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OUR 
GREATEST 
RESOURCE
by Cassi Smith
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Irrigation Projects 
Association Inc.

SIPA

A fully-diversified irrigation economy will create returns to 
farmers and society and make significant contributions 
to provincial output (GDP) as well as increase household 
and rural farm incomes and employment. 

It will create a foundation for even higher value-added 
food production, increase tourism development and 
stabilize rural populations. 

OUR 
GREATEST 
RESOURCE
A look at irrigation in Saskatchewan
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Saskatchewan has only ever scratched the surface
of its irrigation potential. With  the  construction  of
Gardiner Dam and the Qu’Appelle Dam and the subsequent
creation of Lake Diefenbaker,  the province’s water-holding
capacity is huge and has been for many years.

In  1957,  the  federal  government,  through Prairie  Farm
Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA), began construction of
the Gardiner and Qu’Appelle River dams to impound water in
the valley. The project ultimately cost approximately $120 mil-
lion, which equates to approximately $1 billion today. Both
dams and the Gardiner spillway were largely complete by 1966
and reservoir filling began in 1967. SaskPower began produc-
ing electricity in the fall of 1968 and by 1970, the reservoir,
known as Lake Diefenbaker, the largest earth-filled dam in the
world, had filled.

Despite  repeated  acknowledgment  by  government  and
experts over  the years of  the potential  for  improved water
security by expanding on this existing infrastructure, the entire
project was never completed. The intended project was to have
Lake Diefenbaker as a “water heart” (as described by former
Minister  of  Agriculture,  Alvin  Hamilton)  that  distributed
water in four different directions: northeast to Blackstrap Lake,
southwest  to  Swift  Current  Creek,  southeast  through  the
Qu’Appelle region and northwest through a west-side canal,
but again over the years it was never developed.

Today, hundreds of thousands (new studies hint at mil-
lions) of potentially irrigable acres remain stagnant, particu-
larly  surrounding  Lake  Diefenbaker.  The  economic,

environmental  and  agricultural  benefits  of  completing  the
province’s proposed water infrastructure projects are vast and
Saskatchewan has everything we need to turn the sleeping
potential of irrigation into a province-wide success story.

Investing in our province’s future is a lot like farming. One
year the weather cooperates, yields are high and bills are paid,
while the next, a series of setbacks can put everyone in a dan-
gerous position. Improved water infrastructure can help mit-
igate  the  ups  and  downs  of  farming  (both  literally  and
metaphorically), giving us security when resources run dry.
However, experts agree that our province currently does not
have adequate infrastructure to properly deliver our water,
although it sits readily available in abundance.

According to Dr. Graham Parsons, a consultant at Clifton
Associates Ltd., the development of the Upper Qu’Appelle con-
veyance would greatly improve the water flow and usage as the
Moose Jaw-Regina Industrial Corridor is especially being hin-
dered by the lack of available water.

The corridor is comprised of the cities of Moose Jaw and
Regina, the rural municipalities of Sherwood No. 159, Pense
No. 160, Moose Jaw No. 161 and the urban communities of
Grand Coulee, Pense and Belle Plaine. While much of the land
is being used for farming in the corridor, there are also sub-
stantial  investments  in Saskatchewan’s  three key economic
drivers: food, fertilizer and energy throughout the area.

One area that utilizes a lot of water is around Belle Plaine,
home to industries such as Yara Fertilizer, Mosaic, Terra Grain
ethanol plant and K+S potash mine, just north of the corri-

“Water is the lifeblood 
of agriculture, and

irrigation and water
development projects
have the potential to

provide security for ag
processing as well as

production. In the right
circumstances, they can

be a fundamental enabler
for one of Saskatchewan’s

most significant 
economic sectors.” 

Ron Kehrig, Sector Manager for Life Sciences 
and Biomass with Saskatchewan’s 

Ministry of the Economy
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dor’s boundary. This area has also seen a flurry of international
and  national  interest  in  potential  development  in  the
province’s key economic sectors. 

