
On January 12, 2013, the Community Stewardship Council 

of Lanark County (CSCLC) and Mississippi Valley 
Conservation (MVCA) hosted a workshop to talk about the 

impacts of the drought and the low water conditions of 
2012.  

The stewardship council is a public voice working with 

agencies to maintain a healthy, viable county. A volunteer, 
community-based organization working with individuals 

and community groups to facilitate responsible 
environmental stewardship comprised of members 

representing landowner interests and a variety of 
environmental groups including: farmers, foresters, 

educators, hunters and fishers, environmentalists, 

filmmakers and businesspeople. The CSCLC promote 
stewardship ethics and best management practises; draw 

on the experience and traditional knowledge of the 
community, identify and address local stewardship needs 

in partnership with others. 

Mississippi Valley Conservation (MVCA) is a local, 
watershed management agency delivering services and 

programs to help protect and manage water and other 
natural resources in the Mississippi River watershed. Using 

an integrated watershed management approach, the 
conservation authority works with stakeholders in the 

watershed to balance the needs of the community with the 

needs of the natural environment.  
 

MVCA monitors the effect of development and land use to 
assess watershed conditions. This is done through field 

monitoring, remote sensing and gathering and interpreting 

information on the status of water and water related 
natural resources on an ongoing basis.  The careful 

monitoring of water levels ensures that a flood 
 

forecasting and warning service is ever-ready to help 

municipal officials and the general public take appropriate 
action in a flood emergency.  

Both organizations have identified the importance of 
communicating the implications of prolonged dry 

conditions such as limited recharge, lower base-flows, 

lower reservoir storage and its effects on the environment, 

communities, businesses and landowners dependent on 
traditional seasonal water levels (surface water and 

groundwater). Many different sectors and groups are 
affected by the low water and drought conditions. We 

think it’s important for everyone to understand the roles 

and challenges faced by each and their reactions. 

Water managers (such as MVCA) must take into account 

overall changes in water demand and water supply for the 
short (seasonal) and longer (decades) term. Planning and 

management is affected by both the needs of the 

communities and rural residents in the watershed as well 
as by environmental demands. Facilitating connections and 

discussions amongst all watershed stakeholders can help 
with this process and help to ensure a smooth transition as 

conditions change.  

DROUGHT OF 2012  
IMPACTS & LESSONS LEARNED IN THE MISSISSIPPI VALLEY WATERSHED 

BACKGROUND & SUMMARY REPORT 

The Indian River at the Mill of Kintail Conservation Area 

in Mississippi Mills in August 2012.  

2012 DROUGHT FACTS IN MISSISSIPPI WATERSHED: 
 

 Ottawa area experienced 31 days above 30°C (almost four times higher than average) 

 July 1, 2011 to June 30 2012 were the driest 12 months on record  

 July 2012 driest  since 1931   

 Persistent low soil- moisture conditions (low crop yields and dry wetlands)   

 Some water tables, lake and pond levels, and stream flows reached record lows  

 Typical summer river flows were reached in early April; lake levels in mid-May 

 Summer flows on the Mississippi River were maintained almost entirely from reservoir lakes 

 Limited water- flow negatively impacted hydro generation and tourism activities 

http://www.lanarkstewardshipcouncil.ca/
http://www.lanarkstewardshipcouncil.ca/
http://www.mvc.on.ca/
http://www.mvc.on.ca/


2012 WATERSHED CONDITIONS BACKGROUND 
 
For many, 2012 started as the nearly perfect year. By 

spring many referred to the past winter as the winter that 
wasn’t!  It seemed we jumped directly from winter to 

summer, as even March temperatures approached 30oC.  

The sugaring season was largely by-passed and spring 
came early and fast; our thoughts turned quickly to 

summer pursuits. Plants jumped out of the ground and 
with lots of moisture surged ahead. It seemed a nearly 

perfect growing season was upon us.   Then in June and 

July heat and the drought took over the watershed. Many 
felt unprepared for what happened next. 

 
Locally, crops and pastures failed, nurseries hired extra 

staff just to water plants (2 or 3 times a day), local 
produce became non-existent, lawns and gardens 

browned.  Wetlands became dry lands. Streams, lakes 

and wells reached record low levels. Water- use was 
restricted.  As aid money and western hay came into the 

watershed by the end of summer, we were shaking our 
heads and asking, just what happened.    

