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As residents of the Oldman Watershed, we are responsible for the health
of our watershed and the quality of our water.

Our mission — to maintain and improve the Oldman River Watershed
through partnerships, knowledge and the implementation and integration
of sustainable watershed management and land use practices.

Become a member of the council, participate on a team, work in your
community or raise your voice.,

OLDMAN WATERSHED COUNCIL
(403) 382-4239
(402) 381-5801
info@oldmanbasin.org
www.oldmanbasin.org
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Preface

The Oldman Watershed - An Infroduction to Our Home

Lorne Fitch, P, Biol.

T you look ot the bock of your hond, andk the bronching veins reaching up into your
fingers ond then leading down your orm to the rest of you— thot gwes you o picture of the
Oldmon wotershed. The §ingers, which ore the mojor contributing rivers, provide the form of
the wotershed. The Sive mojor ones ore the Dldmon, Crowsnest, Costle, Belly/ Woterton ond
St Mory rivers. [_ess evident ore the dozens of nomed tributories ond more unnomed ones,
Woter flowing down ond beneath those chonnels breathes life into southern Alberto.

[_odking down on the wotershed Srom o high oltitude the bordering mountoins cre o noked
ond serene bockbone of twisted ond tortured rock. Forests of conifer cling to the slopes ond
begin to thin towords the rolling fescue grosslond of the foothills. As the cevotion drops ond
flottens there ore the remoins of the notive proirie, its towny skin stretched tightly oer o
lorsely trecless exponse. From west to eost run sinuous ribbons of woter, comected like veins in
o leof. Amid this ore o few sploshes of blue, noturol lokes, their receptocles
gouged out by gociers. [_orger bodies of blue, some on rivers, some
formed in lorge coulees, ore the reservoirs thot trop some of the
wotershed’s fow. From them leod stroighter chomnels, the irrigotion
conols thot coney woter to Sields in the eostern portion of
the wotershed,

Equally evident is the rood network, $rom logging trails in
the heodwoters, olong grik roods of grovel to $our lone
Nighworys ond streets to drivewoys ond trocks on the
proirie ending ot o wellsite. The tronsportotion network ties
our humon Sootprint together Srom stroight—edged
cleorcuts, rectongulor form fields, green irrigotion pivot
circles gos ond il field developments, grovel pits,
clec tricol tronsmission lines, roil lines, $octories ond
processing focilities to the loyouts of our cities andk towns,
[_ess evident os o humon Sootprint ore the odministrotive
boundories ond lines; municipelities ond counties, irrigotion
districts, government ogency regions, electorol areos, the Pkoni
ond Kaini reserves, the forest Reserve, severol provinciol porks,
two notionol porks (one in the United Stotes) and on internotionol

border.

This is o londscope of relotive newness, seologicolly speoking Tectonics
Sormedk the bockbone of the wotershed, the mountoins of the continental Aivide,
ending in o wirk of cosmic time obout 2S5 milion yeors ogo. Dur mountoins, then, rivoled the
Hmoloyos but subsequent erosion hos ground them down ond scottered much of their
remoins eostword. Alpine ond continentol glociotions then shoped the wotershed in on epoch
thot ended o scont IZ000 yeors or so ogo. For the next 1700 yeors, give or toke o few,
other $orces, includking climate, erosion, Sire, drought, foods ond grozing combined with. plont
growth, movement ond succession to give us the londscope we ore Somilior with todoy. Those
Sorces ore stil ot Ploy but beneoth the rodor of our doy to Aoy observotions ond of our
humon Sootprint,



A three hour Arive, ot the legol speed limit, will toke you $rom the mountoins, the Oldmon
wotershed's western boundory to the eostern edse, ot the confluence with the Bow River in
the grosslond. The possoge from the Rocky Mountoin noturol region, through o sliver of the
Foothills notural region to the Grosslonds noturol region is brie$, but breathtoking Few ploces
on eorth con offer such o diverse voyoge. We con tronsport ourseles $rom cutthroot ond
bull trout to loke sturgeon ond wolleye, Srom bighorn sheep ond grizzly beors to ontelope ond
rottlesnokes; andk Srom limber pine and rough fescue to blue gromo gross ond coctus. We
con shiver ot on eevotion of 2500m on Mt. [_yoll ot the heodwoters of the Oldmon River
or §ry in o corn fidd neor Grossy [_oke ot (00m. We con ski on severol meters of snow
one doy ond ot the other end of the wotershed wotch moisture disoppeor os evoporation
exceeds precipitotion. Our riporion cottonwood forests, on emerold threod of green in the
suminer, ore ooses 0% shade shelter and cooness meters owoy from scorching temperotures
ond on unforgiving sun. Bird song deer, robbits and insect life in these Sorests suggest on
orec of Kigh bidogicol dversity ond interest. Diversity, voriety and extremes typify the
Oldmon wotershed.

