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After four years of groundwork 
and close to $7 million in joint 
investment, a new Smith Bridge 
is finally within reach.

To move forward with this critical infrastructure project, the Province must commit to 
A JOINT FUNDING FORMULA that accounts for the MD’s limited resources and fully 
recognizes the strategic value of this vital economic corridor to Alberta’s success.

To date, millions of provincial and municipal dollars have been 
spent on keeping the Smith Bridge viable, from interim repairs and 
structural assessments to engineering studies and design drafts for 
its replacement. These efforts underscore the shared commitment 
of all parties to preserving this vital community and industry link.

After years of careful preparation, we are poised to proceed to the 
construction phase of this project. To do so, however, we require 
firm and equitable financial backing from the Alberta Government. 

Delays in securing such a commitment will threaten our plans for a 
2026 construction start and 2028 completion.

A Word to Our Community Members
We’ve prepared this status report to share the progress we’ve made on this 
critical project since 2022. By any measure, getting this far represents a true 
community milestone—but it means nothing if we can’t get the construction 
phase underway. To do so, we need financial backing from the Province.

As a resident or business owner in the Lesser Slave River region, you play a 
meaningful role in moving this project forward. We encourage you to visit 
smithbridgematters.ca to explore this initiative in detail.

Status Report on the Smith Bridge Rebuild

https://mdmatters.ca/smith-bridge-rebuild/
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For area residents and business owners, protecting their sole local 
Athabasca River crossing point is obviously a significant concern. 
However, mere local need will not motivate the Alberta Government to 
prioritize the Smith Bridge over hundreds of competing projects. 

The only way to move this project forward is to demonstrate how 
this bridge is an essential provincial asset—and that investing in 
the Smith Bridge Rebuild is required to sustain the considerable 
resource revenues generated by our region.

Oil & Gas Giants 
In 2024, we were ranked as Alberta’s 
fifth highest oil-producing region 
thanks to the Clearwater Formation; 
an enormous hydrocarbon reservoir 
that has spawned the most lucrative 
oil play in North America.

Oil production in our region has 
increased 700% over the past five 
years. Natural gas is up 38% with a 
five-year increase of 217%. 

Every single day, our oil producers 
pay roughly $3.8 million in Crown 
royalties to the Province. Over a 
year, that’s $1.4 billion.

With industry growth forecasts 
spanning two decades. the pace of 
oil & gas extraction continues to 
increase rapidly. 

Timber Leaders
We’re home to one of the world’s 
most advantageous resource areas. 
The tight-grain timber harvested 
here is not just another commodity; 
it’s a specialized, globally coveted 
resource that positions our region 
as the envy of international logging 
and construction industries. 

The demand for tight-grain timber 
resources comes from sectors 
where reliability and precision are 

Why is the Smith Bridge so important?

We’re not asking the Province to pay for a community project. We’re urging them to help 
protect the ECONOMIC ENGINE that fuels the provincial economy. Every load that crosses 
this bridge generates revenue via royalties (from oil/gas) and stumpage fees (from timber).

non-negotiable. This demand makes 
the Lesser Slave River region a true 
global resource champion, holding 
the gold standard for structural 
stability and quality timber.

Risk Mitigation 
The provincial funding required to 
rebuild the Smith Bridge is not an 
obstacle. The combined economic 
activity in Lesser Slave River ensures 
immediate financial capability.

In the past five years alone, our 
forestry producers have contributed 
more than $157 million in timber 
dues and Crown royalties, while 
the oil sector continues to generate 
millions in royalties every single 
day. The cost of a new, industry-
compliant bridge is nominal when 
compared to these immense, 
diverse revenue streams it is 
intended to protect—including the 
full chain of costs and tax revenues 
associated with bringing these 
products to market. 

To delay this project is to gamble 
millions against hundreds of billions 
in long-term output. 

Provincial investment in the Smith 
Bridge now is not an expenditure, 
but a fundamental act of economic 
insurance and risk mitigation.

CNRL: 
7,500 BBL/day
Kingston Midstream: 

51,000 BBL/day
Plains Pipeline: 

25,000 BBL/day
Pembina Pipeline: 

83,000 BBL/day

BBL stands for barrels of oil. 
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Minor repairs (design)

Minor repairs (construction)

Preliminary engineering
Permits & approvals

Detail engineering

Tender award (tentative)

Construction (tentative)

Demolition (tentative)

2022

2023

2024

2025

2026

2027

2028

Site investigation
Bridge assessment
Design of scour repairs

Design of minor repairs
Scour and minor repairs
Geotechnical investigation #1
Preliminary design
Flood assessment
Functional planning study

Conceptual design report
Detailed design
Complete permits and approvals
Geotechnical investigation #2

Structure alternative report
First Nation consultation
Geotechnical investigation #2
Tender project

Complete construction
Demolish existing bridge

Begin construction

Decades of Determined Effort
For more than 30 years, successive MD councils have 
advocated for the replacement of the Smith Bridge.

