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1.0 Executive Summary

Nova Scotia’s Shelburne River was designated 
as a Canadian Heritage River in 1997. This report 
reviews what has happened over the last decade 
and addresses the state of the river, while looking 
at progress and research. It examines what has 
happened to the river since designation, deter-
mine whether heritage and recreational values are 
still intact, and reports on the Canadian Heritage 
River System (CHRS) integrity guidelines. The study 
also reports on the degree to which river manage-
ment and other goals have been achieved.

Although the Shelburne is a remote wilderness 
river, many significant events have occurred in 
the area since designation. In particular, Tobeatic 
Wilderness Area was officially designated, offering 
legal protection for the upper and middle reaches 
of the Shelburne River. The designation is comple-
mentary to existing protection within Kejimkujik 
National Park and National Historic Site of Canada.

Perhaps the most important recent occurrence is 
the acquisition of 1636 hectares of land with high 
conservation value that will be designated as the 
Shelburne River Wilderness Area (see Fig 5.1).
This new wilderness area will provide protection 
to the lower section of the river corridor while 
securing rare species’ habitat, unique natural fea-
tures and opportunities for wilderness recreation. 
The wilderness area was envisioned when the 
Province of Nova Scotia purchased 10 050 hect-
ares of land from Bowater Mersey Paper Company 
Limited in March 2007. 

As a result of the acquisition, nearly the entire river 
corridor now lies within land owned by the Prov-
ince of Nova Scotia and Nova Scotia Power. With 
about 5% of the river corridor at the river mouth 
owned by Nova Scotia Power. 

AbitibiBowater remains an active conservation 
partner for the Heritage River, and will continue to 
fulfill research and management objectives set out 
in the Shelburne River Management Plan.
A great deal of collaborative research has taken 
place over the years since designation. 
New community-based partners, notably the 

Mersey Tobeatic Research Institute (MTRI) and the 
Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve Association 
(SNBRA) have been active in the region, support-
ing citizen-science and improved understanding 
and appreciation of protected areas.

Industry partners have met and exceeded objec-
tives set out in the Shelburne River management 
plan, and have sponsored important research on 
the natural and cultural values of the river and its 
surrounding region. 

Inter-agency partnership remains strong. Kejim-
kujik National Park and Historic Site, Nova Scotia 
Environment, and Nova Scotia Natural Resources 
have worked with several academics on research 
and monitoring topics relevant to the river and its 
watershed. These research projects focussed on 
topics such as: lichens, Species at Risk, the effects 
of dams and forestry practices.

Overall, the heritage and recreation values of 
the Shelburne River remain intact. Only positive 
changes have taken place on the river. The river is 
worthy of continued designation as a nationally 
significant river within the CHRS.

2.0 Introduction

From the wild headwaters at Buckshot Lake, to 
the outflow at Lake Rossignol, the Shelburne River 
connects the major waterways of southwestern 
Nova Scotia in a series of rapids, still waters, lakes 
and streams. Nova Scotia’s most remote wilder-
ness river, it flows 53 km from the granite barrens 
and patchy old forest in its upper reaches, through 
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quartzite plains with gently rising eskers, and 
outwash plains supporting old growth pine and 
hemlock forests in the lower watershed. Aside 
from wild, unspoiled beauty there are also out-
standing wilderness recreation experiences on the 
Shelburne River; these include: canoeing, camp-
ing, and hiking opportunities. In 1997, after years 
of study, the Shelburne River was designated as a 
Canadian Heritage River.

The Canadian Heritage River System (CHRS) is 
Canada’s program by which to promote freshwa-

ter heritage conservation and recognize Canada’s 
outstanding rivers based on heritage and recre-
ation values. The program is a cooperative effort 
of federal and provincial/territorial governments, 
which works to ensure long-term management 
and conservation of Canada’s river heritage. CHRS 
requires annual reports, monitoring, and ten-year 
reviews to ensure that CHRS rivers maintain the 
values for which they were nominated.

The objectives of this report are to:
determine the degree to which the actions 
outlined in the management plan have been 
implemented;
establish the current condition of the out-
standing heritage values based on a review of 
values for which the river was nominated;
determine whether the CHRS integrity guide-
lines are still being met;
describe changes that have occurred in   
relation to the river over the past decade; and
review the state of the river and to    

•

•

•

•

•

report on progress or setbacks the river has   
experienced.