Relotively new is the humon footprint in the wotershed. Archedlogists inform us thot 11000
yeors ogo on the borks of the Oldmon River, neor present doy Tober, o primitive hunter
butchered o busfol. Buffolo become the moinstoy of notive peoples, hunted with. verticol
"umps’ pounds ond loter Srom horsebock. Some recent evidence suggests busSolo Sormed
the first proirie economy with pemmicon produced ond subsequently troded over o lorge
Portion 0§ the continent. It is $rom these first peoples thot the nome Dldmon comes to us.
The O& Mon, on English translotion of the Block§oot nome “Mopi' wos o wise, mythicol
Indion chorocter possessed of supernoturcl ottributes. His Ployground ond the root of mony
0§ Kis myths ond stories were centered in the heodwoters of this wotershed.

The ceding of Rupert's [_ond to the Hudsons Boy Compony (on eorly precursor to
todony's multinotional corporations) by the British government in 1670 sporked the next
economic. milestone, thot of the fur trode. The need to copture ond tronsport the lucrotive
fur resource leod to explorotion ond put form to the vostness of the HRC holdings which

wos the entire Hudsons Boy droincige, including whot is now southern Alberto.
The eorliest reference to the Dldmon wotershed comes from Peter
Fidler whose explorotions leod kim to Willow Creck ond the upper
Oldmon River during trovel with. notive suices over the $oll ond
winter of [772-3. In less thon o hundred yeors the Morth
b West Mounted Police morched into the wotershed, to encdk
 the depredations of the fur industry ond to exercise
some sovereignty in western Conodo to counter the
territoriol imperotives of the Americon sovernment.
This stobilizing force created the incentive Sor the
pottern of development thot begon before the turn
of the lost century ond one thot continues todoy.

The concerns of centrol Conodo over
sovereignty in the west morphed into notion building
Eorly $ederol poic y mokers recognized by the
1990's the pivotol importonce of woter for
settlement ond economic. development on the
proiries. Despite the lock of critical or



comprehensive inventories of woter resources o Cleor intent to secwre woter wos orticuloted
in 1999, Thot wos $ollowed, in 171 with. the entire Eastern Slopes of the Rocky Mountoins being
set osidke by the federol Deportment of the Interior $or “the protection of wotersheds, ond
for the mointenonce of conditions Sovouroble to o continuous woter

supply’. A wotershed opprooch cleorly isnt new os these eorly
polic y mokers recognized the connections between the
heodwoters in Alberto. (ond conditions there) ond
sustoinohility of settlement ond economic. development Sor
Aberte os well os Soskotchewon ond Monitobo. The
Nistoricol direction, plonning and polic y Sor the
Oldmon wotershed (os port of the Eastern Slopes)
were strikingly prescient, strotegc ond inclusive.

Settlement in the Oldmon wotershed begon
with ronching toking odvontoge of on emerging
locol (ond loter notionol ond internotionol)
morket $or bees Sollowing the Aemise of bison
populotions, This economic. endeovor closely
motched noturol potterns, but wos inkibited by
the inohility of cottle to successfully overwinter
without supplemental feeding Ranching also Aid
not provide the settlement density desired by the
federal government. Settlement policies, progroms
ond inducements by the federol government (ond
supported by the CPR who hod o vested interest in
seeing the proiries populoted) leod to o mossive
movement of people to the wotershed to copitolize on free
(or cheop) lond. Mony settlers survived ond thrived despite
exagseroted advertising cloims by lond ogents, the uneconomic
scole of D ccre porcels ond often insufficient and incorrect
forming advice, added to o londscope of extremes mostly reloted to o
scorcity of woter.

To some eorly settlers confronted by o lock of woter the response wos to move to where
woter wos more plentiful. To others the solution wos to move woter to them. Smoll scole woter
Aiversions, on on individua! bosis leod to lorger irrigotion initiotives ot o community level, to the
Sormotion of lond development businesses. With economic. downturns governments. intervened ond
invested in irrigation infrostructure. The next step has been the evolution of the present
system of Lrrigotion Districts mondoted by provinciol legislotion, portiolly supported by
government investment ond operoted os former owned cooperatives. Lrrigotion ogriculture hos
Kigh investment costs, some borne by individuol londowners, some by the provinciol toxpo yer;
hos Kigher returns with. enhonced crop productiony ollows the cultivotion of speciolty crops
with. Kigher volue;, ond supports on ogricultural industry of speciolty equipment, services ond
$ood processing Al cgricultural endeovors depend on woter; irrigotion ogriculture by virtue of
crop choices ond investment is dependent on relioble, continuous woter supplies.

