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Cold Shower for New Water Strategy 
By Andy Marshall 
 
A former government water specialist has branded the province’s recently released Water Strategy a 
“remarkable feat of underachievement.” 
  
Initiated by Environment Minister Lorne Taylor, the strategy document fails to grapple with the “knotty 
problems” of water pricing and enforcement of the province’s water regulations and offers little real 
support for protecting Alberta’s threatened watersheds, says Bob Morrison. Head of his own consulting 
company called Waxwing Synthetics & Resolution Inc., Morrison worked for 24 years as an Alberta 
Environment water planner.  
 
He also criticizes the strategy document for ignoring Albertans’ desire for a fairer allocation of water rights 
in drought-plagued southern Alberta where the government says its “first-in-time, first-in-right” approach, 
which favours the long-established irrigation districts, will be maintained. 
 
“The government has retreated into procrastination, wishful thinking and stubborn indifference to the 
serious and complicated water problems that Albertans face,” Morrison says in a recent commentary on 
the Water Strategy. 
 
Based on over 18 months of consultations and discussions throughout Alberta highlighting water quantity 
and quality issues, the strategy outlines measures -- valued at $916 million over the next 10 years -- to 
achieve three priorities: 

• Secure drinking water 
• Healthy aquatic systems 
• Reliable water supply to support provincial economic development. 

 
The strategy places a strong emphasis on conservation and sets a 10-year goal starting in 2005 of 
improving by 30 per cent the “overall efficiency and productivity of water.” 
 
Although surveys conducted during the consultation process show 68 per cent of respondents support a 
price on water for individual consumers, industry and irrigation farmers, the strategy document says the 
government will wait until 2007 before making a move “on the merit of economic instruments to meet 
water conservation and productivity objectives.” This could include charging for water. 
 
The environment minister’s spokeswoman Val Mellesmoen acknowledges the criticism over delays in 
implementing pricing and other strategies to cut down water use. But, she adds: “We need to balance 
things out, do things in a measured way to proceed. We can’t change the laws overnight.” 
 
Reactions from interested parties may justify that caution.  Irrigation farmers, who, according to figures in 
the strategy, consume almost 45 per cent of the province’s known allocated water volumes, are 
predictably opposed to pricing. Other ranchers and farmers are similarly upset about the prospect of 
buying their water. 
 
“If we’re going to be charged to water our cattle, we’re dead,” says Caroline area rancher Don Bester, 
already beset by beef market doldrums arising from mad cow disease. He’s a founder of the Butte Action 
Committee, set up four years ago to tackle ranchers’ concerns about the energy industry use of fresh 
water in enhanced oil recovery processes.  
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The strategy pegs energy extraction use at 4.6 per cent of all provincial allocations. “If they have to pay, 
good enough,” says Bester. “But, I’m not paying for my water.” 
 
Ricardo Acuna, executive director of the Parkland Institute, warns against pricing.  “Once you’ve priced 
water for industry, you’ve priced it for everybody,” he says. “Then, it becomes part of the market . . . 
you’re commodifying a public good.” In the marketplace, water may then be open to the highest bidder. “It 
becomes a competitive commodity, and all bets are off on the sale of water to the U.S., for example,” 
Acuna explains.  
 
More important than pricing, he says, is the need for the province to set limits on the various sectors 
using water. 
 
Cheryl Bradley, a member of the Oldman River Basin advisory committee representing aquatic 
ecosystem interests, believes it is unrealistic and untenable to charge irrigation farmers for water on a 
volume basis. “I’m not sure we want to devastate our agriculture industry,” she says. 
 
These arguments win little sympathy from former Alberta Wilderness Association president Cliff Wallis. 
“Pricing should be for everybody,” he says. “Until that happens, we will continue to make bad allocation 
decisions, continue to build dams and support an irrigation infrastructure that is very expensive.”  
 
Morrison notes that holders of irrigation water licences in southern Alberta already have the potential to 
reap windfall profits from transferring their water rights within the district.  For example, Jack Bratt, a 70-
year-old landowner in the St. Mary River Irrigation District, sold the water rights to his small farm for 
$30,000, according to a recent CBC Radio report. 
 
While individual citizens, irrigation farmers and industries pay for water delivery, charging for actual 
volumes consumed has few precedents in North America. The fees charged to hydroelectric companies 
in Alberta are considered “rental” costs of the water used, Morrison explains. 
 
With Canadians highlighted as the second-highest consumers of water in the world at 1,471 cubic metres 
per person a year, according to Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development figures (the 
U.S. is tops at 1,870 cubic metres per person), critics point to mandatory metering as an obvious and 
necessary step.  
 
However, through its voluntary metering program, cities like Calgary have only about half their homes on 
meters. The environment minister says he would like to mandate metering, but he can’t force 
municipalities to install them. Strategy document figures show municipalities use about 11 per cent of 
provincial water allocations.  
 
