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About the Business Council of Alberta

The Business Council of Alberta is a non-partisan, for-purpose organization dedicated to building a better
Alberta within a more dynamic Canada. Composed of the chief executives and leading entrepreneurs of
the province’s largest enterprises, Council members are proud to represent the majority of Alberta’s
private sector investment, job creation, exports, and research and development. The Council is
committed to working with leaders and stakeholders across Alberta and Canada in proposing bold and
innovative public policy solutions and initiatives that will make life better for Albertans.

This document reflects the views of the author based on their own research and expertise. This is
published by the Business Council of Alberta. It may not necessarily reflect the perspective of all BCA
member companies, and should not be read as the position of any one member or of the Council itself.

Land Acknowledgement

In the spirit of truth, reconciliation, and respect, we honour and acknowledge the lands upon which we
live and work as guests, including the traditional territories of the First Nations in Treaties 6, 7, and 8 and
the citizens of the Metis Nation of Alberta. We thank the First Peoples of this land, which we now call
Alberta, for their generations of stewardship of the land, and we seek to walk together in the spirit of
truth and reconciliation to build a shared future for all in Alberta.
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This year is another year of drought in Alberta. 

Early spring saw an early start to fire season and
calls for water conservation. Early indications
predicted that 2024 could be Alberta’s worst
drought on record since 2001. 

Some late spring and early summer rain has
reduced the intensity of this year’s drought, but
Alberta would need constant rain from now until
the end of the summer to build back its water
reserves and pull itself out of drought—that
doesn’t mean the water in our reservoirs; it
means our rivers, lakes, streams and
underground aquifers. 

The public has grown increasingly concerned
about how much water we have and where it is.
As a result, more attention is being paid to the
science of water, conservation, and treatment
technologies, and how innovation will be key to
managing our water resources as climate change
continues to impact water availability now and
into the future.

Even with the rain, signs of drought are piling up.
Here are just a few:

Many reservoirs in Alberta were lower than they
should have been in Spring. In May, low levels
forced the Municipal District of Pincher Creek to
pay up to $7,500 a day to transport water out of
the dam for use in the community. While spring
rains have returned reservoirs to normal levels,
the mountain runoff forecasts are significantly
below- to below-average for the southern
Alberta basins. This runoff is what we rely on to
help maintain our river flows during the drier
summer months. 

The St. Mary River Irrigation District delivers
irrigation water to farmers in the southern part
of the province. At the time of water allocation 
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this Spring, low snowpack from the dry winter
was expected to affect reservoir storage. As a
result, farmers in the area are restricted to half of
the water they would normally be allotted to
irrigate their crops. It is unclear if higher reservoir
levels will be enough to offset the below-normal
runoff forecasts to change those allocations.
Low water allocations can drastically impact the
amount and type of crops that farmers in the
region are able to produce, affecting not only the
food supply, but also farmers’ income.

While the late season rain has tamped down the
early forest fires for now, warmer weather later
this summer could cause them to flare up again.
If water supplies are low in areas where fires are
burning, that could put a greater strain on
municipalities’ already tight supplies. 
 
On April 19, the Government of Alberta
announced it had negotiated with license holders
the largest series of water-sharing agreements
in the province’s history. As part of these
agreements, many municipalities will volunteer
to reduce water consumption by between five
and 10 per cent to ensure farmers, energy
producers and other essential industries have
the water they need. This could lead to
restrictions for things like watering lawns and
community fields and calls for households to find
ways to use less water—something Calgary has
had an early and extreme taste of as a result of
the catastrophic failure and resulting weeks-long
repair of the city’s main feeder main on June 5,
2024.

It's clear from these examples that we need
water for all aspects of our lives—to drink, to
produce the food we eat, and to support the
natural ecosystems around us. It powers our
lives and our economies. We all have a right to
access it, and by the same token, we all have a
responsibility to use it as responsibly as possible.

Introduction

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/michel-camps-irrigation-st-mary-irrigation-alberta-1.7167015
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/alberta-rebecca-schulz-water-irrigation-evan-davies-1.7178619#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20province%2C%20the,real%2Dtime%20as%20conditions%20change.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/alberta-rebecca-schulz-water-irrigation-evan-davies-1.7178619#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20province%2C%20the,real%2Dtime%20as%20conditions%20change.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/northwest-calgary-watermain-road-closures-1.7226393
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/calgary-still-on-track-for-july-5-water-repair-target-mayor-says-1.7243760
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/calgary-still-on-track-for-july-5-water-repair-target-mayor-says-1.7243760
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Even if the summer rain we have seen has reduced the severity of the drought, we are likely to face
the same challenges again in the coming years and we need to have the tools and knowledge in place
to manage them. In other words; yes. It’s raining, but now is not the time to stop talking about how
innovation can help us manage drought.

