August 28, 2026

International St. Mary and Milk Rivers Study Board
International Joint Commission Canadian Section
234 Laurier Avenue West, 22nd Floor

Ottawa, ON K1P 6K6 Canada

By email: smmr@ijc.org

RE: Comments on the International St. Mary and Milk Rivers Study Board Final Draft
Report and Recommendations

To the International St. Mary-Milk Rivers Study Board:

Alberta Wilderness Association (AWA) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the
International St. Mary and Milk Rivers Study Board Final Draft Report and
Recommendations. Founded in 1965, AWA strives to help Albertans understand the
intrinsic values that wilderness provides. We engage with communities in conservation
initiatives that will ensure a legacy for future generations. With over 10,000 members and
supporters in Alberta and across Canada, AWA is dedicated to conserving Alberta’s
wilderness and maintaining the health of our natural ecosystems.

The St. Mary and Milk Rivers are shared between Canada and the United States. The
Boundary Waters Treaty (1909) continues to govern water sharing in these rivers, allocating
75 percent of the St. Mary River to the States and 75 percent of the Milk River to Canada
during the irrigation season. However, as the report states, neither country currently
possesses the infrastructure to utilize their full allocation. The study draws the conclusion
that more infrastructure investment would allow allocations to be used.

We agree that rehabilitation of current infrastructure, including the St. Mary Canal and the
Lower St. Mary Lake Storage, may be considered to improve water storage. However, we
argue that rehabilitation should also consider improvements to reduce the impact on
downstream communities.
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We disagree with the necessity of expanding or building new infrastructure to fully utilize
water allocations, particularly as the recommendations for structural improvements
provided only suggest gray infrastructure investments, or investment into artificial (man-
made) concrete and metal structures. These structures not only have high economic costs
— reservoirs currently proposed for Alberta cost between $7 million’ for construction of a
small, underground reservoir to approximately $1302 to $170 million® for reservoir
expansions — they are also detrimental to the environment.

While we are glad to see mention of the environmental impacts in discussions of water
allocation, we would also like to see these discussions be incorporated further into
recommendations. Structural options should also include green infrastructure, which can
slow water flow on the landscape and allow water to better penetrate the landscape. For
instance, beaver dam analogs have been shown to improve water infiltration into
groundwater, thus raising the water table*. Similarly, wetland restoration can improve water
retention in soil and nearby landscapes®, providing buffers against flood and drought.

We support the recommendations for water modelling, data analysis and visualization, and
integrating aquatic ecosystem considerations. However, we argue that there are already
multiple indicators that could be used to determine aquatic health beyond the impact on
bull trout populations. For instance, in Alberta, in-stream flow needs — the water flow
necessary for the river to remain healthy — have been studied in many watersheds®. As
well, water conservation objectives — the target for water levels set by the province — have
been established’. Given that the allocations have long been underutilized by both
countries, we suggest that allocations should also be set aside for water to remain in the
river, maintaining the health of the ecosystem and improving sustainability.
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Maintaining the health of the river and surrounding ecosystems also provides economic
opportunities. For instance, native grasslands and wetlands provide habitat for pollinators
and beneficial insects, and preserving the natural habitat has been found to boost
agricultural productivity®. They are also habitat for insectivores, such as swallows® and
bats', which feed on agricultural pests and reduce the need for pesticides’'. Maintaining
and restoring these ecosystems provides extensive and often overlooked benefits to the
economy.

In comparison, dams and reservoirs affect the aquatic, riparian, and nearby terrestrial
ecosystems. On-stream reservoirs create barriers, blocking the movement of fish'?,
invertebrates'®, and other small organisms. Many at risk species, including bull trout and
lake sturgeon, migrate hundreds of kilometres between their spawning and feeding
grounds; dams affect their ability to migrate and successfully complete their life cycle.
Reservoirs also impact the downstream movement of nutrients' and sediment'®, which
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can increase erosion downstream as the water draws in additional sediment to replace
what was trapped by the barrier’.

Even with off-stream reservoirs, which are less harmful to the environment, there remain
impacts on the downstream water quality. For instance, reduced water levels downstream
of the reservoir can concentrate toxins and nutrients’. Shallower water is also more
susceptible to temperature changes, especially heating in summer, leading to lower
dissolved oxygen levels'® and further increasing toxicity for organisms. The combination of
high water temperatures and nutrient concentrations can create ideal conditions for algae
blooms and fish kills?°, as has occurred in Europe?'. These effects of reservoirs can greatly
degrade the river and aquatic ecosystem health.

Reservoir expansion and creation also floods nearby ecosystems. Many of Alberta’s river
valleys along the Milk River contain sensitive riparian habitats, wetlands, and native
grasslands. Temperate grasslands are the most endangered ecosystems in the world?2.
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Reservoir creation displaces species at risk?®, as well as destroys ecosystems that provide
benefits such as drought and flood mitigation?* and carbon storage?®.

Finally, reservoirs can intensify climate change and the anticipated consequences.
Flooding of native grasslands and wetland ecosystems releases stored carbon, with an
estimated 25.6 — 86.3Mt of CO,-equivalents already released in Alberta as of 20172 during
reservoir construction, and reservoir services releasing additional greenhouse gas
emissions during construction and operations?’. The expanded surface area of reservoirs
can further increase evaporation, with the effect being cumulative across multiple
reservoirs?®, and larger reservoirs have been shown to impact local climate®.

Although we acknowledge that the purpose of the report is to “improve access to entitled
waters by each country,” and ecological protection was largely considered “beyond the
scope of the Study,” we question the requirement for all allocated waters to be utilized by
the country and urge greater consideration of alternative options for water storage which
could provide greater benefits to environmental health and to communities.

We commend the open and transparent process and appreciate the opportunity to provide
feedback. Thank you for considering our comments.
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Sincerely,

ALBERTA WILDERNESS ASSOCIATION

Figiyy Sow

Ruiping Luo, Conservation Specialist
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