
Whitewater Lake GROW Program Summary 

Background 
Whitewater Lake is a shallow lake located between Deloraine and Boissevain in southwest Manitoba The 
watershed of Whitewater Lake collects the surface water flows from approximately 683 km2 of land 
within the municipalities of Deloraine-Winchester and Boissevain-Morton. Land use varies significantly 
within in the Whitewater Lake watershed. Agricultural activities, including annual cropland, cattle 
production and hay land, occur in the northern portion of the watershed. Natural areas of woodlands, 
wetlands, and grasslands in the Turtle Mountains dominate the southern portions of the watershed.  
 
The lake is a terminal basin that historically has no natural outlet, although recent high water levels have 
caused natural spill westerly into the Medora Creek. Surface water flows into the lake from the higher 
elevations of the Turtle Mountains south of the lake, and the low-lying agricultural land surrounding the 
lake, including several small streams. Water levels in the lake can fluctuate drastically depending on 
precipitation. Evaporation from the surface of the lake has resulted in high salinity levels in the water. 
 
The lake levels fluctuate naturally in response to droughts and floods. In the last decade, southwestern 
Manitoba has experienced higher than average precipitation resulting in high water levels in the lake 
and flooding of the land surrounding the lake. In contrast, the lake has dried out several times in the 
past century in response to drought conditions, including most recently in the late 1980’s. Lake water 
levels fluctuate dramatically in response to climatic conditions, and can be exacerbated by changes in 
land management within the watershed. 
 
Land Use Conflicts 
During high water conditions, conflicts with agricultural producers can occur when the lake expands 
onto the flat terrain surrounding the lake. In the spring of 2011, high water levels flooded 9,400 hectares 
(23,228 acres) of private land and 3,500 hectares (8,649 acres) of Crown land. Sustained high water 
levels since 2011 indicate that crop, pasture and hay land surrounding the lake continue to be flooded. 
According to the Canada Land Inventory, the majority of flooded lands are designated Class 5 for 
agricultural capability indicating that soils in this area have severe limitations that restrict their capability 
for the production of perennial forage crops.  
 
Ecological Importance  
Short and long-term fluctuations in the water levels of Whitewater Lake are critical for the sustainability 
of wildlife and waterfowl, both at the regional and continental scale. Whitewater Lake is an important 
waterbird staging area along the central flyway during migration and is recognized as an Important Bird 
Area (IBA) by Bird Studies Canada and Nature Canada. It is estimated that over 700,000 waterfowl and 
shorebirds use the lake during fall migration.  Whitewater Lake is also identified as a candidate Heritage 
Marsh under the Manitoba Heritage Marsh Program, a program established in 1985 to designate, 
conserve, manage, and develop significant marshes in Manitoba.  
 
Whitewater Lake and GROW 
Producers surrounding Whitewater Lake provide an ecological service to the watershed in terms of 
improved watershed resilience and water quality, both priority outcomes of GROW. In addition, co-
benefits provided by Producers to the watershed include improved biodiversity and habitat. In 
recognition of these priority outcomes and co-benefits, the GROW program will provide annual 
incentive payments for water retention within the Terminal Basin Target Area (Figure 1) for Producers 



who agree to establish perennial cover on arable acres if/when the lake levels drop sufficiently to 
complete this work. The Terminal Basin Target Area was established based on GIS analysis of the extent 
of emergent deep marsh vegetation / open water in the 1990’s orthophotography and the high water 
level indicated in the Landsat 8 imagery (2014-2016). 
 
Annual Incentive Payment Calculations 
As land assessment has varied significantly over the past ten years in the Terminal Basin Target Area, 
annual incentive payments will be established based on the average land assessment for the last 10 
years, at a rate of 2% per year.   
 
If, during the 10 year agreement, the land becomes arable, the Producer shall establish permanent 
cover on all arable acres. If programs are available, the Producer may access conservation programming 
through the Watershed District or other conservation organization to assist in the cost of seed. The 
restored upland area must be excluded from cultivation for the remainder of the agreement.  
 

 

Figure 1: Terminal Basin Target Area.  
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