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water

When Opportunity Splashes
Watershed governance as the future 

of Canadian communities
Watershed boundaries rarely align 

with political borders. Water flows 
across municipal, provincial, and in-
ternational lines without regard for our 
maps – or politics. This disregard for 
political jurisdictions is especially ap-
parent to those tasked with managing 
water; many levels of government and 
numerous other players exist, but there 
is only one water cycle, and it affects 
us all.

Many cities and towns across Cana-
da consider themselves generally auton-
omous, yet they are intrinsically linked 
via fresh water to the other communities 
and to the industrial and commercial 
activities up and down their watersheds. 
Through shared aquifers, mighty rivers 
that cut across the landscape, and lakes 
ringed by human settlements, we are all 
ecologically connected – whether we 
choose to acknowledge it or not.

The world is changing and high-
tech, high rises, and even rising tides 
are increasingly what define much of 
the country. Responsibility for fresh 
water in Canada is often confusing and 
blurred, tending to be disconnected and 
fragmented across jurisdictions. This 
creates barriers when it comes to the 
successful implementation of whole-
system, ecologically-based approaches. 
As the impacts of a changing climate 
and inevitable changes to the water 
cycle begin to manifest, the realities 
and pervasive challenges of hydrologi-
cal interconnections are increasingly 
revealed.

Even in Canada – where the majority 
of the population still largely slumbers 
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under the “myth of water abundance” – 
realization about the crucial role water 
plays for community, economic, and 
ecological prosperity is fostering new 
ideas and innovative approaches. Prac-
titioners and managers in watersheds 
across Canada agree that new approach-
es are needed, and governments are 
responding to this emerging imperative 
by implementing new decision-making 
arrangements. Watershed governance is 
one innovative approach, and is offered 
as a viable model for achieving long-
term sustainability.

A New Way Forward

The overarching goal of watershed 
governance is to provide alternatives to 
current systems of governance and plan-
ning that focus too narrowly on water 
as a singular resource, isolating it from 
broader interactions across sectors and 
within ecosystems. As a starting point, 
watershed governance involves reorga-
nizing our decision-making processes to 
align with the ecological boundaries of 
watersheds, instead of political borders. 
It deals with rules and procedures that 
pay explicit attention to the ecological 
context to promote the health and func-
tion of our water sources and surround-
ing watersheds.

Two critical aspects define the con-
cept. The first relates to scale. Water 
managers have long viewed watersheds 
as the critical scale to effectively – and 
holistically – deal with integrated water 
resource management. This focus on 
the watershed is increasingly embedded 
in water management practices (and, 

indeed, resource-management practices 
more generally). The second aspect con-
cerns decisions. Governance is about 
the process of decision making, imple-
mentation, and being able to hold those 
who make decisions to account. In the 
context of water, a simple principle of 
governance needs to be respected: wa-
ter is fundamentally a public trust and 
those who are impacted – now and into 
the future – must have a meaningful say 
in decisions.

Historically, decision making about 
water in Canada has relied on a top-
down, government-led approach. Citi-
zens have relied on senior government 
to do the heavy lifting and, generally, 
have the first and last word. Some re-
sponsibilities were delegated to local 
levels of government, including basic 
drinking water management and main-
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taining locally-built infrastructure, such 
as sewers and stormwater systems. In 
more recent times, local governments 
might also initiate awareness or con-
servation programs, and occasionally 
spearhead river, stream, or lake restora-
tion efforts. Local governments are also 
beginning to expand the definition of 
infrastructure to include source water 
protection or green infrastructure as-
sociated with bioswales or revitalized 
urban streams.

However, as a result of decreased 
resources and funding, senior govern-
ments are increasingly limited in ca-
pacity; this is especially evident in the 
context of water resource management. 
Improved collaboration, both across 
levels of government and within local 
communities, will be key to navigating 
this new political landscape. Since few 
would argue against the importance of 
local expertise when it comes to wa-
tershed management, a shift in critical 
aspects of decision-making responsibil-
ity to more local watershed levels has 
real potential for improving the way 
our water is managed and, ultimately, 
governed.