“All three sectors require water for expansion which is put-
ting pressure on  the water  supply  from  the  existing  infra-
structure.  Our understanding is that much of the available
water supply  is already allocated to potential projects. The
Upper Qu’Appelle conveyance project is key to increasing agri-
value processing, vegetable production and providing water
for more mining and energy projects,” says Dale Heenan, chair
of the corridor.

The conveyance below the Qu’Appelle Dam was actually
one  of  the  key  visions  the  original  thinkers  behind  Lake
Diefenbaker had in mind, but it has yet to come to fruition.
The project would bring benefits of increased water supply to
both industry and municipalities, especially within the Moose
Jaw-Regina Industrial Corridor, which represents 24 per cent
of Saskatchewan’s population and 20 per cent of the provin-
cial GDP. So with all these considerable benefits of moving for-
ward with the project, what is the holdup?

The first thing most informed consumers do is check the
price tag. The cost of a project like this can appear daunting.
But  consider  that  an  initial  investment  of  $1.2  billion  is
expected to have economic returns of 20 times that for over
50 years. It’s clear that when the province decided to stop the
construction of irrigation infrastructure on the west side of
the  South  Saskatchewan  River,  a  huge  opportunity  for
Saskatchewan’s future was wasted.

But the time to capitalize on that missed opportunity has
not passed. Recent studies show that if approximately 600,000
irrigated acres were added to the province, it could lead to
increased returns on farm production ($12 billion), provincial
GDP ($35 billion) and household incomes ($13 billion). Not to
mention economic spinoff, employment increase, community
development, tourism and environmental benefits.

“For  500,000  more  acres  of  irrigation  out  of  Lake
Diefenbaker, both on the west side and into the Qu’Appelle
system,  in  rough  terms, we’re  talking  a  cost  of  over  three 
billion  dollars,”  explains  Saskatchewan  Irrigation  Projects
Association (SIPA) chairman, Roger Pederson.

“But it’s not billions of dollars tomorrow. It might be $100
million or $75 million a year over roughly a 40-year period
because you can’t physically put the infrastructure in place that
quickly, and while it is a lot of money, the returns are five- and
twenty-fold once the project is completed and substantial irri-
gation takes place. There’s economic spinoff with job creation
from the project itself that adds to the return on investment.”

The  long-term  benefits  of  developing  irrigation  would
affect industries across the province. Mining, oil and gas, agri-
culture,  processing  plants  and  recreation  are  all  directly
affected by water, while cities, towns and municipalities live
or die depending on the availability of water.

“Now is an opportune time to do these things because there
is an economic slowdown in the oil industry and there are
probably heavy equipment companies looking for work. This

could be a five- to 20-year project that would keep companies
occupied during the construction seasons not to mention the
design work that would go on year-round, so the job creation
would be huge.”

And that’s only one piece of the puzzle. The innate under-
standing that we as humans cannot survive without water is
true for our most important industries as well. High quality
and availability of water affects everyone, province wide. In
the mining sector, which directly contributes approximately
20 per cent of provincial exports and employs over 30,000
workers,  water  is  an  invaluable  resource.  The  Mosaic
Company  reports  withdrawing  approximately  300 million
cubic metres of water annually across its operations.

Water consumption in our province’s energy sector is also
significant and only expected to increase. “Moving water is the
most important renewable energy resource in Canada, pro-
viding  59  per  cent  of  Canada’s  electricity  generation.”
Saskatchewan  currently  has  seven  hydroelectric  facilities, 
generating 853 megawatts of electricity with plans to develop
more.

“Hydroelectricity is 
by far the most important 

form of renewable 
energy produced 

in Canada.”