 

Late summer and fall rainfall events in the watershed did 

not immediately nor significantly raise water levels on 

Mississippi River, exacerbating and extending the impacts.   

Despite the widespread nature of the drought and low 

water events regionally, impacts varied across the 

watershed.   

The watershed has not yet recovered from the drought of 

2012 and precipitation over the winter months will play a 

huge role in conditions this spring and beyond. 

Environment Canada long range winter forecasts suggest 

warmer than normal temperatures coupled with normal 

precipitation amounts.  The effects on snowpack 

accumulation will help determine the extent of recovery 

prior to spring.  

 

Drought can impact the social, environmental, and 

economic conditions across a broad geographic region. 

Water is needed to produce goods and provide certain 

services. When low water conditions persist for extended 

periods, there will be conflicts in resource allocation.  

 

It is important to get multiple perspectives from both 

organizations and individuals to address questions or 

concerns about the efforts made by public agencies. We 

need to understand widespread implications and plan to 

mitigate effects in the future.  By sharing information 

about  how and why steps are being taken by agencies 

and individuals [digging storage ponds, assessing  water 

supply and/or installing deeper  wells, replacing lawns and 

gardens, installing irrigation systems, installing cooling 

systems, etc.] we can identify what is and is not working 

in the current systems of communication, assistance and 

mitigation.  

 

Understanding the breadth and severity of these impacts 

while they are still fresh in our minds will help us all to 

plan for future drought events.  

Water is an important resource to everyone. Starting and 

maintaining a dialogue between agencies and citizens and 

looking toward managing extreme weather and associated 

low water events benefits us all.  

 

Furthermore, regardless of what we call 

it, the reality is that our climate is 

not the same as it was 50 years 

ago and will not be the same 

50 years from now. The 

implication for this 

watershed is that 

what were once 

very rare low-

water events will 

occur much more 

frequently in the future. 

We will need to adjust our 

expectations and planning 

processes to accommodate such 

changes. 

Both urban watercourses 

such as Poole Creek  (top 

left) and rural watercourses 

such as the Fall River  

(bottom left) at Sharbot Lake 

experienced severely dry 

conditions in 2012. 

Ken McRae photo 



WELCOME & OPENING COMMENTS 

PAUL EGGINTON, CSCLC  

Key Messages: 

Both CSCLC and MVCA want and need 
public feedback on the drought. We expect 

to hear that there was variability in the 

nature and the impact of the drought, both 
because of geography/geology and the 

range of human activities across the 
watershed. However, only you can tell us 

what you actually experienced. We need to 
ensure that we can manage droughts like 

this in the future as they will become more 

frequent with time. 
Paul Egginton, CSCLC (l), MVCA’s Paul Lehman and Jennifer North talk with attendees. 

PRESENTATION KEY MESSAGES 

LOW-WATER RESPONSE IN MISSISSIPPI WATERSHED—JENNIFER NORTH, PAUL LEHMAN, MVCA 
Key Messages:  
MVCA has a large role in the communication and monitoring of low-water response in the Mississippi Watershed. It is 
important that the public understand the operation of the Low Water Response Program and its implications and 
community triggered responses. 
 
IMPACTS ON HYDRO GENERATION—SCOTT NEWTON, MISSISSIPPI RIVER POWER CORPORATION 
Key Message:  
The drought of 2012 significantly affected hydro generation in the watershed. 
 
IMPACTS ON COMMUNITIES—TROY DUNLOP, TOWN OF MISSISSIPPI MILLS 
Key Messages:   
Rural municipalities rely on surface and groundwater for drinking and daily use. Mississippi Mills (which relies on 
groundwater) banned watering activities (i.e. use of hoses and sprinklers) in the town of Almonte this summer. It is 
appreciated that there were negative impacts on the community. 
 
IMPACTS ON FORESTRY IN EASTERN ONTARIO—STEVE D’EON, FOREST STEWARDSHIP COMMITTEE OF RENFREW COUNTY 
Key Messages:   
Large forest areas were affected by the drought of 2012. This was visible as leaves changed colour or dropped. Losses 
were greatest in new plantations. Trees will recover, however, the full extent of the impacts will be more clear in a 
year. He encouraged individual forest managers to limit added stress to their trees during times of drought. 
 
