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The International Joint Commission (IJC) International St. Mary and Milk Rivers Study brought together experts from 
Canada and the United States (the Study Board) to identify and recommend structural and non-structural options to 
improve each country’s receipt of their water entitlement from the two rivers. Considerations included the effects on 
socio-economics and aquatic ecosystems, Indigenous perspectives, and climate change. 

Options were assessed mainly through entitlement receipts and irrigation outcomes, constrained by Treaty 
requirements and existing water rights, but also considered a broad range of socio-economic, ecosystem, and  
cultural factors. Financial considerations were explicitly excluded from the final recommendations. 

The Study Board examined how water is apportioned in the St. Mary and Milk Rivers and developed a vision for  
future water apportionment in the basins. They considered not only specific recommendations on how the Accredited 
Officers’ (AOs) administrative procedures or the infrastructure in these basins could be changed to help each country 
better access their share of the water, but also general recommendations on how the AOs and the IJC could more 
effectively work with local citizens and government entities in these basins.  

Study Board Administrative and Infrastructure Recommendations

Governments prioritize the rehabilitation of 
the US St. Mary Canal to its original design 
capacity of 850 ft3/s. This action would 
increase the US St. Mary entitlement received 
from 193,000 acre-feet on average to 213,000 
acre-feet, while maintaining Canadian 
entitlement receipts on the St. Mary River.

Modified Annual Balancing 
Administrative Option

Implement this option as soon as 
administratively practical. This approach 
provides greater administrative flexibility  
and would result in a meaningful increase  
in US receipt of entitlement, while meeting 
the existing irrigation needs in the Milk River 
in Canada.

Control Structures on Upper and 
Lower St. Mary Lakes

Install control structures on Upper and 
Lower St. Mary Lakes, including analysis of 
alternatives. Such structures would provide 
increased storage, enhance basin-wide 
operational flexibility, and increase drought 
and environmental resilience.

Long-Term Storage Development  
on the Milk River

For Canada to achieve greater interannual 
resilience on the Milk River, construction 
of either Miners Coulee or Forks Reservoir 
is required. For Canada to access its full 
entitlement on the Milk River, construction of 
the Forks Reservoir is required, without the 
need for Miners Coulee Reservoir. 
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Study Board General Recommendations

Water Management Modelling

The Study Board used two water management models to enhance understanding of 
water apportionment and increase confidence in the models’ results. The Study Board 
recommends that the IJC and AOs maintain the ability to use one or more of these 
models to evaluate new scenarios that might be developed in the coming years. 

Data Analysis and Visualization

A data analysis and visualization tool allowed Study participants to view the data and 
compare different scenarios. The Study Board recommends the IJC consider this type 
of data analysis and visualization application within the basin.  

Infrastructure Investments

When infrastructure or administrative options are being evaluated, there are benefits  
and costs to both countries. The Study Board recommends that the IJC and governments 
ensure that, when changes/improvement in infrastructure and administrative options are 
being considered, governments evaluate the benefits and the costs to each country. It is 
also recommended that governments explore ways to share ongoing maintenance costs 
as well as capital improvement or initial building costs, when reasonable and when both 
countries would benefit from existing, upgraded, or new infrastructure.

Integrating Aquatic Ecosystem Considerations

Future water apportionment decisions potentially affect the ecological integrity and 
aquatic health of the basins. The Study Board recognizes that under the IJC’s 1921 
Order, the AOs’ mandate is strictly water apportionment, and recommends aquatic 
ecosystem-related efforts be established by relevant parties outside of or in addition 
to the AOs’ current responsibilities.

The Study Board recommends that:
• The AOs, in cooperation with interested parties, investigate opportunities to

improve understanding of the impacts of water apportionment decisions on
aquatic ecosystem considerations.

• The AOs consider whether additional information, monitoring, or analytical
approaches, such as evaluating ecological flow relationships, seasonal flow
requirements, and indicators related to species and habitats of concern, could
support the future consideration of aquatic ecosystem heath within the framework
of the Boundary Waters Treaty, the 1921 Order, and existing water accounting and
apportionment procedures.

• The development of ecological flow relationships continue to be advanced through
existing programs and initiatives to identify critical thresholds, seasonal needs, and
management considerations for species and habitats of concern.

Engagement of Advisory Groups Following the Completion of the Study

Members of the Study’s advisory groups have contributed valuable perspectives from the 
basin and positively impacted the Study outcomes. The Study Board recommends that the 
AOs, in consultations with IJC and governments, continue engagement, involvement, and 
education of basin communities (Indigenous Nations, irrigators, Federal, State,  Provincial, 
and local resource managers) in the work of water apportionment.   


