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…the future is shared decision making at the 
 watershed level – not IF but WHEN 



1. The who and how of making 
decisions about water is often 
complicated – many levels of 
government, different actors – but 
affects everything 
 

2. Water law and governance will 
change more in the next 10 years 
than it has over the last 100 … 
 

3. Entering the age of adaptation 
• resilience and taking uncertainty seriously 

are our only option – must build social 
resilience 

• Must shift from managing watersheds to 
managing people in watershed *** more – 
and different – players will be involved in 

water decisions going forward 
 

3 key messages 



 
1. Where we are –context for 

change 
 
2. Governance – what is it and why  

it matter 
 
3. Winning Conditions 

 
4. Where we might be going and 

key questions going forward 



 

 
 

Where we are … 



Escalating Freshwater Crisis 

• Growing, concentrated demands 
– urban, energy, agriculture 

• Persistent pollution  
– untreated sewage 
– emerging pollutants 

• Drinking water crises 
– FN, small communities 

• Over-allocation 
– fish in the mud …  
– increasing conflict 

• Disruption of natural flows  
• Invasive species 
• Conflict local and otherwise 



World Economic Forum 2014 Annual Global Risks Report 

•3 of the top 10 risks related to water – pollution 
and scarcity 

•water shortages and bursts of surpluses caused 
by flooding are significant systemic risks 

•resource depletion increases the pressure on 
political systems, cultures, and economies. 

 



If 
climate 
change 
is the 
shark... 

...water will 
be its teeth! Coming to a climate near you! 







What do you consider to be Canada’s most precious NATURAL RESOURCE? (%) 

93% 
AGREE 

Fresh water most 
precious  resource 



• The public intuitively understands that 
protecting water has something to do with… 

o Expertise / Science 

o Enforcement / Rules  

o Local Control 



Evolving Water Governance Across 

Canada 
• History of top-down, state-driven 

regulatory approaches 
• Some experimentation with 

markets in Alberta 
• Recent emphasis on collaborative 

approaches and partnerships  
• International trend towards 

increased sharing of responsibility 
and authority  

• Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, NWT—
new approaches and modes of 
shared or collaborative watershed 
governance and better protection 
of water resources 
 



Govern ment 

Govern ance 



 

 
 

Governance and why it matters… 



Key Distinction 

Governance-the process of 
decision making (including 
taking action) and holding 
those making the decisions 
accountable 

• Focus on ends  - does the 
right thing     

Management-operational, 
on-the-ground activity to 
regulate a resource and 
conditions of its use 

 

• Focus on means - does 
things right 



 

 
 

More than just pushing paper around 



*** Influence * Veto * Control *** 
 

Informal vs Formal (or mandated) 
 

informal “win-win” opportunistic  
(often temporary)—ad hoc 

vs  
sanctioned with formal attention to 

accountability and builds local legitimacy with clear mandate 
 

Collaboration is just a tool - it is not the end … 
 
 

Spectrum of Governance 

Persuasion 
- indirect influence 

Provide Advice to 
Decision Maker 

Decision-Making 
- consequences and 
accountability 



 

 

 
 

 

• Government is critical to governance, BUT 
governance is broader than government 
o Engage key actors—civil society, First Nations, business and industry, 

community 

o New institutions and decision making processes needed 

 

• Both formal and informal structures – scale 
matters 
o Legislative (regulatory) and persuasive (influence) to create a watershed 

culture 

 

• Achieve long-term sustainability of watershed 
resources 
o Integrate natural ecosystem into all aspects of decision-making 

o Shift from managing watersheds to managing people in watersheds 

 

 



 

 
 

3 year intensive 
public policy and 
governance 
research  
 
6 key principles 
 
9 Winning 
Conditions 
 
12 Action Items for 
BC 



• Two-day expert roundtable hosted in Victoria 
(June 2012) -15 world wide experts and BC 
based practitioners 

• Discussion paper Towards a Blueprint for 
Watershed Governance in B.C. to ground-truth 
concepts (August 2012) 

• Two-phase peer-review process (Summer 
2013); review panels comprised of 
practitioners, researchers, government, First 
Nations, thought leaders 



Watershed Governance Model 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Increased social resilience and 
adaptability 

New legislation (and in some 
cases new institutions) needed 

Watershed context and 
function overt in decision 
making 

Political will and institutional 
commitments required 

Ability to leverage expertise 
and resources – cheaper in the 
long run? 

Government resources (especially 
initially) needed - $$ 

Highly collaborative – those 
affected have a say …. Builds 
public confidence  

Transition to new system 
increases uncertainty 



 
 o Delegating governance functions to watershed entities 

– ability to “draw down” powers 

o Most successful B.C. watershed organizations have 
some form of legislated authority or backing (e.g. 
Columbia Basin Trust) or function through cooperation 
and mandate of local governments (e.g. OBWB)) 

o Many leading examples across Canada and 
internationally –  
• Conservation Authorities (Ontario) 

• Land and Water Boards (NWT) 

• Water Parliaments (EU – WFD) 

 Blueprint for Watershed Governance in B.C. 
Nine Winning Conditions 



 

 

“Nested” Systems 

Thinking Like a 

Watershed 



 
 o First Nations must share a formal role in decisions 

in their watersheds 

o Requires full recognition of aboriginal rights and 
title in context of traditional territories 

o For long-term success, needs engagement from 
outset and strong relationship building 

o Tsilhqot’in – recent SCC decision – affirms that FN 
explicit role in decision making in traditional 
territories is not optional 

