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How did your water get to your glass?

Spectacular Siphons

Winnipeg’s water source is not the Red or Assiniboine River.  It is 
Shoal Lake, located on the Manitoba/Ontario border.  
Historically, wells and the Assiniboine River did fill Winnipeg’s need 
for water; however, by the late 19th century, Winnipeg’s growing 
population needed more clean water than was available right here 
in the city. Engineers began a search for an appropriate source of 
water, and by 1912, decided Shoal Lake was the closest, best source 
of drinking water for Winnipeg.  In 1914, a railway was built to Shoal 
Lake, and by April 1919, water was flowing down the pipe from 
Shoal Lake to thirsty Winnipeggers.

Winnipeg depends on gravity to get water across the 134km  
between Shoal Lake and the city.  We all know water flows downhill, 
and generally, Winnipeg is downhill from Shoal Lake – but what 
happens when the pipe, or aqueduct, needs to cross a river?
We use siphons!  A siphon is a device that creates suction through 
gravity to move water. The suction created by the siphon system 
allows us to move water uphill against gravity, so long as the source 
always sits higher than the outlet.

Simple Siphons 

Conservation Makes Good Cents (and Dollars)

One of the limitations on a siphon system is the amount of water 
pulled through at once.  This volume is limited by the size of the 
tube or pipe.  To get more water, you need a bigger diameter pipe!

It cost $17 million in 1919 to build the Winnipeg Aqueduct.  To build 
a new, larger diameter pipe would cost billions.  Taking action to 
Slow the Flow of good, clean drinking water helps the  
environment, but also keeps more money in your pocket!

Shoal me the Water!

 How can a city that needs to protect against flooding by freshwater 
ever run short of good, clean water to drink? Understanding where 
our water comes from, and how it gets to your tap, will give you the 
answer.

Greater Winnipeg Water District 
Railroad during construction of 

Shoal Lake Aqueduct, 1914-1919.

Shoal Lake Intake (bottom centre) at 
Indian Bay.

Where Winnipeg’s water comes from.

Deacon Reservoir, where Shoal Lake 
water is stored before distribution.
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Spectacular Siphons Activity Ideas

Science
Grade 7 (Cluster 3) 

•	  Using design principles and applying their 
knowledge of forces, different types of  
structure, tension, torsion, shear, and  
compression to design a siphon fed water 
tower.  The tower must support a 2L pop 
bottle, which will be filled by siphon  
action.  This combines ideas of water  
supply, curriculum-based lessons on forces, 
and civil engineering. 

NEWS and REMINDERS

•	 Yellow Fish Road is a new action project 
available FREE to all schools in Winnipeg. 
The program offers in-class presentations 
on freshwater ecosystems and stormwa-
ter pollution, as well as facilitating com-
munity storm-drain painting projects.  

•	 Check your Slow the Flow CD for  
Conservation Ambassador’s Program  
activities. There are 6 to complete, and 
each activity can be submitted to Fort-
Whyte Alive for student prizes. 

•	 Our Outdoor Educator Workshops  
continue to gain popularity with teachers 
and administrators alike. Contact  
education@fortwhyte.org to inquire 
about booking a session at your school.

Explore the idea of moving water from source to where it will be used through the action of 
siphons.  Follow this link for a good basic idea for setting up siphons in the classroom with 
students.  Then, check out these lesson ideas using the siphon.
WEBLINK: http://babbledabbledo.com/science-experiments-for-kids-siphon-water-coaster/

Science
Grade 8 (Cluster 4) 

•	 Find elevation data for different rivers in 
Canada.  The Red River flows slowly across a 
relatively flat gradient; a river like the Frasier, 
coming out of the mountains, flows quickly 
to the ocean.  Have students manipulate 
their siphon to simulate these different types 
of rivers. 

•	 Using varying flow rates from the siphon 
(increase by elevating source, decrease by 
lowering source), test and see what flow rate 
pushes different size material (rock, pebble, 
sand).  Use this to give students insight into 
the power of water in shaping land, erosion, 
and deposition. 

•	 Try methods of cleaning drinking water  
suggested in curriculum documents  
(filtration, solar still, etc.).  Discuss the  
difficulty in cleaning heavily soiled or  
polluted water with students.  Aqueducts 
are major civil engineering projects, and 
very expensive to build.  People will go to 
great lengths for clean water – is it easier 
to move clean water, or make nearby, dirty 
water drinkable?  How do we get more water 
from a siphon (increase pipe size or elevate 
source)?  Considering we can’t elevate Shoal 
Lake, we’d need to build a new aqueduct 
pipe.  Keeping our drinking water clean, and 
reducing our waste, should make even more 
sense to students after experimenting with 
the siphon.

https://www.fortwhyte.org/foreducators/teacherpd/yellow-fish-road/
mailto:education%40fortwhyte.org?subject=Outdoor%20Educator
http://babbledabbledo.com/science-experiments-for-kids-siphon-water-coaster/

