
INTRODUCTION
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. 
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Lethbridge has made policy and conservation 
management steps to adequately protect the 

ecosystems and local species in the area. Large pieces of 
land, especially in the river valley, have been conserved 
to protect biodiversity. Steps are now being taken to 
mitigate the effects that human activity has on riparian 
areas, wetlands and grasslands so that they may be 
better protected and restored for future generations.
 
Sustainable growth and development within the city will 
help to maintain biodiversity. Limiting development 
and other human activity in ecologically sensitive areas 
will help to protect and restore biodiversity. Proper 
control of invasive species and updating existing 
policies on urban forests, park spaces and invasive 
species to use current management processes will 
further improve biodiversity in Lethbridge. 
An accurate catalogue and inventory of both invasive 
species and species-at-risk will provide us with a 
baseline understanding of species diversity and 
distribution. Policy can then be created to protected 
species-at-risk and properly evaluate how current 
policies are working. Without a baseline, we are 
unable to properly asses the state of invasive species or 
species-at-risk that are within the city of Lethbridge. 

Biodiversity and healthy, functioning ecosystems 
provide a range of benefits to the community. They 
support our community in many ways by purifying the 
air, filtering our water and providing us with species 
for medicine and other economic resources. These 
ecological services are crucial to our society but are 
often under appreciated. Protecting biodiversity is key 
to having a vibrant and healthy community, rich with 
plant and animal species. Protecting this component of 
our environment is important so that future generations 

may have access to these ecological services, as well 
as the biodiversity and natural landscapes in our 
community. 
To support biodiversity in the City, we make the 
following recommendations:

1. That inventory work for wetlands be ground-truthed 
to confirm extent and condition and that inventories be 
repeated regularly.

2. That restoration and/or planting of native species be 
considered for riparian areas along the Oldman River.

3. That inventory work for grasslands be ground-
truthed to confirm extent and condition and that 
inventories be repeated regularly.

4. That invasive plant species in the city be inventoried 
and mapped and a management plan be adopted.

5. That the River Valley Master Plan be adopted and 
implemented.
6. That species-at-risk and their available habitat be 
inventoried within the city.

7. That ecological communities be inventoried within 
the city.

8. That the City of Lethbridge proactively seek 
opportunities to expand Lethbridge’s urban forest.

9. That Lethbridge’s Urban Forestry Plan be updated.

10. That bee-friendly plants be considered for use in 
City Parks and that local residents be encouraged to 
plant them as well.

BIODIVERSITY

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.



Theme Indicator Trend Comments
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
We included local food as an emerging indicator 

in this report in an attempt to understand where 
the opportunities and challenges are for our local food 
system. 

In reviewing the indicators for this section, Lethbridge 
has some innovative initiatives underway when it 
comes to urban agriculture and community gardens. 
There are many opportunities for everyone to be 
involved with local food in our community.

Other indicators are less positive. Food waste is a 
significant problem, with organic material comprising 
nearly half of the waste in our landfill. Pollinators, 

such as honeybees, remain at risk following substantial 
population declines within the past ten years.
To support these indicators, we offer the following 
recommendations:

1. That the development and expansion of community 
gardens in Lethbridge continue to be supported.

2. That the reduction of organic waste is an important 
next step in the Lethbridge’s waste reduction 
program.

3. That pollinators of all types be supported through 
the planting of bee friendly plants and shrubs.

Theme Indicator Trend Comments
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.

Pollinators The number of honeybee colonies in southern Alberta 
continues to increase and winterkill mortalities have 
declined.



The Oldman Watershed Council’s State of the 
Watershed report (2010) states that “the Oldman 

Watershed is one of Canada’s most highly used 
and most vulnerable watersheds. Water users and 
environmental interest groups are concerned about the 
impacts of drought on water supplies, water quality 
and the aquatic ecosystem. Climate change has the 
potential to exacerbate these concerns.”  

Water availability in the Oldman River has been 
dropping over time, with a 57% decrease in water flow 
over the past 100 years. While the factors that influence 
this trend are likely not within the purvue of the city 
of Lethbridge, attention must be paid to how this will 
impact demand within the city.

