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Executive Summary 
 

To safeguard the watershed, managers must identify and understand the necessary 
‘green infrastructure’ first, and then look at what activities can take place around the 
essential green infrastructure.  Then we need to look at human needs, and think of 
ways to meet them that are consistent with maintaining ecosystem integrity.  This is 
the context of ecological governance. 

—Oliver Brandes et al., At a Watershed 1 
 
[A water ethic] would make us stop asking how we can further manipulate rivers, 
lakes, and streams to meet our insatiable demand, and instead ask how we can best 
satisfy human needs while accommodating the ecological requirements of healthy 
water systems. 

—Sandra Postel, Last Oasis 2 
 
Water is the oil of the 21st Century!! 

—Agrivision, Water Wealth: A Fifty Year Water Development Plan for Saskatchewan† 
 
 
Saskatchewan Agrivision Corporation’s report3 Water Wealth: A Fifty Year Water 
Development Plan for Saskatchewan attempts to draft a blueprint for economic growth—one 
that encourages Saskatchewan policy-makers and citizens to invest billions into building 
dams and diverting rivers.  The report’s implicit hope is that these engineering works and 
increased water availability will, in turn, trigger increased irrigation and food production 
which will, in turn, lure corporations to build food-processing facilities which will, in turn, 
result in both the creation of jobs and doubling of the province’s rural population.  As this 
critique will detail, it is extremely unlikely that the Agrivision plan will succeed: investing 
massively in dams will not lead to the economic development or job creation the Agrivision 
report suggests.  Further, this critique will demonstrate that many of the proposals central to 
the Agrivision plan would trigger unacceptable environmental and social costs. 
 

                                                 
†  In this critique, all quotes from Agrivision’s report Water Wealth: A Fifty Year Water Development Plan 

for Saskatchewan are in bold type for easy identification.  All page numbers in round brackets reference 
pages in that report.  Quotes from the Agrivision report are reprinted without corrections. 
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The Agrivision report uses powerful rhetoric to fuel excitement over water-intensive industry 
as a driver for economic growth.  In addition to treating water as analogous to oil, the report 
uses language such as  “water-based wealth creation,” “water development 
corporations,” “water-based industry,” “water-based value added investment,” 
“creating wealth from water resources,” the “water-based economy,” and “water 
intensive development opportunities” (pages 212, 182, 204, 204, 19, 212, and 135, 
respectively).  The Agrivision report says: “Today the opportunities for water based 
wealth creation remain greater than ever before. It is time to drought proof the 
province, protect and sustain the natural environment and build a new rural economy 
for the next generation of children in the province based on developing the 
Saskatchewan’s underutilized water resources” (p. ix).  [Quotes from the Agrivision 
report are reprinted without corrections.]   
 
In its report and elsewhere, Agrivision proposes building between four and twenty-one large 
dams in Saskatchewan.  The total cost of four dams and attendant infrastructure (including 
irrigation canals and pipelines and pivot sprinklers systems in farmers’ fields) could be as 
high as $20 billion to $30 billion.  Despite Agrivision’s water privatization proposals 
designed to lure private corporations to build dams and infrastructure (more on this below), it 
is almost certain that the vast majority of the money would come from taxpayers.  That 
amount of money—$20 billion to $30 billion—is equal to roughly $100,000 per 
Saskatchewan family; with that amount, the province could, for example, build large houses 
for one-quarter to one-third of the families in the province and potentially have enough 
money left over to pay those families’ utility bills for a generation.   
 
Not only are Agrivision’s proposed dams and diversions costly; they’re unnecessary.  
Saskatchewan does not need new dams in order to increase irrigation and food production 
and, thus, to attempt to attract corporations to set up food-processing plants.  Today, from the 
water in Lake Diefenbaker alone, we could supply hundreds of thousands of additional 
irrigated acres.  While studies will have to be undertaken to assess how increased irrigation 
withdrawals will affect ecosystems and other users, it is probable that Lake Diefenbaker 
could irrigate at least two-and-a-half times more land than it currently supplies.  The limiting 
factor on irrigated food production in Saskatchewan is not a lack of dams or water; it is the 
reluctance of farmers to invest in irrigation because of the poor returns. 
 
The slow expansion of irrigation around Gardiner Dam and Lake Diefenbaker should alert us 
to a risk embedded within the Agrivision plan: additional dams and water supplies may not 
(or may not for decades) lead to increased irrigation, food production, processor relocation, 
or jobs.  Spending billions on dams may not get us the food-processing plants we want.   
 
There is an alternative; a superior, faster, and more affordable one: take a fraction of the 
billions Agrivision proposes spending on dams, and build processing plants.  Farmers could 
repay these taxpayer expenditures through a small levy on the crops and livestock processed 
in such plants, thus gaining direct, minimally-subsidized ownership.  The province of 
Manitoba has recently set up a fund and a program to partner with farmers to build beef-
processing plants.  Pursuing this direct, co-operative investment alternative in this province 
would have overwhelming advantages: getting us the processing plants we want quickly, 
saving billions, and ensuring that farmers own the plants—by far the highest-profit links in 
the dam-irrigation-processing chain.  Thus, the choice need not be between Agrivision’s 
unaffordable plan and economic stagnation: the real choice pivots on how best to spend 
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public money in order to create secure communities and sustainable livelihoods.  At the very 
least, any rational irrigation and food-processing expansion plan should postpone costly new 
dam construction until we’ve found a way to help would-be irrigators make full use of all 
existing infrastructure and water supplies, around Lake Diefenbaker and elsewhere, and at 
least until after we’ve fully explored water use efficiency and conservation as ways to secure 
additional water supplies for agriculture, processing, and other economic activities.  To do 
otherwise would waste water and squander existing public investments.   
 
One final note on the political-economic aspects of Agrivision report: The report urges 
massive privatization—transferring ownership and control of the province’s water 
infrastructure to the private sector, and with that infrastructure, transferring effective 
ownership and control of the water itself. (i.e. you won’t get water any unless you agree to 
pay the asking price, the price dictated by the market and the needs of investors).  The report 
describes itself as a blueprint for creating an “attractive and competitive environment for 
the extraction of … wealth from the provincial waters” (p. 196).  It stresses the need to 
“create a market for the purchase and sale of water rights” (p. v).  Most Saskatchewan 
citizens view access to water as a human right and our rivers as public trusts.  The Agrivision 
report would have us recast our water and rivers as commodities and resources.  It appears 
that, with dawning awareness that government would never spend tens-of-thousands of 
dollars per family to build dams that may or may not ever lead to increased economic 
activity, Agrivision attempts to salvage its scheme by implying that the private sector will 
make the investment.  Whether funded by governments or corporations, the end result will be 
the same, however: the tens-of-billions of dollars will have to be paid by the citizens of this 
province, one way or the other.  Citizens, however, under the Agrivision plan, would lose 
ownership and control of that water and infrastructure, with disastrous consequences: 
economic, social, and environmental.   
 
In addition to shortcomings in its economic analysis, the Agrivision report fails to take any 
real account of the environmental implications of its proposals.  Rather than recognizing and 
grappling with the complexities of watersheds, ecosystems, and food webs, the Agrivision 
report often treats water as a lifeless industrial fluid.  The report embodies and advances a 
particular worldview: sufficient energy and technology and engineering can be deployed to 
“produce” water (through dams and diversions) in whatever quantities are needed, and to 
deliver that water wherever and whenever it is most convenient for human economic 
purposes.  That water then becomes a commodity, to be bought and sold, and even potentially 
exported.  Finally, this industrially augmented water supply becomes a feedstock, to be 
consumed in other industrial processes: food production and processing, petroleum recovery, 
etc.  The Agrivision report deals with water in the way that economists and engineers deal 
with other economically important liquids, such as oil.  But in doing so, the Agrivision report 
overlooks the unique and critical biological and other roles that water plays in our societies 
and ecosystems. 
 
The Agrivision report urges the province toward a future wherein the North and South 
Saskatchewan Rivers may be submerged under a nearly unbroken chain of reservoirs that 
stretch from the Alberta to the Manitoba border; a future in which northern rivers are diverted 
south as we struggle to supply proposed expansions of water-intensive food, energy, and 
industrial production from climate-change-depleted rivers; and a future in which, in some 
years and in some stretches of our rivers, extensive water allocation and extraction may make 
it difficult to sustain ecosystems and aquatic species. 
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Though the Agrivision report asks us to support dams so numerous that rivers could 
disappear beneath chains of reservoirs, the report does not examine the river ecology changes 
that dams bring.  The following is a portion of a diagram that Agrivision reprints on page 168 
of its report. 
 

 
 
The diagram depicts a cross-section elevation of the North Saskatchewan River, from the 
Alberta border to the river’s confluence with the South Saskatchewan near Prince Albert.  
The short vertical lines are potential dams.  And the horizontal lines reaching back from the 
tops of those dams represent the surface levels of potential reservoirs.  Note that each 
reservoir could be constructed such that it would back up water all the way to the base of the 
dam above it; the river would thus be completely submerged. 
 
The Agrivision report includes comparable diagrams for the South Saskatchewan River and 
the Saskatchewan River.  For those who love Prairie rivers, and for those who are dismayed 
by the transformative and damaging effects of large dams, such diagrams are extremely 
disturbing.  (See section 15a of this critique for details on the effects of dams on rivers.) 
 
The Saskatchewan Environmental Society (SES) does not believe that massively 
restructuring western Canadian hydrology—damming and diverting our rivers—is a 
legitimate strategy, either for coping with the effects of climate change or for driving 
economic growth.  A focus on dam-building is costly, is damaging to rivers and ecosystems, 
and is likely to move us down a path of water use and agricultural and industrial development 
that has proven unsustainable around the world.  But this need not mean that our towns and 
economies must languish as a result of water shortages.  There are numerous, superior 
alternatives to the water-driven, mega-project blueprint Agrivision sets forth.  Alternatives 
include direct, co-operative investment in decentralized processing; significantly increased 
irrigation from existing water supplies; electricity production from wind and other renewable 
sources; and safeguarding urban water supplies by pursuing conservation and, where 
appropriate, small-scale dams or off-stream impoundments.  
 
By analyzing and critiquing the Agrivision report, SES hopes to help citizens and policy-
makers move forward to create and embrace a more complete framework for understanding 
water and its place in nature and in our economy.  Economic considerations are necessary, 
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but they are not sufficient.  Such considerations must be evaluated in the context of our 
increasingly complex understanding of the interconnectedness and interdependence of 
human-created and natural systems.  This critique of the Agrivision report will outline the 
shortcomings of that document and, more important, will provide guidance toward a more 
complete and appropriate framework within which Saskatchewan citizens and policymakers 
can make critical decisions about the future of our unique and precious rivers and watersheds, 
and about meeting water needs for cities and towns, agriculture, recreation, business, nature, 
and the future. 
 
 
About the Saskatchewan Environmental Society 
 
The Saskatchewan Environmental Society (SES) is a non-profit, registered charity whose 
mandate is to work towards a world in which all needs can be met in sustainable ways.  
Sustainability will require healthy ecosystems, healthy livelihoods, and healthy human 
communities.  SES has been active in Saskatchewan since 1970. Through our volunteer 
committees we’ve worked on such issues as energy production and conservation, sustainable 
agriculture, mining, forests, nuclear power, and urban planning.  
 