While the oil and gas industry uses only one per cent of the
province’s fresh water, the importance of its usage cannot be
overstated. Oil and gas sales were over $12 billion in 2011 with
exports topping $10 billion, representing 23 per cent of total
provincial exports. The Saskatchewan economy and the liveli-
hood of our citizens rely on the success and stability of our
province’s industries, making water the key component to our
economic survival.
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Located just three miles east of Outlook, Sask., is a strategic alliance of growers, marketers and wholesalers called Barrich
Farms. Established in 1973 by original owners, Barry Gusnowski and Richard Hettrick, Barrich Farms was an irrigated
potato operation with grain and alfalfa rotations. In 1980, current partner Harry Meyers became involved and the company
expanded production to include various other crops. “I actually became a partner through a merger,” explains Meyers. “I
came down here as the vegetable specialist for seed potatoes and over time ended up becoming the executive director.”

A few years later, Meyers and his partners recognized a need in the province for quality high-generation seed potatoes.
The result was a renewed focus on potato crops only and the creation of True North Seed Potato Co. Ltd. “All we grow on
both our farms today are seed potatoes and table potatoes,” says Meyers. “We decide whether they are going to stay in
the seed potato market or go to the table market.”

The challenge of growing seed potatoes comes when trying to meet both the quality and supply needed. “We found it
was difficult to always get both of these challenges met, so we thought it was best to invest in our own operations,” says
Meyers. “We started with just 20 acres in 1997 and now have over 500.” 

Over the years, True North has developed a stable product that ensures a good supply of seed and the right amount
of variety. “We have the flexibility of doing the things that we want because we’re pretty much an integrated type of
operation.”

So far, the company has secured rights to particular potato varieties that are doing very well on the market and is cur-
rently working on plans to expand the business. “We are expanding our storage capability,” says Meyers. Storage is an
important part of potato farming as market timing can vary. “It can be anywhere between April and June, so we need to be
able to take care of those potatoes in pretty sophisticated storage. We are actually building a small storage facility as we
speak, right on our main farm.”

Barrich Farms –
True North Seed Potato Co. Ltd.

TRUE NORTH SEED POTATO CO. LTD.
Box 1053 Outlook, SK  S0L 2N0       Ph: (306) 867-5499       Fx: (306) 867-9922
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ferent vegetables and melons in the province under irrigated
conditions.  Irrigation  has  helped  reverse  the  decline  in
Saskatchewan’s rural population as it helps intensify and diver-
sify crop production, creating meaningful employment and
enriching  the  lives  of  local  citizens.  In  the  drier  parts  of
Saskatchewan, crop production can be highly unstable and rel-
atively unproductive without irrigation.

Irrigation  developments  in  the  province  have  already
enhanced vegetable crops and added value to the agriculture
sector. “We’ve seen a major impact on growth and sales with
vegetable  producers  utilizing  irrigation,”  says  Bryan
Kosteroski, executive director and value chains specialist at the
Agriculture Council of Saskatchewan Inc. “The number one
priority within the vegetable industry to guarantee crops and
provide top-quality product is to have your land irrigated. In
the  last  three  years, we  have  seen  a more  focused  look  at
growth and we require water to help sustain and guarantee that
growth.” According to Kosteroski, the opportunities for growth
with enhanced water infrastructure are immense. “The infra-
structure that’s in place is helping the industry grow and I see
the  expansion  of  irrigation  helping  the  vegetable  industry
enormously in the future.”

Wes Walker, of Rudy Agro, moved their farming operation
from Tisdale to Outlook due to the opportunities provided by
irrigation. He later formed Rudy Agro Ltd., which is currently
undergoing an expansion. In addition to their own produc-
tion, they purchase, process and export dry edible beans (tra-
ditional pinto, navy, kidney) and are working on new niche
bean and pea varieties that do well under irrigation. “This is
the only region in the province producing dry edible beans,
the reason being irrigation,” says Walker. “Edible beans, as well
other crops grown under irrigation, provide a consistent sup-
ply of quality product. Irrigation also allows us to diversify our
products and to be able to export to Asia, Europe, Mexico, the
United States and South America.”

