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t’s important to understand the
history of the St Mary Diversion to
understand the value and scale of
the project that communities on

both sides of the border today rely upon.
Geological Survey Engineer Gerard

Matthews studied the feasibility of divert-
ing water from the St. Mary River to the
Milk River in 1900. Engineers determined
that with construction of gravity syphons
and canal system between the two rivers,
it was possible to transport water across
the divide out of the South
Saskatchewan drainage and into the Milk
River drainage, forming the first large
scale basin transfer in North America. Cyrus Babb continued
the survey of the region, investigating various diversion
points and identifying what lands would be needed for the
project.

Beginning with the construction of Lake Sherburne Dam,
the stored water would be released into the St. Mary River
before being diverted into the twenty-nine-mile-long St. Mary
Canal. Two sets of gravity syphons lift water out of the St Mary
basin and 5 drop structures ease water back down a com-
bined 218ft drop to then be discharged into the Milk River.
The water continues to flow northward into Alberta, benefit-
ing our communities and water users before re-entering the
United States.

US Reclamation Service engineers designed a system of irri-
gation canals and dams which would deliver much needed
water to US farmers for the irrigation of a maximum 120,000
acres across the Montana highline. The newly formed US
Reclamation Service recommended that the Milk River project
be among the first national projects approved and construc-
tion began on July 27, 1906. The St. Mary Diversion Dam was
completed in 1917, the Lake Sherburne Dam was completed
in 1921. Storage was added near Havre with the construction

of the Fresno Dam in 1939.
Eventual plans depended on a

Water Sharing Treaty with Canada,
leading to the construction of the
locally known ‘Spite Ditch’ just west
of Milk River. The ‘Spite Ditch’ quick-
ly brought on the Boundary Waters
Treaty in 1909, nearly a decade after
the US started the project.

The engineering of the entire
project was incredible for its time
and is still inspiring. For over 100
years the system has operated with
minimal investment in replacement
or upgrades and only occasional

interruption for repair. At the same time, Canadian producers
and communities have grown and some have forgotten that
the unreliability of the natural flow of the Milk River in Canada
was once a barrier to growth and a threat to livelihoods. This
threat continues to build again, and it has been known that
there was a high likelihood of a catastrophic failure at any
time.

Alarms were raised in 2001 at the height of a drought, when
a syphon failure caused a 2-week disruption in diversion
water to the Milk River. During repair, eastern reaches of the
river went dry. Again, more recently water sharing and a
Letter of Intent that supports flexibility in sharing water
between the two countries was challenged by a flash drought
in Montana and Alberta when water users were forced to stop
use in early August to meet treaty requisitions in Montana.

More than ever before, we know this is the time to work
together on both sides of the border and implement solu-
tions that we can be proud of for another 100 years. This year
is going to challenge our community in ways similar to early
homesteading families, but we have the benefit of technolo-
gy, science, and decades of planning to guide out the path
forward.

THE ST. MARY
DIVERSION
- History and Future -

Repair work on left barrel of St. Mary River siphon. The Bureau of Reclamation’s “Camp 9” in background. Circa 1930’s - Courtesy of USBR.

1b. St. Mary Diversion failure 2020

1c. St. Mary Siphon in 2018

Completion of Drop #2. Courtesy of USBR

Steel for St. Mary River siphons. Circa 1912-1915 - Courtesy of USBR

Construction of chute and pool at Drop #1. Courtesy of USBR

Construction of spillway channel on Sherburne Dam. Circa 1915 - Courtesy of USBR

Site preparation work. Circa 1900s

Base of Outlet Tower at Sherburne Dam. Circa 1915 - Courtesy of USBR
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With the failure of the St Mary Diversion Drop 5 on
May 17th 2020 we are going to have a very challenging
year for all communities, irrigators, livestock producers,
and recreational users. Instead of a steady 16-19m3/s
through the summer we will see likely less than 2m3/s.

The Milk River Joint Board of Control has met and a
decision was made to immediately replace Drop struc-
ture 5 as well as Drop 2, another high risk drop structure
that was anticipated to fail. An interim fix was not seen

as justified considering the anticipated costs and mini-
mal gains in water supply this season. At this time no
more water is scheduled to be transferred from the St.
Mary Basin to the Milk River Basin in 2020.

The Bureau of Reclamation and the Milk River Joint
Board of Control are actively working on the repairs.
There is a possibility that the St. Mary Canal will be oper-
able by September 2020. If this is the case, the plan
would be to transfer water stored in Lake Sherburne to
the Milk River Basin during September and early
October.

Alberta livestock producers should not count on any
water above natural flow for the balance of the season. If
possible, implementation of temporary riparian fencing
and alternative livestock water supplies should be

explored. This would be a good time to review your
grazing management plans and pasture use rotation.

As the situation unfolds over the coming months there
will be opportunities to learn more through community
forums and updates. The Milk River Watershed Council
Canada is working closely with the Alberta Government,
Ministry of Environment and Parks on communicating
updates on the situation to the community and particu-
larly water users. We are also assisting in the collection
of water use data from all irrigators with the Milk River
Water Users Association, this information will help
ensure water decision are made to minimize environ-
mental impact and stretch the limited resources as long
as possible through the coming months, and minimize
economic loss.

The Milk River Watershed Council Canada wishes to
thank the members who attended this year’s Annual
General Meeting. We are please to advise that the
meeting went smoothly, despite it being the first ever
virtual meeting conducted by the Council. The Council
decided to hold the meeting virtually due to social
distancing restrictions imposed by the Government to
help combat Covid-19.

John Ross, MRWCC Chairman brought the meeting
to order. He welcomed and thanked everyone for
attending the first virtual meeting. He introduced and
thanked the Board members and staff for working dili-
gently to ensure the success of the Council. He went
through program accomplishments and mentioned
that it was unfortunate that this year some programs
had to be postponed or cancelled due to Covid-19
restrictions. He talked about the current water security
issues, the catastrophic failure of the aging diversion
structures, the water challenges the community is fac-
ing, and the dire need for onstream storage that the
Council has identified in many studies. These studies
were later summarized in 2019. Water challenges will
not only impact the community as water users but the
ecosystem as a whole. He stressed the importance of
managing the river as one system to help stop the loss
of productivity in both US and Canada.

