and services available 
in the County 

     

b. Location of new development      
c. Housing Options      

 

If you rated any elements as Poor, please indicate why.  

 

 

22. What is your opinion about recreation in the County? 

 Excellent Good Average Poor No Opinion 

a. Recreation options      
b. Parks/Open Spaces      

 

If you rated any elements as Poor, please indicate why.  

 

 

23. Please indicate your level of agreement for the following statements:  

ENVIRONMENT Strongly 
Agree 

Agree No 
Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

a. The quality of our rivers and 
streams is good 

     

b. Public access to rivers and streams 
is adequate 

     

c. More protection is needed of 
forested areas in the County 
 

     

What do you think could be improved in our rural environment? 
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24. Please indicate your level of agreement for the following statements: 

COMMUNITY Strongly 
Agree 

Agree No 
Opinion 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

a. The character (visual aesthetics and landscape) of the 
rural areas could be improved 

     

b. The character (visual aesthetics and landscape) of the 
hamlets could be improved 

     

c. Preservation of agricultural land should be prioritized 
over the approval of multi-parcel subdivision 

     

d. There is a sufficient range of housing types available:      

i. single-detached      
ii. manufactured      

iii. mobile home      
iv. duplex      
v. semi-detached      

vi. row house      
vii. apartment      

viii. other      
e. Recreation opportunities are accessible       
f. Protection of our local heritage is important to me      

 

If you Disagreed with any of these statements, please indicate why.  
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THE FUTURE 
25. What do you think could be improved in our community? 

 

 

26. Given the information you’ve provided, please describe how you would like your community 

to look in 10-20 years. 

 

 

27. What are the specific challenges your community experiences (if any)? 

 

 

28. What specific changes would you like to see in the area and/or your community? 

 

 

Please provide any additional feedback you have: 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your time and input.  

Look for the survey results in the fall of 2017 and watch for further information about the Municipal 

Development Plan on the Birch Hills County webpage and in the Central Peace Signal (Rycroft Signal). 

If you have any questions about the survey or the Municipal Development Plan, please contact Tom 

Deming, Planning Technician at the Mackenzie Municipal Services Agency 780-338-3862 or the Birch 

Hills County Office 780-694-3793. 
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