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An Elder surrounded by younger and future generations who 
must learn the importance of our water and environment. 
The background is in the shape of a hide. Hides are used to 
document the histories and stories of Blackfoot people.
Drawing: William Singer III
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report summarizes the results of a full-day citizen deliberation on climate 
change and water with 33 residents from the Oldman Watershed in southern 
Alberta, Canada. Drawing on deliberative techniques, this citizen panel (here-
after called Water in a Changing Climate) was a public forum for invited par-
ticipants to share information, examine concerns, explore trade offs and pro-
vide recommendations. Following an initial application process, participants 
were invited to attend based on a selection process that ensured diversity of 
people and perspectives in the room. Through moderated discussions, par-
ticipants were encouraged to express views, concerns and values about water in 
the context of climate change as well as to explore initial avenues of response. In 
advance of the discussion, participants were provided with background information. 
During the event, guest speakers and content experts were available to provide context and 
to answer participant questions. The event design was sufficiently flexible to enable participants to 
frame issues in ways that align with existing concerns and interests. Recommendations were developed in 
accordance with these themes. Feedback was directed to the Oldman Watershed Council.

The following themes emerged as key areas of concern:
1 Land use pressures

3 Extreme weather events

ticipants were encouraged to express views, concerns and values about water in 
the context of climate change as well as to explore initial avenues of response. In 
advance of the discussion, participants were provided with background information. 
During the event, guest speakers and content experts were available to provide context and 
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Specific recommendations

components to our watershed, i.e. headwaters, foothills grasslands;

Overall, the panel highlighted the following key points:

responsibility for environmental protection.

The following values were identified as central:
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INTRODUCTION

a full-day citizen deliberation on climate change and water at the University of Lethbridge in southern Alberta.

The purpose of this deliberation was to bring ordinary citizens together to discuss concerns and perspectives and to 
provide recommendations for future action. By ‘ordinary citizens’, we mean those who are not directly or profession-
ally involved in climate change policy, research or advocacy.

The objectives of this panel were:

change, including sharing hopes and concerns;

is common ground;

cluding developing recommendations for consideration by the Oldman Watershed Council.

This panel is informed by deliberative democracy techniques. Unlike conventional approaches to 
public engagement such as town hall meetings or information sessions, deliberative approaches pro-
vide opportunities for people to learn about the issue at hand, listen to the views of others, explore personal assump-
tions, examine different points of view and seek an outcome that creates new common ground. The key features of 
effective deliberation are good communication, effective listening, and collaborative decision-making.

public engagement such as town hall meetings or information sessions, deliberative approaches pro-
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The panel featured:

Informed discussion:  A background document was circulated to participants in 
advance of the deliberation, providing an overview of deliberative democracy as 

well as an introduction to the projected impacts of climate change on local wa-
ter resources. Two guest speakers provided relevant background information for 
participants during the event.

Facilitated discussion:  This citizen panel was designed and led by Jacquie Dale 
of One World Inc. Ms. Dale has over 20 years of experience with citizen delibera-

tion. In addition to the lead facilitator, five volunteer facilitators led small group 
discussions throughout the day. A training session was held the day prior, to orient 

facilitators and note-takers to the process in order to develop necessary skills. Facili-
tators and note-takers were local residents from the watershed.

Diversity of people and perspectives at the table:  From an initial pool of applicants, participants were 
invited to attend based on selection criteria that ensured diversity across gender, age, occupation, geo-
graphical location as well as perspectives on climate change. Due to budget constraints, the event was 
limited to 33 participants.

Unfiltered dialogue:  Participants were asked to respond as citizens and not as stakeholders of a par-
ticular organization. Conversations were off-the-record, in the sense that nothing that was stated was 
intended for attribution to particular individuals. Note-takers were present for each discussion session 

The panel featured:

discussions throughout the day. A training session was held the day prior, to orient 
facilitators and note-takers to the process in order to develop necessary skills. Facili-

tators and note-takers were local residents from the watershed.
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to record the content of the conversation. Audio recordings were not used at individual tables in order to 
ensure anonymity. While video footage was taken during the event, it featured only those who consented 
to be interviewed or who made presentations during the event. As such, this summary does not refer to 
participants by name, beyond identifying those who participated as organizers or as invited speakers.

Value-driven discussion:  One of the core features of this citizen panel was to provide an opportunity for 
participants to articulate their own values and to learn about the values of others. Participants were en-
couraged to go beyond offering ‘laundry list’ recommendations by examining value-based assumptions 
and rationales in collaboration with others. Given that there 
was no pressing policy decision on the table, the struc-
ture of the deliberation was open and flexible. This 
allowed participants to define for themselves 
the issues that were important, given their 
interests and concerns.

and rationales in collaboration with others. Given that there 
was no pressing policy decision on the table, the struc-
ture of the deliberation was open and flexible. This 
allowed participants to define for themselves 
the issues that were important, given their 
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WHY A CITIZEN PANEL ON CLIMATE CHANGE?

