
WHY THIS STUDY? WHY NOW?
The potential for a significant governance shift is reflected in elements of the new provincial 
Water Sustainability Act, which not only strengthens rules to protect water for nature, but also 
enables alternative forms of local watershed governance. A genuine window of opportunity 
exists to kick-start a world-class governance regime in British Columbia. 

Recent reports and events exploring the concept of watershed governance 
have laid a foundation for reform in British Columbia. However, 
considerable knowledge gaps still exist in turning concept into practice. 
Through an extensive investigation involving interviews, surveys, and a 
First Nations roundtable, this study illuminates the practical needs and 
capacities required to implement watershed governance in B.C. At its core, 
the study provides critical insights into the question:

What is needed NOW to make watershed governance work in British Columbia?

In British Columbia, addressing freshwater challenges is a critical economic, social and ecological priority. The historic 
drought of 2015 depleted reservoirs, dried up streams, and resulted in severe water use restrictions in many regions of 

the province. Along with more frequent and costly floods, these types of extreme events are becoming 
more extreme and more common. At the same time, competition for 
access to our most precious resource is rapidly increasing, driving 
conflict and public concern. 

As B.C. awakens to its new water reality, the link between 
sustainable management and how decisions are made 
—governance—is gaining public attention. Growing 
recognition exists that current decision-making processes 
are not working, and that ensuring clean, flowing fresh 
water today and for the future requires a bold shift towards 
new forms of governance at the watershed scale. 

RESEARCH APPROACH  
The multi-disciplinary research team took a three-tier approach to gather perspectives from across B.C., and to reflect a wide range of insights 
from various water sectors and interests.  Those contributing insights to this research include federal, provincial, First Nations, and local 
governments; professional water managers; the private sector; experts and researchers; and stewardship and other non-governmental actors 
working at various levels across the province. The information and insights for this project was collected through:
 1. Eight interviews with expert informants
 2. A First Nations Roundtable
 3. An electronic survey completed by 439 participants across the freshwater community from around the province
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A clear consensus exists among study participants that watershed governance needs 
to be undertaken more collaboratively than the current system. Collaboration is seen 
as providing many benefits, including opportunities to share knowledge, leverage local 
capacities, and expand access to resources—human and financial. It is also viewed as 
a critical platform 
for developing 
trust and support 
for co-governance 
arrangements between 
First Nations, the Province 
and local communities. 

The research findings 
deepen the collective 
understanding of what 
watershed governance 
could look like in B.C. and 
explore four key themes 
based on the input 
received from 
respondents: 

         The current system is not working 
Substantial appetite exists for new approaches to watershed 
governance
Study respondents expressed widespread dissatisfaction with current approaches to water 
management and governance, specifically noting that existing approaches are poorly 
suited to modern day needs and growing water pressures. 

         Collaborative watershed governance is the future
Collaborative approaches are seen as critical for better decision-making
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•  First Nations express a concern of being excluded from the current governance system

•  The Province is seen to be retreating from its role in safeguarding aquatic ecosystems 
and providing effective and balanced decisions

•  Communities feel ill-prepared to respond to serious threats to their local watersheds

The study revealed that a large proportion of respondents would like to be actively 
engaged in watershed governance. Many are prepared to take on leadership roles, and 
others seek opportunities to provide input to local watershed decisions, or wish to be 
engaged in a province-wide dialogue on how best to enable watershed governance.
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           Watershed governance happens 
one step at a time

There are multiple stages to collaborative 
watershed governance 

A key insight revealed by the study participants is that watershed 
governance is not a static process and no one-size-fits-all model 
exists. 

Watershed governance can take many forms ranging from informal 
collaboration around specific projects to enhance watershed health, 
to community-based visioning and planning. 

Over time, it may evolve into more formal entities or bodies capable 
of taking on significant planning and delegated decision-making 
authority as enabled in the new Water Sustainability Act.
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          Numerous capacity gaps revealed 
The provision of key capacities and tools will 
increase the likelihood of success

The study highlights key capacity gaps that will need to be 
addressed if B.C. is to fully harness the energy and enthusiasm 

 CONDITIONS TO ENABLE WATERSHED  GOVERNANCE 

• Courageous leadership 
• Peer-to-peer learning 
• Independent oversight & public reporting 
•  Monitoring, data availability & cumulative 

impact assessment 
• Engaged & educated citizenry 
• Meaningful watershed planning 

•  Clear roles & responsibilities in delegated authority 
•   A commitment to co-governance with First Nations 
  & effective government-to-government relationships 
• Partnerships with local government 
• Sustainable funding 
•  Legislative framework that protects ecological values 

for watershed governance and establish the conditions required for lasting success. 

Respondents affirmed key conditions required to enable effective watershed governance, including an emphasis on: 
fully implementing the Water Sustainability Act;  the need for sustainable funding; and, new mechanisms for effective 
co-governance.

#4

#3



     

         A catalyst is needed to spark action
A potential role has emerged for a province-wide Capacity Builder
The study reveals support for a province-wide Capacity Builder organization that could 
catalyze local watershed governance initiatives, help address capacity needs and 
strengthen existing collaborative efforts. 

NEXT STEPS - UPCOMING OPTIONS PAPER
Building on this study, the research team is now developing an ‘Enabling Watershed Governance’ Options Paper. To be 
shared in 2016, this paper will identify a range of specific institutional and operational options—including a province-
wide Capacity Builder—to address capacity gaps and develop new tools and resources for real progress on the ground. 

B.C. has a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to make the shift to a truly world-class watershed governance regime. It is our 
hope that this study and the upcoming options paper will chart a path towards meaningful, practical actions that will 
accelerate this shift and capitalize on this important window of opportunity.

Respondents indicated that 
such a Capacity Builder should 
be enabled and given a 
mandate by the Province, but 
should be arms-length from 
government once established. 
First Nations participation and 
leadership in the entity were 
seen as critical for success. 
Important cautions also 
emerged from the research; in 
particular, ensuring that such a 
body does not create another 
layer of decision-making at the 
provincial scale, or undermine 
government-to-government 
dialogue between First Nations 
and the Province.
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Hosting a central repository of information and best 
practices to support local initiatives

Fostering a community of practice related to 
watershed governance and management

 Sharing success stories and leveraging funding

 Providing technical, legal and watershed planning 
support

Assisting communities in identifying watershed 
governance options and opportunities

Convening and coordinating learning networks and 
events

 Acting as a champion to advance a bet ter balance 
between freshwater protection and sustainable 
resource development

POTENTIAL FUNCTIONS FOR A CAPACITY BUILDER
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