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 upDaTes

Factoring climate change into 
managing river water withdrawals 
AWA was invited to present on an 
innovative aspect of Alberta watershed 
planning at an international conference 
in April 2010.  “After Copenhagen: 
Collaborative responses to Climate 
Change” was hosted by the Lyndon 
B. Johnson School of Public Affairs 
at the university of Texas at Austin. 
The conference’s goal was to connect 
scientific research with public policy 
options and educational approaches to 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
adapting to climate change.  This was the 
first conference in what is envisaged as 
a biennial global climate forum between 
Texas and Alberta.

The topic of AWA’s presentation 
was how climate change-affected 
river flow forecasts were incorporated 
into the lower Athabasca river water 
management framework process. As 
noted in previous Wild Lands Advocate 
issues (December 2008 and April 
2010), AWA was a member of a multi-
stakeholder committee that issued 
both consensus and non-consensus 
recommendations in February 2010 on 
a river water withdrawal management 
framework for the lower Athabasca 
river. Its mandate was to examine social, 
environmental and economic impacts of 
various sets of rules governing river water 
withdrawals by oil sands mining projects 
and develop recommendations for federal 
and provincial regulators. Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada and Alberta Environment 

will draft regulations and, informed by 
First Nations and public consultation 
in 2010, will implement regulations 
governing river water withdrawals in 
early 2011. 

The environmental non-government 
organizations (ENGOs) on the 
committee, led by World Wildlife 
Fund Canada representatives, argued 
that climate change-affected river flow 
projections, not just 1957-2007 historic 
flow data, should be used in modeling 
water withdrawal impacts. The ENGOs 
were concerned that a 2007 study by 
D.W. Schindler, W.F. Donahue and John 
P. Thompson projected dramatic declines 
in future summer and winter Athabasca 
river flow volumes by projecting forward 
the trend of actual flow measurements 
since 1970. The 1957-2007 data mask the 
potential future importance of this recent 
trend. The ENGOs believed that, in the 
interests of healthy aquatic ecosystems, 
any river water management rules had 
to be robust in the face of potential 
climate change-affected flows at least 
out to the 2040 planning horizon of these 
recommendations. Other stakeholders 
were highly critical of simply 
extrapolating forward a 30 or 50-year 
trend analysis. 

The solution the committee arrived 
at was to create a small sub-group of 
government, industry, First Nations and 
ENGO representatives to examine the 
issue; all sub-group members co-authored 
the ensuing paper. This sub-group 
reviewed recent global circulation model 

(GCM)-based forecasts of Athabasca 
river flows. It commissioned two new 
reports that analyzed 100-year flow trends 
upstream and generated 50-year and 30-
year lower Athabasca river flow trend 
analyses. The sub-group summarized a 
range of flow scenarios out to the year 
2039, expressed as percentage change 
of both summer and winter average river 
flows. Then the main committee agreed 
to adjust the 50-year historic data of 
winter and summer flows with percentage 
changes found in five scenarios. The 
result was a range of GCM and trend 
analyses. All performance measures, 
including modeled impacts to fish habitat, 
river navigation and water storage costs, 
were re-run with the adjusted river flow 
data. In the main committee’s final 
report, key water withdrawal rule sets 
were analyzed for the robustness of their 
performance for mid-range GCM and  
50-year trend scenario.

AWA recounted this process at the 
Texas conference, praising the inclusive 
and transparent approach. AWA also 
recommended that consideration of 
climate change-affected river flow 
scenarios be built upfront into other 
watershed management processes in 
Alberta and elsewhere. We hope the 
Alberta government takes a lead in 
replicating this approach in regional 
watershed and land use planning.    

Carolyn Campbell addressing participants at the “After Copenhagen” climate change conference. Photo: D. MArShALL

- Carolyn Campbell
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An Alberta Context for the 
BP	“Spill?”	
As an English bulldog I have trouble 
wrapping my rather large head around 
the magnitude of the ecological disaster 
the media tells me is taking place in 
the Gulf of Mexico. CNN told me 
this disaster resulted from the tragic 
explosion and sinking of the Deepwater 
Horizon offshore oil platform. A good 
friend of my master invited him to check 
out the following website http://www.
ifitwasmyhome.com/ You might want to 
visit it too. Type in a place name to get 
an appreciation of what all this “freed” 
oil in the Gulf would look like if we 
smeared it across a place you care about. 
I hail from Innisfail. My jaw dropped 
when I pawed in the town’s name on my 
laptop to place the centre of this eruption 
there. This eruption would contaminate 
the land from Edmonton to Calgary and 
from Highway 36 in the east to well 
inside Banff National Park. For a few 
seconds that image led me to think less 
about my next bowl of kibble and more 
about the necessity of what some in the 
petroleum industry might regard as a 
four-letter word – regulation. Should 
Alberta’s bulldogs be concerned about 
how our government regulates oil and 
gas? I dunno…those few seconds have 
passed and all I can see now is the treat 
the Editor is offering me to get off  
this soapbox.