Climate change is one of the most serious and significant environmental, social and political challenges of the 21st 
century. Multilateral environmental agreements (e.g. the Kyoto Protocol and the Copenhagen Accord) and interna-
tional scientific assessment organizations (e.g. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) have put forth strate-
gies to mitigate the impacts of climate change as well as to adapt to its effects. As a signatory to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, Canada has a commitment to align with these international efforts.

Alberta Climate Dialogue’s members believe that citizen engagement is crucial for socially and politically viable 
responses to climate change. The complexity of climate change, the breadth of what is at stake, and the extent of 
impact on society and the environment signals a need and an opportunity to include a range of people in addressing 
this issue. Action is required from all levels of society.

Citizen panels enable participants to arrive at judgments on public issues informed by social learning. Unlike tradi-
tional opinion polls or public consultations, they provide opportunities for participants to be informed about the issue 
at hand, and to learn from the perspectives of others. Citizen panels also offer a public venue for participants to clarity 
and examine values, identifying points of convergence and disagreement. Collective decisions always involve values 
(beliefs about desirable actions or outcomes that guide preferences and behaviors)1.



8 ALBERTA CLIMATE DIALOGUE

CLIMATE CHANGE AND WATER

Water in a Changing Climate draws on the following conclusions of the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)2:

through the release of greenhouse gases;

rise.

Water is one of the most immediate registers of global atmospheric temperature increase3. 
As the Earth’s lower atmosphere warms as a result of human-emitted greenhouse gases, it is 
also becoming moister. The effects of global temperature increase are regionally diverse and specific. As such, it is 
important to pay attention to local circumstances and communities.

The strong link between climate change and water has contributed to the view that if mitigation is about carbon, 
then adaptation is about water . Even if current greenhouse gas emissions were reduced today, Canadians would 
still need to adapt to new hydrological conditions in a warming world.

Water is one of the most immediate registers of global atmospheric temperature increase3. 
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Outside of the Arctic, some of the most extreme impacts of climate change in Canada are predicted for the provinces 
of Alberta and Saskatchewan. The Prairie Adaptation Research Collaborative (PARC) has prepared climate scenarios 
for Alberta for 2020, 2050, and 2080. These climate models predict that:

Drier soil can lead to greater stress for plants in the region, making them more susceptible to pests, disease and fire.

Not all changes to Alberta’s climate and water are the result of warming temperature. 
Deforestation, wetland destruction, urban expansion and water engineer-

ing projects such as irrigation are some examples of human-induced 
changes to the landscape that affect water quality and quantity as 

well as regional climatic variability.

Deforestation, wetland destruction, urban expansion and water engineer-
ing projects such as irrigation are some examples of human-induced 

changes to the landscape that affect water quality and quantity as 
well as regional climatic variability.
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MAP:
THE OLDMAN WATERSHED
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THE OLDMAN WATERSHED

Following Alberta’s Water for Life strategy, this citizen panel takes a watershed approach to public deliberation. This 
means that the watershed is considered to be an important geographical and political unit.5

The Oldman Watershed in southern Alberta is the location for this panel. This watershed is characterized by rapid 
industrialization and urbanization. It faces high demands for water from urban, residential, industrial and agricultural 
expansion as well as from water-intensive lifestyles. Additional threats include increasing recreational activities in the 
headwaters, emerging contaminants, demand for natural resources as well as variability of weather. Climate change 
is expected to exacerbate existing stress on water resources.

Climate Change 
Adaptation: A Priorities Plan for Canada.)Adaptation: A Priorities Plan for Canada.
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WHAT DIFFERENCE WILL THIS PANEL MAKE?

The Oldman Watershed Council (OWC) is the partner organization for this panel. In addition to providing valuable 
in kind support, the OWC is the intended recipient of the panel’s recommendations.

The OWC is a grassroots community group made up of citizens, municipalities, 
businesses, provincial government and non-governmental organizations that 
want to help protect, restore, and enhance the local watershed where they 
live, work and play. The council is locally organized, voluntary, and rep-
resents all stakeholders to find solutions to environmental challenges 
while considering the economic and social needs of our communities. 
The OWC has expressed a desire to learn more about deliberation as 
a possible avenue for public engagement.

