
www.mrwcc.ca
Our Water, Our Legacy

 
MILK RIVER WATERSHED COUNCIL CANADA

 

PREPARED BY

ANNUAL REPORT

2 0 2 0 / 2 0 2 1



Water is managed in a manner that benefits communities while meeting the needs of the
aquatic and riparian environment.
Water sharing disputes are resolved. 
Groundwater is mapped, interactions are understood, and the resource is properly managed.
An improved economy in the Milk River watershed due to a secure supply of water. 
Information on water use in the Milk River watershed is available to the public. 

Quality water is available for communities, terrestrial and aquatic life, recreation and industry in
the Milk River watershed.
Baseline water quality information is available to the public. 
Water quality and quantity information is used to achieve sustainable use and integrated
management of water resources. 

Healthy, functioning riparian areas contribute to stream bank stability, good water quality,
forage, shelter and biodiversity in the Milk River watershed. 

Innovative and sustainable land use and development practices take place in the watershed. 
A healthy, vibrant economy that will attract people and investment to the watershed. 

A diverse native wildlife and plant community is present in the Milk River watershed through
habitat protection and enhancement efforts.

A community that is informed and actively involved in the Milk River Watershed Council
Canada and its initiatives. 

Good working relationships with Saskatchewan and Montana that create a process and forum
to address transboundary watershed concerns.

 
Reliable and Safe Water Supplies 

Quality Water 

Riparian Protection 

Land Use 

Biodiversity

Informed Community 

Transboundary Relationships 

OUR PERFORMANCE

MRWCC VISION
A watershed where community well-being is supported by a vibrant economy and sustained by a healthy
environment that will endure as our legacy for future generations

MRWCC GOAL
To achieve balance among a thriving community, a healthy environment and a prosperous economy through
understanding, dialogue and action

PLANNED OUTCOMES
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Conducted 3 Research and Monitoring Team meetings. 
Completed 15th year of water quality monitoring on the
Milk River.
Monitored invasive mussels on 5 Milk River locations. 
Partnered with AEP in monitoring tributary locations
throughout the watershed, and collection of additional
data for the Town of Milk River regarding assimilation
of wastewater during low flow. 
Developed a program to collect citizen science,
community observations during the 2020 natural flow
event; documented fish stranding, groundwater up
swelling, wildlife observations, and other phenomena. 
Conducted a drop river video observation program with
weekly video observations to be used in future
reporting and informational tools associated with water
shortages and natural flow periods. 
Coordinated the collection of additional tributary
monitoring in the vicinity of 880 long term monitoring
site with SSRP Water quality framework to source track
past low flow WQ limit exceedances regarding salts
and salinity.
Coordinated and finalized implementation of phase 2
Watershed Resiliency and Restoration Program by
identifying and completing watershed conservation
stewardship projects located along the Milk River.  
 Completed an Aquatic Invasive Species display and
table top teaching tool funded by Invasive Species
Centre 
Supplied feedback to review the progress on the
recovery of Rocky Mountain Sculpin, an internal only
document for the recovery team at this time but will be
publicly available for sharing sometime in 2021.
Completed a Transboundary State of the Watershed
Terms of Reference. 

Research and Monitoring Team 
Will Lindeman, Chairman 
The Research and Monitoring Team is responsible for
collecting information about the watershed and identifying
gaps in our current knowledge. The team initiates
science and research projects that will further
understanding of the watershed
health.   

2020-21 HIGHLIGHTS

Addressed issues of water supply including water
shortages, predicting future supply scenarios and
working with our Montana neighbours to investigate
international water sharing management strategies.
Work with other partners and stakeholders to promote
water conservation strategies.
Assisted AEP and Milk River water users to update
community contact information and provided weekly or
biweekly updates on river conditions, water quality and
quantity information, and water management actions.
Continued promotion of water security options and
opportunities e.g. providing a forum for water users to
explore the Red Creek Storage investigation project
Collected observations on the river during the low flow
which will be put together and tell the 2020 story and 
 develop a water shortage contingency plan using a
$20,000 Ecotrust grant. 
Conducted 4 Water Supply Management (WSM)Team
meetings and 2 additional meetings with the Milk River
Water User’s Association.

Water Supply and Management Team 
Ken Miller, Chairman 
The Team participates in the Alberta-Montana Water
Management Initiative, a joint cross-border Council formed
to address water sharing and management for the Milk
River. 

HWY 880 Bridge site on the Milk River during natural flow in July
2020 by Mary Lupwayi
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Presented a Youth Engagement Program to local
schools which included:

Participating in the Nutrien sponsored Caring for
Our Watershed Program. 
Partnered with Alberta Parks and local schools to
develop and implement a Youth Engagement
Program to deliver watershed related education
materials within local schools and parks.  
Presented school interactive programs such as the
Watershed Video Competition.