SES’s work on water issues is supported by the generous assistance of the Walter and 
Duncan Gordon Foundation.   
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1. Introduction 
 
“This report examines the role of water in the Saskatchewan economy and society and 
its potential for wealth creation” (p. i).  So reads the third sentence in Agrivision’s Water 
Wealth: A Fifty Year Water Development Plan for Saskatchewan,4 a sentence that is helpful 
in its clarity because it accurately describes the 230-page report that follows.  The Agrivision 
report looks at how humans can use water to benefit humans—specifically, to make our 
economy larger, to increase the wealth of some in our society, and, potentially, to create jobs 
and increase our population.  Though it often uses environmental language, the Agrivision 
report largely dispenses with the complex considerations of ecology and biology (section 15 
of this critique analyses Agrivision’s environmental considerations).  To understand the 
Agrivision report, understand that it embodies the engineer’s and economist’s view of water: 
Water is seen as a resource in the economy, an industrial fluid to be developed through 
engineering and used in increasing amounts to fuel and lubricate economic growth.   
 
By focusing almost exclusively on economic considerations, the Agrivision report constructs 
a framework for water-management decision-making that is profoundly incomplete.  Leading 
theorists in water management such as Malin Falkenmark have shown that, at minimum, 
water management must ensure compatibility between  

● land use and water quality/quantity, 

● human activities and ecosystems, 

● upstream and downstream considerations, and  

● the interests of present and future generations. 
 
According to Falkenmark, water management and planning “has to incorporate four basic 
perspectives: the social, the ecological, the economic, and the resources perspectives.” 
Falkenmark calls this a “socio-ecohydrological system” approach.5  Falkenmark goes on to 
point out that social, economic, and environmental processes are co-creational and co-
evolutionary—that each feeds back into the other in infinite feedback loops and that humans 
must, therefore, ensure compatibility between their actions and ecosystems.   
 
Researchers with the University of Victoria’s “Polis Project on Ecological Governance” point 
to similar complexities in managing watersheds: 
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A watershed is a complex ecosystem.  Soil, vegetation, animals, humans, water, 
and climate are all integral and interacting parts.  Water extraction, land use 
changes, urban developments, and industrial, forestry and agricultural operations 
all impact the watershed.  The cumulative impacts of these human activities often 
lead to problems with water quantity and timing of surface flows, as well as with 
water quality, groundwater recharge, and floodplain maintenance.  Only by 
addressing these concerns in an integrated management approach can we ensure 
watershed and ecosystem health as well as adequate water supplies.6   

 
The complexities, recursive feedback loops, and interrelationships identified by Falkenmark 
and the Polis Project researchers stand in stark contrast to the more linear and simplistic 
approach of the Agrivision report.  That report often deals with water as if it were a lifeless 
industrial substance.  The report embodies and advances a certain worldview: sufficient 
energy and technology and engineering can be deployed to “produce” water (through dams 
and diversions) in whatever quantities are needed in order to deliver water wherever and 
whenever it is most convenient for human economic purposes.  Thus, water becomes a 
commodity, something to be bought, sold, even (potentially) exported.  Finally, this 
industrially augmented water supply becomes a feedstock to be consumed in other industrial 
processes: food production and processing, petroleum production, etc.  The Agrivision report 
deals with water in the way economists and engineers deal with other economically-
important liquids, such as oil.  But in doing so, the Agrivision report overlooks the unique 
biological and other roles that water plays in our societies and ecosystems. 
 
By taking this narrow view, the Agrivision report fails to create a broad analytic framework 
sophisticated enough to actually allow humans to sustainably manage nested economic, 
social, hydrological, and biological systems.   
 
 
2. Water as resource 
 

Water is the oil of the 21st Century!! (p. 212) [Double exclamation marks in original.] 
 
Agrivision’s report bulges with language intended to create excitement around water as a 
driver of economic growth.  The report talks about “water-based wealth creation” (p. 212); 
“water development corporations” (p. 182); “water-based industry” (pp. vi, 204); 
“water-based value added investment” (pp. vi, 204); “creating wealth from water 
resources” (p. 19); and the “water-based economy” (pp. ii, x, 171, 212). 
 
The following is a selection of excerpts from Agrivision’s report: 
 
“Today however, the opportunities for water based wealth creation remain greater than 
ever before. It is time to drought proof the province, protect and sustain the natural 
environment and build a new rural economy for the next generation of children in the 
province based on developing the Saskatchewan’s underutilized water resources.” (pp. 
ix, 212) 
 
“In the 21st Century, the opportunity exists to fully develop Saskatchewan’s 
considerable water wealth….” (p. 210) 
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“[W]ater has been and continues to be a central element in much more of our society 
and economy. In the 21st century its role in wealth creation is increasing.” (p. 126) 
 
“Saskatchewan has remarkable opportunities to create sustainable wealth and growth 
from water.” (p. i) 
 
In section 16, below, this paper will more fully examine Agrivision’s premise that “water is 
the oil of the 21st Century.” 
 
 
3. A twisted logic 
 
In an attempt to move us toward dam-building and water-intensive economic development, 
Agrivision’s report holds out both carrot and stick.  The carrot is the promise that we can 
expand our economy by pursuing water-intensive economic activities: “[E]merging market 
opportunities for water intensive agriculture and energy products offer Saskatchewan 
the option of new elements of growth. . . .” (p. x) and “Increased and more efficient water 
use can add to wealth creation in the province!” [emphasis added] (pp. x, 212)  The stick is 
the threat of water supply insecurity as a result of climate change: “Climate change is now a 
more clearly emerging reality and drought will likely visit more often than in the past” 
(p. x) and “Global climate change may increase the water scarcity and management 
challenges facing the province” (p. i).   
 
Agrivision defines the threat as climate change, drought, and reduced water availability but 
then defines the solution as massive investment in a high-water-use economy.  At the core of 
Agrivision’s analysis lies a contradiction.  That report tells us on one page that 
“Saskatchewan is fortunate in having a large supply of water available to both maintain 
the pristine environment of the province and to provide economic wealth through 
irrigation, power generation, tourism, recreation and a range of related value added 
activities” (p. ii) but later refers to “the arid and volatile river systems of the southern 
Prairies” (p. 140) and argues that bold water management is needed to make water available 
“in the middle of a desert” (p. iii).*     
 
Admittedly, part of the report’s solution is that we replace our potentially decreased rainfall 
with water sourced from mountain-fed rivers and caught in reservoirs behind new dams.  But 
even that part of the plan runs into a contradiction when the report tells us that “in the years 
ahead [the] natural river flows as we have known them in the 20th century [will] 
decline” (p. 140), that “Global warming and reduced river flow from melting glaciers in 
the mountains are already having an effect on the stream flow that runs through the 
province” (p. 27), and that “demands for water use from a growing Alberta economy can 
also create pressures on the availability of water for Saskatchewan” (p. 60). 
 

                                                 
*  In addition to the report’s contradictions, the stark simplicity of its characterizations is also striking.  The 

report characterizes pre-Diefenbaker-Lake southern Saskatchewan as a “desert.”  The report refers to 
Saskatchewan’s “pristine environment.”  With little evidence, the report asserts there is enough water 
both to maintain that pristine environment and to simultaneously increase irrigation, power generation, 
and the activities of value-added industries.     
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Facing the spectre of less rainfall and increased upstream (Alberta) water use leading to 
lower river flows in Saskatchewan, the Agrivision report aggressively advances a scheme for 
water-intensive agriculture, highly-water-consumptive irrigation*, irrigation-supported 
processing, and water-dependant economic development.   
 
 
4. What exactly do they propose? 
 
The plan contained in the Agrivision report can be seen in two ways:  

●  It is a general plan to use water to drive economic development, job creation, and 
population growth; and 

●  It is also a technical engineering plan to dam and divert our rivers to create additional 
irrigation, recreation, hydropower, and industrial and petroleum production.   

 
The first view—water-driven development—is examined in detail below in section 14 which 
addresses “Drought proofing and value-added processing.”  The second view is most 
illuminating, however, because the proposals in the Agrivision report would lead most 
directly to dams and diversions.  Increased irrigation, processing, employment, and 
population growth would come only later, if at all.  The Agrivision report proposes directly 
transforming provincial hydrology and water policy, coupled with a hope that this will lead 
indirectly to private-sector investment and agricultural and industrial expansion in the future.  
The Agrivision report depends upon an “if you build it, they will come” faith. 
 
The Agrivision report focuses on dams, reservoirs, and diversions: “Saskatchewan has the 
potential to substantially increase its water supplies through the development of storage 
within its major river basins” (p. 140).  The report then goes on to give an enthusiastic 
assessment of the several dam and diversion opportunities identified in the 1972 Water 
Supply for the Saskatchewan-Nelson Basin study.7  The Agrivision report states that 
“Together these projects represented an early assessment of the need to provide 
additional storage into the arid and volatile river systems of the southern Prairies” (p. 
140).   
 
An excellent map on page 141 of the Agrivision report clearly shows the major dam and 
diversion opportunities identified in the above-mentioned Saskatchewan-Nelson Basin study.  
These include: 

●  Highgate Dam on the North Saskatchewan River near North Battleford (that would 
create a 150-mile-long reservoir reaching upriver into Alberta); 

●  Callaghan Dam on the North Saskatchewan River 20 miles upstream from Prince 
Albert (with a 135-mile reservoir reaching back to North Battleford); 

●  Weldon Ferry Dam on the South Saskatchewan River near the confluence of the 
North and South Saskatchewan Rivers (with a 55-mile reservoir); 

                                                 
* “Consumptive” water uses refer to withdrawals of water that do not return the water back to the river.  

Cities remove large quantities of water, but they return approximately the same amount back to the river 
through sewage and storm-water runoff.  Irrigation, on the other hand, does not return the water to the 
river (except in the most indirect of ways: through evaporation and rainfall and the hydrological cycle).  
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●  The St. Louis Dam on the South Saskatchewan River near St. Louis (with a 70-mile 
reservoir reaching back almost to Saskatoon); 

●  Meridian Dam on the South Saskatchewan River near the Saskatchewan-Alberta 
border (with a 90-mile reservoir reaching back to Medicine Hat, Alberta); 

●   Rafferty Dam, now built; and 

●  Numerous diversions linking Lake Athabasca, Cree Lake, and the Clearwater River 
to the Churchill River; the Churchill River to the Saskatchewan River; the Battle and 
North Saskatchewan Rivers to Lake Diefenbaker; and Lake Diefenbaker to the Upper 
Assiniboine and Souris Rivers. 

 
In addition to these major proposals for Saskatchewan, there were numerous others for 
Alberta and Manitoba (including linking the Peace and Athabasca Rivers to the 
Saskatchewan River system).  Those wanting to fully appreciate the breathtaking scope of the 
continental re-plumbing project envisioned by the 1972 Water Supply for the Saskatchewan 
Nelson Basin study are encouraged to view the map on page 141 of the Agrivision report.   
 