The Oldmon wotershed lies in the roin shodow of the continentol divide ond the interior
mountoin ronges of British Columbio. These mountoins skim of§ most of the woter coming
cost from the Pocific. Precipitotion declines Srom west to eost. We live, comporotively
specking in o dry lond. Until recently thot oridity went mostly wnwnoticed becouse of low



demonds from o small populotion in southern Alberto. Increosing demond Srom o populotion
with. expectotions of growth ond stobility will be the challenge Sor monoging the scont few
centimeters of moisture thot leok over the continentol divide. We, in the Oldmon wotershed,
survive on annual snowmelt ond roinfoll with. o modest ond shrinking contribution $rom the
gociers of Glocier Motionol Pork in Montono. (_earning to survive on less will be our
chollenge.

How well we hove monoged woter in our wotershed to this point is o complex story seen
ond interpreted through multiple lenses. We howve, by mony occounts o heolthy economy,
supported by the multi-foceted use of woter to irrijote, gow ond process ook ond
procuce other commodities, Woter quontity hos not yet impocted urbon use ond growtk,
olthough some troubling signols cbout woter quelity cre evident, As cities ond towns grow the
demonds from o lorgely urbon populotion in the wotershed coupled with conservotion needs
will test our obility to shore equitobly the resource in shortest supply.

At some levels there is on understonding of the reality of limits ond thresholds, The closure
0§ the South Soskotchewon River Bosin to further diversions provides on importont step. To
some chegree however, limits hove oleady been exceeded in some reaches of rivers ond
streoms in the Dldmon wotershed. For some ports of the yeor these
reaches no longer function os bidogicol entities, with. the full spectrum
0§ ecologcol processes functions ond beneSits, but rother os
Aegroded systems without enough flow. As o function of Kistory
the decisions obout woter monogement over the lost 100
yeors howve provided substontiol economic. benefits, creoted
ecologicol consequences ond foreclosed on opportunities $or
other choices, guven the chollenses of on uncertoin Suture.
We §ind ourseles ot o pivotal point thot requires us to
reflect obout the post, understond our present
circumstonces ondk weigh the trends ond trojectories to
Plon o futwre thot mointoins o mix ondk bolonce of
economic. opportunity, environmentol protection ond socicl
needs Sor the residents of the wotershed. Key to this
will be the understonding thot the wotershed (ond the
rivers ond streoms thot Sorm it) requires o Certoin
omount of woter in order to serve its needs, os wel os
ours.

Tt will cholenge us os we begn to think with. more clority
obout the heodwoters of the Dldmon wotershed ond the
importance of better protecting ond maintoining the source of
ouwr woter, that in o lorger woy we ore the headwoters Sor people
beyond our wotershed, both downstreom in Alberto. ond $or
Soskotchewon ond Monitobo. Tf we Aevelop o new understonding within our
wotershed obout responsibility ond stewordship, those concepts must flow downstreom to our
neighbours. In thot woy we will rnot lose foith with the Airection of post visionories whose
wotershed thinking wos ot o scole muchk lorger thon the port in wWhich we live.

We've given woter much odvice, in the Sorm of doms, reservoirs (both onstreom ond
0¥ stream), diversions ond conol networks to direct woter to our needs ond wonts, Thot wos
no small engineering and §inonciol chollense. Existing infrostructure moy provide us with. options



ond flexibility to deol with. some of the Suture chollenses. The Suture of woter monogement
moy well be to become better ottuned to the wotershed ond to see whot needs it hos to
maintoin it's criticol functions, upon whick we depend. Dur post proctices will be o guide
for the $uture, but not o templote or recipe $or woter monogement.

How Ao we rearronge our thinking to prepore us for the reolities of on uncertoin $uture of
climote chonge, increosed populotion ond Aevelopment pressures, greoter demonds on o
shrinking resource ondk potentiol loss of key ecologicol functions ond biodiversity? We might
begin by Aeoling more quickly Sorcefully ond prooctively with the perception or myth, of
obundont omounts of woter in the Dldmon wotershed. Conversely, there is no “mogic”
ovoiloble to moke more woter.

We needk to creote o ‘community of communities’ in the Dldmon wotershed thot recognizes
their connections owe not solely through rood networks but with the ecologicol commection of
woter. (_inking people through the orteries thot convey woter is o key step to wotershed
thinking ond octivities in fovor of wotershed heolth. Thinking ke o wotershed might lead us
to consider morrying lond moncgement with. woter monogement. The heolth of our woter is o
principol meosure of how we live on ond use the lond. For too long we hove seporoted, with
odministrotive boundories, burecucrotic. silos ond differing economic interests whot we do
ond monoge in the uplonds from how we monoge woter. It leods us to on ortificiol
seporotion of the heodwoters (the woter provider) Srom the downstreom portion of the
wotershed (the woter user).

