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Land use planners are increasingly realizing that conventional approaches to managing renewable and non-renewable resources are ineffective. The extraction of resources such as oil and gas and timber results in land disturbance that has negative and often irreversible effects on wildlife populations, the persistence of native plant species, water quality and quantity, and community resilience. One approach to managing cumulative cultural and environmental effects is to apply thresholds to human land disturbance, based on a blend of ecological science and socio-cultural values. 

A threshold is the point at which an indicator changes from an acceptable to unacceptable condition, defined from an ecological and/or social perspective. The use of thresholds in landscape management can help ensure that human activities do not cause irreversible or undesirable environmental or social consequences. Determined at the regional or sub-regional scale, thresholds can be set to protect ecosystem components for future generations. At the project level, thresholds can provide guidance to decision makers on the significance of a project’s contribution to cumulative effects. To select thresholds, stakeholders and planners must first identify the conditions and components of the landscape that are desirable and of highest priority.

In September 2005, a group of landowners, industry, environmental groups and local governments launched an ALCES (A Landscape Cumulative Effects Simulator) project to assess the cumulative impact of future land use in southwest Alberta, called the Southern Foothills Study (SFS). Lessons from this case study and recommendations from thresholds-based management are provided on participatory approaches to the development of thresholds, modeling future land use change and the incorporation of socio-cultural values into decision-making. 
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