Agrivision’s report does not make clear just how many dams it deems necessary.  At one 
point, the report raises the need for “at least four major storage reservoirs” (p. 207).  But 
in a July 11, 2005 Agrivision “Weekly Memo,” Agrivision President Red Williams states that 
“The intentions of the Saskatchewan Water Council sponsored by SAC [Saskatchewan 
Agrivision Corporation] is to lead the planning and implementation of a system of reservoirs 
on the North and South Saskatchewan Rivers that will capture and store the spring runoff and 
allow for sustainable water management. The plan started 50 years ago with the Gardiner 
Dam, will follow with the Highgate Dam at North Battleford, and then twenty more 
reservoirs to ensure water supplies for the entire prairie economy and ecosystem [emphasis 
added].”8   
 
 
5. What will it cost? 
 
“The scope of the economic impact of the water opportunity can perhaps best be seen 
over the longer time period of fifty years after which a fully integrated water economy 
with energy production, value added agricultural production and increased irrigation 
as the base has developed, including the creation of at least four major storage 
reservoirs. This level of development might be expected to have a requirement for an 
additional $18 billion of investment. . . .” (pp. viii, 207) 
 
This critique will not scrutinize how Agrivision arrived at the above-cited $18 billion 
figure—such scrutiny is impossible because the report does not provide sufficient detail to 
underpin those calculations.  There are valid questions to be raised, however, regarding the 
costing of individual dam projects included in the Agrivision report.  For instance, that report 
lists the cost of building the Meridian Dam as $603 million [2001 dollars].  In the recent 
debate surrounding the Meridian Dam, consensus developed that the cost of the dam itself 
would be between $812 million and $926 million.9  Thus, there is reason to believe that the 
costs of individual dams and diversions (or of groupings of such projects) have yet to be 
accurately determined and may be considerably higher than the values used in calculating the 
$18 billion figure used in the Agrivision report.   
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Moreover, as Agrivision itself notes, the cost of a dams is just one part of the total cost of the 
development project.  The February 2002 Feasibility Study on the proposed Meridian Dam 
concluded that Scenario 3 (the largest reservoir depth and size) would cost $5.5 billion in 
current dollars (irrigation delivery system at $3.4 billion, infrastructure costs at $1 billion+, 
and the dam itself at $926 million).”10  Thus, with one dam costing $5.5 billion, Agrivision’s 
$18 billion figure for four dams plus accompanying infrastructure is near the range identified 
in the Meridian study, if, perhaps, a bit low. 
 
Further, since the time the Meridian Dam’s costs were compiled and since the time the 
Agrivision report was written, a dramatic increase in activity in the northern Alberta oil 
region has increased labour and equipment costs across western Canada.  As an example of 
cost increases, in May 2006, Maple Leaf Foods announced that it had been forced to delay 
and reconsider its $100-million pork processing plant planned for Saskatoon because 
construction bids had exceeded cost estimates by 25 to 30 percent.  The Reuters story 
detailing the decision noted that “Construction and labour costs in Western Canada have 
soared in recent years in part because of multibillion-dollar projects in the region's booming 
oil and gas sector.”11   
 
In its 2000 report, after studying dams around the world, the World Commission on Dams 
(WCD) concluded that “Large dams … have a marked tendency towards schedule delays and 
significant cost overruns.”12  (See section 7 of this critique for details of the WCD and their 
study.) 
 
These factors taken together indicate that the cost of building four dams and associated 
irrigation and processing facilities may be much higher than the $18 billion Agrivision 
estimates.  The full cost would almost certainly be in the range of $20 billion to $30 billion 
(four dams plus attendant infrastructure at $6 billion to $7 billion per dam).  $20 billion to 
$30 billion is equal to $20,000 to $30,000 per man, woman, and child in the province—
roughly $100,000 per household.  While not all of this money would be public money, most 
would be.  And if the cost of four dams and attendant infrastructure will approach $100,000 
per household, what would be the cost of the 21 dams that Agrivision sets out as its ultimate 
goal?  If we think we might embark on the path set out by Agrivision, we should first have a 
broad and intensive public discussion of how the huge amounts of required money might 
alternatively be spent for the betterment of the province and its people. 
 
 
6. Who will pay? 
 
The public will almost certainly be required to pay the vast majority of the costs of dam and 
diversion projects and water infrastructure development.  The only significant exceptions to 
this may be private sector investment in actual food processing factories and farmer 
investment in irrigation pivot sprinkler systems.   
 
As noted above, four major dams and reservoirs and their attendant infrastructure could cost 
$20 to $30 billion (figures based on studies of the Meridian Dam and current economic 
conditions; see previous section).  The food processing corporations that stand to reap some 
of the largest direct benefits from these projects, however, would shoulder just a tiny fraction 
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of those costs.  Six processing plants, if they were built, would probably cost less than $800 
million in total—an amount equal to 3% to 4% of the public investment.   
 
Further to the question of who will pay, section 18 of this critique examines Agrivision’s 
contention that water privatization could serve as an impetus to lure the private sector into 
paying for dams and diversions and infrastructure.  
  
 
7. What will be the benefits? 
 
The Agrivision report abounds with optimistic assessments of the potential benefits of 
investment in dams, diversions, reservoirs, and water infrastructure.  In its projections for the 
upcoming fifty years, the report predicts billions in increased provincial GDP, thousands of 
jobs, billions in increased government revenues, a doubling of the rural population, etc.  
However, the report does not include the detail necessary for evaluation of the accuracy of its 
claims.  Creating economic models that yield accurate predictions three or four or five 
decades into the future is extremely difficult.  The following does, however, summarize some 
of what we know about the benefits of large dams and reservoirs. 
 
In May 1998, the World Commission on Dams (WCD) (  www.dams.org  ) began its work to 
assess the performance of dams worldwide.  The WCD was independent and funded by 
several dozen governments, corporations, and organizations.  Headed by Professor Kader 
Asmal of South Africa and comprising engineers, environmentalists, dam specialists, and 
development agency representatives from around the globe, the WCD spent 2½ years 
amassing a knowledge base on dams, including assessments of their performances and 
impacts.  The WCD compared large dams’ actual performances to the targets set by the 
dams’ proponents.  The following is excerpted from the WCD’s findings: 
 

● Large dams designed to deliver irrigation services have typically fallen 
short of physical targets, did not recover their costs and have been less 
profitable in economic terms than expected.  

● Large dams built to deliver hydropower tend to perform close to but still 
below targets for power generation, generally meet their financial targets 
but demonstrate variable economic performance relative to targets, and 
include a number of notable under and over-performers.  

● Large dams built for municipal and industrial water supply have generally 
fallen short of intended targets for timing and delivery of bulk water supply 
and have exhibited poor financial cost recovery and economic 
performance.  

● Large dams with a flood control component have provided important 
benefits in this regard, but at the same time have led to greater 
vulnerability to flood hazards due to increased settlement in areas still at 
risk from floods. . . . 

● Large dams that serve multiple purposes also under-achieve relative to 
targets, in some cases exceeding the shortfalls registered by single-purpose 
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projects, demonstrating that the targets established were often over-
optimistic.  

 
The WCD report went on to say that:  

 
The review of performance suggested two further findings: Large dams in the 
Knowledge Base have a marked tendency towards schedule delays and 
significant cost overruns.13 

 
In addition to this global data, we have experience from Saskatchewan.  We can use that 
experience to assess benefit claims for dams proposed by comparing those to benefit claims 
made for existing Saskatchewan dams.  Gardiner Dam and Diefenbaker Lake provide an 
informative example.  The Agrivision report itself notes assessments from the 1940s (the 
federal government’s Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Authority) and 1950s (The Royal 
Commission on the South Saskatchewan River Project chaired by Dr. T. H. Hogg) that both 
estimated the irrigable area surrounding Diefenbaker Lake to be approximately 500,000 acres 
(pp. 94–96 & p. 5).  Today, 40 years after completion of the dam and creation of the lake, the 
project supplies water to only 100,000 acres.14  Admittedly, increased knowledge of and 
experience with irrigation over the subsequent half-century has led to a reassessment of the 
suitability of some land for irrigation.  The Agrivision report notes, however, that “A 
detailed assessment of irrigable soils in the area by both SaskWater and PFRA in the 
1990s identified a further 120,000 acres that could be developed in the [Lake 
Diefenbaker Development] region” (p. 155) and that “A 1995 assessment identifies some 
93,000 hectares for development (223,000 acres) based on soil analysis and engineering 
cost analysis for optimum use of existing off-farm water infrastructure” (p. 157).  Thus, 
40 years after the Gardiner Dam’s completion, irrigated acreage in the area totals just 20% of 
pre-construction projections and less than 40% of currently estimated potential. 
 
At the official opening of the Lake and Dam projects, on June 21, 1967, Prime Minister 
Pearson and Premier Thatcher predicted that, as a result of the projects, there would be 
150,000 acres under irrigation within ten years.15  Forty years later, there are just 100,000 
irrigated acres.  The worldwide tendency identified by the WCD, for proponents to 
overestimate the benefits of their proposed dams, has certainly been replicated in 
Saskatchewan. 
 
To its credit, the Agrivision report acknowledges the vast distance between the promised 
irrigation benefits of dams and their real-world results: “The long term plans for 
development; however, were not fulfilled and at the start of the 21st century, much 
water from one of the largest man made storage reservoirs in Canada remains 
underutilized” (p. 25).  Despite this knowledge, the report goes on to make extremely 
optimistic projections regarding irrigated-acreage increases that could result from the 
construction of new dams and reservoirs. 
 
 
8. Who will benefit? 
 
The Agrivision report consistently frames benefits as accruing to the entire province—
through jobs, economic spin-offs, increased government revenues, population growth, etc.  
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Another view is possible, however: Building several large dams, reservoirs, and diversions 
would put billions in the pockets of private engineering and construction firms.  In addition, 
having the public underwrite a multi-billion dollar investment that will underpin the 
processing interests of the McCains, Maple Leaf, Tyson, ConAgra, Cargill, and Archer 
Daniels Midland is a huge gift to these corporations.   
 
While water development costs will almost exclusively be collectivized, benefits may be 
largely privatized—costs will be spread broadly while benefits will be concentrated.  What is 
needed in order to assess any cost-benefit relation for the dams proposed by the Agrivision 
report is a rigorous analysis of how costs and benefits will actually be allocated.  
 
 
9. The 1970s development model redux  
 
That the Agrivision report so often mentions the 1972 Water Supply for the Saskatchewan-
Nelson Basin study is no coincidence, because the Agrivision report represents a dusting off 
of 1970s thinking.  1970s water policy focused on damming and diverting rivers, creating 
reservoirs, building distribution infrastructure, expanding water treatment and sewerage 
capacity, subsidizing water provision, and helping facilitate increased use.  That policy 
largely ignored the top priorities of today—water conservation and watershed protection.   
 
The ’70s saw dam construction peak.  Worldwide, two to three large dams (dams over 15 
metres high) were completed every day during the 1970s.16  Over 40,000 large dams have 
been built since 1950.  But that dam-building heyday has come to an end.  Today, the United 
States is decommissioning dams faster than it is building them.17  While the Agrivision report 
bills itself as a bold blueprint for the future, its roots actually penetrate deeply into the less-
informed thinking of the past. 
 
Not only is the Agrivision plan not new, it’s far from unique.  The World Commission on 
Dams report tells us that “Half the world’s [33,000+ large] dams were built exclusively or 
primarily for irrigation. . . .  Dams have been promoted as an important means of meeting 
perceived needs for water and energy services. . . .  Regional development, job creation, and 
fostering an industry base with export capability are most often cited as additional 
considerations for building large dams.  Other goals include creating income from export 
earnings, either through direct sales of electricity, or by selling cash crops or processed 
products. . . .”18  Thus, dozens of countries have built thousands of dams with the same aims 
in mind that Agrivision lays out.  Indeed, Saskatchewan did exactly the same thing in the 
1950s when it built Diefenbaker Dam. 
 
