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Ground Water and Abandoned Wells

To give some perspective to the value of groundwater let’s consider its rarity. Only 3% of the earth’s
water is drinkable. Sixty-six% of that 3% potable water is found in the ground. Groundwater is a key
source of water for many communities and individuals. The other important factor about groundwater
is that you can’t just take it out and clean it when it becomes contaminated. Contaminated groundwater has to run its natural circulation cycle which could vary between one month to one million years,
depending on the depth and rate of recharge. Major threats to ground water quality are abandoned
wells. Almost every community, farm yard or abandoned yard site has one, if not more. They can be
visible old well heads, or a hand dug hole lurking beneath the sod. Depending on the condition and
location it can be easy for manure, livestock, wildlife, people, equipment or other things like motor oil,
chemicals and fertilizers to get into these wells. The well allows for the contamination to go straight into
the groundwater and not filter through all the sand and soil that protects each aquifer. Neighbouring wells
could also suddenly become unsuitable if they draw from the same contaminated aquifer. (AngelaVaadeland)

The Water Security Agency has
complete details on how to properly
decommission a well and a worksheet
to help determine how much material
is needed to get the job done right!
Small diameter wells need to be
decommissioned by a registered well
driller. Visit www.wsask.ca under
Water Info. You can also visit
gis.wsask.ca for their online drillers
report to see if there may be other
wells on your property.

Under the Farm and Ranch Water Infrastructure Program there is 90% funding to a maximum of
$10,000 to decommission abandoned water wells for eligible producers and projects. The funding is to
“Improve public safety and reduce potential groundwater contamination through well decommissioning”.

Agri-Environmental Technical Services are contracted by the Government of Saskatchewan and are
available to assist with the worksheets and pre-approval applications.
There is no cost to the producer for this service.
With the South Saskatchewan River Watershed Stewards your Agri-Environmental technicians are
Leah Tallis and Kerry Lowndes. Call 306-460-4987 for more information.

Managing Saline Land: To drain or not to drain?
Brittany Neumeier, Extension Agrologist Intern, Ministry of Agriculture

Dealing with salt affected soils? You’re not alone, it has been estimated that in Saskatchewan, several
million acres are affected by salinity (Henry, Harron, & Flaten, 1987). Saline soils are soils that have a high
concentration of soluble salts. Soil salinity levels range from non-saline (zero decisiemens per meter (dS/
m)) to very severely saline (>16 dS/m). The most common source of salinity in Saskatchewan are from
large deposits of marine shale with high concentrations of sodium salts that were left behind when the seas
dried up. Glacial activity then broke up and mixed this material into the soil. These salts are water soluble
and can be redistributed within the landscape; often accumulating around the perimeter of wetlands and in
areas where there is a shallow water table, generally within two meters of the soil surface (Henry, 1987).
These dissolved salts increase the osmotic pressure of the soil solution, preventing the plant from taking up
water and nutrients (Henry, 1987). Saline soils are a production challenge and there is no one fix cure-all.
They are poor yielding, unproductive and often end up bare and with little plant growth.
So how do we manage these areas? Doing nothing may cost you in the long run. In a case study on the
economics of saline areas it was shown that doing nothing for these areas end up costing the producer
more than if they invested in a permanent solution, such as seeding forages (Durand, 2017). Leaving
saline areas bare often increase the severity and size of soil salinity. The bare areas have a high rate of
evaporation because there is no vegetation shading the soil from the elements. Through a process called
capillary action water is carried to the soil surface, the water then evaporates off and leaves behind the
salts it brought with it. Management of these areas can be achieved by establishing a diverse perennial
forage stand. The vegetation protects the soil surface from the elements and because they are deep rooted,
will utilize the ground water, lowering the water table and keeping the capillary action that pulls the water to
the surface at bay. The result is a reduction in the amount of salts being brought to the soil surface. Because
salinity is extremely variable, a good strategy to use when trying to establish perennial forages is to seed a
complex mix of grasses and legumes with varying levels of salt tolerance as well as deep rooted forages
that use a lot of water, like alfalfa (Henry, 1987). This ensures the highest level of establishment and
potential for groundwater use. Late fall plantings are often the best time to establish forages in saline soils
because the conditions are
driest and allow machinery to
cross easily (Ward, 2016). Seeds
will germinate early the following
spring. Planting perennial
forages has other benefits as
well. They suppress weed
establishment and also provide
natural pollinator habitat.
Water management is key to
soil salinity management. Often
times salinity accumulates
around the edges of a wetland
and it appears that the wetland
Government of Manitoba
is the source of the salinity.
However, as mentioned above the source of salts in our soil are from marine shale deposits and the cause
of the salinity is a high water table and capillary action. The best management practices are to reduce the
amount of water going into the wetland and lower the water table. Eliminating summerfallow and decreasing
cultivation will reduce runoff into the wetland and trapping snow with things like crop stubble and shelterbelts
will distribute the moisture more evenly across your field. This will reduce the load of water being added
into the aquifer, and therefore reduce the strain being put on your wetlands. Next, you can lower the water
table by establishing a diverse perennial forage stand. Over time the vegetation should lower the water
table and allow some salts to be leached from the soil surface back down through the soil profile. It should
be noted that draining wetlands may show temporary benefits but displacing the water on the landscape
will only contribute to another groundwater system and could increase soil salinity elsewhere. It is best to
manage the flow of water into your wetlands rather than displacing it.