The AGM was declared a quorum as defined by the
MRWCC Bylaws.

The following bylaw amendment was passed to
allow the Council to hold virtual meetings in the event
that the membership was not able to meet physically:

If the Organization chooses to make available a tele-
phonic, electronic or other communication facility that
permits all participants to communicate adequately with
each other during a meeting of members, any person

entitled to attend such meeting may participate in the
meeting by means of such telephonic, electronic or other
communication facility in the manner provided by the
policies and procedures of the Organization. A person
participating in a meeting by such means is deemed to
be present at the meeting. Notwithstanding any other
provision of this by-law, any person participating in a
meeting of members pursuant to this section who is enti-
tled to vote at that meeting may vote, in accordance with
the policies and procedures of the Organization, by
means of any telephonic, electronic or other communica-
tion facility that the organization has made available for
that purpose. Procedures will be clearly communicated to
meeting participants prior to any virtual meeting.

Tim Romanow, Executive Director of the MRWCC
presented the Council’s activity report by highlighting
activities, funding, and partnership consideration as
well as proposed work highlighted for the current fis-
cal year and opportunities to support stewardship. He
also pointed out the challenges the Council and com-
munity faced from Covid-19 restrictions, followed by
failure of the St Mary Diversion infrastructure.

The MRWCC financial statements were presentation
by Nicole Barnett with Insight Chartered Professional
Accountants. Later, a motion was passed to accept the
financial statements as presented. Nicole presented
the financial statements year ending March 31, 2020.
She stated that the practitioner’s responsibility was to
express a conclusion on the accompanying financial
statements based on their review by conducting the
review in accordance with Canadian Generally
Accepted Standards for review engagements, which
require them to comply with relevant ethical require-
ments. She went on to state that based on their
review, nothing had come to their attention that

caused them to believe that the financial statements
did not present fairly. She went on to present the fol-
lowing:

■ Assets and liabilities,
■ Statement of revenues and expenditures,
■ Statement of cash flows, and 
■ Deferred contributions

The elections process followed with Will Lindeman
leading nominations and the following Board mem-
bers were elected for another two-year term:

■ Non-Government Organization – General - 
Ed Sloboda, Archeological Society of Alberta

■ Non-Government Organization – Environmental -
Ron McNeil, Land Wise Inc.

■ Agriculture – Farmer - Ken Miller, Miller Seeds
■ Agriculture – Rancher - John Ross, Milk River Cattle

Company
■ Water User - William Lindeman, Milk River West

Water Co-op Ltd.
■ Municipal District/County - Ross Ford, County of

Warner
■ Municipal District/County - Joan Hughson, County

of Forty Mile
■ Provincial Government - Brian Hills, Alberta

Environment and Parks
■ Provincial Government - Aaron Domes, Alberta

Environment and Parks
■ Health - Stephen Kirkpatrick, Alberta Health

Services 
■ First Nations - No nominations were brought for-

ward. The position will remain open until filled.
A question and answer discussion followed on the

canal failure in Montana and later adjournment of the
meeting.

The MRWCC holds their 15th AGM virtually!

Water Supply 
FORECAST 
Water Supply 
FORECAST 
F lows in the river are reliant on natural flows that are supported by precipitation and baseflow

groundwater inputs. Analysis of historical estimated natural flows show that there is a 50% prob-
ability that flows will exceed 2.0 cubic metres per second through to the end of June and a 75%
probability that they will exceed 1.0 cubic metres per second as measured at the Milk River at

Milk River flow station; even less flow is expected to occur in July. Current flows can be viewed on the
Alberta Rivers website here: https://rivers.alberta.ca/ 

Water Supply
Report
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The work of the MRWCC could not be possible without the
commitment of our Board members. Often, we have to remind
ourselves that these are volunteer positions as we witness the
dedication, giving spirit, and selflessness of the Board mem-
bers to the Council’s cause. Thank you for your service! 

The MRWCC is pleased to announce that at the 2020 Annual
General Meeting, all seats were reclaimed by returning mem-
bers. We wish to thank all Board members for their diligence in
ensuring that the Council is successful. The following members
reclaimed their seats in 2020:

Brian Hills - Provincial Government (Alberta Environment
and Parks)

Brian was born in Regina,
Saskatchewan, but has lived in
Alberta since the age of 6 and has
lived in Lethbridge since 1991. Brian
has a Bachelor of Science in
Environmental Science from the
University of Lethbridge and a
Diploma in Environmental Science
from Lethbridge College. Currently
he is a Resource Manager for the
Southern Saskatchewan Region of
Alberta Environment and Parks.

Brian has been involved with the MRWCC through participa-
tion on the State of the Watershed team, the pilot Milk River
Water Use Metering project and supervises staff who are mem-
bers of the Research and Monitoring team.

Ross Ford – County/ Municipal District
Ross grew up on his family’s farm

east of Coutts along the
Alberta/Montana border. He received
his primary education in Coutts &
Milk River, received a diploma in
Vocational Agriculture from
Lethbridge College, and has taken
several courses in leadership & man-
agement. He worked for several
years in the Ag service industry as a
licensed Heavy Duty & Motor
mechanic, and in 1989 began farm-

ing full time by purchasing some land and taking over the
family farm with his brother. He first became involved with
board governance through Agricultural Co-ops; Alberta Wheat
Pool, Agricore United, & United Farmers of Alberta, serving as
an elected member representative. He has also served on sev-
eral community boards as Mayor of the Village of Coutts, and
Reeve of the County of Warner. Through all of his experiences
he has learned much about governance & how it impacts the
success of an organization or community. Ross has served on
the Milk River Watershed Council since it began in 2006. He
supports Alberta’s Water for Life Strategy and is a strong advo-
cate for water storage and the benefits it brings to communi-
ties. Today he continues farming with his wife of 37 years,
Jackie, daughter Katie, son-in-law Eric, grandchildren Scarlett
and Langston.

Joan Hughson – County/Municipal District (County of
Forty Mile)

Joan was born and raised just out-
side of Calgary on a farm. She moved
south of Foremost in 1964 when she
was married to Darrell Hughson. She
still farms and ranches with her two
sons and their families. She has been
an active Councilor with the County
of Forty Mile since October 2008.
Joan has been a member on the
MRWCC board of Directors since
2009.

