Around the Next Bend
— the Future of the Sturgeon

The canoe sidesinto the Sturgeon River. Roger Belley pushes off and starts paddling.

As parks co-ordinator for the City of St. Albert, Belley isthe go-to guy for almost
anything environmental in the area. He has the passion of a pastor, the body of a Hell’s Angdl,
and atattoo of atree on hisarm. He's also willing to do anything to promote the Sturgeon River,
which iswhy he's commandeered two city workers and atruck to drag this canoe across town so
areporter could shoot a picture of himinit.

He says he goes out in the boat four times ayear to pluck trash out of the river. “Look at
these weeds,” he says, lifting atangle of them with his paddle. Weeds choke the river with
excessive growth, he says, and the fuel for that growth comes from everywhere: farmers who use
too much fertilizer, homeowners who water their lawns every day, cities and counties that
approve housing in riparian zones. And look at how shallow theriver is here, he adds. Why isit
likethat? Isit the gravel companies upstream? The city’s own silt?

It s useless to point the finger at any one of these groups, he argues. “We're looking for
someone to blame, [yet] everyone on this watershed is responsible for what is happening to it,”

he says.
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“We have met the enemy, and heisus.”

Right now, he says, the people in the Sturgeon watershed are like 10 farmerson a
common field. Each has the potential to wreck the commons, but no oneis talking to each other
to see how they can preserveit. The only way to break thistragedy of the commons, he says, is
to work together as a commons.

No one can solve the problems we' ve identified in this story on their own. One farmer,
one oil driller, one miner or one homeowner — each has the power to despoil the Sturgeon, but
none individually hasthe power to protect it. The river doesn’t stop at the edge of their
properties, and blithely ignores the jurisdictional boundaries of their governments.

Thisstory isalist of problemsin search of a solution, and that solution will by necessity
require change in the way Albertans think about water in their lives. No matter what plans and
policies the provincial government makes, it will not win the fight to save its waters unlessit can
change the hearts and minds of ordinary people. Hard choices and hard work lie ahead for
Albertansif they want afuture for the Sturgeon and alife forever blessed with water. Making
those choices and doing that work is beyond anyone, but perhaps not beyond everyone —
together, as a community. Implementing an initiative like Water for Life will mean living alife
of water, one where people re-examine how they use their rivers and think and plan for the
future.

In this chapter, we will briefly examine the policy, research, and financial resources the
province has committed to implement Water for Life. We'll then look around the next bend of
Water for Life at the strategy’ s ultimate goals, and how Albertanswill haveto live lives of water

if they want to protect their riversin the future.
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Managing the Sturgeon, End to End

Water for Life hasalot of potential, but that’s al it has right now: potential. If the
province buys water licenses and takes the lead in water stewardship, it could guarantee reliable
water suppliesfor its farms and factories. If it reconsidersitslicensing system and slows down
industrial growth, it can have its massive surpluses without sacrificing its environment. And if it
fully funds upgrades to its water systems and continues to lead its communities towards greater
water efficiency, it will forever have clean, safe water in itstaps.

Realizing this potential requires political will, will that is supposed to be mobilized by the
watershed planning and advisory councils. These trans-governmental forums are designed to
bring people together, share resources, and create common solutions to watershed problems.
Under the leadership of the Provincial Watershed Council (appointed in 2004), these groups will
supposedly feature representatives from all partiesin each watershed, and will hopefully create
management plans detailing how each basin will use its water in a sustainable fashion.* Details
are vague at this point, but judging from similar laws in other jurisdictions (such as Ontario’s
Clean Water Act), the plans would involve afull and continuous assessment of watershed
conditions, a strategy for dealing with water problemsin the area, and awater budget that
establishes who gets what water. The councils will then hand over the plans to the province for
implementation into law. There are three watershed councils in operation as of thiswriting (the
Bow/South Saskatchewan, the North Saskatchewan (represented by the NSWA), and the
Oldman), with eight more planned over the course of Water for Life.

Making the councils watershed-based makes them more accountabl e to residents of the
watershed, say Water for Life observers, and should give the councils better knowledge of each

watershed’ s specific environmental problems, economic resources, and political dynamics. It
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should aso give local residents more of a stake in water conservation plans, since they will have
helped make them.

