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The lure of a rushing river, beginning its journey high in the mountains, is undeniable. Instantly enchanting, cold, clear waters ﬂowing from mountain-top glaciers are
appealing not just for their looks, but for their life-giving properties. Healthy rivers signal
functioning headwaters and healthy watersheds. No matter where you live, you are part
of a watershed. Falling in the mountains and hills as rain and snow, or melting from
glaciers, water drains into streams, rivers, and wetlands and eventually ﬁnds its way to
your tap. In the North American West, water ﬁlling your glass could come from a watershed in the Yellowstone to Yukon region. This area contains major water basins feeding
thirteen major rivers, ultimately providing clean drinking water to 15 million people. Live
in Vancouver, Calgary, Missoula, or even as far south as California? You could be one of
them (see map on facing page).
Beyond their beauty and water supply, rivers supply water for thousands of species of
plants and animals, help regulate climate, and cycle nutrients feeding our forests. Given
their importance for biodiversity, as well as recreational, economic, and cultural signiﬁcance for people, it is no surprise that conserving healthy water systems is paramount
in Y2Y’s work. As an organization dedicated to connecting and protecting the Yellowstone to Yukon region so that people and nature can thrive, Y2Y works to conserve
headwaters. For example, our engagement in Nahanni National Park Reserve in the
Northwest Territories with First Nations, the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society,
and the federal government resulted in a sevenfold expansion of the park in 2009, protecting the larger Nahanni watershed rather than just the narrow corridor along the river.
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Likewise, based on strong science, we led a campaign with partners from other nongovernmental organizations and local community groups to increase protection of
Alberta’s Castle watershed. In 2017, after several decades of work, the Alberta government has delineated new protected areas within the watershed and is phasing out the
use of oﬀ-road vehicles. The Castle parks are important for connectivity at the Y2Y
scale, and form part of Alberta’s headwaters region, providing 90 per cent of the
province’s drinking water but making up only 10 per cent of its land-base. These parks
in particular are the source of 30 per cent of the water in the Oldman River, which serves
millions of people downstream as it ﬂows through communities such as Fort Macleod
and Lethbridge before merging with the Bow River.
The emerging science on climate change shows it will be even more important to conserve headwaters to secure healthy futures for people and wildlife. The spectrum of biological and physical impacts from climate change is immense. In the Y2Y region, the
current shrinking and future loss of glaciers will mean that during the hotter summer
months, some sources of water may disappear altogether. In the central Canadian Rocky
Mountains, glacial coverage has shrunk more than 25 per cent since the mid-1800s. The
region also has less snow overall, earlier peak stream ﬂows, and warmer summer and
winter temperatures.
To protect biodiversity and maintain water resources, climate scientists strongly recommend expanding and connecting protected areas. This is absolutely crucial in water systems with less predictable, larger swings between drought and ﬂooding. Conserving
entire riparian systems is critical, as the areas next to ﬂowing rivers are especially important for biodiversity. New research, which Y2Y contributed to, suggests that gravelbed ﬂood plains drive ecological processes and interactions far beyond rivers’ margins.
As such, maintaining functional river systems is an important priority for Y2Y.
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Recognizing the importance of watershed conservation in the Y2Y region during this
time of climate change, our priorities are twofold. First, we use science to identify watersheds that will be robust to climate change in the long term. For instance, based on
climate change projections and modeling, Y2Y is working with Wildsight, a regional conservation group in southeast British Columbia, and other partners to increase protection
for the Columbia River headwaters. A large reason for this work is that climate projections suggest that this region is likely to be robust to climate change and serve as climate refugia. Second, Y2Y is working to protect more than 5,000 km2 of the Bighorn
backcountry, an area in central Alberta sandwiched between Banﬀ and Jasper National
Parks that makes up the headwaters for nearly 90 per cent of Edmonton’s drinking
water (Figure 2). Recent research by the Wildlife Conservation Society shows how important this region is for wildlife, ﬁsh, and water conservation. This type of work – using
science to inform conservation priorities and action – continues to be a top priority
across the Y2Y region, including the Peel, Peace, and Snake River watersheds.
Through its partnership approach to conservation, in the first twenty years of its existence Y2Y has significantly increased protected areas across the Y2Y region from
11 to 21 per cent.
Nevertheless, a special focus on water conservation is necessary if we are to succeed in
our long-term vision. Such a focus helps us to identify watersheds particularly at risk
and ensure the critical ecological processes related to water are maintained or restored
for both people and nature.
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about the elbow
Rising in the eastern ranges of Alberta’s Rocky Mountains, the Elbow River
is small, yet significant. It not only supports the ecosystems within its 1,200 km2 watershed, but contributes to the lives of the one in six Albertans who drink from its
waters. From its mountain headwaters, the Elbow flows through the foothills, past
the communities of Bragg Creek and the Town of Redwood Meadows, through the
agriculture and grasslands of Springbank, and into the City of Calgary, to enter its
Glenmore Reservoir. From there, it meanders through urban communities to join the
Bow River at Fort Calgary.
The ERWP provides a forum for learning about watershed management and the landwater connection. Using local knowledge and scientiﬁc expertise, it promotes watershed management improvement through collaborative, targeted, and cost-eﬀective
actions by citizens and stakeholders. We are surely “working together for a healthy
Elbow River watershed.”
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goals
Encourage individuals and communities to take responsibility for protecting and
enhancing water quality and quantity in the Elbow River watershed
Encourage the use of new technologies for water conservation
Encourage best water-management and land-use practices
Support cooperation, coordination, and knowledge sharing among stakeholders
Minimize the negative impacts of land uses on water quality and quantity
Increase awareness and understanding of the watershed