Ken Miller – Agriculture – Farmer
Ken was born and raised near Milk

River and is a 3rd generation farmer.
Ken attended school in Milk River
and completed his degree at the
University of Alberta. He is actively
involved in the National Board for
the Canadian Seed Trade
Association, in various school organi-
zations, and is a member of the
Recovery Team for Species at Risk.
Ken was a member of the Local
Advisory Board for storage on the

Milk River. He is an active participant on the Montana-Alberta
Water Management Initiative. Ken has been a MRWCC board
member since its inception in 2006 and served as a Vice
Chairman for many years on the Executive Board. He is the
Chairman of the Water Supply and Management Team and was
also the Chairman on the Integrated Watershed Planning Team
which was finalized in 2015.

John Ross – Agriculture – Rancher - Chairman
John was raised on the family

ranch east of Milk River and is a
4th generation cattle rancher. He
earned his pilot's license in 1978
and is also an advanced scuba
diver. John attended SAIT and
received a diploma in
Architectural Technology. He
returned home and has ranched
full-time ever since and has been
involved in many local initiatives

including being the Deputy Chief of the Aden Volunteer
Fire Department. He is also active as Director of EQUS
Rural Electrification Association which is the largest mem-
ber owned utility company in Canada. John was a mem-
ber of the interim Steering Committee for the Milk River
Watershed Council Canada, and has been a member of
the MRWCC Board of Directors since its inception in 2006
and currently serving as the Chairman.

Will Lindeman – Water User - Treasurer
Will was raised on a farm south-

west of Milk River. He has a bach-
elor’s degree in Agriculture and a
Doctorate degree in veterinary
medicine. He married LaRae and
set up his practice west of Milk
River. Will and his wife LaRae have
three daughters. He retired from
his practice several years ago and
continues to ranch southwest of
Milk River. Will is a member of the

Milk River West Water Co-op. In his spare time, Will likes to
spend time canoeing on the Milk River and on other
rivers in southern Alberta and elsewhere. Will has been a
member of the MRWCC Board of Directors since 2010 and
currently serves on the Executive committee as the
Treasurer. He is also the Chairman on the Research and
Monitoring Team.

Ed Sloboda - Non-Government Organization
(General)

Ed Sloboda has spent his entire
life within 9 miles of the Milk
River and has always been inter-
ested in archaeology. Ed has
worked with the Royal Tyrrell
Museum since 1987 on various
projects in Milk River from the
west end just inside the U.S. side
to the east end to where the river
runs into the U.S. Ed was also the
environmental representative on

the Twin River Special Places 2000. He has been a MRWCC
board member since 2010. Ed is currently the Chairman of
the Community Awareness and Involvement Team.

Ron McNeil - Non-Government Organization
(Environmental) – Vice Chairman

Ron is a soil and land resource
scientist and president of
LandWise Inc., located in
Lethbridge. Ron’s formal educa-
tion was Land Resources at Olds
College and Physical Geography at
the University of British Columbia.
Ron mainly specializes in natural
resource inventories, ecological
land classification, soil survey and
interpretative products from
inventories. Ron has lived and

worked in the Counties of Warner, Forty Mile, and Cypress.
Ron was instrumental in developing the link of soils and
ecological range sites to native plant communities, which
has been valuable for habitat management and species at
risk. Ron was an external scientific advisor for the Grassland
Vegetation Inventory (GVI). He has developed and provided
many environmental training programs, including GVI certi-
fication, the use of resource inventory products, field tours,
reclamation assessments, and prairie restoration. Ron also
helped develop the 2010 reclamation criteria for native
grasslands and cultivated lands in Alberta.

Ron is Past Chair of the Prairie Conservation Forum and
both transboundary and prairie connectivity issues are his
main interests. Ron has been a member of the MRWCC
Board of Directors since 2014. He is the current Chairman of
the Transboundary Watershed Team and the Vice Chairman
on the Executive Board of the MRWCC. Ron also farms 1000
acres of black soils near Benalto, located west of Red Deer.

Aaron Domes – Provincial Government
Aaron Domes is the Site

Supervisor at Writing-on-Stone
Provincial Park and he has been a
permanent member of the park’s
operational team since 2008. Since
starting with Alberta Parks in 1998,
his career has included positions at
Dinosaur Provincial Park, Kananaskis
Country, Cypress Hills Interprovincial
Park, Castle Provincial Park, and
many other sites in southern
Alberta. Aaron holds a B.Sc. in

Conservation Biology from the University of Alberta and a
M.Sc. in World Heritage Management from University College
Dublin. He was born in Saskatchewan, was raised in Alberta,
and now resides in the City of Lethbridge with his family.

At their 2020 organizational Board meeting, Council also
appointed the following members on the Executive Board
for 2020/2021 fiscal year:

• Chairman - John A. Ross
• Vice Chairman - Ron McNeil
• Treasurer - Will Lindeman
• Secretary - Warren Cunningham
The MRWCC established Teams to help fulfill the goals of

the Council. The Teams are actively working on different
projects that will ultimately support watershed manage-
ment and planning. At their 2020 organizational meeting,
the Board appointed the following chairs for the Teams:

Research and Monitoring Team - Will Lindeman
Community Awareness and Involvement Team - Ed Sloboda
Water Supply Management Team - Ken Miller
Transboundary Watershed Team - Ron McNeil  

Back row, standing (Left to Right): Ross Ford, Ben Ellert, William King, Joan Hughson, Suzanne Liebelt, Brian Hills, Darcy Wills, Scott MacCumber,
Lorraine Nicol, Aaron Domes, and Ed Sloboda. Front row, seated: Warren Cunningham, Will Lindeman, Ron McNeil, and John Ross. Missing: Ken Miller,
Kristen Dykstra, and Devin Ford 

Board of Director’s Corner!
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Bronze Level Sponsor 
(Less than $100 or Silent Auction Item) 

• Verna Taylor
• Carly Steward
• William King
• Tim Romanow
• Mary Lupwayi
• Kandra Forbes
• Milk River Home Hardware
• Ed Sloboda
• Subaru
• Mane Street Hair Styles
• Riverside Market (AG Foods)
• Elise Walker
• Warren and June Cunningham

Sponsorship
Acknowledgement

The Milk River Watershed Council Canada wishes to thank
all supporters and sponsors of their 2019/2020 activities.
Your generosity has allowed Council to accomplish com-

munity driven watershed stewardship initiatives. Individual
and corporate donations go a long way in leveraging proj-

ect funding. Without your support much of this accom-
plishment would not be possible. A big thank you goes to
Alberta Environment and Parks for being our main funder

since MRWCC’s inception in 2006.
As you know Covid-19 made it difficult for the Council to

deliver most outreach activities. We would like to inform all
silent auction sponsors of the Community Appreciation
Forum which was supposed to be held on March 19 this

year, that all silent auction donations that we received will
be auctioned off in due course. We are currently looking at

the best possible option to auction the items, either
through online or at a future meeting. We would like to
request that those who pledged to donate but did not

have a chance to send donations to please contacting us to
set up the best way we can receive the donations.

