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Maintaining the Alberta Advantage: 
The Importance of Aquatic Resource Management and Protection 

 
Background 
The Alberta Government’s website describes the Alberta Advantage as: ‘the unique combination of 
benefits that make the province an outstanding place to live, work and do business.’  
 
The Alberta Advantage webpage indicates that Alberta's strength is a diverse and competitive 
economy in which primary resources — including energy, agriculture, and forestry — share the 
spotlight with a host of manufacturing, service and advanced technology endeavors.   It also lists 
several things that contribute to the Alberta Advantage.  These are: 

< a globally, competitive business climate; 
< a young, skilled, productive workforce;  
< a strong, diversified economy; 
< stunning scenery; and  
< a fiscally responsible government. 

 
 
Another key component of the Alberta Advantage are the natural resources that Alberta has been 
blessed with.  Perhaps the most important of these are our coldwater aquatic resources.  ‘Water’ is 
often described in many government publications as ‘Our most precious resource’, and ‘our lifeline’.  
Protection of our drinking water supplies and other aquatic resources is given such high importance 
that the Policy for the Resource Management of the Eastern Slopes (dating back to 1977) indicates 
that ‘The highest priority in the overall management of the Eastern Slopes is placed on watershed 
management.’ 
 
Another key contributing factor to the Alberta Advantage are our fishery resources.  Last summer we 
saw Premier Klein invite the Vice President of the United States, Dick Cheney, to Alberta and use a 
float trip on the Bow River as part of the attraction.  More recently, the Hon. Gene Zwozdesky (in 
making comments about the appeal of Alberta to world leaders attending next summer’s G8 Summit 
in Kananaskis Country) was quoted in the Calgary Herald and Edmonton Journal as saying: ‘(The 
world leaders) will experience, if they wish, some of the most incredible trout fishing in the world.’  
These statements clearly demonstrate that our provincial leaders recognize the values that Albertans 
place on our coldwater aquatic resources and that these resources are part of the Alberta Advantage. 
 
In addition to being part of the Alberta Advantage, our coldwater fish species, like the bull trout (a 
provincial emblem of Alberta), also serve as indicators of the ecological integrity of our Eastern 
Slope watersheds.  Many of you may be familiar with how underground miners used canaries in 
mineshafts for monitoring air quality in mines.  Our native trout populations provide natural 
indicators of how well we are managing our Eastern Slope and foothill watersheds, and how well the 
Alberta Advantage is being protected.  These trout populations are the ‘canaries in the mineshafts’ 
for our rivers and streams. 
 
Water management issues have made a lot of frontpage headlines in recent weeks in Alberta.  It 
started right after Christmas when the Hon. Dr. Lorne Taylor, Minister of Alberta Environment, 
commented about the crises that past water management strategies have created by over-allocating 
existing water supplies in southern Alberta.  He indicated that these over-allocations were limiting 
growth opportunities in Alberta and that we need to begin giving consideration to subjects which 
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were previously ‘taboo’, like interbasin transfers of water from northern Alberta rivers to southern 
Alberta. 
 
The New Year started with the arrival of Robert Kennedy Jr.’s group (Waterkeepers Alliance) which 
again put water management issues on frontpage headlines across Alberta.  Radio, television and 
newspaper reporters from across the province picked up on the controversy stirred by the arrival of 
America celebrities commenting about the need for groups like the Waterkeepers Alliance to use 
litigation to force industry and regulatory agencies in Alberta to comply with environmental 
legislation meant to protect Alberta’s rivers.  Dr. Taylor responded by indicating ‘I'm not saying 
everything is perfect in Alberta. But as soon as we discover problems, we will solve the problems.’ 
(Calgary Herald) 
 
The Alberta Council of Trout Unlimited Canada (TUC) was very pleased to hear the Alberta 
Government confirm that it is committed to solving problems quickly.  There are many problems 
related to the management of aquatic resources in the province.  We believe that the commitment to 
solving these problems, and ensuring the province has the resources in place to understand their 
causes and effects, has been lacking in recent years.   We want to bring your attention to a few of the 
problems, while asking that the Standing Policy Committee on Energy and Sustainable Development 
consider our comments and give problem areas some much needed attention.  We believe that if 
aquatic issues receive the attention that they deserve, the impacts of activities that have the potential 
to negatively impact Alberta’s precious aquatic resource can be properly monitored and mitigated.  
This will also help insure the Alberta Advantage will be protected for future generations to enjoy. 
 