These efforts finally gained traction in 2022, thanks to 
a groundswell of community support, the persistent 
lobbying efforts of Council and Administration, and the 
foresight of Minister Dreeshen and his team.

Our Progress To Date
In 2023, the Alberta Government 
approved more than $1.6 million 
in STIP (Strategic Transportation 
Infrastructure Program) funding, 
which covered three quarters of 
the costs for foundational design, 
engineering, permitting, and site 
selection studies. Presently, STIP is the only provincial 
funding stream designated for bridge projects.

Faced with emergency repairs in 2023, the MD was 
required to draw $1.2 million from its reserves to keep 
the bridge open for community and heavy industry traffic.

The Province’s initial spend was followed by a $2 million 
STIP grant approval in 2024 to help fund detailed designs 
and granular cost estimates to prepare for the ultimate 
construction of the Smith Bridge.

Since 2022, the Province has 
invested a total of $3,842,294 
to move this project forward, 
adding to our municipality’s 
$3,080,981 spend to date.

The Path Forward 
With the preliminary and detailed design phases behind 
us, our focus is squarely on getting this bridge built.

The plan is to issue the construction tender in 2026, with 
work commencing that same year and concluding by 
2028. This timeline is contingent on securing continued, 
substantial financial backing from the Province. 

Given the Smith Bridge’s strategic role as a primary 
corridor link for regional resource transport, the MD is 
seeking a co-funding arrangement that moves beyond 
the Province’s standard 75/25 STIP formula to reflect the 
economic significance of this bridge.

How far along is this project?

https://mdmatters.ca/smith-bridge-rebuild/
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What did the groundwork entail?

Utility Factors
•	 Relocation of overhead powerline in west right-of-way to be avoided to 

reduce risks associated with third-party schedule delays and claims.

•	 TELUS line in east right-of-way may interfere with construction activities. 
Coordination with TELUS is required.

Environmental Factors
•	 Obtaining Fisheries Act authorization 

is a critical permit that commonly 
takes a long time to obtain. Defining 
potential offsetting locations as 
soon as possible will streamline this 
application.

•	 Piers will be located so that berms 
may be constructed within one 
construction season during the 
restricted activity period. This 
requires a navigation window of two 
thirds of the channel width.  

•	 Class C water body restricted activity 
period: September 16 - July 15.  

Structural Factors 
•	 A logical and effective berm staging 

plan is required for construction and 
demolition of the existing bridge. 
This plan considers construction 
erection requirements, and will be 
coordinated with the permitting 
team to develop the optimum 
construction sequence.  

•	 Building the bridge replacement adjacent to the current alignment will 
result in the least amount of road construction and subsequent ground 
disturbance, borrow material,land acquisition, permission, etc.

•	 The old bridge truss may contain lead and should be tested.

•	 Piers must be designed to withstand ice forces.

•	 Existing concrete piers are founded on spread footings. New piers and 
abutments will be founded on deep foundations.

•	 The riverbed at this location has a high scour potential that must be 
considered during demolition and replacement.

We couldn’t start building until we fulfilled all the the requirements for ENGINEERING, 
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION, and CULTURAL HERITAGE. Careful planning helped 
ensure a safe project that didn’t harm any important natural or historical elements.

*Activities within 100m of an existing arterial all-weather road can be
initiated at any time, provided ground conditions are favourable.

**The dates for nexting periods are approximate. Some species
may nest earlier or later, and nesting periods vary by species,

geographic region, and habitat type.
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Prior to construction, we needed 
to obtain a series of permits from 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada, 
Transport Canada, and other  
agencies.

All of our permit 
applications have 
been successful. 
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What did the groundwork entail?

Geotechnical Factors
•	 Unstable soil conditions at north embankment due to the presence of a 

slide that extends  500m upstream and 1200m downstream.

•	 Geotechnical drilling in the river will require permitting and approvals, 
which will commence early to avoid delays.

•	 Drilling from a barge and/or ice bridge is required.

Hydrotechnical Factors 
•	 Potential for active landslide to slump into the river channel and create 

channel constriction resulting in high water levels & velocities in the project 
area. 

•	 Confluence with Lesser Slave River approximately 750m upstream of 
bridge location introduces hydraulic considerations. The bridge design 
must consider the potential for scour.

Roadway Factors 
•	 Poor sightlines due to sharp horizontal curves immediately in advance of 

the north and south approaches.

Cultural Factors
•	 Consideration of First Nations communities whose traditional lands 

encompass the project area. 

•	 Meaningful consultation with First Nations elders and community leaders 
to understand their cultural heritage and historical ties to the land. 

•	 Archaeological surveys were conducted to identify and protect any 
significant cultural artifacts or sites, ensuring that the construction would 
not disturb sacred grounds or historical remnants.

