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Mountains As Watertowers, Communities As Water 
Stewards 
By Heinz Unger, AWA Director 
 
“Real change to our natural resources,” said Jack Imhof of Trout Unlimited Canada, “will not occur until 
we engage those whom we normally would not associate with.” This was perhaps one of the most 
important statements made at the Mountains as Watertowers conference in Banff in November 2003. It is 
a suggestion we should seriously consider when we work for the protection of wilderness areas and 
water ecosystems in Alberta. 
 
True to its title, the conference presented many examples and case studies that demonstrated the critical 
role the upper watershed, snowpack and glaciers play in supplying good water to downstream users, 
including humans.  Another major theme of this conference was the essential role of communities and 
partnerships in good water management.  

Water and Communities 
A close group of keen and enthusiastic advocates of good water management first met on the eve of the 
conference in a session appropriately titled “Communities as Water Stewards”.  Some 30 or 40 
representatives of (E)NGOs and individuals concerned with water issues were invited and sponsored by 
Alberta Ecotrust, including myself, representing AWA.   
 
This session was organized by Environment Canada’s Community Programs Section which takes an 
active interest in bringing groups like ours together.  In addition to meeting old and new friends and 
enjoying artistic presentations on water and mountains, there were excellent opportunities for networking 
among the many local and Canadian ENGOs. 
 
Many of the presenters addressed different aspects of the “Communities as Water Stewards” theme, 
such as Aaron T. Wolf, Associate Professor of Geography at Oregon State University who dealt with 
some of the myths of water wars over “international” water.  Although he listed “Everything is OK” as 
possibly the biggest myth, he argued that most interaction over water issues in the past has been 
cooperative (Israel and its neighbours are good examples).  Adequate institutional capacity to deal with 
change can reduce the risk of conflict and bring about an almost spiritual transformation where mutual 
benefits become the focus of the water debate. 
 
Barry Worbets from the Canada West Foundation (www.cwf.ca) in Calgary concluded in his recent paper 
on “Western Canada’s Natural Capital” that natural capital resources such as land and water, 
engendered strong connections between people and communities. Disparate groups often come together 
in a kind of “horizontal integration” to protect and preserve important natural assets.   
 
Another speaker ranked existential, aesthetic and environmental values of water well above the economic 
side. Margaret Catley-Carlson from the Global Water Partnership spoke about global talks and water 
partnerships that bring about local alliances and solutions (www.gwpforum.org). 

Good News Stories 
Josh Smienk of the Columbia Basin Trust and Graeme Enders of Snowy River Recovery (Australia) had 
real good news stories to tell, possibly because the people in these two river basins had followed the 
above advice.  In 1995, Columbia Basin residents had negotiated with the government of B.C. to create 
the Columbia Basin Trust which deals with the impacts of the 1964 Columbia River Treaty.  It distributes 
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ongoing benefits of the Columbia dams to communities and the environment, including water 
management (www.cbt.org). 
 
The Snowy River Recovery is in the process of restoring environmental flows from savings in irrigation 
diversions obtained through more efficient water use.  Over a 10-year period flows will be increased to 
over 20% of the average annual normal flow - returning a “debt to the river”.  This will also give back 
some of the amenities of a healthy river to the riparian communities, and it is expected that such an 
ecological investment can generate considerable social and economic benefits.   
 
Snowy River authorities will carry out flow response monitoring to assess conditions before and after the 
environmental flows.  This restoration initiative is of major interest to southern Alberta where Alberta 
Environment, assisted by basin advisory committees, is currently struggling to determine in-stream flow 
needs and establish water conservation objectives.  Ecological in-stream flow needs have been 
impossible to meet in southern Alberta due to the over-allocation of water, mainly for irrigation. 

Water and Mountains 
Hans Schreier from the Institute for Resources and Environment at the University of British Columbia 
spoke about water as an environmental service.  He stressed the importance of maintaining good soil 
cover especially in the upper watershed to maximize infiltration and thereby the storage of water in soils.  
But he also emphasized the need for good communication and cooperation in order to effect real change: 
“Together we can move mountains and keep the water flowing.”  
 
