
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo:  Jenna MacDonald 

Baby’s breath “tumbleweeds” trapped by a fence near the 
Ranchlands Environmental Reserve. 
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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 volunteer holding an average size baby’s breath plant 

removed from the environmental reserve.  Almost 22,000 plants 

were removed over the five days of the 2014 project. 

Photo by Sean Allen 



P a g e  | 5 

 

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.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Cryptantha minima (Tiny Cryptanthe) in seed. 
                                            Photo by Cathy Linowski  

 
As well as being an important habitat for Tiny Cryptantha, Ranchlands is home to 

several other provincially ranked rare plants and animals.  The 2014 project 

reported the presence of: the Prairie Rattlesnake (Crotalus viridis viridis) and the 

Easter Daisy (Townsendia exscapa).  Other rare plant that can be found in 

Ranchlands include Nodding Buckwheat (Erigonium cernum), Lotus Milkvetch 

(Astragalus lotiflorus), Woolypod Milkvetch (Astragalus purshii), Purple Three-

Awn (Aristida purpruea), Narrowleaf Four O’clock (Mirabilis linearis), Broom Rape 

(Orobanche ludoviciana), and Poverty Oatgrass, (Danthonia spicata). 
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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 

Prairie Rattlesnake (Crotalus viridis 

viridis) found on Ranchlands. Photo 

by Sean Allen 

Easter Daisy (townsndia exscapa) 

found on Ranchlands. Photo be Sean 

Allen 
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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 

tectorum)  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 documented 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. 

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 

was 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 of 2013and again in 2014 indicated that the heaviest 

infestation of the weed occurred along the fence lines of the Ranchlands site, 
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along the access road through the site, 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 

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.  This collaboration 

is committed to continuing the efforts of protecting Ranchlands in 2014 and in the 

future. 

It was found in the 2013 project that the most effective option for removing 

Baby’s Breath on the Ranchlands property was to dig out the plants to a depth of 

12 inches below the crown.  Roots removed would be hauled to the City of 

Medicine Hat Land Fill for burial.    

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 

finalized and volunteers were trained.   
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The Project 

 

Prior to the planned start date for the 2014 Ranchlands Baby’s Breath removal 

project a base line survey was carried out by Cathy Linowski and Sean Allen to 

determine the potential population of Baby’s breath on the Ranchlands reserve 

area and to investigate any regrowth from plants that had been dug during the 

2013 project. The initial estimates based on this survey were that there were 

some 5,000 to 6,000 plants within the Ranchlands 2F& 2G property.  This proved 

to be an underestimate of the actual number of plants that would be removed 

since the scope of the removal area was increased to include outside of the 

fenced area covered in 2013.  Both Sean and Cathy were pleased to report that 

Baby’s Breath plants at Ranchlands Environmental Reserve prior to 

removal.  Photo by Sean Allen.  
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there appeared to be no regrowth from roots that had been dug out during the 

2013 project.  The 2014 late winter/early spring weather had been relatively cool 

with limited precipitation.  Generally the Baby’s Breath plants growing on the 

Environmental Reserve were smaller and less developed relative to the plants 

removed during the 2013 project. 

Altogether Calfrac was on the site for five different days with a total of 24 hours 

on location.  Most days there was an average of 45 volunteers throughout the 

day. This makes the total man power hours donated by Calfrac over 800 hours.  In 

this time a total of 22,000 Baby’s Breath plants were removed from the property.  

The largest of the roots was 27 cm around. 

  

CalFrac's Donation     
    

= 

Date 
Length 
of shift 

CalFrac 
People 

Man 
HR 

Number 
of 

Weeds 
Weight 

   May 12 AM 3 34 102 3192 -- 
 

  May 12 PM 3 10 30 2230 410kg 
 

  May 13 AM 3 36 108 1952 -- 
 

  May 13 PM 3 13 39 750 165kg 
 

  May 14 AM 3 51 153 2530 -- 
 

  May 14 PM 2 35 70 2189 145kg 
 

  May 15 AM 3 44 132 4254 -- 
 

  May 16 AM 4 42 168 4881 515kg 
 

  Total 24   802 21978 1235kg 
   

      
   Grassland Naturalists Donated 51 hr 

  
   6,000 plants were removed outside the fence which was a new area that 

did not have any prior weed management 
  15,978 plants were removed from the Environmental Reserve, area covered in 2013. 