3.0  Background

The Shelburne River flows northerly to Pine Lake 
and then easterly to Lake Rossignol in the central 
area of Southwestern Nova Scotia, south of Kejim-
kujik National Park and Historic Site. The river starts 
at Buckshot Lake and flows 53 km along a series 
of seven lakes to Lake Rossignol. The heritage river 
corridor is limited to the width of the waterway.

In 1986, the Province of Nova Scotia reviewed 
45 rivers and conducted detailed studies on the 
seven highest rated rivers. In 1988, a study of the 
Shelburne River was completed and a year later 
the Minister announced that the Department of 
Natural Resources would work toward nomination 
of the river. In January 1993, the Shelburne River 
was accepted for nomination as a CHRS river. The 
Shelburne Canadian Heritage River Management 
Plan was submitted to CHRS in 1996 and in 1997 
the river was designated as a Canadian Heritage 
River.

In 1998, lead responsibility for the CHRS program 
in Nova Scotia was transferred to the Protected 
Areas Branch of Nova Scotia Department of the  
Environment from the NS Department of Natural 
Resources. After the transfer, DNR Regional Servic-
es Division continued as a key partner in program 
delivery. Many of the objectives laid out in the 
management plan were implemented jointly, or 
with several partners.

4.0  Methodology

The main approaches used to gain information 
about the state of the river and progress that has 
been made are:

 (i) review of annual reports submitted  
  to the CHRS Board and field surveys
 (ii) secondary source research
 (iii) interviews with key individuals

Interviews with key individuals provided ample in-
formation on changes, research and activities that 
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have taken place on and around the river since its 
designation. Discussions took place among Nova 
Scotia Environment staff, key stakeholders and 
Mersey Tobeatic Research Institute and Southwest 
Nova Biosphere researchers.

New CHRS frameworks were developed since the 
Shelburne River was nominated. This report con-
verts identified values to coincide with current 
national frameworks. The recreational framework 
used was adapted from the Red River CHRS study. 
The condition of heritage values since designa-
tion was discussed along with relevant projects or 
management plan actions. The condition of integ-
rity guidelines was also examined to determine 
whether the river was still worthy of designation 
as a river of national significance within the Cana-
dian Heritage River System.

5.0  Chronology of Events

1997 
Shelburne River officially designated    
as a Heritage River within the CHRS.

1998
Responsibility for the CHRS program in   
Nova Scotia transferred to Nova Scotia  
Department of Environment from Nova Scotia  
Natural Resources.
Tobeatic Wilderness Area officially designated 
under the Wilderness Areas Protection Act.

1999 - 2000
Appointment of a regional protected areas   
coordinator with responsibility for CHRS   
rivers in western Nova Scotia.
Proposal for Southwest Nova Biosphere Re-
serve initiated by a local community Associa-
tion.
Initiation of water quality monitoring for the 
Shelburne River, led by NS Environment   
and Labour and Environment Canada.

 
2000-2001

Publication of Keep It Wild, a guide for low-  
impact recreation in Wilderness Areas that   
follows the principles of Leave No Trace
Implementation of an access signage program 
for Wilderness Areas and identification of 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

priority field management initiatives with the 
Department of Natural Resources.
Kejimkujik designated as a National Historic 
Site recognizing it as a Mi’kmaw Cultural Land-
scape.
Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve (which 
includes the Shelburne Canadian Heritage 
River) nomination document submitted to 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) for consideration, 
and subsequently designated.
A new hydrometric sampling station installed 
on the Shelburne River; planning underway for 
community-based water-quality monitoring
Scoping exercise to begin a management plan-
ning process for Tobeatic Wilderness Area.

2001-2002

Kejimkujik initiates planning to review its  
management plan.
Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve under 
goes review and receives endorsement from 
key partners including the Province of Nova 
Scotia,  Parks Canada and 5 county municipali-
ties.
New hydrometric sampling station installed 
with plans for a community-based water qual-
ity monitoring program.
Tobeatic Wilderness Area Management Plan-
ning Exercise launched with broad citizen 
advisory group.