For the most part, water quality appears to be fair to 
good within the Oldman River. However, additional 
water quality monitoring, particularly related to City 
stormwater should be completed to assess the impact 

that stormwater is having on the system as a whole. 

Both water quality and quantity have impacts on 
biodiversity, human health and the economy. As we 
prepare for the impacts of climate change, water is a 
critical resource that requires ongoing monitoring and 
management. 
In order to maintain and improve our local water 
resources, we offer the following recommendations:

1. That Lethbridge residents and businesses be 
encouraged to conserve water and reduce overall water 
usage. 

2. That regular water quality testing be conducted, 
particularly for stormwater.

3. That education programs about the impacts of 
stormwater on water quality be continued and 
expanded. 

Theme Indicator Trend Comments
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.

WATER



AIR
Unlike many other parts of the province, the 

south western region of Alberta is not a part of 
an airshed zone. Creating an airshed zone would help 
with air quality management and would increase public 
awareness of air quality and health effects that poor air 
quality can have. An airshed zone would support local 
stakeholder to create their own management processes 
and support local air quality initiatives. 

Due to the fluid nature of our atmosphere, assessing 
air quality in the local context is very difficult. A 
lack of monitoring data increases this challenge. 
We are fortunate to have good overall air quality 
in Lethbridge. However, there have been instances 
when Air Quality Objectives have been exceeded for 

specific air pollutants, particularly for ozone and fine 
particulate matter. 

Air Quality can be easy to take for granted, however, 
poor air quality can have a negative impact on human 
health, biodiversity, water, local food and climate 
change.

In order to maintain and improve our local air quality, 
we offer the following recommendations:

1. That an airshed zone be created for southern Alberta 
to aid in the collaborative management of our air 
quality. 

Theme Indicator Trend Comments
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.

WASTE
Per capita waste generation numbers have been 

dropping since 2010, however, Lethbridge’s 
generation rates still remain higher than both Alberta 
and Canada. Waste diversion rates in Lethbridge are 
also low and are unchanged over the past 3 years.

The recent approval and future implementation of 
both Industrial, Commerical and Institutional and 
Residential Waste Reduction Strategies by the City 
of Lethbridge should result in a decrease in waste 
generation and an increase in diversion through 
increased recycling rates.

Additional strategies are needed, however. Organic 
waste contributes nearly 50% of the waste to the 

landfill. Implementing strategies to reduce this waste 
stream will have a significant impact on Lethbridge’s 
performance in this area.

The following recommendations will support waste 
reduction in Lethbridge: 

1. Following the implementation of curbside recycling 
in 2019, that the City of Lethbridge move towards 
implementing a curbside organics program to reduce 
household organic waste.

2. That the City and community organizations continue 
to provide information on reducing and reusing as 
well as recycling.



ENERGY
Lethbridge is in a fortunate position that we have access 

to non-renewable and renewable energy sources. 
Alberta has an abundance of renewable energy sources 
that are important as we transition our electricity grid 
and our economy. Our geographic location provides 
opportunities to invest and adapt to new technologies 
in renewable resources. There are currently a number of 
wind farms and solar microgeneration sites in the area 
surrounding Lethbridge, with more being planned. 
New incentives that have recently been announced by 
the provincial government will also help to increase 
the number of these projects. Greater investment 
by the provincial and municipal governments will 
increase our renewable energy capacity and encourage 
economic development, with related opportunities for 
employment and business investment. 

Selecting more responsible sources of energy is a very 
complex task. We must also begin to encourage the 
installation of renewable energy technologies, changing 
the sources of energy that we use from fossil sources 
to low-carbon options. Increasing our capacity by 
providing subsidies or expertise for microgeneration 
energy is also important. As renewable energy 
technologies continue to become more affordable and 
widely accepted, home and community opportunities 
will grow. As stated in the introduction, energy is 
central to our lives. Transitioning from the current non-
renewable sources of energy and the infrastructure 
developed to deliver this energy will require a dedicated 
effort by community leaders through investment, 

incentives and policy development.

Investing in a larger cycling network and promoting 
the bicycle as a mode of transportation is needed to 
diversity our mode share. The creation of the Cycling 
Master Plan is expected to support this transition. 
Public transit needs to be accessible to users, cost 
efficient, and it needs to promote greater densification 
of accommodations and retail along transit corridors 
and nodes. These are changes that have been made in 
other cities and have successfully increased the portion 
of the active and public transportation components of 
mode shares. 