 
10. Drought proofing? 
 
While Agrivision’s report is seldom modest, it risks hubris in sections that advocate “drought 
proofing” Saskatchewan agriculture: “Dryland farming has been particularly vulnerable 
to the frequent droughts of the 20th Century” (p. 1); “To prosper in our second century, 
Saskatchewan must defeat the drought cycle!” (pp. x & 212); “Action plans and 
sustained political commitment are required to drought proof the province in an era of 
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global warming and to create the water wealth that can help restore the social and 
economic heart to rural Saskatchewan” (pp. ii & 194). 
 
The idea that we can drought proof agriculture or defeat the drought cycle replicates the 
subdue-nature attitude common among the make-the-desert-bloom set who brought us so 
many water mega-projects around the world, including the “Cadillac Desert”—California’s 
Central Valley food production project.19  Today, across much of the US southwest, the 
irrigation and food production “miracle” has resulted in dramatic environmental problems, 
including a Colorado River so over-allocated that in many years not a trickle of its water 
reaches the ocean and an Ogallala aquifer so over-pumped that it is falling rapidly in many 
regions.   
 
Indeed, the Agrivision report explicitly endorses blooming deserts: “Historically around the 
world the centres of civilization have often existed in arid areas where the ‘dessert has 
been made to bloom’. Saskatchewan has similar opportunities if it chooses to plan for 
the comprehensive development of its water resources” (p. 27) [emphasis in original].   
 
In a 1968 pamphlet highlighting the Gardiner Dam and Diefenbaker Reservoir, the Federal 
Government’s Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Authority (PFRA) opens with a quote from 
Genesis 2:28, the passage that gives humans “dominion” over the Earth and then commands 
humans to “subdue” it.  The pamphlet goes on to talk about “man’s age-old struggle for 
mastery over water…” and ends by saying that, with the construction of the Diefenbaker 
Dam, the South Saskatchewan River has “been subdued to the service of man. . . .”20   
 
Droughtproofing, defeating the drought cycle, making deserts bloom, subduing nature, and 
twisting ecosystems to serve economies: these related ideas form the core of the Agrivision 
plan.  
 
 
11. Can we “drought proof” Saskatchewan?  
 
But whether or not we share the philosophical attitude that drought proofing embodies, we 
can ask a utilitarian question: Is drought proofing possible? 
 
Saskatchewan has about 38 million acres of land in crops.  After 80 years of irrigation 
development, we now have 333,433 acres under irrigation21—about nine-tenths of one 
percent of our cropland.  Almost all—99.1 percent—of Saskatchewan cropland relies on 
rainfall.   
 
The Agrivision report does not include any firm estimate on irrigable acres in Saskatchewan.  
Indeed, estimates vary widely.  A recent report by the PFRA’s Terrie Hoppe entitled The 
Potential for Irrigation Expansion in Western Canada includes the following passage:   
 

For Saskatchewan, two very different estimates for irrigation expansion have 
been put forth, a conservative estimate by SaskWater for an additional 50,581 
ha of land, and a very optimistic estimate by Abrahamson and Ireland, whose 
1985 study suggested that an additional 1,500,000 ha could be developed for 
irrigation. Abrahamson and Ireland's prediction was based on the assumption 
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that diversion be built to transfer 780,000 dam [cubic decametres, one 
thousand cubic metres] of water from the North Saskatchewan to the South 
Saskatchewan Basin.22 

 
Such a vast range between estimates—30-fold—provides little guidance for us to assess how 
many irrigated acres we can expect in the coming decades.  But precision isn’t really needed.  
We have succeeded in expanding irrigated acreage by about 250,000 acres over the past 40 
years;23 suppose, to pull a figure out of the air, we could triple that rate over the next 40 
years.  Such a rate of increase would mean that our total irrigated acreage in 2046 would be 
1,083,433 acres—about 2.9% of Saskatchewan’s cropland acreage.  Those who would see 
this figure as not ambitious enough might want to consider that it could support ten potato 
processing plants.   
 
Thus, a generous estimate of future irrigation expansion in Saskatchewan would still leave 
97.1% of the province’s land subject to drought.  The term “drought proof” seems somehow 
inappropriate in such a context.  Discussions of drought proofing Saskatchewan are rendered 
meaningless by its impossibility—the notion is more a rhetorical device or marketing 
buzzword than a serious planning goal. 
 
 
12. Will drought proofing reduce farm support payments? 
 
A major selling point for Agrivision’s plan is that expenditures on dams and irrigation will 
trigger offsetting reductions in farm support payments.  Speaking of the past century, the 
report notes: “Periodically the impact of drought led to major public expenditures on 
farm assistance. . . .” (p. i); “Today, the problems of regular drought remain and 
continue to cost the province millions of dollars when they occur” (p. i); “[T]he 
magnitude of drought losses alone would justify a significant expenditure of public 
funds on drought proofing the province” (p. 206); “Ultimately public relief from 
continuing drought payments can only come with a significant expansion in the level of 
irrigated acreage in the province. . . .” (p. 206).  
 
However, as calculated in section 11, above, an aggressive program to increase irrigation 
might move us from 99% of our acreage susceptible to drought to 97% susceptible.  Such a 
small reduction offers little hope of significant savings on drought-relief spending.   
 
The situation may be even worse, though—farm support savings may not merely be small, 
costs may in fact increase.  The Agrivision report implies that the bulk of farm support 
spending goes to offset production losses caused by drought or other natural disasters.  This 
may not be the case.  Instead, the bulk of the money seems to be going to offset market losses 
due to low or volatile prices.  Farm support programs such as NISA, AIDA, and CFIP 
were—and CAIS is—based on changes in farmers’ profit margins.*  Since the installation of 
irrigation multiplies per-acre revenues and margins, the installation of irrigation may increase 
total payments to farmers, regardless of the drought-mitigating effects of that irrigation.  

                                                 
* The program acronyms stand for, respectively, Net Income Stabilization Account, Agriculture Income 

Disaster Assistance, Canadian Farm Income Program, and Canadian Agricultural Income Stabilization 
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After spending billions to drought proof Saskatchewan, governments could find that farm 
support payments go up, not down.  
 
 
13. Irrigation economics 
 
Proposals to drought proof Saskatchewan suggest another question: Can farmers afford the 
irrigation?   
 
The public investment in irrigation will total thousands of dollars per acre.*  But even leaving 
aside the question of the appropriateness of allocating large public subsidies for irrigation 
infrastructure, it seems that in the current economic environment farmers will find it 
challenging to pay for even the relatively small portion of infrastructure they would be 
required to cover.  Each year, Saskatchewan’s Irrigation Crop Diversification Corporation 
(ICDC) prepares an analysis of irrigated crop profitability.  The 2006 version of that report 
shows that farmers can expect to lose money on nearly every crop they attempt to grow under 
irrigation.24  The only significant exceptions seem to be forage crops and potatoes (the latter, 
a crop that can only be grown every second or third year).  Admittedly, farmers who choose 
not to invest in irrigation are similarly losing money.  But the losses projected on many 
potential irrigation crops prompt the question of where would-be irrigators will find the tens-
of-millions needed to invest in equipment.  To a significant extent, the large gap between the 
number of acres that could be irrigated in Saskatchewan now and the relatively few that 
actually are is a reflection of the marginal economics of investing in irrigation equipment.    
 
The Agrivision report acknowledges the small benefits farmers gain from investments in 
irrigation, and the report acknowledges that the primary benefits of irrigated production and 
subsequent processing are captured elsewhere.  Citing Kulshreshtha and Grant25, the 
Agrivision report notes on page 24, figure 5 that farmers receive only 4% of the economic 
benefits from food production and processing from irrigated land.  This compares to a 73% 
portion captured by other Canadians and a 23% portion captured by companies and 
individuals situated outside of Canada.  Before investing large amounts of public money in 
irrigation infrastructure ostensibly and at least partly intended to help our farmers, we should 
reflect on the fact that the economic benefits to foreign citizens and corporations will be six 
times the benefits to local farmers. 
 
Finally, the logical extension of the gloomy outlook on irrigation profitability is the question: 
What would we grow?  The Agrivision report pivots upon the proposal to increase irrigated 
acreage by hundreds of thousands (or millions) of acres and to increase the production of 
potatoes, cattle, hogs, and grains accordingly.  But across North America, potato farmers are 
working out complex systems to reduce acreage and production to deal with declining 
demand (Prince Edward Island, for instance, instituted a mandatory potato acreage reduction 
program in 2005 to help reverse plummeting potato prices).  Similarly, the grains and 
livestock that Agrivision urges us to produce appear oversupplied.  While it’s true that 
irrigation could create the stable supplies of potatoes, vegetables, grains, and livestock that 

                                                 
* See, for instance, Golder and Associates’ analysis of the Meridian Dam proposal: A total cost of $5 

billion would result in 600,000 irrigated acres.  Though only a fraction of the $5 billion cost is directly 
assignable to irrigation, even that fraction works out to thousands of dollars per acre. 
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processors often require, it is not clear that farmers would reap any real benefits from their 
investments or that markets are demanding increased volumes of either the “raw” 
commodities or the processed food products.  At one level, the Agrivision plan is to push 
significantly increased supplies of primary and processed commodities into markets that are 
mature and showing signs of being sufficiently supplied.  Such a strategy carries large risks. 
 
 
14. Drought proofing and value-added processing 
 
To fully understand the Agrivision report, one must understand that it promotes indirect 
solutions.  The report is primarily focused on economic development—a much larger 
economy and population for Saskatchewan.  To achieve these goals, the report states, we 
need new processing facilities and additional employers.  To underpin this increased 
processing, we need more stable food and water supplies.  To get these, we need to capture 
more water behind more dams and we need more irrigated acres.  The causation chain laid 
out in the Agrivision report is as follows: 
 

Dams & diversions & water storage  more irrigation  more stable food supplies  
potential investment by food processors & other industries  more economic activity, jobs, & residents 

 
The report says that: 
 

The 50 Year Water Development Plan anticipates directly addressing the 
water development needs of the province by: 

● Maximising the wealth from the waters flowing through Saskatchewan. 
● Providing increased water storage and access in all regions of the 

province. 
● Making a sustainable provision for environmental basic flows in all 

surface waters. 
● Doubling the rural population through water based value added 

development. (p. iii & 196) 
 

More concisely, it says that “water investment and water management has become the 
foundation for the diversified agricultural processing irrigation economy of southern 
Alberta or the energy and irrigation/processing economy of Manitoba.  The same 
potential exists for Saskatchewan” (p. ii). 
 
The report is indirect in the extreme; its steps can be characterized as follows: 1. Spend 
billions on dams and diversions, 2. Hope (in spite of past evidence) that farmers take 
advantage of the available water to irrigate, 3. Hope that the irrigated acreage attracts 
corporations to build plants and provide high-quality employment, and 4. Hope that increased 
employment in processing plants leads to a larger overall economy and increased population.   
 
