




Everyone needs water. Not everyone 
agrees on what happens next.

The 
Tension 
Point

Some believe expanding 

irrigation infrastructure will 

secure water for farms and 

strengthen the agricultural 

economy. Others believe 

expansion ignores the 

reality that climate  

change is reducing  

water availability.

Everyone agrees 

water conservation is 

important. They disagree 

on whether building 

more infrastructure is 

conservation or  

denial.
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	 Supporters say: This is 
about jobs & food security. Expansion will 
create over 8,000 jobs and add $477 million 
to Alberta’s economy annually. Modern 
pipelines reduce water loss from evaporation 
and seepage. More storage capacity means 
farmers can count on water. This is essential 
when a single drought–like we saw in 1999-
2004–costs the industry billions of dollars. 

Bottom line: We need this infrastructure to 
feed people and sustain rural economies.
	 Critics counter: This is about 
avoiding hard truths. Yes, pipelines reduce 
evaporation, but bigger reservoirs create  
more surface area for water to evaporate.  

In southern Alberta, about 4 feet of water 
disappears from reservoirs every year. 

Environmental assessments cannot 
guarantee long-term impacts on water 
quality and availability. Bottom line: We are 
expanding systems that depend on water 
that will not be there. The challenge we must 
face is learning to farm with less water. 

The Arguments.
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Map of South 
Saskatchewan 
River Basin

Indigenous Peoples have 
occupied and managed 

these watersheds for 
thousands of years, yet 
their legal standing in 

current water allocation 
systems remains 

contested.

The Chin Reservoir sits 
in southern Alberta’s 
South Saskatchewan 
River Basin. The area 

is situated on the 
traditional territories 

of the Blackfoot 
Confederacy (Siksika, 

Kainai, and Piikani 
Nations).
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WATER 
RULES

How Alberta controls 
water: All water in Alberta 
belongs to the provincial 
government. Farmers, cities, 
and industries cannot own 
water, instead they apply 
for licenses to use it.
The system: Priority goes 
to whoever got their license 
first. Known as “First in 
Time, First in Right.”
When water supply is 
limited, newer license 
holders face restrictions 

WHY 
THIS MATTERS 

FOR THE 
CONTROVERSY

The South Saskatchewan 
River Basin is at capacity. 
Expansion raises questions: 
Where does additional 
water come from? How 
are competing claims 
balanced? Who has 
authority to decide?

first, regardless of whether 
the water is used for 
drinking, agriculture,  
or industry.
The allocation limit:  
The SSRB reached its 
allocation limit in 2006.  
No new licenses can be 
issued. Any expansion 
requires reallocation from 
existing license holders 
or increased efficiency in 
current systems.

INDIGENOUS 
WATER 
RIGHTS

Indigenous Nations  
were historically excluded 
from water governance 
conversations and 
decisions in Alberta. 
Treaty language contains 
ambiguities regarding water 
rights, creating ongoing 
legal uncertainty about 
Indigenous claims to  
water access.

CHIN
RESERVOIR



Chin Reservoir Expansion 
Project announced

Request for a Federal 
Impact Assessment 
by a group of nine 
environmental and 
wildlife agencies

The federal government 
declines to review the 
project under the Federal 
Impact Assessment Act

June 29—2022

July 9—2021

April 12—2022

November—2022
The project’s proposed 
terms of reference are 
announced by St. Mary 
River Irrigation District

January 3—2023

2024
Public engagement and 
commentary period for 
the proposed terms of 
reference concludes Skepticism towards 

irrigation expansion 
projects grows due 
to severe drought 
conditions

St. Mary River Irrigation 
District publishes the 
Environmental Impact 
Assessment Report

Irrigation districts  
reaffirm that irrigation 
expansion will improve 
irrigation efficiency

January 30—2025.

Spring—2028.

July 29—2024.fig. 01: 
this is a river.

Anticipated completion 
of the project



UNDERSTANDING THE COMPLEXITY IS THE FIRST STEP TOWARDS INFORMED DECISION-MAKING.

THE DECISIONS 

BEING MADE TODAY 

SET PRECEDENTS 

FOR HOW WE WILL 

APPROACH SIMILAR 

CHALLENGES IN 

THE FUTURE. 
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The Chin Reservoir 
expansion is moving 

forward, scheduled for completion 
in 2028. But the controversy isn’t over. 

It is evolving.
As climate patterns shift and water availability 

changes, the challenge of balancing economic 
needs with environmental limits will become more 
urgent. Questions about who gets priority when 
resources are scarce and how we plan infrastructure 
for an uncertain future will demand answers.
This is not just Alberta’s debate. Water scarcity 
and competing demands are challenges facing 
regions across Canada. The decisions being 

made here about expansion, conservation, 
governance, and Indigenous rights 

can serve as a case study for how 
societies navigate resource 

conflicts.
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DATA collection and  
analysis were conducted  
by Israa Farouk + Jay Parikh. 

CHAPBOOK content was edited 
by Emma Ohirko and designed 
by &then. Hi mum!

PROJECT coordination  
by Roshanne Sihota.

CONTENT researched  
and written by Juhi Huda, 
Althea Brolsma, Casey Hong  
+ Roshanne Sihota.

CURIOUS 
ABOUT 
OUR (water) 
SOURCES? 
MORE INFO 
HERE:


