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About the Series 

Hosted by the POLIS Water 
Sustainability Project at the 
Centre for Global Studies, 
University of Victoria,  
Creating a Blue Dialogue 
brings together expert water 
practitioners and thinkers, as 
well as emerging water 
leaders, to engage with 
innovative ideas on water 
policy and governance in 
Canada. By creating an 
online community of 
interest, the webinar series 
serves to strengthen the 
national capacity to engage 
with and solve problems, and 
raises awareness about 
emerging Canadian water 
issues, best practices, and 
policies.  

 
 

 
Creating a Blue Dialogue Webinar Summary 

Evolving Watershed Governance in BC:  
New Research and Initiatives 

June 21st, 2016 
 

Attendance: Approximately 60—First Nations, federal, provincial, 

and local government staff; students and researchers; private sector 
professionals; environmental NGOs 
 

Introduction 
British Columbia is in the midst of a shift in how governments and 
organizations see their roles in watershed governance. The legal 
landscape is changing, with new opportunities for watershed 
governance provided in B.C.’s Water Sustainability Act and recent 
Supreme Court decisions affirming Aboriginal rights & title. Dozens 
of collaborative community-based watershed organizations 
exist and are undertaking planning and monitoring activities. 
Increasing pressures highlight the cracks in the governance system, 
as an escalation of water-use conflicts, extreme droughts and 
flood events in recent years are becoming B.C’s new water reality. 
 
This summary is based on the June 21st, 2016 webinar where 
speakers highlighted recent research findings and on-the-ground 
examples of watershed governance in action in British Columbia. In 
her presentation, Natasha Overduin shared key findings from POLIS’ 
newly released report: Illumination: Insights and Perspectives for 
Building Effective Watershed Governance in B.C.1 Next, Theresa Fresco discussed the Nechako River 
Watershed Roundtable’s efforts to coordinate water stewardship activities and improve 
understanding of watershed issues. Lastly, Heather Leschied explained how the Kootenay Lake 
Partnership has helped improve decision-making around the foreshore of Kootenay Lake. Overall, 
this discussion provides insight into the question: “What is needed NOW to make watershed 
governance work in British Columbia?” 
 

Guest Speakers 
Natasha Overduin, Watershed Governance Project Manager and Research Associate, POLIS  
Theresa Fresco, Assistant Regional Manager, Upper Fraser Region, Fraser Basin Council 
Heather Leschied, Program Manager, Living Lakes Canada; Kootenay Lake Partnership and East 
Kootenay Integrated Lake Management Partnership  

                                                             
1 The full report and summary are available online: Brandes, O.M., Morris, T., Archer, J., Brandes, L., Moore, M-L, O’Riordan, J., and 
Overduin, N. (2016, June). Illumination: Insights and Perspectives for Building Effective Watershed Governance in B.C. Victoria, B.C.: 
POLIS Project on Ecological Governance, University of Victoria. Available online: www.poliswaterproject.org/illumination. 
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Figure 1: How well B.C.’s water is currently 
managed. Source: Illumination: Insights & 
Perspectives for Building Effective 
Watershed Governance in B.C. (June, 
2016). Infographic credit: Marci Janecek 

 
Key Findings and Insights from Illumination: Insights and Perspectives for Building 
Effective Watershed Governance in B.C 
Released by the POLIS Project in June 2016, the Illumination study highlights the knowledge and 
capacity gaps that constrain further progress towards a robust, leading watershed governance 
regime in the province. The report synthesizes findings from a comprehensive e-survey with nearly 
450 participants, in-depth interviews, and a First Nations’ Roundtable. Overall, the report reveals a 
cross-cutting understanding that we need to do things differently for managing and governing our 
most precious resource.  
 

Five Key Findings and Insights 
 

1. The Current System is Not Working  
Findings revealed that the status quo is not equipped to deal with 
current watershed challenges. Communities are responding to 
crises instead of making preparations to adapt to new realities. 
The current system of governance consistently fails to recognize 
and respect First Nations’ laws, governance, traditional values and 
knowledge. The provincial government is seen by some to be 
retreating from its role; however, new approaches to watershed 
governance would benefit from more provincial involvement and 
necessary resources.  
 
2. Collaborative Watershed Governance is The Future 
Collaborative watershed governance requires respectful 
partnerships between governments for sharing authority, risk and 
responsibility. A clear consensus exists among study participants 
that watershed governance needs to be undertaken more 
collaboratively than the current system. Collaboration is seen as 
providing many benefits, including opportunities to share 
knowledge, leverage local capacities, and expand access to 
resources—human and financial. It is also viewed as a critical 
platform for developing trust and support for co-governance 
arrangements between First Nations, the Province and local 
communities. 
 