Since  the  advancements  in  irrigation  development  by 
the Canada-Saskatchewan Irrigation Diversification Centre
(CSIDC) in the 1970s, Saskatchewan has diversified its crops
to include 8,500 acres of potatoes for both table and seed. As
potatoes require an average of one inch of water per week dur-
ing the growing season, irrigation has been integral in mass-

“We’re missing  out  on  local,  national  and  international
investment as they are always looking for those jurisdictions
that can offer those baseline elements like consistent labour
pool, taxation and regulation and (depending on the business)
access to potable or sufficient water,” says Steve McLellan, CEO
of Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce. “So, if you’re a solu-
tion potash mine you need an awful lot of water to be recircu-
lated through your plant and for other operations – and we
have it, we just have to make sure we can guarantee that capac-
ity is there for the mine to develop.”

Saskatchewan’s industries rely on water, making water secu-
rity and efficient allocation and usage top priority. While our
province is literally supplying the world with food, energy and
mineral resources (85 per cent of our total international goods
exports come from agricultural and resource products), we are
sitting on countless opportunities to better utilize our most
imperative natural resource – water. “Countries are looking
for  safe  and  reliable  food  supply  chains.  They  depend  on
Saskatchewan to supplement their domestic food production;
last year, 20 countries each purchased more than $100 million
worth of agri-food products from Saskatchewan,” the provin-
cial government stated in the Saskatchewan Plan For Growth:
Vision 2020 and Beyond. And guess what made that amount of
food production possible. That’s right…water.

Ultimately, irrigation has a major role to play in food pro-
duction and Laurie Tollefson, who works in the science and
technology  branch  of  Agriculture  and  Agri-Food  Canada
(AAFC) at the Canada Saskatchewan Irrigation Diversification
Centre  (CSIDC)  located  at  Outlook,  couldn’t  agree more.
“We’re dedicated to sustainable irrigation production practice
– that’s our mandate. We view irrigation as an essential way to
produce food.”

CSIDC is a modern facility with state-of-the-art equipment
aimed at producing crops, both higher-value and traditional
cereals, oil seeds and forages under irrigated conditions. “We
evaluate and provide knowledge to people in Saskatchewan
and around the world to assist them in making their decisions
for their land and our information is based on science through
trials.”

This year, CSIDC looked at potatoes of different varieties,
orchard production and the potential for smaller fruits, dif-

“There is little in the natural environment, economy 
and society of Saskatchewan that is not intimately tied to

and sustained by the flow and storage of water.” 
(JW Pomeroy, D de Boer, LW Martz)
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The Saskatchewan vegetable industry changed on a Wednesday evening in October of 2013 at a meeting hall in Outlook.
A group of 16 vegetable growers, looking for change and with a desire to grow the industry, decided that the time had come
to work together and drive change in the province.

A new corporation was created – Prairie Fresh Food Corporation – with a vision of growing food in Saskatchewan and
supplying a major Canadian retailer. At a meeting in mid-November with representatives from The Grocery People (TGP)
and Co-op, a new and innovative partnership was created with a major Canadian retailer. They began working closely with
a group of Saskatchewan producers to help in the growth of the vegetable industry and provide an avenue to sell large 
volumes of fresh vegetables. 

The year 2013 saw the launch of 16 products into Saskatchewan Co-op stores and the creation and launch of a new
brand, Home Grown Saskatchewan, into retail stores, as well as a new line of packaged fresh vegetables. 

Mid-August 2013, Saskatchewan finally had its own corn, a unique-tasting Saskatchewan Sweet Corn. Consumers
accepted the product with great results and sales of over 150,000 cobs in the first seven-week period. The first year was
a big learning experience with deliveries totaling over 700,000 pounds for the new Saskatchewan vegetable industry.

With success in 2013, growth expectations were driven by Co-op and the Saskatchewan consumer to add more 
products. Expansion mode was in full force with a May 2014 launch of 27 products into Co-op food stores. Products like
cauliflower, beets, carrots, radishes, corn and beans were mainstream, but the launch of the baby carrot and baby beet
products surpassed any growth expectations. 