Heinz Unger, an AWA director and a member of the Bow River Basin Council, says he’s totally 
incredulous the province would take more than three years to implement a pricing plan. “I have to suspect 
there is lack of political will.” 
 
Meanwhile, different interpretations centre on the strategy’s failure to push protection measures for the 
province’s watersheds. “That bothers me a lot. If you protect your watersheds, that’s a lot of your 
conservation looked after,” says Unger. 
 
When Taylor spoke at length to a recent meeting of the Bow River group, he raised a concept he called 
“supply-side conservation,” according to Unger. Although the minister explained this could include dams 
and other storage at river headwaters or further downstream, there is little explanation of this in the 
strategy document.  
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“He let the cat out of the bag,” says Unger. 
 
“Part of that might be Lorne’s speculation,” notes Taylor’s spokeswoman, Mellesmoen. She adds, though, 
that while Alberta Environment has no specific storage projects in mind, “we have to consider all the 
options.” 
 
She also explains watershed protection is not explicitly discussed in the strategy document “because 
we’re counting on the watershed management groups and stewardship groups to give us that input.” 
 
Under the strategy, the environment minister is to name a provincial advisory council on water, along with 
seven committees to develop in partnership with Alberta Environment and the provincial committee 
strategies specific to the conditions of the seven major watersheds or river basins in Alberta. They are the 
Peace/Slave, Athabasca, Hay, Beaver, North Saskatchewan, South Saskatchewan and the Milk Rivers.  
 
At the same time, there are plans to work with more localized watershed stewardship groups, to “raise 
awareness and undertake on-the-ground activities to protect and enhance local water bodies.”  An 
estimated 40 or more of such groups are already in operation. 
 
Unger says it’s not clear how the Bow River group will fit into this scheme. Other critics also wonder what 
authority and what resources they will be given to do their work.  
 
“There is not a lot of meat to that yet,” agrees Mellesmoen. “Key aspects will start to roll out the end of 
February, early March after the provincial committee is appointed.” 
 
Parkland Institute’s Acuna worries, though, the government has set a less-than-positive precedent 
through its health authorities and school boards. These bodies exist for the convenience of government, 
promoting a kind of token participation by citizens, he says. “The reality is the final authority rests with the 
minister whatever these groups say.” 
 
Related to lack of watershed protection is another anomaly in the strategy document Morrison believes 
environmental groups should be vigilant about. During the public consultation process, Alberta 
Environment literature stated there should be no clear line separating water and land environments. 
However, while the final strategy document discusses the virtues of healthy aquatic ecosystems, there is 
no mention of healthy riparian areas. 
 
Studies are clear that extensive logging by watercourses has an impact on water flow during low-water 
periods, says Morrison. “It’s an incremental phenomenon, but we know from research there is a small 
impact on the base flow.” 
 
Why the change? “I would bet there’s more detail to come,” replies Mellesmoen. “We had to prioritize 
what we could put in the strategy document.” 
 
The new strategy’s watershed-by-watershed approach, welcomed by many observers, obviously 
acknowledges the dramatically different conditions across the province.  
 
However, Taylor’s public musings about restricting water-reliant industries for the water-starved south 
have raised eyebrows, and the proposed 30-per-cent cut in water use has the irrigation industry on the 
defensive. 
 
But, the document confirms the “first-in-time, first-in-right” approach to water licences that entrenches the 
historic rights of the irrigation industry to declining water supplies. Irrigation districts virtually monopolize 
river allocations -- they have more than 90 per cent of the Bow, and a similar percentage of Oldman River 
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allocations -- and the strategy does nothing to address that, says Bradley, from the Oldman advisory 
group. 
 
In the meantime, Jim Byrne, director of the University of Lethbridge Water Resources Institute, warns that 
in 20 to 40 years, “there will be a substantial decline in available river water in the south. Major industries 
that have been developed based on current water supplies may be looking at substantial adjustments.” 
 
Southern tributaries, including the St. Mary, the Belly and the Waterton Rivers, have already been closed 
to further allocations because of hardship conditions on their in-stream flow needs. 
 
But, with the powerful control of groups like the St. Mary River Irrigation District over allocations, Bradley 
sees more conflict ahead. 
 
She describes the call for co-operation in the strategy document a great concept, but “the co-operation of 
all parties is needed, otherwise we’ll find ourselves in the courts.”  An appeal by the Southern Alberta 
Environment Group, of which Bradley is a member, to the Alberta Environment Appeal Board on the 
irrigation district’s refusal to transfer water rights to non-members, is the first step in what could become a 
legal battle over access to water. 
 
“If environmental interests want water back in the river, they should be able to buy through the transfer 
process,” Bradley explains. “But, for that to happen, you need a willing transferor.” By failing to become 
involved, “the government is ducking its responsibility to ensuring a healthy aquatic ecosystem.” 
 