Partnered with local rural municipalities, Alberta
Conservation Association, and GOA to develop 
 deliver the 13th Annual Southern Alberta Youth
Range Days program. Which was later cancelled due
to Covid-19 restriction.
Planned to host Community Engagement Activities in
form of Educational Tours such as Canoe Tour, Hike,
and bus Tour,  and the Watershed beef contest. Due
to Covid-19 restrictions most of the in person
community events were canceled or postponed 
Conducted a very successful online auction and raised
over $5,000 that will help to leverage project funding
from other funders.
Planned to conduct community awards programs to
recognize Milk River resident’s outstanding
conservation efforts in sustaining, protecting, and
enhancing the environment in the watershed:

Environmental Stewardship Award 
Tree Heritage Recognition

The community awards were later postponed until in
person meetings resume.
Helped maintain the joint Xeriscape project with the
Town Council by implementing a project on the Town
office front lawn. The objective of this project is to
bring awareness and demonstrate water conservation
measures and the benefits of water conservation in
the semi-arid climate with extreme temperatures,
intense sunshine, high winds and low precipitation
while showcasing the beauty of Xeriscaping.
Hosted the 15th Annual General Meeting virtually,
through zoom on May 14, 2020

Community Awareness & Involvement Team 
Ed Sloboda, Chairman 
The Team ensures that community members are aware
and involved in the activities of the Milk River Watershed
Council Canada.

 

Community Presentations – 2 virtual presentations:
Local landowners  
Recreational users 

Municipal Presentations – 2 rural and small urban
presentations and technical updates
Distributed 2 Meander newsletters to all residents and
stakeholders. The 1,100 copies are distributed
throughout the watershed as well as all the MRWCC
membership and  stakeholders.
Maintained the MRWCC website and promoted the
Council through a strong presence on social media:

Twitter – 38,000 impressions, 231 Followers, 947
tweets and 198 re-tweets
Website – 8,124 page views, with the top 3 views
on canoe the milk river (recreational information
page), water updates, and MRWCC map series. 
Facebook – 529 Followers, approximately 20%
year-year increase, with over 197,000 post
engagements during the 2020-21 fiscal year.
Increasingly accessed for event information, river
and water quality updates, and fish and wildlife
related watershed information. 
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The look of clear water in the Milk River during the natural flow in
2020 by Mary Lupwayi



To support Council in setting strategic goals and identify
target accomplishments that need to be undertaken to
achieve those goals.
To review and keep abreast of key legislative,
regulatory, professional, and other changes that impact
the management of the MRWCC such as Integrated
Watershed Management Plan implementation, Source
Water Protection, Approved Water Management Plan,
etc. in response to Provincial and Federal policies.

Co-chaired the Transboundary Grassland Partnership
digital meetings to help foster improved relationships
among transboundary partners and keep the dialogue
open towards addressing habitat and SAR issues within
the watershed.
Developed a Terms of Reference for a 2023 SOW report
with partner jurisdictions who committed to support the
project to completion. 
Continued with ongoing water communication and
program delivery with transboundary partnerships for the
betterment of the shared common watershed resources. 
Continued with ongoing communication and program
delivery with transboundary partnerships for the
betterment of the shared common watershed resources.  
Provided feedback regarding the planning and
management of the Kennedy Coulee Ecological Reserve
(KCER) and Milk River Natural Area (MRNA).

Policy and Planning Ad-hoc Committee
Ross Ford, Chairman

The MRWCC is a valuable source of local knowledge for
relevant government (Federal, Provincial, and Municipal)
policy development. 
The purpose of Planning and Policy Committee:

The Committee took a lead role in promoting and
coordinating the creation and implementation of
opportunities to integrate and adopt strategies from various
planning, policy and operational products and processes.
The MRWCC enabled priority actions from current strategic
plan and Integrated Watershed Management Plan in 2020-
21 which included the following activities: 

Co-chaired the Transboundary Grassland Partnership
digital meetings to help foster improved relationships
among transboundary partners and keep the dialogue
open towards addressing habitat and SAR issues within
the watershed.
Developed a term of reference for a 2023
Transboundary State of the Watershed report with
partner jurisdictions who committed to support the
project to completion. 
Continued with ongoing water communication and
program delivery with transboundary partnerships for
the betterment of the shared common watershed
resources. 

Transboundary Watershed Team
Ron McNeil, Chairman
The team is responsible for developing an action plan that
will identify knowledge gaps and improve information
sharing with neighbouring jurisdictions for the better
management of common watershed resources.  

