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Oliver Brandes, associate Director of 

the U.Vic Polis Project on Ecological 

Governance, was the guest speaker at 

the Salt Spring Island Water Preser-

vation Society AGM in Ganges on 

Jan. 21, 2011.  

Brandes, who has a degree in eco-

nomics from Queens University and 

a law degree from U.Vic, spoke on 

the topic of  “Water Law and Gov-

ernance Reform: Think like a wa-

tershed”, using a power point pres-

entation. 

He began by explaining that POLIS 

is the Greek word meaning “a collec-

tive gathering together for better de-

cision-making”, and that the Polis 

Project on Ecological Governance 

works on policy, through U.Vic (and 

other universities) developing direc-

tions for practice as it intersects with 

sustainability.   

Governance is different from govern-

ment, he pointed out. The core gov-

ernance belief is that there are bio-

physical limits and the economy is a 

subset of the ecosystem. 

There is a fresh water crisis through 

the growing, concentrated demands 

by urbanization, energy needs and 

industrial agriculture. Persistent pol-

lution and over-allocation result in 

crucial shortages, including „fish in 

the mud‟. Disrupting natural flows 

has often resulted in unforeseen    

develop "hydro-citizenship” where 

the protection of all our waters is a 

priority, including the watersheds, 

and collaboration with First Nation 

communities. 

This entails “whole system think-

ing”: water is not free, but a public 

trust, now and into the future. 

There needs to be a new water In-

frastructure based on conservation, 

stewardship and reuse, with ac-

countability through independent 

oversight. 

Oliver Brandes: “In a healthy soci-

ety, economy always follows ecol-

ogy and education precedes them 

both”. We need to engage all in 

governance and ecology for we are 

just beginning to understand both. 

Beyond the 3 R‟s, schools need to 

teach and experience ecology.  
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consequences, a caution to be con-

sidered with our SSI lakes. 

But where are we in this crisis, 

in BC?  

Oliver Brandes calls it the “BC 

Water Muddle” because BC 

lacks effective enforceable 

regulations. Decisions are 

highly discretionary and unco-

ordinated and not related to 

their ecological function 

So how can we get past the 

muddle? What are the prov-

ince‟s constitutional responsi-

bilities? What are the limits of 

its power? What are the pub-

lic‟s property and civil rights 

and what are the actual prac-

tices?  

The BC government‟s recent 

initiative, called LIVING WA-

TER SMART (booklet, web-

site, etc.) has a lot of potential, 

but its words can only be effec-

tively activated when there are 

enough resources given to 

carry through.  

 

Water Law is a process (see the 

website www.polisproject.org ). 

The U.Vic Polis study has made 

reform recommendations, and the 

government has been involved in 

some discussions. But BC needs to 
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