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1.0 Executive Summary 

Travelling 1,370 kilometres from its headwaters in the Rocky Mountains to its mouth at the 
Strait of Georgia, the Fraser River is the longest river in British Columbia. Renowned for its 
biological diversity and natural beauty, the Fraser drains more than a quarter of the province. 
The Fraser River Basin is now home to 2.73 million people or 67% of British Columbiaôs (BC) 
population. The main stem of the river was nominated as a Canadian Heritage River in 1997 
and designated in 1998 in recognition of its exceptional natural, cultural, and recreational 
values. 

Over the past 10 years, the key natural and cultural heritage values, and recreational values 
of the Fraser River that supported its Canadian Heritage River designation remain and are 
described in this report.  

The Fraser River is somewhat vulnerable to the impacts of human population growth, habitat 
loss and degradation, pollution and invasive species, and to the overarching threat of climate 
change, which is projected to impact both water flow regimes and water temperatures. 
Climate change is also predicted to result in sea level rise with significant potential impacts to 
the ecosystem of the Fraser River estuary. 

For the most part, the cultural and recreational heritage values of the Fraser River have 
remained intact since the time of designation in 1998. The most significant exception 
involves those cultural and recreational values related to fishing. Aboriginal, commercial and 
recreational fisheries have all been adversely impacts by declines in salmon stocks and 
corresponding reductions in harvest rates.  

There are many activities that have positively contributed to the natural, cultural and 
recreational values of the Fraser over the past decade: 

o Formal commitments to Greenhouse Gas reductions to mitigate climate change 
impacts (BCôs Climate Action Plan); 

o Provincial introduction of a Living Water Smart Plan, and a provincial commitment to 
better protect groundwater in BC ï important for the health of freshwater systems; 

o Work of the Fraser Basin Council to advance sustainability in the Basin and 
encourage collaborative solutions among authorities and interested parties across 
sectors; 

o Investment of time and resources through the Fraser Salmon and Watersheds 
Program, focusing on fisheries management, habitat improvement, watershed 
governance and public education and engagement; 

o International recognition of key ecosystems features in BC, in particular for migrating 
shorebirds and waterfowl of the Fraser River delta; 

o An invasive plant strategy for BC, and management plans that are underway in many 
communities; 

o Species recovery plans; 
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o Opening of the Fraser River Discovery Centre to educate the public on the 
importance of the Fraser as a living, working river; 

o Opportunities for the public to experience natural and cultural heritage on the Fraser, 
existing historic sites and museums and new and pre-existing parks; 

o Growth of BCôs tourism sector, including the Aboriginal tourism sector and activities 
on the Fraser; 

o Steps towards recognition of Aboriginal rights and title through treaties and other 
means, various partnerships and co-management agreements and leadership in 
economic sectors; and, 

o Leadership by watershed stewards and advocates. 

In the context of this report, it is also timely to flag the challenges ahead for the Fraser. While 
Canada is blessed with 7% of the worldôs freshwater, its rivers are not immune to the 
pressures on freshwater ecosystems worldwide. The Fraser River is vulnerable to the 
impacts of human population growth, habitat loss and degradation, pollution and invasive 
species, and to the overarching threat of climate change, which impacts water flow regimes 
and temperatures.  
 
It is timely to recognize the importance of quality data, monitoring and information-sharing in 
the management of watersheds and water resources. Because responsibility for the 
management of the Fraser River and its resources is shared across many agencies and 
organizations, the future of the river calls for collaboration among all orders of government 
(federal, provincial, local and First Nations), the private sector, non-profit organizations and 
the general public.  
 
The collaborative management of the river would be improved through a more detailed and 
updated management plan involving various communities and organizations along the Fraser 
River. The Ministry of Environment will work with the Canadian Heritage Rivers Board to 
determine appropriate scheduling for drafting a revised management plan. 

The Fraser Riverôs current designation as a Canadian Heritage River has potential to raise 
public appreciation for Canadian rivers generally, and for the Fraser in particular. Perhaps 
most importantly, it is a fresh opportunity to encourage decision-makers and all those 
interested in the riverôs future to come together on current issues. Maintaining the Fraser 
Riverôs designation as a Canadian Heritage River for its natural, cultural and recreational 
values over the long-term will demand a serious commitment, but one worth assuming. The 
river is worth it. 

2.0 Introduction 

In recognition of its exceptional natural and cultural heritage values, and recreational values, 
the main stem of the Fraser River was nominated as a Canadian Heritage River in 1997 and 
designated in 1998. The Canadian Heritage River System (CHRS) is a national river 
conservation program. A cooperative effort by the federal, provincial and territorial 
governments, the CHRS promotes river heritage conservation and encourages sustainable 
management through recognition of the countryôs outstanding rivers. The CHRS includes a 
responsibility to prepare a 10-year monitoring report to ensure that designated rivers 
continue to possess the remarkable heritage values for which they were originally nominated. 
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The Fraser River is the longest river in the CHRS, flowing 1,370 kilometres from source to 
sea, and is the largest river in British Columbia. Beginning in Mount Robson Provincial Park, 
the Fraser traverses alpine tundra, pine forests, grasslands, desert-like canyons, and old 
growth rainforest. It greets the Pacific Ocean in a fertile, lowland valley and an estuary that 
provides internationally recognized habitat and refueling areas for millions of shorebirds and 
waterfowl. While renowned for its biological diversity and natural beauty, the Fraser is also a 
working river that supports agriculture and industry. The Fraser River Basin is currently home 
to 2.73 million people or 67% of British Columbiaôs population. The river and its basin are 
also central to the history of BCôs Aboriginal people and are home to about half of the 198 
First Nations in BC.  

The objectives of the Fraser 10-year monitoring report are to: 

o Describe major changes in relation to the river over the past 10 years; 
o Report on the current condition of heritage values for which the river was nominated 

and whether the river still possesses these values; 
o Review CHRS integrity guidelines and determine if they are still being met; and, 
o Determine the degree to which actions outlined in the management plan have been 

implemented. 

The size and complexity of the Fraser River pose unique challenges for reporting on its 
Canadian Heritage River values. These values are diverse and widely distributed along the 
length of the river. Similarly, changes to the heritage values may be different at different 
points along the river. For example, a particular natural heritage value may have been 
enhanced in one or more locations but adversely impacted in other locations. The sheer size 
of the Fraser River also makes it difficult, within the scope of this reporting initiative, to 
assess in a comprehensive way the conditions of all heritage values along the entire length 
of the river over a 10-year period.  

It should be noted that the nomination documents were prepared (1997) prior to the 
establishment of the current CHRS natural (2001) and cultural heritage values frameworks 
(2000). At the time of the Fraser Riverôs nomination and designation, the overarching natural 
heritage, cultural heritage and recreational values of the Fraser River were described in a 
narrative fashion, with heritage examples identified, but without an exhaustive description. 

Within the CHRS natural heritage framework, characteristics for the Fraser River have been 
mapped onto the current natural heritage values framework, and this monitoring report 
follows and respects the descriptions as shown. The monitoring report similarly folds the 
Fraserôs cultural heritage and recreational value descriptions into their respective CHRS 
frameworks. 