2002-2003
The Kejimkujik Management Plan process 
continues, led by Parks Canada planners and 
senior staff members of the national park.  
Several broad stakeholder meetings were 
completed on a range of topic areas. Following 
these discussions, a draft management plan 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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was developed for public comment.
Tobeatic Wilderness Area Management Plan-
ning exercise begins with the first phase of 
public consultation meetings of the advisory 
group.

2003-2004
Wilderness Area management: planning ex-
ercise for Tobeatic Wilderness Area continues 
with second phase of advisory group work
Collaboration with Kejimkujik to redesign   
the Back Country Guide and Map
Recognition of moose as an endangered   
species in Nova Scotia.
Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve’s official 
designation ceremony.

2004-2005
Tobeatic Wilderness Area Management Plan-
ning Exercise continues with release of Draft 
Management Plan for Tobeatic Wilderness 
Area and conclusion of advisory group tasks. 
Publication of Into the Tobeatic - a guide for 
planning wilderness travel .
Mersey Tobeatic Research Institute (MTRI) es-
tablished to facilitate research and monitoring 
activity.
Publication of Paddling the Tobeatic: Canoe 
Routes of Southwestern Nova Scotia by Nimbus 
Publishing; the book includes the Shelburne 
Canadian Heritage River.

2005-2006

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Approval of the Tobeatic Wilderness Area  
Management Plan.
Development of The Tent Dwellers heritage ca-
noe route project with Heritage River partners.
Mersey Tobeatic Research Institute field station 
continues work on the Parks Canada Innova-
tion Project entitled, “Collaborative research, 
management, and monitoring of aquatic 
health and landscape connectivity in the 
Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve”.
Amendments to the Special Places  Protec-
tion Act streamline the process used in the 
identification and designation of significant 
ecological sites on private and crown lands.
MTRI receives charitable status and purchases 
a field station for 6 full-time staff, with match-
ing funds from three Heritage River partners 
(Bowater, Kejimkujik, NSE)
MTRI research on: Eastern pipistrelle bat dis-
tribution; lichens in old growth forests;  
ecological effects of forest roads; forest ecosys-
tem classification; ecology and management 
of the pale-winged gray moth; invertebrates 
as indicators of bog health; and the effects of 
dams on wetland species at risk.

2006-2007
Extensive field work on the Shelburne River  
with MTRI focussing on the water quality of  
headwater lakes.
DNR research on Jack Pine budworm defolia-
tion of old growth pine.
First annual Rivers Day celebration on Sand 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Lake includes a public guided outing
Extensive field evaluation of Bowater lands   
on the Shelburne River.
Acquisition of Bowater land, which will be   
designated as the Shelburne River Wilderness 
Area in 2008.
Planning and development of The Tent Dwell-
ers Centennial Festival with several commu-
nity, municipal and agency partners. Friends 
of Keji as the host organization for the project 
to commemorate the 1908 publication of the 
book featuring the Shelburne River.

6.0  Natural Heritage Values

6.1  Background

The designation of the Shelburne River was based 
on the following key natural heritage features:

outstanding examples of undisturbed glacial 
landforms, such as eskers and outwash plains, 
and granite barrens
high quality pine and hemlock stands,   
including the Shelburne IBP site which con-

•

•

•

•

•

tains some of the oldest old growth trees   
in Nova Scotia (They were the oldest known at 
time of designation, but older trees have since 
been found south of the watershed).

The Shelburne River was noted for its outstanding 
wilderness canoeing opportunities, including the 
most remote wilderness tripping opportunity in 
Nova Scotia. It offers a variety of canoeing experi-
ences and connects to other major routes as well 
as Kejimkujik National Park. 

A new national framework for natural heritage val-
ues has been developed since the Shelburne River 
was designated in 1997:

• A Framework for the Natural Values of Ca-
nadian Heritage Rivers, 2nd Edition. 2001

The values for which the Shelburne River was 
nominated are summarized in the following table, 
according to this new natural heritage values 
framework. The table also outlines significant ac-
tions over the last ten years, and any changes to 
nomination values.
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6.2  Condition of Natural Values Since Designation

Water quality monitoring began on the Shelburne River 
in 2000 when a new hydrometric sampling station was 
installed. The River is now part of Nova Scotia’s Auto-
mated Water Quality Monitoring Program, but work 
needs to be done in terms of coordination of informa-
tion. 