Innovation’s role in drought management
Tough decisions will be needed—and are already
being made—by governments and our
communities to ensure that we have the water
we need for necessities. But managing this
drought is going to be about more than just
turning off our sprinklers and taking shorter
showers.

To adapt and prepare, we need to understand
possible future scenarios and then build
resiliency into our infrastructure, communities,
and business practices so we are able to
manage this drought, and future ones as well. 

Our governments, cities, industries and utilities
are going to have to find better solutions to
manage, use and reuse the water available to us. 

Better forecasting and stream flow predictions:

Innovation is a long-term play. Our scientists, researchers and innovators are not the ones on the front
lines fighting droughts, floods and fires, but they are the ones helping ensure the best tools are
available to those who are.

The investments made in developing better knowledge, technology and best practices to date have
directly influenced policies and practices at a provincial, municipal and industrial level. This has put the
province in an even better position for managing this year’s drought than in 2001. 

Innovation makes us resilient in the face of crisis

To effectively allocate and provide water each each year, irrigation districts and reservoir managers
need to understand long-term future forecasting and stream flow predictions. Understanding how
climate change and land use impact downstream flows is essential to this work. 

Alberta has invested in developing a model with key water stakeholders and experts that enables
decision makers to understand the impacts that different actions will have on the South
Saskatchewan River Basin watershed. As a result, dams, once only used for power generation, now
play a key role in drought and flood mitigation. Similar projects are in development for the North
Saskatchewan River Basin.

Having a clear understanding of what Alberta’s
water resources look like now and decades into
the future is essential to identifying and
effectively implementing those solutions. This is
where innovation comes in.

None of this can be done without significant
investments in research, technology
development and knowledge generation—
otherwise known as innovation. Alberta
Innovates plays a key role in not only supporting
this work, but also in setting the innovation
direction to meet the province’s future needs.
We do this through the forecasting done by our
applied research subsidiary, InnoTech Alberta,
and in collaboration and connection with
researchers and stakeholders.

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/drought-alberta-rebecca-schulz-pincher-creek-1.7101179
https://albertainnovates.ca/news/ripples-of-resilience-navigating-drought-in-alberta-through-a-simulation/
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Stable water supply for
businesses and communities:
Innovation has enabled use of alternative sources
of water such as municipal effluent, storm runoff
and non-potable groundwater to be treated and
used to irrigate community sports fields or in oil
and gas production. Research on treatment
standards of this water have influenced policies
to allow this once unusable source of water to be
utilized, freeing up more of our freshwater supply
for other uses. 

New water treatment technologies are also
driving new approaches to water use for industry,
enabling agriculture and oil and gas sectors to
use less water and recycle more within their
processes. 

Understanding water security 
Glaciers are the source of a large amount of
Alberta’s water supply. Glaciers are shrinking and
disappearing much faster than anticipated, and
Alberta’s population is growing at unprecedented
rates. This makes it essential to gain a clearer
picture of how climate change is affecting our
natural water sources. To support more
sustainable water management practices, Alberta
invests in applied research to explore mountain,
surface and ground water hydrology, and how
snowpack will affect the province’s water supply.
The findings from these studies are used to
inform Alberta’s water management strategies,
mitigation measures and policy development.

Innovation is only
effective if it is used
The potential for Alberta’s research and
innovation ecosystem to identify solutions to
our biggest water challenges is endless, but  

none of these solutions matter if they’re not
adopted. Removing systemic barriers to
adoption is the best way that we can accelerate
the pace at which essential groups can access
the knowledge, technologies and best practices
developed by our innovators to better manage
water.

Regulatory challenges

Regulations are essential to ensuring our
communities, workers and environment are
protected. But regulations often can’t, or are
slow to, take into account the impacts of new
technologies and knowledge. The slower pace of
regulatory change can hinder the adoption of
new ways of working that could benefit the
industries that want to adopt them, and others
that could benefit from the water these new
innovations have the potential to free up.