The MRWCC is committed to ensuring that your gift is used
efficiently in supporting watershed planning, monitoring,
and stewardship within the community. Please note that

The Council is a registered charity and will issue a tax-
deductible receipt for your donation upon request.

If you would like to donate to MRWCC, please visit our web-
site at www.mrwcc.ca or contact us.

A big thank you to the following
2019/2020 sponsors:

Platinum Level Sponsor 
($500.00 and over)
 

 

 

 

 

 
Milk River Cattle Company

                               

Gold level contributor 
(over $100.00 to less than $500.00)

 

J.T. Wine and Spirits

Miller Seeds

Bronze Level Sponsor 
(Less than $100 or Silent Auction Item)

 

Judy O’Shea 

W ith the failure
of the St Mary’s
Diversion to
the Milk River

on May 17th 2020 we have an
opportunity to observe and
collect information about nat-
ural flow conditions of the Milk
for the first time in nearly 105
years. The MRWCC Board has
encouraged us to make the
best out of a challenging situa-
tion and mobilize to facilitate
the collection of as much envi-
ronmental information as pos-
sible during this time.

Our Research and Monitoring
Team is currently busy working
with a broad range of partners
from Water Quality specialists,
Fisheries biologists, Wildlife
biologists, Environmental sci-
entists, Rangeland managers,
and Researchers. Over the
coming months camera traps
and go-pros will be document-
ing changes along the river,
movement of wildlife, and
challenges facing range man-
agers. Working with Alberta
Environment and Parks, an
expanded water monitoring program will track changes
with regards to groundwater influence and salts of the
natural flow within the river as well as data logging tem-
peratures, and other parameters. Crews will be found in
different areas documenting impact on the fisheries
throughout the watershed and impact on aquatic
species at risk. There is also interest in monitoring
groundwater use and aquifer levels in areas influenced
by the surface flows of the Milk River.

As community members, we would like to empower
you to help with this year's documentation. Please con-

tact the MRWCC through any of our contacts or social
media channels to report interesting encounters or to
share images of challenges and changes you see though
the watershed.

We will also be reaching out to landowner cooperators
in different areas to help us with access and collection of
data that will help us record and tell our story as this
year unfolds. If you see equipment in public areas like
bridge decks or on road allowances please do not
remove, but feel free to reach out to us if you have any
concerns or questions.

Watershed Monitoring Efforts

The MRWCC has been working directly with produc-
ers and municipal partners to identify projects and
cooperators along the Milk River and its western tribu-
taries. This funding has allowed the MRWCC to assist
area producers with projects that make their opera-
tions more efficient, both reducing impact on sensi-
tive riparian areas and reducing reliance on the Milk
River for livestock water during critical low flow winter
months or during periods of prolonged drought.

With Phase 2 of our project coming to an end this
year we are proud of the work of our producers:

• 15 Producer projects underway or completed across
the watershed, both on the main stem Milk River
and key tributary locations supporting drought
management, riparian restoration, and improving
resilience.

• Over $127,762.00 direct investment into producer
resilience projects 

• Over $97,724.00 producer dollar contributions and
in-kind project support

• 8 Portable solar watering system installs to support
drought resiliency

• Directly improved management of 1990 head of
livestock

• 31.95km improved management of the Milk River
and key tributaries with post and wire or temporary
drift fencing systems.

• Approximately 170.1 acres within riparian exclusion
or active restoration

This summer more than ever, has demonstrated the
value of drought planning for your operation. Though
the WRRP program is coming to an end this fiscal year,
MRWCC staff are continuing to work with area produc-
ers to find cost effective solutions to improve drought
resiliency. We may have some additional funding avail-
able or be able to work with our municipal and other
NGO partners to donate or loan equipment or materials
to help with the current challenges. Overall, lessons
learned from our producer cooperators will help lead to
continued stewardship across the watershed that is
good for our producers and the environment.

Watershed Resiliency and
Restoration Program 
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Success stories of local stewards!
Milk River Community Garden - 2020 Recipient of

the MRWCC Environmental Stewardship Award      
Each year the Milk River Watershed Council Canada

(MRWCC) honours individuals, families, commercial busi-
nesses, and environmental groups that are good environ-
mental stewards of the Milk River watershed. The purpose
of this program is to demonstrate outstanding environ-
mental and conservation efforts that sustain, protect, and
enhance the environment within the Milk River water-
shed.

We are pleased to announce that the 2020
Recipient of the MRWCC Environmental
Stewardship Award is the Milk River Community
Garden. The garden was developed as part of a
plan which involves the Tri-Community Pantry &
Thrift Shop to ensure food security in the commu-
nity. The project provides access to garden boxes
for those without garden space and those wish-
ing to experiment with raised bed gardening. Last
year, in 2019 there were 18 boxes rented and the
remaining boxes were filled and maintained by
Elsie Fortin and Linda Cavanaugh. The community
garden is operated as a not-for-profit and rental
costs are kept to a minimum.

“The garden is truly a ‘community garden’ as
donations from the Town of Milk River, local busi-
nesses and individuals have provided all materials
and tools used to develop and maintain the gar-
den. Thank you all for your generous support!
Our Garden is lovely and a prolific producer with
an ideal growing location, lots of sunshine and
some shelter from howling winds! Much food was
grown and shared in the community.” Stated
Linda Cavanaugh.

Linda went on to state that an added benefit
has been the development of an “oasis of green”
in the downtown where a vacant lot used to be.
The garden space is enjoyed by many locals and
tourists. There are benches, tables and it is a wel-
coming spot to enjoy fresh air, sunshine and bird-
songs. If you are lucky you might find a delicious
ripe strawberry.

