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This project would not have been the success it was without the additional 

volunteers from Grasslands Naturalists, especially John Slater, Dave McKenzie and 

Hugh Armstrong who donated many hours to flagging the baby’s breath plants for 
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“We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by 

what we give” ~ Winston Churchill: 

“We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors; we 

borrow it from our children”  ~ Chief Seattle 
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Background 

 

Baby’s Breath, Gypsophila paniculata L. is designated as “Noxious” according to 

the 2010 Alberta Weed Control Act.  This act directs that noxious weeds such as 

Baby’s breath must be controlled if the weed may have significant ecological or 

economic impact.  Baby’s Breath is a prolific weed with specialized adaptations 

allowing it to reproduce and spread resulting in competition with native plants.  

One of these adaptations is a deep taproot is produced of up to four meters in 

length  and in excess of 40 cm circumference which allows it to survive through 

times of drought and live undisturbed for many seasons.  Each plant produces 

10,000’s of seeds per year and at the end of the growing season the top growth of 

the plant turns into a tumble weed dispersing seeds everywhere it rolls. Baby’s 

Breath’s ability to reproduce at such an extreme rate is a significant threat to 

native plants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

A Calfrac  Well Services volunteer holding an average size baby’s 

breath plant removed from the environmental reserve.  Almost 

30,000 plants were removed over the ten days of the project. 

Photo by Jenna Macdonald 
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The Ranchlands 2F & G Environmental Reserve is protected, critical habitat for 
Tiny Cryptanthe, (Cryptantha minima) . Tiny Cryptanthe was designated as 
endangered by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada 
(COSEWlC) in 1997 and 2000).    (See appendix A for links to Federal and Provincial 
Species at Risk Recovery plans).  

Tiny Cryptanthe is only found at four sites along the South Saskatchewan River. 
Three of these sites are in Alberta. The largest of these is in the eastern portion of 
the Suffield National Wildlife Area.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
                                                Map from the Canadian Wildlife Service 2004 

 
Tiny Cryptanthe is an annual member of the Borage family. Plant numbers appear 
to fluctuate greatly from year to year within subpopulations depending on 
amount and timing of rainfall, past year seed production and germination 
conditions. It may grow up to 20 cm in height but normally is much smaller in 
height in the dry mixed grass prairie around Medicine Hat. Miniscule white 
flowers are produced in mid-June through early July. Habitat is limited to that of 
eroded bluffs within river valleys or nearby uplands in sandy-loam soils. A weak 
competitor, the plant requires areas where the soil has been slightly disturbed by 
erosion, human activity and animals. A large amount of potential river valley and 
upland habitat in Alberta has been altered by human activity to the point that it is 
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no longer available for colonization by tiny cryptanthe. Activities include 
cultivation or seeding to non-native pasture; development of oil and gas well 
sites; urban and rural residential development; construction of permanent access 
roads and invasion of native grasslands by non-native plant species such as 
Crested Wheatgrass, Downy Brome and Baby’s Breath.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Tiny Cryptanthe (on right) in comparison to another Cryptanthe 
                                            (Cryptantha fendlerii) found in the dry mixed grass prairie. Photo 
                                            by Cathy Linowski  

 
 

 

 



P a g e  | 7 

 

Details 

Monitoring of the Tiny Cryptanthe population in the Ranchlands 2F & 2G 

environmental reserves has been carried out annually as required by the October 

2006 Environment Canada Recovery Strategy for Tiny Cryptanthe.  (See the 

Appendix for the link to this document)  Population size trends showed a 

significant decrease in size from a high in 2004 of many thousands of plants 

throughout the northern Ranchlands/Boxsprings road region to only a few plants 

in 2010 following the loss of over half the habitat to urban development and road 

construction (Alberta Sustainable Resource Development 2004; Bradley 2004; 

Bradley and Ernst 2004).  Surveys conducted by expert biologists during 2011, 

2012 and 2012 growing seasons and reported to the Environment Canada Species 

at Risk coordinator indicated that the population of Tiny Cryptanthe at the 

Ranchlands Reserve was negligible or absent from sites where it had previously 

been found.  Potential reasons for the reduction in population size may be related 

to change in seasonal weather patterns during this time period;  ground 

disturbance by road grading during the seedling germination season; or 

competition from weeds such as Baby’s Breath and  Downy Brome (Bromus 

inermis)  within the area.  It should be noted that the population of Tiny 

Cryptanthe fluctuates significantly at other sites where monitoring is being carried 

out as well as the Ranchlands Environmental Reserve.  These highly variable 

population growth cycles, loss of habitat and specialized growth requirements are 

the major challenges faced in development of a recovery strategy for the Tiny 

Cryptanthe in Alberta.  

