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Lake Winnipeg:
Winnipeg : a g lobal treasure, a national responsibility
At the centre of Canada, Lake Winnipeg is the world’s 10th largest freshwater lake, a majestic
water body with a watershed that spans two countries, four provinces, four states and over
100 Indigenous nations. This great lake shapes our regional cultures, drives our provincial
economy, is home to over 7 million people and is recognized nationally and internationally
for its ecological value.
However, nuisance and harmful algae blooms on Lake Winnipeg are increasing at an alarming
rate, causing beach closures and drinking-water advisories – and threatening the
communities and industries that depend on the lake. Lake Winnipeg is now considered one of
the most eutrophic large lakes in the world –underscoring the urgency with which we must
act to fulfill our responsibility to the international community in alignment with the 2030
Agenda’s Sustainable Development Goals.

Challenges:
Challenges: fragmented
fragmented jurisdiction and lack of coordination
Human activities across Lake Winnipeg’s vast watershed contribute excess phosphorus to
lakes and rivers. While eutrophication has been the galvanizing concern in recent years, the
interrelated issues of climate change, invasive species and fisheries management are
inextricably linked and have compounding impacts on quality of life and economic
development within the basin. Understanding these diverse factors is daunting – sustaining
co-ordinated action at the watershed scale is an even more formidable task.
The absence of a cooordinated, ecosystem-based effort to restore and manage Lake
Winnipeg has been widely recognized. In 2005, the Lake Winnipeg Implementation
Committee, commissioned by the federal and provincial governments, reviewed attempts to
address eutrophication, finding that:
”efforts are poorly coordinated and resourced… What has been missing is a way to

establish a coherent plan… Also missing have been the financial resources to make this
happen.”1
Ten years later, Manitoba’s Clean Environment Commission re-stated the same concerns:
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“there is no specific set of management goals or policy objectives uniting all of these
programs and planning and advisory bodies… Many of these programs and bodies are
local in nature, without a great deal of consideration of long-range results
downstream”2

Solutio
Soluti ons: collaborative
c ollaborative water governance and adaptive management
Real improvement to Lake Winnipeg’s health requires a long-term commitment to
collaborative governance, coordinated action, adaptive management and continuous
evaluation. Strong partnerships and stable resources are required to advance innovative and
holistic solutions. Simultaneously, independent oversight, strong governance structures and
mechanisms to ensure accountability are necessary to achieve measurable results in the Lake
Winnipeg Basin.
Federal leadership is crucial to our collective success. The establishment of an independent
Lake Winnipeg Basin Council, with clear authority and resources to improve governance and
accountability, represents an early opportunity for the federal government to deliver results
in its commitment to protect the Lake Winnipeg Basin.
The concept of a Lake Winnipeg Basin Council was first proposed in 2005 by the Lake
Winnipeg Implementation Committee3. In June 2015, Liberal candidates Stéphane Dion and
Terry Duguid – now elected – met with scientists, policy-makers and Manitoba MLA Jon
Gerrard to discuss the future of Lake Winnipeg. Again, the group recommended the
establishment of such a Council, in keeping with the Canadian government’s dedication to
evidence-based decision-making, stronger collaboration, open and transparent government
and renewed nation-to-nation relationships with the Indigenous Peoples of Canada.
A groundswell of committed stakeholders – including LWF, the Lake Winnipeg Research
Consortium and the International Institute for Sustainable Development – is currently poised
to support this Council’s development, which will build on past and current initiatives, while
also recognizing that greater impact is possible – and necessary – through strategic
coordination, transparent oversight and integrated management.
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Suggested revisions: Target 4.5 of the Federal Sustainable Development
Strategy
Target 4.5: Lake Winnipeg Basin:
Basin: Make an immediate commitment to long-term ecosystembased management of Lake Winnipeg and its watershed, recognizing the Lake Winnipeg
Basin as an international transboundary basin. By 2017, in partnership with the Manitoba
government, set clear, ecologically-relevant phosphorus targets for the lake and its
tributaries, as a necessary precursor to adaptive management planning. By 2018, establish the
Lake Winnipeg Basin Council to oversee and implement adaptive management plans,
including representation from municipal, provincial, federal and First Nation governments, as
well as non-affiliated citizens of influence. By 2022, produce and distribute State of the Lake
and State of the Watershed public reports to share progress in achieving the ecologicallyrelevant targets set out in adaptive management plans.
Indicators:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Phosphorus levels in Lake Winnipeg;
Phosphorus load reductions in Lake Winnipeg tributaries;
Sustainable fish harvest managed through an ecologically-relevant quota system;
Shoreline habitat quality;
Number of aquatic species present in Lake Winnipeg and western prairie lakes;
Legislative frameworks in place for wetland protection throughout the watershed (this
will also address concerns about increasing disaster assistance payments to the Prairie
Provinces, as detailed in the February 2016 report from the Parliamentary Budget
Officer: Estimate of the Average Annual Cost for Disaster Financial Assistance
Arrangements due to Weather Events);
Reduced jurisdictional fragmentation;
Engagement of non-state stakeholders in lake and watershed decision-making.

