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Preface

In April 1994, the governments of Canada and Québec approved a four-year action
plan to carry on the work of the St. Lawrence Action Plan.

The goal of St. Lawrence Vision 2000 is to conserve and protect the St. Lawrence and
Saguenay rivers in order to restore their use to the people who live along their shores in the
spirit of sustainable development.

The Priority Intervention Zones Program – better known by its French acronym ZIP
– is a major element of the Community Involvement component of the St. Lawrence Vision 2000
action plan.

Through the ZIP program,  riverside communities are invited to play an active role in
restoring the St. Lawrence and Saguenay rivers.

The program urges various community partners, non-governmental organizations
and citizens’ committees to work together to identify common priorities for the conservation and
restoration of the St. Lawrence.

We are pleased to present this assessment, which reports on the uses, resources and
main environmental problems specific to this area.  It has been prepared using all the data
available from the various federal departments and provincial ministries involved in St.
Lawrence Vision 2000.

We hope it will prompt a more enlightened public debate based on information that is
as objective as possible, and that the debate will help the various partners involved to develop
and implement a plan of action for restoration of the area in question.

François Guimont
Regional Director General
Quebec Region
Environment Canada
Co-Chair, St. Lawrence Vision 2000

Georges Arsenault
Assistant Deputy Minister, Wildlife and Parks
Direction Générale de la Ressource Faunique et des Parcs
Ministère de l’Environnement et de la Faune du Québec
Co-Chair, St. Lawrence Vision 2000
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Management Perspective

The Priority Intervention Zones program (known as the ZIP program) is a joint

initiative of the federal and provincial governments involving riverside communities in the

implementation of rehabilitation measures for the St. Lawrence River and the Saguenay River.

The program has three phases: production of a local-level assessment report on the St. Lawrence,

consultations with riverside partners and identification of intervention priorities, and development

of an ecological rehabilitation action plan or ERAP.

The regional assessment report is a synthesis of four technical reports on the

biological, physico-chemical, socio-economic and human health aspects of the study area. These

reports are prepared by the federal and provincial partners of the St. Lawrence Vision 2000 action

plan, as part of its Community Involvement component.

This process of gathering and analysing data on a local scale is a first for the St.

Lawrence and Saguenay system. The technical reports go a step further, assessing our knowledge

of the current state of a given area based on known quality criteria.

The challenge, then, is to advance a scientific opinion based on the available

information. The pitfalls are numerous: the data were collected for other purposes, the geographic

and temporal coverage is less than ideal, and the chemical analysis methods are not standardized,

to name but a few.

The ZIP work team remains nonetheless convinced that an enlightened and thoughtful

overview of each study area can be presented without further delay. This first assessment, written

for the riverside partners in each study area, thereby constitutes a starting point and discussion

paper.
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Perspective de gestion

Le programme des Zones d'intervention prioritaire (ZIP) relève le défi de la

concertation entre les gouvernements fédéral et provincial et de l'implication communautaire des

partenaires riverains, en vue de mettre en oeuvre des mesures de réhabilitation du Saint-Laurent et

du Saguenay. Ce programme comporte trois grandes étapes, soit l'élaboration d'un bilan

environnemental sur l'état du fleuve à l'échelle locale, la consultation de partenaires riverains,

avec l'identification de priorités d'intervention, et l'élaboration d'un plan d'action et de réhabili-

tation écologique (PARE).

Un bilan régional est établi à partir d'une synthèse des quatre rapports techniques

portant sur les aspects biologiques, physico-chimiques, socio-économiques et sur la santé

humaine du secteur étudié. Ces rapports sont préparés par les partenaires fédéraux et provinciaux

du plan d'action Saint-Laurent Vision 2000, dans le cadre du volet Implication communautaire.

La cueillette et l'analyse des données existantes à l'échelle locale constituent une

première pour l'ensemble du fleuve Saint-Laurent et de la rivière Saguenay. Les rapports

techniques vont plus loin encore, en proposant un bilan des connaissances sur l'état actuel d'un

secteur à partir de critères de qualité connus.

