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Water Conservation Objectives
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Water conservation objectives define the 
quantity and quality of water to remain in 

the river (or other water body)
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Water Act

• Defines reasons for which WCOs can 
be established

• Defines certain process for establishing

• A new relatively untested tool 
– in use in three rivers

• Scope for innovation and creativity
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Reasons for Establishing

From the Water Act:
(i) protection of a natural water body or 

its aquatic environment, or any part of 
them,

(ii) protection of tourism, recreational, 
transportation or waste assimilation 
uses of water, or

(iii) management of fish or wildlife
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Process for establishment

• Only “the Director” can establish

• Using information available

• A water management plan (even if 
approved by Cabinet) can only 
recommend
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Process (cont’d)

• Public consultation
- planning process may be sufficient
- notice

• Information available to the public
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Why are WCOs important?

• Define an desired balance between 
protecting the aquatic environment and 
water consumption (quantity)

• Consideration of:
- economic factors
- social factors
- ecological factors

• Determine how much water can be 
allocated

• Define desired water quality
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How can WCOs work?

• Can confirm the status quo
• Can be “targets”

- allocation
- restoration

• Can be variable flows
• Can be a single value 
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How can WCOs be implemented?

• Releases from dams
• “Cut-off” condition on licences
• Guide for allocation decisions

- allocation – gov’t “instream” licence 
with priority like any other licence
- restoration

- water conservation holdbacks 
(affects only licences with lower 
priority)
- other means
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Legal Aspects (holdbacks)

• Establish water conservation objective

• Create “instream flow” licence (only 
gov’t can hold)

• Withheld water attached to “instream 
flow” licence with priority of original 
licence (affects only lower priority 
licences)
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Some terminology

Sound similar, but are not the same
• Natural flow
• Instream flow needs
• Instream flow
• Minimum flows
• Instream objective
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Instream Flow Needs
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Scenario A1

Existing IO

Natural Flow

IFN
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Scenario Result

Existing IO

Natural Flow

IFN
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More terms

Water Management Plan
• flexible under Water Act
• Approved & “other”
• jurisdiction of Alberta Environment

Watershed Management Plan
• includes land management
• Land-use outside jurisdiction of AENV
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Phase One 
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The SSRB Experience

• Approved Water Management Plan
• Phases One & Two
• Priority issues
• Quantity mainly
• Avoid long cumbersome process
• Basin Advisory Committees
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Basin Advisory Committees

Red Deer River BAC

South Sask. River BAC
Bow River BAC

Oldman River BAC
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SSRB (cont’d)

Existing situation
• Minimum flows in southern tributaries

- WCOs in place
• Instream objectives

- Oldman River (dam releases, licences)
- Bow River (licences)
- Red Deer River (licences)

• “back fit” licences
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SSRB (cont’d)

BAC Recommendations on WCOs
• Flow restoration in general
Southern Tribs
• restoration WCO to be met by voluntary 

actions
Oldman River
• existing IO
• dam releases for riparian vegetation
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SSRB (cont’d)
Bow River
• Existing IO on “back fits” and 

applications
• Bearspaw to Carseland

- IFN as WCO
• Carseland to Bassano

- Existing IO
• Bassano to mouth

- Increase IO to 600 cfs from 400
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SSRB (cont’d)

South Saskatchewan
• 42.8 cms
• variable flows
• canoeing, fishing
Red Deer River
• WCO of 50% of IFN
• adjust if better information available
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Possible Directions

• WCO as an objective
- to change existing situation
- some % over/under existing flows 
or IOs or minimums
- interim, carry out research

• Adaptive management
• Knowledge gap: benefits or disbenefits 

of increments
• WCOs for water quality 
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Thank You & Good Luck!