This undertaking involved a SIGNIFICANT CONSULTATION PROCESS with twelve distinct 
First Nations and Métis Settlements. This level of engagement was essential to the project’s 
success, ensuring that all cultural, historical, and environmental considerations from these 
communities were addressed and integrated into the construction plan.
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How will we finance the construction phase?

The Smith Bridge is not merely another infrastructure asset. It is AN ESSENTIAL LINK 
IN ALBERTA’S ECONOMIC CORRIDOR, facilitating the annual thoroughfare of billions 
in resources to global markets. We must maintain the momentum of this critical venture.

The preliminary and detailed design 
phases are complete, thanks largely 
to substantial provincial investments 
in planning and engineering. 

Our planned 2026 construction start 
is the logical next step, maximizing 
the return on this sunk cost. However, 
this critical timeline must be coupled 
with a workable funding mandate.

The total estimated construction 
budget is $84 million. The Province’s 
standard STIP formula puts our 
municipality’s budgetary obligation at 
25%, which is $21 million.

For a municipality with a residential 
tax base of just 2,800, this obligation 
is not just difficult—it is fiscally 
impossible and disproportionate. 
It would force us to divert essential 
funds from all other infrastructure 
maintenance, placing our entire 
regional infrastructure network 
at risk to subsidize an asset that 
overwhelmingly benefits the 
provincial economy.

By working with the Province to 
arrive at a fair and proportionate 
funding arrangement, we can 
safeguard a core provincial 
economic asset, protect a thriving 
rural community, and ensure the 
sustained, multi-billion-dollar 
output of Alberta’s heavy industry 
producers in our region.

This is the sensible thing to do. If 
undertaken now, it represents an 
investment in significant long-term 
cost savings, risk reduction, and 
economic stability.

In today’s dollars, we estimate the construction phase to cost 
roughly $84 million. Our goal is to tether construction to a single, 
structured, and binding financial agreement with the Province. The 
2026 construction tender is contingent on such a commitment.

Before we can break ground, we must establish cost obligations 
and consider different financing scenarios, including:

Sustainable Funding: Establishing a project co-funding formula (e.g., 90/10) 
that accurately reflects the provincial economic contribution of the corridor 
rather than the present unworkable 75/25 split designed for localized STIP-
funded projects.

Binding Commitment: Endorsing a firm, multi-year commitment to the 
construction timelines and respective cost obligations. This project is too 
critical to be underwritten by assumptions about future negotiations.

Alternate Financing: Provisions for a ministerial order, backing capabilities, 
or staged progress payments to secure the full $84 million budget.
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Where do we go from here?

We are grateful for the significant provincial support and investment made to date. 
By forging a WORKABLE FINANCIAL PARTNERSHIP, we can maintain the momentum 
of this project, rebuild the Smith Bridge, and secure this link in a vital economic corridor.

Time is Our Most Expensive Resource
Any further inaction will guarantee that we miss the upcoming construction 
window. The result is predictable and punitive: secured permits will expire, 
and—most critically—project costs will undoubtedly escalate. 

For the sake of both the local economy and the provincial treasury, 
procrastination is not prudence; it is financial waste. We urge the Province 
to step up, lead on the funding formula, and safeguard our collective $6 
million investment to the net benefit of all Albertans.

Let’s Keep the Momentum Going
Just a few years ago, we leveraged a groundswell of community support to 
help secure millions in provincial funding, allowing us to move forward 

with the preliminary stages of this important project. 
Now, as we enter the most important phase, we need 
your involvement more than ever. 

Community support is crucial to the success of this 
project. Visit smithbridgematters.ca to stay up to 
date with the latest project developments and take 
advantage of upcoming opportunities to share your 
perspectives and lend your voice to the cause.

In early November 2025, MD Council and senior administrators 
met with provincial decision-makers. The focus was on making a 
compelling argument for establishing a cost-share agreement and 
getting the construction phase of the Smith Bridge underway.

As a fiscally prudent municipality, we have the means to contribute to this 
venture within a financially responsible framework. However, let’s be clear: 
we cannot absorb a 25% cost-share. This high expectation is financially 
prohibitive and represents the single, critical barrier preventing this essential 
infrastructure project from moving forward.

To date, the Province and our municipality have jointly invested over six 
million dollars in planning, engineering, and due diligence. This investment 
has yielded substantial progress, and the momentum is palpable. Our local 
leadership is doing its utmost to capitalize on this and get shovels in the 
ground now, when conditions are optimal.

Crucially, every variable is in place to break ground on a new Smith Bridge—
the local capacity is secured, the plans are finalized, and the permits are 
ready. The only item outstanding is a flexible and realistic provincial cost-
share formula that reflects the current capital realities.

We are counting on the decisive leadership of our provincial partners to 
resolve this agreement on the heels of our November 6 meeting.
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