This summer has started strong with Home Grown Saskatchewan-branded vegetables and fruit sales growing stronger
week by week. 2015 will see over 50 products being delivered to Co-op stores across Saskatchewan with expectations
of over two million pounds of Saskatchewan-grown vegetables and fruits. Expansion of producers to 18 and expansion in
technology and irrigation has helped growth with over 1,600 acres of vegetables and fruit crops.

To the consumers of Saskatchewan, enjoy the experience of a Home Grown Saskatchewan vegetable or fruit and thanks
to Co-op for driving growth in our province and supporting the local industry.

Prairie Fresh Food Corporation

PRAIRIE FRESH FOOD CORPORATION
P.O. Box 249, Outlook, SK  SOL 2N0



producing  the  crop,  which,  when  grown  for  seed,  is  sold
directly  to  farmers  across  Canada  and  into  Colorado,
Nebraska, North and South Dakota where it is grown and sold
to companies such as McCain’s and Cavendish Farms.

“Normally  speaking,  although  we’ve  seen  some  rather
erratic weather  in  the  last  few years,  I  think  it’s  fair  to  say 
you really can’t hope to grow a potato crop without having
some  irrigation,”  says Harry Meyers,  executive  director  of 
True North Seed Potato Co. Ltd. “Without irrigation, it just
wouldn’t be viable in the long term. It’s critical.”

Much of the potato industry is located in the areas around
Lake Diefenbaker where there are a number of irrigation dis-
tricts  including  the  South  Saskatchewan  River  Irrigation
District (SSRID) and the Riverhurst Irrigation District (RID).
Each district has seen the development of successful potato
operations and stands as an example of what improved and
expanded  irrigation development  can do  for  the province.
Over time, the potato industry in the province has developed
a fully-integrated supply chain.

The economic spinoffs of expanding our province’s already-
established vegetable-growing sector are easily apparent and
vast.  Besides  creating  more  jobs,  developing  our  growing
capacity in Saskatchewan would allow consumers to purchase
more local produce. Buying locally is more popular than ever
right now for a number of reasons, particularly the health,
environmental and economic benefits. With the added help of
a fully-developed and modern irrigation system, local growers
could produce higher yields, more consistent product and per-
haps even expose an opportunity for processing or packaging
plants, thereby contributing even more to the provincial econ-
omy and keeping more dollars within our borders.

In 2013, Saskatchewan used approximately 1,000 acres for
vegetable (excluding potatoes) production, representing a self-
sufficiency of about 10 per cent,  less  than one-fifth of our
neighbours to the east, Manitoba. That means our province
imports around $26 million of vegetables annually (excluding
potatoes) – a number that could be greatly impacted if irriga-
tion was properly utilized. Only 12,000 of our countless irri-
gable  acres  are  needed  to meet  a  goal  of  just  20  per  cent
self-sufficiency for in-season demand.

The timing for irrigation development has never been bet-
ter. “A number of years ago, there were studies done that deter-
mined that there needs to be a canal system to supply water to
Buffalo  Pound  for  future  demand  and  that’s  coming  to
fruition. If this year continues to be a drought year and we have
a few more drought years in succession, things will get tougher
because Buffalo Pound isn’t really a lake, it’s a glorified slough
– very shallow and filling up with weeds and sediment and it
doesn’t have the holding capacity that it did 30-40 years ago,”
says Pederson. “A canal system is needed that would support
upwards of 100,000 acres of irrigation in that area and supply
clean water that could go out to the towns and cities and sup-
ply industry far into the future.”

A study for the Saskatchewan Water Security Agency in
2012 predicts, “Water demand (use) in the Qu’Appelle River

Basin  is going  to rise  in  the  future.”  It also concluded  that
“water uses from human, industrial and agricultural uses will
have increased by 134 per cent by 2040 and 171 per cent by
2060 from 2010 levels.” For some of us, these numbers will be
seen in our lifetime, if not our children’s. It is clear the con-
veyance is needed now.