For example, finding alternative sources of
water for oil and gas is essential to ensuring
Alberta has access to the energy it needs, while
also freeing up fresh water for farmers and
communities. Currently, process water from oil
and gas operations can only go to deep well
storage, and cannot be reused except for in
specific oil and gas applications. However, some
of it is clean enough and available to be treated
and used for other purposes. 

Many regulatory bodies are looking to be
innovative and are working with industry and
environmental experts to develop standards for
how this could be done safely and effectively. By
using that information to update regulations,
Alberta could reduce the amount of freshwater
used to produce our energy. This would make
available large volumes of process water that
are currently disposed of and lost to the water
cycle. The desire is there, and investments in
research and recommendations to guide this
policy change are essential to accelerating the
change.

https://albertainnovates.ca/news/guiding-the-way-to-safer-water-reuse/
https://albertainnovates.ca/news/guiding-the-way-to-safer-water-reuse/
https://albertainnovates.ca/news/swirltex-puts-a-spin-on-innovation/
https://albertainnovates.ca/news/from-peaks-to-plains-innotechs-multidisciplinary-team-explores-water-security-in-alberta/
https://albertainnovates.ca/news/from-peaks-to-plains-innotechs-multidisciplinary-team-explores-water-security-in-alberta/
https://albertainnovates.ca/news/simulating-a-glimpse-into-future-water-supply/
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Reuse perceptions and
possibilities
New water treatment technologies have the
potential to enable more water from municipal
wastewater, storm water and industry process
water to be directly reused as potable water.
Right now, this water is reused indirectly by being
returned to the environment and then treated to
a standard acceptable for drinking water, which is
a much slower process.

But public perception on water reuse is mixed.
Canadians often see “reused” potable water as
unclean or unfit for human consumption. But
many parts of the world, including the U.S.,
Australia and Israel are treating a wide range of
wastewater and returning it to their pipes with
great success. San Diego, California has
implemented a program that will see half of the
city’s water supply made up of recycled water by
2035.

It will take time to change Alberta’s policies and
gain public confidence in the safety of this readily
available source of drinking water and the
technologies available to produce it. 

The cost of change
While water is essential for almost every industry,
it is not considered a core part of business. It can
be hard to get internal approval for water
management efforts, especially when access to
water is cheap and abundant, as it historically has
been in Alberta. Implementing new water
management technologies and ways of working
can be expensive and it can be hard to quantify
the benefits of water management in a standard
cost/revenue accounting framework. This means
that if there are limited funds to go around, water
management may be deferred to future dates to
make room for core business projects like
increasing production.

If industries are unable to justify the cost of
implementing new water management systems,

it can be hard to remove the barriers to update
regulations to set new standards. A vicious cycle
of the slow pace of regulatory change, public
perception and inability to justify the costs of new
technology keeps us in the status quo.

We can look to other industries that have found
innovative ways of creating the business case for
new ways of working. Organic certification of
fruits, vegetables, meats and more has allowed
the agricultural industry to assess the cost
benefits of changing their approach to
production. Clear regulations create
entrepreneurial opportunities for producers and
processors that want to capitalize on consumer
growth in the organic sector. 

Alberta’s governments and industries have the
opportunity to work together to identify
innovative ways of creating a case for water
management and accelerating innovation
adoption.

Conclusion
The work of Alberta’s water innovation
ecosystem has led to real, tangible changes that
are making the management of this current
drought easier and more effective. There is so
much more to be done to understand how climate
change will continue to affect our water
resources now and decades into the future. 

We need to continue to support that work and act
on its findings by developing new technologies
and strengthening the regulatory, social and
economic structures in place to enable them to
be adopted. It takes everyone to create and
maintain the innovation cycle and not get stuck in
the status quo. 

Alberta Innovates is an essential steward of this
process. We do more than support investment in
innovation; we look ahead to build a clear picture
of Alberta’s future so we can anticipate our
innovation needs and maintain the structures and
systems necessary to respond to our constantly
changing world. 

https://e360.yale.edu/features/instead-of-more-dams-communities-turn-to-reusing-wastewater
https://e360.yale.edu/features/instead-of-more-dams-communities-turn-to-reusing-wastewater
https://www.sandiego.gov/public-utilities/sustainability/pure-water-sd
https://www.sandiego.gov/public-utilities/sustainability/pure-water-sd
https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/organic-certification/benefits
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