The councils have one glaring flaw: they have no power to enforce their decisions. The
councils don’t have the authority or the manpower to take over enforcement of environmental
regulations, Tracy Scott of the NSWA explains. Instead, he says, they rely on peer pressure,
public exposure and consensus decision making to push watershed inhabitants to act.
Municipalities can implement decisions through bylaws, he notes, and the councils can also call
in Alberta Environment for enforcement action when needed. In the end, though, the councils
power will come from the people it represents. “If the average citizen begins to understand some
of these [environmental] issues and realizes that, ‘Y’ know, that [illegal] wetland drainage is
going to hurt our water quality,” they’ re gonna start holding their authorities’ feet to the fire and
pushing their MLAs and MPsto get some enforcement.” Note that it is the provincial
government that has legally responsibility for the protection of Alberta’s waters under Water for
Life?

Still, several personsinterviewed, including Tracy Scott and David Schindler, hoped the
councils would one day have enforcement powers on par with those of the Ontario Conservation
Authorities, which can pass bylaws and levy fines. Water for Life spokespersons Kate Rich and
Rob Harrison say this could happen, but not in the near future.

Although lacking in legal teeth, the councils do act as much-needed forums for Albertans
to discuss the future of their province. “ Albertans should be figuring out right now what kind of
province they want because it can’t continue to grow at the same rate it has been,” warns Henry
Vaux Jr., an international water policy expert at the University of Berkely, California. “Y ou have

to decide if you want a Los Angeles-style urban area between Calgary and Edmonton, or [if] you
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want to focus on agriculture to help feed an increasingly hungry world and protecting the natural
resources.”®

“Can we [afford to be] pouring a precious commodity called water on hay?’ asks Lorne
Fitch of Cows and Fish, voicing just one of the many water-related policy questions facing
Alberta. Should farmers grow water-intensive crops like potatoes and sugar beetsin the
water-scarce south, especially since most of them and the water they contain are being exported
out of the province? Should homeowners water their lawns all day with tap water, or should they
use rainwater or treated sewage instead?

Each watershed has different problems and resources, and will answer these questionsin
different ways. The Water for Life Strategy should eventually create a council for every
watershed in the province to answer those questions. If local residents have their way, one of
those watersheds will be the Sturgeon.

In June 2005, a group of about 50 environmentalists, including many of the people
interviewed in this story, proposed the creation of a Sturgeon Watershed Advisory Council,
designed to help the people of the Sturgeon pool their resources to protect their rivers. The
council was still in the preliminary stages as of thiswriting, but seemsto have the support of
many Sturgeon residents and the NSWA.

“We're asking the 10 farmers to come into aroom,” Belley says, referring to the
metaphorical tragedy of the commons. “We're saying, ‘Let’slook for solutions together.””

“1 have seen with my own eyes kids jumping off the trestle bridge [in St. Albert] into the
water,” he says. “What will it take for us to swim in the Sturgeon River again? What will it take

for us to see abundant schools of fish in there?”

Around the Next Bend — The Future of the Sturgeon 71



The Search for Answers

A few blocks upstream, one person is searching for an answer to that question.

Dave Burkhart sweeps through the man-high grass by the Big Lake Environment Support
Society (BLESS) Summer Nature Shelter on the banks of the Sturgeon. He' s looking for signs of
an experiment BLESS started in the spring.

Hefinds one at last: aslender willow frond, just afoot high, marked with ayellow tag. A
tiny green shoot sticks out of it, showing that it has taken root.

Thefrond is part of the River Edge Enhancement Project (REEP), ajoint project between
BLESS and the City of St. Albert to restore natural vegetation to the riverbank in the city.

The frond was part of an experiment to see what kinds of plants they should use. Results
were mixed, Burkhart says; half the fronds died, but since some survived, the experiment
suggests that REEP could take root.

A tree-filled riparian zone would reduce soil erosion and fertilizer runoff, increase shade,
and enhance fish and wildlife habitat in the river, Burkhart says. City Council agreed to fund
some of the project in fall 2005, and planned to plant a small demonstration garden in summer
2006 to continue the experiment.