The MRWCC wishes to
thank and congratulate the
Milk River Community
Garden, especially Linda
Cavanaugh for her role in this
recognition and for suppling
the article and garden photo-
graphs.

As this year’s award recipi-
ent, the Milk River Community
Garden will receive a sign for
the garden.

2020 MRWCC Heritage
Trees designation - The
Sandstone Ranch

We are pleased to
announce that the 2020
MRWCC Heritage Tree desig-
nation goes to the Sandstone
Ranch

The Sandstone Ranch
Conservation Property is situ-
ated within the Milk River
Ridge and is rich with natural
and cultural heritage. The
ranch is jointly owned and
managed by the Nature
Conservancy of Canada (NCC),
the Alberta Conservation
Association and the Alberta
Fish and Game Association.
The project was established
to protect a large contiguous
tract of intact fescue grass-
lands, home to several species
of rare and endangered ani-
mals, birds, and plants. Many
natural features, including
sandstone outcroppings,
hoodoos and fossils, are also
found in this region.

The property was home-
steaded in the early 1900’s by
the Leishman brothers who
settled on either side of the
North Milk River from one
another. They planted Plains
Cottonwood trees around
their homesteads, which for
the last century have provid-

ed shelter for the people and wildlife who have lived in
the river bottom and continue to provide shade for live-
stock and visitors of the ranch.

The Cottonwood trees at the Sandstone Ranch are signif-
icant in providing habitat for so many creatures. In the
prairies, nesting structures for birds are limited and there-
fore these trees are especially important. Since purchasing
the ranch in 2008, NCC has recorded successful nests for:
Bald Eagles, Ferruginous Hawks, Red-tailed hawks, Common
Ravens, American Crows, and numerous songbirds all with-

in the Sandstone Ranch trees. Other species observed uti-
lizing the trees include: Sharp-tailed Grouse, Porcupine,
Little Brown and Silver-haired Bats, and even the odd
Yellow-bellied Marmot can be found in the deadfall.

We would like to thank the Sandstone Ranch manage-
ment group: the Alberta Conservation Association, the
Alberta Fish and Game Association, and the Nature
Conservancy of Canada, especially Leta Pezderic, the
Natural Area Manager for the Prairie Grasslands for the
article and spectacular photos.

The Sandstone Ranch Conservation Property is situated within the Milk River Ridge and is rich with natural 
and cultural heritage. The Ranch is jointly owned and managed by the Nature Conservancy of Canada 
(NCC), the Alberta Conservation Association and the Alberta Fish and Game Association. The project was 
established to protect a large contiguous tract of intact fescue grasslands, home to several species of rare 
and endangered animals, birds, and plants. Many natural features, including sandstone outcroppings, 
hoodoos and fossils, are also found in this region.

Sandstone Ranch Leishman Cottonwoods

The Cottonwood trees at the Sandstone Ranch are significant in providing habitat for so many creatures. In 
the prairies, nesting structures for birds are limited and therefore these trees are especially important. 
Since purchasing the Ranch in 2008, NCC has recorded successful nests for: Bald Eagles, Ferruginous 
Hawks, Red-tailed hawks, Common Ravens, American Crows, and numerous songbirds all in the Sandstone 
Ranch trees. Other species observed utilizing the trees include: Sharp-tailed Grouse, Porcupine, Little 
Brown and Silver-haired Bats, and even the odd Yellow-bellied Marmot can be found in the deadfall.

The property was homesteaded in the early 1900s by the Leishman brothers who 
settled on either side of the North Milk River from one another. They planted Plains 
Cottonwood trees around their homesteads, which for the last century have provided 
shelter for the people and wildlife who have lived in the river bottom and continue to 
provide shade for livestock and visitors of the ranch.

Photos by Leta Pezderic 

“In recognition of outstanding conservation efforts to sustain, protect, and enhance the environment within the Milk River Watershed.”

Supported by:
St. Pauls United Church Outreach
Tri-Community Pantry & Thrift Shop
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Make a Map
Kids are still limited on what they can do, so give them a

new exploring option.
Maps aren't just Point A to B, they are also a way to tell a

story. Maps are important! We use maps for lots of things!
Understanding water systems, land use and historical trails
are examples of a few.
Here are some ideas of maps kids can make:
Sound Maps
1. Grab a piece of paper and a writing utensil of your

choosing.
2. Sit. Listen. Assign symbols and images for the sounds

you hear. Draw them according to the direction they
come from.

3. Count how many different sounds you hear. Do you
hear cars? Do you hear birds?

Neighbourhood Map
1. Map ants on the sidewalk, where birds hang out,

observe where gophers move throughout the day or
where dandelions grow.

2. Include friends. Compare your maps and observations.
3. Research some of the things you see. Learn more

about their habitat.

Edible Aquifer
First, what is an aquifer?
It’s a collection of wet, underground rocks that allow

water to pass through them slowly. You may want to think
of it like this big lake underground, but it’s actually more
like a sponge. Aquifers are important because they are one
of the main ways people get clean, useable water through
things such as wells. In our watershed the main ones are
the Whiskey Valley near Milk River, and the Milk River
aquifer which we share with Montana and stretches east to
the Cypress Hills and north to Taber.

Make a fun and educational treat with your kids using
things you likely have around the house! Here is what you
will need to make your edible aquifer:
• Clear plastic cups
• Ice cream scoop
• Spoons
• Drinking straws
• Blue/red food coloring
• Vanilla ice cream or fruity sorbet
• Clear pop
• Small gummy bears, chocolate chips, crushed cookies,

breakfast cereal, or crushed ice
• Variety of colored cake decoration sprinkles and sugars

What you will need to do:
1. Begin to make your edible aquifer by filling the clear

plastic cup 1/3 full with gummy bears, chocolate chips,
or crushed ice (This represents sand and gravel).

2. Add enough pop (this represents the water) to just cover
the candy/ice.

3. Add a layer of ice cream to make a “confining layer”
over the water-filled aquifer.

4. Then add more “sand/gravel” on top of the confining layer.
5. Colored sugars and sprinkles will represent soils and

should be sprinkled over the top to create the porous
top layer.