This report should be treated as an overview of the Fraser Riverôs key values that is based 
on readily available and accessible information. Since new activities, new studies, changes 
or threats to river values may emerge at any time ï it is sensible to invite interested parties 
along the river to contribute to future monitoring reports by flagging developments of 
significance. 

One additional observation may be helpful, particularly when using this document for 
planning. While this report is focused on the main stem of the Fraser River, the riverôs health 
is dependent on the health of its tributaries and all activities in the surrounding river basin. 
Those interested in a look at issues impacting the Fraser Basin and its communities may 
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wish to consult other resources, including Sustainability Snapshot 4: The Many Faces of 
Sustainability. 

The Snapshot 3 (2006) and Snapshot 4 (2009) reports are referenced in some sections of 
this report. For convenience, a summary of highlights from Snapshot 4 is included in the 
Appendix to this report. For a look at the full report, visit the Fraser Basin Council website at 
www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/publications/indicators.html or request a print copy. 

http://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/publications/indicators.html
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3.0 Background 

From its headwaters in the Rocky Mountains upstream from Prince George, the Fraser River 
flows through a broad trench bordered by mountains. From Prince George to Lytton, the river 
winds along the rolling hills and flatlands of the interior plateau. On its way to Hope, it passes 
through the Coast Mountains and the magnificent Fraser Canyon. From Hope, it flows 
through the fertile Fraser Valley to the cities of Vancouver, Delta and Richmond and the 
Fraser River estuary where it enters the Strait of Georgia and the Pacific Ocean.  

The river flows through diverse landscapes on its 1,370 km course, including six of the 10 
eco-provinces within British Columbia and 7 of 16 biogeoclimatic zones. The Fraser River 
supports freshwater, estuarine and marine ecosystems that provide habitat for a rich variety 
of fish, wildlife and plant species. It is Canadaôs most productive salmon river, and one of the 
most important in the world. All five species of Pacific salmon (genus Oncorhynchus) make 
their return journey up the Fraser and its tributaries to spawn and rear: sockeye, coho, chum, 
chinook and pink, along with steelhead of the same genus, which is a sea-run form of 
rainbow trout.  

The Fraser River and its basin support a range of economic activities, including forestry, 
fishing, mining, manufacturing, agriculture, tourism and recreation. Abundant resources 
along the Fraserôs length have always made the river an attractive place to live. First Nations 
have lived along the river for thousands of years, establishing distinct histories, languages 
and cultures. The Fraser also played key roles in the post-contact historical events, such as 
the Fur Trade and Gold Rush eras and the construction of a major transportation corridor 
linking the west with the rest of Canada. Today, the river and its tributaries continue to 
function as important transportation corridors within the Fraser Basin and BC. The river 
corridor also facilitates international transportation by linking national rail lines, highways and 
a marine port, providing a gateway to the larger Asia-Pacific region.  

In September 1995, the BC Heritage Rivers Board (BCHRB) recommended to the provincial 
government that the Fraser River be nominated to the national program. Not only would the 
Fraser increase representation of Western Canada in the CHRS, the river was also the 
greatest contribution the province could make to the system in terms of river size, natural 
beauty, biophysical diversity, recreational opportunities, and historical and contemporary 
significance. Because of the large number of tributaries and the extensive area of land 
covered by the drainage system, only the main stem of the river was recommended for 
nomination.  

To demonstrate strong public support for the nomination, the Fraser Basin Management 
Program (FBMP), the predecessor of the Fraser Basin Council, consulted with government 
and non-governmental stakeholders, including federal and provincial agencies, 
municipalities, First Nations, and individuals. The FBMPôs summary report confirmed that the 
Fraserôs nomination was well supported. The Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks 
prepared a background report and nomination document establishing the rationale for the 
riverôs nomination on the basis of all three CHRS heritage categories and most of its integrity 
guidelines. The nomination was formally accepted by the CHR Board in January 1997 and 
the formal designation was made in 1998. A management plan was written the following year 
describing the collaborative partnerships and principles that would be key to future 
management of the Fraser River. 
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The Fraser Basin Council (FBC) was established in  1997. The Council brings together on its 
board representatives of the four orders of government (federal, provincial, local and First 
Nations) together with the private and non-profit sectors. The Council is not a river 
management authority, but a charitable non-profit organization devoted to advancing social, 
economic, and environmental sustainability in the Fraser Basin and beyond. Recognizing 
that todayôs sustainability issues involve many organizations, FBC helps others work together 
in collaboration. Over the past 10 years, the Council has partnered on many initiatives, 
including those that impact on the health of the river and the basin, including climate change, 
sustainable fish and fisheries initiatives, an invasive plant strategy and numerous regional 
and local initiatives. 

The main lesson that emerges from successful initiatives to safeguard and enhance the 
Fraser River is that working together is essential. The Fraser River belongs to all of us, and 
we have a shared responsibility to pass a healthy river legacy to future generations. 

4.0 Methodology 

Within the scope of this project, the following approach was used to gain information about 
activities and changes on the Fraser River since its designation: 

¶ Review of the Fraser River CHRS nomination and designation documents to clarify 
relevant river values and integrity guidelines; 

¶ Review of the Fraser River plan to manage its natural, cultural and recreational values; 

¶ Review of the CHRS natural and cultural heritage values frameworks; 

¶ Review of the best available quantitative data, including data from the Fraser Basin 
Councilôs State of the Fraser Basin: Sustainability Snapshot reports; and, 

¶ Literature review of periodicals, media sources, website sources from academic, 
government and non-profit organizations. 
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5.0 Chronology of Events 

Table 1 lists specific events, actions, research and studies that have occurred on the Fraser 
River since its nomination in 1997 and designation in 1998. General observations and 
developments that cannot be dated are included in the appropriate sections of the report. 

Table 1: Chronology of Events for the Fraser River since 1997 

1997 Fraser Basin Council is established (succeeding the Fraser Basin Management 
Program).  

The Fraser River Sturgeon Conservation Society (FRSCS) is founded to conserve 
and restore white sturgeon in the Fraser. 

The Annacis Island Wastewater Treatment Plant, the largest of the five facilities 
operated by Metro Vancouver, was upgraded from primary to secondary treatment in 
1997. Others in the region (Lions Gate and Iona) still offer primary treatment. 

  

1998 BC Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks Report ï Environmental Trends in BC. 
This report includes different kinds of environmental data and trend analysis across 
BC, some of which is relevant to the Fraser River and/or Fraser Basin. 

  

1999 The Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team (GOERT) is formed. 

  

2000 BC Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks Report ï Environmental Trends in BC 

Fin Donnelly, local river advocate, swims the Fraser River for a second time (the first 
being in 1995) to raise awareness of the riverôs values and threats to its health. 

  

2001 The Fraser River estuary is designated an Important Bird Area. 

The Fraser River Discovery Centre opens a preview centre on the historic New 
Westminster waterfront. 

The mountain pine beetle outbreak begins in the Fraser River Basin; a reflection of a 
changing climate. 

  

2002 The Second Sunday in June is declared Canadaôs national Rivers Day, supported by 
CHRB and inspired by BC Rivers Day. 

BC Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protection Report ï Environmental Trends in BC 
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2003 In response to population declines, the Fraser River white sturgeon is reclassified 
from ñspecial concernò to ñendangeredò in COSEWIC listings. 