Soil salinity is typically not ever cured but can be managed by controlling it’s causes. You can manage
the water table by reducing runoff and snow accumulation in your wetland. Then reduce the amount of
salt being brought to the surface by managing the water table through the establishment of a diverse
stand of perennial forages with varying salt tolerances and be sure to include deep rooted forages that
consume large amounts of water.
Please note that any development of drainage works must be in compliance with Water Security Agency’s
Regulations. For more information on forage crop management please contact the Saskatchewan
Fall 2018
Agriculture’s Agriculture Knowledge Centre, 1-866-457-2377.

Are you Considering Seeding Forages this Spring?
Start planning now!
Producers looking to convert highly erodible and/or saline land from annual grain production to
permanent cover can apply for the Permanent Tame Forage BMP.
There is also cost shared funding under the Permanent Native Forage BMP.
These BMPs are pre-approval. Before starting your project or purchasing your seed contact your
Agri-Environmental Specialist with the Ministry of Agriculture to discuss your seed mix.
For more information contact your South Saskatchewan River AETS:
Kerry at 306-460-4987 or Leah at 306-291-7499
———————————————————————————————————-

RESEARCH
Prairie Water is one of 12 projects funded through the Global Water Futures (GWF) program.
The initiative is led by the Global Institute for Water Security at the University of Saskatchewan and partners with the University of Waterloo, Wilfred Laurier University, and McMaster University.
Yearly, Partners Meetings are held to provide updates on current and potential research projects. These
works are in development and as such are not yet peer reviewed, however, it is interesting to know what
is being worked on and watch the progress. From time to time we have articles from some of these researchers in our newsletters. If you are interested to see what has been presented for yourself, you can
visit their website at:
https://gwf.usask.ca/prairiewater/resources/presentations.php

FIELD DAY/WORKSHOPS
Agri-Environmental technicians work with Rural Municipalities and producers throughout the watershed.
In addition to helping producers with the Farm Stewardship Program and the Farm and Ranch Water
Infrastructure Program, technicians can help arrange field days and workshops (range and riparian
health, invasive plant identification and management, water well decommissioning).

NEWSLETTERS
Would you be interested in receiving our Agri-Environmental newsletter electronically?
Email kerry.wssk@sasktel.net to be added to our distribution list.

PROJECTS
Are you interested in other work the South Saskatchewan River Watershed Stewards are doing?
Visit us at www.southsaskriverstewards.ca and go to the projects page.

Join us March 24th in Saskatoon to learn about and discuss
invasives species ranging from Wild Boar and Clubroot to
Aquatic Invasives and Invasive Plants of pastures and crops.
We are also throwing in Forest Insects and White-Nosed
Syndrome in Bats! Call 306-460-4987 for information.

Farm Stewardship Program Funding
Beneficial Management Practice

Funding Level

Livestock Stewardship: pre-approval

Includes relocation of livestock confinement
facilities, run-off control, manure storage
enhancements, carcass disposal and nutrient
management planning.

50% of eligible costs to maximum of $100,000

Native Rangeland Grazing Management:
pre-approval

50% of eligible costs to maximum of $10,000

Riparian Grazing Management: pre-approval

50% of eligible costs to maximum of $10,000

Permanent Native Forage: pre-approval

90% of eligible costs to maximum of $10,000

Permanent Tame Forage: pre-approval

50% of eligible costs to maximum of $10,000

Invasive Plant Biocontrol and Targeted Grazing:
pre-approval

50% of eligible costs to maximum of $45,000/yr

Drainage Stewardship: pre-approval
Addresses impacts of existing private drainage
works

50% of eligible costs to maximum of $20,000

Environmental Solutions: pre-approval

Up to 75% eligible costs to maximum of $50,000

Variable Rate Mapping: rebate

30% of eligible costs to maximum of $2,000

Farm & Ranch Water Infrastructure Program
Dugout, Pipeline, Well: rebate

50% of eligible costs, program maximum is $50,000

Well Decommissioning: pre-approval

90% of eligible costs to a max of $10,000 per well

Agri-Environmental Technical Service (AETS) technicians are contracted by the Ministry of
Agriculture (MOA) to assist producers with both the Farm Stewardship Program and the Farm and
Ranch Water Infrastructure Program applications to ensure they are meeting all requirements and
obtaining all the necessary paperwork to have projects approved. As MOA contracts technicians
through watershed stewardship groups, all of their work is free of charge for producers. Technicians
can also assist you in obtaining any permits, approvals, or permissions that may be required
depending on the type of project. They have a network of contacts and experience with completing
all of the forms, permits, plans and assessments required for all BMP’s.

Contact Kerry Lowndes 306-460-4987 or Leah Tallis 306-291-7499
your Agri-Environmental Technical Services reps in the South Saskatchewan River watershed