REEP isjust one example of some of the basic research Albertans need to do in order to
make Water for Life work, and that the watershed councils will hopefully co-ordinate. Effective
water management needs to be backed by hard science, and right now the province' s backup has
some huge holesin it. Scientists think the province have more groundwater than surface water,
for example, but don’t know whereit is, how quickly it's disappearing, or what’s affecting it.*
Alberta Environment has just 300 test wells to monitor the province’ s entire groundwater supply,

about half the number Manitoba has.”> The NSWA report identifies similar gapsin the province's
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knowledge of freshwater fish, plant life, land use, cattle density, and water quality — in fact,
Alberta Environment and Environment Canada have a mere five stations monitoring water
quality in the entire North Saskatchewan basin.®

The Bow, North Saskatchewan, and Oldman councils have all completed comprehensive
environmental assessments of their watersheds, giving them the baseline data they’ |l need to
create water management plans. The Bow basin council has assembled a draft water management
plan based on this data, and should have it finished in the next few years.”

Alberta s watershed councils are also fleshing out their knowledge of wetlands and
riparian zones (the sponges and filters of watersheds). The province is currently working on a
wetlands inventory and management strategy, and should have both ready in afew years. Tracy
Scott of the NSWA applauds this. Currently, he explains, the province does not have a
comprehensive map of its existing wetlands, or any idea of how much wetland it haslost to
development. Evidence suggests that the province has already |ost an immense amount; one
study found that Calgary had eliminated 90 per cent of all wetlands that existed in its boundaries

before settlement in just over a century

The Search for Cash

Thisresearch will need alot of money, and Lorne Fitch of Cows and Fish says he's not
convinced the province will spend it. “ Success comesin dollars, and | haven’t seen much
evidence of avolume of money being put into [Water for Life] to make it functional.”

As discussed, watershed management won'’t come cheap; Alberta needs hundreds of
millions of dollarsto upgradeits water systems alone, and more on top of that to buy land and

compensate farmers and industrialists to protect its river ecosystems.

Around the Next Bend — The Future of the Sturgeon 73



The province claimsit will spend about $1 billion on Water for Life over the next decade.
According to spokesperson Kate Rich, the province has spent about $18 million so far, and has
budgeted about $80 million for 2005-06 (most of which will go towards regional water systems).
She adds that thisisin addition to funds the government is already directing towards water
management (such as the daily operations of Alberta Environment). A chunk of this money
(about $8 million) went towards the Alberta Ingenuity Centre for Water Research, a partnership

between the universities of Calgary, Lethbridge and Alberta designed to bring together the

A billi T province' s top minds to do the research on
illion. . . is that a lot~

It's hard to say, since we don'’t know watersheds, water ecology, drinking water, and
the extent of Alberta’s water problems
yet, and there aren’t many programs
we can compare it to.

economics.’

The most comparable case is probably
New York City. It budgeted about U.S. Seeking the Right Price
$1.5 billion over 10 years to manage its

water from the Catskill Mountains. Increasingly, those top scholars are saying
About a quarter of that (about $250
million) went towards buying land from that economics will play acritical rolein resolving

farmers to protect riparian zones, and
another quarter went towards public
education, partnerships with
environmental groups and upgrades to

the province' swater crisis.

water systems (Winfield and Benevides Here's aquick economics lesson. The
18-20; World Water Assessment ) o
Programme 178, Postel and Richter world, as we' ve mentioned, has afinite supply of
174).

water and an infinite demand for it. According to
On one hand, New York is much
smaller than Alberta, implying that the economic theory, supply falls as demand rises, and
province is not spending enough. On
the other, New York has about three
times more people than Alberta,
suggesting that Alberta is spending too

to regulate both, you set aprice. Ideally, you want

to set your price at the exact point where demand

much.

A billion dollars isn’t a huge chunk of and supply intersect; any higher, and you have
Alberta’s wealth, but it is still a

significant one. excess supply (bad, if you want maximum
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productivity); any lower, and you have excess demand (also bad, due to shortages).