IMPACTS ON AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITIES—BRUCE MOORE, OMAFRA 
Key Messages: 
Agricultural impacts varied across the area. However, it is difficult for communities to provide support to each other 
when so many of your immediate neighbours are suffering the same sort of impact. The drought may trigger a variety 
of longer term adaptations and business decisions. 
 
IMPACTS ON ECOSYSTEMS—ECOLOGIST SHAUN THOMPSON, OMNR 
Key Messages:  
Wetlands are resilient and we can expect them to recover in a year or two. New species may appear. 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR GROUNDWATER AND WELLS—PETER STANTON, STANTON DRILLING INC. 

Key Messages:  
Local wells and groundwater respond to droughts. Water tables dropped in 2012. Shallow wells that rely on near 

surface water sources are most readily impacted during droughts.   

Full presentations online at the MVCA website http://www.mvc.on.ca/?p=1976. Also available on the CSCLC website 
www.lanarkstewardshipcouncil.ca. We value your feedback. Contact Suzanne McFarlane at 613-253-0006 or smcfarlane@mvc.on.ca if you have any 
questions, concerns or comments. 

http://www.mvc.on.ca/images/stories/Egginton_Introduction_Drought_2012.pdf
http://www.mvc.on.ca/images/stories/Egginton_Introduction_Drought_2012.pdf
http://www.lanarkstewardshipcouncil.ca
mailto:smcfarlane@mvc.on.ca


FACILITATED DISCUSSION  

Health concerns during summer 2012  
Andy Kerr-Wilson, CSCLC 

 
KEY MESSAGES: We were all affected (health and well-
being) one way or another during the summer of 2012. 
Most of us changed our behaviours and activities. In some 
cases the impacts were direct, in others more indirect and 
related to various stresses resulting from other related 
impacts. 

This facilitated discussion put into perspective the health 
and human aspects of the drought through questions and 

audience response. 

The audience shared some changes they made to their 
lifestyles due to drought and low water conditions and 

potential social and economic implications. It was noted 
that there was an overall stress and concern related to the 

conditions, and public agencies contacted to address 

health concerns related to water quality.  
 

Some negative impacts on health and well-being noted 

included: 

 Recreational uses, such as swimming, were limited 

 Aesthetics of the water were diminished 

 Paddlers had difficulty getting near shore 
 Campfires were banned due to dry ground 
 

Some positive impacts on health and well-being noted 

included: 

 Ability to perform shoreline work as low water levels 

allowed access to the shoreline as rarely seen before 

 Decreased need for lawn cutting 

 Higher water temperatures were good for swimming 

(comfort) 
 

Some well issues noted were complete failure (location 
dependent) and increased sediment. Many were conscious 

of their water usage and concerned about using well 
water for gardens thus limiting their ability to grow their 

own food. 
 

Economic impacts causing stress noted included: 

 Increased effort and staff expenses due to watering 

commercial nursery stock; 

 Poor maple syrup year as extremes in temperature 

shortened the season dramatically; 

 Some agriculture sectors noted low production 
 

Christmas tree farmers noted 30% increase in labour to 
try to save trees that were ultimately lost, adding that 

impacts will be seen for years to come – loss of new 
plantings and thus future year’s crop harvest. 
 

Ecological impacts worried people about the ecosystem 

(such as lack of water in wetlands and trees losing leaves 
midsummer). 
 

Heat related comments/ concerns included: 

 Temperatures differed from urban to rural settings 

 First time to consider use/purchase of air conditioners, 

not just a luxury item anymore 
First real considerations of possible forest fire potential in 

cottage area 
It was noted that mixed messages came out of the 
OLWRP between Ottawa and Mississippi Mills (Ottawa 

draws drinking water from Ottawa River – Mississippi Mills 
from groundwater). 

Other comments included: need to improve/more 

communications; however releases were timely and 
appropriate. Politicians noted they received lots of 

questions, however, they were not sure how to answer. 
Citizens noted their displeasure at other citizens not 

following watering restrictions. 
 