The Fraser River Estuary Management Program updates its Estuary Management 
Plan, reflecting new laws, plans, and policies.  

Fraser Basin Council ï State of the Fraser Basin Conference and Sustainability 
Snapshot ï State of the Fraser Basin Report 

  

2004  A federal-provincial agreement is reached on lower Fraser River gravel removals. 

Fraser Basin Council ï State of the Fraser Basin Conference and Sustainability 
Snapshot 2 ï State of the Fraser Basin Report 

  

2005 The Fraser River Estuary joins the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network. 

World Rivers Day begins on the last Sunday in September, inspired by BCôs Rivers 
Day. The international event has been endorsed by the United Nations, 
complementary to its ñWater for Life Decadeò. Source: 
http://commons.bcit.ca/riversinstitute. 

The Fraser Salmon and Watersheds Program begins, with a combined federal-
provincial funding commitment of $20 million over five years to improve fisheries 
management, habitat, watershed governance and public engagement. Co-managed 
by the Fraser Basin Council and Pacific Salmon Foundation, with input from a broad 
cross-section of interests in fish management, fisheries and watershed health. See 
www.thinksalmon.com. 

  

2006 The ñHeart of the Fraserò conservation initiative (in the Mission to Hope gravel reach) 
is launched, a partnership that includes the BC Institute of Technology and the Nature 
Trust of BC. Canfor donates Harrison Knob (a parcel of land near the confluence of 
the Fraser and Harrison Rivers). The land will be managed by Scowlitz First Nation. 
This is the first of a dozen properties secured under the initiative (as of early 2010). 
Source: Nature Trust of BC press release September 18, 2006 and oral report. 

Fraser River Estuary Management Program ï Monitoring Report Update  

BC Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protection report ï Alive and Inseparable ï BCôs 
Coastal Environment 

Fraser Basin Council report ï State of the Fraser Basin Conference and Sustainability 
Snapshot 3 ï State of the Fraser Basin Report Inspiring Action 

Fraser Basin Council report ï Bridge Between Nations: A History of First Nations in 
the Fraser River Basin 

  

2007 BC Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protection Report ï Environmental Trends in BC 

http://commons.bcit.ca/riversinstitute
http://www.thinksalmon.com/
http://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/publications/documents/Bridges_Between_Nations.pdf
http://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/publications/documents/Bridges_Between_Nations.pdf
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High flood risk in Fraser Basin during spring freshet. 

Simon Fraserôs letters and journals are published in book form. 

BC Flood Protection Program announced in September 2007, including a 10-year 
program to support flood risk mitigation. 

BC Institute of Technologyôs ñExplore the Fraserò website is launched 
http://commons.bcit.ca/explorethefraser/. 

  

2008 200
th
 Anniversary of Simon Fraserôs expedition and 150

th
 Anniversary of BC 

becoming a Crown Colony ï celebrations focused on tourism and local community 
events. New Pathways to Gold Society (www.newpathwaystogold.ca) focused on 
economic development, heritage and reconciliation with First Nations. Other events 
were based on the ñRivermaniaò theme. 

  

2009 State of the Fraser Basin Conference and Sustainability Snapshot 4 ï State of the 
Fraser Basin Report: The Many Faces of Sustainability 

British Columbia Institute of Technology (Burnaby) establishes the Rivers Institute, 
with Mark Angelo becoming the first Rudy North Chair in River Ecology. The Institute 
works for the protection and restoration of waterways and coordinates World Rivers 
Day. 

World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) issues report: Canadaôs Rivers at Risk: 
Environmental Flows and Canadaôs Freshwater Future. 

Province of BC launches ñExperience the Fraser,ò a pilot project to enhance 
recreational riverside trails in Langley and Mission, with a vision to create trails all 
along the lower Fraser. 

The Golden Ears Bridge (Maple Ridge-Langley) opens and the Albion Ferry crossing 
is closed. The Trans-Canada Trail is rerouted across the bridge and along the south 
side of the Fraser River. 

A 3,600-year-old riverside First Nation village site is discovered during the Golden 
Ears bridge excavation, including evidence of wapato (an aquatic plant) cultivation 
from that period. 

The Tswwassen First Nation signs the first urban treaty in BC. This community is 
located at the mouth of the Fraser River.  

A federal commission of inquiry, led by BC Supreme Court Justice Cohen, begins 
work to look into the collapse of BC sockeye stocks. 

The Fraser River Discovery Centre opens a renovated, expanded facility in New 
Westminster. 

Port Metro Vancouver and Terminal Systems Inc. expand the existing container 
operations at the Deltaport container terminal at Roberts Bank, at the mouth of the 
Fraser River. 

http://commons.bcit.ca/explorethefraser/
http://www.newpathwaystogold.ca/
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6.0 Fraser River Natural Heritage Values 

6.1 Background 

The Fraser River was designated as a Canadian Heritage River based on these natural 
heritage values: 

o The geology and hydrology of the river provide outstanding examples of processes 
associated with the major glaciations in British Columbia. The glacial processes that 
formed the Fraser River and surrounding areas have determined much of the 
history of the province of British Columbia through their influence on topography 
and settlement 
 

o The Lower Fraser River and delta provide remarkable examples of historic and 
ongoing fluvial and geomorphologic processes. These processes have a continuous 
influence on both the biotic and abiotic environments of the Lower Fraser River 
 

o The Fraser River Canyon provides an excellent example of natural formations and 
features and demonstrates hydrologic processes by which powerful rivers can 
shape landscapes over time 
 

o The Fraser River exhibits a wealth of wildlife values and contains along its course 
habitats of several rare or endangered species, particularly white sturgeon. The 
river is known internationally as a significant salmon-producing river and also 
supports an outstanding diversity of bird species that are of national and 
international importance. 

6.2 Condition of Values since Designation 

All of the above values remain on the Fraser River, and the natural integrity guidelines that 
begin on page 16 have been fulfilled, and the river merits ongoing recognition as a Canadian 
Heritage River. 

Rivers are dynamic, and the landscape of the Fraser Basin is likewise ever-changing. Most 
impacts are significant over much longer periods of time than the timeframe for this 10-year 
monitoring report, as reflected in the stability of most features in the table below. 

That said, it is important to highlight some impacts of climate change on the abiotic and biotic 
features of the Fraser River system. 

Peak flows on the Fraser River and its tributaries are now occurring earlier in the year than 
85 years ago. The Fraser is reaching half of its annual cumulative flow nine days earlier, on 
average, than a century ago. One study projects that in 2070-2099 the Fraserôs peak flows 
will be smaller and occur 24 days earlier. Overall volumes are predicted to decrease only 5% 
in that time. Projections are that water temperature will increase and this could have serious 
implications for salmon, a keystone species of the Fraser River ecosystem. 

Projections for sea level rise could also mean danger of flood, changes in the lower Fraser 
estuary, and consequent risks for the human populations and communities of the region. 
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Climate change and overall warmer temperatures across BC have also been significant in 
enabling the outbreak of the mountain pine beetle, which has impacted forests, hydrology 
and landscapes. The Fraser Basin, the largest watershed in BC, is the most affected 
watershed by the beetle, with an infested forest area of 7.7 million hectares (88% of the 
watershed) [Redding and Pike 2007]. From 1998 to 2006, an estimated 46% of the 
merchantable pine volume (MPV) on BCôs timber harvesting land base was killed. It is 
currently estimated that the provincial peak in annual kill for this outbreak occurred during the 
summer of 2004, but the destructive trend will continue through to 2015 (76% MPV killed), 
and will taper off by 2019 (Fraser Basin Council, Sustainability Snapshot 4: The Many Faces 
of Sustainability, 2009). 