Photos by Jennifer Patrick, MRJBOC: 
Above - Canal Drop 5 first water flow in October after the repair work
was completed during the 2020 Milk River diversion failure
Below - Drop 1 with a new concrete overlay 
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Provided feedback on the long-term monitoring
program for the health of land, water, and
biodiversity of the KCER.
Facilitated conversations with Climate Change
Environment Canada (CCEC) and the County of
Forty Mile to establish a framework for the first
Western Canadian municipally led Conservation Tax
Credit Program that will pay producers for the
maintenance of Species at Risk Habitat.
Participated at the AB WPACs collective to improve
collaboration and improved management of Alberta’s
watershed resources to provide a forum to share
successes and develop innovative management
solutions that are transferable between regions and
among stakeholders’ groups like municipal partners.

Policy and Planning Ad-hoc Committee
Continued....

Photos:
Top right - Milk River fish sampling , August 27, 2020 by Colynn Kerr. Middle right - Milk River Canyon by William King.                  
 Bottom right - Milk River during the natural flow by Colynn Kerr. Bottom left - Stonecat catfish during Milk River fish sampling in 2020 by 
Colynn Kerr.
Front page photo: Milk River drone footage in 2020 by Colynn Kerr
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Message from the Chairman

Even with all the events of this last year, we were actually pretty lucky.
When Drop Structure #5 catastrophically failed last spring, which forced the shutdown of the diversion from the St.
Mary River into the Milk River, we needed to make-do like our ancestors did over 100 years ago. We had an
unusually wet spring and a few rain events that helped keep the Milk River from drying up entirely. Irrigation was
able to pump until the third week of July which gave the irrigators a longer run than was originally anticipated. The
towns of Milk River and Coutts/Sweetgrass did not run out of water.

We, as a community, had to adapt to the challenges, and this showed how we can pull together in a time of crisis.
Water restrictions for the town, combined with the previously expanded off-stream storage capacity allowed the
town of Milk River to not have to take more drastic actions. The Americans got right to work replacing Drop #5 and
Drop #2, as well as repairing Drop Structure #1. They did this in an amazingly short period of time, which allowed
water to be diverted into the Milk River for a short time in October to complete the season and recharge dams on
the river.

The fish in the river were hard hit, but it could have been a lot worse. I watched an eagle fly into a small, isolated
pool of water near my house and catch a big fish. Good for the eagle, but bad for the fish. As luck would have it the
river never did dry up entirely, as it had been feared in the spring. Our ongoing water monitoring program showed
the salt content of the remaining river water concentrated significantly, approaching that of sea water. Most years
the river would dry up in the summer except for the diversion water, but due to wetter than normal conditions, it was
able to keep a small stream flowing past my place, in a very narrow channel.

It looks like the large dam project west of Milk River is still a long ways away and only if supported by the IJC
modeling project as a strong option to support both countries. For now, water users are leading exploration into less
intrusive, smaller off-stream projects to augment our water supply should another failure occur to the diversion
system or balancing water to meet treaty requirements for late season water when conditions under the letter of
intent cannot be met in late summer. This would avoid the situation that occurred in 2017 with irrigators being shut
down at the start of August based on natural flow calculations. The need for improved water security was again
highlighted this spring when the diversion started. In just a few days the turnout sprung a serious leak and the
diversion had to be halted. It was quickly repaired, but the 2X6 and plywood patch that looks eerily similar to drop 5
before its failure is temporary at best. We currently have water running, but until a much more substantial repair is
completed to the entire diversion system, we can never be totally assured of our water supply. According to the
1909 Boundary Waters Treaty the natural flow of the Milk River is divided between the two countries. When there is
very little water in the river, only 25% of that is available to Canada. We are very reliant on the diversion water.

We are still unable to hold our AGM in person, but we hope to host an in-person Forum this fall; once everyone has
had an opportunity to get their shots.
There, I made it through my entire report without mentioning COVID-19 once ----- DAMN!
Good Wishes and Good Health

John A. Ross
Chairman, Milk River Watershed Council Canada
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Message from the Executive Director

The Milk River Watershed Council Canada has a diverse Board of Directors that through thoughtful and informed
dialogue, develop projects that achieve balance among a thriving community, a healthy environment, and a
sustainable economy. 

