How Manitoba Grapples with Water Woes from Droughts, Floods, Extreme Heat
by Julia-Simone Rutgers
Nov. 23, 2022 (abridged) – From nutrient-rich wetlands and 100,000 lakes to a dry southern region and an Arctic port, Manitoba is a province defined by water.  After all, nearly 1/5 of the province is covered by it.  Now, in an update nearly 20 years in the waiting, the Manitoba government has released a strategy to manage its water resources — factoring in the impacts of a warming climate for the 1st time.
Manitoba’s water strategy is a far-reaching document covering conservation, climate resilience, water scarcity, biodiversity and water infrastructure.
According to Dimple Roy, a water policy expert with the International Institute for Sustainable Development, a Winnipeg-based think tank, Manitoba’s water strategy takes a “broad brushstrokes” approach that lacks detail....
Here’s what you need to know about the state of water issues in Manitoba and the provincial response to the climate crisis.
Why does Manitoba need a water strategy, anyway?
Manitoba’s new water strategy is, at best, a guiding document.  The strategy’s 11 “focus areas” and 47 “strategic objectives” are meant to provide a touchstone for government leaders to use when making decisions about how to use, conserve and protect the province’s water resources.  It’s billed as a “durable guiding document.”  The finer details are to be established in a 2nd “water action plan” in spring 2023....
From floods to droughts: why is Manitoba’s water strategy so important right now?
....  [W]hen the last strategy was released in 2003, climate change was not fully understood by many governments.  The past 2 decades have shown the impact of a warming climate — and a growing population — on Manitoba’s water systems.  Spring 2022 was marked by extreme wet weather and floods.  The years before were scored by a perilous drought that threatened the livelihoods of farmers in its dry southern regions.
“So many clear implications of climate change are visible in our water systems,” Roy said.  “That was not reflected in our previous strategy.”
Most crucially, a changing climate and human-made landscape changes have transformed the ways water moves and rests throughout the province.  The timing and amounts of streamflows have changed, while storms, floods and droughts have become more common and intense.  Going forward, “climate change is expected to make extreme heat and drought-driven water shortages more frequent and severe.”
Moreover, Manitoba’s population is expected to grow by more than 25% (about 360,000 people) between now and the 2040s — and that growth is expected to strain the province’s water resources.
“Manitoba’s water supplies are not unlimited,” the strategy said.  “Without a concerted effort, there is an increasing risk that available water supplies will not meet this growing demand.”
Is the Manitoba government taking climate change seriously?
The word “climate” appears more than 60 times in the 48-page document.  A key focus area is to “build our preparedness and resilience to a variable and changing climate,” acknowledging the threats of extreme weather, summer water supply shortages and flood-prone springs.  Climate change will put “additional strain” on the province’s aging water infrastructure, the strategy said, and upgrading or building new infrastructure is a key goal.
Water supply, too, is in focus for the government, though “water availability under a changing climate and future demand across sectors are not well understood,” according to the strategy.
The urgency of a changing water supply has put conservation at the top of the strategy’s priority list.  The document makes a point of stressing that communities, businesses, farmers and individuals will need to adapt to and mitigate the impacts of a changing climate — though it’s not yet clear how....
The strategy also highlights the importance of biodiversity.  Manitoba has lost or degraded 70% of its southern wetlands — some of the most productive ecosystems in the world — since 1990.  The strategy says restoring and protecting wetlands as natural infrastructure could bring about economic and environmental benefits.
For experts like Roy, the government’s approach to climate change is, generally, “a step in the right direction....”  But “What I’m not seeing in this strategy document is specifics: what exactly are we doing, who is doing it, what are the resource allocations to do it?”
Is Manitoba going to charge more for water?
When the water strategy first dropped, the possibility of new fees for water led the news.  CBC reported the “province may test waters of new pricing system.”  The Canadian Press said the water strategy “floats the idea of new water pricing structures to help control demand.”
The Winnipeg Free Press reported Premier Stefanson declined to answer a question about whether the province would consider upping its water-use fees — which currently range from $1 to $2 per million liters for industrial and recreational use and for heating and cooling projects.  (<unicipal and agricultural users are exempt from fees.)
The strategy briefly mentions possible “new water-pricing structures” in a list of tools that could be used to manage future water demand — along with options for homeowners, including upgraded leak detection, rainwater collection, and landscaping that favors plants that need less water....
The strategy “does not include any specific objectives on water pricing.” Instead, it looks to find innovative ways to do more with less water, including “practices that can reduce water use through conservation or efficiency,” the spokesperson wrote.
That includes things like reducing the amount of water needed in production and processing plants, changing farming practices to make better use of irrigation, and maybe water pricing....  Regardless of if water comes with a new cost, consumers will need to start thinking about water with sustainability in mind in the years to come.  Some areas in southern Manitoba are already close to fully allocating the existing water supply.  This means those regions are already dealing with water scarcity, which has stifled economic development in the largely agriculture-driven southern belts....
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