The mountain pine beetle outbreak is expected to influence hydrology in the Fraser Basin 
until a healthy forest cover is restored. A loss of living tree cover due to mortality and salvage 
logging is likely to increase the frequency and magnitude of peak flows on tributary rivers, 
and also result in earlier peak flows. However, this is not likely to result in significant 
hydrological impacts on the Fraser because the areas most impacted by mountain pine 
beetle do not contribute a substantial proportion of Fraser River flows. Hydrological changes 
and associated impacts erosion and sediment transport are likely to have adverse impacts 
on fish and fish habitat such as scouring or siltation of spawning and rearing habitats, low 
summer flows and warm water temperatures. 

The Fraser remains one of the most productive Pacific salmon rivers in the world, and the 
importance of salmon to the natural and human history of the region should not be 
underestimated. Salmon are an important food source for wildlife and people alike. Aboriginal 
people across the Fraser Basin and BC have relied on salmon for food and trade for 10,000 
years, and salmon has been a significant economic contributor, both for sport fishing and for 
commercial fishing and processing. For all people of the Basin and across BC, salmon 
means more: it is a cultural icon. 

Many different stocks across all five species of Pacific Salmon depend on the Fraser River ï 
and many of these species and stocks are in decline. For example, total annual returns of 
sockeye salmon in 2007 and 2008 were the lowest observed in the past 30 years.  

The marine survival of salmon has recently been a focus of concern, but the decline in 
salmon stocks has been attributed to multiple factors, including freshwater habitat where 
salmon rear and return to spawn. Factors include inadequate water flows and warm  
temperatures, mixed-stock fishing, habitat deterioration, pollution and habitat loss from 
agricultural use, industrial expansion and human population growth. Of course these 
pressures impact other aspects of the ecosystem, including vegetation, birds, other wildlife, 
and other fish species, notably sturgeon. White sturgeon remain endangered and 
conservation efforts continue. 

In its 2007 report Status of the White Sturgeon in the Lower Fraser River, the Fraser River 
Conservation Society found that comparisons of population estimates before and after 
January 2003 strongly suggest a decrease in the overall population of the lower Fraser 
sturgeon. The greatest decreases were for sturgeon smaller than 100 cm fork length. The 
report identified the reduction in overall food availability, including all salmon species and 
Pacific eulachon, as a contributing factor to poor population recovery (Source: Fraser River 
Conservation Society 2007). 

It is an important time in the history of the Fraser River to protect the health of the river and 
its estuary by preventing and mitigating human activities that lead to climate change and 
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otherwise may degrade the riverôs natural heritage values. Positive steps include: 
stewardship programs, and improved collaborative fisheries management, habitat 
enhancement, governance and public education (such as the Fraser Salmon and Watershed 
Program); fisheries conservation measures; the federal Wild Salmon Policy and a provincial 
Living Water Smart plan, including a provincial intent to better protect surface water and 
groundwater. 

As noted earlier in this report, there is a challenge in assessing and maintaining the natural 
values in a river as diverse as the Fraser. It calls on people first to understand and respect 
these values, and then to work together to safeguard them for the future.
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Table 2: Fraser River Natural Heritage Values 
 

CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

THEME 1: HYDROLOGY 

Sub-theme 
1.1 
Drainage 
Basins. 

Pacific Ocean Basin 
Stream Number 1. 

A new study by researchers with Geographical Survey of 
Canada, University of BC and Simon Fraser University 
yielded an interesting finding ï that the Fraser River once 
flowed north during Pleistoncene period, possibly as a 
tributary to the Peace River and draining into the Arctic 
Ocean. The Fraser later reversed course when glacial ice 
melt on the Interior Plateau greatly increased water flows and 
carved a new course to the Pacific. Source: Vancouver Sun.  

None 

 

Sub-theme 
1.2 Seasonal 
Variation. 

Period of highest flow 
is June (summer 
snowmelt); period of 
lowest flow is 
October-April. 
 

A recent report by World Wildlife Fund Canada characterized 
the environmental flows of the Fraser River as ñGoodò. The 
Fraser is considered one of the less-impacted major rivers in 
North America from this perspective. The Fraser Basin 
system is considered moderately affected by fragmentation 
and flow regulation, due to damming of some major 
tributaries (e.g., Nechako, Bridge, and Stave Rivers). 

Source: Becky Swainson. 2009. Canadaôs Rivers at Risk: 
The Status of Environmental Flows in Canada. Prepared for 
WWF-Canada. 
http://assets.wwf.ca/downloads/wwf_canadas_riversatrisk_te
chnicalreport.pdf [accessed February 2010]. 

Peak flows on the Fraser River and its 
tributaries are now occurring earlier in 
the year than 85 years ago. The Fraser 
is reaching half of its annual cumulative 
flow nine days earlier, on average, than 
a century ago. One study projects that 
in 2070-2099 the Fraserôs peak flows 
will be lower and will occur 24 days 
earlier. Overall volumes may decrease 
by 5% in that time. Projections are that 
water temperature will increase and this 
could have serious implications for 
salmon. 

http://assets.wwf.ca/downloads/wwf_canadas_riversatrisk_technicalreport.pdf
http://assets.wwf.ca/downloads/wwf_canadas_riversatrisk_technicalreport.pdf
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Table 2: Fraser River Natural Heritage Values 
 

CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Local watershed roundtables have been formed in some 
Fraser Basin communities to discuss water allocation issues 
in recognition that there are competing demands. BCôs Living 
Water Smart Plan and Water Act Modernization aim to 
regulate groundwater use in priority areas and large 
groundwater withdrawals for protection of the resource. 

 

Source: Abstract of ñClimate Change in 
the Fraser River watershed: flow and 
temperature projectionsò Journal of 
Hydrology (2002): John Morrison, 
Michael Quick and Michael Foreman. 
http://www.pac.dfo-
mpo.gc.ca/sci/OSAP/publ/online/Histori
calFlowsandTemperatures.pdf 
[Accessed February 2009] 

The mountain pine beetle outbreak is 
also expected to influence hydrology in 
the Fraser Basin until a healthy forest 
cover is restored. A loss of living tree 
cover due to mortality and salvage 
logging is likely to increase the 
frequency and magnitude of peak flows 
on tributary rivers and also result in 
earlier peak flows. However, this is not 
likely to result in significant hydrological 
impacts on the Fraser because the 
areas most impacted by mountain pine 
beetle do not contribute a substantial 
proportion of Fraser River flows. 

 

http://www.pac.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/sci/OSAP/publ/online/HistoricalFlowsandTemperatures.pdf
http://www.pac.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/sci/OSAP/publ/online/HistoricalFlowsandTemperatures.pdf
http://www.pac.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/sci/OSAP/publ/online/HistoricalFlowsandTemperatures.pdf
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Sub-theme 
1.3 Water 
Content. 