It was suggested that the low water response legislation 
needs to look at how to document health issues related to 

low water. Real time health indicators are needed during 
the drought to show how we are affected by and coping 

with the conditions. 

MISSISSIPPI RIVER LONG TERM CONSIDERATIONS—PAUL LEHMAN, MVC 

To help wrap up the day’s topics, Paul Lehman identified long term considerations relevant to the Mississippi River wa-
tershed and its management based on historical information and anticipated changes using data modelling. 

 
Key Messages: With climate change we can expect more frequent low flow conditions. We need to learn from the 

drought of 2012 and improve our ability to manage future events. It looks like they will be more common. 

Primary considerations   Secondary considerations  Potential Management Adaptations 

 Freshet happening 6-7 weeks earlier 

than normal, with a 28% decrease in 

flows 
 44% decrease in summer flows, and 

greater variability in summer water 

levels 
 70% increase in fall flows 
 Greater flood risk in fall/winter 
 Increase in shoreline erosion 
 Increase in frazil ice (back-up water) 

 Increased evapotranspiration 
 Increase in surface water 

temperature 
 Decrease in flush rates – 

degrade in water quality 

 Maintain/increase reservoir capacity 

 Minimize nutrient loading 
 Improve capacity for monitoring/

assessment 

 Adapt shoreline structures 

http://www.mvc.on.ca/images/stories/Health_and_2012.pdf
http://www.mvc.on.ca/images/stories/Health_and_2012.pdf
http://www.mvc.on.ca/images/stories/Mississippi_River_Future_Considerations.pdf


CLOSING DISCUSSION—PAUL EGGINTON, CSCLC  

The discussion closed out with some take home messages, considerations, and next steps. 

Key Messages: All of us are affected by drought and low water conditions. We need to avoid overt competition for 

water resources when they are scarce through discussion and co-ordinated action. We need a smooth transition as 
our climate changes. MVCA is the only agency that can provide the leadership that we require.  

Possible actions to increase supply  Stabilizing demand at lower levels 

 Develop/modify water management strategies 

 Build new flow control structures (store water) 

 Maximize water yield from forested areas 

 Encourage the use of farm ponds 

 Better define key capacity needs (analysis & research 

with partner agencies), so as not to oversupply  wa-

ter to any one sector 

 Raise awareness of climate change and water supply 

limitations 

 Promote water conservation – Watershed manage-

ment plan that incorporates Climate change 

 Promote development of appropriate business plans 

 Develop clear understanding of how water demands 

for each sector will change with climate 

 Establish clearly defined and widely accepted  priori-

ties for water use in the watershed 

ACTION IN THE MISSISSIPPI VALLEY WATERSHED  

Expanding our planning to incorporate climate change 
 

The new paradigm:  Not only is demand for water increasing in MV because of land use and population changes, 
but the flow regime (hydrograph) is changing. Most importantly, water supply is dropping during the summer months 

due to climate change.  There are already competing demands for limited water supplies and this competition will 

increase with future Climate Change. 
 

Our Vision:  
 A smooth transition and balance  between  water supply and  demand as Mississippi Watershed responds to cli-

mate change and summer flows drop  

 Clear agreement on water management priorities in the watershed 

 Co-ordinated effort between local agencies and other levels of government to meet the expectations of the public 

 

Our Mission:  
Provide leadership and a level of co-ordination as various agencies that have responsibilities in our watershed engage 

in adaptation 

Full presentations are available online at the MVCA website 

www.mvc.on.ca/?p=1976 or the CSCLC website 
www.lanarkstewardshipcouncil.ca. We value your feedback. Contact 

Suzanne McFarlane at 613-253-0006 or smcfarlane@mvc.on.ca if 
you have any questions, concerns or comments.  

Workshop Organizing Committee 

Paul Lehman, MVCA 
Paul Egginton, CSCLC 

Suzanne McFarlane, MVCA 
Jeff Ward, MNR 

Jackie Oblak 

http://www.mvc.on.ca/images/stories/Egginton_Wrap_up_Drought_2012.pdf
http://www.lanarkstewardshipcouncil.ca
mailto:smcfarlane@mvc.on.ca

