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Getting Out of the Dark
Recent study on the opportunities and challenges 

for watershed governance in British Columbia
Across British Columbia, a host of 

communities – from tiny hamlets to 
towns and cities – are facing water chal-
lenges that seemed unimaginable just a 
few years ago. 

The picturesque mountain towns of 
the Columbia River Valley experienced 
water anxieties during the summer 
2015 drought, as large-scale forest 
fi res ripped through the surrounding 
parched forests, equating air quality 
with that of Beijing on bad day. Mean-
while, on Vancouver Island, stream 
fl ows in the Cowichan River reached 
critical lows, and volunteer efforts 
were needed to “bucket and truck” 
juvenile salmon upstream. Reservoir 
levels plummeted to historic lows in 
Metro Vancouver, requiring severe wa-
ter restrictions. In Okanagan’s Hullcar 
Valley, a drinking water aquifer is be-
ing contaminated by nitrate pollution 
from the spreading of thousands of 
gallons of liquid manure. Tensions in 
the community are running high; own-
ers, water districts, and dairy farmers 
are embroiled in confl ict around how 
to solve the problem. Across the prov-
ince, dozens of boil water advisories 
have been issued, including in First 
Nations communities, many of which 
lack much-needed water infrastructure.

New Research Available

Mounting pressures are shaping 
both public and expert opinion: there 
is growing collective social awareness 
and concern about the importance of 
freshwater protection. The cumulative 
impacts of climate change, expand-
ing development, and an intensive 
resource extraction regime threaten to 
upset nature’s delicate hydrological 
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balance. Communities are calling for 
new forms of watershed governance 
that respond to both the needs of the 
watersheds and the communities that 
live within them. This is the focus 
of a new research study produced 
by the POLIS Project on Ecological 
Governance. “Illumination: Insights 
and Perspectives for Building Effec-
tive Watershed Governance in British 
Columbia” explores what is needed to 
make watershed governance a reality 
in B.C.1

Based on fi ndings from a com-
prehensive e-survey with nearly 450 
participants, in-depth interviews, and 
a First Nations’ roundtable, the study 
highlights the remaining knowledge 
and capacity gaps that constrain fur-
ther progress towards a robust, lead-
ing watershed governance regime. 
The report helps chart a path towards 
meaningful, practical actions that will 
accelerate B.C.’s governance shift and 
capitalize on the existing policy, legal, 
and social window of opportunities 
for change.

Status Quo Isn’t Working

Findings from the study confi rm that 
British Columbians are concerned about 
the state of their fresh water. Partici-
pants demonstrated strong agreement 
(93 percent) that fresh water is British 

Columbia’s “most precious resource,” 
but only 21 percent agree that B.C.’s 
fresh water will still be in good shape 
20 years from now. Eighty-three percent 
disagree that the current approach to 
management and decision making about 
water is “fi ne as it is.”

The report delves into more de-
tail about the attitudes across B.C.’s 
freshwater community regarding the 
challenges and opportunities related to 
watershed governance, and the priori-
ties for public policy for all orders of 
government.

Changing Legal and 
Governance Landscape

British Columbia’s changing legal 
and governance landscape offers the 
potential for a signifi cant water gover-
nance shift. The new provincial Water 
Sustainability Act strengthens rules to 
protect water for nature and enables 
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alternative forms of local watershed 
governance.2

First Nations across the province 
demonstrate leadership around water 
governance. For example, the Nadleh 
Whut’en and Stellat’en First Nations have 
proclaimed the first Aboriginal water laws 
in the province. Recent Supreme Court 
decisions, particularly the Tsilhquot’in 
title case, affirm First Nations’ critical role 
in natural resource decision making.

Numerous regional collaborative 
watershed initiatives are engaged in 
planning, monitoring, and stewardship 
projects. For example, watershed orga-
nizations led by local government and 
First Nations leaders in the Cowichan and 
Okanagan regions are engaging decision 
makers in dialogue and planning around 
new water management strategies and 
solutions to deal with increasingly dry 
conditions.

Bold New Approaches 
to Decision Making

The study finds considerable appetite 
for collaborative and ecologically-based 
approaches to decision making. Survey 
respondents both “strongly agreed” (47 
percent) and “agreed” (38 percent) that lo-

cal watershed entities are needed to ensure 
B.C.’s new Water Sustainability Act is 
implemented to its fullest potential.

As summarized by a local government 
interviewee:

[Watershed governance is] important 
for making sound, proactive decisions 
for the future in terms of water sus-
tainability. Whether it’s an allocation 
decision or a decision about protective 
measures, I think if the decision mak-
ing is founded on a collaborative pro-
cess, and it’s locally driven, and if it 
has a basis of science and knowledge, 
then it will be effective for the future.
First Nations’ roundtable participants 

emphasized the importance of co-gov-
ernance as the structure for meaningful 
collaboration. Co-governance requires 
that First Nations are equal leaders and 
partners in decision making.

Building Capacity to Move Forward

Questions remain around authority 
and capacity to lead watershed gover-
nance. Who pays? Who will share power, 
and with whom? Is the existing author-
ity listening? Who is legitimate? How 
to manage complex relationships: who 
do you bring together and how? How 
to build effective working relationships 
with local government and First Nations 
partners?

The report identifies significant capac-
ity needs and gaps that must be addressed 
to harness existing energy and enthusiasm 
for watershed governance, while over-
coming challenges and establishing the 
conditions required for success. In partic-

2 For an analysis of B.C.’s Water Sustainability 
Act and core regulations needed to maximize 
its effect, see: “Awash with Opportunity: 
Ensuring the Sustainability of British Colum-
bia’s New Water Law,” by Oliver M. Brandes, 
Savannah Carr-Wilson, Deborah Curran, and 
Rosie Simms, POLIS Project on Ecological 
Governance, University of Victoria <http://
poliswaterproject.org/awashwithopportunity>.

 Questions raised in the report will be the focus 
of the upcoming forum, “Watersheds 2016: 
Building Capacity for Collaboration and Wa-
tershed Governance in British Columbia” to 
be held in Vancouver from September 30th to 
October 1st. This practitioner-oriented event 
will also offer a hands-on approach to learning 
about collaborative governance and co-gover-
nance with First Nations.

ular, strong relationships are required be-
tween watershed organizations and local 
government leaders. Yet, it is not always 
clear how to build these relationships, or 
how to design new decision-making pro-
cesses. Services and tools that can support 
capacity development include sustainable 
funding and watershed planning and com-
munications training.

Ongoing Learning and Dialogue

Altogether, a genuine window of op-
portunity exists to kick-start a world-class 
watershed governance regime in British 
Columbia. Data revealed in the Illumina-
tion study shows a number of clear pat-
terns for developing a modern watershed 
governance framework, including adopt-
ing collaborative models for watershed 
governance, effective implementation of 
the Water Sustainability Act, full recogni-
tion of Indigenous rights, and improved 
monitoring and reporting on water and 
water management. These could be 
considered as foundational pillars for 
enabling new approaches to watershed 
governance, and for taking water manage-
ment in British Columbia out of the dark 
ages and into the 21st century.  MW
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