Le défi consiste donc à poser un jugement scientifique fondé sur l'information

disponible. Les embûches sont nombreuses : les données ont été recueillies à d'autres fins, la

couverture spatiale ou temporelle n'est pas idéale, les méthodes d'analyses chimiques ne sont pas

uniformes, etc.

L'équipe de travail ZIP demeure convaincue qu'il est possible de poser, sans plus

attendre, un regard éclairé et prudent sur chaque secteur. Cette première évaluation constitue un

point de départ et un document de base rédigé à l'intention des partenaires riverains de chaque

secteur d'étude.
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Abstract

The La Prairie Basins study area (ZIPs 7 and 8) includes the section of the St.

Lawrence River that extends from LaSalle to the Southwest district of Montreal on the north

shore and from Sainte-Catherine to Saint-Lambert on the south shore. The river’s discharge —

consisting mainly of waters from the Great Lakes and, to a lesser extent, some of the waters of the

Ottawa River — flows first through the Lachine Rapids and then into the Greater La Prairie

Basin. Two artificial bodies of water, both created to enable ships to make a detour around the

rapids, are connected here. The Lachine Canal, built in the 1820s, attracted a large number of

industrial plants to its banks, making it for more than a century the source of industrial

development on Montreal Island. Today, contamination of the canal’s bottom and banks limits

their development. The Lesser La Prairie Basin is a portion of the river that, since the 1950s, has

been isolated from the river main stem by the St. Lawrence, where the water level is controlled.

Here, the St. Lawrence passes through its most densely urbanized segment between

Lake Ontario and the sea. Except for a few sites on the islands, no natural riverbanks remain.

Nevertheless, the aquatic environment has escaped much of the disturbance and on certain

islands, protected by their difficult access, terrestrial habitats have persisted in near-original

condition.

Through this area pass contaminants from upstream, i.e. the Great Lakes, the

international section of the St. Lawrence and Quebec sections located upstream. Still, the water

quality in the rapids and the Greater La Prairie Basin is generally good. The relatively fast flow

prevents contaminated sediments from accumulating in the area. The diversion of municipal

wastewater to treatment plants between 1988 and 1995, coupled with industrial cleanup

programs, have helped improve the quality of the aquatic environment. This trend should

continue and promote the practice of some recreational activities.

The slow-flowing waters of the lesser basin and the presence of three small tributaries

into which flow a large number of non-point pollution sources (agricultural, urban and industrial)



xii

may delay the return of conditions conducive to aquatic organisms and hinder some recreational

uses of this body of water.

The La Prairie Basins area offers an extremely interesting degree of biodiversity. The

Lachine Rapids has the last genuine stretch of whitewater in the St. Lawrence and is home to

unique aquatic habitats. Fish that migrate over long distances must use this section to complete

their life cycle. The islands are home to diversified animal and plant communities.

The last few years have seen an increase in recreational activities, particularly in the

Lachine Rapids. It is important to attempt to reconcile the development of certain recreational

activities with the protection of these significant natural assets.
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Résumé

Le secteur d’étude Bassins de La Prairie (ZIP 7 et 8) comprend la section du fleuve

Saint-Laurent qui s’étend de LaSalle à l’arrondissement Sud-Ouest de Montréal, sur la rive nord,

et de Sainte-Catherine à Saint-Lambert, sur la rive sud. Le débit fluvial, constitué surtout des

masses d’eau en provenance des Grands Lacs et, dans une moindre mesure, d’une partie de celles

de lla rivière des Outaouais, s’engage d’abord dans les rapides de Lachine, puis dans le grand

bassin de La Prairie ; se rattachent à cet ensemble deux plans d’eau artificiels, créés l’un et l’autre

comme voies de contournement des rapides par les navires. Le canal de Lachine, aménagé dans

les années 1820, a accueilli dans son voisinage un grand nombre d’usines, qui ont fait de cette

zone le creuset de l’activité industrielle sur l’île de Montréal pendant plus d’un siècle.