In total there was approximately 120 different people on site during the 2014 project. 
 

April 24 – May 9, 2014 was spent preparing for the Baby’s Breath project.  This 

included ordering/obtaining materials and arranging crossing agreements and 

locates for underground lines.   



P a g e  | 12 

 

April 30, 2014 there was an interview with John Cotter of the Canadian Press.  

This interview lead to several newspapers and websites hosting the story from 

Vancouver to Winnipeg and Edmonton through Lethbridge. 

May 3, 2014 Cathy Linowski and Sean Allen walked Ranchlands to assess the 

success of 2013’s Baby’s Breath project and estimate the scope of 2014’s Project 

in terms of setting priorities for where intensive eradication would occur. 

May 5, 2014 Sean Allen had an interview on air with CBC radio. 

May 7 Sean Allen attended the 2014 Southern Alberta Petroleum Show where the 

Baby’s Breath Project was promoted. 

May 12, 2014 was the first day of the project.  An orientation by Sean Allen, 

Allison Campbell and Calfrac  was held on site for the volunteers.  Medicine Hat 

Production was on site to get an understanding of the work.    

May 14, 2014 Jamie Mauracher of CTV was on location interviewing and filming 

the Baby’s Breath project.  Emma Bennett of The Medicine Hat News was on site 

taking pictures for the paper. 

May 16, 2014 was the last day of the Baby’s Breath project.  A wind up BBQ took 

place on the ranchland property.  Les Pearson Deputy Mayor, Celina Symmonds 

Councilor, and Merete Heggelund Chief Administrative Officer were present to 

give thanks to the volunteers on behalf of the City of Medicine Hat. Chat TV and 

The Medicine Hat News had people site for the wind up event. 

May 23, 2014 Alicja Siekierska of the Edmonton Journal interviewed Sean Allen on 

the Baby’s Breath project. 

Media 

The 2013 and 2014 Baby’s Breath projects enjoyed a large amount of media 

coverage.  During the 2013 project all the local radio channels, the local TV 

channel, and the local newspaper ran a story on the Baby’s Breath Project.  

Following the project several organizations posted something on their website 

about the Baby’s Breath project, these organizations include SEAWA, MH College, 
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ESRD, and Alberta Native Plant Counsel.  Articles were written for publications 

such as Canadian Reclamation, Calfrac chronicle, Iris, and the Sage Grouse 

Chronicle.  Sean Allen did a presentation on the Baby’s Breath project at the 

Foothills Restoration Forum.  And the project has been nominated for the Alberta 

Emerald Award; the winners will be announced June 5, 2014. 

The 2014 Baby’s Breath project saw such a large media following that it has 

become impossible to follow all the places that hosted the story.  The Canadian 

Press did a story on the Baby’s Breath Project which was picked up all across the 

country.  This story was picked up by the Brandon Sun, The Huffpost   

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2014/05/01/albertans-wield-shovels-

t_n_5248970.html , The Lethbridge Herald, The Prairie post 

http://www.prairiepost.com/news/alberta/item/6020-work-on-medicine-hat-

baby-s-breath-project-makes-national-headlines.html, and the Vancouver Star. 

The Medicine Hat News ran 3 different stories in the paper.  Several of the local 

radio stations aired the story again.  The local Chat TV station ran the story.  CBC 

Radio did live on air interview that you can listen to at 

http://www.cbc.ca/eyeopener/episode/2014/05/05/babys-breath-causing-

problems/  .  CTV from Calgary came down and ran the story as well; this can be 

viewed at http://calgary.ctvnews.ca/video?clipId=365709.    There are several 

online news sites that have posted the story, and new links are appearing daily. 

