
INTRODUCTION

“One accurate measurement is worth 
a thousand expert opinions.”

- Grace Hopper
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In Lethbridge, we have.... In Lethbridge, each person....

38.16
km2 of

parkland

43,461
publically 

owned trees

6
community

gardens

114
km of

pathways

23
species-at-risk

134.6
hectares of 

wetland

uses

213
litres of water 

each day

drives to work

90.6%
of the time

commutes

10
minutes to work

throws away

1030
kg of waste each 

year

uses

26.9
GJ of electricity 

each year

wastes

$1500
worth of food 

each year
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Introduction & 
Welcome

Welcome to the first edition of Lethbridge’s 
State of the Environment Report (SOE). 

The SOE has been completed by Environment 
Lethbridge under the terms of a Memorandum 
of Agreement with the City of Lethbridge. The 
purpose of this report is to establish a baseline 
for environmental indicators that will allow us 
to track the progress that we are making towards 
becoming more sustainable. With this report, 
we have reviewed a number of indicators within 
seven different themes to create a comprehensive 
picture of Lethbridge’s current environmental 
health. 

Environment Lethbridge was established in 
2012, with a mandate to inspire and equip people 
in Lethbridge take action towards sustainability. 
As such, we view this report as an important step 
in assessing the current state of our environment 
and creating focal points for action within the 
City of Lethbridge. The SOE will provide an 
overview of where Lethbridge has succeeded 
and where improvements are needed so that we 
may become leaders in sustainability.  

Figure 1. Lethbridge is expected to 
reach a population of 100,000 in the 
next 5-10 years. Photo courtesy Kim 

Siever/Flickr. 
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Lethbridge is located in the heartland of 
Southern Alberta. The prairie landscape is 

shaped by the foothills and Rocky Mountains 
to the west. Lethbridge is home to many unique 
geological formations, the most notable are the 
unique coulee formations that have become 
one of the largest urban park systems in 
North America1.  The region includes “gently, 
undulating to rolling morainal and glacial lake 
deposits, with minor areas of steeper terrain.2”  
Lethbridge is a part of the Oldman River 
Watershed and the Oldman River bisects the 
city. The river valley is comprised of a landscape 
of tall shrubs and deciduous trees while 

needle-and-thread grass and wheat grasses are 
prevalent in the remainder of the landscape3 (see 
page 26). 

The climate in Lethbridge is cool and semi-arid. 
It is characterized by mild summers and winters 
with a windy climate.  The area gets an average 
of 380 mm of precipitation per year and in the 
summer has desert-like conditions4. Lethbridge 
is known for the windy weather conditions that 
are often caused by chinooks. Chinooks can 
often cause sudden and dramatic changes in 
temperature in Lethbridge. Lethbridge is also 
one of the sunniest cities in Canada.

Geography & 
Climate

Figure 2. Coulee formations are a 
defining feature of the Oldman River 
Valley. Photo courtesy Allison Hill/
Flickr. 
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The City of Lethbridge is located on the 
traditional territory of the Blackfoot 

Confederacy. This includes the Kainai/Blood 
Tribe, the Piikani/Peigan and Siksika/Blackfoot 
confederates. The traditional territory of 
the Blackfoot extends south of the North 
Saskatchewan River to the Yellowstone River 
in Montana and east of the Rocky Mountains to 
the Sand Hills in Saskatchewan. The Blackfoot 
peoples were signatories to Treaty 7 in 1877. The 
Blood (Kainai) reserve is adjacent to the western 
border of the City of Lethbridge5.

Colonial settlement began in Lethbridge as a 
result of the fur trade. Fort Whoop-Up (Fort 
Hamilton) was established by fur traders, 
however, a troubled history with the whiskey 

trade led to a North West Mounted Police 
presence in the area6.

In 1872, coal mining was developed along the 
Belly and Oldman Rivers. As the success of these 
operations grew, the community that would 
become Lethbridge was established7.