6. Now add the food coloring to the pop. The food coloring
represents contamination. Pour the colored pop over the
top of the aquifer.

7. Watch what happens when it is poured on the top of the
aquifer. This is what happens when contaminants are
spilled on the earth’s surface.

8. Using a drinking straw, drill a well into the center of your
aquifer by poking the straw through the aquifer.

9. Slowly begin to pump the well by sucking on the straw.
Watch the water go down in the water table.

10. Notice how the contaminants can get sucked into the
well area and end up in the groundwater by leaking
through the confining layer.

11. Now recharge your aquifer by adding more pop which
represents a rain shower.

12. Review what you have learned as you enjoy eating
your edible aquifer.

Grade 1
1st-Rebekah Lehner
2nd- Quinn Shampaign
3rd-Ella Court

Grade 2
1st-Hadley Chapman
2nd – Julie Fyfe
3rd- Jude Lodermeier

Grade 3
1st-Cheyenne McCulloch
2nd-Alaina Mikkelson-Mercer
3rd-Liam Bangs

ACTIVITIES
for Kids (at home)

This year the theme was “Wonderful Wetlands”. Kandra
enjoyed getting out to almost every classroom this year
to talk about the importance of wetlands, even if they
don’t seem to be that abundant in our prairie region.
Wetlands are extremely important for habitat, water stor-
age, and water quality. We received many awesome
posters from Erle Rivers High School, Milk River
Elementary and Warner School. This year we had 104
entries! This is a new record. Judging was tough but we
ended up with some awesome winners! We are always
excited to showcase and announce the winners at our
Community Appreciation Forum but unfortunately, like
many other events, we had to cancel this year due to
COVID-19. We still feel like this amazing artwork deserves
to be shared so please enjoy this years’ winning posters.

Youth Engagement Programs:

Poster Contest 2020

Grade 4
1st-Clara Shampaign
2nd-Brooks Rimmer
3rd-Jacey Cronkhite (Warner)

Grade 5
1st-Jade Prunkle
2nd- Sophie Pittman (Warner)
3rd-Nevaeh Hout

Grade 6
1st-Wreesah Walker
2nd-Preslee Losey
3rd-Lexi Holland

Grade 7
1st-Kym Court
2nd-Hadlee Gaehring
3rd-Abbey Bakke

Grade 8
1st- Eve Dietrich
2nd-Callie McCulloch
3rd-Jayda Johnson
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I n the Milk River Watershed we are lucky to have an abundance of grassland
species. Some that not many people get to see. We challenge you to pay
more attention and take advantage of tools like NatureLynx developed by
the Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute.

Check out some of our hard to come by creatures.
The Mountain Short Horned Lizard can be found in the badland sloped areas

between upland grassland and coulee bottoms. In Canada, the species distribu-
tion is limited to four distinct areas in southeast Alberta and two small areas in
southwest Saskatchewan. The main threats they face are the conversion of native
habitat to crop and forage production, high-intensity prolonged grazing, invasion
and establishment of exotic plants and extreme weather conditions.

Cool fact: They rely on their camouflage to hide but their other defense mecha-
nism is squirting blood out of their eyes!

The yellow bellied racer is rare! The Canadian distri-
bution of this snake is restricted to three river
valleys in southwestern Saskatchewan and
one in extreme southeastern Alberta. They
do communally hibernate with other
snakes. Their adult appearance is not
nearly as camouflage as the bullsnakes
and rattlesnakes we typically see.

Have you seen turtles in the Milk
River? The ones at Elizabeth Hall
Wetlands are semi-famous but it is
unknown how they got there as they
aren’t supposed to be native to the
Lethbridge area. Supposedly western
painted turtles are native to the Milk
River basin but sightings seem
slim. Have you seen one before?
Let us know!

Crayfish! Not a usual sight
in the Milk River. Last sum-
mer we got word from a
producer that he found a
bunch in the creek that
runs through their ranch. It
seems unlikely that they
were aquarium dump so it
is possibility they have
made their way up the river
system from Montana. Have
you ever seen any? Let us know!

Deep Roots
We are proud to be partnering with the Prairie Conservation Forum, Oldman

Watershed Council and Ducks Unlimited to take over delivery of Deep Roots: The
Story of Alberta's Grasslands.

This video conference takes students on a guided virtual tour of the grasslands
of Alberta, an endangered ecosystem that is often overlooked and misunder-
stood. Students will discover the intricate connections within the grassland
ecosystem and learn about how interconnected the species, including people
who call the grasslands home, really are. This program is created to complement
curriculum components for grades 4-7 and is designed to adapt to Alberta’s lan-
guage arts, science and social studies curriculum (all divisions).

$100 presentation fee sponsored by Prairie Conservation Forum.
Contact albertadeeproots@gmail.com if you are interested.

Have you
seen?
Have you
seen?

■ County of Warner

■ County of Forty Mile

■ Cardston County

■ Cypress County

■ Prairie Conservation Forum

■ Nature Conservancy of Canada

■ Ducks Unlimited

■ Alberta Conservation Association

■ Society for Range Management-
International Mountain Section

■ Coutts and District Ag Society

■ Milk River Ag Society

■ Grain Community and Ag Society

■ Warner and District Ag Society

■ Alberta Beef Producers

■ Shell

■ Crescent Point

Youth Range Days Program
This year’s Youth Range Days program has unfortunately been cancelled due to

COVID-19. Since we are unable to promote this year’s event, we thought this is an
excellent time to showcase our committee, our sponsors and some of our past partici-
pants.

Our Committee: This event would not be possible without the dedication of our
committee. Representing different organizations and all bringing something different
to the table, we make a great team.

Our County partners, Stephen Bevans from Cardston County, James Wills (former
participant) and Kerry Gross from County of Warner have been key to helping us with
logistics as we change locations each year. They also help us locate cool projects and
producers to show the participants.

Alberta Conservation Association (ACA) is kind enough to lend us their amazing
staff. Adam Moltzahn and Julie Landry-DeBoer have been key parts of our event so
that the participants can learn about different local animals, from bats to lizards!  This
allows them to learn about the MULTISAR program that is a partnership between con-
servation organizations and producers.

We also have Leta Pezderic and Lee Moltzahn (formerly ACA) from Nature
Conservancy to show us some of the producers and properties they work with and
talk about how they work with producers to implement beneficial management prac-
tices. Lee also puts a lot of work into developing the ranch management plan activity
for the kids which is key for helping them connect the dots between all the things
they learn in a mere 3 days.

