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The St. Mary and Milk Rivers Study is a binational effort supported by Canada and the United States. It 
examines ways to improve each country’s access to entitled waters in this shared river system. The Study 
evaluates current challenges, including aging infrastructure, climate variability, and water demand, and identifies 
possible solutions, including administrative (non-structural) and structural (infrastructure) options. The Study 
will provide evidence-based recommendations to the International Joint Commission (IJC) and will inform the 
IJC’s own recommendations to the governments of Canada and the United States.

What is the St. Mary and Milk Rivers Study?

Following a public comment period on its draft report, the Study Board will submit its recommendations to the 
IJC. The IJC will review the recommendations and seek input from the Accredited Officers (AOs) who manage 
the apportionment and measurement of the waters of the St Mary and Milk Rivers. The AOs may be asked to 
gather further input from provincial, state, and federal agencies, Indigenous Nations, including the Blackfeet 
Nation, and other interests on matters related to the AOs’ work. Once received, the IJC will consider this input  
in its own recommendations to the governments of Canada and the United States.

What happens after the Study is finished?

Administrative options are changes to how water is apportioned between Canada and the United States  
by the AOs. These include water-sharing procedures, operational rules, forecasting improvements,  
and drought management.

What are administrative (non-structural) options?

Administrative procedures are mainly handled by the Accredited Officers. The AOs have established agreed-
upon procedures for the division of the waters of the St. Mary and Milk Rivers, consistent with the IJC’s 1921 
Order. These procedures are regularly updated to consider new information, monitoring technologies, etc.  
The most recent version of the AOs’ Procedures can be found on their website: 
https://ijc.org/en/aosmmr/2024-procedures-division-waters-st-mary-and-milk-rivers. 

The Study recommends a significant change to the way AOs currently account for each country’s receipt  
of its entitlement. Should the IJC and the AOs agree to the Study recommendations, the AOs will need to 
establish new agreed-upon procedures and consider how these rules are operationally implemented.

How are administrative changes implemented?



Administrative changes can often be implemented on a much shorter timescale than structural changes.  
AOs may develop new procedures within months or a few years of acceptance of the Study recommendations. 

How long do administrative changes take?

Structural options involve recommendations to build new or modify existing physical infrastructure.  
Examples include the rehabilitation of the St. Mary canal or the construction of new reservoirs or dams.

What are structural options?

No. The IJC cannot build dams or infrastructure. While the IJC may recommend the structural options to the 
governments of Canada and the United States, all funding, design, construction, and other relevant activities 
needed to build new or improve existing infrastructure fall under domestic processes. 

Can the IJC build a dam or other infrastructure?

The governments of Canada and the United States will decide whether to pursue a project through their  
domestic processes. Projects require engineering studies, environmental assessments, and funding decisions. 
If shared waters are affected, the project may be referred to the IJC through Global Affairs Canada and the US 
Department of State. The IJC reviews the project and may issue an Order of Approval. Government agencies 
carry out construction and operation in accordance with applicable regulations in the jurisdiction where the 
project is proposed.

How would structural options move forward?

The Accredited Officers (AOs) are responsible for measuring and apportioning the waters of the St. Mary and 
Milk Rivers. Practically speaking, the AOs implement water-sharing procedures and oversee the management  
of day-to-day operations under existing agreements. 

What is the role of the Accredited Officers?

Structural projects typically take many years to decades, due to planning, approvals, funding,  
and construction requirements.

How long do structural projects take?

The IJC is a binational oversight body that reviews study recommendations and supports cooperation  
between Canada and the United States to prevent and resolve disputes between the two countries under the 
1909 Boundary Waters Treaty. The IJC pursues the common good of both countries as an independent and 
objective advisor to the two governments.

What is the role of the IJC?



The governments of Canada and the United States will decide which structural options they wish  
to move forward with, taking domestic processes into consideration. 

What is the role of governments?

The Study provides shared scientific evidence-based recommendations to help both countries improve  
their receipt of entitlements. The Study supports long-term, cooperative water management of the waters  
of the St. Mary and Milk Rivers.

Why is this Study important?

The Study identifies options but cannot implement them. Administrative changes are faster to implement  
and are led by AOs with IJC involvement. Structural projects require government decisions, funding, and 
approvals, and may involve the IJC if shared waters are affected. The IJC ensures fairness and cooperation  
but does not build infrastructure.

Key Takeaways
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