Follow Up 

The result of the 2014 project implies that the 2013 project was extremely 

successful.  In 2013 the population of Baby’s Breath was abundant throughout the 

entire property.  In 2014 the large populations were contained to approximately 3 

areas.  A larger population in 2013 was found in the gravel piles on the west side 

of the property, it was expected to find several plants in 2014 in the gravel piles 

area as this is a large area of disturbance.  In 2014 there were less than a dozen 

plants found in the gravel pile area.  The first area with a large population was the 

east hillsides; this is the last area covered in 2013.  By the end of the 2013 project 

the volunteer’s enthusiasm was starting to wane, this area may not have been 

covered as well as the other areas in 2013, which would explain why there was a 

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2014/05/01/albertans-wield-shovels-t_n_5248970.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2014/05/01/albertans-wield-shovels-t_n_5248970.html
http://www.prairiepost.com/news/alberta/item/6020-work-on-medicine-hat-baby-s-breath-project-makes-national-headlines.html
http://www.prairiepost.com/news/alberta/item/6020-work-on-medicine-hat-baby-s-breath-project-makes-national-headlines.html
http://www.cbc.ca/eyeopener/episode/2014/05/05/babys-breath-causing-problems/
http://www.cbc.ca/eyeopener/episode/2014/05/05/babys-breath-causing-problems/
http://calgary.ctvnews.ca/video?clipId=365709


P a g e  | 14 

 

large population here.  Overall the east hillside population appeared to be 

reduced from the previous year.  The second large population area was the 

road/pipeline, this area will constantly be an area with large populations year 

after year, until the seed bank can be removed from the property.  The 

road/pipleline is a large disturbed area with exposed soil prefect for new seeds to 

take root.  The third area is the hillside close to the gas well on the property.  In 

2013 this area had a very large population of Baby’s Breath, therefore a very large 

seed bank is present in this area.  In 2014 the hillside had several seedlings 

present.  It is expected that the following year will see a large population return 

to the hillside close to the gas well.  The gas well hillside population of 2014 did 

appear to be reduced compared to 2013. 

A total of 22,000 plants were removed in the 2014 Baby’s Breath project.  The 

project started in an area outside of the fence, this area was not covered in the 

2013 project.  There were some 6,000 plants removed from the new area.  A total 

of 16,000 were removed from the Ranchlands 2F & 2G Reserve, the same area 

covered in the 2013 project.  Of the 1600 plants 9,000 came from the 

road/pipeline and gas well hillside. 

It was a concern in the 2013 project if the roots were not dug down deep enough 

they would grow back.  It does not appear that regrowth was an issue.  There was 

very few large plants removed this year, these were probably plants that were 

missed.  All plants removed were being monitored for signed of digging from the 

previous year.  The roots being removed were monitored for odd shapes that 

would indicate the roots had been chopped off and started to grow again. 

Cathy Linowski, MHC Environmental Reclamation Coordinator and Biologist along 

with Sean Allen, Reclamation Student and Project Manager will continue 

monitoring the Ranchlands Environmental Reserve area to determine the success 

of the 2013/14 eradication of Baby’s Breath from the property.  Baseline transects 

were established by Cathy Linowski following the Baby’s Breath removal project 

and will be re-surveyed in the fall of 2014 and spring of 2015.   

A secondary invasive weed issue on the Ranchlands 2F & 2G environmental 

reserve involves three populations of Leafy Spurge ( Euphorbia esula) – another 
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noxious plant and regulated under the 2010 Alberta Weed Act. In 2013 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 and a targeted application of herbicide was planned to be 

applied by the City of Medicine Hat in the fall of the year.  During the 2014 project 

the area that Leafy Spurge was found show no signs of the weed.  A spot in the 

new area outside the fence had some Leafy Spurge growing.  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 with the intent that the cattle would feed on 

the young Baby’s Breath and other invasive and competitive 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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