
FEATURE

WSGA: the voice of 
Albertan stockmen 

for 125 years
This fall marks 125 years since a handful of southern Albertan 

cattlemen met and formed the Western Stock Growers’ Association 
(WSGA). Alberta’s longest running agricultural organization, WSGA has 
been an independent, membership-driven, stockmen-specific, grassroots 
producer organization through every day of its existence. Today, WSGA 
is more necessary than ever as the disconnect grows between urban and 

rural, between makers and takers, and between government and the 
people who produce food under government’s rules. 
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WESTERN STOCK GROWERS

1882 – Pincher Creek Stock Association forms

1883 - South-Western Stock Association forms

1886 - Canadian North-West Territories Stock 
Association (CNWTSA) forms

1887 - CNWTSA renamed Alberta Stock 
Growers’ Association 

1894 - Southern Alberta Stock Growers’ Asso-
ciation forms

1896 – WSGA established

1905 – Province of Alberta officially forms

1909 - Edward, Prince of Wales, made a life 
member of WSGA 

1913 – Medicine Hat Stock Growers’ Associ-
ation established

1914 – Medicine Hat Stock Growers’ Associ-
ation joins WSGA

1920 – Stock Growers’ Protective Association 
of Western Canada established

1921 – WSGA merges with the Stock Grow-
ers’ Protective Association of Western Canada, 
using the latter’s name

1923 – Stock Growers’ Protective Association 
of Western Canada changes its name to WSGA

1936 – Short Grass Stocker Growers’ Asso-
ciation forms

1937 – WSGA’s longest-ever serving presi-
dent, Dan Riley, hands off the organization’s 
reins after 16 years of service. 

1941 - WSGA presents Edward, Duke of 
Windsor, with a lined buffalo robe not long 
after he abdicated the throne of England. 

1943 – The Short Grass Stock Growers’ Asso-
ciation merges with WSGA

1996 – Centennial Cattle Drive

1896 to 2021 and beyond – WSGA draws 
from the best in the industry to effectively 
advocate for Albertan stockmen’s rights.

We have the ability to produce more with less 
today. That’s great and wonderful – it’s what 
we’ve been working towards - but a side effect 

is that our opinion as producers matters less and less,” 
says Callum Sears, WSGA’s current president. “Pro-
ducers are getting fewer and fewer and we’re being 
outnumbered and out-voted. It’s so important for people 
to be involved in organizations like Stock Growers’ so we 
can come together to make our voices a little bit louder.”

WSGA’s membership is currently responsible for 
three million rangeland hectares and over half a mil-
lion head of cattle. While the details of its specific efforts 
have changed over the years, its mandate to protect stock 
growers’ rights and the fragile rangelands they operate 
on has remained absolutely consistent through the years. 

“From a broad sense, a lot of the issues we deal with 
today come back to property rights, and that’s what Stock 
Growers’ was founded upon,” says Sears. “At the start of 
the day, we might think we’re talking about two differ-
ent issues but, once we hash it all out, it’s almost always 
about basic property rights.” 

How has the WSGA lasted a century and a quarter, 
and what keeps it going strong? The answer lies in three 
key factors: WSGA is an entirely voluntary organization, 
run by stockmen, for stockmen. 

WSGA is not funded by checkoff or government. 
The majority  of its operating funds come from dues 
paid by members who voluntarily join the organiza-
tion. The fact that membership is voluntary keeps the 
organization keenly focused on its members’ priori-
ties. Membership-raised operating funds also allows 
WSGA to advocate on behalf of stockmen without being 
obliged or indebted to government or corporate funds 
and priorities. 

“If you align with how we run our business and 
how we attack policy, then you become a member,” 
says Lindsye Murfin, WSGA’s general manager. “That 
allows us to be more independent in our messaging. We 
can be nimble and advocate however our membership 
tells us to advocate.”

“If we don’t meet our members’ needs and if we don’t 
pursue the work our members care about, they have the 
option to walk away,” adds Sears. “The fact that we have 
so many committed and longstanding members is proof 
that we continue to provide value.”

Ultimately, there’s no one better to advocate and work 
on behalf of stockmen than stockmen themselves. 

Though certain stockmen priorities overlap with 
those of feeders or other cattle industry groups, land 
use and other priorities are often unique to stockmen. 
Rather than trying to meet a broad range of industry pri-
orities, WSGA focuses exclusively on the unique needs 
of its members. 

“
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“We get things done. We’re results 
driven. And everyone is pulling in the 
same direction because we face the 
same pressures, are frustrated by the 
same issues, and are striving for the 
same goals,” says Sears. 