3. Watershed Governance Happens One Step at a Time 
Stages of progression exist in how groups advance towards a watershed governance regime.  
(see Figure 2).  While this is not necessarily a linear progression, most often the starting point is 
collaboration around shared projects. In this initial collaboration, relationships are formed and 
create the foundation for developing a shared vision. Arguably, in B.C. most groups are the first and 
second stages. Illumination research found considerable interest from groups for moving up to the 
third and fourth stage in watershed governance.  
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Figure 2: Stepping Stones of Watershed Governance. Source: 
Illumination: Insights & Perspectives for Building Effective Watershed 
Governance in B.C. (June, 2016). Infographic credit: Marci Janecek 

4.  Numerous Capacity Gaps Revealed 
The study found a number of challenges 
and capacity needs, including developing 
a robust legal framework and recognition 
of First Nations’ rights. In 2015-2016, the 
POLIS Project coordinated three regional 
capacity building workshops to deepen 
understandings of local water governance 
challenges and opportunities in the 
regions of mid-Vancouver Island, the 
Coquitlam River, and Columbia River 
Basin. Workshop insights reiterated the 
need for strong cross-cultural and multi-
jurisdictional relationships, partnerships, 
and reconciliation between First Nations 
and non-First Nations governments and 
entities.  
 
5.  A Catalyst is Needed to Spark Action 
The study reveals general support for a 
province-wide capacity builder 
organization or hub that could catalyze 
local watershed governance initiatives 
and build bridges between levels of 
governance. Two-thirds of e-survey 
respondents indicated that they saw value 
such an entity. 

 
Collaborative Watershed Governance and the Nechako Watershed Roundtable 
The Nechako Watershed is a major tributary of the Fraser River Basin, which includes the Takla 
Lake, Burns Lake, Ootsa Lake and Eutsuk Lake systems. It encompasses two regional districts, five 
municipalities, and 14 First Nations’ traditional territories.  
 

Evolution of the Nechako Watershed Roundtable  
A legacy of collaboration in working towards water sustainability precedes the Nechako Watershed 
Roundtable. The Nechako Watershed Council was active from 1996 to 2011, which helped to 
convene various government representatives, First Nations, industry, NGOs and other stakeholders 
to discuss and advance watershed health. The Nechako Watershed Roundtable was established 
2015, guided by two primary goals: (1) to provide strategic direction on issues related to Nechako 
water stewardship; and (2) to advise on the Roundtable’s projects. The Nechako Roundtable has no 
delegated authority; rather, it is guided by a core committee that serves as an operational arm to 
help the Roundtable realize its vision through the advancement of projects (see Figure 3).  
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Main Initiatives and Accomplishments  
Completed in 2015, the Nechako Watershed Health Report collates and analyzes 20 primary health 
indicators, grouped into five thematic areas to assess watershed health, including water quality and 
quantity, fish and wildlife, and resource development. The report aimed to assess watershed health, 
identify areas of concern and top priority areas for action, inform government and stewardship 
priorities, and advance public education and behaviour change. The Roundtable also created a 
“Watershed Atlas” to adapt data into a geographically interactive format.   
 
The Roundtable is currently working through the “Nechako Watershed Strategy,” which aims to:  
(1) profile key watershed health issues and concerns (2) identify priority actions to address the 
issues and concerns; and (3) identity commitments from various organizations to implement these 
actions. To date the work on the Strategy has involved establishing a technical advisory committee, 
organizing a number of research and outreach projects to initiate the first phase of development, 
and holding a first round of community meetings to ground-truth findings with observations and 
input from communities.  
 
Identified Challenges  
Acquiring sustainable funding sources for project continuity is a major challenge of the Nechako 
Watershed Roundtable. Related to this challenge of limited funding is ensuring First Nations remain 
properly engaged and supported. Lastly, even when the Roundtable has reached consensus, there 
are limitations in regards to power imbalances and legal and jurisdictional realities.  
 
 
 

Figure 3: Nechako Watershed Roundtable Governance Structure. Source: Evolving Watershed 
Governance in BC: New Research & Initiatives. (June, 2016). Webinar presentation by Theresa Fresco. 
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Evolution of the Kootenay Lake Partnership  
Kootenay Lake is part of the Kootenay River system, which is a tributary of the Columbia River. With 
its headwaters north of Kootenay National Park, Kootenay River flows south across the U.S.A. 
border and into Montana, and north again at Creston, BC. The Kootenay Lake Partnership (KLP) 
focuses on the western, northern, and southern arms of the lake as well as the foreshore to 100m 
inland.  
 
The KLP is a multi-agency initiative 
that is completely government-to-
government, involving local, 
provincial, federal, and First Nations 
decision-makers. The mission of the 
Kootenay Lake Partnership was 
originally modeled after the East 
Kootenay Integrated Lake 
Partnership, which was formed by 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada in 2006.  
Between 2004 and 2008 the Kootenay 
Lake region saw a marked increase in 
development and corresponding 
environmental degradation. A clear 
need emerged for coordinated, 
balanced management approaches.  
The KLP was formally launched in 2010 
in response to this need, the ongoing 
challenges in overlapping and multi-jurisdictional responsibilities, as well as specific concerns 
about the cumulative impacts of development from local First Nations.  
 