Cuts to Fisheries Management Budgets Triggered a Request for a Presentation to the SPC 
Last summer on-going concerns about the financial resources provided by the Alberta Government to 
Fisheries Management, Alberta Sustainable Resource Development (ASRD), led 17 fisheries-related 
groups to unite and write a letter to Premier Klein.  Although there were many on-going concerns 
that led to the formation of this coalition, the straw that broke the camel’s back was the Province’s 
decision to cut funding for a program designed to monitor Alberta’s waters and determine if Whirling 
Disease had invaded Alberta.  (Whirling disease infects species belonging to the trout family.  It has 
been in Montana for several years, and has devastated wild trout populations by causing nearly 
complete recruitment failures of young-of-the-year trout.).  Other examples of on-going concerns 
related to funding levels for fisheries management were also discussed (A copy of the letter to 
Premier Klein is attached to this submission.). 
 
Several weeks before the decision to cut funding for this program, a Whirling Disease Contingency 
Plan was released by ASRD and Alberta Agriculture, Food and Rural Development.  This plan was 
developed through the Expert Panel for Alberta’s Whirling Disease Task Force and outlines the 
actions required when Whirling Disease is detected in Alberta.  The 17 group coalition emphasized 
to Premier Klein that there is little value in having a plan to react to the discovery of the disease if 
there are no efforts made to look for the disease. 
 
In the response from the Hon. Mike Cardinal, the Government confirmed that the Whirling Disease 
Monitoring Program was a priority, but ASRD did not have the ability to fund all of its priority 
programs.  Mr. Cardinal indicated that the department would be submitting a request to Alberta 
Treasury requesting additional funds for these programs, but he also stressed that he was skeptical 
about the success of the proposal due to recent changes in the fiscal outlook for the province.  (Copy 
of Cardinal letter is appended to this submission).   
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In his response Mr. Cardinal also thanked us for the letter and suggested that such efforts from 
outside groups to request support from his colleagues (i.e., elected MLA’s) can be beneficial.  With 
this in mind, we decided one of the best ways to obtain support from the provincial MLA’s (and to 
ask that the provincial government re-examine its financial commitments to managing and protecting 
Alberta’s aquatic resources) would be talk to them directly and make a presentation in front of the 
SPC.  However, we want to emphasize that while we place a high priority on having the province’s 
Whirling Disease monitoring program restored, we also strongly believe this is just one of many 
challenges that needs to be addressed. 
 
Examples of Other Issues Needing Attention 
There are numerous other challenges that require attention.  The following is a list of a few examples 
of problems related to funding shortfalls: 
 
1) Funding Unavailable for Programs Highlighted as ASRD’s 2001 Accomplishments 

ASRD issued a news release on December 28, 2001, that highlighted ASRD’s key 
accomplishments in 2001.  Among Fish and Wildlife’s five highlighted accomplishments, it 
appears that they will be  unable to find funding for at least two of the highlights during the next 
fiscal year.  If this is indicative of the budgets they have for other programs and activities, it is 
clear there are serious problems with the existing finances they receive. 
 
We understand that Alberta’s Endangered Species Program had three years of committed 
funding.  We also understand that the program may not be funded after the three year funding 
commitment ends on March 31, 2002.  Some clarification of this by ASRD would be appreciated. 
 