Challenges during this past year were not unique to the Milk River watershed but did test our resolve and ability at
nearly every turn. Covid-19 and the associated impacts were felt in our business, workplan, and daily activities. A
quick pivot to virtual meetings, scheduled community appointments instead of regular office activities, and
movement away from traditional outreach was necessary. On a positive note, virtual activities and meetings are
becoming more normalized and access is improving though we must not lose sight of the limited access to reliable
high speed internet services across most of the watershed in our future activities. Like many others we cannot wait
to shake your hand again and share a pot of coffee with our friends, family and colleagues!  

On Sunday, May 17 2020, a concrete drop structure failed on the St. Mary diversion canal, just south of Whiskey
Gap in Montana. For the first time in over 105 years, our community was entirely reliant on natural flow on the Milk
River during summer months. Projections for irrigated crop production losses were in the 2.5-to-3-million-dollar
range during May but timely rains had helped producers limit loss in production. Repairs began almost immediately
to the failed Drop 5 and near failed Drop 2 along the St Mary Diversion. Though now complete, water security is still
threatened with the need for nearly 150 million USD of additional upgrades. Our Montana colleagues are still
canvassing their elected officials for the funding necessary to upgrade this critical infrastructure. Spurred on from the
failure, the MRWCC mobilized volunteers and technical teams to collect as much information as possible about our
watershed during the natural flow period. The MRWCC was successful in the acquisition of a grant from the Alberta
Ecotrust Foundation to develop a Water Shortages Contingency Plan that captures the lessons learned in 2020 and
sets a strategy for future challenges to municipalities, water users, and our community. The document with
supporting videos and presentations will be completed this fiscal year. 

We are also very excited to be working on a few new projects this year including the pan-Canadian Approach to
Species at Risk Conservation in Canada. The MRWCC has successfully acquired a grant in the Summit to Sage
priority area for a new: ‘Producers Leading the Way’ project; ECCC funding will enable us to identify tools of interest
to producers to implement conservation strategies and incentive trigger points necessary to ensure participation.
The outcomes of this project will inform additional stewardship programs to maintain or improve Species at Risk
habitat across the Milk River watershed and potentially entire priority place. Two other grants already acquired will
support educational programming including the Alberta Conservation Association grant supporting development of
virtual ‘Field Trips’ showing how producers are providing habitat for fish and wildlife in the watershed. And a grant
from the Rangeland Sustainability Fund that will support the continued and modified Youth Range Days program in
the coming two years. 

Thank you to the staff and leadership of the Council for making all projects and responses to our challenges
possible this past year. Please watch for future opportunities to help support sustainable management within our
watershed; and feel free to contact us to learn more about the projects and work of the MRWCC or simply check us
out on our website at www.mrwcc.ca 

Tim Romanow
Executive Director, Milk River Watershed Council Canada 
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Executive Board Members:
Chairman: John Ross, Agriculture

Vice Chairman: Ron McNeil, NGO Environmental
Treasurer: Will Lindeman, Water Use

Secretary: Warren Cunningham, Recreation Alternate 
 

Board members:
Ed Sloboda, NGO

Ken Miller, Agriculture
Aaron Domes, Provincial Government

Brian Hills, Provincial Government, AEP
Joan Hughson, Rural Municipality

Stephen Kirkpatrick/Kristen Dykstra, Health
William King, Individual

Ross Ford/Shawn Rodgers, Rural Municipality/Alternate
Suzanne Liebelt/Scott MacCumber, Urban Municipality/Alternate

Darcy Wills /Warren Cunningham, Recreation/ Alternate 
Ben Ellert, Federal Government

Lorraine Nicol, Academia
Industry - Vacant

First Nations – Vacant
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2020-21 In-Kind Contribution

Members at large                               $29,728.75

Alberta Environment and Parks          $29,093.25

Town of Milk River                               $3,126.20

Alberta Health Services                       $1,551.25 

County of Forty Mile                            $1,001.00

County of Warner                                $4,553.50

Cypress County                                     $297.50

Government of Canada                       $2,635.00

Village of Coutts                                  $2,434.50

Cardston County                                 $4,360.00

Trace Association                               $1,360.00

Ducks Unlimited                                 $1,360.00

Alberta Conservation Association       $4,823.75

Community                                         $1,021.20

University of Alberta                              $297.50

Colynn Kerr - Drone footage             $20,000.00

Total in-kind                           $107,643.40

2020-21 Income
AEP Core                                          $275,000.00

Interest                                                    $287.50

Youth Range Days                                  $750.00

Other Donations                                   $9.228.26

Alberta Ecotrust Foundation               $10,000.00

Total                                    $295,265.76

2020/21 Expenditure
Human Resources                           $220,924.11

Society Operations                            $49,656.22

Water Monitoring                                $5,528.95

Other Projects                                  $33,070.40

Total                                  $309,179.68

OUR LATEST NUMBERS
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