
Site Name: Halfmoon Lake 

Site Type: Natural Area  

Status: Order-in-council (OC)  

Subtype: Recreation
 
 

PASite ID (Map Ref #): 213 

O.C. No. (Land Ref. Manual): 378/87 

Site # (Parks Website): 480 

Reserved Area: 0.00 ha. (0.00 ac.) 

Designated Area: 330.55 ha. (816.78 ac.) 

Total Area: 330.55 ha. (816.78 ac.) 

Additional Protected Areas: none 

Lat/Long Co-ordinates: 54.0517211044 N, -113.348577727 W
 
 

Natural Region: Boreal
 
 

Natural Subregion(s): Dry Mixedwood
 
 

2nd Natural Region:  

2nd Natural Subregion(s):  

IUCN Classification: II
 
 

Operated By: Parks Division
 
 

Info Phone: 780-675-8213  

Steward(s) Aug2002: Volunteer(s) 2 

Steward(s) Aug2003: Volunteer(s) 3 

Steward(s) Dec2011: yes 

Petroleum & Natural Gas Surface 
    Access Aug2002: No Surface Access 

Day Use Site(s): Halfmoon Lake
 
 

Recreation Activities: cross-country skiing, fishing, hiking front country, 
 horseback riding, snowshoeing

 

 

Access:  

Notes: Halfmoon Lake Natural Area consists of sandy, rolling landscapes dominated by open 
jack pine woods and mixed pine & aspen forest; moister upland sites support aspen-balsam 
poplar mixedwood forest, white spruce forest, alder shrubland & meadows rich with herbs; in 
depressions, there are black spruce peatlands, willow & dwarf birch shrublands, & tamarack-birch 
swamps. 
This site lies in the Boreal Forest Natural Region, Dry Mixedwood Sub-region. The Dry 
Mixedwood Sub-region is the only Boreal Forest sub-region that does not have excellent 
representation within Alberta's parks and protected areas network. There are still significant 
shortfalls in the glacial lakebed, ground moraine, sandplain and sand dune natural history 
themes. Listed in “Other Natural Areas”. 



Fishing: Halfmoon Lake is used year-round for fishing; access to the lake is somewhat difficult, 
but there are trails leading to the water. Fish species include Fathead Minnow, Northern Pike and 
Yellow Perch. 
CulturalSite - St. Mary's Church is at Mile 42 of Athabasca Landing Trail. The site has informative 
signage & provides the best access to Athabasca Landing Trail. The church is at Waugh, 1.6 km 
south & 1.6 km west of the natural area.  
Historic Trail - Athabasca Landing Trail is a portage route established in the 1870s for horse-
drawncarts travelling between Ft. Edmonton & what is now the Town of Athabasca; northbound 
people & goods used the trail for several decades. (Alberta Parks web site, 2012). 
 

Halfmoon Lake NA Needs Your Help! 
After 32 years of work, the battle to protect the Halfmoon Lake Natural Area is being lost. Since this 

spring, our trail system has been degraded to a point where one loop is no longer safe for hikers and 
horse riders, and others are at the breaking point. 

 

 
Fall view from one of the trails at Halfmoon Lake NA 

 

July 21
st

 was different. While I was driving home on Range Road 234, a dirt biker ripped out of the 
trail at the north end of a nearby Nature Conservancy property (where it is blockaded and clearly signed) 
and crossed right in front of me. I had to brake hard to avoid hitting him. He performed donuts in the 
road, spraying gravel all over my car, then drove up to my window and threatened to 'kick the shit out of 
me, find out where I live and burn my house down'. I had not engaged, nor was I trying to engage, this 
man.  

I reported the incident to the RCMP, but the cons-table who responded said that they are stretched 
to the limit. Something must be done to put an end to this 'wild west' mentality! Westlock, Sturgeon and 
Thorhild Counties share responsibility for the lawlessness in the Halfmoon Lake area. The area is in no-
man's-land - 22 miles from the Westlock and Morinville detachments and 18 miles from the Redwater 
detachment. Patrols are few and far between, and if you call for assistance dispatch doesn't know where 
to direct your call. Vandalism and crime have become commonplace. The provincial government and 
departments that should be monitoring and policing crown lands must also share the blame. 

You can help! Please contact your local councilors, MLAs and other officials and demand a greater 
police presence in this area. Talk to friends and neighbors; email, text, tweet or use other social media to 
spread the word. If you know someone in the media tell them our story. If you have suggestions to deal 
with OHVs, please share them with me (rdesmet@mcsnet.ca). Thirty-two years of stewardship is a long 
time. My fear is that it will all be undone if something doesn't change soon. Please help. 

Richard DeSmet (SAPAA Newsletter Aug 2014)  
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Field Trips  To Halfmoon Lake - July 18
th

, 2015 

The Halfmoon Lake Natural Area is about 25 km north of Bon Accord in Sturgeon 

County. We arrived on a sunny, warm summer day after a moderately heavy rain, so 

everything was looking verdant. Nine participants included five members of the Rainbow 

Equestrian Society (RES), the Volunteer Steward Group for the Natural Area. 

 
Enjoying the greenery on a beautiful summer day 

The protected land in this area (north of Township Road 584 and west of Range Road 

232) includes about 8 quarter sections, assembled through the cooperative efforts of the 

Alberta Natural Areas program [±880 acres], the Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC) 

[320 acres] and the Rainbow Equitation Society (RES) [80 acres]. Detailed map 

information was available in brochures on-site. 