But let’s look at those four steps again: 
 
1. Spend billions on dams and diversions 
2. Hope that farmers take advantage of the water to irrigate 
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Despite water availability, tens-of-thousands of acres bordering Saskatchewan canals and 
reservoirs remain unirrigated, largely because increased crop returns do not (or barely) pay 
for irrigation equipment and costs.  The assertion that a dam will automatically translate into 
additional irrigated acres is undercut by the fact that 40 years after Lake Diefenbaker was 
created, irrigation acreage in the area has still not reached more than a fraction of projections 
or potential. 
 
3. Hope that the irrigated acreage attracts corporations that will build plants and provide 

high-quality employment 
 
Food-processing jobs often pay low wages.  Because of these wages and challenging working 
conditions, these plants often cannot attract local residents to work.  One of Canada’s largest 
food-processing plants, Tyson Food’s beef packing plant at Brooks, Alberta, is increasingly 
staffed by African refugees who’ve moved to Canada.  Packing sector expert Michael 
Broadway notes that “after scouring Canada for workers in the first few years of the plant’s 
operation Lakeside looked to Canada’s refugee population to meet its labor needs.  Since 
2000 about 3,500 mostly Sub-Saharan refugees have moved to Brooks. They now account for 
about a quarter of the town’s population, with the largest single source country being the 
Sudan, followed by Ethiopia and Somalia.”26  Maple Leaf’s pork processing plant in 
Brandon, Manitoba, is increasingly relying on workers from Mexico and Latin America.   
 
The irrigation-supported food-processing plants Agrivision hopes to attract may not employ the 
sons and daughters of current Saskatchewan residents—those young people seem more likely 
to continue leaving for higher-paying jobs in the north-Alberta oil fields or Calgary office 
towers.  Rather, the food-processing jobs proposed for Saskatchewan may be of such low 
quality, with such low wages and challenging working conditions, that only the poorest and 
most desperate Canadians will be inclined to fill them.  Additionally, shortages of sufficiently 
desperate workers may even prompt governments to allow non-resident migrants from Mexico 
and elsewhere to come into the province to fill the jobs any new plants may create.  
  
More important, there is no guarantee the plants will even come.  Packers Cargill and Tyson 
probably now have excess beef processing capacity.  At least one Manitoba potato processing 
line has been shut down due to overcapacity.27  A new Saskatchewan dam might lie waiting 
for decades before triggering the creation of a significant number of processing jobs.   
 
To recap: Food processing corporations may not come; if they do, this may not occur for 
decades; if and when they get here, they may not hire the sons and daughters of 
Saskatchewan citizens; and if they do hire them, those workers may have to face low wages 
and gruelling working conditions.  
 
4. Hope that increased employment in processing plants leads to a larger overall economy 
and increased population 
 
One benefit Agrivision claims for its multi-billion dollar dam and diversion projects is 
“doubling the rural population” (pp. iii & 196).  Its report gives little background to this 
arbitrary estimate (see p. 174).  Policy-makers considering the Agrivision plan should ask 
themselves whether a few processing plants—even as many as a dozen—could underpin 
Agrivision’s suggested population increase of 300,000 to 400,000 people.  Further, the report 
stresses an increase to the rural population.  This aim flies in the face of agribusiness 
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corporations’ propensity to site processing plants near medium-sized and large cities, in order 
to have access to a large labour pool.  Recent hog-processing plants have been built in 
Brandon (Manitoba) and proposed for Winnipeg (Manitoba) and Saskatoon (Saskatchewan).  
Alberta’s cattle-processing plants are located in Brooks and High River, both communities of 
10,000 or more people.  While it is true that some potato-processing plants in Manitoba have 
been set up near smaller communities, this is partly a function of their smaller labour pool 
requirements.  Food processing plants can be an important part of plans to re-populate rural 
Saskatchewan.  But it is misleading to imply that all or even most of the population increase 
triggered by these plants would be in rural areas. 
 
Agrivision’s scheme prompts another question: If we think we have billions of dollars to 
spend on dams (to create irrigation to attract processors to create jobs), why wouldn’t we just 
use a small fraction of that money to build some processing plants?  Why not just take the 
direct route: Build a potato-processing plant at Outlook, then allow the farmers to utilize 
existing stored-water capacity and distribution infrastructure to add the tens-of-thousands of 
irrigated acres that could be easily added without any new interventions into the province’s 
hydrology?  If we want a $100 million processing plant, why build a billion-dollar dam?  
That question is especially relevant if we don’t actually need the dam to support the plant, 
and piercingly relevant if the dam might not get us the plant.  $100 million will get us a plant; 
$1 billion may not.  We may even be able to build multiple plants: for potatoes, cattle, hogs, 
pasta, vegetables, etc.  If, during drought years, the plants had to run at three-quarters 
capacity, this might still be cheaper than sinking billions into dams.   
 
There is a chorus of people urging farmers to move into ownership positions in the value-
added chain.  In light of this, it seems a better idea for farmers and taxpayers to partner to 
build relatively inexpensive and profitable food-processing plants rather than to build the 
very expensive and unprofitable dams and canals.  Rather than investing massively in the 
least profitable link, why wouldn’t we invest in the most profitable?  An economic analysis 
would almost certainly show that $1 billion spent on farmer-co-operative processing plants 
would yield larger benefits to the citizens of Saskatchewan than several times that amount 
spent on dams.  Further, the benefits would come faster, more directly, and to a larger 
number of farmers and citizens.   
 
Thus, the choice need not be between Agrivision’s costly, uncertain plan and economic 
decline: the choice can instead be to pursue superior economic growth alternatives while 
avoiding unnecessary and environmentally damaging spending on water mega-projects.  In 
terms of maximizing and accelerating economic benefits for this province, there are 
compelling reasons to reject Agrivision’s proposals. 
 
 
15a. The environment, part 1 
 
The preceding sections of this critique characterize the Agrivision report as focused on 
human needs and economic growth and lacking substantive consideration of the environment 
and sustainability.  The authors and proponents of the Agrivision report may object to that 
characterization and point to many references to environmental concerns within the report.  
Here is a selection of such references: 
 



A Critical Analysis of Water Wealth: A Fifty Year Water Development Plan for Saskatchewan 
 

Page 16

“Water development requires a planning process to provide an attractive and 
competitive environment for the extraction of human, environmental and economic 
wealth from the provincial waters.” (p. 196) 
 
“Water management planning has human, environmental and economic consequences. 
Surface and groundwater supplies feed the needs of the people who live on the land, the 
natural ecosystems that sustain the natural habitats and the industries that provide 
many of Saskatchewan’s residents with their standard of living and quality of life. 
Developing a long term water plan for Saskatchewan therefore requires that the human 
and environmental interests be accommodated within a long term social, economic and 
environmental planning framework for the province. This must occur within a time 
frame that can compete in a global economy.” (p. 194) 
 
“Drought-proofing Saskatchewan is about assuring secure water supplies to our people, 
industries, communities and ecosystems.” (p. x) 
 
“Water lies at a central interface between three elements that are fundamental to life on 
our planet. As a part of the hydrological system water is central to the circulation system 
of the planet and its flora, fauna, fish, its weather patterns and lakes. Together these are 
the natural ecosystem upon which our human existence is played. As humans we cannot 
survive without water and thus our very social structures are also dependent on a 
sufficient supply of clean drinking water. Less appreciated is the role of water in our 
economy as a medium of transportation, a generator of energy, an essential ingredient in 
many products and foods and as a process lubricant for our economy.” (p. 126) 
 
“As the world population grows and our understanding of our planet increases, water is 
assuming an increased importance for sustaining human health, our natural 
environment and our economic future.” (pp. 126–127)  
 
“While Saskatchewan may not have reached its full potential in the past to realize the 
wealth creation opportunities associated with its water resource, that is no reason why 
they cannot be more fully realized in the coming century with improved benefits for 
society, the environment and the economy.” (p. 133) 
 
“Saskatchewan water resources are large by any standard. The annual surface water 
flow through the province averages some 19 million cubic decameters each year. At the 
present time, only 1.9 million decameters, or 10% of these waters have allocated water 
rights and some of these rights involve the return of the water into the system. Even 
assuming a substantial environmental protection water reserve for in-stream and 
riparian use, this would still leave a major water resource for use.” (p. 136) 
 
To get a full sense of how the Agrivision report views sustainability and environmental 
concerns, it is necessary to look at the context in which such issues are most often raised.  
The following excerpt gives a sense of that context: 
 
“It is time for a new framework for water development in Saskatchewan that can 
transcend the political vagaries of the day and provide a firm foundation for long term 
water planning and development that accommodates the human and environmental 
interest in our waters. This framework requires provision for: 
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1. Federal and Provincial cooperation in the long term planning and development of 
the water resource, recognizing the legal and constitutional interests that both 
orders of government have in the resource. 

2. Sustainable funding to provide for long term planning and development of the 
water resources. 

3. Institutions and agencies that can be sustainable at the local level to manage and 
develop the water resource and accommodate the prairie provincial and 
international interests in the development of the resource. 

4. Inclusive planning protocols that involve all stakeholders to obtain commitment 
to the plan and sustained implementation.  

 
The 50 Year Water Development Plan anticipates directly addressing the water 
development needs of the province by: 

● Maximising the wealth from the waters flowing through Saskatchewan. 

● Providing increased water storage and access in all regions of the province. 

● Making a sustainable provision for environmental basic flows in all surface waters. 

● Doubling the rural population through water based value added development.” 
(pp. ii–iii & [in a revised form] 196) 

 
Note that the preceding quotation from the Agrivision report begins with a reference to 
environmental interests but then goes on to use the words “development” and “develop” nine 
times.  Five times it refers to water as a “resource.”  When the quoted section returns to the 
subject of the environment and sustainability, it notes the need for the “provision for 
environmental basic flows in all surface waters.”  Similarly, in another section, the report 
says “Many of the investments will also be required simply to . . . provide the wildlife 
and in-stream habitats with the water environments required to maintain their species” 
(p. ix).  This is a recurring theme in Agrivision’s report: that dams and reservoirs help 
stabilize stream flow levels and, thus, protect river ecosystems from drought.  Four 
observations may be in order, however:  

● The report most often invokes environmental considerations as an add-on to the wealth 
development plan, or as a way of promoting it; 

● There is no real attempt to ascertain what “basic flows” might be necessary in our rivers  
(the report surveys possible considerations on p. 111); 

● The report does not mention that many dams in the US and elsewhere are now being 
decommissioned or operated in ways that return rivers to their more natural rhythms of 
surge and ebb; and  

● Most important, the report glosses over the fact that the multitude of dams it proposes 
would essentially drown the North and South Saskatchewan Rivers and many of their 
tributaries under a chain of reservoirs (see, again, page 141 of the Agrivision report).  
Once these rivers are lost under a series of lakes, discussions of maintaining the rivers’ 
“basic flows” become meaningless; Agrivision seems less interested in protecting rivers 
than in replacing them.    
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The following figure, taken from page 168 of the Agrivision report, gives a graphic 
representation of our Southern Saskatchewan rivers drowned by dams and reservoirs. 
 