The other accomplishment that was highlighted, and for which there is no funding commitment 
for, is the ‘plan to address freshwater fishing pressure by producing a fisheries reinvestment 
strategy to ensure the recovery and maintenance of healthy fish stocks’.  Communications from 
Fisheries Management reveal that this plan currently lacks a funding commitment to implement 
it.  The department’s own description of this program is indicative of existing problems and the 
ability of Fisheries Management to manage Alberta’s fisheries with the budget constraints it is 
under. 
 
While we congratulate ASRD for developing this plan, just like the Whirling Disease 
Contingency Plan, unless the resources are available for implementing it, the value and benefits 
from developing the plan are almost non-existent! 
 

2) Increased Reliance on Recovery Plans for Native Fish Species 
As opposed to having the necessary data to recognize and respond to early warning signs of 
declining fish populations, the province has had to resort to “management and recovery plans” 
for many fish species.  Since the first “recovery plan” was implemented in 1995 for bull trout 
(i.e., our provincial fish), several more have had to be developed in response to severely 
depressed populations throughout large portions of these species range in Alberta (e.g., Arctic 
grayling, northern pike, and walleye).  We understand that provincial resource managers believe 
recovery plans for other species are also needed, but they don’t have the resources to develop and 
implement the plans.   The department also doesn’t have the resources to meet commitments in 
existing management and recovery plans.  For example, the bull trout recovery plan indicated 
that within five years of implementing it, a review of the plan would occur.   However, when it 
came time to conducting the review, and involving the public, the department indicated the 
commitment to the review for bull trout recovery efforts was ‘budget dependent’. 
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3) Baseline Fisheries Data and Mitigation of the Oldman River Dam  

The draft report released in October 2001 by the Oldman River Dam Environmental Advisory 
Committee indicated the Operational Policy for the ‘...Oldman River Dam must, first and 
foremost, focus on the protection of the aquatic and riparian environment of the Oldman River’, 
and that ‘Alberta Environment established criteria for monitoring the effectiveness of fisheries 
mitigative efforts.  The objective is "no net loss of fishing opportunity" and is evaluated based on 
six questions.  To date, the answers to the questions suggest a net loss of fisheries has occurred.’ 
 
Responses to four of the six questions in the draft report (available at 
<http://www3.gov.ab.ca/env/water.html>) revealed that the questions could not be answered 
because adequate baseline data had not been collected prior to the implementation of the 
mitigation program.  Clearly, the province has a role to insure that appropriate fisheries inventory 
data exist to allow the province to monitor the status of fish populations; however, when the 
province is the proponent of an activity, it becomes even more important that they dedicate 
sufficient resources to mitigation and monitoring programs so that they can properly evaluate the 
success of their own mitigation programs. 
 
The alternative is that unmitigated activities will erode away at the Alberta Advantage! 
 

4) Funding Pressures outside of Alberta Environments Current Fiscal Capacity 
Alberta Environment is unable to meet all of its responsibilities.  The department is constrained 
by funding pressures outside of its current fiscal capacity. 
 
For example, the province’s current surface water quality monitoring program does not meet 
public expectations.  Alberta Environment does not have a continuous, automated surface water 
quality network, even though managing water source quality is considered one of the most cost-
effective approaches to managing risks of drinking water contamination.  An investment of 
approximately $10 million is likely needed to provide an adequate surface water quality 
monitoring system across the province. 
 
A continuous, automated surface water quality network is important.  It would allow the province 
to monitor the water quality and would enhance response times to pollution problems.  It also 
helps protect the Alberta Advantage. 
 

5) Monitoring and mitigating the impacts of water diversions facilities that are owned and operated 
by Alberta Environment 
Alberta Environment (AENV) owns and operates water diversion structures on the Bow, 
Highwood, Oldman, Waterton, Belly and St. Mary rivers in southern Alberta as well as some 
tributaries (e.g., Willow Creek).  The main purpose for these diversion structures is to supply 
water for irrigation; however, they also provide water delivery for other purposes (e.g., some 
municipal water supplies). 
 