The Government of Alberta’s Water for Life strategy has mandated 
the OWC to complete an Integrated Watershed Management Plan 
that reflects what residents of the area want their watershed to look 
like at present and into the future. An Integrated Watershed Man-
agement Plan is like a roadmap that addresses priority issues across 
the watershed, beyond the level of towns and municipalities. It enables 
residents, stakeholders and all levels of government in making respon-
sible decisions.

The OWC is a grassroots community group made up of citizens, municipalities, 
businesses, provincial government and non-governmental organizations that 
want to help protect, restore, and enhance the local watershed where they 
live, work and play. The council is locally organized, voluntary, and rep-
resents all stakeholders to find solutions to environmental challenges 

agement Plan is like a roadmap that addresses priority issues across 
the watershed, beyond the level of towns and municipalities. It enables 
residents, stakeholders and all levels of government in making respon-
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CITIZEN PANEL DETAILS

Panel description:
8:30-5:30 PM. An honorarium of $100 was provided to each invited attendee.

Recruitment:  Initial recruitment for the event consisted of posters and brochures displayed at key public venues like 
libraries and post offices as well as public service announcements sent to local newspapers (Pincher Creek Voice and 
Echo, Crowsnest Pass Promoter, the Nanton News, Lethbridge Herald). A call for participants was also sent through 
the OWC’s contacts. Interested individuals were asked apply online through the Alberta Climate Dialogue website. 
Applicants were asked to respond to a short list of questions for selection purposes. Due to budget constraints, the 
panel was limited to about thirty participants.

Selection criteria:  Recruitment criteria included gender, age, occupation, place of residence, as well as existing 
knowledge about and attitude towards climate change. Participants were selected based on responses provided 
on an online application form. Selection criteria were used to ensure a diversity of people and perspectives in the 
room.

Data collection and analysis:  Quantitative and qualitative data were collected through a series of questionnaires giv-
en at the beginning and end of the day. These questionnaires assessed participants’ self-reported knowledge of and 
attitudes towards climate change, level of trust in government, as well as level of participation in politics. They also 
provided evaluative feedback of the event. Note-takers were positioned at each table to record comments during 
break out sessions. Plenary note-takers recorded full sessions. Audio recordings were not used to ensure anonymity 
and to provide a safe environment for public discussion.
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Panel composition:
of participants (36%) were from rural communities.6 Over half (55%) were from urban communities. Nine percent were 
from First Nations communities.
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PANEL ORGANIZATION

See Appendix for full day schedule.

SESSION 1

The morning session introduced regional issues involving climate change and water. It provided participants with the 
opportunity to align the framing of the issue as much as possible with existing concerns and values.

The purpose of the morning activities was to:

The day began with a welcome by the project lead and the lead facilitator, as well as a blessing and acknowledg-
ment of Blackfoot territory by local resident William Singer. Following an initial group icebreaker, Dr. Dave Sauchyn 
from the Prairie Adaptation Research Collaborative gave a presentation on predicted impacts of climate change on 
regional water supplies.

Working in small, pre-assigned moderated discussion groups, participants identified key concerns in light of the 
issues raised in the guest presentation. These concerns and observations were brought to a plenary session where 
they were categorized into key themes.



16 ALBERTA CLIMATE DIALOGUE

SESSION 2

The afternoon session provided participants with the opportunity to 
explore emergent themes in more depth to provide initial feed-
back to the Oldman Watershed Council.

Shannon Frank, Executive Director of the Oldman Watershed 
Council, provided background information on the Council, and 
gave an overview of the state of the watershed. She clarified the 
kinds of advice and feedback the Council was hoping to receive. 
Following this, participants moved into small breakout sessions. Un-
like in the morning in which participants were assigned to particular 
tables, in the afternoon participants were free to explore the themes 
that interested them the most.

like in the morning in which participants were assigned to particular 
tables, in the afternoon participants were free to explore the themes 

provoking, fearful and sad information: climate change threats 
and destruction of beloved places. While the group was rather 
polite about it, the morning presentation inspired quite a bit of 

that there was a variety of opinions at the discus-
sion, the semi-structured nature which kept us 
focused, but allowed wiggleroom, the guidelines 



