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Considerations for Farmland Drainage Regulations from the 
Saskatchewan Environmental Society 
 
The Saskatchewan Environmental Society (SES) recognizes that 
agricultural expansion is considered a driver for the Saskatchewan 
economy in general and for drainage regulations in particular. While 
SES would like to see a comprehensive wetland policy introduced with 
strong environmental protections, we recognize that an initial step on 
drainage regulations that is acceptable to the private landowners is a 
primary consideration for this initiative. We encourage the Water 
Security Agency (WSA) team to carefully reconsider what would be a 
compromise acceptable enough to all sides of the issues and what is 
likely not to create so much negative feedback that the document 
(Agricultural Water Stewardship Policy) will be considered politically 
unacceptable and will be shelved.  
 
The SES has been consistent in expressing that Saskatchewan needs 
source water protection and wetland conservation. We had expressed 
our concern during the various WSA presentations regarding the 
promotion of agricultural drainage as a strategy to grow agricultural 
production. We indicated our concern with terms like “nuisance water,” 
statistics like “86% of the wetlands are undrained,” assertions that 
“draining wetlands increases agricultural profits” and that “farmed 
wetlands that have dried are considered intact.” We have previously 
stated that such phrases are unsupported by valid research. However, 
after hearing feedback from the Final Plenary, we think there is a need 
for us to suggest a modified approach to wetland drainage regulations 
that would meet the desire of farmers who want to drain, and our need 
for water quality testing and an inventory of wetlands by location and 
classification prior to drainage. 
  
In the initial stages of our discussions about an Agricultural Water 
Stewardship Policy throughout 2022 and 2023, the WSA noted that a 
comprehensive wetland policy would come after the drainage 
regulations were developed. Given this, we recommend that the initial 
focus be on farmland drainage. Appropriately addressing farmland 
drainage would provide a solid first step for future work on issues such as 
stewardship, protection of biodiversity, wetland classification, and 
Indigenous involvement, all of which would necessarily be included in a 
comprehensive wetland policy.   



 

 
 

w w w. e n v i r o n m e n t a l s o c i e t y .c a 

In summary, we are urging you to include in the document: 
• Regulations designed to enable farmers to be able to drain their land with assurance that risks 

are assessed through the permit process and with WSA monitoring outcomes. This is risk 
management. 

• A regional stakeholder engagement policy to help address conflict when farmland drainage 
takes place or is planned. 

• A proposed structure for an expert advisory committee arms-length from government be 
developed. This will help ensure objective analysis of the effectiveness of the permits and what 
adjustments need to be considered. 

• A plan for and commitment to comprehensive and systematic data collection including 
important parameters such as water quality testing at the adequate outlets, inventory of the 
classification of wetland drained, and its GPS location data.  

• Develop significant penalties for anyone who engages in farmland drainage without a permit. 
Some American counties prohibit farmers who have engaged in drainage without permits 
from accessing State and Federal agriculture insurances and subsidy programs. 

 
Efforts to show justification for drainage would not be needed if the farmers were allowed to drain 
any and all parts of their land. It is our position that the regulations should not be seen to impede the 
right to drain but that it should be clear that a permit is required before any surface trenching or the 
installation of tile drainage is undertaken. The permit would need to be signed by a Qualified Person 
(QP). Drainage permits would only be denied if there was no adequate outlet (AO). To address SES’s 
environmental concerns the permit should require the QP to include the classifications (e.g., Stewart 
and Kantrud or other recognized system) of the wetlands being proposed for drainage and the GPS 
reading of their locations as well as a GPS reading of the proposed AO location. The QP should also 
be required to send in a sample of the water at the location of the proposed AO. The WSA would 
then have water quality testing sites at each outlet. This would be the start of an actual wetland 
drainage inventory. 
 
SES has had many years of direct involvement with governments related to farmland drainage and 
related issues and have encountered many of the same challenges we see here. With this in mind, 
we think an overview of our past experience might be of some value when you are deciding on the 
content of the final document. We have been involved in several provincial initiatives related to 
agricultural land and water management. In 1974, there were 28 stakeholder groups brought 
together by the Ministry (Dept.) of Environment to lay out a broad framework for land and water 
management. Agriculture did not agree with the limitations proposed at that time, and the 
document was never released. In 1995, the Saskatchewan Wetland Conservation Corporation 
tabled a Wetland Policy that was approved by Cabinet and then objected to by the Ministry of 
Agriculture. It was never released. In 2003, the Province initiated the creation of Watershed Advisory 
Committees to address source water protection and wetland conservation. There was resistance 
from the Ministry of Agriculture from the beginning, and the Watershed Advisory Committees never 
received core government support. Their original mandate has since been largely dismantled. We 
were involved in a series of forums and discussions related to the development 25 Year Water 
Security Plan, released in October 2012. By 2018, little had changed, and illegal farmland drainage 
was increasing. This led to the proposal for wetland drainage regulations, a process that started in 
2019. And in 2023, it was nearing final draft. 
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We see this drainage regulation initiative as being valuable and there are many aspects of it that we 
support. However, as evident in the previous examples, in the past there were also good ideas that 
came forward but there was a failure to clearly address the concerns of the farmers and the Ministry 
of Agriculture, so nothing happened. We ask you to take note that the current WSA web page, 
referring to these proposed agricultural drainage regulations, asserts: “The focus of the new 
approach is approvals. In most cases, if you obtain permission to move water onto, or across another 
person’s land, to the point of adequate outlet, and implement mitigation conditions, you will be able 
to receive an approval.” 
 
Experience tells us that an incremental approach, such as the one we suggest, may avoid the 
outright resistance to change we have seen in the past and may indeed contribute to change over 
the longer-term. 
 
Finally, SES appreciates WSA’s response to our feedback from the Final Plenary. We commend the 
WSA staff for organizing a collaborative approach, involving a variety of stakeholders with widely 
different perspectives designed to lead to the development of an agricultural drainage framework. 
From our perspective, the main improvements we've seen in the current WSA, different from past 
contacts, has been the effort to open dialogue and improvement in the capacity of WSA staff to 
engage in more civil communications.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Margret Asmuss, President, Saskatchewan Environmental Society 
 
 

 
 

 
R.A. Halliday, P.Eng., Vice President, Saskatchewan Environmental Society 
 

 
 
 
 
Murray Hidlebaugh, Volunteer Water Advisor, Saskatchewan Environmental Society 

 
 
 
 
 

Megan Van Buskirk, Associate Director, Saskatchewan Environmental Society 