Although some of the diversion facilities have been operating for close to 100 years, little 
progress has been made on identifying such things as: 

a) the impacts of these major water diversions on downstream riverine habitats during low 
flow periods; 
b) the impacts and losses (e.g., species composition, timing of entrainment, etc.) of fish 
populations that become trapped in diversion canals during the irrigation season; and 



 

5 Trout Unlimited Canada SPC Presentation – January 28, 2002 

c) the effects of non-existing, or poorly designed, fish ladders at existing diversion weirs and 
dams. 

 
Although little progress has been made on evaluating the impacts of these AENV facilities and how 
they are operated, even less attention has been given to developing mitigation plans.  For example, 
the Interim Operating License AENV issued to itself to operate the Carseland Diversion on the 
Bow River had conditions that required a plan to be developed to address fish entrainment and fish 
passage at the Carseland Weir by December 31, 1997.  Although AENV extended the deadline to 
itself, until March 31, 2001, repeated requests to provide TUC with copies of those plans remain 
outstanding.  This past year AENV continued diverting water for extended periods, despite being  
unable to provide the minimum instream flows that their own studies indicated were required to 
protect downstream aquatic habitats.  They also failed to implement the studies which were needed 
to let them understand the impacts of the reduced river flow levels.  This also meant they also 
failed to implement mitigative efforts.  

 
As a result of the failure to monitor or mitigate their own impacts, there are also questions about 
whether or not AENV’s operation of these facilities is in compliance with the federal Fisheries Act.  
For example, until this past year AENV has failed to obtain a federal authorization allowing them 
to destroy fish when their irrigation diversion canals are dewatered at the end of the irrigation 
season in the fall. 

 
Balancing Resource Development and Resource Protection  
Finding the right balance between resource development and resource protection is something that 
will always spark a lot of debate.  However, when the Alberta Advantage is resting on a three-legged 
stool that has economic development, social issues, and environmental issues, as its three ‘legs’, it is 
appropriate that all three ‘legs’ receive adequate attention or the Alberta Advantage will topple to the 
floor! 
 
Just like industry is attracted to economic opportunities, industry (and the people that work for them) 
is also attracted to areas that provide the quality of life characteristics that they enjoy.  It’s no secret 
that people are attracted to the Eastern Slopes and foothill regions of the province.  One of the key 
attractions are the rivers and streams flowing through these areas.  However, just as they are 
powerful attractants for people, our river systems are also the lifelines of these areas.  They are often 
described as being similar to our own veins and arteries.  
 
It is critical that Albertans wisely manage and protect these lifelines.  Albertans look to themselves 
and to various groups and sectors when it comes to ensuring our rivers and streams receive the wise 
management that they deserve.   Clearly, groups like Trout Unlimited Canada play a role.   However, 
Albertans also look to their Government to play many roles.  Some of these roles include such things 
as: 

1)  monitoring water quality and fishery resources so that they have the information they need to be 
alerted to early warning signs of problems, and can avoid crisis management situations; 
2)  using science as the foundation for guiding resource management decisions; 
3)  providing leadership and guidance on issues; 
4)  enforcing, and ensuring high compliance levels with, existing policy and legislation; 
5)  consulting with, and helping to educate, the public on the challenges that face our natural 
resources; 
6)  maintaining highly capable staff resources who are knowledgeable and properly equipped to 
deal with problem situations; 
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7)  providing stewardship of our aquatic resources for future generations of Albertans; and 
8)  constantly working towards finding the proper balances between competing demands on our 
waters. 

 
However, in order to fulfill these roles, departments like Fisheries and Wildlife Management (SRD) 
and Alberta Environment need adequate financial resources.  We ask that the Alberta Government 
reconsider the budgets that are currently being allocated to aquatic resource management and 
protection and that careful consideration be given to all budget requests from Fisheries Management 
(SRD) and Alberta Environment. 
 
