4 PHYSIOGRAPHY AND RELATED SCIENCES

2.—Drairage Basins
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During the early period of exploration and development the waterways of Canada
were the sole means of access to and travel in the interior. This function is still of impor-
tance to much of the country particularly in the north where most traffic moves by water
or by air. In the settled areas however the construction of roads and railways has reduced
the role of the waterways as transportation routes but they have assumed other functions,
Some, particularly in the Canadian Shield area and the Cordilleran region, have been
harnessed for the production of electric power. Others, mainly in southern Alberta and
Saskatchewan, have been dammed to provide water for irrigation purposes. In EKastern
Canada many of the rivers have been controlled in an over-all program of flood prevention
and conservation of renewable resources or to provide dependable supplies of water for
industrial and domestic purposes.

In Eastern Canada the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence drainage basin dominates
all others and forms an unequalled system of navigable inland waterways through a region
rich in natural and industrial resources. From Duluth, Minn. at the head of Lake Superior
to Belle Isle at the entrance to the Gulf of St. Lawrence the distance is 2,280 miles. The
St. Lawrence waterway and its tributaries, most of which have lakes available for reser-
voiring, have very large developed and potential power resources.

The greater part of Canada drains into Hudson Bay and the Arctic Ocean; the Nelson
River drainage is exceptional in running through the most arable and the most settled part
of Western Canada but otherwise the rivers of the West, east of the Rockies, run away
from the settled areas towards the cold northern salt waters and this adversely affects
their industrial utility. The Mackenzie River, which drains Great Slave Lake, is, with
its headwaters, the longest river in Canada (2,635 miles) and its valley constitutes the
natural transportation route through the Northwest Territories to the Arctic Ocean.
From Fort Smith on the Slave River large river boats run without any obstruction to
Aklavik on the delta of the Mackenzie, a distance of 1,292 miles. Table 3 gives the lengths
of the principal rivers with their tributaries classified according to the four major drainage
basins.