 
 
The diagrams depict cross-section elevations of the North Saskatchewan, South Saskatchewan, 
and Saskatchewan Rivers.  The short vertical lines are potential dams.  And the horizontal lines 
reaching back from the tops of those dams represent the surface levels of potential reservoirs.  
Note that each reservoir could be constructed such that it would back up water all the way to 
the base of the dam above it; the river would thus be completely submerged. 
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For those who love our Prairie rivers, and for those who are dismayed by the transformative 
and damaging effects of large dams, the above diagrams are extremely disturbing.  Though 
the Agrivision report asks us to support dams so numerous that the major rivers of southern 
Saskatchewan may be submerged under a chain of reservoirs, the report does not examine 
river ecology changes that dams bring.   
 
The impacts of dams 
 
Understanding dams requires understanding rivers.  Rivers tend to have a standard form to which fish 
and aquatic species adapt themselves.  In the continuum from rivulet to mouth, the nature of the river 
changes from being narrow, shaded by trees, and fast-flowing, to slow flowing, exposed to sun over 
most of its breadth, and deep.  Headwater streams carry large amounts of organic and mineral input, 
referred to as allochthonous terrestrial detritus.  Aquatic animals are mostly those that can shred and 
consume this terrestrial detritus, or they are collectors that filter the remaining fine and ultra-fine 
material.  As streams widen, the forest canopy opens allowing more light to reach the water surface, 
raising water temperature.  Detritus input arriving from nearby upland decreases in proportion as water 
volumes increase.  Rooted aquatic plants and algae able to harness sunlight (these organisms are called 
“autotrophs”) and their respective animal consumers rise in prominence.  At this part of the river, the 
dominant organisms are collectors, grazers that consume the autotrophs, and scrapers that consume 
algae attached to rock substrates.  Further downstream, the harnessing of sunlight by autotrophs 
becomes more difficult due to increasing mineral load and floating organic matter.  A new community of 
floating plants and animals develops and these inhabit the sunlit upper waters of a wide and deep river.  
 
By creating artificial lakes upstream, dams disrupt the ecological transition from upstream rivulet to river 
mouth, to which aquatic communities (including fish) adapt themselves.  Dams change the depth, width, 
and flow rates of rivers.  The normal mid-stream characteristics of a river are changed to the deep, still 
water characteristic of a lake.  Also, flow is halted, oxygenation reduced, and nutrients settled out.  
Then, when a reservoir is partially drained, water levels are lowered and composition altered; thus the 
aquatic communities continually want to change from one stage in the continuum to another.  Dispersal 
and immigration characteristics and reproductive generation times are often such that a system can 
never completely adapt to the filling and draining and the reservoir’s ecosystem thus exists in an 
immature and altered ecological state. 
 
In addition to changing the rivers on which they’re located, dams alter the entire watershed.  Dams are 
not mere barriers in a watercourse: the “impact-tentacles” of such dams reach deeply into the ecology 
of an ecosystem, modifying conditions up and down the river and into the surrounding lands.  
Watercourses are not disconnected from the surrounding region’s ecology. 
 
Dams create many disturbances within the interconnected water and land ecosystems. Large dams have 
profound effects on habitat within and beside rivers and streams, and dams interfere with animal 
movement.  The bigmouth buffalo fish, for example, was once important in Saskatchewan’s diversified 
rural economy as a commercially harvested fish.  The bigmouth buffalo fish is now one of 
Saskatchewan’s endangered species.  Studies have shown that the numerous dams on creeks and 
rivulets feeding into Last Mountain Lake severely limit the fish’s ability to enter these water channels to 
find spawning sites in that watershed. 
 
Dams also destroy fish spawning sites due to the still-water-sedimentation under reservoirs.  In addition 
to retarding water turbulence and thus prompting sedimentation, large amounts of sand and silt are 
eroded from the reservoir’s shore as the water levels reach higher up banks.  Depending on the banks’ 
characteristics, this erosion can go on for decades, possibly for the life of the dam.  Creating artificial 
spawning habitat at the newly created and higher shoreline can compensate for this loss.  However, this 
must be planned in advance and take into account changing water levels. 
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Dams alter food chains.  For instance, local residents in the Cumberland House region of east-central 
Saskatchewan have noted the effects of the E.B. Campbell Dam: the altered flow created by the dam 
threatens predator-prey dynamics among ungulates and wolves in the delta’s mashes.  One of the 
survival responses moose use against wolves is to run to a nearby stream and stand in defence.  If the 
attack happens while a marsh tributary is dry, the moose-wolf dynamic is altered in favour of the 
wolves.  Moose populations in the marshes have dropped precipitously since the 1980s, for largely 
undocumented and likely diverse reasons. 
 
A further impact of dams is the removal of riparian vegetation; this vegetation is important to keeping 
bank soil in place.  The riparian habitat is also an important cover for wildlife, especially in a prairie 
environment where cover and shelter is often in short supply. 
 
Dams alter the dilution of pollutants.  Studies of water quality in the South Saskatchewan River at 
Saskatoon have shown an alarming concentration of pollutants from various sources.  Wastewater 
treatment is still largely a primitive enterprise relying on the dilution of waste.  Any proposal for water-
intensive manufacture and processing should be examined in light of the fact that these activities can 
create a reduction in water volume on the one hand and an increase in pollutants on the other.  Dams 
can alter the mixing and dilution of pollutants and toxins. 
 
Dams can aggravate problems with pollutants in or near rivers.  For example a river may be able to cope 
with a high nutrient load, but when a river is converted to a reservoir, problems can arise.  Standing 
water generally contains less oxygen than flowing water.  This condition, coupled with rising 
temperatures in large-surface water bodies, can cause algal productivity to increase.  This, in turn, can 
over-exploit limited oxygen, causing fish die-offs. 
 
Mercury build-up is well recognized as a result of creating reservoirs.  The mercury that is naturally held 
in riverbank soil can become mobile in the presence of water and build up in the reservoir. 
 
Dams can affect groundwater supplies.  Flooding is both a natural and necessary event under which the 
prairie ecosystem has been shaped for some 10,000 years.  The concept of flooding and its contribution 
to groundwater recharge is widely accepted.  The capture, storage, and measured release of floodwaters 
via reservoirs alter the river’s potential for groundwater recharge along its entire downstream length.  
Furthermore, river valley forests and other plants in the floodplain can receive nutrients from the silt-
laden floodwaters.  This function is removed by dams. 
 
The cursory outline above of river ecology in relation to dams illustrates many potential impacts.  In 
ecology and ecological management, most impacts are small at any given point of land and time, but 
these impacts accumulate and magnify collectively.  The aggregate ecological impact of dams is 
enormous. 
 
Similarly, though the Agrivision report proposes the need to look seriously at inter-basin 
transfers and water diversions (pp. 138–141 & 147–150), it omits any consideration of how 
such diversions and transfers might affect the donor or recipient ecosystems.  There is no 
mention of invasive species and no analysis of how the diversion-altered flows might affect 
river health.   
 
Not only does the Agrivision report neglect to deal substantively with environmental 
considerations; a careful reading reveals hostility to such considerations.  In a section 
detailing federal and provincial policy changes “critical to the rapid expansion of a water 
economy in Saskatchewan”, the Agrivision report lists “Improving the environmental 
assessment and decision making procedures on major water development projects to 
reduce uncertainty and risk” (p. v).  Those who have participated in federal and provincial 
environmental assessment processes and those who have watched the Saskatchewan 
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government dismantle the environmental assessment processes for large hog barns will 
immediately understand the language in the Agrivision report: Too-stringent environmental 
assessments will put dam and diversion projects at risk; therefore such procedures must be 
“improved”—read “weakened.” 
 
At another point, the Agrivision report tells us that “The development of hydro potential on 
Saskatchewan’s rivers can have substantial environmental impacts. Indeed the 
compliance costs of reaching decisions on the many hydro sites has become 
prohibitively expensive, introducing uncertainties into investment decisions” (p. 166).  
And in a section entitled “Creating a Framework for Improved Water Use – Removing 
Barriers to Change and Wealth Creation”, the Agrivision report says that “The 
environmental assessment process, federal and provincial, has become prohibitively 
expensive on major water projects and is now making it increasingly difficult to 
realistically consider hydroelectric projects for development. Increased levels of federal 
and provincial cooperation are required and timelines for evaluation should meet 
commercial and investor guidelines for development” (p. 192).  Later, the Agrivision 
report recommends “that environmental evaluation procedures be streamlined” (p. 202).  
A fundamental theme of the report re-emerges: economic growth is the primary goal; 
environmental concerns must be dealt with quickly—in a streamlined way, on timelines that 
meet the needs of investors and development. 
 
 
15b. The environment, part 2: Agrivision’s view of sustainability 
 
A quick keyword search of the Agrivision report turns up the words “sustain,” “sustainable,” 
and “sustainability” 116 times (though not exclusively in the context of environmental or 
economic sustainability).  Here are some selections: 
 
“Maintaining wetlands, river flows and riparian habitat maintains not only our river 
valleys but also the ability of our natural environment to maintain the cycle of life. A 
sustainable economy underlies our standard of living, social structures and 
opportunities for future generations. Developing our water resources in 
environmentally sensitive ways can directly contribute to all three of these areas and 
will become increasingly necessary in making adjustments to global warming and 
maintaining a sustainable and revitalized rural economy.” (p. 126) 
 
“Evaluations of the relationship between rural employment and irrigation development, 
one aspect of water wealth, have shown clearly that across the prairies irrigation, value 
added development and employment are closely related. (Map C).  These activities 
represent sustainable new layers in an increasingly sophisticated provincial economy.” 
(p. ix) 
 
“It is time for the whole province to cooperate on new sustainable water initiatives that 
can provide a new foundation for rural social and economic growth and may also 
protect our environment in an era of global warming and climate change.” (p. 37) 
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“Drought-proofing Saskatchewan is about assuring secure water supplies to our people, 
industries, communities and ecosystems. It is about creating a sustainable, prosperous 
economy that will be the envy of the continent.” (p. x) 
 
“A long term water plan for Saskatchewan and commitment to the related 
infrastructure development and financing can allow Saskatchewan to protect its 
environmental and create a more sustainable social and economic base for rural 
revitalization.” (p. 2) 
 
But what does Agrivision’s report actually mean by “sustainable”?  What is its standard?  
The Agrivision model is the southern Alberta feedlot and beef-processing area.  At one point, 
the report talks about creating “a sustainable agricultural processing industry in the 
province comparable to that which exists in southern Alberta” (p. 209),  pointing out that 
“Alberta’s experience with water development has created a sustainable economic 
foundation for the rural and arid economy of southern Alberta” (p. 18) and “It is a 
balance of human and environmental interests that has been highly successful in other 
parts of the rural prairies where water investment and water management has become 
the foundation for the diversified agricultural processing irrigation economy of 
southern Alberta or the energy and irrigation/processing economy of Manitoba. The 
same potential exists for Saskatchewan” (p. ii).  Anyone familiar with southern Alberta’s 
“feedlot alley” will know that its history is not an unalloyed tale of sustainability.  The 
massive concentration of cattle-feeding operations and irrigation-supported feed production 
is manifesting several signs of environmental unsustainability.  These include: 

• High concentrations of manure threaten to contaminate surface waters and 
groundwater with nitrogen, phosphates, antibiotics, bacteria, parasites, and viruses 
(the manure generated in feedlot alley, all of it disposed of untreated, is equivalent to 
the sewage generated by 18 million people28); 

• Manure runoff into surface water has the potential to cause eutrophication (a process 
whereby high nutrient levels accelerate plant and algae growth, depleting oxygen 
supplies for fish);  

• Routine use of non-therapeutic antibiotics is contributing to the proliferation of 
antibiotic-resistant bacteria, thereby undermining the efficacy of antibiotics in 
treating infections in humans; 

• Irrigation is degrading the region’s agricultural soils—effects include salinity; and 

• Water in the region has been over-allocated, threatening river ecosystems.  