The Fraser River has 
a moderate 201-400 
mg/l (10.1-20.0 JU) 
sediment load. The 
river has medium 
level  (51-100 mg/l) of 
total dissolved solids 
in its middle stretch 
and high level (>100 
mg) in its lower 
stretches. 

Source: CHRS 
framework document, 
drawn from 
Hydrological Atlas of 
Canada Map 28C: 
Turbidity of Surface 
Waters and from Map 
28B Total Dissolved 
Solids of Surface 
Waters. 

 

 

Data not available or accessible. Unknown 
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Sub-theme 
1.4  
River Size. 

Major River of >800 
m

3
/sec: The Fraserôs 

average annual flow 
at lowest measured 
point (Hope) is 2,720 
m

3
/sec. Source: 

Environment Canada 
website 2/2/10 as of 
1999 data, extracted 
from national HDAT 
database. 

The length of the 
entire Fraser River is 
>1,000 km (1,356 
km). It drains 232,300 
square km (Can) and 
800 (US): see note 
below.Source Natural 
Resources Canada 
website [accessed 
January 30, 2010].  

 

 

None. See note above under seasonal variation. None. See note above under seasonal 
variation. 
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

THEME 2: PHYSIOGRAPHY 

Sub-theme 
2.1 
Physiographic 
Regions. 

Cordilleran 
Plateau/Mountains 
and West Coast 
Ranges 

Source: CHRS 
Framework for the 
Natural Values of 
Canadian Heritage 
Rivers (March, 2001), 
as drawn from 
Bostockôs 
Physiographic 
Subdivision of 
Canada (1964). 

None None 

Sub-theme 
2.2 Geological 
Processes. 

Sedimentation: laying 
of sedimentary rocks, 
sandstones, 
limestones, shales. 

 

 

None None 
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Sub-theme  
2.3 
Hydrogeology. 

Pervious bedrock, 
with surficial 
unconsolidated 
materials of both high 
porosity and low 
porosity clay and silt. 

Also impervious 
(igneous and 
metamorphic) 
bedrock with surficial 
unconsolidated 
materials of low 
porosity clay and silt. 

 

 

 

 

None None 
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Sub-theme 
2.4 
Topography. 

Moderate gradient (1-
2 m/km). Height 
above sea level 0-400 
m. 

Variation in gradient 
and height above sea 
level: 

o Shallow gradient 
<1m/km, with 0-
400 metres above 
sea level 

o Moderate 
gradient 1-2 
m/km at >1000 
metres above sea 
level 

o Steep gradient 
>5m/km at >1000 
metres above sea 
level 

Source: CHRS 
framework. 

Numerous topographic surveys have been undertaken in 
different parts of the Fraser River Basin and along the river 
corridor using Light Detection And Ranging (LiDAR) 
technology and aerial photography. For example, LiDAR 
surveys were undertaken in 1999, 2004, 2005/06 and 
2008/09 to support a variety of flood and river management 
initiatives as well as community land use planning and 
drainage studies. 

None 
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

THEME 3: RIVER MORPHOLOGY 

Sub-theme 
3.1 
Valley Types. 

Both concave-walled 
and straight-walled 
valleys, with 
significant floodplain. 

 

Data not available or accessible None 
 

Sub-theme 
3.2 Channel 
Patterns. 

Stream configuration 
is meandering. 

 

Data not available or accessible None 

Sub-theme 
3.3 Channel 
Profile. 

Level water 
(flatwater) with 
insignificant gradient 
and level water (swift 
water) with regular 
shallow gradient with 
notable surges. 

 

 

Data not available or accessible None 
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
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Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Sub-theme 
3.4 Fluvial 
Landforms. 

Depositional 
landforms: fans, 
deltas and braiding. 

 

 

 
Sediment removals: 
o 1997: The Fraser River Estuary 

Management Program began 
calculating a sediment budget. The 
amount of sediment removed in this 
year was 1.83 million cubic meters 
less than the budget. 

o 2000: Cumulative amount of 
sediment removed between 1997 
and 2000 was 2.66 million cubic 
meters less than the accumulative 
sediment budget. 

o 1998-2006: Amount of dredged 
sediment amounts to 67% of 
forecasted incoming sediment load, 
so dredging levels are considered 
to be sustainable. 

Source: Fraser River Estuary 
Management Program. 2006. A Living, 
Working River. 
www.bieapfremp.org/fremp/pdf_files/Mo
nitoring Report FINAL _2006_MR.pdf 
[accessed February 2010] 

 

http://www.bieapfremp.org/fremp/pdf_files/Monitoring%20Report%20FINAL%20_2006_MR.pdf
http://www.bieapfremp.org/fremp/pdf_files/Monitoring%20Report%20FINAL%20_2006_MR.pdf
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
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Fraser River Natural 
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Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Subsidence at the Fraser Estuary: 

o Sediment loading is causing the 
Fraser delta to sink at rates of 1-
2mm per year. 

o Due to dredging, construction of 
training walls and dikes, and large 
construction projects (e.g., ferry 
terminals, port facilities), sediments 
that would add to the surface of the 
delta are diverted into deeper water, 
increasing the natural subsidence 
rate to 2mm per year 

Source: Brian Bornhold. 2008. 
Projected sea level changes for British 
Columbia in the 21

st
 Century. Prepared 

for the BC Ministry of Environment. 
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Natural 
Framework 
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Fraser River Natural 
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Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

THEME 4: BIOTIC ENVIRONMENTS 

Sub-theme 
4.1 Aquatic 
Ecosystems. 

Riverine systems: 
Lowland zone (region 
of sediment 
deposition; fine 
sediment substrate; 
stable discharges; 
and high species 
diversity) 

Estuarine systems: 
Subtidal zone 
(substrate is 
continually 
submerged) 

Wetland systems: 
Marshes (mineral 
wetlands or peatlands 
periodically flooded or 
inundated by standing 
or moving waters) 

Source: CHRS 
framework 

The critical importance of the Fraser River estuary has 
resulted in extensive stewardship activities, river education 
and advocacy over the past 10 years. Examples include: 

o World Rivers Day (based on BC Rivers Day, engaging 
communities annually); 

o Establishment of the Fraser Basin Council; 

o Second swim of the Fraser River by Fin Donnelly to raise 
awareness; 

o Stewardship and educational work on the river, including 
that of numerous community-based and/or multi-
stakeholder organizations; and, 

o Creation of new riverside parks and protected areas. 

2001: The estuary is designated an Important Bird Area and 
is recognized as the most significant of all of Canadaôs 597 
designated areas. Source: BC Nature Federation of BC 
Naturalists website. 
www.bcnature.ca/pages/stewardship_projects/IBA_milestone
s.html. [accessed February 2010] 

A wide variety of land use activities 
have, over many years, resulted in 
damage and loss of stream habitats for 
salmonids and other fish throughout the 
Fraser Basin. This is particularly evident 
in the Lower Fraser region where 
agriculture and flood management 
practices have resulted in fragmentation 
and substantial loss of rearing habitats. 
Salmon habitats in the Interior Fraser 
(particularly the Thompson drainage) 
have also been heavily impacted by 
forestry and agriculture, as well as 
linear and hydroelectric development. 
Excessive water withdrawals in some 
watersheds are an impediment to 
recovery of salmon. In addition, some 
smaller, genetically unique sockeye 
stocks have been seriously impacted by 
habitat alterations since the early 
1900s, including extinction (e.g., 
Coquitlam, Alouette sockeye). Salmon-
rearing wetlands on the Fraser have 
also suffered substantial human-caused 
losses. These impacts have been 

http://www.bcnature.ca/pages/stewardship_projects/IBA_milestones.html
http://www.bcnature.ca/pages/stewardship_projects/IBA_milestones.html
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2005: the estuary joins the Western Hemisphere Shorebird 
Reserve Network. Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve 
Network website www.whsrn.org [accessed February 2010].  