WSGA’s alumni list represents the 
biggest stock industry names: movers 
and shakers who have played major 
roles in shaping beef production over 
the past 125 years. Board members 
are ultra-active: with the exception 
of part time administrative support 
provided by Laurie MacDonald and 
general manager Lindsye Murfin, all 
WSGA work is carried out by volun-
teer board members. 

“I could go on and on about the 
people sitting around the [WSGA’s 
board] table. To me, the reasons the 
organization has lasted so long is the 
caliber of the people involved. I work 
with some of the best people I have 
ever known,” says Murfin.

None of the board directors receive 
any direct compensation for their 

efforts or reimbursement for the costs 
of participating on the board. As just 
one example of many, Aaron Brower, 
WSGA’s president between 2013 and 
2020,  drove more than five hours 
each way to attend meetings held in 
Calgary; eight hours when the meet-
ings were in Edmonton, says Murfin. 
He, like all the other board mem-
bers, refused payment for mileage or 
hotel costs.

“I’ve brought up the idea of hono-
rariums or even just mileage payments 
for our directors but every time I bring 
it up, they say no: they want all the 
money to go towards the work being 
done,” says Murfin. 

Despite an aging industry, 
WSGA has done an excellent job 
of attracting both experienced and 
newer cattlemen. 

“When I see these young guys that 
are just starting at the Stock Grow-
ers’ I think to myself, man, you’re 
in for an education from the people 
who have been in the trenches,” says 

Eileen McElroy, a past WSGA board 
member and current governor (a life-
time honorary position WSGA created 
for those who carry the wisdom and 
history of the organization). “Being 
part of the Stock Growers’ makes 
you a more well-rounded person 
and a better farmer because you can 
gain, not just the political and lobby-
ing piece, but practical things too from 
stock growers with so much knowl-
edge and experience.”

While WSGA advocates on every 
major property rights and land use 
issue that stockmen face, so much 
more could be achieved if more cat-
tlemen joined WSGA’s ranks. 

“I know some people might 
wonder why they should pay for 
membership in the Stock Growers’ if 
they can get the benefits of our work 
for free. The more people that join us, 
the stronger WSGA’s voice will be. We 
consistently punch above our weight 
class. If we had a bigger budget, we 
could do so much more,” says Murfin. 
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Other people might wonder 
whether their checkoff dollars already 
achieve stockmen’s priorities. 

“[ABP] does good work – there’s 
a role in industry from them too - 
but they are all things to all people. 
There are some issues that a cow-
calf producer faces that aren’t 
in tune with the other sectors. 
Supporting WSGA is a more indi-
vidualized way of getting things 
done: it allows stockmen to have 
a direct voice to government,” 
says McElroy.

While WSGA welcomes those 
who would like to actively partic-
ipate on its board or committees, 
simply joining the organization is 
an easy way to support its contin-
ued efforts, she adds. 

“I donate dollars to causes I 
believe in but don’t have the time 
or expertise to work on. Just buying 
a membership is a very inexpensive 
and effective way to get a lot of work 
done on your behalf.”

A long history of standing up for 
rangeland property rights 

In 1896, a full nine years before 
Alberta was even a province, a group 
of cattlemen met in what was then 
called Macleod (now Fort Macleod), 
Alberta to talk about property rights. 
Finding that they were frustrated 
by the same issues – cattle losses to 
collisions with CPR trains, wolf pre-
dation, and cattle rustling – they 
agreed to start a brand-new advocacy 
organization they called the Western 
Stock Growers’ Association. 

DW Marsh, a prominent mon-
ey-lender and businessman who 
had served as the Mayor of Calgary 
six years before he took the reins as 
WSGA’s first president. The vice presi-
dent role was shared by WF Cochrane 
(of the Cochrane Ranche Co, who took 
over from Marsh as second president) 
and FW Godsal (of the South Fork 
Ranch, who had previously served as 
president of the short -lived Southern 
Alberta Stock Growers’ Association).

WSGA wasn’t the first or the last 
stock growers’ association formed by 
and for the area’s cattlemen around 
the turn of the 19th century. Between 
the 1880s and mid 1920s, several stock 
growers’ groups formed, fizzled out, 
or amalgamated with others. By 1925, 
WSGA’s was the ‘last man standing’: 
the one organization that survived 
to further Albertan stock growers’ 
priorities. 

