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About the RepoRt
Released in July 2013, this report compiles the perspectives and 
opinions of a diverse mix of British Columbia’s water leaders; a 
survey was sent to over 230 water groups and interviews were 
conducted with 11 selected water champions. Based on the 
responses received, there is a clear feeling amongst B.C.’s water 
leaders that the province has the potential to become a global 
leader in freshwater protection and sustainability. But, there are 
a number of challenges to achieving this vision. The authors 
present a series of recommendations for addressing key needs 
and gaps in the B.C. water community and for strengthening 
the collective water movement.

This report was co-published by the POLIS Project on 
Ecological Governance at the University of Victoria and the 
Real Estate Foundation of British Columbia, in partnership 
with the Polis Foundation, to better understand the capacity 
and needs of the freshwater community in B.C., and to identify 
some priorities for building the necessary leadership for 
freshwater protection in the province.

       DoWNLoAD oNLINe   http://poliswaterproject.org/publication/561

Research Report from poLIS & ReFbC
Freshwater Leadership in British Columbia

“By establishing a new approach to watershed governance that builds on the strengths of local leadership, community 
capacity, and a stewardship culture for fresh water, this province could be a true leader for ensuring those affected have a 
real say in protecting rivers and lakes.”   —Tim Morris, co-author

“This is a dynamic and exciting time for water protection in the province. Progress will depend greatly on the 
strength, capacity, and cohesion of the on-the-ground players in this emerging water movement and on the Province’s 
commitment to follow through on modernizing the B.C. Water Act.”   —Oliver M. Brandes, co-author



RepoRt hIGhLIGhtS 

•	 British	Columbia	has	a	large	and	diverse	freshwater	community.	There are more than 230 organizations in 
this community that share the desire and pursuit of clean, healthy, and functioning watersheds. It is a dynamic 
“ecosystem” of organizations working at different scales and geographies, and taking different approaches to the 
variety of issues concerning their watersheds. 

•	 The	majority	of	respondents	seek	to	improve	water	protection	by	influencing	decision-making	at	the	local,	
regional,	and/or	provincial	level.	However, there is a subset of water organizations that has an interest in taking 
a more direct role in governance by developing watershed plans and drawing down some decision-making power 
from senior levels of government. There is also a subset of water organizations that focuses purely on restoration and 
education, preferring not to be involved in the governance aspects of water.

•	 At	a	provincial	level,	the	major	water	issues	at	this	time	are	Water	Act	modernization,	First	Nations	water	rights	
and	shared	decision-making,	and	climate	change.	Other significant issues include liquefied natural gas (LNG) 
development and hydraulic fracturing (fracking), urbanization, water for the environment, drinking water source 
protection, and the cumulative effects of multiple resource extracting pressures on B.C.’s watersheds.

•	 There	is	a	strong	appetite	within	the	B.C.	water	community	for	greater	local	involvement	in	decision-making	
with	appropriate	provincial	oversight	and	support.	

•	 One	key	element	of	local	control	is	the	establishment	of	local	watershed	boards	and	authorities	that	are	
democratically	accountable	and	guided	by	those	that	have	a	long-term	interest	in	the	sustainability	of	the	
watershed	and	the	communities	that	depend	on	them.	Watershed boards or authorities should be built on a 
shared decision-making model and with a full and substantial role for First Nations, such as a co-chair role (but this 
should not affect First Nations rights and title). A number of powers could be delegated to these boards/authorities 
including watershed planning, monitoring, compliance, influencing land-use planning, and even administrative 
permit allocations that impact water(shed) resources.

•	 Even	with	more	local	control,	there	is	still	a	need	for	a	strong	provincial	role	in	providing	oversight	and	
support	for	watershed	governance.	The Province should set province-wide objectives, ensure there are strict 
minimum standards in place, maintain an inventory of watershed health, ensure rules are enforced, and participate 
in local governance processes.

•	 Challenges	to	be	overcome	in	making	progress	towards	a	new	approach	for	water(shed)-based	governance	
in	B.C.	include	the	lack	of	senior	government	capacity	and	changing	roles	across	all	orders	of	government;	
a	firmly	entrenched	“siloed”	approach	to	resource	management;	fragmentation	of	authority,	including	
knowledge	and	information	about	watersheds;	and	a	critical	need	to	identify	and	implement	workable	
sustainable	funding	models.

•	 Survey	respondents	identified	their	priority	needs	as	having	greater	influence	with	local	and	provincial	
governments	and	doing	more	to	engage	communities	and	the	grassroots. Securing funds and other resources was 
also a commonly identified need. A subset of groups also identified taking on more decision-making power as their 
priority need.

•	 Networks	between	water	groups	are	strongest	between	groups	working	at	the	same	scale.	There is limited 
networking and collaboration occurring between organizations operating at a provincial scale and community/
grassroots groups.

•	 There	is	strong	interest	in	participating	in	capacity	building	and	networking	opportunities,	such	as	an	annual	
gathering	of	water(shed)-focused	groups,	regional	workshops,	and	online	forums.	However, local groups 
typically require financial support to attend and participate.