2007: The Fraser River Major Drainage Area is ranked as 
imperilled/vulnerable (L. Kremsater. 2007. Draft S Ranks and 
Surrogate G Ranks for BEC Zones and Draft S Ranks for 
Ecoprovinces and Major Drainage Areas of BC: Preliminary 
Rankings for Informing the Biodiversity Status Report and 
Action Plan. Biodiversity BC. Victoria, BC.) 

cumulative and continue to outstrip 
habitat recovery measures. Source: 
Fraser Basin Council. 2006.  

Sustainability Snapshot 3: Inspiring 
Action. Since 2000, some unvegetated 
intertidal mudflats and sandflats have 
been converted to marsh habitat, 
resulting in habitat gains. Overall, loss 
has occurred in subtidal and intertidal 
mudflats. From 1986-2000:net gain of 
9.2 hectares of productive habitat from 
compensation and enhancement 
projects

1
 

Sea level rise may have significant 
impacts to the estuary ecosystem.- It is 
predicted that, by 2100, sea level rise in 
Vancouver will be: 

¶ 0.04-0.18m based on extreme low 
estimate of global sea level rise 

¶ 0.20-0.33m based on mean estimate 

¶ 0.89-1.03 based on extreme high 
estimate

2
 

                                                 
1 Source: Fraser River Estuary Management Program. 2006. A Living, Working River. www.bieapfremp.org/fremp/pdf_files/Monitoring Report FINAL _2006_MR.pdf. [Accessed 
February 2010] 

 
2 Source: Brian Bornhold. 2008. Projected sea level changes for British Columbia in the 21

st
 Century. Prepared for the BC Ministry of Environment. 

http://www.whsrn.org/
http://www.bieapfremp.org/fremp/pdf_files/Monitoring%20Report%20FINAL%20_2006_MR.pdf
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Sub-theme 
4.2 Terrestrial. 
Ecosystems. 

Ecozone: 4.9% is 
Pacific Maritime 

Source: CHRS 
framework (derived 
from 15 terrestrial 
ecozones developed 
by Environment 
Canada in 1986; 
these zones are sub-
divided into 217 
ecoregions that may 
be used for detailed 
descriptions of 
individual rivers 
based on length of 
rivers in each 
ecozone) 

Ecoprovinces: The 
Fraser River passes 
through the following 
6 ecozones: Georgia 
Depression, Coast 
and Mountains, 
Southern Interior, 
Central Interior, Sub-

The Government of BC and the federal government 
collaborate in recovery planning for species and ecosystems 
at risk. Recovery planning is the process of identifying and 
facilitating the implementation of priority actions to ensure the 
survival and recovery of species and ecosystems at risk. 
Recovery planning generally involves the development of a 
recovery strategy and of one or more action plans. 

In 2004, there were 45 recovery teams in BC. As of March 
2008, there were 72 recovery teams and recovery 
implementation groups. 

Sources:  Fraser Basin Council. 2004. Sustainability 
Snapshot 2.  

Ministry of Environment, Environmental Stewardship Division 
website. 
www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/documents/recovery/RcvryTeams_RI
Gs_BC.pdf. [accessed February 2010] 

2008. Biodiversity BC. Taking Natureôs Pulse: The Status of 
Biodiversity in BC. 

 

Classification as Pacific Maritime 
Ecozone remains unchanged. 

Six of eight BC ecosystems that have 
been assessed as being ñat riskò occur 
in the Fraser Basin. At risk ecosystems 
include grasslands, estuaries, wetlands, 
coastal Douglas-fir, Garry oak and 
cottonwood riparian ecosystems. 
Across BC, 49% of bunchgrass 
grasslands (which occur primarily in the 
Thompson and Cariboo-Chilcotin 
regions) and 21% of coastal Douglas-fir 
forests are listed as ñglobally imperilledò 
due to loss or degradation of habitat. 
 
Over 3.3 million ha of land in the Fraser 
Basin (14%) is designated as Protected 
Areas. The Upper Fraser region has the 
largest total area of protected land (1.15 
million ha). The Fraser Valley has the 
highest proportion of land protected 
(21.5%), followed closely by the Greater 
Vancouver-Sea to Sky region (19.3%). 
Source: (Fraser Basin Council. 2009. 
Sustainability Snapshot 4: The Many 
Faces of Sustainability) 

http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/documents/recovery/RcvryTeams_RIGs_BC.pdf
http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wld/documents/recovery/RcvryTeams_RIGs_BC.pdf
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boreal Interior, and 
Southern Interior 
Mountains 

Source: M.A. Austin 
and A. Eriksson. 
2009. The 
Biodiversity Atlas of 
British Columbia. 
www.biodiversitybc.or
g/assets/Default/BBC
_Biodiversity_Atlas.p
df. [accessed 
February 2010] 

 

 
Forests and the Mountain Pine Beetle 
Outbreak ï From 1981 to 2008, 
forested lands in BC were affected by 
the Mountain Pine Beetle infestation. 
The total area affected in 2008 was 
estimated as 13,500,000 ha. From 1998 
to 2006, an estimated 46% of the 
merchantable pine volume (MPV) on 
BCôs timber harvesting land base was 
killed with a projection that this will 
continue through to 2015 (76% MPV 
killed), and then will largely be over by 
2019. From 2003 to 2007, 88ï95% of 
the forested area infested annually in 
BC occurred in the Fraser Basin. 
Source: Fraser Basin Council. 2009. 
Sustainability Snapshot 4: The Many 
Faces of Sustainability. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.biodiversitybc.org/assets/Default/BBC_Biodiversity_Atlas.pdf
http://www.biodiversitybc.org/assets/Default/BBC_Biodiversity_Atlas.pdf
http://www.biodiversitybc.org/assets/Default/BBC_Biodiversity_Atlas.pdf
http://www.biodiversitybc.org/assets/Default/BBC_Biodiversity_Atlas.pdf
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Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
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THEME 5: VEGETATION 

Sub-theme 
5.1 Significant 
Plant 
Communities. 

Plant communities 
are influenced by the 
biogeoclimatic zones 
in the Fraser Basin, 
which include Coastal 
Western Hemlock, 
Interior Douglas Fir, 
Ponderosa Pine, 
Bunchgrass, Sub-
Boreal Spruce and 
Coastal Douglas Fir. 

Among the significant 
plant communities of 
the Fraser, those 
mentioned in 
nomination materials 
are: Churn Creek 
grasslands, Garry 
Oak /Big-Leaf Maple-
Wild Cherry: Source: 
CHRS framework 

 

 Six of eight BC ecosystems that have 
been assessed as being ñat riskò occur 
in the Fraser Basin. At risk ecosystems 
include grasslands, estuaries, wetlands, 
coastal Douglas-fir, Garry oak and 
cottonwood riparian ecosystems. 
Source: Biodiversity BC. 
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Sub-theme 
5.2 Rare Plant 
Species. 