 
In addition to questions of Southern Alberta’s environmental sustainability, there are 
questions regarding its economic sustainability.  Symptoms of economic unsustainability 
include: 

• The feedgrains used to fatten cattle in southern Alberta are produced with the aid of 
massive public subsidies and provided to (often) corporate-linked cattle-feeding 
operations at prices far below these grains’ costs of production; 

• Southern Alberta’s irrigation infrastructure was built, and is maintained, with large 
public subsidies; 
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• As a result of border closures triggered by bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) 
in Canada in the early part of this decade, large, corporate-linked feedlots received 
millions in taxpayer subsidies; 

• Two large US transnationals—Cargill and Tyson—control two-thirds of Canadian 
meat-packing capacity and capture for themselves an ever-larger portion of the 
benefits from beef production in Canada, leaving family farm cattle producers to 
suffer economically; and 

• The jobs created in beef-packing plants bring the challenges of low wages and 
substandard working conditions as outlined previously, and these, in turn, create 
social costs (policing, substance abuse, etc.) in their host communities. 

 
These combined subsidies—for feedgrains, for irrigation, and for disaster relief—mean that 
the southern-Alberta export-focused beef production system is probably not recovering its 
economic costs.  The environmental degradation outlined above shows that the sector is not 
covering its environmental costs, either.  This inability to cover environmental and/or 
economic costs—in effect, relying on economic and ecological subsidies—belies any 
assertion of sustainability.  The Agrivision report confuses sustainability with its opposite.   
 
Similarly, the other forms of crop and livestock production most often linked to irrigation and 
western-Canadian food processing are also among the most environmentally damaging and 
the least sustainable.  For instance, Manitoba potato production usually entails both the 
application of water from above and the removal of excess water from below, through tile 
drainage systems.  Those fields are often billiard-table-leveled by heavy equipment guided by 
satellites and laser beams; it goes without saying that every wetland, water run, willow bluff, 
and shelter belt must be removed in the process.  To grow potatoes, farmers must apply large 
amounts of herbicides, insecticides, and fungicides.  Fossil-fuel-derived nitrogen fertilizer 
must also be applied at rates significantly higher than rates appropriate for land planted to 
other crops.  And, like the cattle-finishing sector, the potato-processing sector creates 
significant questions regarding the financial sustainability for family farmers, because potato 
processing is controlled by a few large firms who keep a tight grip on farmers through a 
system of grower contracts. 
 
Finally, hog production and processing is the third sector that Agrivision points to as a 
potential driver of sustainable economic growth.  Because evidence is now abundant and 
widespread regarding the environmental effects of huge hog barns and their multi-million-
gallon liquid manure pits, this paper will not repeat that evidence. 
 
Potato production and concentrated industrial hog and cattle production are among the least 
sustainable agricultural systems widely practiced in western Canada today.  That these are the 
sectors that the Agrivision report marks for growth and expansion reveals much about its 
commitment to the environment and about its intent when it uses the term “sustainability.” 
 
 
15c. The environment, conclusion 
 
Agrivision’s report fails to adequately acknowledge and respond to environmental 
considerations.  It fails to create a broad analytic framework sophisticated enough to actually 
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allow humans to sustainably manage nested economic, social, hydrological, and biological 
systems.  Where the environment is mentioned, it is often treated simplistically.  In other 
passages, the report uses environmental considerations opportunistically—as a way to sell its 
proposed dams and diversions.   
 
Citizens and policy-makers need to create and embrace a more complete framework for 
understanding water and its place in nature and in our economy.  Economic considerations 
are necessary, but they are far from sufficient.  Such considerations must be evaluated in the 
context of our increasingly complex understanding of the interconnectedness and 
interdependence of human-created and natural systems.   
 
 
16. Diversions, inter-basin transfers, and water exports 
 
“Fortunately, Saskatchewan has a well developed set of engineering plans and proposals 
for water storage and diversions within the province that may allow it promptly address 
many of the adjustment requirements for global warming and also meet its 
opportunities for new economic activity.”  (p. vii) 
 
The Agrivision report treads carefully around the subject of large-scale water transfers and 
diversions, but such projects are clearly part of the Agrivision plan.  The report includes four 
maps of potential diversions: see pages x, 141, 148, and 149.   
 
The report notes that significantly increased irrigation may require diversions and inter-basin 
transfers: “An earlier assessment of Saskatchewan’s irrigation potential [Ireland and 
Abrahamson, 1985] . . . identified a large acreage of irrigable lands in the province and 
the available water to provide for the irrigation from both Lake Diefenbaker and a 
transfer from the North Saskatchewan River” (p. 157) and “Saskatchewan also has the 
unique opportunity of considering the transfer of water between the North and South 
Saskatchewan River systems and still returning it back into the Saskatchewan River 
basin east of Prince Albert” (p. 150). 
 
On its page x map, the Agrivision report shows the possible route of the “Eaglehill 
Diversion” that would send water from the North Saskatchewan River (from near Arlee) to 
Lake Diefenbaker and the South Saskatchewan River.  That map also shows the routes for the 
Vermillion diversion that would similarly send North Saskatchewan River water to the South 
Saskatchewan River.  In total, that map, and a larger version on page 141, show nearly two 
dozen potential diversions in western Canada. 
 
Going beyond proposed western Canadian diversions, the report gives an overview of some 
of the past schemes to radically re-plumb North America—including Thomas Kierans’ early-
1960s Grand Canal Scheme; University of Manitoba Professor Ed Kuiper’s 1960s plan; the 
1964 North American Water and Power Alliance (NAWAPA) plan that would link Alaska, 
B.C., the Yukon, the Prairies, the southwestern U.S., and Mexico; and others.   
 
Nearly all the major water diversion projects the Agrivision report catalogues were/are 
intended to move northern Canadian waters into the dry southwestern United States.  The 
Agrivision report treads carefully around such proposals, saying, for example “While water 
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exports are not suggested, the export of water intensive products in the form of 
processed foods, energy, fish and recreational services does represent a viable economic 
strategy to create employment and value added in the province” (p. i) and “The export 
of water intensive products in the form of foods, fish, energy or recreation can also 
provide the essential new growing and diversified elements of a more diversified and 
wealthy Saskatchewan” (p. 209). 
 
In reading the Agrivision report, however, one gets the sense that its disavowal of water 
exports is little more than a politically-expedient cover—the report cites no reason not to 
proceed with water exports, and embraces nearly any mechanism that promises economic 
growth.  Water exports are extremely unpopular among a Canadian public that increasingly 
feels manipulated by US corporate and trade interests.  When Agrivision Corporation talks 
about the need for 21 new reservoirs,29 it is clearly contemplating implementing nearly the 
full scope of the dam and diversion projects identified in the 1972 Water Supply for the 
Saskatchewan Nelson Basin study.  Building that many dams and diversions would 
dramatically increase the amount of water in the southern Prairie region, conveniently located 
for export.  (More on water exports in section 17, below.)   
 
 
17. Is water the new oil? 
 
“Water is the oil of the 21st Century!!” (p. 212) 
 
Those who tout water as the new oil mistake money flow for wealth creation.  In failing to 
discriminate between the two, they would similarly fail to distinguish between a dollar 
generated in a video lottery terminal and one generated by growing 40 bushels of wheat from 
one bushel of seed.  Their error is a relative to one G. K. Chesterton pointed to when he said 
that “We cannot all live by taking in each other's washing.”30 
 
The increasing scarcity and, hence, increasing price of water in the future will cause much 
more money to change hands, certainly, but this money-exchange should not be mistaken for 
wealth.  Quite the opposite: high-cost water will make us poorer; readily available, cheap 
water will simply be replaced by scarce, expensive water; we will be forced to dissipate our 
wealth acquiring something we now have, nearly for free, in completely sufficient quantities.  
We will use up more time and fossil-fuel energy getting that water from deeper wells, 
transporting it longer distances, building dams to stabilize its less-dependable flows, and 
cleaning it as it becomes increasingly fouled.  Having less of a valuable substance means 
we’ve become poorer, not richer.  
 
Oil production—leaving aside the environmental effects—can create new wealth: plastics, 
warm homes, travel, products from factories, cooking heat, electricity for lighting, etc.  
Charging more for water—developing a high-dollar-cost water “economy”—does not create 
new wealth or increase our enjoyment of life.  Economic activity to develop oil has the 
potential to make us better off.  $80 per barrel water will make us poorer.*   
 

                                                 
* Note that bottled water today costs the equivalent of $160 per barrel, assuming an average price of 

roughly a dollar a litre.  (A 45 US gallon oil barrel equals approximately 160 litres.)   
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Admittedly, the Agrivision report’s enthusiasm focuses on the value-added processing and 
employment that can result from water use.  But it is puzzling why anyone would think that 
the prospects for such activities improve markedly as water becomes scarce and expensive.   
 
Agrivision is correct in one sense about water being the new oil: we are trading one for the 
other as we sacrifice water to produce oil.  We are injecting water beneath the surface to 
force out more oil; this water is lost, probably forever.  We are also degrading vast quantities 
of water and entire watersheds in tar sands oil production.  Agrivision says that 
“opportunities for water intensive . . . energy products offer Saskatchewan the option of 
new elements for growth. . . . (p. x) and “Increasing the recovery of oil and gas from well 
is increasingly involving the flooding of the reservoirs with water and other materials. 
Today approximately half of all of Alberta’s oil production is water assisted. The major 
uses of water by the industry are for water flood injection, in situ heavy oil recovery 
through steam assisted gravity drainage, oil sands mining and in the production of 
natural gas from coal. In the mature oil producing areas water flooding has been able to 
increase primary production by some 15%, increase enhanced secondary and tertiary 
production by between 25% and 30%. These increases in production, however, can only 
be achieved with access to reliable and low cost water supplies. Accordingly, the oil and 
gas industries have become important users of both surface water and groundwater. In 
many cases the industry has been able to use saline groundwater and to also identify 
and access deep aquifers” (p. 175). 
 
The paragraph quoted above closes with a reference to the use of saline groundwater.  But the 
larger context is that Agrivision wants to capture more surface water—freshwater—behind 
dams in order to foster oil and gas development.  Agrivision clearly endorses increasing the 
amount of water from Saskatchewan rivers that is pumped into the ground to flush out oil.   
 
Note also that the Agrivision plan claims, with the emphatic addition of two exclamation 
points, that “Water is the oil of the 21st Century!!” (p. 212) but then goes on to say, in the 
section quoted above, that oil production depends on “access to reliable and low cost water 
supplies” (p. 175) [emphasis added].   
 
And there may be one further way that Agrivision is more right than wrong in equating water 
with oil: There are many who want to export Canada’s water to the US, just as they are 
exporting our oil.  It is extremely hard for Agrivision to tell us that, on the one hand, water is 
the new oil but that, on the other, its dams and southward diversions of water will not lead to 
exports to the US.  (For more on water exports, see section 16 of this critique, above.)  
 
