
Canada’s lakes and rivers play a vital role in sustaining Canada’s economy and the quality of life of 

Canadians. They provide us with a number of ecological goods and services including water sources for 

municipalities, irrigation and industrial processes; food; and recreation. Unfortunately, human activities 

are threatening the quality and quantity of water in our lakes and rivers. The quality of the water in our 

lakes and rivers is being degraded by regional overuse, increased sedimentation from soil erosion, pollution 

and the continued expansion of exotic invasive species. The degradation of riparian areas, the vegetated 

areas adjacent to lakes and rivers, also has negative implications for water quality in our lakes and rivers 

(see next fact sheet - Riparian Areas). Decreasing water levels in lakes and rivers are also a concern in many 

areas of Canada such as the Prairies, where total annual precipitation can be less than evaporation. Climate 

change may further alter the quantity and quality of water in our lakes and rivers.  

The Values of Nature

Lakes and Rivers8
Natural Values: Linking the Environment to the Economy was developed by Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC) to improve the environ-
mental and economic understanding of natural systems. In Canada, policy, legislation and regulation efforts must accelerate to protect 
our important resources. To view other instalments in this series, visit www.ducks.ca/conserve/wetland_values/conserve.html

•	 Lakes and rivers are an important 		
	 source of freshwater.
•	 Lakes and rivers help replenish  
	 groundwater supplies.      
•	 Lakes and rivers provide habitat for 		
	 numerous species of plants and animals 	
	 including species at risk.  

•	 Lakes help control floods by storing large amounts  
	 of water.
•	 Lakes and rivers are essential components of the  
	 water cycle.
•	 Lakes moderate local climate by absorbing heat in hot 	
	 weather and releasing heat in cool weather.

Environmental Values

At the end of the 20th century, the summer river flows in Alberta’s major rivers were 
estimated to be only 60 per cent of the same rivers’ flow at the beginning of the century. 1 
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DUC Recommends That:

•	 Canadians educate themselves on the importance of lakes and rivers and the 	
	 threats to these resources. Become active with an organization that conserves 	
	 our lakes and rivers.
•	 Educators recognize and incorporate the environmental and economic values 	
	 of lakes and rivers into their science, social studies, geography and eco-	
	 nomics curricula.
•	 Non-governmental organizations fund and deliver programs that conserve 	
	 and protect lakes and rivers.
•	 Governments fund freshwater research and programming; develop policies 	
	 and legislation to protect our lakes and rivers; provide incentives for those 	
	 protect our lakes and rivers.

What’s Next? Fact Sheet 9: Riparian Areas

Important Links

•  www.ducks.ca/conserve/wetland_values/conserve.html
•  www.ducks.ca/aboutduc/news/archives/2004/041115.html

“We must now start viewing  
water both as a key to environmental 
health and as a commodity that has  
real value, and begin to manage  
it accordingly”    

– Environment Canada, 2003 2 Endnotes
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Economic Values

When lakes and rivers are degraded there is a financial 
cost incurred by society to replace the lost ecological 
goods and services through:

b	 Increased water treatment costs 
c	 Increased illness and health care costs due to  
	 decreased water quality
d	 Irrigation water shortage
e	 Water hauling and the need to dig deeper wells 
f	 Increased costs for dredging sediment from waterways
g	 Decreased property value from degraded  
	 aesthetic qualities
h	 Decreased recreational opportunities
i	 Decreased revenues from tourism activities  
	 associated with healthy lakes and rivers
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The value of freshwater to the Canadian economy is estimated to be between 
$7.5 and $23 billion annually, amounts that are equal to the gross figures for 
agriculture and other major economic sectors. 3

In 2003, the Canadian commercial freshwater fishery produced revenue of  
$83.7 million. 4   

Each year, approximately four million people participate in recreational fishing 
in Canada, producing an annual revenue of $4.4 billion. 5

Each year, several billion dollars are spent on treating and removing zebra  
mussels from the Great Lakes. 6  

The value of the ecological goods and services provided by the lakes and  
rivers of the Lower Fraser Valley in British Columbia have been estimated  
at $8500/ha/year. 7

The value of river-based recreation excluding fishing in the Grand River 
Watershed has been estimated at $1.40/ha/year. 7 
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