Although drawing mainly on his research of cloud forests, Larry Hamilton, an environmental consultant 
from Vermont, concluded from his research that mountain forests are the guarantors of the safest and 
best quality water over the long term; in addition, they also provide flood protection. 
 
Chris Frissell of the Pacific Rivers Council and Rob Ament of American Wildlands in Montana presented 
their ongoing research on “Landscape management and water in the Y2Y region” as a case study.  Their 
work’s focus is Montana, but many of the issues and findings would appear to be applicable to Alberta’s 
Eastern Slopes as well – except that Canada and Alberta have fewer legal instruments for protecting 
natural water resources.   
 
Chris and Rob found that there are more declining and endangered species in freshwater than in 
terrestrial systems, mainly due to deteriorating water quality and flows, invasion of non-native species 
and land (ab)use.  Their early conclusions stress the importance of land-water linkages whose integrity 
needs to be protected or restored, in accordance with their motto “Protect the best, restore the rest”.  
 
They also found that in the US, there are adequate Federal regulations and laws that can be applied to 
protect water systems under various designations, such as “Wild and Scenic Rivers”.  Montana State can 
designate a river or water body as an “Outstanding Resource Water (ORW)”, and they can also impose 
“Forest Travel Management Plans” to determine which roads should be closed since it has been found 
that the loss of “naturalness” of an area is mostly irreversible.   
 
One more interesting observation from this research is that generally there are more threats to public 
lands through grazing, oil and gas exploration and production, logging and mining.  Privately owned lands 
are generally better managed and less at risk. 

New Directions 
Dr. David Schindler of the University of Alberta was one of the highlights of the conference, and his 
presentation focused on the indirect impacts of climate change, such as deteriorating water quality, 
ignorance of the interconnectedness of surface and groundwater, and nutrient releases into water bodies 
from fertilizer and intensive livestock operations (ILOs).  He estimates that phosphorous and nitrogen 



ARTICLE ALBERTA WILDERNESS 
ASSOCIATION  

 

Page 3 of 3 
Created: February 23, 2004 
Email: awa@shaw.ca 
Website: AlbertaWilderness.ca  

Alberta Wilderness Association 
Box 6398, Station D, 
Calgary, AB   T2P 2E1 
Phone: (403) 283-2025   Fax:(403) 270-2743 

 

released from cattle and hog operations in Alberta are equivalent to a nutrient load produced by about 87 
million people.   
 
Schindler stressed the need for a Federal water policy with enforceable standards, a separate wetlands 
policy, a new emphasis to use science in the federal and provincial government decision-making, more 
interaction between universities and the general public, and, as a result, citizen-inspired efforts in water 
resources management. 
 
In her talk about the 20-year horizon needed for integrated watershed management, Isobel Heathcote, 
co-chair of the Canada-US International Joint Commission’s Science Advisory Board, stressed the need 
for dialogue, compromise and processes for conflict resolution.  To supplement the people-based 
approaches, she called for “hierarchal monitoring” that uses real-time data acquisition for remote areas 
where ecosystem changes are detected, then compared to set indicators, which, if necessary, would 
trigger detailed studies of affected areas.   
 
Fred Wrona of the National Water Research Institute (NWRI), when discussing climate change impacts 
on mountain water systems, also called for more long-term monitoring and data collection to help 
formulate adaptive water management strategies. Wrona and several other speakers dealt with the 
changing flow regimes when glacial or nival (snowmelt) systems shift to pluvial systems with increasing 
maximum flows and floods, while average and minimum flows decrease, so much so that in some rivers 
releases from hydro dams may have to be considered to assist downstream areas in dry years in order to 
achieve dilution flows. 
 
One of the last presentations was by W. Jewell of Cornell University who suggested that we use the 
“changing toolbox” of e-governance to strengthen the public voice and facilitate dialogue, such as 
websites, online data viewing, and other cyber tools.  He sees a need for more consensus-based, rather 
than science-based, solutions to arrive at a common vision.  Jewell ended his talk with a still relevant 
quote from Bruce Bishop (1970) who said, “Water resource planning is not just a framework for decision-
making, it is a tool for social change.” 
 
(The community participation, “Communities as Water Stewards”, was made possible through the support 
of the Community Animation Program for Alberta  that Environment Canada & Health Canada jointly 
manage.) 
 