Economists say the world has awater crisis because it has set the price of water too low,
creating excess demand and water shortages. Indeed, traditionally, most people say water should
not have aprice at al; it should be “free.” Unfortunately, since people use prices to judge value,
saying that water is“free” impliesthat thereisno cost to using or abusing it — “priceless”
means “worthless.” Surprising as it sounds, some of the greenest people and groups out there,
including Postel, Schindler, and the United Nations, say that the best way to protect the world's
pricel ess water resources is to put a price on water.

The technical term is“full-cost accounting,” explains Christine Brown, an economist and

councillor for the City of St. Albert. It'sasimple

concept: the money you pay to use a unit of water The cost of cheap water

should cover all the costs society incurred in When utilities charge less than the full
cost of their water, they don't get the

money they need to keep their delivery

producing that unit for you. systems running smoothly.

When you pay your water bill, you're not The National Roundtable on the

N Environment and the Economy (an
paying the full cost for your water. The utility independent federal advisory board)
says that Canadians will have a water
excludes many costsincurred by the government, the | maintenance debt of about $70-90
billion by 2016 (Brandes and Ferguson,

company, other people and the environment in Flushing, 22).

producing your water, so it subsidizes your water use.

Say, for example, you buy 100 litres of water to wash your car. In doing so, you don’t
compensate your neighbour, even though she doesn’t have those 100 litres for her car now that
you've taken it, nor do you pay for polluting the water with soap and dirt (unless you break a
pollution law), even though you’ ve made the water unfit for human use, contributed to algae

bloomsin local lakes, and probably reduced fish habitat. Nor do you have to pay for
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wear-and-tear on the sewer system or investments in purification systems to clean the water

when it returns to the treatment plant. All you actually pay for is what the water company

decided to charge for delivering the water to your door, and (as discussed below) that priceis

often set artificially low.

When the priceiswrong, people don’t treat water right, and waste it in extravagant ways.

Canadians waste a tremendous amount of water. Canada ranks 28" out of 29 in terms of water

withdrawn for all purposes among OECD™ nations— only the Americans take more.** Even if

you cut out everything but domestic use, Canadians are still just as bad, using an average of 335

litres per person per day for domestic purposes, more than the U.S., Australia, Japan, Belgium,

Denmark, France, and the U.K. Canadians also flush about a third of that water down the toilet

(four times more than rest of the world).'? And Canada has been getting worse over the years; its

overall water use shot up 26 per cent from 1980-2001. In contrast, Sweden, Denmark, Poland,

and the U.S. all cut their use over that same period.™

How much for a cubic meter?

According to Alberta Environment. . .

A cubic meter of . . .

... Costs

Water (in Edmonton)

$1.14 (per cubic meter)

Coca Cola

$700 (at $0.25 a can)

Skim milk

$880 (at $0.88 a litre)

Tim Horton’s coffee

$3,800 (at $1.14 a cup)

Gasoline

$700 (at $0.70 a litre)

Bottled water

$2,000 (at $2.00 a litre)

“We're the cheapest in the
world right now,” in terms of price per
litre, says water expert Kevin Hall,
professor of environmental engineering
and head of the Centre for Water and
the Environment at Queen’s University,

Ont. In Canada, he notes, a cubic meter

of water costs about 40 cents. “ That’ s like 2,000 bottles of Dasani,” he notes, referring to the

bottled-water brand. In Europe, it’s about six dollars. “What’ s wrong with that picture?’ he asks.
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The cost of commercial water in Alberta also makes for a strange picture: it sfree.
Currently, notes Alan Hingston of Alberta Environment, it costs zero dollarsto divert any
amount of water in Alberta. The government charges about $90 in administrative feesfor a

f.1% Nor

license to divert up to 63 million litres of water, he says, but nothing for the water itsel
does it charge for what’' s done to that water: you can inject it underground for thousands of years
or fill it full of urban and agricultural pollutants, and as long as you don’t break the law, you can
harm the environment for free.