Aujourd’hui, le fond du canal et les terrains avoisinants sont contaminés, ce qui impose des

contraintes à leur mise en valeur. Quant au petit bassin de La Prairie, il s’agit d’une portion du

fleuve réservée au passage des navires, le long de la rive droite, où le niveau d’eau est contrôlé.

Le fleuve chemine ici dans la portion la plus urbanisée de territoire entre le lac

Ontario et la mer ; les sections de rives à l’état naturel ont pratiquement disparu, hormis en

quelques endroits, dont le pourtour des îles. Cependant, le milieu aquatique a pu échapper en

bonne partie aux perturbations et les habitats terrestres sur certaines îles, protégées par un accès

difficile, ont pu subsister dans un état proche de leur condition originelle.

Ce secteur voit transiter des contaminants provenant de l’amont, c’est-à-dire, des

Grands Lacs, du tronçon international du Saint-Laurent ou de sections québécoises situées en

amont. Cependant, la qualité de l’eau est en général bonne dans les rapides et le grand bassin de

La Prairie ; les conditions d’écoulement plutôt rapides font en sorte qu’il se produise peu

d’accumulation de contaminants dans les sédiments. Le raccordement des effluents municipaux à

des usines de traitement, entre 1988 et 1995, ont contribué à une amélioration de la qualité

bactériologique de l’eau du fleuve, qui devrait se poursuivre et favoriser l’expansion de certaines

activités récréatives.



xiv

Les conditions de faible débit dans le petit bassin et la présence de trois petits

tributaires, qui captent dans leur bassin un grand nombre de sources diffuses de pollution

(agriculture, terrains industriels ou sites contaminés), pourrait retarder le retour de conditions

propices aux  organismes du milieu aquatique et à certains usages récréatifs de ce plan d’eau.

En règle générale, les apports de contaminants vers le secteur des bassins de La

Prairie ont considérablement régressé et une amélioration de la qualité des milieux aquatiques,

déjà perceptible dans les portions à écoulement rapide, devrait peu à peu se faire sentir aussi dans

les zones lentes.

Le secteur des bassins de La Prairie présente un grand intérêt au plan de la

biodiversité. Les rapides de Lachine constituent la dernière véritable section d’eaux vives du

Saint-Laurent et ils recèlent, à ce titre, des habitats aquatiques uniques. Des poissons migrateurs

de longue distance doivent emprunter ce tronçon pour compléter leur cycle vital. Par ailleurs, les

îles abritent des communautés animales et végétales diversifiées.

Il est important de veiller à concilier le développement de certaines activités

récréatives avec la sauvegarde de ces atouts naturels de premier plan.
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CHAPTER 1 The St. Lawrence River, Then and Now

For most Quebecers, the mere mention of the St. Lawrence River evokes a deep

feeling of attachment to the lands crossed by these waters as they flow from the Great Lakes

toward the sea. The images that come to mind are of a mighty river flowing past fertile plains and

along shady riverbanks that shelter abundant wildlife.

The country was born along the banks of this river, as is still evident in the division of

land, a vestige of the seigneurial system. In those days, the settlers had to live with the spring

flooding of the St. Lawrence. In return, the river provided the European settlers, whose harvests

were still unreliable, with a steady supply of fish and an ideal way of communicating between the

first towns and villages along the river.

In time, the forests gave way to farmlands and then towns sprang up. Until then, the

low population density and the very size of the river meant that human use of the river had

virtually no effect on its resources. But a great change was about to occur. The first major impact

seems to have been caused by forestry operations and the burgeoning industrialization in the 19th

century: log driving from the Ottawa River to Quebec City, the appearance of dams and sawmills

along tributaries, and the building and commissioning of the first hydroelectric power stations.