    - Meatball  

Regional Watershed Planning Update
regional integrated watershed 
management planning is underway 
across several river basins in Alberta. 
Several Watershed Planning and 
Advisory Councils (WPACs) have 
recently issued State of the Watershed 
reports based on a compilation of best 
available data and are proceeding to 
develop management plans. There is an 
extra impetus as provincial Land-use 
Secretariat and Alberta Environment 
officials are encouraging WPACs to 
develop detailed management plans to 
help inform regional land-use planning.

AWA has been deeply involved in 
Bow river basin watershed management 
planning. AWA was on the Steering 
Committee for the Bow river Basin 
Council (BrBC) that developed a Phase 
1 management plan focused on water 
quality objectives. BrBC and AWA were 
two of the key partners that organized 

the “Managing the Commons: Our Place 
in the Headwaters” workshops in 2008 
and 2009. AWA also was active on the 
BrBC strategic planning committee that 
suggested Phase 2 focus on land use with 
an emphasis on headwaters, wetlands and 
riparian areas. We will stay engaged as 
we see progress reports for Phase 1 and 
as planning for Phase 2 proceeds later  
in 2010. 

AWA attended the unveiling of the 
Oldman Watershed Council’s State of 
the Watershed report in April. One key 
issue we will monitor is how watershed 
planning will influence forestry planning 
decisions. A significant concern with 
the report is the data gaps authors 
identified; this holds for “State of” 
reports in other watersheds too. In the 
case of the Oldman, AWA is concerned 
that data gaps may have given a more 
favourable rating to the headwaters 
region historically than may be the 
case in 2010.  A draft plan for the C5 
forestry area (extending from the south 
Kananaskis Country down to Waterton 
Lakes National Park) was suspended in 
2006 pending the release of this State 
of the Watershed report. Whether a final 
forestry plan actually reflects updated 
watershed concerns remains to be seen. 
In a recent meeting with AWA, Alberta 
Sustainable resource Development 
Minister Mel Knight confirmed that the 
Oldman report would be considered 
by the South Saskatchewan regional 
Advisory Council. But he added that no 
further consideration of the C5 region 
forestry plan will occur before the South 
Saskatchewan regional land use plan is 
finished – which in AWA’s view is at least 
two years off.  

AWA recently became involved 
in red Deer river regional watershed 
planning. The red Deer river Watershed 
Alliance (rDrWA) released its State 
of the Watershed report last year and its 
Board approved an integrated watershed 
management planning process in March 
2010. AWA is a member of the newly 
formed Technical Advisory Committee 
that will advise rDrWA and its 
community stakeholders on the most 
urgent data gaps to close, and on targets 
and thresholds for priority indicators. 
AWA, in collaboration with other 
advisors, will offer expertise on wildlife 
and ecosystem goods and services issues.

The North Saskatchewan Watershed 
Alliance (NSWA), having completed 

its State of the Watershed report several 
years ago, has commissioned many 
other thorough reports analyzing various 
water supply, demand and quality issues. 
NSWA is now drafting its first watershed 
management plan and is engaged in 
many outreach activities, including 
fostering awareness and discussing key 
vulnerability issues for the health of the 
watershed. AWA’s Executive Director, 
Christyann Olson, attended an NSWA 
headwaters communities meeting 
in Drayton Valley to ensure healthy 
headwaters ecosystem perspectives were 
well represented. At NSWA’s March 
2010 conference, Carolyn Campbell 
presented highlights from the ‘Our 
Place in the Headwaters’ workshops and 
gave an overview of key findings and 
recommendations from AWA’s Bighorn 
recreational trail monitoring project. 
Carolyn will also give this presentation 
in June 2010 to the red Deer regional 
chapter of the Canadian Institute  
of Planners. 

regional watershed planning ideally 
is a multi-stakeholder collaborative 
process that by its nature is lengthy 
and uncertain. With increasing public 
awareness about the links between 
land use practices and water abundance 
and quality, and with committed local 
stewardship, regional watershed planning 
offers an excellent opportunity now for 
conservation initiatives on river corridor 
and aquatic ecosystem habitat crucial to 
so much of Alberta’s wildlife.

   - Carolyn Campbell

It’s	Official	-	Grizzlies	are	
“Threatened:”	A	Reason	to	Celebrate?
The Alberta government response to 
the report Grizzly Challenge: Ensuring 
a Future for Alberta’s Grizzlies was 
surprisingly quick. Less than a week 
after environmental groups published 
the report news came in that grizzly 
bears had finally been designated a 
‘threatened’ species in Alberta. Eight 
years after government scientists had 
first recommended such a designation 
– and who knows how many years after 
the population began to decline – the 
recommendation was finally enacted.

 AWA and other groups were quick 
to congratulate Minister of Sustainable 
resource Development, Mel Knight, on a 
bold decision. Now that the government 
is finally acknowledging that grizzly 
bears are in trouble and need help, the 
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stage is set for a renewed commitment 
to recovery actions. The past eight years 
have seen several preparatory steps 
towards recovering bears: a recovery 
team produced a recovery plan, a 
state-of-the-art five-year population 
survey was conducted, detailed maps 
of grizzly habitat were drawn, and now 
the government official threatened 
designation. But, without further action, 
none of these steps actually benefits 
grizzly bears.