Garry Oak 

 

The Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team (GOERT) was 
formed in 1999 as a partnership of experts from all orders of 
government, including First Nations, non-governmental 
organizations, academic institutions, volunteers and 
consultants. The recovery team coordinates efforts to 
conserve and restore endangered Garry oak and associated 
ecosystems and species at risk that inhabit them. A recovery 
plan was created in 2002. Source: Garry Oak Ecosystems 
Recovery Team website. 
www.goert.ca/about_what_we_do.php. [accessed February 
2010] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Habitat conversion by agricultural and 
urban uses poses the most serious 
threat to this species. Additional threats 
include habitat loss, fragmentation, 
invasion by exotic species and altered 
fire regimes. 

http://www.goert.ca/about_what_we_do.php
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THEME 6 FAUNA 

Sub-theme 
6.1 Significant 
Animal 
Populations. 

The lower Fraser 
contains 
internationally 
significant 
populations of 
resident and 
migratory waterfowl 
and shorebirds and 
inter-tidal life, and 
offers a vital staging 
area on the Pacific 
Flyway. The Fraser 
also supports 
internationally 
significant salmon 
runs. 

According to a World Wildlife Fund technical report, 
o approximately one of every 10 vertebrate species in the 

Fraser Basin is ñred-listedò; 
o The Fraser River supports 5 species of Pacific salmon, 

30 species of other fish, and 87 more species in its 
estuary; 

o Fishing in the Fraser Basin is worth over $300 million per 
year; and, 

o The Fraser River delta supports the highest densities of 
wintering birds in Canada. 

Source: Becky Swainson. 2009. Canadaôs Rivers at Risk: 
The Status of Environmental Flows in Canada. Prepared for 
WWF-Canada. 
http://assets.wwf.ca/downloads/wwf_canadas_riversatrisk_te
chnicalreport.pdf. [accessed February 2010] 

The Fraser Salmon and Watersheds Program aims to 
conserve and restore the diversity and abundance of salmon 
in the Fraser Basin. This multi-year program focuses on 
improved fisheries management, habitat, governance, and 
public education and engagement. It is jointly managed by 
the Fraser Basin Council and the Pacific Salmon Foundation, 
with federal and provincial funding. Projects are delivered 
throughout the Fraser Basin, including many led by First 
Nations: see www.thinksalmon.com. 

While the Fraser continues to be one of 
the most productive Pacific salmon 
rivers internationally, many factors are 
contributing to the decline of salmon 
stocks, including mixed-stock fishing, 
poor ocean survival, habitat 
deterioration (including water quality 
and quantity), and, in some cases, 
inadequate information to support 
decision-making (Fraser Basin Council. 
2009. Sustainability Snapshot 4: The 
Many Faces of Sustainability)  

The estuary is under pressure from 
agricultural and non-agricultural 
development. There is potential for 
water pollution from pesticides, and 
urban and industrial developments 
along the river and shipping in the 
Georgia Straight. An exotic eelgrass 
(Zostera japonica) was introduced to 
the area and poses a threat. Canadian 
Important Bird Areas database 
www.ibacanada.ca/site.jsp?siteID=BC0
17. [accessed February 2010]. 

http://assets.wwf.ca/downloads/wwf_canadas_riversatrisk_technicalreport.pdf
http://assets.wwf.ca/downloads/wwf_canadas_riversatrisk_technicalreport.pdf
http://www.thinksalmon.com/
http://www.ibacanada.ca/site.jsp?siteID=BC017
http://www.ibacanada.ca/site.jsp?siteID=BC017
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Sockeye Salmon (1980ï2008): Total 
annual returns of sockeye salmon in 
2007 and 2008 were the lowest 
observed in the past 30 years. Declines 
were worse than the expected cyclic 
lows, but escapements for some of the 
major summer-run stocks in 2005 and 
late-run stocks in 2006 were good, so 
there is some potential for better returns 
in 2009 and 2010. Annual sockeye 
management continues to be strongly 
influenced by measures to address pre-
spawn mortality, high river temperatures 
and efforts to protect depleted stocks 
(e.g., Cultus and Sakinaw sockeye, 
interior coho, steelhead and some 
chinook stocks).  
 
Coho Salmon (1980ï2007): Severe 
conservation concerns remain for 
interior Fraser coho. Harvest rates were 
reduced substantially in the late 1990s 
in response to declines in marine 
survival and the sharp drop in run size 
from 1993 to 1994. Interior Fraser coho 
returns were at record lows in 2006. 
Returns in 2007 improved but were still 
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only 30% of the average for the 1980ï
1993 period. 

Chinook Salmon (1986ï2008) 
Harvest rates for spring (Upper Fraser) 
stocks tend to be higher than for other 
Fraser chinook stocks and returns have 
been declining since their recent peak 
in 2003. Returns of summer-run stocks 
have increased substantially since 
1995, likely as a result of reduced 
harvest rates introduced in the late 
1990s to protect late-run sockeye and 
interior coho stocks. However, fall-run 
stocks returning to the lower Fraser 
declined substantially since their recent 
peak in 2003. Source: (Fraser Basin 
Council. 2009. Sustainability Snapshot 
4 The Many Faces of Sustainability) 

Projections are that water temperature 
will increase and could have serious 
implications for salmon. Source: 
Abstract of ñClimate Change in the 
Fraser River watershed: flow and 
temperature projectionsò Journal of 
Hydrology (2002): John Morrison, 
Michael Quick and Michael Foreman 
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

Sub-theme 
6.2 Rare 
Animal 
Species. 

White sturgeon are 
the largest freshwater 
fish in North America, 
reaching more than 6 
m and 600 kg in size 
and living for over 
150 years. There are 
four ñstock groupsò of 
white sturgeon in the 
Fraser Basin: 
Nechako, Upper 
Fraser, Middle Fraser 
and Lower Fraser.  

White sturgeon 
spawn only in 
freshwater and are 
very dependent on 
the health of critical 
in-river habitats. They 
are a prized species 
for recreational 
anglers, particularly in 
the Lower and Middle 
Fraser. 

 

1997: The Fraser River Sturgeon Conservation Society 
(FRSCS) is founded to conserve and restore wild white 
sturgeon in the Fraser.  

1999: The FRSCS establishes a white sturgeon monitoring 
and assessment volunteer-driven program.  

2003: In response to population declines, white sturgeon 
were reclassified from ñspecial concernò to ñendangeredò in 
COSEWIC listings.  

2004: Results of a 5-year study on the population and 
distribution of white sturgeon on the lower Fraser River is 
published. 

2005: The Fraser River White Sturgeon Conservation Plan 
was developed to provide information on white sturgeon 
biology and conservation, identify information gaps, and set 
priorities for action by government and non-government 
organizations. 

2006/2007/2008: The FRSCS publishes the Status of White 
Sturgeon in the Lower Fraser River reports, which reports on 
data summaries and population assessments from the 
monitoring and assessment program.  
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CHRS 
Natural 
Framework 
(2001) 

Themes and 
Sub-Themes 

Fraser River Natural 
Heritage Elements 
Description 

Significant Actions, Research or Studies 
Since Designation 

Changes or Threats 
to Nomination Value(s) 

2008-2009: The FRSCS commissions a report aimed at 
developing a strategic plan for conservation and protection of 
the Matsqui Channel and Hatzic Eddy, which provide 
important feeding, rearing, and overwintering habitat for white 
sturgeon. 