 

 Blueprint for Watershed Governance in B.C. 
Nine Winning Conditions 



o Ensures appropriate local context and 
accountability to voters 

o Watershed entities would complement the efforts 
of local government to improve watershed 
sustainability (would not be another layer of 
bureaucracy) 

o Ability to “draw down” powers will be critical for 
building local buy-in 

 Blueprint for Watershed Governance in B.C. 
Nine Winning Conditions 



 
 o Based on a number of sources, and including 

payments for ecosystem services 

o Options include: 
• Local taxation, levies, and fees 

• Flow back of water licence fees, resource royalties, and 
pollution permits 

• Philanthropy and charitable trusts 

• Recreational user fees 

• Payment for ecosystem services, watershed bonds, 
offsets, and banking 

• Community contribution company or community co-ops 

• Crowdsourcing and social/environmental impact bonds 

 Blueprint for Watershed Governance in B.C. 
Nine Winning Conditions 



 
 o Whole-system management, emphasizes conservation 

and stewardship, and addresses cumulative impacts 
o Ensures water for nature – legislated environmental 

flows 
o Protects the water cycle – ecologically  based 

groundwater regulation 
o Enables sharing of water and resolution of disputes – 

Public Trust Doctrine 
o Public participation in key decisions with those 

impacted having a say - Respect First Nation’s and 
Aboriginal Rights – Broad standing to appeal 
allocation decisions 

o Embeds accountability and oversight 

 Blueprint for Watershed Governance in B.C. 
Nine Winning Conditions 



Adapted from: Postel & Richter, 2003 
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6. Availability of Data, 
Information, and Monitoring 
 
7. Independent Oversight and 
Public Reporting 
 
8. Assessing Cumulative Impact 
 
 
 

 

 

 Blueprint for Watershed Governance in B.C. 
Nine Winning Conditions 



 
 o Including strong networking among practitioners 

and regular forums to accelerate learning and 
sharing from a diversity of experiences 

o Undertaking pilots to test new tools, data systems, 
and interactions between watersheds groups and 
established levels of government also critical 

 Blueprint for Watershed Governance in B.C. 
Nine Winning Conditions 







 

 
 

Where we might be going … 



 

 
 



 
 
Silver Bullet solution 

… nor should it be an excuse to download 
 
One size fits all 

… be wary of the “perfect” model from elsewhere 
 
Neat and tidy 

… often ugly, and requires hard work and learn by doing 
 
Quick and Easy 

…a process over time that requires building trust 
 

Fundamentally: a tool to engage citizens – help society live in 
Nature’s limits for the benefit of all … 

 
 

Collaborative Watershed Governance – 

What it is NOT!  





Prosaically Simple 

• Use less and use what we take more 
productively 

• Learn to share and resolve conflicts 
• Leave enough water in the system to 

ensure healthy watersheds and proper 
function 

• Change public attitude that water is a free 
good; instead view water as a strategic 

natural asset and a public trust 
 

Citizens Must Engage  

Water as the start of a movement to new 
forms of  participatory governance? … Hydro-

citizenship?? 

 

 



Comments on Winning Conditions 

 Data systems and monitoring 

o Government has coordinated data systems and 
quality controls 

o Field monitoring has been reduced 

 Independent oversight 

o No progress on calls for Natural Resource Practices Board  

 Cumulative effects analysis 

o Still formative 

o Pilots underway 

o SDs to develop common assessment of risks 

o Problem for assigning accountability for problems 



WSA Assessment  

 WSA represents a significant new set of 

responsibilities for the Province 

 Its implementation will have to align with 

integrated decision-making model, provincial 

resource objectives, and new approaches to 

cumulative effects analysis 

 Government Challenges  

o Balancing government’s commitment to balanced 

budget with need for additional resources for 

implementation 

o Balancing government priorities for resource 

development with resource stewardship 



Key Action Points 

 Meaningful engagement with First Nations 

o Aftermath of Tsilhqot'in decision requires more in-depth 
consultation and accommodation protocols 

 Engage range of interests in regulations; two tier priorities: 

o Groundwater and allocation, dam safety, etc. 

o Delegated watershed governance, aligning land and water 
objectives 

 Review of water fees 

o Cover administrative costs 

o Provide additional funding support for ministry 

 Support pilot watershed governance projects 

o Cowichan, Okanagan, Northeast  

 



Key Action Points Continued 

 Annual meeting of practitioners  

o Community-based groups 

o Building capacity and decision tools 

o Developing relations with First Nations  

o Developing educational opportunities 

 Align land- and water-based objectives 

o Led by FLNRO 

o Fisheries sensitive streams and cumulative effects 

o Review of natural resource legislation 

 Strengthen independent oversight 

o Weaknesses in current “professional reliance” model 

 Provincial Ombudsperson report on RAR 

 Forest Practices Board report on community watersheds  

o Challenge for government to approve new oversight body 

 

 

 



Overall Observations 

 Implementation process will take several years 

 Changes on the ground will be incremental rather than 

immediately noticed 

 Non-government interests will have to influence regulating 

setting process to increase likelihood for change 

 Community groups will have to fill void in watershed 

stewardship/monitoring  due to decrease in government 

resources and weakened oversight capability 

 



Question Period 
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Thank You! 
Stay tuned for details on our next webinar in the series, 

set to occur on November 26th. 

www.youtube.com/POLISWaterProject 