We are also extremely fortunate to have Chelsea Kraus from Trace Associates and Tracy
Kupchenko from Albert Energy Regulator and the Society for Range Management come
and share their expertise about soil, plant identification and reclamation. It’s amazing
seeing kids do better and better each year with their plant ID and it’s always fun getting
hands dirty learning soil texturing. Tracey also helps connect our Top Hand to the
Society for Range Management (SRM) with the chance to be able to represent the
International Mountain Section at the annual SRM High School Youth Forum.

And of course, there is Kandra and Tim from MRWCC. Tim has been one of the key
organizers from the beginning and is so proud to see where some of our past partici-
pants have ended up. See next page. Kandra has been helpful in ensuring things get
organized behind the scenes with tracking, registration and the workbook. Mary is our
wizard behind tracking all of our financials!

All of the organizers are committed to this event because we enjoy it so much. We
love seeing the kids suddenly get something, to see them improve their plant ID skills
from year to year, to the point where they can almost teach it themselves. We love
thinking up cool places to take them and what projects to show them. By having such
an amazing crew with such varied expertise, we really hope that the 3 days we spend
with them has an impact at least on how they see the world, especially the grasslands.

SPONSORS
Our committee truly believes in trying to keep the fee for YRD’s as low as we can in

order to keep it accessible for youth. This would not be possible without our sponsors.
We have sponsors that support us every year and donate if we fall into their area of
service. We are so grateful for each and every one of them. Below are some of our
sponsors that support us every year either financially or with swag and sponsors that
ensure excellence in program sustainability.
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CONTACT US
Office Location:
We are located in the Milk River Town
Office at 240 Main Street.

Address:
Box 313, Milk River, Alberta. T0K 1M0 

Staff Directory:

We had a lot of successes in our watershed
this last year.

We completed the summary of all the Storage
Studies and engineering reports that had been
done going back about 50 years. The summary
was released about a year ago to a lot of inter-
est. It showed that On-Stream Storage was the
best solution; and re-affirmed the best location
for it.

The On-Stream Storage Project would not only
support the irrigators, but also secure the
Instream Flow Needs for fish, flora and fauna
throughout the watershed, as well as be able to
generate hydro-electricity. Water security for the
towns of Milk River, Coutts & potentially Warner
would also be drastically improved. We would
work with our American neighbours to reduce
the costs of repairing their diversion structures,
which in turn helps us. We’re seeing less opposi-
tion to the building of the On-Stream Storage;
due to the win-win situation it would create.
The IJC (International Joint Commission)
appears to be looking on it more favourably
now as well.

There’ve been several articles in The Western
Producer and The Furrow showing the dire state
of the St. Mary’s Diversion Infrastructure. This
eventually led Tim Romanow, our Executive
Director and I to travel to Edmonton to give a
presentation to the UCP’s new Southern Alberta
Caucus and make a case for the value of WPACs
in the Province, and the On-Stream Storage
Project. They were very interested in the project.

Our WRRP (Watershed Resiliency and
Restoration Program) was a huge success with
many projects being identified and completed.
The community outreach has been another high-

light of the year. People are always looking
forward to Youth Range Days, and the

canoe and hike trips we put on.
Unfortunately, we had to cancel

our Community Appreciation
Meeting and Supper this

year due to the Covid-
19 Pandemic, but

we’re planning to be back next year. We are also
looking forward to hosting our Science Forum in
November.

Covid-19 has changed the way we live our
lives for the present time and probably the
future. We haven’t seen anything like this
before. We’ve forgotten the times when
Pandemics used to hit the world, like the
Spanish Flu (H1N1) in 1918, that killed tens of
millions of people, and the next flu epidemic
that followed in 1928-29. My Dad lost his sister
in 1929; she was only 8 years old. I’ve been look-
ing back at some old pictures and it makes me
realize that we are probably doing the right
thing, although it feels very foreign.

Like the Pandemics, we’ve forgotten that the
Milk River used to be more of a seasonal river,
with large run-off flows in the spring and then
drying up during the summer, just as it used to
do before the Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909.
The construction of the St. Mary’s Diversion
changed all that and gave us reliable flow dur-
ing the summer allowing greater economic
development and irrigation in our basin, but
now it’s in incredible disrepair. Due to the fail-
ure of Drop Structure #5 and the imminent fail-
ure of Drop #2 we are going to see the Milk
River like our Great Grandparents did 105 years
ago. It looks like structures will be rebuilt this
summer, but there are a lot more problems and
potential failures that are still going to occur
with the diversion. We can’t get complacent. If
we had already built the Onstream Storage
Project we wouldn’t be losing an irrigation sea-
son and we wouldn’t be endangering the
domestic needs for Coutts and Milk River. We
also wouldn’t be endangering the fish popula-
tions either.

Keep safe, follow the rules, and we’ll get back
together sooner than later. Please take the time
to enjoy your watershed; it’s a wonderful place.

Good Wishes and Good Health.

John A. Ross, Chairman 
Milk River Watershed Council Canada

Message from the Chairman

Executive Director:
Tim Romanow

Phone: 403-647-4342
Email: tim@mrwcc.ca 

Program Coordinator:
Mary Lupwayi 

Phone: 403-647-3808
Email: mary@mrwcc.ca 

Education Outreach
Coordinator:

Kandra Forbes
Phone: 403-647-4306

Email: kandra@mrwcc.ca

Executive Director’s report 
The Milk River Watershed Council Canada has an elected board of representatives from all

walks of life. Our diversity is our strength! Through thoughtful and informed dialogue, we devel-
op projects that achieve balance among a thriving community, a healthy environment and a
prosperous economy. After extensive work planning this past winter, and the security of a new
three-year grant agreement with the Government of Alberta we have been busy leveraging this
investment in our work to support our watershed and community. Then comes Covid-19 and the
challenges of a Global Pandemic.

Like everyone, we have new challenges to overcome but our Council will adapt, outreach pro-
grams and educational events will be postponed but we continue to support our community,
land managers, and producers across the watershed. Now more than ever it’s important to reflect
on the most valuable things in our lives.