achieving our goals
Achieving our goals requires the collaborative eﬀorts of groups (private sector, government, and public interest) active in the Elbow watershed. The Partnership provides a
forum to focus and coordinate watershed management eﬀorts. Actions necessary to
protect or maintain the watershed are identiﬁed, and the ERWP works cooperatively to
implement those actions with appropriate organizations or agencies.
The Partnership acknowledges that individual groups are working and will continue to
work towards their individual objectives. The Partnership is not a regulatory group and
does not seek the authority to compel action. Member organizations can be expected
to fulﬁl externally mandated (i.e., Legislated or Codes of Practice) responsibilities but it
is not the role of the Partnership to ensure that they do so. Agencies with regulatory
authority retain that responsibility and there is no expectation that any of that authority
will be delegated to the Partnership.

guiding principles
Environmentally appropriate management practices are cost eﬀective
Eﬀective environmental and watershed stewardship practices come from a forum
where all stakeholders can participate and contribute
Our approach is open, inclusive, and purpose-driven
Stakeholders are encouraged to contribute their expertise in the process
Stakeholders work in cooperation with one another toward achieving our goals

Previous spread & right: photos by Robert Lee.
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We respect and value the opinions of others
The process is ﬂexible to allow for change
Membership is voluntary
We follow the best available scientiﬁc understanding of issues, cause and eﬀect
relationships, and best management practices
Decision-making in all committees is by consensus

The ERWP has a variety of active projects each year, including our unique ﬂagship partnership program, the Freshwater Field Study. Together with Alberta Environment and
Parks, Kananaskis Region, since the program began in 2005 we have educated over
15,000 students from grades 8, 9, and 11 about the headwaters of the Elbow.

some other ERWP projects include:
Elbow River Watershed Management Plan update — this will be an opportunity for
broad stakeholder engagement in the revision of our 2009 plan
Riparian Restoration — using natural processes and volunteer labour, we are restoring
damaged areas along creeks and wetlands.
Communications — via our online newsletter and other social media, public outreach,
presentations, and mini-symposia
New Watershed Interpretive Trail — an interpretive signs loop in West Bragg Creek
Water Quality Monitoring (based on Citizen Science) — this annual program has operated for twelve seasons to date
Other watershed topics for discussion and education include: proposed flood mitigation projects (e.g., the Springbank Off-Stream Reservoir), the Southwest Ring
Road construction, wetlands studies, land uses in the watershed (e.g., agriculture,
forestry, off-highway vehicles, residential development, and stakeholder initiatives
such as The City of Calgary Headwaters Protection Strategy and The City of Calgary
Riparian Action Program).

The Elbow’s watershed falls within several jurisdictions, including Kananaskis Country,
Rocky View County, the Tsuut’ina First Nation and the City of Calgary. The Calgarybased Elbow River Watershed Partnership (ERWP), a non-proﬁt organization formed
in 2004, has the responsibility of education and promotion of sustainable management
of the Elbow and its watershed.

This image depicts the Elbow Watershed and the jurisdictional boundaries

Please visit our website www.erwp.org for more information about the Elbow River and
the Elbow River Watershed Partnership.