Lethbridge first became a city on May 9, 1906. 
At that time, the population of Lethbridge 
was 2,313. Since then the city has continued to 
grow and change. There is now a population 
of 94,804 people living in Lethbridge8. The city 
has expanded to a land area of 124.3 km2.  By 
2050, it is projected that city’s population will be 
approximately 130,000 people9.

History

Figure 3. Downtown Lethbridge 
has changed since 1911, but some 
landmarks are still familiar. Photo 

courtesy Galt Museum and Archives/
Flickr.
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As Lethbridge continues to grow and 
change, maintaining sustainability 

becomes increasingly challenging. To address 
this, the City of Lethbridge created the Integrated 
Community Sustainability Plan/Municipal 
Development Plan (ICSP/MDP) in 2009. The 
ICSP/MDP is a statutory plan that outlines 
the City of Lethbridge’s long-term objectives 
and policies that will guide future growth 
and development within Lethbridge. The 
ICSP/MDP looks specifically at environmental 
sustainability as well as the economic, social 
and cultural developments that are important 
to maintaining a thriving community. The 
ICSP/MDP addresses several key points for 
environmental sustainability, which are broken 
down into key points for the built environment 
and the natural environment. Key points for a 
sustainable built environment, focus on:

•Minimizing our urban footprint;
•Placing a priority on pedestrian friendly 
mobility;
•Ensuring supporting infrastructure is in place 
for future growth; and
•Preserving and enhancing public spaces.

This report also looks at key points for a 
sustainable natural environment by:
•Enhancing greenspaces and sustaining local 
biodiversity;
•Conserving water use;

•Proving opportunities to reduce and divert 
household waste; and
•Embracing energy conservation and adopting 
renewable energy technologies10. 
These eight considerations are all important 
factors to ensure that Lethbridge is a municipal 
leader in sustainability.

The Government of Alberta has also developed 
legislation and plans to address the continued 
expansion of communities in Alberta. In 2014, 
the Government of Alberta released the South 
Saskatchewan Regional Plan (SSRP). The SSRP 
includes the South Saskatchewan River Basin 
and the Milk River Basin. Approximately 1.8 
million people live in the region11. The SSRP 
“sets the stage for robust growth, vibrant 
communities and a healthy environment region 
over the next 10 years.12” Together the SSRP 
and the ICSP/MDP balance sustainability and 
growth. The City of Lethbridge is currently 
undertaking a holistic data gathering project 
called the SSRP Compliance Initiative, which 
seeks to understand legislative requirements 
and assess our baseline.  By 2019, the ICSP/MDP 
must be amended to reflect the objectives of the 
SSRP and to have a strategy in place to achieve 
one or more of the SSRP outcomes. The SOE is 
intended to evaluate Lethbridge’s strengths and 
weaknesses as a sustainable community, within 
the context for planning and development 
around the SSRP. 

Planning Context
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With this report, we will explore key 
indicators so that we can better 

understand our environment, the strengths we 
have within our community and the weaknesses 
we face as we work towards becoming more 
sustainable. An indicator is a piece of evidence 
that tells us about the conditions around us. It 
gives us a way of seeing the “big picture” by 
looking at a small piece of the puzzle, or at several 
pieces together. An indicator reveals something 
of importance that is not otherwise immediately 
detectable. By looking at these indicators we are 
able to assess Lethbridge’s strengths and areas 
where improvements are needed.

The seven themes that this report will focus on 
are:
1. Biodiversity
2. Local Food
3. Water
4. Air
5. Waste
6. Energy
7. Climate Change

As this report represents the first attempt 
to consolidate and review environmental 
indicators for the City of Lethbridge, we have 
chosen to take a broad approach to selecting 
and including indicators. Wherever possible, 
we have tried to focus the indicators and 
information in this report specifically on the City 
of Lethbridge. However, in some instances, local 
information was not available or the context of 
the information required a broader approach. 

