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Southern East Slopes Collaborative 

Seeing past borders and property lines to the natural landscape 

 

Nature doesn’t recognize political boundaries or property ownership. But those aspects of civilization can 

block efforts to conserve and protect ecosystems. 

That’s why the Calgary Foundation is supporting the Southern East Slopes Collaborative, a coalition of 

environmental groups working to generate a comprehensive plan to stop, and even reverse, the 

degradation of land south of Calgary from Highway 2 west to the B.C. border. 

Erasing artificial barriers and understanding the stresses and threats to the natural landscape is the first 

step for the collaborative, which is working to create a detailed, forward-looking land use plan for the 

area. 

“If you don’t think about it in terms of jurisdictions but of ecosystems, the things that matter go across all 

boundaries,” says Justin Thompson, executive director of the Southern Alberta Land Trust Society, or 

SALTS, part of the collaborative. 

The Calgary Foundation provided a $150,000 Community Grant to fund this visionary project, which also 

includes the Miistakis Institute, the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS), and the Yellowstone 

to Yukon Conservation Initiative (Y2Y).  

The Miistakis Institute is the grant recipient, keeping an eye on the finances, while CPAWS coordinates 

resources.   

“We’ve taken the project management role,” says CPAWS conservation director Katie Morrison. 

“Collaborating with the other groups, being stronger as a conservation community, is a project in itself. 

With all our different strengths, we can come together and accomplish things.” 

The landscape is one most of us are familiar with. Visually sweeping and majestic, it features forests, 

grassland, rolling foothills and rivers. And it includes recreational areas, private land, farms, ranches, parks 

and public land. 

An organization started by landowners, SALTS specializes in enabling conservation easements — binding 

agreements that ensure private property will be used in ways that are compatible with the nature of the 

land itself. 
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“A lot of animals spend parts of the year on private land, public land and in national parks,” Thompson 

says. “We really are trying to look at this across those boundaries, in terms of watersheds and habitats.” 

The long-term health of the land and its ecosystems is crucial to Calgary for reasons both practical and 

emotional, he adds. “That’s where we get our water, and it’s where we go for recreation. The Calgary 

Foundation recognizes that to preserve our way of life you have to look outside the boundaries of the 

city.” 

Danah Duke, executive director of the Miistakis Institute, agrees. “It means a lot to Calgarians,” she says. 

“It’s an iconic landscape and it plays an important role from an ecological perspective. But we’ve been 

reluctant to say no to any one land use.” 

The Southern East Slopes Collaborative will create a framework for making those yes-or-no decisions. 

“To work in conservation you have to be a hopeful person, because it can be really heartbreaking when you lose a 

battle,” Morrison says. “The Calgary Foundation saw the value in this project — they really get what we are trying 

to go toward,” Morrison says. “This work is not always concrete and the outcomes may be long term. They are 

willing to get on board with that.” 