WSGA’s list of presidents and 
board members is a list of the biggest 
names in Alberta ranching history.  
Many have been leaders outside of 
the organization: some started the 
feeding industry; others served in 
provincial and national politics; three 
of the ‘Big Four’ who started the Cal-
gary Stampede served as WSGA 
presidents. Many represent the lon-
gest-term ranching families and the 
biggest ranches in the province. 

“Looking back through the 
[19]30’s, the ‘40s, right up to the 
1980’s, the names on the plaque of 
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past presidents are all the big names of our industry. 
You read that list and every one of them is ‘oh wow’, ‘he 
was huge’, ‘he started this’, “he started that’. It’s always 
been the who’s who of the industry,” says Callum Sears, 
WSGA’s current president.. 

Even more importantly than individual names, how-
ever, WSGA has always been about teamwork. 

“If you look at the history of the Stock Growers’ – and 
this holds true when you look around the room today 
too – our organization has always drawn the very best 
people. We’ve had cattlemen legends at the helm. But they 
aren’t part of WSGA for power or attention. They pull 
more than their weight and get incredible work done as 
a team because they believe in the organization and the 
industry,” says Lindsye Murfin, WSGA’s general man-
ager. “Stock Growers’ has always been about doing what 
needs to be done.” 

And, since it first formed, the WSGA has always 
been about people who truly love cattle. In an article RG 
Mathews (WSGA’s first secretary) wrote that was first pub-
lished to the March 1947 issue of Canadian Cattlemen, 
Mathews remembered one such cattleman: Jim Patter-
son, who WSGA hired as an inspector in its earliest years. 

“It seemed as though [Jim] was personally acquainted 
with every range animal. I remember one occasion when 
he and I were looking through a herd of some 2000 head 
of mixed cattle when I suddenly heard him shout, ‘Well! 
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I’ll be gol-darned if that ain’t old 
Emma’, and he pointed to a cow’s 
head sticking up from the middle 
of the sea of milling cattle some fifty 
yards away. He explained later on 
that ‘Emma’ was an old friend from 
his former Cochrane Ranche days 
some years previously.”

In the same article, Mathews 
wrote a congratulations message 
to the WSGA board on its first five 
decades of service: 

“Realizing that half a century has 
elapsed since the Association started 
on its useful career and that it is still 
going strong, I venture to speak for 
the men who did the original spade-
work that brought it into existence 
and who are not here to speak for 
themselves, and to congratulate those 
who are today carrying on and to join 
them in celebrating the completion 
of the Association’s first fifty years.”

He’d be impressed – but likely not 

surprised – to see WSGA still going 
strong on its 125th birthday. 

Congratulations to the West-
ern Stock Growers’ Association on 
125 years! 

Today’s priorities and 
major initiatives 

Though WSGA has success-
fully organized several projects and 
events over the years, its main role 
is advocating for stockmen’s rights 



to government, within industry and 
– at times - to the general public. Spe-
cifically, WSGA’s goals are to lead the 
stewardship of property rights for 
rangeland producers, to lead land use 
rights for producers, and to advocate 
for the appropriate use of grasslands. 

WSGA believes in a free-mar-
ket approach to the production 
and marketing of livestock, and 
the enhancement and protection 
of the environment through sound 
range management by cattlemen. It 
bases its perspective on four agreed-
upon tenets:
• The incredible and universal influ-

ence of the marketplace;
• The supremacy of natural processes 

that drive ecosystem functioning;
• The finite carrying capacity of the 

land and ecosystems for any and 
all uses; and 

• The escalating demand for diverse 
land uses ranging from conserva-
tion/preservation to recreation to 
residential to industrial. 

“We have a ‘leave us alone; 
we’ll leave you alone’ attitude,” 
says Callum Sears, WSGA’s current 
president. “We want a smaller gov-
ernment and for the free market to be 
allowed space to work.”

Back in 1896, WSGA formed to 
tackle cattle losses from an expand-
ing railway system and cattle rustlers. 
125 years later, the details are a little 
different – for example, encroach-
ment today is by recreational use 
and the energy sector rather than the 
CPR, and the theft is by wildlife graz-
ing as well as cattle thieves – but the 
basic themes remain the same. 

“A lot of issues we’re working 
on now were the reason our found-
ers founded the organization. These 
issues aren’t going to go away. We 
have to stay vigilant,” says Sears.

“The primary reason I got 
involved and stayed involved, and 
I think it’s fair to say most board 
members would agree, is because 
it’s a way to give back to your indus-
try by helping promote it, protect it, 

and advance it, by lobbying in favour 
of things that would be good and 
against things that would be bad,” 
says Eileen McElroy, a past WSGA 
board member and current governor.

