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WHAT IS THE INTERNATIONAL 
WATERSHEDS INITIATIVE?

Local people, with appropriate assistance from 
watershed boards, are often best positioned to 
resolve local transboundary issues. 

Canada and the United States share more than 300 lakes and rivers, 
and even among the best of friends this leaves room for some potential 
misunderstandings. Recognizing this, Canada and the United States signed 
the Boundary Waters Treaty of 1909 and established the International Joint 
Commission (The Commission) to help the two countries prevent and resolve 
disputes that might arise. The Commission carries out its responsibilities with 
the support of 20 boards made of up experts from both countries, that 
assist in regulating water levels or report on water quality. 

After nearly a century of contributions to binational water management, 
the six-member Commission was asked by the governments of Canada 
and the United States to advise them on how they could better protect 
water quality and manage water levels and flows in the twenty-first 
century. In response, the Commission presented a report—The IJC and  
the 21st Century—proposing a watershed-based approach to transbound-
ary challenges. Taking a holistic view of water quality and water quantity 
issues, and providing local organizations with technical tools could, in  
the Commission’s view, help prevent and resolve transboundary water 
issues locally before they become international disputes. Endorsing  
this fundamental recommendation in 1998, the two federal governments 
provided direction and funding for the IJC to start working on this 
International Watersheds Initiative (IWI).

The IWI assists citizens and governments by providing information and 
facilitating discussions on local concerns such as fish habitat, pollution, 
and low and high water flows. IWI boards carry out their functions in a 
manner similar to how the Commission’s other boards operate, but with 
greater attention to interrelationships within the ecosystem. IWI activities 
might include studies related to how operating a dam may affect a 
fishery, or how agricultural and mining practices may affect the quality  
of boundary waters. 

The Commission has seen how IWI can catalyze effective local efforts to solve 
water-related issues and achieve desired outcomes for communities on both 
sides of the border. With improved tools, knowledge and capacity, local stake-
holders and water users are better able to resolve transboundary water issues 
within their watersheds. IWI supports developing tools, such as models to analyze 
water flows and pollution loadings, information materials and outreach efforts, 
and other enhancements of local capacity. 

IWI boards are composed of an equal number of members from both countries 
who are appointed from diverse groups including federal, provincial, state  
and local governments, non-governmental organizations, industries, aboriginal 
communities, academic institutions and the public. The IJC believes stronger local 
involvement will add value to the actions of existing and future IJC watershed 
boards. The Commission intends to explore interest in IWI goals and practices 
among its existing boards.

IWI IN ACTION

St. Croix River Basin: Restoring indigenous  
alewife populations 
Developing unbiased and scientifically sound information regarding a dispute 
over the alewife has been a priority for the International St. Croix River Watershed 
Board, the first official IWI board. A migratory fish, alewives spend their adult life in 
the Atlantic Ocean and return to spawn in the St. Croix River, which runs along the 
boundary between Maine and New Brunswick. Declines in smallmouth bass 
populations coincided with the reintroduction of alewife to the upper portion of the 
St. Croix basin, fueling a fisheries management controversy and action to block 
the alewife runs. Recreational fishing of smallmouth bass, a non-native fish, is 
important to the local economy. A review of existing research showed that 
alewives were native to the watershed and that alewife-smallmouth bass 
interactions were beneficial. The research noted that the alewife are vital to 
the food web and nutrient cycles of marine, freshwater and land habitats in 
the basin. As bait, they also help support coastal fisheries and lobster catching.

The International St. Croix River Watershed Board and other organizations 
sponsored studies to analyze lake-level management and meteorological 
conditions. The findings provided a scientific explanation that natural condi-
tions, not a resurgence of alewives, caused the decline of the bass population. 
The studies helped inform a number of discussions and initiatives in the basin, 
and eventually access for alewife to the entire river system was restored. 

Providing perspective on pinch points: Understanding 
limits on Rainy Lake flood controls  
It was not apparent to the people on Rainy Lake, between Ontario and 
Minnesota, why the gates of the dam at the outlet of the lake were not fully 
open during the spring runoff to avoid upstream flooding. Under the IWI, the 
IJC’s International Lake of the Woods Control Board developed an animation 
tool that allowed people to virtually adjust the gate settings and see how 
outflows are impacted by lake levels and limited by natural conditions of the 
river’s pinch points. The animation tool demonstrated that Rainy Lake needed 
to reach a certain elevation before fully opening the gates would increase the 
outflow of the lake. The public could see that only at high lake levels was the 
dam able to discharge a larger volume of water. Understanding the limitations 
of human control at the dam helped reduce tension between the utility company 
and the public.

Tracking Pollution to the Source in the Red River Basin
Harmful algal blooms, caused by elevated levels of nutrients such as phosphorus 
and nitrogen, plague waterways around the globe. Lake Winnipeg in Manitoba 
regularly suffers from algal blooms that have resulted in beach closures, fish kills 
from low oxygen levels, and releases of toxins that pose a human health 
risk. Elevated phosphorus levels are a basin-wide nutrient management 
issue with environmental challenges on both sides of the border. Under the 
IWI, the IJC’s International Red River Board is working with the United States 
Geological Survey (USGS) to apply a regional water quality model called 
SPARROW to track pollution inputs. The model quantifies loadings of phospho-
rus at key locations in the Red and Assiniboine watersheds, identifies “hotspot” 
areas of high nutrient loading, and apportions pollution sources according to 
jurisdiction and human influences such as agriculture and wastewater treatment 
plants. The model will help governments set phosphorus reduction targets as 
part of a basin-wide nutrient management strategy with the goal of improving 
the ecological health of the entire watershed particularly as it flows into  
Lake Winnipeg.

A SEAMLESS BORDER THROUGH  
DATA HARMONIZATION

When data stewards are able to “sing from the  
same songbook” they can compare environmental 
information across the landscape. Having different data protocols 
and standards in the United States and Canada has prevented managers from 
applying geographic information systems to local transboundary watersheds. Not 
only do the two countries use different data collection methods, they use different 
measurement standards—such as feet instead of metres—and may also use 
different names for the same river.

A strategic priority for the IWI, the IJC’s Transboundary Data Harmonization Task 
Force has worked with federal, provincial, state, and local agencies since 2008 
to overcome barriers and to integrate data sources. Hydrographic data have 
now been standardized along the 5,525-mile (8,891-kilometre) U.S.-Canada 
border. The task force has developed a standardized suite of hydrographic 
interpretations that are now being used by agencies in the U.S. and Canada.

THE FUTURE OF IWI 
With the establishment of the International Rainy-Lake of the Woods Watershed 
Board in 2013, the concept of IWI continues to develop and evolve. This board is 
the first one to have designated First Nations, Métis and Tribal members and an 
equal number of non-government and government members, with an emphasis 
on having a majority of members living within or connected closely to the basin. 
The Rainy-Lake of the Woods Board is also supported by both a Community 
Advisory Group and an Industry Advisory Group. 

The International Joint Commission and its boards assist with regulating water 
levels and flows and report on water quality. While government agencies make 
and enforce the rules for managing natural resources, the Commission’s IWI 
boards create valuable opportunities for experts and local stakeholders from 
both countries to study and discuss common concerns from a perspective  
that considers the watershed more holistically. In keeping with IWI goals, The 
Commission believes stronger local involvement and control will facilitate and 
guide actions in addressing future water issues. For more information about 
the IWI, please check out the Commission’s website at: 

WWW.IJC.ORG


