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Importance of Federal PFRA Management in Mitigating Oil and Gas Impacts: Factsheet  

ISSUE: In Saskatchewan, management of 1.8 million acres of land in 62 former PFRA community pastures is being 
transferred from the Federal Government to the Province, a land area larger than Prince Edward Island. The divestiture 
of the PFRA community pastures from the federal government to the Province of Saskatchewan will reduce oversight of 
the oil and gas industry and compromise the mitigation of oil and gas environmental impacts in the pastures.  
 
HOW WILL CHANGES TO OIL AND GAS MONITORING AFFECT THE PASTURES? 
 
Eighty percent of the natural landscape in Saskatchewan south of the forest fringe has already been lost to 
development, resulting in southern Saskatchewan being one of the most modified landscapes in North America. The 
grassland region of the Prairie Provinces contains more Species at Risk (SAR) that any other ecoregion in Canada. 
 
The PFRA pastures have been described as a “hidden park system” where some of our largest and healthiest remaining 
tracts of grassland are conserved. Yet these lands are still open to mineral development. The grassland ecosystems of 
many of the PRFA pastures have been compromised - many pastures already suffer serious environmental 
consequences from the proliferation of oil and gas wells, flow-lines, pipelines and access roads. This has occurred in 
spite of federal environmental protections and the efforts of dedicated PFRA staff monitoring oil and gas activity. 
 
When the management of our public grasslands is under provincial control the environmental protection and 
monitoring systems will be even weaker. If the Province relies on its existing policies, programs, regulations and staff, 
the oil and gas impacts will only increase because oversight will be diminished. At the very least, the province should 
have a management plan that equals the protections and practices of the departing PFRA. However, to properly mitigate 
oil and gas impacts, the province should go beyond these protections and tighten environmental assessment, regulation, 
audit, inspection, and enforcement. If, instead, oversight is reduced to that of the current provincial pasture 
management program, the pastures will be further degraded from a provincial asset to a state of liability for 
Saskatchewan. 
 
Background: 

 The federal PFRA lands contain over 3,000 active surface leases. Most of these leases are for oil and gas wells and 
related infrastructure. A small minority are for gravel pits and other mineral development. 

 It is estimated that there are between 400-500 reported issues of surface lease ‘non-compliance’ requiring action 
every year, but many non-compliance occurrences remain unreported. This means that, on average, oil and gas 
companies contravened their conditions of approval for exploration, development or operation, causing significant 
unnecessary environmental harm in over 400 separate incidents each year.  

 Contraventions and harm perpetrated by oil and gas companies include:

− Damage to PFRA infrastructure including fencing, 
gates, etc. 

− Fire originating from flare stacks and pits 

− Off access and lease travel  

− Noise 

− Environmental contamination from emissions, spills 
and flow-line leaks 

− Death of animals from ingesting oil and debris  

− Rutting, compaction, and erosion of fragile soils 

− Invasion of surrounding (often native) vegetation with 
noxious weeds or non-native species  

− Improper abandonment of well casing, flow-lines and 
other facilities and equipment  

− Improper remediation of contaminated soil and subsoil 

− Improper reclamation of the well sites and access 
roads 
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Key Oil and Gas Impacts in the Pastures 

 Fragmentation of native prairie: It is important that the remaining native prairie stays intact with as few 
disturbances as possible. Intrusion by industrial activity fragments the landscape, displacing vulnerable species and 
increasing the ability of non-native plants, including noxious and prohibited weeds, to spread into and dominate 
native prairie. Typical oil and gas leases are approximately 110m x 110m and include a 20m wide access for a road. 
Some PFRA pastures are very densely developed with up to 35 leases per section (or 640 acres). In critical 
biodiversity landscapes there should be no oil and gas development. It has been suggested that in other areas a limit 
of 8 leases per section would be more compatible with protecting fragile native grasslands. 

 Contamination of lease sites and surrounding lands: Some of the more contaminant-affected pastures were plagued 
with regular pipeline and well infrastructure leaks. Spills of saline “produced water” are also commonplace and may 
compromise surface water and groundwater as well as having long-term effects preventing re-vegetation. 

 Effects on soil including erosion and admixing: There has been widespread topsoil loss due to oil and gas 
developments. Erosion can result from equipment accessing the wells and from the activities of animals attracted to 
the bare ground on leases. In addition there has been admixing during the development and reclamation phases 
(when soil from one horizon or depth of soil is mixed into another).  

 
PFRA Successes in Dealing with Oil and Gas development 

 Most importantly, the PFRA and other federal regulators enforced several federal acts including the Migratory Birds 
Convention Act, the Species at Risk Act and the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act. (The original Act was 
passed in 1992, but replaced by a rewritten version in 2012). In comparison, on Provincial Crown lands the oil and 
gas wells are exempt from the same level of environmental assessment because individual wells do not qualify as 
developments under the provincial Environmental Assessment Act.  

 The PFRA developed a manual for the oil and gas industry that outlined environmental assessment procedures and 
operation protocols on PFRA lands. Companies were required to follow these procedures in order to gain the right of 
entry onto PFRA lands and conduct any operations. In addition to provisions around species at risk, companies had 
to commit to rigorous standards of vegetation management, soil handling and re-vegetation, and drilling during 
winter months so as to protect habitat and species. Lastly PFRA required negotiation on the selection of new sites 
with pasture managers and scientific experts.  

 Prior to the 1990s, oil and gas companies often revegetated their pipeline and well sites with non-native grasses like 
crested wheat grass and brome. During the 1990s, PFRA staff led the way in re-vegetation with native species, 
requiring oil and gas companies to use native species and better topsoil handling when leased sites were being 
rehabilitated. The requirements of the PFRA helped to change industry practice beyond the PFRA system and 
companies now regularly use native species where appropriate on private lands and on other crown lands. The 
PFRA’s leadership on native re-vegetation has also helped to develop the native seed industry on the prairies.   

 The PFRA employed staff whose job it was to monitor oil and gas infrastructure and ensure industry compliance. On 
top of these oil and gas specialists, PFRA pasture managers regularly indentified leaks and other incidents through 
their daily work and close relationship with the land. The Province simply does not employ enough staff to maintain 
a similar level of monitoring inspection/audit, and enforcement. 

 It appears that very little in the way of protection for species at risk happens on provincial lands. People who work 
on Species at Risk are concerned that the Province does not have the resources to protect SAR on their existing 
Crown grasslands. The addition of the PFRA pastures will stretch their limited resources even farther. Furthermore, 
the Province does far fewer Range Condition Assessments and Range Management Plans; and it doesn’t have the 
same weed control programs. 

 
Preserving Our Pasture Land Resources 

 Additional provisions restricting operation and development resulting from non-compliance would be beneficial in 
the Surface Leasing Agreements. But to be of any value, these provisions and the current regulatory tools of the 
Saskatchewan Ministries of Agriculture, Environment and Economy need to be made more effective through 
inspection (which is currently infrequent) and enforcement. The long-term health and preservation of our grasslands 
should be prioritized over the short-term interests of business profits and crown royalties. Preserving grasslands for 
the future is necessary for the economic, social, and ecological sustainability of Saskatchewan. 