We offer the following recommendations to improve 
energy consumption in Lethbridge:

1. That residents, businesses and the City Lethbridge 
continue to implement programs to reduce energy 
consumption in the city.

2. That we look for opportunities to take advantage of 
southern Alberta’s high potential for renewable energy, 
including reducing barriers for microgeneration.

3. Further research is needed to better understand the 
impact of local vehicle emissions.

4. That Lethbridge’s cycle network be expanded 
to encourage cycling as a safer, healthier mode of 
transportation.

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.



Theme Indicator Trend Comments
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
The Earth is projected to warm by another 1.5 °C by 

2050. This change in the climate is expected to have 
varying impacts on temperature, precipitation and 
extreme weather trends.  Locally, water availability is 
expected to be an increasing concern. Climate change 
will also impact biodiversity and air quality as well as 
our health and economy.

Adapting to climate change and building resiliency at 
the local level will require both planning and action 

by municipal government and community members. 
Because of the diversity of possible impacts from climate 
change, proactive planning can assist in developing an 
effective response to climate change impacts.We offer 
the following recommendation for climate change:

1. That the City of Lethbridge consider developing 
a Climate Adaptation Plan to aid in future response to 
climate change.

Theme Indicator Trend Comments
Climate Change Temperature Temperature records for Lethbridge show an increase in 

mean temperature over the past 60 years.

CONCLUSION
As Lethbridge approaches 100,000 people, we have 

an opportunity to assess the current state of our 
environment so that we can plan for future action.

For this report, we reviewed 32 different indicators 
from seven different themes: biodiversity, local food, 
water, air, waste, energy and climate change in order 
to get an overall picture of the state of the environment 
in Lethbridge.

For each indicator in the report, we made an assessment 

of the overall trend for that indicator, whether it was 
improving, declining or static. Of the indicators we 
considered, 10 were improving, 5 were static and 
10 were declining. An additional 7 indicators did 
not currently have enough information to make an 
assessment.

We would suggest that the ten indicators that are 
declining present the primary opportunities for 
improvement of environmental sustainability in 
Lethbridge. These opportunities include:



• Improving the condition of riparian areas along the 
Oldman River;

• Controlling invasive species, particularly in areas of 
native grassland, wetland and riparian habitats;

• Supporting native pollinators by encouraging 
the planting of pollinator friendly species and the 
preservation of remaining native habitat;

• Reducing the amount of food waste that enters the 
landfill;

• Monitoring and planning for decreasing water 
flows in the Oldman River;

• Working with regional and provincial 
representatives to develop regional strategies to 
improve air quality;

• Encouraging increased use of green transportation 
options such as transit, cycling and walking;

• Developing cycle-friendly pathways and commuter 
options through the Cycling Master Plan; and
• Planning for and adapting to changes that will be 
caused by climate change.

Seven indicator areas were unable to be assessed 
because of a lack of data. Gathering data in these areas 
will help with future decision making and priority 
setting. These areas include:

• Gathering data regarding the condition of wetland 
and grassland habitats within the city;

• Supporting the collection of species-at-risk sightings 
and habitat use within City limits;

• Conducting additional and regular water 
temperature monitoring to determine if water 
temperatures are changing over time;
• Following the confirmation of air quality standards 
for NO2, reviewing existing data to determine if this is 
impacting Lethbridge’s air quality; and

• Gathering data related to vehicle emissions in 
Lethbridge to determine the local impact of climate 
change.

With this report, we have attempted to be as 
comprehensive as possible, given the available data. 
We recognize, however, that our environment will 
change over time. It is likely that new indicator areas 
will emerge and new data will become available. As 
the city of Lethbridge grows and changes, we hope that 
this report will be a baseline for our efforts to become 

For more information and to download a complete copy of the Lethbridge State of the Environment Report 
2017, please visit our website at www.environmentlethbridge.ca/soe/

Contact us:
Environment Lethbridge 
319-6 St S.
Lethbridge, AB T1J 2C7
(403) 330-6241
info@environmentlethbridge.org
www.environmentlethbridge.ca