In the morning we visited the NW Alberta quarter (the Raven/Ghost Horse Hills Loop) 

which contains a large variety of landscapes and plant communities, including steep hills 

and well drained soils. At the southwest corner of this quarter we found a lookout with a 

magnificent semicircular view to the south, west and north overlooking forests, a 

wetland, agricultural developments and a few signs of human habitation. A truly 

inspirational viewpoint! 

Our hosts, Richard and Vera DeSmet, provided some interesting historical background. 

In the 19th century, a trail connecting the Athabasca and North Saskatchewan watersheds 

ran through the area, and evidence of ruts made by Red River wagons is still visible. 

Halfmoon Lake Natural Area was established by Order-in-Council in 1971. Richard and 

Vera started taking care of the site in 1980. In 1987, the Volunteer Stewards Program 

began, and Richard and Vera plus the RES became Volunteer Stewards. In 2004, the RES 

was given the Award of Excellence for Stewardship by the province of Alberta. In 2001, 

the Society purchased an 80-acre property that linked the two parcels which make up the 

Halfmoon Lake Natural Area. They also negotiated with local landowners and made a 

down-payment on 320 acres adjoining the Natural Area; a parcel now owned by NCC. 



A wide variety of vegetation exists in the north- west part of the government property. 

Trees included white spruce, jack pine, aspen and birch; shrubs included beaked hazelnut 

(lots of immature fruit), saskatoon (heavily loaded with ripe fruit), pin cherry (mostly 

barren) and bracted honeysuckle. A vegetation highlight was re-discovery of two patches 

of ground-pine. On another part of the trail, patches of tansy were found, which the RES 

intends to eradicate. Huge cow parsnips (taller than 2 m) were found, as well as white and 

red baneberry, wild sarsaparilla, star-flowered Solomonôs seal. 

 
Hubert  takes a moment to relax and enjoy the pines on the August 5

th
 trip  

After lunch at the RES picnic facilities, we circled the two northern quarters of the east 

portion of the Halfmoon Lake Natural Area (Bridge Trail/Rim Trail loop) which, at 

times, allowed glimpses of Halfmoon Lake and the properties beyond. Except for the 

slopes and gullies bordering the lake, with their rich variety of vegetation, the landscape 

was flat, dominated by scrub jack pine and aspen, with fleabane and golden-aster 

blooming everywhere and sages providing most of the ground cover. This part of the trail 

was degraded by ATVs, which fortunately were absent elsewhere. Along the trail on the 

slopes to Halfmoon Lake we discovered two patches of a mystery plant which was later 

identified as spotted coralroot. 

The trip ended around 3 p.m.; it was hot and most of the group was exhausted. This was a 

good outing. I only wished more people had come out to participate in the experience. On 

the other hand, it probably indicates how extremely lucky we are in Alberta that treasures 

of this nature go largely unnoticed, even by dedicated naturalists. The DeSmets and RES 

extended an invitation to naturalist groups and individuals for future visits. They are to be 

commended for their work in assembling this large conservation area, for building visitor 

facilities and trail signs, and for their ongoing efforts to maintain the site in its natural 

state.       Hubert  Taube ï text &  photos 



   
Spotted coralroot      Hidden structure near the trail  

Hubert sang the praises of this Natural Area so much that on August 5
th
 a group of four of 

us decided to undertake an ñunofficial SAPAA field trip,ò with Hubert retracing routes he 

had taken in mid-July under the guidance of the deSmets. I was particularly delighted 

with the abundance of native grasses in the various plant communities, with the alien 

smooth brome and timothy (signaling the human footprint) only rare occurrences. In the 

aspen woods, purple oatgrass was particularly common, outnumbering the large rosettes 

of hairy wild rye, as well as white-grained mountain ricegrass and fringed brome.  

 
Cow-wheat, a root parasite, grows in well-drained pine stands 



In the open lichen-bearberry patches, most of the ground cover was provided by poverty 

oat-grass and thin-leaved clumps of northern ricegrass, punctuated by tufts of June grass. 

Intermediate oatgrass occurred on the more disturbed sandy soils near the entrance to the 

RES facilities. Depressional spots in deep woodland harbored marsh reedgrass and, 

occasionally, drooping wood reed. Wheatgrasses were likely more common than their 

sporadic panicles indicated. 

In terms of wildflowers (forbs) we were definitely into the blue and gold flowers of late 

summer and fall, the blue of asters, smooth fleabane and Alaska harebell and the gold of 

golden-asters, goldenrods and wormwoods. 

 
Dense shrubs filled the understorey of aspen stands 

Conspicuous fruits included those of velvet-leaved blueberry, wild red raspberry, the 

reflexed crimson capsules of spotted coralroot orchid, and the round, orange and red 

berries of fairybells, a plant so common in one area of the woods that we named it 

fairybells glade. 

Congratulations to the RES, who have worked so hard to extend and maintain the area 

under protection through acquisition and management. It preserves a landscape typical of 

the sandhills region north of Edmonton in a near-pristine condition while making it 

accessible via trails to hikers, equestrians and berry-pickers. Considering that the fates of 

some Natural Areas are now uncertain, and some have already been lost to development 

and ATV abuse, this is an especially worthwhile accomplishment.  



Of course we got wet on this showery day, but after months of drought we considered it a 

rare pleasure to walk in the rain. We left many kilometres of trails unexplored, and plan 

to go back soon! 

 
Fairybells in fruit  

Patsy Cotterill  ï text &  photos 