Over the years, WSGA has fought 
for stockmen’s rights in relation to 
brand inspections, quarantine reg-
ulations, freight policies for the 
movement of cattle and feed, and 
more. It has also acted as a buying 
agency for its members. 

WSGA’s website shows a long 
list of letters and policy papers writ-
ten to the government on behalf of 
stockmen, each tackling a hot-but-
ton issue critical to stockmen’s lives 
and livelihoods. Additionally, WSGA 
advocates through meetings with 
government officials, participation 
in industry roundtables and stake-
holder committees, and by sharing 
stakeholder perspectives through 
media interviews, newsletters and 
email campaigns. 

“When new laws are being consid-
ered by whatever the government of 
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the day is, Stock Growers’ has always 
taken a careful and nuanced view of 
the proposed legislation and submit-
ted feedback. That engagement with 
the government – we’re always at the 
table – means stockmen’s voices are 
heard,” says McElroy. 

Project highlight: 
Grasslands Capital X

After decades of discussion and 
several years of intensive effort, 
WSGA began the two-year Grass-
lands Capital X pilot project in March 
of 2020. The environmental goods 
and services project strives to mea-
sure and sell on the free market the 
environmental benefits achieved from 
rangeland management practices. 
Unlike a typical offset or proto-
col program, this program sells the 
actual outcomes: the measurable ben-
efits achieved. To date, WSGA has in 
place ranchers who want to sell out-
come-based benefits, and buyers who 
are keen to buy. Currently, WSGA is 
working on a measurement system to 
calculate and verify the environmen-
tal benefits, and to administer sales.  

“This project allows us to show-
case the good work stock growers do,” 
says Eileen McElroy, a past WSGA 
board member and current governor. 
“When people pay for things, there’s 
more awareness of those things’ value. 
It’s a kind of evidence to the general 
public that stock growers provide real 
benefit to our rangeland ecosystems.”

Project highlight: 
Centennial Cattle Drive

In July 1996, 1,500 people, 1,700 
horses and mules and 103 wagons 

pushed more than 2,000 steers across 
60 southern Albertan prairie miles to 
celebrate the WSGA’s 100th birthday. 
The cattle drive, which occurred over 
six days and moved the cattle from 
Buffalo to Medicine Hat, Alberta 
across CFB Suffield, was a gigan-
tic organizational undertaking. The 
Centennial Cattle Drive was a huge 
success made possible by the incred-
ible efforts of Roy Clark and a large 
team of supporting hands. 

Project highlight: James Hargrave 
Legacy Foundation

James Hargrave was an Albertan 
rancher and past WSGA vice president 
who tragically lost his life fighting wild-
fire in 2017. The WSGA partnered with 
others in industry to establish the James 
Hargrave Legacy Fund: an annual award 
to encourage and enable people in the 
beef industry to carry on the values, 
leadership and philosophy that James 
embodied. The fund seeks to support 
and promote advances and innovations 
in the beef industry, especially in the 
areas James was most passionate about: 
grasslands stewardship and conserva-
tion, water conservation, and work done 
to progress a marketplace for ecosystem 
goods and services, as well as knowledge 
transfer on any of these topics. For more 
information about the Fund, visit www.
JamesHargraveLegacy.com. 
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Thank You!
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Project highlight: supporting 
stockmen through COVID

The last year and a half has brought 
unprecedented challenges to all cat-
tlemen. Callum Sears – who stepped 
into the role of WSGA’s president 
just a handful of days before COVID 
closures hit, says that COVID has 
upended everything for the organi-
zation. Key issues he and other board 
members hoped to tackle - issues 
like recreational access and wildlife 

grazing – were sidelined by neces-
sity. Instead, WSGA has stood strong 
for stock growers’ rights in the face of 
the pandemic. 

“We came together with all other 
industry organizations, at times pull-
ing in the same direction and at other 
times standing up and saying, ‘hey, 
what you’re proposing isn’t what we 
need and here’s why,’” he says. 

For example, WSGA stood up 
against the proposed set-aside program 

last fall, arguing that incentivizing the 
holding back of cattle would only fur-
ther glut the marketplace and lengthen 
the time before recovery. 

“COVID has been incredibly dif-
ficult, but standing up for property 
rights hasn’t changed,” says Sears. 
“Yes, I’d hoped to move forward on 
some of our other goals, but I’m proud 
of how we came together to stand up 
for stockmen through some of the 
challenges of COVID.” ■
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