Key Departments: Environment and Climate Change Canada; Fisheries, Oceans and the
Canadian Coast Guard; Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada; Global Affairs Canada.
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Implementation Strategies:
Leading by example on coordinating action for Lake Winnipeg and watershed
Coordinated action and improved governance capacity requires strong federal leadership to
encourage further commitment from many partner organizations and agencies. Through the
establishment of the Lake Winnipeg Basin Council, in cooperation with provincial, municipal
and First Nation governments, the federal government will create the necessary processes
and mechanisms to implement and oversee science-based adaptive management, and
ensure investments are strategically targeted to areas of greatest impact.
R educed
educed jurisdictional fragmentation and improved collaboration for Lake Winnipeg
Work with the Prairie Provinces, First Nations, US states, US federal government and other
partners to align legislative and regulatory frameworks for a comprehensive wholeecosystem approach to lake and tributary management.
Targets and regulations
regulations to limit phosphorus loading
Develop and implement targets and regulations to limit phosphorus loading, promote
compliance, and carry out enforcement activities. Regulation is a key policy instrument that
the government uses to protect the environment and human health. Laws and regulations
can authorize or restrict certain activities, set standards for environmental performance, or
create requirements such as monitoring or reporting.
Scientific monitoring, research and analysis on Lake Winnipeg and watershed
Conduct scientific monitoring, research and analysis to better understand the Lake Winnipeg
ecosystem and its watershed. Develop a comprehensive, collaborative water quality
monitoring program for the basin, including support for citizen science initiatives to generate
additional credible data to enrich institutional data sets and inform policy development.
Provide stable and coordinated funding for Lake Winnipeg and watershed
Disburse annual funding through the Lake Winnipeg Basin Council to ensure funding
programs are directly supportive of and integrated with the priorities of science-based
adaptive management. Require robust monitoring and transparent public reporting on all
funded initiatives through regular State of the Lake and State of the Watershed reports, to
ensure investments are being made strategically to the areas of greatest impact.
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About the Lake Winnipeg Foundation
The Lake Winnipeg Foundation (LWF) is an environmental non-governmental organization
seeking solutions to ensure a clean, healthy Lake Winnipeg and watershed through research,
education, stewardship and collaboration. LWF believes that coordinated action by diverse
stakeholders and community members is crucial to address the complex challenges facing
Lake Winnipeg. Combining the expertise of our Science Advisory Council (comprised of
leading freshwater experts) and the deep commitment of our broad base of members and
volunteers, LWF is nationally recognized for our unique capacity to link science and action to
engage and educate the public.
Our flagship initiative, the Lake Winnipeg Health Plan (LWHP), identifies eight sector-specific
actions to manage phosphorus loading – providing a mechanism to coordinate action and a
possible blueprint for accountability in the Lake Winnipeg Basin. The LWHP guides LWF’s
strategic priorities and collaborative initiatives, and has been intentionally designed to serve
as a road map for greater collective impact across the basin. LWF is dedicated to providing
strategic, scientific support to all eight actions of this comprehensive framework, while
ensuring that action on the ground remains coordinated and momentum continues to build.
LWF is the only membership-based freshwater stewardship organization in Manitoba.
Through our coordinated outreach program, we work with schools, communities and
Indigenous Nations to promote understanding and appreciation of Manitoba's freshwater
resources. The solutions to the issues facing our lakes are in the hands of the many people
living in the watershed. By increasing awareness of the ecological, economic and social value
of Lake Winnipeg and all of Manitoba’s beloved lakes, and by identifying concrete solutions,
LWF engages and mobilizes citizens across this expansive and diverse watershed.
With ten years’ experience connecting citizens and science, LWF is deeply committed to
advancing science-based solutions and promoting long-term adaptive management to
improve Lake Winnipeg’s health, now and for future generations.
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