Wotershed level work seems overthelming becouse of the scole. However, there ore woys to
moke wotershed scole work more monogeoble. The first step misht be to recognze thot we
con monoge cooperatively whot we cont individuolly. Thot is on dd, powerful concept
coled “community’. Al of us in the Oldmon wotershed belong to some community usuolly ot o
municipel or county level, it could be o small wotershed group operoting on one of the mony
tributories to the mogor rivers. At those levels, every community boundory includes o lorger
portion of the wotershed thon that of on individuol property owner. AARX the work of mony
communities (ond wotershed groups) together ond much of the Oldmon wotershed might
be foundk in those boundories. Al of us thot live in the Dldmon wotershed ore port of it
ondk ore connected to one onother.

The cholenge Sor us in the Dldmon wotershed is not o new one; it is one that hos been
with. humon society $or millennic. Aldo [_eopdd, an ecodlogist ond philosopher, orticuloted it
this woy in 173%:

We end, T think, ot whot might be coled the stondord porodox of the 20"

century: our todls ore better thon we ore, ond grow better Soster thon we do.

They suffice to crock the otom to commond the tides. But they do ot

suffice $or the ddest tosh in humon kistory: to live on o piece of lond without

spoiling it

This Stote of the Wotershed report is o step, in [_eopdd's terms, to begn to understond

whot we hove, the chollenges we foce ond how we will moke the decisions of todoy thot wil
Provicke o. Aesired Suture in ond Sor the Dldmon wotershed.

Movember 2007 (revised July 2007



Executive Summary

Diversity, variety and extremes characterize the
land and water resources of the Oldman watershed.
The Oldman River rises in the forested slopes of the
Rocky Mountains, flows through rangelands in the
Foothills, and dryland and irrigated agricultural plains
in the prairie grasslands, covering approximately
3 million ha of southern Alberta. The prairie region is
classified as semi-arid, with total precipitation ranging
from 300 to 450 mm per year.

To assess the state of the watershed, it was
necessary to break it into manageable pieces. Four
Sub-basins - Mountain, Foothills, Southern
Tributaries, and Prairie - were established using
natural drainage patterns and water management
history. The Oldman River mainstem is the fifth Sub-
basins in this report because it receives and is
influenced by inputs from other Sub-basins.

This State of the Watershed report is a step towards
understanding what we have, the challenges we face
and how decisions we make today will affect future
water users. This report provides a “snapshot” of the
entire Oldman watershed: it is a current accounting of
how well our watershed is working. It forms the
foundation for the Oldman Integrated Watershed
Management Plan, which is presently being
developed.

In the same way performance measures show how
well systems function over time, environmental
indicators are selected to measure the state of the
watershed. Three groups of indicators were assessed:

o Terrestrial and Riparian Ecology: land cover,
soil erosion rates, riparian health, and land use;

o Water Quantity: trends in natural flow, licensed
allocation vs natural flow, actual use vs. natural

flow, performance in meeting IO and WCO in
recent years, and irrigation and municipal water
use efficiency; and

o Water Quality: nutrients (nitrogen and
phosphorus), total suspended solids, and fecal
coliforms.

Overall, the health of the Oldman River Watershed
is rated as FAIR (Table 1).

Within the Mountain Sub-basins, indicators were
rated as good, however, future reports that address
several data gaps, such as un-regulated land use
activities including random camping and off-highway-
vehicle use, may result in a reduced ranking. The
Foothills and Southern Tributaries sub-basins as well
as the Oldman River mainstem were ranked fair. The
indicators of most concern were: land cover, riparian
health, land use, water allocations, and surface water
nutrient levels. The Prairie Sub-basins was ranked as
Fair to Poor; indicators of concern included land
cover, riparian health, land use, water allocations and
surface water nutrient levels.

Overall storage, flow regulation, and water
diversions are the keys to meeting current water use
levels within the Oldman watershed. Future
management actions are needed to maintain
sustainability in light of potential expansion of demand
(within current allocations) and potentially lower
streamflow as a result of climate change.

As well as the indicators used for this report,
potential indicators to be used in future reports are
identified. Management recommendations (Chapter
10) are presented for: planning, stewardship activities,
reclamation and restoration actions, and addressing
data gaps.

Table 1: Overall State of the Watershed Ranking for all Indicators by Sub-basins

Sub-Basins

Water Quality

Indicator . . Southern . . Oldman
Mountain Foothills Tributaries Prairie Mainstem Watershed
Terrestrial and i
S Fair
Riparian
Water Quantity Fair

Overall