These efforts, combined with Mersey Tobeatic Research 
Initiative and academic research efforts, have improved 
the quantity of data collected with regards to the river 
and watershed ecosystems and significant species. The 
Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve Project (SWNBRP) 
and MTRI work has increased capacity for research, 
monitoring and educational efforts along with aug-
menting opportunities for community leadership.

Through collaborative efforts and coordinated research, 
particularly through the Mersey Tobeatic Research 
Institute, there is increased awareness and stewardship 
of the natural and cultural heritage components of 
the Shelburne River. Also, amendments to the Special 
Places Protection Act streamline the process used in the 
identification and designation of significant ecological 

sites on private and crown lands. 

Some MTRI projects occurred outside of the heritage river corridor, but did take place on lakes that 
flow into the Shelburne River. Songbird Detectability During Point Counts (Beaverskin Lake); The Kejim-
kujik-Mersey Loon Watch Program (Beaverskin Lake, Back Lake, and Lower Silver Lake); and Assessment 
of Coastal Plain Flora (Beaverskin Lake).

Nova Scotia Department of Natural Resources research identified hemlock stands at Irving Lake, Sand 
Lake and at the mouth of the river; no damage by pale-
winged gray moths was indicated along the Shelburne 
River. Research did show, however, an outbreak of Jack 
Pine Budworm to the east of Pine Lake, which affects ma-
ture and old growth pine stands.

Many of the actions that have occurred along the Shel-
burne River have led to improved protection of species 
within the watershed. The collaborative work of the MTRI 
and the SWNBRP, along with the official designation of 
Tobeatic Wilderness Area and the announcement pro-
posed designation of the Shelburne River Wilderness 
Area, has led to proactive ecosystem management and 
outreach programs, which often, in turn, lead to improved natural heritage values.
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7.0 Cultural Heritage Values

7.1  Background & Status

A new national framework for cultural heritage values has been developed since the Shelburne River was 
designated in 1997:

• A Cultural Framework for Canadian Heritage Rivers, 2nd Edition. 2000

The Shelburne River was not nominated based on cultural heritage values due to insufficient informa-
tion at the time of nomination. Historical context was provided in the nomination document. A variety 
of cultural values are summarized in the following table, according to the new cultural heritage values 
framework developed for the CHRS. The table also outlines significant actions over the last ten years, and 
any changes to cultural heritage values.
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7.2  Condition of Cultural Values Since Designation

Kejimkujik National Park was designated a Cana-
dian National Historic Site as a Mi’kmaw cultural 
landscape in 2000, which has  led to improved 
cultural heritage protection and interpretive efforts 
in the region. For example, a new publication fea-
tures the Aboriginal heritage in southwestern Nova 
Scotia, on-site learning programs are offered by 
Mi’kmaq interpreters, and sites of significance such 
as the petroglyphs found within the national park 
are routinely patrolled.

The Mi’kmaq Rights Initiative conducted research 
on traditional use sites within southwestern Nova 
Scotia at the request of Nova Scotia Environment 
and the Nova Scotia Department of Natural Resources. The research led to improved knowledge of pre-
contact use of the river and an inventory of Mi’kmaq traditional use sites. This data complements existing 
information concerning sites near Sand Lake and Lake Rossignol to give a broader perspective of aborig-
inal land and water use 3500 to 500 years ago.

Mersey Tobeatic Research Institute research into the effects of dams on wetland Species at Risk has led to 
improved knowledge of dam and dam remnant locations while offering significant potential for knowl-
edge concerning their impact of wetland Species at Risk.

Nova Scotia Environment and its government and community 
partners are celebrating the 100th anniversary of the publish-
ing of The Tent Dwellers, by Albert Bigelow Paine .  This cel-
ebration will focus on the  The Tent Dwellers heritage canoe 
route,  and will include interpretation materials and related 
community events; all of which will increase local and visitor 
knowledge of the heritage river and its values.