Giving people afreeride on pollution subsidizes their water use, encouraging waste and
inefficiency, say people like Maurice Strong (a member of the World Water Commission). There
are al sorts of water-saving technologies out there, Strong argues, but they’ re expensive, and
people won'’t buy them unless water is also expensive. ™

People aso lose a tremendous amount of money to water waste. The ecological services
provided by the world’ srivers are believed to be worth about $16-54 trillion ayear (roughly
egual to the world’ s total economic output in the mid-90s), yet the world attaches almost no
penalty to water uses that threaten those services.'®

If people charged a proper price for water, economists say, they’d save alot of it.
Slapping a bigger price tag on water will help people better gauge the value of what they use and

how they use it. For example, most Sturgeon

Water-smart Edmonton

residents pay about $1.14 for a cubic meter of water, , -
A study of 20 major Canadian cities

according to EPCOR, or more than twice the by Brandes and Ferguson found that
Edmonton was the fifth-most
water-efficient city in the country,
coming in behind Winnipeg, Iqualuit,
_ i Yellowknife, and Charlottetown.

was last (Flushing 27-28).

Canadian average. Not coincidentally, Sturgeon

food, drink and other chores, or about half the
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Canadian average.'” They’ re also charged on avolume rate (use more, pay more), not aflat one,
and Environment Canada studies suggest that communities that charge aflat rate use 74 per cent
more water than those that charge volume rates.'® Those same studies also suggest that water use
goes down as the number of water meters goes up, suggesting that monitoring deters use.
Edmonton, for example, uses about 198 litres per head per day and has 100 per cent metering;
Calgary uses about twice as much at 339 litres and has about half as much metering at 57 per
cent.*®

Unfortunately, Brown notes, a proper, full-cost price for water would probably bereally,
really high, possibly too high for most politicians to stomach. Researchers have yet to agree on
how to calculate full-cost (what should you charge for habitat degradation, for example?), but
one study estimates that the full cost of water would be about 16 to 55 per cent higher than what
most jurisdictions currently charge for it, depending on how it was calculated, meaning that a
typical water bill would almost double in size under afull-cost system.?

The easiest way to charge the full cost of water, Brown says, would be to pick atarget for
water consumption and to raise the price until we hit that target. By setting a price, she says, you
acknowledge that water actually has value and does need to be respected. The price set (and the
amount of conservation achieved) would reflect the value placed on water, and help people make
more rational decisions on its use. Other thinkers have suggested taxing certain uses of water (i.e.
wasteful ones) more than others or tacking a per-litre charge onto every water license.

There does seem to be some support amongst Canadians for higher water prices; one
survey found that 60 per cent of respondents in western Canada agreed that their government
should charge them the full cost of water (although it did not investigate how respondents

defined “full cost”).?
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Many Alberta communities have already recognized the costs of undercharging for water,
and have started cutting back their use. Edmonton, for example, has saved about $150 million in
expansion costs to its water and sewer systems through widespread water education and
higher-than-average water prices?? Drumheller, famed for its dinosaur bones, spent $220,000 on
low-flow showerheads and saved $2 million on water upgrades. Cochrane, a small southern town
known for itsice cream, cut its consumption by 15 per cent using asimilar strategy, eliminating
its need to build a multimillion-dollar water pipeline.

The officia provincia waterworks study found that there was immense potential for
Albertans to improve their water efficiency. Tuscon, Arizona, it pointed out, actually usesless
water than Lethbridge, Alberta, despiteitsdrier climate. The study said a 16 per cent reduction in
Alberta’ s overall water consumption would cut maintenance costs by about 16 per cent.?*

Technically, Hall says, Canadians don’t have to reduce their water use. “From an
engineering perspective, we're pretty smart,” he says; we can treat, collect, and move enough
water to suit even our most extravagant needs. “That’ s not the issue. It’'s a question of, one,
should we do that, and two, who' s going to pay for it?

“We're custodians of all thiswater,” he says. “Isit ours as Canadians to trash and

pollute?’

A Lifefor Water

Everything about Water for Life, Belley says, isall about getting people to ask questions
like that and to take another look at the place of water in thelr lives. “The [NSWA] isasking all
of us, ‘how can we be 10 per cent better? ” People need sand and salt on winter roads, he says as

an example, but could use less of it (and save money) if they drove more safely and took the bus
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to reduce traffic. “Yes, we need gravel, but do | really need a pad for my motor-home that’s 100
by 20 feet?’

Effective watershed management, he argues, does not come through a flood of
legidation, but through the drip-by-drip process of individual change — people collecting
rainwater for their lawns, cottagers learning about riparian zones from groups like Cows and
Fish, and young children planting trees and painting yellow fish on sewer grates (advising people
not to dump chemicals down them).

