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Watersheds are source of concern as province launches new 
water strategy 
By Andy Marshall 
 
Plans for a new, province-wide water strategy are flowing through government departments, a move 
which, according to officials, confirms Alberta’s strong support for water quality. 
But, conservation groups, such as the Alberta Wilderness Association, committed next year to focusing 
broader public attention on what they believe to be the declining health of the province’s critical mountain 
and foothills watersheds, have dampened enthusiasm for the government initiative unless it leads to 
much stricter protective measures. 
 
Along with climate change issues, water and watersheds are the top priorities for Alberta Environment 
Minister Lorne Taylor, says a department spokeswoman, Anne McInerney.  
Taylor promises an active public consultation process in 2002 for the multi-department strategy initiative. 
“It’s all about co-operation, striking a balance,” she says. “We have to address all the challenges.” 
 
Those challenges are described as ensuring: 

• Safe, secure drinking water for all Albertans. 
• Reliable supplies for economic development. 
• Healthy rivers and lakes. 
• Risk-management plans for drought and floods. 

 
“The first step must be to protect watersheds. Make that the priority,” says AWA director Vivian Pharis, 
helping lead the watershed campaign. Then, it is vital to understand better what is happening to 
watersheds and water quality. 
 
What discourages her and other conservation leaders is their view the government places heavier 
weighting on industrial/commercial interests and encourages these interests to extract what they can, 
particularly from the sensitive Eastern Slopes region. 
 
The major threats to Alberta’s watersheds, says Pharis, flow from forestry clear-cutting, energy industry 
development and the resulting network of roads and seismic lines that dramatically impact how water 
drains from this region and what happens to its quality.  The mass of recreation off-road vehicle 
enthusiasts who then further beat down this network serve to exacerbate the damage. Other degradation 
stems from residential sprawl encroaching into the region, the proliferation of golf courses and the 
growing cattle industry, all of which contribute to contaminated runoff into water courses. 
 
The alignment of the Rocky Mountains and their role in intercepting the prevailing winds to produce 
precipitation, make the Eastern Slopes a huge water-gathering system for the province’s four major river 
basins -- the North and South Saskatchewan, the Peace and the Athabasca. 
 
Figures from the world’s leading freshwater ecologist, University of Alberta professor David Schindler, 
show that total flows to the Saskatchewan River system from the Rocky Mountains are 87 per cent of the 
flow volume at the river’s mouth. “This makes the (Eastern Slopes) watershed one of the most vital in 
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Canada. It contributes water right across the Prairies,” says Pharis. “Alberta has a national obligation to 
protect that important watershed.” 
 
Forest soil and resource road planning guidelines, plus timber harvesting ground rules requiring such 
remedies as revegetation to cleared areas and the retention of vegetation along water buffers, all serve to 
minimize damage, says Robert Storrier, a spokesman for Alberta Sustainable Resource Development 
Minister Mike Cardinal. 
 
The department oversees all the industrial activities in the Eastern Slopes. Storrier also points to 
“integrated landscape management” strategies in the region resulting in closer co-operation between the 
forestry and the energy industries to share access roads. “There is more emphasis on working together . 
. . to minimize the impact,” he says. New technology is also changing the way companies operate. 
 
Three basic values underlie departmental decisions, Storrier explains: concern for the environment, the 
economy and sustainability. His response, when asked if they carry equal weight: “We look at this on a 
case-by-case basis. We do what is best for Alberta.” 
 
The perceived vagueness of such statements provokes suggestions from people like aquatic ecologist 
David Mayhood that “Alberta is in the dark ages”  when it comes to watershed protection. A recent study 
by his Calgary company, Freshwater Research Ltd., of 98 smaller stream basins in a 2,500-square-
kilometre area in the province’s southwest, showed only two were untouched by human activity. 
 
Two-thirds of the streams had a moderate risk of damage from the confined effect of clear-cutting and 
road development, according to Mayhood. One third were at a high risk of damage, including such 
phenomena as erosion and changes in the hydrology, or water flow. “This is chilling in that so little was 
undamaged and not at risk,” says Mayhood. 
 
The effects from the 10- to 40-hectare clearcuts by the forestry industry works this way:  Trees, especially 
the more expansive old growth now targeted by lumber interests, play a major role in intercepting, holding 
and then sublimating into the atmosphere much of the precipitation that falls. Without that cover, water 
flows off the surface at a much faster rate, leading to pronounced increases in peak flows. Because 
existing channels are not capable of handling these high flows, they start to unravel, Mayhood explains. 
 
That creates a quality issue downstream -- higher turbidity associated with higher bacterial counts and 
increased sediment, which can destroy fish habitat. The mass disturbance to the soil and organic matter 
like moss from the scarifying, or digging-up process, after clear-cutting, also affects the ability of the land 
to retain precipitation and release it in a more orderly fashion. 
 
Worse than the clear-cutting, though, are the roads, says Mayhood. Made with large sediment deposits -- 
sand, gravel and smaller material -- they act as highly efficient drainage systems, distributing water 
quickly into streams, minimizing the land’s storage ability and overwhelming a creek’s capacity to carry 
the “flash” flows. 
 