“The losses associated with not having a secure water sup-
ply are hugely significant to the economy, the environment and
the  people,”  continues  Dr.  Parsons.  Saskatchewan  is  no
stranger to drought or flooding, “We saw a small part of it this
summer when people in Regina were basically asked to stop
using water as much as they possibly could. It’s a small item,
but it has effects on everybody, which has economic costs and
when that extends to industry, you lose investment.”

“The bottom line is that 
everybody needs water 

and we have, for too long, 
taken it for granted. 

Of late, we have seen 
situations where we are 
either too dry or too wet. 

We believe that, as a 
province, we need to 

sit down and figure out 
water: access, availability, 

quality, quantity, 
locations of it, diversional 

and reservoir options –
we’re just nowhere near 

where we should be.” 
Steve McLellan, 

CEO Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce
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The ever-advancing global climate change promises more
of the same and perhaps even worse conditions. The effect this
type of seasonal change has on agriculture puts the need for
irrigation in even higher demand. If adequately prepared, cli-
mate change in other parts of the world could translate into
opportunities for Saskatchewan. With the right infrastructure
in place, decline in growing capabilities south of the border
can mean big dividends for Saskatchewan growers.

Saskatchewan Irrigation Projects Association chairman,
Roger Pederson, knows firsthand the benefits of irrigation,
having grown up on a farm near Outlook. “Besides the vari-
eties of foods irrigation allows us to grow, the other thing that
is making quite a difference is the efficiencies we’re gaining
from irrigation,” says Pederson. Today about 550 million cubic
metres of water, or two-thirds of total water withdrawals in the
province are diverted for irrigation. “The amount of water we
use to grow a crop now versus 30 years ago with flood irriga-
tion and older-technology sprinklers is vast. We’re doing it
with substantially less water and growing better crops than we
did 30-40 years ago.”

Water security is imperative for the future of Saskatchewan,
Canada and  the world.  “If  you believe  the United Nations
reports about running out of food by 2050, we’ve got to double
our food supply in the next 20 to 30 years somehow and we’re
not going to have any more land,” says Pederson. “But we can
irrigate a lot more – Western Canada especially – and we have
a greater potential to do that than any other place in the world,
so we’re standing on the threshold of a tremendous opportunity
and aren’t realizing it.” n

“The Canada-
Saskatchewan 

Irrigation Diversification Centre 
in Outlook is probably one of the best 

places in the world. They run tours of all 
their experimental crops, irrigation 

techniques, solar irrigation pivots and 
hot topics for the year. It is the leading edge of

where irrigation is going around the world 
and some of it is just really spectacular.”

Dr. Graham Parsons, Consultant, Clifton Associates Ltd.

Saskatchewan is experiencing unprecedented, sustained
growth. Proactive management of infrastructure
development must be established so that the needs of the
population can be met over the long term. The benefits of
expanding irrigation are many, but none can be realized
without investment and action. SIPA’s mandate is to
represent the interests of its irrigation membership in
Saskatchewan while working with the federal and provincial
governments to systematically develop our water resources
over the next decades. SIPA is committed to providing a
unified voice concerning the issues facing Saskatchewan
irrigators as development proceeds.

Many stakeholders have an interest in Saskatchewan’s
water resources, including government, domestic,
agriculture, industry, recreation groups, wetland managers
and others. Irrigation is an important use of water resources.
However, several factors constrain further irrigation
development in Saskatchewan:
•  government planning frameworks;
•  producer interests, farm-level economics and profitability;
•  water supply infrastructure and security; 
•  on-farm and system capital investment requirements;
•  marketing and value-added processing opportunities; 
•  suitability of policy environment; and
•  demographics and labour markets.

These constraints indicate the diverse number of interests
and stakeholders in water management and irrigation. As a
defined value, SIPA seeks to build partnerships with those
that have a stake in our water resources, as all involved
parties work to minimize the above constraints in an effort
to increase irrigable acres in Saskatchewan

Saskatchewan Irrigation Projects Association Inc.
www.irrigationsaskatchewan.com

IRRIGATION
MAKES
SASKATCHEWAN
GROW!

SIPA