 
18. The privatization and commodification of water: Agrivision’s 
“institutional reforms” and Water Development Corporations 
 
To Agrivision, water is like oil in yet another way: the report urges that water should be 
privatized, commodified, deregulated, produced, and allocated as a market good on the basis 
of profit.  According to Agrivision’s report, the dams it advocates should be built by private 
investors who then recoup their investments and make their profits by providing water from 
those reservoirs for farmers and others to use.  The Agrivision report is clear in saying “The 
funds required for water development in Saskatchewan will not come from the public 
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sector. However, public sector spending can help create an attractive investment 
climate for investment in which private financing from Saskatchewan and elsewhere 
can finance development” (p. 205).  (Below, this critique will examine the feasibility of the 
private sector supplying the tens-of-billions of dollars that Agrivision’s dams and reservoirs 
and diversions would require.) 
 
The Agrivision report devotes many pages to a detailed framework for private, profit-based 
water allocation and management and for private-sector construction and ownership of water 
infrastructure (see pages 176–193 & 196–205.  This volume and detail regarding 
privatization and “institutional reform” contrasts with the paucity of detail on environmental 
concerns such as how to assess or maintain minimum river flow requirements. 
 
The Agrivision report describes itself as a blueprint for creating an “attractive and 
competitive environment for the extraction of . . . wealth from the provincial waters” (p. 
196).  Beginning on page 196, the report presents a bold proposal for reorganizing and 
privatizing Saskatchewan water management.  This critique has, above, characterized the 
Agrivision report dually: as a general plan to use water to drive economic development, job 
creation, and population growth; and as a technical engineering plan to dam and divert our 
rivers to create additional irrigation, hydropower, and fossil fuel production.  But there is a 
third way of seeing the Agrivision plan: as a blueprint for radically altering the relationship 
between Saskatchewan citizens and their water by transferring ownership and control of 
water infrastructure to the private sector—and in transferring ownership of that infrastructure, 
transferring effective ownership and control of the water itself (i.e. you won’t get any water 
unless you agree to pay the asking price). 
 
In addition to being a third way of interpreting the report, this focus on institutional reform is 
also a third level of indirectness and abstraction in Agrivision’s plan.  Agrivision’s primary 
goal is more food production, processing, and jobs.  In its report, Agrivision makes a 
calculated tactical step, however: rather than moving directly toward these goals, the report 
urges a more indirect path: build dams and reservoirs and irrigation infrastructure.  What we 
see in the report’s sections on “institutional reforms” is a third step back, away from direct 
action to build dams and reservoirs to an even more indirect plan wherein the government 
rewrites our legislation and turns ownership and control of water largely over to private 
interests (assisted at every step, however, by public money) in order to create an investment 
climate that might attract private-sector money to build the needed dams.  Thus, Agrivision’s 
causational chain characterized earlier in this critique as:  
 

Dams & diversions & water storage  more irrigation  more stable food supplies  
potential investment by food processors & other industries  more economic activity, jobs, & residents    

 
becomes 
 

Transfer ownership & control of our water &/or water infrastructure to private corps. (plus taxpayer 
subsidies)  dams & diversions & water storage  more irrigation  more stable food supplies  
potential investment by food processors & other industries  more economic activity, jobs, & residents.    

 
Admittedly, the Agrivision report does not propose a passive reliance on the private sector 
profit motive; the report urges aggressive planning and a concerted organizational push to co-
ordinate water development.  But that planning and co-ordination aren’t their “big ideas.”  
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Such planning can, and does, take place within the current water management framework 
(witness recent studies of the proposed Meridian Dam, construction of the Rafferty and 
Alameda Dams, and similar studies and construction in neighbouring provinces).  No, clearly 
the big change that Agrivision is relying on to accelerate water development is not more 
public planning; rather, it’s more private ownership, and the spur of profit.    
 
The Agrivision report’s tremendous detail on water privatization tempts critique of those 
sections at comparable length; however, this paper will not do so.  Instead, the following 
paragraphs give a flavour of what the Agrivision report proposes regarding privatization. 
 
At the core of its “institutional reform” plan, the Agrivision report proposes the creation of 
several Comprehensive Water Development Corporations (CWDCs).  The following are 
excerpts from Agrivision’s explanations of those CWDCs: 
 
“CWDC’s would be established in the five or six main water development regions of the 
province.  Some of these might be based on irrigation as around Lake Diefenbaker, 
while others might be founded upon hydro electric power development.  . . . In all cases, 
the CWDCs would be private corporations and multi-purpose water development 
utilities and expected to earn a return on investment.  Local municipalities and 
Irrigation Districts might be expected to be central share holders in these companies as 
might be the federal and provincial government through equity participation.  Local 
individuals and corporations would also be eligible to become partners in the 
corporations.  First Nations would be expected to take an active role in the corporations 
in their regions.  Although federal and provincial equity would be needed, these 
governments need not control the CWDCs since they can exert their responsibilities for 
protecting the public and the environment through their existing regulatory 
frameworks.” (p. 197) 
 
“The CWDC would be mandated to develop and promote the water resources of the 
region it served.  In some cases, existing public water assets could be transferred into 
the Corporation.  In particular, the Corporation would be expected to maximize a 
water value chain of activities.  Revenues would be drawn from the sale of water, power 
and related services to customers in the public and private sectors.” (p. 197)   
 
“Each CWDC would have a local monopoly on water management for its region and 
would assume Sask Water and other public sector water assets in the area assigned to 
the Corporation.” (p. 197) 
 
In addition to the for-profit, Public Private Partnership (P3) CWDCs, another aspect of the 
Agrivision plan is water rights trading (see pages 122–123, 179–182, 200–201, & 205).  In 
identifying measures “critical to the rapid expansion of a water economy in 
Saskatchewan,” the Agrivision report lists the need to “create a market for the purchase 
and sale of water rights” (p. v).  The report goes on to say that “a water rights system that 
[is] not tied to markets . . . cannot create the conditions for efficient water use” (p. 179).31 
 
The Agrivision report lays out a detailed framework for water infrastructure privatization 
(aided by public funding), but the detail stops just short of the questions that many citizens 
might be interested in.  Such questions include:  
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• Which assets might be privatized and which not?   

• Would—as is the pattern in privatization schemes—the assets be transferred for a 
fraction of their value?  (Note the language in Agrivision’s report: the CWDCs would 
“assume” assets; assets would be “transferred.”)   

• Would the assets with the highest profit potential be privatized while low-profit, high-
cost assets are left in public hands? 

• Does Agrivision have confidence that private corporations would put up the capital to 
build the dams Agrivision proposes? 

• If these corporations did put up such capital, how would they be paid back?  (The 
tenuous economics of irrigation means that that farmers have little free cashflow with 
which to repay the cost of building billion-dollar dams, and slow uptake on irrigation 
might mean that there would be few irrigators paying.) 

• If the payback on these projects is swift, lucrative, and secure enough to entice private-
sector construction companies out of, say, the oil-patch and onto Saskatchewan rivers, 
why wouldn’t taxpayers themselves simply undertake the work and reap the large, 
rapid, and virtually guaranteed rewards?   

• For these dams, who will pay the myriad costs (catalogued in the Golder and Associates 
analysis of the Meridian Dam proposal, and elsewhere) of moving highways, railways, 
power-lines, farmsites, etc.? 

• How much would the province charge these for-profit companies for the water? 

• Would the need to pay an additional cadre of managers and executives, the need to 
repay investors, and the requirement to pay higher interest rates for borrowed money 
mean that irrigation water from these private dams would be more expensive than if the 
dams were built with public investment? 

• Would the province ensure that the taxpayer-provided portion of funding in these Public 
Private Partnerships (P3s) earns the same rate of return as the private-sector 
contribution? 

• Given that Saskatchewan’s Crown utilities are currently providing electrical, natural 
gas, telephone, and insurance services at or below the costs charged by private 
providers, is there good data to show that private-sector intervention in water provision 
and development will decrease costs and prices? 

 
Clearly there are many unanswered questions regarding just how the private sector could be 
enticed to provide a significant portion of the $20 billion to $30 billion that the Agrivision 
plan requires.  This critique asserts, above, that the vast majority of the money to pay for 
dams and diversions and a significant part of irrigation infrastructure would almost certainly 
have to come from taxpayers.  There seems little reason to reverse that assertion.  There is 
probably no way to do what Agrivision wants to do without either huge public subsidies or 
the transfer of public assets to private corporations at a fraction of their value (which is, of 
course, another form of subsidy).  Agrivision’s privatization plan would probably, in the real 
world, amount to public-sector funding and private-sector profit-taking.    
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19. Conclusions 
 

The debate about dams is a debate about the very meaning, purpose, and pathways 
for achieving development.  This suggests that decision-making on water and energy 
management will align itself with the emerging global commitments to sustainable 
human development and on the equitable distribution of costs and benefits 

—World Commission on Dams 
 

Agrivision’s proposed dams and diversion are unaffordable and unnecessary.  Their drought 
proofing scheme cannot be taken seriously as a planning objective.  Their analysis fails to 
incorporate any real consideration of the environmental effects of their massive re-plumbing 
scheme.  And their identification of southern Alberta’s feedlot alley as a model of 
economically and environmentally sustainable development is incomprehensible. 
 
The good news, however, is that there are alternatives to the Agrivision proposals: 
alternatives that are socially, environmentally, and economically superior; alternatives that 
deliver larger benefits, faster, at lower cost, and with greater care to the environment.  These 
alternatives need detailed analysis and public examination.  This critique is a first step.  SES 
will work diligently to ensure that government and the public explore and debate these 
alternatives.  Alternatives include: 

• Pursuing economic development options that build on the vast inherent resource 
wealth of the province and of our highly skilled people; options appropriate to the 
climate, hydrology, geography, and environment of this province; 

• Direct investment in co-operative food processing and other ways of creating 
sustainable livelihoods, rather than indirect investment in dams and diversions; 

• Optimizing irrigated acreage from existing infrastructure and water supplies (the need 
now is not for dams or water, it’s for pivots and profits); 

• Aggressive water conservation (find additional water for use in new ventures from 
water savings realized through conservation and demand management—conservation 
“creates” water and frees it for other uses); 

• Considering dams and reservoirs as a method of safeguarding water supplies only 
after we have exhausted the potential of conservation and demand management to 
provide that security (effective conservation must come before supply expansion); 

• Pursuing various forms of renewable energy generation hand-in-hand with energy 
conservation; 

• Preparing for climate change by seeking to make each part of our economy less 
dependant on water in order to minimize and/or optimize water use within the 
economy; and 

• Ensuring that we maintain our collective, democratic ownership and control of our 
water and our water infrastructure and that we invest boldly—though the Crown 
Corporation model that has worked so well for us—in appropriate and necessary 
water and energy supply projects. 
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SES looks forward to working with policy-makers and citizens to restructure the 
Saskatchewan economy so that it creates prosperous communities and sustainable livelihoods 
while increasing sustainability and the environmental and economic wealth for future 
generations.  To achieve these goals, we need to pay particular attention to our water and 
surrounding watersheds.  Water is not the new oil; to proceed as if it is will bring disaster.  
But if we proceed with care, acknowledge our limited understanding and the gravity of the 
irrevocable changes we may make, look as far ahead as we are able, constrain our desires to 
consume more and more, and avoid the hubris of “we know best”, then humankind’s 
experiment in managing the Earth’s water may succeed. 
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