8.0  Recreational Values

8.1  Background & Status

Because there is no national framework for recreational values, the activities listed in the Red River Back-
ground Study were adapted for use in this section. • (Canadian Heritage River System: Red River Back-
ground Study, 1998)

The values for which the Shelburne River was nominated are summarized in the following table, accord-
ing to this recreational values framework. The table also outlines significant actions over the last ten 
years, and any changes to those values.
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8.2  Condition of Recreation Values Since Designation

There has been increased awareness of the river 
due to the development and promotion of the Tent 
Dwellers route. Paddling the Tobeatic: Canoe Routes 
of Southwestern Nova Scotia describes various ways 
to travel along the Shelburne River and may make 
the routes better known. This increased awareness 
will probably mean greater recreational use of the 
river and increased interpretive opportunities. There 
are plans to develop tenting sites along the lower 
Shelburne and Sand, Tupper and Tobeatic Lakes. 
Annual Rivers Day events are planned for the Shel-
burne River.

Natural heritage appreciation values have been 
improved since designated through: regional pro-

tected areas management planning; the designation of the river as a candidate wilderness area; the de-
velopment and promotion of the Tent Dwellers canoe route, popularized in 1908; new wilderness travel 
planning guides; implementation of the Keep It Wild program and the emergence of the Mersey Tobeatic 
Research Institute and the Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve project.

A number of the recreational capability themes and sub-themes have been supported through priority 
actions in the management framework of the Tobeatic Wilderness Area Management Plan.

Natural heritage appreciation opportunities have been improved through the acquisition of land from 
AbitibiBowater, which secured additional high quality old growth forest sites, vistas and scenic land-
scapes. The acquisition means greater representation of old forest stands and additional scenic vistas 
associated with islands in Sand and Irving Lakes, which are Crown land.

9.0  Integrity Guidelines

Natural, Cultural and Recreational integrity guidelines were all considered when the Shelburne River 
was nominated to the CHRS. However, only natural and recreational guidelines apply as the river was not 
nominated for its human heritage value.

Table 4 summarizes the condition of the Shelburne River’s integrity since designation. The integrity 
guidelines in this table are based on the Canadian Heritage Rivers System Principles, Procedures and Op-
erational Guidelines from 2001. The table also discusses improvements, threats and changes to integrity.
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10.0  Review of Management Plan Objectives
 
Management goals and objectives for the Shelburne River were outlined in 1996, as a part of the CHRS 
nomination process, in The Shelburne Canadian Heritage River Management Plan. The creation of the 
management plan allowed the Shelburne River to be designated in 1997. Table 5 lists the management 
plan recommendations and reports on the degree of achievement by government and other groups.

Note: 
Many references to Nova Scotia Department of Natural Resources (NSDNR) in the management plan 
now apply to Nova Scotia Environment (NSE), as provincial responsibility for the CHRS was transferred to 
Environment in 1998.
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11.0  Summary and Conclusions

The Shelburne River remains as Nova Scotia’s largest pristine wilderness river. Many of the significant 
events that followed its recognition as a Heritage River strengthen or improve the protection afforded 
to its values. These include: designation of  Tobeatic Wilderness Area; recognition of Kejimkujik as a 
Mi’kmaw Cultural Landscape; the designation of the Southwest Nova Biosphere Reserve; and the Crown’s  
acquisition of the lower river corridor from AbitibiBowater to be designated as Shelburne River Wilder-
ness Area. Similarly, the community-led projects of the SNBRA and MTRI have improved understanding 
and appreciation of the river and the region’s natural heritage.

Due to its remoteness, much of the activity that has taken place along the river has been research ori-
ented. Although the river is well-known by wilderness canoeists and environmental researchers, river use 
remains relatively low. 

Impacts from human use or development have been minimal since designation. Annual community 
events, and The Tent Dwellers 2008 centennial festival, will continue to draw experienced wilderness 
travellers to the river.   

Due to collaborative efforts and management planning, there have been no negative effects on the river 
since its designation in 1997 - although acid precipitation may have negative effects on already acidic 
lakes. This report has determined that the heritage and recreational values of the Shelburne River remain 
intact, or have improved since designation. Based on this report, the Shelburne River is deemed worthy 
of continued designation as a river of national significance within the Canadian Heritage Rivers System.
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