Watershed governance isn’t about 
creating another layer of government or 
bureaucracy. Rather, it is about leverag-
ing valuable resources and expertise, 
and fundamentally improving the con-
nections between citizens and the deci-
sions that so fundamentally affect them.

From Theory to Implementation

Practitioners have made it clear that 
they don’t currently have sufficient 
skills, funding, or capacity to widely 
adopt a comprehensive watershed gov-
ernance model. John Finnie, former 
General Manager for Regional and 
Community Utilities at B.C.’s Regional 
District of Nanaimo says, “Local gov-
ernments often face challenges about 
getting involved. Sometimes sufficient 
time, capacity, or resources are not 
available to do the job properly. Some-
times there may not be an appreciation 
of the imminence of the issue. Some-
times the task is significant and they 
simply may not know where to start.”

Recognizing this important need, a 
unique three-day forum was held this 
past January – Watersheds 2014 – at the 

Quw’utsun’ Cultural and Conference 
Centre on Cowichan Tribes territory in 
Duncan, B.C. This national forum was 
designed to build capacity for freshwa-
ter protection, with an explicit focus 
on watershed governance. It brought 
together nearly 200 delegates (plus over 
75 additional participants via online 
events) to re-envision the way we use, 
share, and respect our freshwater and 
watershed resources. Critically, it initi-
ated discussion about who needs to be 
part of the decision-making fabric, what 
skills are needed going forward, and 
which new approaches and institutions 
are required to guide our communities 
into the 21st century of water manage-
ment and governance.

Delegates explored current and 
emerging issues in water and watershed 
governance, participated in skills-build-
ing workshops, and had opportunities to 
share ideas, research, practical tools, and 
stories of their own experiences. It was 
not a usual “talking-heads” event. Rather, 
it blended approaches that included ex-
perts from other places and practitioners 
from local communities, and their ex-
periences on what works, what doesn’t, 
and what needs to change. Participants 
came from a diversity of backgrounds, 
including watershed groups, research-
ers, professional resource managers, and 
decision makers at all levels of govern-
ment. As Margot Parkes, Canada Re-
search Chair in Health, Ecosystems, and 
Society, acknowledged, “Diverse people 
bring different knowledges to the table; 
those who manage, steward, benefit 
from, and make decisions about water all 
need to develop the capacity to engage 
different ways of knowing and differing 
ethical and world views in an inclusive 
approach that avoids the historical ten-
dency to limit decisions to ‘either/or’ 
and, instead, expands options by focus-
ing on ‘both/and’.”

First Nations played a prominent role 
throughout the event, with a thorough 
exploration of their jurisdiction and role 
in watershed governance and the different 
values and perspectives they bring to the 
table. Deana Machin, Strategic Develop-
ment Manager of the First Nations Fisher-
ies Council, explained that, “First Nations 
are the original inhabitants of B.C., and 
there is a shared responsibility for First 

Nations and governments to build respect-
ful and enduring relationships in their 
local watersheds. Meaningful collabora-
tion from the outset is needed to build 
successful governance processes and to 
identify common goals and objectives.” 
Watersheds 2014 offered a space for 
exploring how this type of cross-cultural 
understanding can be fostered to promote 
a better approach to co-governance and 
ensure the sustainability of fresh water for 
future generations.

Coming out of the forum, the mes-
sage was clear: mounting concern about 
the sustainability of our water future, 
coupled with a growing interest from 
communities and citizens, is driving the 
demand for more local engagement in 
decisions. In his presentation on col-
lective impact for a sustainable water 
future, Tony Maas, Principal at Maas 
Strategies, emphasized that, “A strong 
desire for local control exists. This 
involves devolving certain decision-
making responsibilities to the watershed 
scale and more local levels. We need to 
figure out the priorities and what insti-
tutions are needed to ensure decision 
makers can be held to account. This 
process needs to emerge from the water-
shed up, and must be supported by more 
senior levels of government.”

Watershed Governance 
on the Ground

When it comes to watershed gov-
ernance, there is no “one-size-fits-all” 
approach. Regional politics, geography, 
culture, and the balance between industry, 
business, stewardship, and community 
priorities all shape decision-making ap-
proaches in any given watershed. Thus, 
peer-to-peer networking is crucial for 
learning from the successes and failures 
of watershed boards, governments, and 
stewardship groups in other watersheds.