17

RESULTS OF DELIBERATION

SESSION 1: SURFACING CONCERNS

Education and information (perceived lack of public awareness about climate change and water vulnerability; 
wide-spread denial of climate change; misinformation in public domain)
Responsibility and accountability for climate change (lack of government leadership, legislation and action on 
environmental issues; lack of connection with and understanding of downstream users; lack of concern for future 
generations; political apathy)
Cultural context of entitlement and privilege in wasteful, individualistic society
Competing interests in the region (industry, agriculture, tourism, ecosystem, urban sprawl, oil and gas develop-
ment such as fracking)
Water management
Water quality (rain water, groundwater, overall quality)
Water quantity (declining water levels in streams, rivers and lakes)
Ecological changes (damage to headwaters and backcountry due to recreational use, reduced number of species 
and quantities, invasive weeds, wildfires, increasing tree encroachment (aspens) and death (willows))
Extreme weather and related hazards (floods, hail storms, shifts in weather patterns, wetter weather, more mois-
ture from February to June)
Seasonal changes in plant and animals (e.g. arriving earlier in spring)
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EMERGING VALUES

In addition to capturing concerns and observations, the morning activities 
also provided an opportunity for participants to express some of the key 
values brought to the discussion.

Participants identified the following value tensions:

tions

viduals

lifestyles/livelihoods

In addition to capturing concerns and observations, the morning activities 
also provided an opportunity for participants to express some of the key also provided an opportunity for participants to express some of the key 
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SESSION 2: DISCUSSION OF THEMES

The concerns, observations and values captured in the morning session were 
categorized into five themes to guide the afternoon discussion:

Facilitators reviewed the concerns and values that emerged from the morning. Participants were encouraged to exam-
ine varying perspectives and approaches, identify the values that underlie those and see where common ground might 
be located. Facilitators then worked with the groups to come up with best advice moving forward. The goal was to have 
between one and three points of advice per theme.

1. Land use pressures
Participants agreed that there is a need to restore and maintain the natural integrity of the landscape that serves 
an essential purpose in protecting the watershed. Concerns were raised about industry activities (forestry, oil and 
gas), lack of riparian buffer zones, population increases, urban sprawl, as well as the need to protect the headwaters.      
Participants agreed that we need more regulation to ensure protection, and that education and communication are 
important.
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Protecting the environment, more so than enhancing individual freedom, was the key value informing the following 
recommendations:

shed, i.e. headwaters, foothills grasslands;

2. Extreme weather
Concerns were raised about deficiencies in existing emergency response plans, as well as current building and 
development practices (building in floodplains, lack of protection for riparian areas, etc.) There was general agreement 
that better access to information is required, particularly as people may not understand the scope and magnitude 
of weather events and may not plan accordingly. Participants also agreed that governments at all levels need to be 
better coordinated and more pro-active by educating citizens, upgrading regulations and coordinating response 
efforts.

Self-reliance, while acknowledged as an important value, may not be enough to address 
extreme weather conditions. Collective action and cooperation are also necessary 

to ensure public safety.

weather events (hail, flood, fire, wind, drought).

easy-to-access information.

extreme weather conditions. Collective action and cooperation are also necessary 
to ensure public safety.
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3. Governance
Participants agreed that effective water governance should include community support and buy-in. There was gen-
eral agreement that enforcement on its own may not work as it can be costly and unpopular. Effective solutions 
would likely be generated at community level, through incentives (‘carrots’) rather than enforcement (‘sticks’).

The recommendations from this group highlight the values of local innovation and social learning:

4. Social justice/responsibility
The theme for this discussion was explicitly value-based, highlighting the social dimensions of justice and responsi-
bility. There was general agreement that we need to know the limits of water resources (particularly of surface and 
groundwater) and that communities should respect and live within these limits, particularly in light of regional popu-
lation increases. Concerns were raised about the quality and quantity of water in First Nations communities. Overall, 
the group agreed that efforts should focus on the common good (social and environmental) as opposed to individual 
good. A paradigm shift in attitudes is required, from a sense of disconnection and separation between humans and 
environment to a sense of ‘belonging to nature’. Education was deemed important at all levels of society, particularly 
for youth. Experiential learning rather than more formal approaches were preferred. Some concerns were raised 
about fearful reactions as well as potential stigma (‘tree hugger’) whereby education efforts might be viewed as spe-
cial interest rather than as public interest.
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The values of environmental protection and individual freedom were combined in this group’s recommendations:

good.

5. Environmental/human health
Participants raised concerns about a range of issues, from pesticides in the water, to industrial and recreational 
use of watershed, to disconnections between urban and rural populations. The link between food and water was 
highlighted, including the role of farmers in promoting sustainability as well as the relationship between food pro-
duction and consumption. The role of local food production was explored, in terms of 
advantages (self sufficiency, local employment, shared risk, decreased green-
house gas emissions due to less transportation, improved water quality) as 
well as challenges (costlier food, feasibility, possibility of more pests, time 
commitment). Suggestions were made about changing urban land use 
practices, for example, by replacing lawns with native species.

duction and consumption. The role of local food production was explored, in terms of 
advantages (self sufficiency, local employment, shared risk, decreased green-
house gas emissions due to less transportation, improved water quality) as 
well as challenges (costlier food, feasibility, possibility of more pests, time 

Environmental protection was a core value, linked with sustaining a 
viable and robust food system to promote individual health.
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SYNTHESIS

The following themes cut across the morning and afternoon 
sessions.

