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New campaign will stand up for lowly
ditches and hidden rights-of-way
These little-noticed strips of land provide wildlife habitat along with several environmental benefits
BY ALEXIS KIENLEN
AF STAFF

A

ditch may not look like
much — but for many
game birds it’s a little
strip of paradise in an otherwise
hostile world.
However, producers often
decide to farm ditches and
rights-of-way — a practice
known as ‘trespass farming.’
But a conservation group
called Pheasants Forever Calgary is hoping to change attitudes about this practice, and let
these narrow strips of land serve
wildlife, society and farmers.
“What we’re doing is an awareness campaign of the natural
benefits that healthy ditches
and rights-of-way provide to
society, said Perry McCormick,
the managing director of Pheasants Forever Calgary.
There are actually several.
“Ditches and rights-of-way
provide many things,” said
McCormick. “The primary
thing that they bring is the filtering of products and nutrients
off of cultivated fields. This can
be anything applied to a field,
including fertilizers.
“With 85 per cent of wetlands
lost on the Prairies, we know
that ditches replace wetlands as
the primary defence for purifying water.”
Vegetation helps to slow down
water flow, and when it’s been
cut down, water (and the nutrients it carries) can rush straight
into creeks or lakes with the
nutrients causing blue-green
algae blooms.

Ring-necked pheasants are one of the upland bird species that
benefit from the habitat provided by rights-of-way and ditches.
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“It’s far better to keep that fertilizer in the ditch to grow some
nice, healthy vegetation so we
can sequester carbon,” he said.
The vegetation is critical habitat for insects and pollinators,
and in enhancing biodiversity
by serving as a home for mammals, birds and upland game
birds, he added. Many species
nest in shrubs and trees, and the
vegetation provides cover from
sharp-eyed predators.
Pheasants Forever Calgary
was recently awarded a grant
of $256,000 from the provincial Ministry of Environment to
raise awareness of the benefits
provided by both ditches and
rights-of-way.
The latter (the 66-foot-wide
right-of-way the province keeps
for gravel roads between sections) has an even lower profile

These ruts actually follow a right-of-way between a field that was
removed while the ditch to the left of this highway shows extensive
encroachment.

“What we’re doing is an awareness campaign of the
natural benefits that healthy ditches and rights-ofway provide to society.”
PERRY MCCORMICK

because often the roads were
never built.
“Most of those are simply a
trail between two fields that
doesn’t have a road on it,” said
McCormick.
So often when a producer
buys an adjacent quarter with
a right-of-way between them,
a single continuous field is
created. But rights-of-way are

public lands and not meant to
be farmed, he said.
The awareness campaign
(which will focus on southern
Alberta) won’t be about calling
out trespass farming or criticizing producers who have taken
advantage of the lax enforcement regarding these public
lands.
Instead, the focus will be how

these strips of land help the
environment and species such
as the endangered ferruginous
hawk and loggerhead shrike (a
species of concern) as well as the
overall benefit for people, said
McCormick.
“We’re just trying to make
people aware,” he said, adding the publicity campaign will
begin this winter. Producers can
expect to see messaging from
February to April over the next
few years.
Pheasants Forever Canada
was formed in 1992 in response
to the decline of the Chinese
ring-necked pheasants and
other upland game bird populations in Western Canada. There
are three chapters of Pheasants
Forever in Alberta.
akienlen@fbcpublishing.com

We’ve planted some digital seeds in the fields of journalism
A new multimedia website is part of our efforts to tell the story of farming in a new age
BY GLENN CHEATER
AF EDITOR

When farmers plant a seed, it
becomes many. It is the purest
form of wealth creation.

I

t also takes many to cover
even a fraction of the stories that could be done on
seeds, and how humans develop,
improve, preserve, and understand them.
Over the past few months,
more than two dozen journalists
from across the Glacier FarmMedia family of publications worked
on a series of reports called Seeding the Future — a collection that
begins with the above statement
about the wealth that seeds bring.
Fittingly, these reports have
emerged in many forms — in
pictures, audio recordings,
video, and a host of multimedia
elements such as graphics and
animation.
The home for all of this is a new
website: www.gfmdigital.com.
(The website also houses a collection of multimedia stories on
Truth and Reconciliation, some
of which appeared in the last edition of this paper.)
These stories will be the first of
many.

Like agriculture, technology
has changed journalism, and
the pace of change is accelerating. The printed word isn’t going
away; multimedia is meant to
augment the reporting that
Glacier FarmMedia publications have done for decades or
in some cases, nearly a century.
(Both the Western Producer and
Manitoba Co-operator will soon
be 100 years old — in 2023 and
2025, respectively.)
The new website offers a
range of stories told in a range
of ways. Some are centred
around video, illustrations or
audio, while others are ‘longform journalism’ — more indepth stories.

One of the latter is called The
Curious Cultivator, a 2,500word profile of Axel Diederichsen, a research scientist who for
the past 23 years has been the
curator of Plant Gene Resources
of Canada, the national seed
gene bank in Saskatoon.
Although little known,
the facility is a key strategic
resource for the Prairie grain
sector. The seed bank is mostly
devoted to cereals and has
tens of thousands of samples
of barley, wheat and oats and
their wild relatives. And to be
of use, that stock of seeds has
to be kept viable.
It is a huge task, but one Diederichsen calls “a big privilege.”

The multimedia website is
also a place to hear people talk
about their work in their own
words, such as riparian and
biodiversity biologist Melanie
Dubois (who discusses the
importance of shelterbelts)
and molecular biologist Peter
Beetham (who speaks about
the opportunities offered by
gene editing).
Multimedia also includes
such things as timelines,
dynamic charts and video,
which are all employed in an
in-depth look at why the push
for more “sustainable farming” practices defies simplistic
solutions.
For those of us who grew up

in the era where print, radio
and broadcasting were different species, this intermingling can seem a bit strange.
But during training sessions,
Glacier FarmMedia journalists were urged over and over
again to start their reporting
by thinking about which format — video, audio, graphics or print — “best tells the
story.”
It’s something that makes
sense given what’s happening
in Alberta’s farm sector right
now. Pick any part of any sector and it’s either changed a lot
in the last decade or it is about
to change in the next one.
Actually the signs are that
everything is going to change
and then immediately change
again. (Learning about algorithms and machine learning
seems to be part of getting an
ag diploma these days. And
one of the stories on the GFM
website features the chief
technology officer at Olds College talking about the “digitalization” of farming.)
We haven’t, of course, mastered these new technologies.
But we’ve started, and we’re
eager to see where it all leads.
glenn.cheater@fbcpublishing.com

