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Lake Winnipeg’s 25,000 square kilometers is only a drop in the water. This massive lake’s watershed includes four Canadian provinces and four U.S. states.  That means anything draining from the creeks, rivers, lakes, lagoons or marshes within that parameter will eventually end up in Lake Winnipeg.  T

he lake is much more than it seems.
Higher populations in Manitoba’s cities and resorts, increased mobility, climatic changes, intensified livestock and industry operations also take a toll on Manitoba’s water.  E-coli warnings and boil water advisories are far more frequent than in the past.  The Flood of the Century (1997), Walkerton (2000) and the North Battleford water crisis (2001) heightened public awareness of water quality issues.  

The provincial government, the scientific community and environmental groups share the tremendous effort to monitor and protect our water quality.  There are a bewildering number of studies, acts, reports, groups and committees but one point everyone agrees on is the threat of complacency.  Public action is crucial to securing a healthy future for Manitoba’s water.

Canada boasts almost per cent of the world’s freshwater supply.  Our country is expected to be only one of two in the world to be water solvent by 2020.  Lake Winnipeg is the tenth largest freshwater lake in the world.  The bad news is, Canadians are the second highest consumers of water and much of Canada’s water supply is too difficult or too costly to access.  

In 1998, a group of dedicated scientists formed the Lake Winnipeg Research Consortium to coordinate and conduct multi-disciplinary research studies for stakeholders.  Some members of the Consortium have been studying Lake Winnipeg since the 1960’s and their contribution is invaluable.  The LWRC  has received financial support from various sources, including, but not limited to, the City of Gimli, the province of Manitoba, the federal government and private industry.

On February 18, 2003, the Manitoba government announced the Lake Winnipeg Action Plan.  The Lake Winnipeg Action Plan is a commitment to reduce the level of nitrogen and phosphorus in Lake Winnipeg to those levels that existed prior to the 1970’s.  Nitrogen and phosphorus are the main nutrients or fertilizers that contribute to algal blooms.  The Manitoba government appointed the Lake Winnipeg Stewardship Board in July, 2003 to assist it with achieving the commitments identified in the Lake Winnipeg Action Plan.   
“Phosphorus and nitrogen are contributed naturally, but various practices have caused an overload,” says Bill Barlow, chair of the Lake Winnipeg Stewardship Board.  Barlow says it is a combination of urban centers, intense agriculture and cottage development, which contribute to Manitoba’s high nutrient impact on the Lake.  

When algae blooms collapse, they can deplete the oxygen in the water, threatening the lake’s life chain and impacting on the multi-million dollar fishing, recreation and tourism industries.  For Barlow, there’s a third important element – the emotional attachment that Manitobans, particularly cottage owners, have to Lake Winnipeg.  

Barlow says the Winnipeg River brings the largest volume of water into Lake Winnipeg and the Saskatchewan River, the second highest.  The Red River is third in terms of volume but it contributes, by far, the highest tonnage of phosphorus.  The LWSB’s goal is to assist the government in reducing the nitrogen load by 13 per cent which would return the lake’s health to the pre-1970s levels.  Part of that process is treatment but the majority is prevention.

It is not a common practice to remove nutrients from wastewater in Manitoba, although Regina and Saskatoon, also in this watershed, have been doing it for some time.  Barlow says Winnipeg is dealing with it in their future plans and there are a number of other plants with plans that include a specific component for phosphorus removal.

Barlow cites numerous steps that cottagers can take to do their part.   Make sure that household cleaning products and detergents are phosphate free.  Cut back or eliminate lawn fertilizers.  Maintain private septic systems.  Natural vegetation reduces soil erosion; don’t cut it back for a room with a view.

“We can do it,” Barlow says.  “It’s just going to be a long, intense process of public education.”  

The LWSB considers public education so important that it recently issued a public invitation for input on Lake Winnipeg.  Barlow has received some intriguing responses, both from the scientific community and concerned citizens.  Strong public interest is a good sign and Barlow is optimistic about Lake Winnipeg’s future.  

The board’s first interim report is due to the Minister of Water Stewardship in December, 2004.  “Anything we do will always be another interim report,” Barlow says.  “We’ll never have a final report on Lake Winnipeg.”

There are three major tributaries to water quality – protection, treatment and conservation.  To protect water effectively, you must also protect land and wildlife but traditionally those resources have flown under different banners in the provincial infrastructure.  Similarly, different departments oversee drinking water and source water although the sharing of resources and expertise overlaps.  

For the past 50 years, drinking water has been regulated under Public Health.  In June, 2000, shortly after Walkerton, the Drinking Water Advisory Committee was formed to study bacterial levels in our water and a report was subsequently issued in November with 29 recommendations.  As a result of those recommendations, the Drinking Water Safety Act (DWSA) was drafted and the Office of Drinking Water was established.  

“Water quality is one of the foremost areas we have to address to ensure public safety and public health protection,” says Don Rocan, Office of Drinking Water.  “We look at every component; building materials in water plants, construction and design approaches, chemical parameters, the health concerns for public water supplies, and the records for bacterial testing.  We want to minimize the risk of any water borne illness to what would be considered almost negligible.  We’re working very hard and we’re almost there.”