Planning for Control of Baby’s Breath on the Ranchlands Environmental 

Reserve. 

The spread of Baby’s Breath within the Ranchlands Environmental Reserve and 

specifically within the Tiny Cryptanthe survey areas had been occurring for a 

number of years.  Primary source for the spread of the weed is believed to be 

wind-blown plants from the northwest of Medicine Hat in the current Brier Park 

industrial area.  Anecdotal stories tell of individuals in the past harvesting Baby’s 

Breath from the Redcliff area and selling to florists as a source of revenue. 
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The City of Medicine Hat Lands Management division recognized the problem of 

the spread of Baby’s Breath within the Ranchlands Environmental Reserve and 

hired a local company during the late summer of 2012 to cut the tops off of the 

plants to reduce the spread of seed and decrease adding to the existing seedbed 

load within the site.  Plant material removed was taken to the City of Medicine 

Hat Landfill and buried.  No data was collected as to the number of plants that 

were cut off or the amount of plant material buried at the landfill. 

Predominant wind directions at the Ranchlands site are southwest during the 

spring/summer and northwest during the fall/winter.  Density distribution surveys 

conducted by Sean Allen and Cathy Linowski prior to eradication phase of the 

Baby’s Breath project indicated that the heaviest infestation of the weed occurred 

along the fence lines of the Ranchlands site,  along the access road through the 

site, within a disturbance-gravel pile and within gulley’s or hillsides where the 

tumbling Baby’s Breath would accumulate.   

Jenna Macdonald presented information about noxious weeds to the Medicine 

Hat Rare Plant Study Group and to the Grasslands Naturalists during November 

2012.  Sean Allen was in attendance at the Nov. 17 presentation at the college 

and soon thereafter made his preliminary contacts with both Calfrac Well Services 

and the City of Medicine Hat Lands division about his idea to have Calfrac Well 

Services volunteers remove Baby’s Breath from the Ranchlands Environmental 

Reserve.   

These initial contacts by Sean Allen brought about a collaboration of groups 

including The City of Medicine Hat, the Medicine Hat College, Hyperion Research, 

Calfrac Well Services, and The Grassland Naturalists together to remove Baby’s 

Breath from the Ranchlands Environmental Reserve property.   

Options as to most effective the removal of Baby’s Breath were investigated by 

Jenna Macdonald, John Slater, Sean Allen and Cathy Linowski.  Based on this 

research and discussion with other individuals involved in weed management the 

consensus was to dig out the plants to a depth of 12 inches below the crown.  
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Roots removed would be hauled to the City of Medicine Hat Land Fill for burial.  

Sean Allen and John Slater carried out a pre-project trial of removing the plants 

from a small area within Police Point Park.  

With the decision that the Ranchlands Baby’s Breath removal project would go 

ahead, a myriad of details needed to be dealt with.  Sean Allen was named as the 

on-site coordinator of the project.   Obtaining access across existing pipelines on 

the Ranchlands Property, establishment of a time line and budget, physical and 

materials supports and recognition of volunteers, and site safety protocols were 

just some of the items and issues that needed to be addressed. 

Finally the date for the Baby’s Breath removal was set and the purchase of 

materials such as shovels and tarps took place.  The process for flagging, digging, 

collection and hauling of the plant roots to the City of Medicine Hat Landfill was 

determined.   

 

 

 
Baby’s Breath plants at Ranchlands Environmental Reserve prior to 

removal.  Photo by Jenna Macdonald, Medicine Hat Parks and 

Outdoor Recreation.  
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The Project 

 

The initial estimates by Jenna Macdonald were that there was some 5,000 to 

8,000 plants on the property.  This proved to be a major underestimate of the 

actual number of plants on the property. Altogether Calfrac Well Services was on 

the site for ten different days with a total of 41 hours on location.  Most days 

there was an average of 27 volunteers per shift. This makes the total man power 

hours donated by Calfrac Well Services 1196 hours.  In this time a total of 30,000 

Baby’s Breath plants were removed from the property. The largest of the roots 

was 40 cm around. 

