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This week, world-renowned water ecologist David Schindler hosted a meeting of academics, government representatives and First Nations leaders to discuss water resources available in the Athabasca River and the strain industry places on it.

DR SCHINDLER:

We were rather horrified by the numbers. Basically we’re in a position right now where current oil sands development may already have overtaxed [the Athabasca] river system. I think some of the consequences would probably be slow declines in fish in the river. That river is a navigatable water and is important to summer navigation to Aboriginal communities downstream who have no road outside in the summertime, it’s air or barge or that’s it. That river has already gone down so much it’s inhibiting navigation between Fort McMurray and Fort Chipewyan, for example. I think it could be a serious impairment to the Aboriginal ways of life downstream and Aboriginal health effects, so if we value all of those things, I think we really need to get the information we need to develop a thorough management plan in place before we go any further with oil sands development.
We succeeded pretty well. We have people [at the meeting] like ex-Governor General and ex Premier of Manitoba Ed Schrier. We have Assistant Deputy Ministers, two from Alberta and one from Saskatchewan. I guess our poorest turnout [at the meeting] was by industry. We didn’t get any CEOs, and as I remarked at the end of the meeting, if this meeting had been held in Sweden, there would be 20 CEOs of companies sitting in that room to hear the dialogue and to see what they needed to do. I think that if you’re protecting shareholders who are investing in your company, the only responsible thing to do is to see what they might be faced with down the road. You’re there to see that they make a profit, not to see that they hit some environmental or other brick wall down the road that’s going to turn it around, so I say that’s totally irresponsibility on the part of companies operating in the area.
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DR SCHINDLER:

To me, it isn’t the [Tyler] prize that means so much. To me, the prize and the publicity mean another chance to speak out on issues that I think are getting insufficient attention. One of those, probably my pet project right now is water quantity and quality in the western prairies. Every time I think of it I get a knot in my stomach. You know, we’ve lost 70% of the prairie wetlands. The only people talking about trying to restore them are wetland scientists. We really need to get serious about that publicly. 
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DR SCHINDLER:

One says this is like looking out the window of a locomotive ten seconds before the train wreck. What we’ve forgotten to do is to analyze seasonal flows in our rivers to make a long story short a number of people have analyzed annual flows and for the most part, they’ve shown that they’re decreasing slightly, but what’s been decreasing enormously is the flows that we get in May, June, July and August. The South Saskatchewan, for example, at Saskatoon, on average they’re getting 15% of the water that they were a century ago. Meanwhile, climate is silently warming. It’s already warmed 2-4 degrees at most of the sites in the prairies and it’ll probably double that in the next 25 years or so, and this increasing human and industrial demand, those three things are going to collide and we’re going to know what water scarcity’s all about. 
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