The province uses a multi-barrier approach to protect our drinking water.  Each one of those steps offers a degree of protection, so if one step weakens or fails, there are additional barriers to make sure the water is safe.  However, when it comes to water quality, an ounce of prevention is far better – and cheaper - than a pound of cure.  It’s much easier to keep something out of the water than to remove it.

The laws of water supply and demand are directly linked to conservation.  Water is sold very cheaply in this country and more realistic pricing structures are part of the conservation effort across the country.  When the City of Gimli switched from a flat rate to a metered system, water usage decreased by 25 per cent.  Winnipeg citizens can expect a nominal increase on their water bill in the near future but it’s a small price to pay. 

“We’ve all grown up with the perception that there’s an unlimited supply of water,” says Rocan.  “It’s going to take a lot to change the way people look at it and it’s not going to happen overnight.”

The provincial government’s most recent action is the proposed Water Protection Act (Bill 22).     

“The proposed Water Protection Act establishes authority to develop regulations that specify water quality standards, guidelines and objectives for the province,” says Lorimer Thompson, Office of Water Stewardship.  “Manitoba will be the first jurisdiction in Canada with provisions to regulate water quality standards and objectives by legislation rather than by policy.”   

The proposed WPA would also provide for the identification of water quality management zones that prescribe or prohibit activities within those areas.  It establishes a Water Council which will provide advice and a forum for consulting Manitobans on water related issues and on the Act and its implementation.   Thompson says the WPA’s approach to watershed based planning and development is truly innovative. 

“This doesn’t exist any other place although all jurisdictions, both nationally and internationally, are moving to managing water and related resources on a watershed systems basis,” says Thompson.  “Watershed planning would be a big step in integrating these various systems.  Initially, we’re going to focus on protecting water, but the capability is there to expand.”

Gaille Whelan-Enns advocates on behalf of Manitoba Wildlands, a non-profit environmental organization dedicated to establishing protected areas.  She says water quality standards for Manitoba have been under review since 1999 and while the proposed WPA looks like a good game plan, she’s concerned about the capacity to deliver.  

“I’m hopeful that the intent in the Bill will mean that we’re actually planning,” says Whelan-Enns.  “Protecting headwaters is an interesting dynamic if you then issue all kinds of development licensing along said body of water.” 

Manitoba has had a dramatic increase in terms of intensive livestock operations in Manitoba since the 1990s and Whelan-Enns is doubtful we have enough technical or scientific research to know what the cumulative impact is on the watershed.  She says we need to get back to basics.

“We’re spending tens of millions of dollars of shared provincial and federal infrastructure money for new upgrades in water systems, but we’re not conserving water,” says Whelan-Enns.  “You really need to know what water is moving through the jurisdiction and the quality of that water.  How much water do you need?  How is it being used?   What are the regulatory frameworks and what public policies in place in respect to the public interest in water are being fulfilled?”

Whelan-Enns also notes that the planning districts under the Planning Act are not all in place, specifically, in municipalities that are making decisions most risky to water quality.  For example, she says most hog barns are going into municipalities where there is no planning bylaw or development plan in place.

Thompson says the proposed WPA makes consequential amendments to the Planning Act which requires the Planning Act to consider approved Watershed Plans in designing their development plans.  

“Many of the same people who are going to develop plans at the municipal or planning district level, will also be involved in the development of watershed plans,” says Thompson.  “Municipalities have to ensure that their development plans are consistent with the approved watershed plan.

As to the ability to deliver on the proposed WPA, Thompson says the province is in the process of allocating funds to ensure the proposed Water Protection Act is effectively implemented.  The government will expand its existing scientific expertise capacity through partnerships with the federal government, the City of Winnipeg, and groups such as the Lake Winnipeg Research Consortium.  

The complacent answer is to look for government and environmental groups to carry the load.  The solution is for every Manitoban to take action.

“This is an area where we all have to take responsibility,” says Thompson.  “I think the WPA and the government, are challenging people to become more proactive in protecting our water.  Government can’t do it all.”

Whelan-Enns would like to see cottage associations, resorts, chambers of commerce and businesses taking the lead.

She suggests equipping every motel and hotel room with low flow toilets and showers for next season.  Municipalities can take the initiative and make low flow options a condition of their building codes.  

“I think the resort communities could demonstrate to all of us how to get started,” Whelan-Enns says.  “They don’t have to wait for the province or the federal government.  They can say, ‘We care about Lake Winnipeg, we care about our water resources and we’re going to do something about it now.’”
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SIDEBAR A

IT’S CLEAR THAT WE NEED TO CONSERVE WATER

1. Canadians use an average of 343 liters of water per day – based on a population of 30M, that’s 10,290,000,000 liters of water per day.
2. Only 3-5 percent of our daily water is used for drinking and cooking.  Another 3- 8 per cent is used for sanitation.  Toilets use 40 percent.  How are you using the rest of it?  Watering lawns and gardens, washing the car, doing laundry, washing floors, walls, and windows….

3. A toilet uses approximately 13 liters of water per flush which means Manitobans use 15,600,000 liters of water with every single flush. Multiply that by the number of flushes per household, per day and the number is staggering.  A low-flow toilet (depending on manufacturer) uses 6 liters per flush, cutting that volume by more than half.

SIDEBAR B

  To learn more about our water and how you can help, please visit:

http://manitobawildlands.org
http://www.gov.mb.ca/waterstewardship
http://www.ec.gc.ca