In some areas, data gaps have prevented us 
from drawing conclusions about Lethbridge’s 
environmental health. These gaps have been 
noted as priorities for future data collection. We 
have also attempted to articulate the relationship 
between the different themes that have been 
included in this report. In many cases, different 
aspects of the environment interact with one 
another, and changes in one area may have 
positive or negative implications for others. 

Indicators

Figure 4. Photo courtesy Oldman 
Watershed Council.
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Figure 5. City of Lethbridge boundary 
map. Map courtesy City of Lethbridge.



Theme Indicator Trend Comments
Biodiversity Wetlands As data on the past extent of wetlands in Lethbridge is not 

available, a trend cannot be determined for this indicator.

Riparian Areas Riparian functions of the Oldman River in Lethbridge are 
impaired.

Native Grasslands Additional inventory work is required to determine the 
extent and condition of native grasslands.

Invasive Species Invasive plant species have an extensive distribution, 
particularly in the River Valley.

Parks & Protected 
Areas

Lethbridge has significantly more area of parks and 
protected areas than other cities.

Species-at-Risk Additional data is needed to determine local occurances 
and habitat availability for species-at-risk.

Tree Coverage Given Lethbridge’s semi-arid climate, we have established 
a significant urban forest.

Pollinators Native pollinators are declining throughout Canada.

Local Food Community Gardens New Community Gardens are under development and 
efforts are underway to support garden organizations.

Urban Agriculture There is increased awareness and support of urban 
agriculture initiatives in Lethbridge.

Food Waste Nearly 48% of waste in Lethbridge’s landfill is organic 
material which could be used as food or in other ways.

Summary of 
Indicator Trends

For each indicator, we have used the following symbols to assess its trend or status:

Condition is unhealthy or 
shows a negative trend.

Condition is stable or shows a 
unchanging trend.

Condition is healthy or shows a 
positive trend.

There was insufficient data to 
determine a trend.
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Theme Indicator Trend Comments
Local Food Pollinators The number of honeybee colonies in southern Alberta 

continues to increase and winterkill mortalities have 
declined.

Water Water Flow Water flows in the Oldman River have been decreasing 
over the past 100 years.

Water Usage Water usage has remained mostly contstant over the 
past 5 years.

Water Loss Water losses in Lethbridge are low and watermain 
breaks are declining.

Flooding Although natural flooding occurs regularly, it 
is confined to areas of the City with minimal 
development.

Drought Lethbridge has taken recent steps through its Water 
Rationing Plan to adapt to future droughts.

Water Temperature Water temperature data is influenced by weather and 
other factors and is not collected frequently enough to
establish a trend.

Dissolved Oxygen Overall, dissolved oxygen levels are consistently within 
positive ranges.

Turbidity Outside of spring runoff, turbidity levels in the Oldman 
River are relatively low.

Stormwater Quality Ongoing monitoring is required to establish a trend for 
this indicator.

Air Ozone (O3) Ozone levels have exceeded initial thresholds for 
action.

Fine Particulate 
Matter (PM2.5)

Increasing amounts of Fine Particulate Matter have 
triggered provincial management actions.

Nitrogen Dioxide 
(NO2)

Due to a lack of data, we are unable to assess the trend 
for this indicator.
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Theme Indicator Trend Comments
Waste Waste Generation Per capita waste generation is dropping but Lethbridge 

lags behind other communities. 

Waste Diversion Waste diversion rates are largely unchanged over 
the past 3 years. With the adoption of new diversion 
strategies, future improvements are  expected for this 
indicator.

Energy Electricity Usage Per capita electricity usage has been dropping in 
Lethbridge since 2012.

Renewable Energy Electricity from micro-generation has increased since 
2010.

Vehicle Emissions Data that is specific to Lethbridge is required in order to 
determine a trend for this indicator.

Mode Share Transportation in Lethbridge is dominated by private 
vehicles.

Cycleways & Pathways Lethbridge has a very small amount of dedicated 
cycleways.

Climate Change Temperature Temperature records for Lethbridge show an increase in 
mean temperature over the past 60 years.
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