The pace of such changes accelerated in the 20th century with the construction of

large dams on the river itself to control its flow, ship channels and, finally, the Seaway. Growing

numbers of industries set up on the outskirts of cities, preferably at riverside sites. The proximity

of a water course was beneficial in several respects. It reduced the cost of transporting raw

materials, provided a supply of water and allowed easy discharge of effluents and waste.

The St. Lawrence gradually succumbed to the accumulated abuse. A few informed

observers noted that certain animal species were becoming less abundant and suggested that the

disruption of habitats was to blame. However, their warnings mainly went unheeded.



2 THE ST. LAWRENCE, THEN AND NOW

Public opinion was roused in the early 1970s, when people realized that mercury

contamination of fish was not an abstract research topic but a serious risk to which some Native

peoples and many sport fishers were exposed. As the list of toxic substances found in the aquatic

environment grew longer, the general public came to put the quality of the environment at the top

of its list of concerns. There is now virtually unanimous agreement that the comforts afforded by

an industrial society have a downside: the unbridled exploitation of resources and increasing

pollution are long-term threats to all forms of life, including human beings.

Most industrialized countries have now agreed to base their economic activities on

sustainable development. The profit motive alone can no longer dictate human activity. In view of

the fragility of our environment and the limitations of our planet, sustainable economic activity

must ensure that our resources are used for a variety of purposes. The quality of life of human

beings must also be taken into account, and the maintenance of biological diversity promoted.



CHAPTER 2 The Priority Intervention Zones Program

Starting in the 1960s, public opinion was gradually made aware of the deterioration of

the natural environments of the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence. Given the urgency of the situation,

governments decided to take concrete joint action. One of the first such actions was in 1972, with

the signing of the Canada-U.S. Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement. This agreement was

amended in 1987 to include a program to restore use of the river according to plans designed and

implemented at the local level (Remedial Action Plans (RAP), for each Area of Concern (AOC)).

In 1988, eight American states and the provinces of Ontario and Quebec agreed to limit toxic

discharges to the Great Lakes basin and created the Great Lakes Charter. Concerned by the poor

quality of the river’s waters, the Quebec government launched its wastewater treatment program

(PAEQ) in 1978.

In 1989, the governments of Canada and Quebec agreed to harmonize their activities

under the framework of the St. Lawrence Action Plan, extended in 1994 under the name of St.

Lawrence Vision 2000 (SLV 2000) action plan. One of the objectives of the Action Plan, that has

been maintained in SLV 2000, was the preparation of a comprehensive assessment of the

environment in the Quebec stretch of the river. The Priority Intervention Zones (ZIP) program

divided the St. Lawrence into 23 sections or ZIPs, combined as needed into study areas

(Figure 1). Within these zones, efforts are being made on a local scale to promote collaboration

among various parties as to restoring and protecting the river and harmonizing its uses.

To prepare for these consultations, the SLV 2000 partners begin with a review of

knowledge of each study area, which is the subject of four technical reports1. This assessment

report contains a summary of detailed information on ZIPs 7 and 8, identified together in the

pages that follow as the La Prairie Basins area or simply study area. It offers an overall

evaluation of this stretch of the river, its resources, existing or potential uses, and the constraints

associated with them.

                                                
1 These reports deal respectively with the physico-chemical aspects of the waters and sediments (Fortin et al., 1997),

the biological environment (Armellin et al., 1997), relevant socio-economic aspects (Bibeault et al., 1997), and
human health (Chartrand et al., 1997).



Source: Priority Intervention Zones Program - SLV 2000.

Figure 1 ZIP Program study areas
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This report is therefore intended primarily for stakeholders in this portion of the St. Lawrence. It

offers an overview of the scientific and technical information available so that they can take an

active part in discussing and choosing intervention priorities.

The information presented here may serve as a basis for a common perception of the

situation in this area, and, it is hoped, clear the way for joint action by the partners.


