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designated Watershed Planning and 
Advisory Council (WPAC) for the 
North Saskatchewan River watershed, 
a regional level partnership created 
to facilitate action and stakeholder 
engagement in watershed issues at the 
regional level. Throughout the province 
there are eleven designated WPACs, 
each charged with the following three 
major responsibilities: preparing a “state 
of the watershed” report; preparing 
an Integrated Watershed Management 
Plan (IWMP); and undertaking ongoing 
information, education and consultation 
activities on watershed issues and 
management. 
 Since 2005, the NSWA has been 
working to complete an IWMP for 
the NSR watershed, a significant 
accomplishment and huge undertaking, 
which was completed in June 2012. 
Throughout this time the NSWA has also 
spearheaded and participated in a variety 
of other studies and reports, some of 
which include the following: 
• In 2009, the NSWA initiated the first 

sub-watershed planning project for 
the NSR basin in collaboration with 
local municipalities for the Vermilion 
River sub-watershed.

• The NSWA has participated in 
the development of the Water 
Management Framework for the 
Industrial Heartland and Capital 
Region.

• Along with local groups, the NSWA 
assisted with the completion of the 
Mayatan Lake State of the Watershed 
Report, which serves as a localized 
example of water management 
within the NSR.

 The completion of the IWMP signals 
a point of transition for this group. In 
order to achieve the goals outlined in 
the IWMP, the NSWA ideally will act 
as a bridging organization, bringing 
people together to develop various 
implementation initiatives, while expert 
working groups will be established to 
address priority tasks. As per the WFL 
strategy, completed IWMPs are submitted 
to the director appointed under the 
Water Act and final approval of a water 
management plan rests with the Minister 
of Environment and Sustainable Resource 
Development (ESRD). 
 On paper, the IWMP is a 
comprehensive document, and 
encompasses over a decade of scientific 
research, community collaboration and 

engagement, and public and stakeholder 
input. However, there is currently no 
statutory framework to ensure the 
recommended water management 
strategies are applied through legislation. 
As stated in the IWMP, “implementation 
of certain recommendations will be 
achieved through the voluntary choices 
and actions of individual decision 
makers in government, industry, 
municipalities, non-governmental 
organizations and other stakeholders. 
The value of the plan will only be 
realized to the extent that stakeholders, 
individually and in collaboration, act 
on the recommendations as there is no 
specific statutory framework yet in place 
to require adoption and implementation 
of IWMPs.” 
 It remains to be seen how the 
Minister of ESRD treats this valuable 
document and whether or not these 
recommendations will be incorporated 
in provincial land use plans. If the 
provincial government fails to heed 
these recommendations, it will be our 
loss indeed. Both the board of directors 
and the staff of the NSWA are made 
up of highly educated and experienced 
individuals coming from a wide variety 
of backgrounds. The expertise, tenacity, 
and commitment this group has devoted 
to completing the IWMP is commendable 
and worth both recognizing and 
celebrating.
   
                                   - Madeline Wilson

Howse Pass Highway: the 
Ridiculous National Park Highway 
Proposal that Refuses to Die
 One would assume that a proposal 
to blast a major new highway through 
the heart of wilderness lands in Banff 
National Park would be laughed off 
as a fantasy from a past era in which 
civilization was measured in numbers 
of asphalt superhighways. But plans to 
build a highway from Saskatchewan 
River Crossing across Howse Pass 
and into B.C. – plans which have 
been around since the 1940s – simply 
refuse to die. And with a current 
federal government that has already 
demonstrated its willingness to put 
economic considerations far above 
ecological integrity in national parks 
(see the approval of Brewster’s notorious 
“Discovery Walk” in Jasper National 
Park), who is to say that these proposals 