In Canada, numerous local watershed 
governance arrangements are already 
underway. Given our Constitution, the 
provincial context plays a significant 
role. For example, Ontario’s 1946 Con-
servation Authorities Act formalized 
watershed management institutions in 
that province over 60 years ago, and it 
has pioneered many aspects of effective 
integrated watershed management. In 
other areas, including Alberta, Quebec, 
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and Canada’s North, the emergence of 
watershed-scale governance is a much 
more recent trend, and offers opportuni-
ties to reconcile the protection of vital 
rivers, lakes, and aquifers with the need 
for strong, vibrant local economies.

In British Columbia, the approach to 
watershed governance to date has been 
ad hoc and piecemeal. Certain regions, 
like the Okanagan or Columbia, have 
been working to integrate basin-wide 
perspectives; but, historically, the pro-
vincial government has not provided 
an overarching structure for watershed 
governance. However, this may change 
under the province’s new water legisla-
tion, the Water Sustainability Act. Not 
only does this new legislation provide 
additional safeguards for environmental 
flows and groundwater, it also offers 
an “enabling” environment. Regions 
with more on-the-ground capacity or 
that have faced significant crises will 
be able to engage in comprehensive 
and legally-binding water sustainability 
plans and, ultimately, develop new and 
innovative forms of watershed-based 
organizations with delegated or shared 
powers related to water allocations, 
environmental flow thresholds, and fish 
and habitat protection.

If nothing else, the Watersheds 2014 
forum revealed that governance is never 
a quick or an easy process. A powerful 
lesson can be learned from the Regional 
District of Nanaimo (RDN) drinking 

water and watershed protection program 
and the Cowichan Watershed Board, 
both of which required over 10 years 
to fully develop. These programs and 
initiatives help protect water resources 
across their regions on mid-Vancouver 
Island, and are increasingly able to 
engage a diverse group of actors to be 
part of the long-term solution, including 
local stewardship groups, local govern-
ments, and First Nations.

“The approach at the RDN was to 
take small steps,” explains John Fin-
nie. “We needed to get everyone – the 
public, elected officials, staff – up to 
speed and supportive before starting 
on-the-ground projects. It was impor-
tant for participants to understand the 
implications and benefits of monitoring, 
conservation, and taxation. So, we first 
focused on understanding the issues and 
priorities in our watersheds, setting vi-
able targets, outlining the benefits, and 
building education and awareness.”

Our Fresh Water Future

Water is society’s most critical and, 
increasingly, its most strategic asset. 
Without abundant clean and flowing 
fresh water – and functioning water-
sheds – there is no life, no economy, 
and no future. Yet, sustainable water 
use is increasingly under threat due to 
growing consumption, pollution, and 
rapid resource development – all of 
which impact watershed health, drink-

ing water sources, and communities. In 
the midst of this, there is also a growing 
awareness of sustainability. Canadians 
understand that water is the lifeblood of 
future prosperity. This changing attitude 
is heralding new opportunities for re-
structuring approaches to how water is 
managed and who decides.

The challenge lies in not being afraid 
to embark on lengthy reforms of policies 
and decision-making structures. Water-
shed governance is a long-term process 
that needs to evolve thoughtfully. One of 
the biggest challenges is having formal 
mechanisms for shared and delegated 
responsibilities that include partnerships 
with local government, co-governance 
with First Nations, sustainable long-term 
funding, independent oversight, and 
comprehensive public reporting on the 
health and state of watersheds and water 
use across sectors. Achieving this will re-
quire significant work. But, as evidenced 
at Watersheds 2014, an increasingly wide 
range of individuals from diverse back-
grounds are ready and willing to roll up 
their sleeves.

Many viable models of watershed 
governance exist and even more are be-
ing created. As we, as a society, learn 
how to think more holistically and to 
collaborate and respect the interests of 
all those who are part of our watersheds, 
positive change is inevitable. Nothing 
less than the future of our water, indeed 
our civilization, is at stake.  MW
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