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A

community on the Sunshine Coast coming within two weeks of running out of water. Rivers running so
low on Vancouver Island salmon have to be trucked upstream. Rivers contaminated from tailings spills
and lakes stagnating with algal blooms. These are just a few of the examples of the stories emerging
across British Columbia’s watersheds showing that fresh water—the foundation of the province’s
ecosystems, communities, and economies—is under growing pressure. Climate change and shifting
hydrological conditions are rapidly ushering British Columbia into an increasingly uncertain water future.
This report identifies emerging water challenges that will define the province’s future. These challenges,
and associated opportunities, must be addressed in the context of a changing water cycle, evolving water
laws, and new forms of decision-making. The report documents specific examples of where the issues are
unfolding, and suggests some initial solutions. British Columbia’s top five water challenges are:

#1: Building resilience to droughts and floods

Communities across British Columbia are already witnessing increased frequency and intensity of droughts
and floods, and climate change is projected to exacerbate these extremes. Communities and their water
supplies are vulnerable to these incidents of shortages and excesses of water.

#2: Sustaining water for nature

Rivers’ natural flow regimes, also known as environmental flows, operate as a “master variable”
in ecological systems and are critical to ecosystem function and resilience. Environmental flows
have been fundamentally disrupted in many watersheds, with detrimental consequences for habitats
and fish populations.

#3: Understanding the state of British Columbia’s watersheds

Data are sparse on many essential aspects of British Columbia’s freshwater: aquifers mapping is only
partially complete; hydrometric monitoring stations cover just a fraction of the province’s watersheds;
and regular state of watershed reporting is non-existent. This leads to decisions being made without
a basis of accurate information.

#4: Protecting water quality for drinking, swimming, and fishing

Degraded water quality in rivers, lakes and aquifers is affecting community drinking water supplies,
fish and ecosystem health, First Nations’ harvesting access, and recreation. Groundwater is at risk
of contamination from overlying land use practices and saltwater intrusion.

#5: Reconciling the water–energy nexus

Water and energy are tightly interlinked: both hydroelectricity, which provides 90 per cent of British
Columbia’s electricity, and liquefied natural gas extraction, a cornerstone of the Province’s economic
strategy, are water intensive. Both may be impacted by projected fluctuations in water supplies due
to climate change.
British Columbians benefit tremendously from the province’s freshwater resources; proactive action on these
emerging challenges is needed to prepare for an increasingly uncertain water future.
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Documenting British Columbia’s water issues

T

his report documents specific examples of where and
how each of the five water challenges is unfolding in
British Columbia. As the red dots on this map show,
these water challenges span the province’s watersheds,
from the West Coast to the Northeast.
As next steps to further explore solutions to the five challenges,
the POLIS Water Sustainability Project will:

1. Develop a virtual “water issues atlas” as a tool to engage

government, communities, professional associations, and
citizens to continue to identify and track the issues; and

2. Host a series of solutions roundtables with experts,
decision-makers, First Nations, and other water
leaders. The ultimate goal will be to develop a
series of detailed solutions briefings for each
of the five water challenges.
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POLIS Project on Ecological Governance

Created in 2000, the POLIS Project on Ecological Governance is a research-based organization that is part of the Centre
for Global Studies at the University of Victoria. Researchers who are also community activists work to make ecological
thinking and practice a core value in all aspects of society and dismantle the notion that the environment is merely
another sector. Among the many research centres investigating and promoting sustainability worldwide, POLIS represents
a unique blend of multidisciplinary academic research and community action. polisproject.org

Centre for Global Studies

The Centre for Global Studies (CFGS) was formally
established at the University of Victoria in 1998 with a
mandate to promote collaborative, multidisciplinary,
and cross-regional research and engage in connecting
research in the field of global studies to local, national,
and international communities. Activities at the Centre
are designed to promote critical citizenship in a complex
and rapidly changing global environment. The CFGS
has a rich history of producing cutting edge research
and disseminating it in concise and accessible ways for
policy and decision makers and the broader community.
www.uvic.ca/research/centres/globalstudies/

POLIS Project on Ecological Governance

Centre for Global Studies, University of Victoria
PO Box 1700 STN CSC
Victoria, BC V8W 2Y2 Canada
Tel: 250.721.8800
Email: water@polisproject.org

POLIS Water Sustainability Project

The POLIS Water Sustainability Project (WSP) is an actionbased research group that recognizes water scarcity is
a social dilemma that cannot be addressed by technical
solutions alone. The project focuses on four themes crucial
to a sustainable water future:
• Water Conservation and the Water Soft Path;
• The Water-Energy Nexus;
• Watershed Governance; and
• Water Law and Policy.
The WSP works with industry, government, civil society,
environmental not-for-profits, and individuals to develop
and embed water conservation strategies that benefit the
economy, communities, and the environment. The WSP is
an initiative of the POLIS Project on Ecological Governance
at the Centre for Global Studies, University of Victoria.
poliswaterproject.org