The message is crystal clear that 
grizzlies need more secure habitat and 
less motorized access into core habitat. 
Whether the new threatened designation 
is a sign the government is finally ready 
to begin addressing this issue remains 
to be seen. The relevant legislation – 
Alberta’s Wildlife Act – is extremely 
vague (see Shaun Fluker’s article in the 
April 2010 Advocate) and whether the 
government will do anything more than 
it has done is open to debate. This will 

be a hollow victory if threatened status 
is nothing more than a token gesture and 
it remains business as usual in grizzly 
habitat. AWA and other ENGOs will 
work hard to hold the government’s 
feet to the fire to ensure that grizzlies 
benefit from the long drawn-out recovery 
process. To help keep the pressure on to 
protect grizzly bear habitat visit  
www.savethegrizzly.ca and the satirical 
website www.nomoregrizzlies.com

   - Nigel Douglas

Trekking Poles
If you have never thought of using 
trekking poles before they are well 
worth considering if you hike a lot. 
These expandable poles are a godsend 
for hiking in Alberta’s foothills and 
mountains. However young, old, fit or 
unfit you are they will make your day 
more comfortable, especially on your 
knees going downhill. You may think you 
haven’t got bad knees yet; using hiking 
poles will postpone the day when you do. 
When you don’t want to hike with them 
they tie neatly on to your backpack.

There are many types available: good 
pairs tend to start around $60. A good 
pair will have a comfortable handle that 
fits your hand neatly; it will have easy to 
use but sturdy mechanisms for expanding 
and contracting as well as a small “scree 
basket” at the bottom to stop your pole 
tips from disappearing between cracks  
in rocks. 

Many poles are referred to as 
“compact.” These are designed for 
women having a smaller handgrip and 

extend to a slightly shorter length. When 
shopping you will see many features 
advertised – titanium, airlock, elliptical 
shape. Many of these features are very 
nice to have but they are not necessary 
for the average hiker and they do  
cost more.

Hiking	Shoes
Many of us have been using heavy-duty 
leather backpacking boots for a long 
time. I always have sworn by them but 
recently have realized that, for day hikes, 
when you are not staggering along under 
an enormous weight, a much lighter shoe 
is more comfortable and still provides 
all the support you need. Conventional 
wisdom tells us that a pound (in weight) 
on your feet is equivalent to 6.4 pounds 
on your back.

There are many light hiking shoes 
available in outdoor and sport shops. 
Keen have a very good selection: you 
can choose them light and breathable 
for hot weather, or with a waterproof, 
breathable membrane for wet conditions. 
Be cautious though when choosing a 
light hiker as some of them do not offer 
as much support as others. To test the 
shoe, grip the heel and the toe and give 
it a good twist. If it is fairly stiff, this is 
good. Most ankle support comes from the 
sole of the shoe, so you don’t necessarily 
always need a high ankle boot unless this 
style makes you feel more comfortable. 

My favourite footwear option for 
light hiking is my Salomon trail runners. 
These are designed for off-road runners 
and, in my experience, give you the 
required support and cushioning for 
moving rapidly over long distances and 
rough terrain. They are lightweight, super 

comfortable and very supportive over a 
long day. Again, they are available with 
either mesh or waterproof breathable 
membranes. Montrail and La Sportiva 
also make excellent trail runners. I started 
wearing these last season and now am a 
convert: I have even used the waterproof 
breathable ones for snowshoeing! 
However, don’t forget that these light 
shoes are not suitable for hiking with a 
heavy overnight pack.

Carrying your water
Many readers will have seen runners, 
cyclists, and hikers with a tube 
snaking over their shoulder. This 
likely comes from a specially designed 
water reservoir that fits neatly in their 
backpack. I thought these were a bit of 
a gimmick until I actually tried one. The 
convenience of being able to drink while 
you walk, without having to stop and 
take off your backpack, is immeasurable. 
It is easy to set off up a steep hill on a 
hot sunny day and, despite being super 
thirsty, decide to keep your rhythm going 
and not stop for a drink until the top. This 
means, of course, that for half your climb 
you are probably dehydrated. Being able 
to drink while you move really puts an 
end to this. Not having to remove your 
pack every time you need a drink means 
you are far more likely to keep yourself 
hydrated throughout the day. They are 
also much lighter than a traditional 
plastic or metal water bottle.

While shopping for one, look out for 
a brand and style that is easy to clean. 
Ones with ziplock type openings are 
much more convenient to use than ones 
with a screw cap. Platypus and  
The Source are good brands.  

 

By Jennifer Douglas

Thinking aBouT new gear? here are some iDeas

Trekking poles make river crossings safer, 
particularly when you are weighed down 
with a heavy pack. Hikers on AWA’s 2009 
White Goat backpack trip make their way 
across the Brazeau River. Photo: N. DoUGLAS