“When those sediment deposits cross a stream as at a culvert (there are estimated to be hundreds of 
thousands of culverts in Alberta), then essentially you’ve dumped a bunch of sediment into the water 
course,” he explains. During spring run-off, many of the culvert crossings “blow out” under the sheer 
volume of water, causing a prodigious amount of damage.” 
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A map of road allowances his company produced for the Yukon to Yellowstone project, show by far the 
highest concentration in the Eastern Slopes of Alberta and British Columbia.  A road allowance often 
starts as a seismic line. A petroleum company moves in and keeps it open. Then loggers use the same 
road, followed by all-terrain vehicles (ATVs), and the road never recovers. Finally, ranchers bring their 
cattle in, “and it becomes like a highway -- a muddy, God-awful mess,” says Mayhood. “This happens in 
each little watershed . . . there are limits to what an ecosystem can sustain.” 
 
He notes other issues, such as the discovery of logging right up to stream banks, a practice theoretically 
forbidden by regulations, as further causes of serious erosion. Add in the contaminated runoff from 
residential development, more concentrated cattle production and golf courses further downstream (there 
are 50 alone bordering on the Bow and Elbow Rivers in southern Alberta, many of them extensively 
distributing herbicides, fungicides and fertilizer chemicals), and a disturbing picture emerges. 
 
Larry Skory, a spokesman for the Alberta Forest Products Association, defends his industry’s practices.  
Members consistently go beyond provincial guidelines, he says. “There is much more acknowledgment of 
ecological impacts,” Skory notes, which has led to more sensitive clear-cutting practices. “Members are 
constantly monitoring water quality, for example.” 
  
However, he points to the many uses of the land base in the Eastern Slopes, and the need for more 
integrated management there. He also notes the involvement of conservationists in the forest audits done 
through the association’s own Forest Care program. He would not speculate on what may arise from 
Alberta Environment’s latest water strategy initiative, “but, when you enter a democratic process, you 
know you can’t always have your way. Industry doesn’t get its way, and environmentalists haven’t, 
either.” 
 
Gord Lehn, woodlands manager for Spray Lake Sawmills, recent recipients from the province of a 
forestry management agreement (FMA) for 4,000 sq. km. of public forest, including about 1,200 sq. km. in 
Kananaskis Country, also explains the industry’s “strong and vested” interest in conservation. “If we do 
anything to destroy our watershed or forest resources, that’s our livelihood . . . we have a 58-year record 
in the southern Eastern Slopes and we’re here for the long term.” 
 
As an example of the company’s sensitivity, he cites an experiment, launched five years ago in the 
Maclean Creek area, west of Calgary, in which a baseline watershed inventory and assessment were 
done with the help of the Mount Royal College Suncor Centre before harvesting plans were finalized. 
Extensive water sampling was also later carried out.  “We found the results to be quite good,” says Lehn. 
Numbers of macro-benthic invertebrates, indicative of the health of a stream for fish habitat, even grew. 
 
Using the so-called Wrens Modelling, a University of Missoula, Montana, team has examined harvest 
plans by Spray Lake and the quality of the water going into the drainage system and found no cause for 
concern. The company typically logs one per cent a year of a licensed area. “The impact over the surface 
flow from such a small percentage of the land base, plus the continual green-ups (from annual 
reforestation), means the impact is not significant,” Lehn says. “We feel comfortable we’re holding up our 
share of the watershed protection side of things.” 
 
Spray Lake is one member of the recently formed Elbow Watershed Partnership, hoped to serve as a 
model for various interests working together to protect water quality and quantity. Lehn notes problems 
from ATV use, as well as residential development on the Elbow, a critical water source for the city of 
Calgary. 
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David Luff, vice-president of environment and operations for the Canadian Association of Petroleum 
Producers, says new technology -- from directional drilling to helicopter-supported technology -- has 
“significantly” reduced the footprint in the Eastern Slopes from his industry. 
 
The Alberta Cattle Commission, acknowledging it hasn’t always seen eye-to-eye with the AWA, says it 
has partnered with Trout Unlimited a conservation strategy for the Eastern Slopes watershed. Best 
practices, encouraged by the commission, promote and enhance watershed management, says 
spokesman Ron Glaser. Cattle production, done correctly, is benign. “Some level of grazing helps bio-
diversity,” he says. Nevertheless, “there is a movement afoot to sterilize the landscape.” 
 
A new player in the watershed tango is the city of Calgary, showing unprecedented interest in what goes 
on at the sources of its main water supplies, the Elbow and the Bow Rivers. The city’s waterworks 
department has told Spray Lake it wants an active role in the consultation process before harvesting 
occurs in the company’s new FMA. 
 
While it’s not feasible to buy up and essentially fence off watershed areas, as Vancouver, Victoria and 
some other British Columbia cities are attempting to do,  “let’s do some watershed assessment . . . we 
have to be more involved,” says manager of strategic services Paul Tesko.  The city is also part of the 
Elbow watershed protection group. 
 
Adding momentum to the city’s plans are findings in the water of higher levels of cryptosporidium, a 
parasite that can attack the intestines of humans and animals. The city has also measured higher 
turbidity in its supplies. “We have to do a lot more homework to discover the sources,” says Tesko. But, 
“when you look at watershed management practices as a barrier to pathogens, then that’s an area we’re 
starting to get a lot more interested in.” 
 
(Andy Marshall is freelance writer living in Cochrane.) 
 