The importance of education, information and communica-
tion: One of the most dominant themes was the significance 
of public education, framed primarily in terms of the need 
for a range of institutions to do a better job of informing/ed-
ucating/communicating with the general public about en-
vironmental issues. In some instances, this was expressed 
as a need for cultural change to foster more appreciation 
for the environment.

The significance and challenges of fostering collective re-
sponsibility for environmental protection: Central to many of 
the discussions throughout the day was the value of environmen-
tal protection. Some participants recommended more enforcement, 
whereas others favored incentives and stewardship over explicit re-
strictions on individual freedom.

The following themes cut across the morning and afternoon The following themes cut across the morning and afternoon 

The significance and challenges of fostering collective re-
Central to many of 

the discussions throughout the day was the value of environmen-
tal protection. Some participants recommended more enforcement, 
whereas others favored incentives and stewardship over explicit re-
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Key values: The following values were central for participants:

These values align with the conclusions of other public engagement initia-
tives in the region. Participants in the Southern Foothills Community Steward-
ship Initiative7, for instance, identified the following: water security, or the reli-
able supply of clean water produced by a properly functioning landscape; the 
traditional lifestyle and culture epitomized by ranching in wide-open spaces; 
the region’s renowned aesthetics; its diverse wildlife and ability to sustain it; op-
portunities for low-impact recreation; clean air; the ability to produce food sustain-
ably; and the ethic of stewardship.
portunities for low-impact recreation; clean air; the ability to produce food sustain-
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PARTICIPANT FEEDBACK

Overall, participants were very satisfied with the facilitation, organization and delivery of the panel discussion. The 
vast majority agreed that the panel enhanced their understanding of climate change (87%) as well as clarified the rel-
evance of climate change to water (83%). Many (90%) agreed that participation in the panel motivated them to change 
something in their everyday life to respond to climate change.

The majority (92%) stated that they would participate in another citizen panel if 
given the opportunity. Most (90%) agreed that the OWC should use a process 
like a citizen panel to make decisions about other questions in the future.

Many felt that the citizen’s panel should influence the OWC’s decisions 
about water policy and climate change.

Participants and facilitators alike expressed a desire for more time for 
discussion.

What I liked best was...

backgrounds, gained new perspective, new ideas - sharing 

How much influence should this citi-
zen panel have on OWC’s decisions 
about water? (N=30)
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One of the challenges of public deliberation is that the emotional aspects are often discounted, ignored or glossed 
over.

of the issue. It felt like a rational exercise...moving from problem to solution... despite the profoundly emotional nature 
of the issue. Embracing the emotionality might help to deepen dialogue, touch into values more easily and inspire 
more creative thinking. If the world feels too difficult or too painful, our tendency is to turn away from it, rather than 

Another concern revolved around the difficulty of discussing and addressing climate change.

water quality; community responses; land use - but to really bear down on what climate change could bring - we 

Although the guest speaker highlighted the probability of extended drought in the region due to climate change, the 
discussion was often connected to extreme weather events, with particular focus on the damage caused by flooding 
and hail. This is likely attributable to the severe weather experienced across southern Alberta in recent years, including 
extensive flooding in the summer of 2013. These personal impacts influenced the discussion more than the probabi-
listic forecasts put forth in the information booklet and by the guest speakers.
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RESEARCH

Using surveys, interviews and participant observation, researchers with 
Alberta Climate Dialogue will learn more about the opportunities and 
constraints of applying deliberative democracy techniques to complex 
policy issues such as climate change.

Research products will be available at www.albertaclimatedialogue.ca 
once completed.
Research products will be available at www.albertaclimatedialogue.ca 
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TIME AGENDA

8:30-9:00 Arrival and registration

9:00-9:20 Welcome and Introductions

Getting to know each other

Presentation: Climate change and water in Southern Alberta

Break

Phase 1: Exploration of what is happening in the region, in terms of water in a changing climate

11:35-12:15 Initial mapping of concerns and values

12:15-1:00 Lunch

1:00-1:30 Presentation: Water and climate in the Oldman watershed

Overview of deliberative dialogue

Phase 2: In depth exploration of perspectives on key themes (small group discussions)

Break

3:00-3:50 Developing best advice on moving forward (small group discussions)

Bringing it together - Presentations from small group work

Wrap-Up and Next Steps

APPENDIX
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