will not be received more positively this 
time around?
 The Howse Pass highway – described 
by the Red Deer Advocate as “a bad 
idea that won’t go away” – made the 
news once again in July 2012 when 
Rick Strankman, Wildrose MLA for 
Stettler-Drumheller, announced that the 
highway “could be a tremendous benefit” 
to the economy of his riding (Red Deer 
Advocate July 12, 2012). Incredibly, he 
made the extravagant, If not outrageous, 
claim that such a development could be 
blasted through a national park “with 
minimal impact on the environment.” 
Conservative MPs  Blaine Calkins 
(Wetaskiwin) and Blake Richards (Wild 
Rose) quickly added their support to the 
proposals.
 In an April 2004 Wild Lands Advocate 
article (Howse Pass Highway Dream 
Lives On), Herb Kariel described a 
previous proposal to build the deeply 
unpopular highway. The cost in 1984 
dollars was estimated at $200 million, 
a cost that in today’s dollars would be 
more than doubled.  That proposal came 
to nought, and hopefully the current 
proposal will go the same way.
 Renewed calls to build the “Highway 
that Refuses to Die” point to a 2005 
pre-feasibility study commissioned for 
the Red Deer Chamber of Commerce, 
Clearwater County, Lacombe County 
and Alberta Economic Development, 
which concluded that there would be a 
generous economic benefit that would 
significantly outweigh the costs of 
construction. The highway would slice 
through the ecologically-sensitive Banff 
National Park for “a mere 34 kilometers,” 
apparently. In a peculiar twist of logic, 
the report found that the highway would 
be beneficial in part because “In the short 
term, some traffic would be diverted 
away from current routes through the 
National Parks.” Of course the study did 
not take into account the environmental 
and social costs of building a highway 
across one of Canada’s premier national 
parks. I would think those costs would be 
very significant, perhaps astronomical.
 Fortunately, construction of the 
highway is in no way imminent. 
Legislative obstacles include an Act of 
Parliament passed by a previous Liberal 
government, which made it illegal to put 
a road through the pass. Although the 
federal government was happy to dismiss 
opposition to the Brewster Discovery 
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Walk (including a 180,000-signature 
petition against the development), it 
would be hard to ignore the immense 
opposition that such an ill-considered 
highway would arouse.
 Let’s hope that common sense will 
prevail, but for the time being, the 
proposed Howse Pass highway is what 
the Red Deer Advocate likens to “an 
annoying mosquito in the bedroom that 
just won’t go away.”
   
                                          - Nigel Douglas

State of Canada’s Declining Bird 
Populations Warrants Urgent 
Conservation Action  
Although Canada is currently home 
to 451 species of birds, conservation 
action is required to ensure that the most 
vulnerable of these birds persist in the 
future. According to a report released in 
June 2012, almost half (44 percent) of 
all bird species found in Canada have 
experienced population declines since 
1970 and Canada’s total breeding bird 
population has decreased by 12 percent. 
Published by Environment Canada 
on behalf of the North American Bird 
Conservation Initiative, The State of 
Canada’s Birds 2012 compiles population 
data gathered by professionals and 
citizens over the last 40 years. These 
findings serve to 
reinforce the fact 
that, like so much 
of Canada’s wildlife 
populations, human 
activity has heavily 
influenced the current 
health of Canada’s bird 
species.  
 Overall, it was 
found that grasslands 
birds, migratory 
shorebirds and aerial 
insectivores (birds 
that eat flying insects) 
have experienced 
the most severe 
population declines. 
The cause of these 
declines was mainly 
attributed to habitat 
loss and degradation 
due to oil and gas 
development, forestry, 
intensive agriculture, 
wetland drainage, 
urban expansion and 

climate change. It was also found that 
populations of waterfowl, raptors and 
colonial seabirds are increasing due in 
large part to successful conservation 
initiatives, careful management, 
habitat protection and reductions in 
environmental contaminants. 
 Of particular concern, populations 
of grasslands birds have declined by 
an average of 45 percent since 1970. 
In Alberta, less than one percent of the 
Grasslands Natural Region is formally 
protected in any way, despite the fact 
that 75 percent of species at risk in 
the province rely upon grasslands 
habitat. The prairies are some of the 
most intensively altered landscapes 
in Canada; due to intensive land use 
and conversion, more than 70 percent 
of native prairies and wetlands have 
been destroyed. Endangered grassland 
species such as the greater sage-grouse 
require immediate habitat protection and 
restoration to prevent their imminent 
extirpation. 
 In central and northern Alberta, the 
Western Boreal region provides important 
wetland habitat for migratory shorebirds, 
songbirds, and water fowl. Wetlands face 
many threats throughout Alberta and the 
rest of Canada. The rate of wetland loss 
is alarming. It is estimated that 80 acres 
(about 45 soccer fields) of wetlands are 

lost every day due to wetland drainage 
for agriculture and development, 
pollution, invasive non-native species, 
and drought. 
 Bird population health is a gauge 
of ecosystem health. Therefore, it’s 
important to pay attention to and react 
to such trends. The earlier we identify 
population declines and implement 
recovery plans for species at risk, the 
more effective and beneficial our actions 
will be in conserving entire ecosystems. 
At the highest level, the provincial 
government needs to do more, to take 
immediate action, to protect these 
landscapes. Past conservation initiatives 
have proven successful in improving bird 
populations, but further bird conservation 
projects that incorporate national and 
international cooperation are required to 
conserve habitat and address threats. By 
setting aside land to protect endangered 
species such as the sage-grouse in 
southern Alberta, myriad species-at-risk 
will benefit. This report is a call to action 
for all Canadians across all sectors to 
protect our wildlife and their habitat now. 
Let’s hope this important report, like so 
many others, will not be left to gather 
dust on the shelf.
   
                                     - Madeline Wilson
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