Trout Unlimited Canada - Committed to Problem-Solving and Cooperative Approaches 
The Alberta Council of Trout Unlimited Canada is the provincial branch of a national conservation 
organization dedicated to the conservation and wise use of coldwater resources.  We have 1,990 
members across the province and nine chapters in Alberta.  Last year our conservation program 
across the province was valued in excess of $1.5 million.  We are a volunteer-driven organization, 
supported by professional staff.  Our partners across the province range from Girl Guides and Boy 
Scouts, to landowners, to small businesses and major corporations, to government agencies and other 
non-government organizations. 
 
TUC has been active in the province for over 25 years.  We take great pride in our history of taking a 
cooperative approach to problem-solving.   We have a strong legacy of listening to the concerns of 
others and then working with them to find solutions.  When necessary, we also speak out publicly on 
issues impacting coldwater aquatic resources to help raise awareness about activities having negative 
impacts and about the importance of using science as the foundation for resource management 
decisions. 
 
In recent weeks there has been a fair amount of publicity about the use of litigation to solve water 
management issues and also about the importance of listening to the concerns of local Albertans.  
Our history clearly demonstrates our preference for addressing aquatic resource management 
problems. 
 
On behalf of TUC, and its members and chapters across Alberta, we thank the Standing Policy 
Committee on Energy and Sustainable Development for the opportunity for this presentation and 
look forward to continuing to work with the Government of Alberta and all Albertans to address the 
challenges that confront our aquatic resources.  We trust that the Alberta Government will find the 
resources necessary to address its responsibilities to protect and wisely manage our aquatic resources. 





Page 2 - Sept. 28, 2001, letter to Hon. Ralph Klein (Re: Financial commitment to resource management)

disease monitoring program is just a small part of a much larger problem that Alberta �s
aquatic resources have been encountering for many years.  Budget cutbacks to SRD and
Alberta Environment (AENV) are severely compromising the Alberta government �s ability to
effectively manage, and adequately protect , Alberta �s precious aquatic resources.

Examples of how these departments receive inadequate resources to effectively manage
aquatic resources are numerous, and so are the examples of the impacts.  The following are a
few selected examples of how these departments are underfunded.

1) After spending several years working with stakeholders to develop a contingency plan
to address whirling disease when it is found in Alberta,  the province did not have the
financial resources needed to examine whether the parasite is now present.  As a result,
the benefits of developing a contingency plan to respond to the discovery of the disease
are lost.
2) The Alberta government  does not have sufficient budgets to monitor fish populat ions
and the  responsibility for most fish population inventory and research has fallen on to
non-government organizations which are also underfunded. 
3) The province has a poor record of monitoring and mitigating the impacts of
government-owned and operated water diversions which result in fish entrainment and
degradation of fish habitat and water quality in our rivers and streams.
4) During a recent review of angling license fees in Alberta, the first recommendation from
the Advisory Committee (August 24, 2001 document) was that  � ...fisheries management
budgets from Provincial general revenues be enhanced to ensure that fish populations in
the Province are enhanced beyond the critically low numbers that have been observed
among a number of fish species throughout the province, for example walleye and pike. �

The impacts of a long and continued history of funding shortfalls are also becoming more and
more evident.  As opposed to having the necessary data to recognize and respond to early
warning signs of declining fish populations, the province has had to resort to  � management
and recovery plans �  for many fish species.  For example, since the first  � recovery plan �  was
implemented in 1995 for bull trout (i.e., our provincial fish), several more have had to be
developed in response to severely depressed populations throughout large portions of these
species range in Alberta (e.g., Arctic grayling, northern pike, and walleye).  We also
understand that provincial resource managers believe recovery plans for other species are also
needed, but they don � t have the resources to develop and implement the plans.

All of our organizations are asking your government to support Mr. Cardinal �s request to
Treasury for the funding that the Technical Panel for Alberta �s Whirling Disease Task Force
has identified is necessary.  We are also asking you allocate the necessary funds to SRD and
AENV to ensure that they have the resources necessary to properly manage and protect
Alberta �s most precious water resources.

We thank you for considering these requests and look forward to a positive response.