The failure of the St Mary Diversion Drop – 5 in May has reinforced the value of the MRWCC.
We have had a steadfast approach that is honest and does not play to left or right narratives. Our
well-respected track record of effective partnerships and sound science to navigate through dif-
ficult issues will help us overcome these challenges. We will focus on moving from planning for
water security to implementation.

Thank you to the staff, Board members, and the MRWCC membership as a whole, for making all
projects and events a success this past year. Please watch for future opportunities to help sup-
port sustainable management within our watershed. Please feel free to contact us to learn more
about the work of the MRWCC.

The Youth Range Days Program celebrates working landscapes across
our watershed, and provides insight into why native rangelands are so
valuable to our ranching community and the many species of wildlife
unique to our area that make their home in our watershed. Range Days
has provided youth from all backgrounds since 2008 an opportunity to
learn about plants, wildlife, fish, water, and ranch management on work-
ing ranches throughout the four border counties. Each year 30 youth
participants attend with many returning for multiple camps. Our goal
has always been to expose these participants to the natural world at
our backdoor and foster mentoring opportunities that entice critical
thinking. They get to hear stories of how organizers and presenters
became interested in the program, and where we studied to continue
our careers in agriculture and environmental sciences.

Many of the youth from years past have gone on to post-secondary
influenced by the discussions we have around campfires and on dusty
hilltops. One camp organizing committee member says “there are
opportunities especially for local youth that understand crops and live-
stock, they can carry a conversation and bridge the science of wildlife
management with the dollars and cents of the ranching community.”
Multi-use landscapes, balancing production with livestock needs, recog-
nizing the role of industry, reclamation, and even recreationalists are all
difficult concepts to teach. Again, many youths have gone on as active
managers of family farm/ranch operations, conservation officers, biolo-
gists, and reclamation specialists.

The following are two YRDs atten-
dees and their stories so far:

Maddy Knodel
Where are you from? 
I was raised on my family’s mixed

farming and ranching operation in
southeastern Alberta. Our summer
grazing pastures are located just north
of the Cypress Hills, and are what ini-
tially got me interested in learning
more about plants and pasture man-
agement.

Year(s) attended YRD? 
I attended my first Youth Range

Days program in 2009 in Cardston County. I remember it being a great
time! We did tours of the local area, walking through native pastures to
point out certain plants of interest and their characteristics. Along the
way we also discussed various methods and theories of pasture man-
agement. For example, how to utilize salt blocks and water troughs to
better disperse cattle grazing pressure, or why you would want to turn
your cattle out onto pastures containing tame grass varieties first in the
spring. I remember being surprised to learn that goats and sheep pre-
fer different plant varieties and can be used to clean up pastures before
cattle come in, thus maximizing the use of a single pasture. My favorite
memory was a rainy trail ride through the bush! It was a great chance
to see a different plant biome, the scenery was breathe-taking, and it
ended by a warm fire with Cowboy Poetry.

What are some of your memories of YRD?
During the camp, each participant was

given a booklet with questions pertain-
ing to the main topics covered, and were
invited to fill it out with information they
learned to earn a chance to compete in
the High School Youth Forum (HSYF) at
the annual Society for Range
Management (SRM) meeting. I was cho-
sen to compete that year, and prepared a
presentation on the pasture manage-
ment techniques employed on our family
ranch. The SRM meeting was in Denver
CO, and it was a life-changing experience.
I was the only Canadian competing, and
got to meet like-minded people my age
from all over the United States. It was a
busy week full of seminars, luncheons,
and tours, the most memorable being a
tour to a local ranch where we got to see
an old cave once used by the Native
Americans. It was also a great chance to network, and I am still in con-
tact with several people I met down there today. The public speaking
competition went very well, and I was very proud to bring home 4th
place.

Since I enjoyed my first YRD experience so much, I participated again
in 2011, this time as a speaker and host. Participants came out to our
family ranch where we had staked out several native plant species to
identify, and I spoke about our pasture management practices. It was
very fulfilling to pass on my knowledge to my peers and spend some
quality time with fellow plant nerds.

Did YRD influence your decisions on what to do after High School?
Currently I am enrolled in my third year of Veterinary Medicine at the

Western College of Veterinary Medicine in Saskatoon, SK. I truly believe
that the YRD and HSYF programs were stepping stones in my process of
getting into vet school. They both provided platforms to build commu-
nication skills and practice the art of networking. I am still in contact
with some of the coordinators such as Bob Kaufman and Tracy
Kupchenko, who are now friends and knowledgeable allies. Overall, I
would highly recommend and encourage high school students to par-
ticipate as there are so many opportunities, skills, friends, and great
memories to be gained.

Tylene Rafa
Where are you from? 
I grew up in Seven

Persons, Ab
Year(s) attended YRD?
Attended in 2010
What are some of your

memories of YRD? 
Some of the memories I

remember from YRD is really

getting to talk with everyone there and soak in all this knowledge
from people working in the field and I remember thinking how it
was such an amazing experience and it was so helpful going back
to the farm when looking at our own rangelands.

Did you participate in the High School Youth Forum through
Society for Rangeland Management? If so how did it go? Did it
influence any aspects of your life?

I did participate, it was a wonderful experience getting to talk
to youth my age from all over the United State, because of this
experience I joined the range team in University and went back
to participate two more years as a university student.

Do you still keep in contact with any of the program organizers
or past participants?

I haven’t kept in contact with anyone from the youth range
days, but I did make connections with participants from the high
school youth forum and we try to get together whenever we go
down to the same society for rangeland management confer-
ence

Did YRD influence your decisions on what to do after High
School?

I knew from this youth range days that agriculture in some
aspect was the path that I wanted to go through, it helped nar-
row down the options for me.

What are you up to now? 
I currently work as an independent Agronomist in southern

Alberta helping farmers create more efficient farming practices.
Pop quiz! Name three native grasses or forbes you learned at

YRD, how you remember them? What are they good for (or not)?!
Blue grama, western wheatgrass, and needle and thread. Three

grasses that are dominant on rangelands for grazing.

YRD Where are they now? 

Office Hours:
Tuesdays, Wednesdays, 
and Thursdays 8 am to 4 pm

To reach us on Mondays and Fridays
please contact us

We are closed weekends and holidays

Rainy Trail Ride in Poll Haven Community
Pasture with YRDs participants 2009
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