The AWA’s Wallis also asks pointedly: “Why is Taylor handing over management of water to the St. Mary 
River Irrigation District?” He calls the situation “an abrogation of provincial jurisdiction to a delegated 
authority. It means we have less access, less control, and a focus on irrigation, not on biodiversity and in-
stream flow needs.” 
 
He is pessimistic the 30-per-cent water savings projected by the strategy document will free up water for 
biodiversity or local communities. “So, there’s no advantage to 30-per-cent better efficiency.” 
 
In northern Alberta, on the other hand, the main constraint involves water quality, although quantity is a 
factor, too. “The lay person may think we have enormous amounts of water in our rivers,” says Mary 
Griffiths of the Pembina Institute. “We also have high demand on this water (from oil sands and the pulp 
and paper industries, for example), and we must take seasonal flows into account.” 
 
Griffiths says issues already raised in the Northern Rivers Basin Study include: 

• Concern over oxygen levels, requirements for fish. 
• Huge potential demands for water from oil sands 
• In-stream flow needs of the Athabasca River. 

 
With allocations to oil sands needs in Fort McMurray already representing 10 per cent of the river’s flow 
rate, the so-called Oil Sands Environmental Coalition has asked for a moratorium on further withdrawals 
until an In-stream Flow Needs Study has been completed. 
 
Furthermore, with inter-basin transfers on the table for discussion, the northern rivers are still a target. 
“We should limit growth within a watershed to what is available. We need to live within our limits,” is 
Griffiths’ response. 
 
She is co-chairperson of the Advisory Committee on Water Practice and Policy to advice the minister by 
March on practices that remove water from the hydrologic cycle. Because this is predominantly water for 
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oilfield injection, the other co-chair is David Pryce from the Canadian Association of Petroleum 
Producers. 
 
Despite bitter opposition to water injection from groups like the Butte Action Committee, Griffiths says the 
industry use of water has dropped quite dramatically in the enhanced recovery process for conventional 
oil. A recent Geowa Information Technologies report for Alberta Environment showed the amount of 
water for injection diverted from surface and ground water sources almost halved in the past 30 years.  
 
“We see the decline continuing with more recycling of water and use of saline water,” explains Griffiths. 
 
What is ringing alarm bells, however, is the expected soaring demand for water in steam injection or 
steam-assisted gravity drainage processes for bitumen recovery, particularly in the area from Cold Lake 
to Fort McMurray. 
 
“They will need a lot of water,” says Griffiths.  While some companies have committed to use only saline 
water where possible, “there’s a degree of uncertainty here. Current policy does not require industry to 
look for alternatives in the province’s green areas.” 
 
The committee will try to address that issue, as well as the possibility of water pricing.  CAPP’s Pryce has 
publicly stated his industry should not be singled out for pricing, but be treated the same as other water 
users. 
 
A number of other issues were raised in the 54-page Water Strategy. They include: 
 
Storage and Dams 
 
Gary Parkstrom, Upper Bow Riverkeeper in the Mountain Parks Watershed Association, is worried by talk 
of water storage in high mountain areas, even though it’s not part of the strategy document. Building 
dams is not an effective way of storing water, says Parkstrom. Evaporation occurs, and the impact on 
aquatic ecosystems upstream and downstream can be devastating. 
 
The strategy does not list any specific water storage projects, says department spokeswoman 
Mellesmoen. However, the Milk River basin group has asked for a feasibility study for on-stream or off-
stream storage. “Alberta Environment didn’t drive this. The initiative came from the local community,” she 
says. 
 
That’s downright scary, responds AWA’s Wallis. Province-wide public consultation before the new Water 
Act in 1999 and the lead-up to the latest Water Strategy both resulted in unanimous agreement on key 
issues affecting biodiversity and in-stream needs. 
 
“The government has to show leadership, not throw itself on the mercy of every local, economic interest 
group,” he says. “We have an agenda here from the minister.”  
 
Exports to the U.S.  
 
Although the document puts to rest the idea of water sales south of the border, Morrison notes this legal 
prohibition is only as strong as the law remains. The Legislature can always change its mind. “That will 
never happen . . . there’s no political will to change it,” says Mellesmoen. 
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The Budget 
 
The 10-year, $916-million budget breaks down to: $250 million for drinking water; $64 million for aquatic 
ecosystems; $279 million for sustainable economy initiatives; $218 million for knowledge and research; 
$81 million for partnership initiatives; $24 million for water conservation initiatives. 
 
Morrison calls the drinking water allocation a worthwhile expenditure, but “the money will primarily be 
used to fix problems that have proliferated while provincial leaders reduced spending and downloaded 
responsibility.” 
 
The relative size of the different expenditures -- just seven per cent for aquatic ecosystems or 2.6 per 
cent for water conservation, for example -- may reveal government priorities, says Unger.  
 
Mellesmoen calls that totally unfair. Those items may not carry as high a price tag as infrastructure 
projects, but “they may be just as important.” 
 
The Water for Life strategy and background information can be found at www.waterforlife.gov.ab.ca 
 