The ultimate goal of Water for Life is embedded in its name: having water for life means
living alife of water, one where we treat it as we would lifeitself, whichitis. Therapid
development and wasteful practices we' ve seen in the last few chapters strongly suggest that we
are not doing this. We are promoting our own economic growth at the expense of our water
systems.

In our quest for better living standards, writes Sandra Postel, the nearest thing the water
world has to a philosopher, we have come to view water as aresource there for the taking, rather
than aliving system that powers the natural world we depend on.?®> Managing water like this, she
arguesis “like cutting off the flow of blood to one part of the body in order to send it to another
— theliving entity suffers, and depending on where the diversion takes place, may not survive.”

Sheis one of the many scholars (including Schindler and de Villiers) calling on people to
adopt awater ethic, alifestyle that makes the protection of water ecosystems the central goal in
al they do, and that values people and the natural world in equal measure.?® Until people start
treating water, lakes, and rivers as living things to be respected, rather than resources to be
exploited, she argues, they will not be able to use them in a sustainable way. Postel says current

water policies and licensing systems put human needs above ecosystem survival; if industries

80 End to End



need water, they divert more of it, without necessarily thinking of the consequences for the
environment. The ecological disaster of the Aral Sea (drained to near-nothingness by irrigation
diversions) isjust one example of this, she says.

Postel argues that adopting awater ethic would mean protecting water whenever possible
by doing all the good environmental practicesidentified in thiswork: preserving riparian zones,
installing low-flow showerheads and not injecting water deep underground. On an individual
level, this would mean people reducing their individual impact on their watersheds (e.g.
showering for 10 minutes instead of 20).%” On agovernment level, it could mean creating an
“ecosystem support allocation,” a designated quantity and quality of water set aside for the
environment that has priority over all other allocations except those for basic human needs?® She
asserts that these changes would legally and symbolically put water and human life on equal
footing, institutionalize the protection of our water ecosystems, and preserve our waters for the
future.

Some Sturgeon residents have adopted Postel’ s Tao of water, and have started changing
thelir lives to protect the river. Roger Belley, for example, used to be a green-lawn guy. “When |
lived in Morinville [north of St. Albert] | wanted the greenest, richest grassin the
neighbourhood,” he says, and would throw on the sprinkler as soon as he got home from work.
Y ears of working with and learning about the environment convinced him to change his ways.
Today, he doesn’t water hislawn at all — he’sreplaced it with natural vegetation that not only
needs much less water, but also (in thiswriter’ s opinion) looks a heck of alot more interesting.
It's called xeriscaping, he says, and it’s catching on in North America.

Blodgett has gone further than most in adopting awater ethic. She says she sees herself

not just as aresident of the Sturgeon, but as a part of theriver itself. “1 pretend I’m a molecule of
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water or afish,” she says, “and | imagine what’ s happening to me when I'm in that river. | look
at it fromtheinside.” That perspective has motivated her to become a more active citizen, one
who questions local officials constantly and tries to hold them accountable for their actions.
“You can’'t be an environmentalist without being an activist,” she says, “since [what happensto
the environment] affects our children.”

People like Belley and Blodgett are ararity right now, but there are signs that the ethic of
water istaking root in Alberta. The Oldman River Dam Advisory Committee (located in the
South Saskatchewan basin), for example, monitors the operations of one of Alberta’ slargest
water diversion projects (the Oldman River Dam). It found that the protection of the Oldman
River’ sriparian and aquatic environments should be the dam’ stop priority — a surprising
conclusion, considering the dam’ s original purpose was to support local farmers— and that in
times of drought the dam’ s water supply should go towards maintaining the river’s health before
any license holders.?® Water for Lifeitself promotes awater ethic by putting environmental
protection on the same footing as economic growth and emphasizing that human success
depends on watershed health.*°

Belley adds that he’ s seeing more and more people coming to him and asking how they
can help protect the Sturgeon. Recently, for example, he helped the St. Albert Fish and Game
Association weed 70 bags of thistle out of the Sturgeon. The group had approached him to ask
what they could do to protect fish habitat in the region.