 

Shift 

Peopl
e on 
locati

on 

Plants 
Counted 

Weight 
kg 

Length 
of shift 

(hr) 

Man 
Power 

(hr) 

     6 May 9-1 27 606 415 3 81 
 

Total plants 
 

29796 

7 May 8-12 27 2230 330 4 108 
     8 May 8-11 40 2560 * 3 120 
 

Hr Calfrac is on location 41 

8 May 12-3 27 1750 520 3 81 
     9 May 8-11 20 1587 * 3 60 
 

Total Manpower Hours 1196 

9 May 12-2 23 1870 255 2 46 
     

10 May 8-11 45 4578 335 3 135 
 

Total weight  
Kilograms 

 
3855 

15 May 8-11 23 2157 * 3 69 
     15 May 12-3 23 2073 405 3 69 
     16 May 8-11 20 2416 * 3 60 
     16 May 12-3 18 1401 935 3 54 
     17May 8-11 41 3568 295 3 123 
     21 May 8-11 28 1800 * 3 84 
     22 May 8-10 53 1200 365 2 106 
       

May 6, 2013 was the first day on the property, with the final day on site May 22.  

On two of the days (May 8 and 9), Medicine Hat Distribution and Medicine Hat 

Gas pipelines companies had representatives on location to monitor  work 

occurring over existing pipelines and to be on hand in case of any accidents 

involving the pipeline.  
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On May 9 Commissioner Merete Heggelund invited everyone involved in the 

project to come to City Council on May 21. City Council wanted to recognize and 

thank everyone for their contribution to our community.  

Calfrac Well Services had some work come up on May 13 and 14 so work did not 

commence on these days. Calfrac Well Services had time off on the weekends as 

well. 

May 15 John Hamilton took a tour of the property and praised the guys for the job 

well done. 

May 22 was the last day Calfrac Well Services spent on the property as they 

finished up the final count for Baby’s Breath removed was 30,000 plants. 

The wind-up BBQ is planned for May 29. The Mayor Norm Boucher and a few 

aldermen are planning to be present to thank the people that were out at the 

property for their contribution to the community. 

The attention that the project received from the media was huge. All the radio 

stations and Chat TV covered the story. The Medicine Hat News had it in the 

paper twice. A few of the new stations put the story on facebook. 

Wind-up 

On May 29th a final walk around the property to clean up and asses the projects 

results to place by Sean Allen and John Slater. Around 100 adults Baby’s Breath 

plants were observed in the north and along the east fence, and about 100 

seedlings were observed. Parts of the fence require repair before cattle are 

brought to the property. There were 2 areas of Leafy Spurge observed on the 

property. This is another plant on the invasive list. If dealt with right away 

eradication of this weed should be less of a problem than the Baby’s breath. 

The wind-up BBQ was a huge success. Around 100 people attended the BBQ. 

Guests included employees of Calfrac Well Services, members of The Grassland 

Naturalists, Peter Wallis the dean of science from the Medicine Hat College, and 

employees of the City of Medicine Hat which included Norm Bouchy Mayor of 
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Medicine Hat, Alderman John Hamel, Alderman Phil Turnbul, Alderman Tim 

Clugston, Commissioner Merete, Commissioner Caron, L&P Administer Dave 

Curtis and P&R Technician Jenna Macdonald. 

John Slater of the Grasslands Naturalists presented Calfrac Well Services and Sean 

Allen with a certificate of appreciation and a year membership. 

Follow Up 

Cathy Linowski, MHC Environmental Reclamation Coordinator and Biologist and 

Sean Allen, Reclamation Student and Project Manager will be monitoring the 

Ranchlands Environmental Reserve area to determine the success of the 2013 

eradication of Baby’s Breath from the property fall 2013 and the spring 2014.  

Baseline transects were established by Cathy Linowski following the Baby’s Breath 

removal project and will be re-surveyed in the Fall of 2013 and Spring of 2014.  

The populations of Leafy Spurge found on the Ranchlands Environmental Reserve 

were manually harvested by volunteers from the Grasslands Naturalists at the 

beginning of June 2013 and a targeted application of herbicide is planned to be 

applied by the City of Medicine Hat in the fall 2013.  At the time of writing this 

report the City of Medicine Hat Lands Management division had plans to contract 

with a local rancher to release cows to intensively graze the Ranchlands 

Environmental Reserve during the spring of 2013 with the intent that the cattle 

would feed on the young Baby’s Breath and other noxious plants such as Crested 

Wheat grass that are present in the reserve.  Disturbance of the site by the cattle, 

fertilization by their manure and reduction of competition by invasives and other 

grass species hopefully will produce an increase in the population of Tiny 

Cryptanthe.  

 The population of Tiny Cryptanthe will continue to be monitored annually as 

required by the Environment Canada Species at Risk Recovery plan by expert 

biologists with population data being reported to the Environment Canada 

Species at Risk Coordinator for the Prairies region.  
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