Source: The information above on Fraser River white 
sturgeon can be found on various reports hosted at: 
www.frasersturgeon.com/about.html. [accessed February 
2010]. 

http://www.frasersturgeon.com/about.html
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7.0 Fraser River Cultural Heritage Values 

7.1 Background 

The Fraser River was designated as a Canadian Heritage River based on cultural values for 
the following reasons: 

¶ The river has made an important contribution to the development of British Columbia 
and Canada through its influence on such important events as the fur trade and 
settlement of the West, and on such important themes as riparian settlement and 
transportation. 
 

¶ The Fraser River is strongly associated with the exploration of western Canada and 
such influential people as Simon Fraser for whom the river was later named. It is also 
directly associated with the formation of British Columbia, first as the Crown Colony of 
British Columbia and later as a Province of Canada. 
 

¶ The banks of the Fraser are home to two nationally significant historic sites: Fort 
Langley, the site of the first permanent European settlement in British Columbia, and 
the Gulf of Georgia Cannery, an authentic fish processing plant located at the riverôs 
mouth. 
 

¶ Hundreds of archeological and historical sites and features are known to exist along 
the banks of the Fraser. These sites contain artifacts and structures that represent 
some of the human heritage themes of the river, namely First Nations and European 
settlement and transportation. 

7.2 Condition of Values since Designation 

As described at the time of nomination, the Fraser River reflects many of the cultural heritage 
themes in the Cultural Heritage Framework ï ranging from river resource harvesting, water 
transport and riparian settlement to culture and recreation. 

The table below highlights these themes, confirms their status and offers an update on their 
connection to life today along the Fraser. The original nomination described cultural values in 
a narrative format. This monitoring report maps the narrative description onto the Cultural 
Heritage Framework that was developed in 2000.  

To quote the framework document, the aim is ñto classify the historic connections between 
rivers and human activity in Canada.ò This creates a challenge. The Fraser River is both very 
old in its cultural history of Aboriginal people (dating back 10,000 years), but relatively young 
(200 years) when considering subsequent settlement, in particular Europeans, who spurred 
growth in population, agriculture and industry. The river is very young (50 years) for those of 
many other cultures who live in the Fraser Basin today. While the focus of the framework and 
this monitoring report is on historical connections, it may be helpful to consider in future 
reports how more recent cultural heritage attributes of the river should be recognized. 
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Early history of the Fraser River region comes from the culture, traditions, art, traditional 
knowledge and oral histories of the Aboriginal people, along with archeological records and 
features in the landscape. European settlement, beginning in the early 1800s, brought great 
change. Of particular note, many Aboriginal communities were adversely affected or 
displaced by changes to ecosystems and food sources, by the introduction of a reserve 
system and by creation of a residential school system. Although not specifically identified in 
the original nomination materials, these profound changes in the lives of Aboriginal people 
impacted their culture, and ultimately the cultural heritage of the region. 

Aboriginal people along the Fraser River have always relied on river resources. 
Archeological sites along the entire length of the river reveal more about early cultures, 
including village sites such as Xay:tem (Mission), the Great Fraser Midden (Marpole),  
transformer sites and other spiritual sites, petroglyphs and burial grounds. Interior peoples 
have had economies that included salmon, deer and plants, and those of the lower reaches 
of the river relied on fish, land and sea mammals, shellfish, berries and roots. There is recent 
confirmation of early agriculture (some 3,600 years ago) of arrowhead or wapato (a potato-
like tuber grown along the lower Fraser estuary). Today, Aboriginal people continue to work 
to safeguard their language, culture and heritage and foster a renewed understanding of their 
values. Neither the original nomination nor this report can adequately describe the many 
heritage values of First Nations. 

The Fraser River has been known by many names. For those of the lower Fraser it was 

ñStó:lƬò and they themselves carried this name as meaning ñPeople of the River.ò As noted 
in the nomination, the first non-Aboriginal person explorer was Simon Fraser after whom the 
river was later named. His voyage in 1808 began at Fort George (now the City of Prince 
George) on behalf of the Northwest Company. His goal was to establish a new fur trade 
route to the mouth of the river (which he believed to be the Columbia River). Simon Fraserôs 
canoe voyage took 35 days, navigating 900 km of challenging, sometimes treacherous 
waters. Fraser benefited from existing routes, such as riverside portages (including one 
through most of the Fraser Canyon) and through Hellôs Gate, the narrowest gorge. The 
mission would not have been possible without the help of his voyageurs, his Aboriginal 
guides and the many Aboriginal communities along the way. 2008 marked the 200th 
anniversary of this remarkable journey, as well as the 150th anniversary of the Crown Colony 
of British Columbia. Fraserôs journey was commemorated during several events across the 
province. A book of his letters and journals was made in 2007 and a biography followed in 
2008: W Kaye Lamb (ed). The Letters and Journals of Simon Fraser 1806-1808. Toronto: 
Dundurn Press, 2007. 

This early river route was the first of many developments in the 1800s. First came the fur 
trade. In the Fraser Valley the Hudsonôs Bay Company (HBC) built the first fur trading post 
on the Pacific coast (Fort Langley in 1827). After its closure, the buildings were renovated 
and the fort was designated a National Historic Site. Over the past 10 years, it has remained 
a popular attraction. Historic fur trade routes remain, including the 1840s HBC fur brigade 
trails out of the Fraser Canyon, which are being considered for restoration: 
www.hopemountain.org. 

Fishing has been important on the Fraser River throughout its history. Today the cultural 
landscape includes traditional and current First Nations fishing sites (such as in the Fraser 
Canyon), historical fishing villages such as Steveston, Ladner and Finn Slough, the Gulf of 
Georgia Cannery (a national historic site) and various fishing artifacts in museums and 

http://www.hopemountain.org/
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exhibits. Recent declines in salmon runs have had a significant impact on the First Nations, 
sport and commercial fisheries, and the future of the fishery remains a challenge. 

The Gold Rush in the late 1850s brought an influx of gold prospectors, first to the Fraser 
Canyon and later to the Cariboo region. Steamboat travel began in this era, with boats 
running passengers and materials up the river to Yale, where travel by foot and/or horse 
resumed. The railroad later became the predominant means of transportation, followed by 
the TransCanada highway. The Fraser River remains central to these criss-crossing 
transportation routes. Travel on the water today is primarily for fishing, the commercial 
transport of logs and aggregate, port operations and for pleasure. Tourism on the river 
includes cultural and historical interpretation tours, including trips on a replica paddlewheeler, 
and opportunity to tour one of Canadaôs last sternwheelers. 

There are a number of tours, self-guided walks, exhibits, signboards and museums that help 
people discover the richness of the Fraser River, its history and its cultural diversity. One of 
the most recent developments is the opening (2001) and reopening (2009) of the Fraser 
River Discovery Centre at the New Westminster Quay, in celebration of the living, working 
Fraser River. The Centre hosts exhibits and hands-on educational programs for schools and 
the public on the life, history and future of the Fraser River and its people. 
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