“We are now talking about something called ‘ Thistle Dismissal,’” Belley says, “where
you may win $1,000 if you produce a certain amount of thistle from our river. That is how

determined these folks are to protect it.”
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Blodgett is similarly proud of the small army of volunteers that watch over the Sturgeon
in St. Albert. Y ears ago, she recalls, she stood on the BLESS Observational Platform and saw
that Big Lake was full of trash, some of it so covered with algae it looked amost alien. “So |
said, ‘Okay, let’s play agame: what is that unidentified submerged object [USO, aplay on
UFQ]?” That joke spurred the creation of the Spruce Up the Sturgeon cleanup, which attracts
about a hundred volunteers each year.

“There is something out there called, ‘ community,’” she says, “and when it happens, it’s

amazing.”

The Next Bend

Thefate of Alberta swaterslieslargely in the hands of its people. Through their sewage,
industries, and farms, they can drain and despoil them; through their technology, ingenuity, and
conservation, they could save them.

Sturgeon residents can make the Sturgeon River ‘mighty’ once again, Blodgett says, but
it will take time. She notes that after 40 years of cleanup people can now swim in parts of
notoriously polluted lower Hudson River in New Y ork, something that hasn’t been possible for
amost 50 years.!

“If my father got fish back into the Thames River [in England] after the war, we can save
thisriver,” she says.

How ‘mighty’ depends on how much time, money and effort residents put into it, and
how much Mother Nature co-operates. By the early *80s, for example, unchecked economic
growth had changed the Rhine River into the sewer of Europe. Agricultural and industrial

effluent had killed off about 23 species of fish in theriver, and oxygen levels were so low
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biologists declared the river ecologically dead. The coup-de-grace came in 1986 when the waters
literally ran red due to a massive chemical spill, one that obliterated the river’ s fish and made it
undrinkable. But the Europeans sprang to action. United under the International Commission for
the Protection of the Rhine, they created an international management plan for the wholeriver,
restored wetlands, removed dams and slashed pollution however they could, spending billionsin
the process.3? Four years later, fish had returned to the river.

Residents will probably never see lake sturgeon in the Sturgeon again, say local
scientists, unless natural flowsin it rise dramatically, but they could see more of other fish and
wildlife by protecting riparian zones, reducing withdrawals, better cleaning their wastewater and
better educating people about the river’s importance.® It could take millions of dollars. It could
take years. But it could, given enough of both, work.

Lake sturgeons are actually alot like the Sturgeon River: they’re old, ugly as heck, and a
vital part of the Sturgeon’s heritage and environment. The fish are dmost crocodilian in
appearance, with tiny eyes, abig, flat long snout, and rows of shield-like plates covering their
bodies3* Y et they’ re also capable of shows of great beauty, often rocketing right out of the
water, the sun sparkling on their smooth skin.*® It was the great numbers of them and other fish
that drew settlers to the Sturgeon a century ago — indeed, since they live for over a hundred
years, some of the sturgeon today may have witnessed those early days. Today, they are almost
gone from Alberta due to pollution and over-fishing, but if Albertans change their ways, and take
care of their waters, they may yet survive.

We can't say at this point what lies ahead for the sturgeon, the Sturgeon, or Water for

Life— it'ssimply too early totell. We don’t know how much it will cost to restore Alberta’'s
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watersheds, or how soon doing so will have an effect. But we do know the power of collective
action.

Water for Lifeis not the solution to Alberta’ swater crisis— itisacall to armsto find
one. It isachallenge to Albertans to recognize the fact that, for the first time in history, human
activity is determining the fate of the world’ s water supply, rather than just nature.®® Albertans
have the money, technology, knowledge and manpower to protect their waters for future
generations, and could use Water for Life as aforum and structure to channel them through.
None of that will happen, however, unless they and the residents of the Sturgeon recognize the

importance of water in their lives and to will their |leaders and themselves to action.

Epilogue

Robert Lema wades out of the Sturgeon River, headed home. He reaches down into the
toe-deep water and picks up what looks like ablack skipping stone: afreshwater clam. It’s been
eaten, he notes, but it’sasign of life that was once here, and, perhaps, could come again.

“Theriver ispart of my life,” he says. “People live here because of it.”
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