Main Initiatives and accomplishments 

The KLP’s planning process takes into consideration the area’s ecological, cultural and community 
values through a Sensitive Habitat Inventory Mapping (SHIM) project for the entire lake (see Figure 
4). Foreshore inventory mapping is the first step in this process, which serves as a benchmark for 
regulatory agencies by documenting current foreshore conditions and providing evidence for 
foreshore investigations through photographs and video. Secondly, the aquatic habitat assessment 
quantifies the ecological value for each shoreline segment and projects the potential for restoration. 
Lastly is the integration of archeological and cultural values into the ecological mapping of the area, 
which identifies and maps areas of significance to the Ktunaxa Nation in terms of archaeological 
value or harvesting areas, for example. SHIM culminates in identifying management strategies to 
inform decisions about shoreline development and be incorporated into plans and bylaws.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: KLP’s science to policy approach. Source: Evolving Watershed 
Governance in BC: New Research & Initiatives. (June, 2016). Webinar 
presentation by Heather Leschied. 
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Key Questions from Discussion Period 
How is consistent long-term funding established for watershed governance? 
Generally long-term funding has not been secured for watershed governance initiatives across the 
province and poses a significant challenge. Fraser Basin Council has published reports sharing a 
number of mechanisms and tools for funding (see below Resources list). 
 
Were economic models explored to secure long-term funding? 
Economic instruments can potentially be useful for this especially in an urban setting. In the 
Columbia Basin, the Kootenay Conservation Program benefits from taxation for funding that 
supports a spectrum of conservation work and water management. Some economic tools only apply 
to municipal water areas and depend on the percentage of rural to urban users. 
 
What are some of the difficulties and goals regarding cross-jurisdictional collaboration? 
Difficulties for the KLP are mainly around government agency overlap in responsibility. One of the 
ways in which the Nechako Watershed Roundtable tackles challenges in cross-jurisdictional 
collaboration is through continuous communication through various committees. The Roundtable 
makes an effort to have representation from each relevant jurisdiction, and has mapped out who 
does what in the watershed as a planning tool to better coordinate responsibilities.   
 
What happens in a situation where there is a lack of trust between community groups and 
elected officials? 
In the Nechako, there are definite past decisions, tensions and trust breaches with decision-makers 
that are a part of the story in the watershed. Getting everyone at the same table and designating a 
facilitator to lead groups to shared understandings of what the issues are is helpful in addressing 
conflict. For the KLP, transparency is key and conflicts are overcome by ensuring that all groups are 
engaged from the very beginning to build trust.   
 
 

Interested in More Webinars? 
To view past Creating a Blue Dialogue webinars visit www.youtube.com/POLISWaterProject. 
Previous topics include “Aboriginal Co-Governance of Water and Watersheds,” and “Environmental 
Flows and Healthy Watersheds: Towards Protection in Canada and BC.” 
 
 

Support for the POLIS Water Sustainability Project’s  
2015/2016 Creating a Blue Dialogue webinar series was provided by: 
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Resources 
 

Financial Mechanisms and Models for Collaborative Watershed Governance in BC.           
Discussion paper prepared by Fraser Basin Council (2015)  
This paper outlines the range of financial mechanisms available for funding both programs and 
projects and operational activities in collaborative watershed governance initiatives. The resource 
list (starting at page 48) provides an at-a-glance list of online tools, resources, and funding 
mechanisms available to different sectors. 
 
Sustainable Financing for Watershed Governance. POLIS Creating a Blue Dialogue Series webinar 
with Steve Litke (Fraser Basin Council) and Christine Bergeron (Vancity) (2015, May) 
In this webinar, the speakers present a range of financial mechanisms and models that could be 
used to support collaborative approaches to watershed governance. Although grounded in the 
British Columbia context and potential opportunities under B.C.'s Water Sustainability Act, this 
webinar offers insight and value for communities across the country. 
 
Nechako Watershed Health Report. Fraser Basin Council (2015, March) 
This report and associated online atlas provide an overview of the health of the Nechako River 
Watershed in northcentral British Columbia. The report includes a mix of 20 primary indicators, 
text, charts, tables, maps and photos to characterize the state of the watershed.  
 
Nechako Watershed Health Atlas. Fraser Basin Council; Community Mapping Network (2015) 
In addition to this watershed health report (above), an online atlas was developed to provide an 
interactive tool for viewing indicators pertaining to the health of the watershed. 
 
Friends of Kootenay Lake Community Values Survey. Friends of Kootenay Lake (2016, June)  
This survey seeks input from local residents, seasonal users, businesses, and others with an interest 
in the current state and future of Kootenay Lake. Responses from the survey are intended to inform 
development of a common vision for the future of the lake, as well as assist future decisions on 
Kootenay Lake management and planning. 

http://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/_Library/Water_BCWF/Financial_Mechanisms_and_Models_for_Watershed_Governance-May1-2015_web.pdf
http://poliswaterproject.org/webinar/826
http://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/_Library/Water_BCWF/Nechako-Mar31-2015_FINAL.pdf
http://www.cmnbc.ca/atlas_gallery/nechako-watershed-health-atlas
http://www.friendsofkootenaylake.ca/initiatives/community-values-survey/

