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Introduction 

The fifth and final webinar of this series focused on 
the science, policy and politics behind ensuring 
water for nature.  Our two guests, Mathieu Lebel 
and Tony Maas represent the World Wildlife Fund – 
Canada (WWF – Canada). Lebel discussed the 
science behind environmental flows (environmental 
flows) while Maas focused on the policy and 
governance challenges of implementation.   

Over 120 individuals participated in the online 
seminar, providing questions and discussion in a 
multimedia setting.  

Guest Speakers 

Mathieu Lebel is the Water Management Advisor 
with WWF - Canada  

Tony Maas is the Freshwater Director with WWF - 
Canada 

 

Presentation Summary 

“The seasonal waxing and waning of rivers is one of 
nature’s most crucial cycles, influencing everything 
from the success of salmon runs to having enough 
water during parched summers to irrigate crops.”  

 Martin Mittelstaedt, Globe and Mail 

Building on the WWF Canada Canada’s Rivers at Risk 
report our two speakers discussed the critical 
importance of environmental flows in rivers to the health and well-being of our environment, society 
and economy.  Lebel walked the participants through the science of environmental flows and Maas 
spoke of the important role of understanding uncertainty, values, and overcoming barriers in 
governance.  

About the Series: 

The POLIS Project on Ecological Governance 
and the Living Water Policy Project have 
organized an online seminar series, “Creating a 
Blue Dialogue: Canadian Water Governance 
into the 21

st
 Century,” about key issues facing 

water policy and decision making in Canada. 
The purpose of these webinars is to engage 
Canadian water policy and management 
experts in emerging opportunities, trends and 
challenges as they relate to water governance. 

By offering insights into the evolving and 
complex concepts related to Canada’s 
governance framework, the Living Water Policy 
Project is helping to empower the water 
community to understand the challenges 
ahead and, ultimately, better manage 
freshwater resources into the 21st Century. 

The goals of the webinars are:  

 to build a stronger understanding 
between research and on-the-ground 
implementation; 

 to share perspectives and expertise on 
the latest water issues, best practices, 
and policies across the country; and 

 to join a network of expert 
practitioners and thinkers from across 
the country to create a more robust 
community that crosses sectors and 
jurisdictions. 
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An environmental flow is the quantity, timing and quality of water required to sustain a freshwater 
ecosystem – and the livelihoods and well‐being of people dependant on it.  Maas describes 
environmental flows, “Just like blood pressure in the human body, the flow and movement of water is 
a vital indicator and driver of river health.”  The major threats to environmental flows include: flow 
regulation and fragmentation (dams, navigation infrastructure); water withdrawals (cities, industry, 
agriculture); and climate change (uncertainty of hydrological impacts).  Protecting freshwater 
ecosystems and sustaining the values and services they provide is one of the foundations of 
sustainable water use.  To ensure sustainable water use we first need to understand the 
sustainability boundary concept (limits on the extent to which water withdrawals and discharges can 
alter natural variability in water flows) and manage the human water footprint within that boundary.    

To do this, the natural variability or the full range of natural intra-and inter-annual variation in 
hydrologic regimes, and associated characteristics of timing, duration, frequency, and rate of change, 
are critical and must be understood.  Lebel stressed that flow is the master variable or “maestro that 
orchestrates pattern and process in rivers”.  But, there are five interrelated riverine components: 
water quality, biology, hydrology, connectivity and geomorphology that must be considered in the 
management of riverine ecosystems.  When trying to manage the flow regime it is important to 
recognize the importance of natural variability in the protection of riverine ecosystems. A 
fundamental component of an environmental flows framework is an Ecosystem Base Flow (EBF) 
establishes a flow threshold in a river system below which no withdrawals are permitted.  Different 
flows have different ecological functions and native species have evolved to best flourish under the 
flow regime.  It is important to remember that there is not one correct way to assess environmental 
flows and it should be an adaptive process.   

Moving from Science and Management to Policy and Politics… 

Traditionally, the approach to water management has been to give nature the “left-over” after 
humans have withdrawn what is wanted.  Ensuring environmental flows turns that approach on its 
head and requires that nature’s needs are met first.  While environmental flows are becoming 
increasingly popular world-wide, in the majority of the cases, they remain at the stage of policy and 
debate.  Implementation rather than the passage of policies poses significant, in some cases 
seemingly insurmountable, obstacles.  

Environmental flows emerging in Canada 

• British Columbia: proposal for new Water Sustainability Act indicates that instream flows will 
be protected as an environmental value.  

• Alberta: There is an urgent need to establish levels of Protected Water for the purpose of 
protecting the environment and aquatic ecosystems in all major river basins in the Province. 
The government should not allocate water for consumptive uses where allocations would 
reduce Protected Water below the stipulated levels 

• Federal Government: A DFO recommended a consistent national framework for the 
evaluation of instream flow needs (IFN) be established. This advisory process should focus on 
ecosystem indicators of IFN and include a consideration of potential climate change effects 
on instream flows  
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Analysis of Discussion 
POLIS has drawn out potential policy actions based on the content of the presentations, discussion, 
and questions during the webinar session:  

 

Recommended Actions Benefits 

The federal government should 
establish a national framework for 
evaluating and monitoring 
environmental flows based on 
presumptive standards.   

 

A comprehensive framework of presumptive standards for 
sustainability boundaries can facilitate environmental flow 
management.  

 

Regulators should ensure that 
environmental flows standards reflect 
natural variability and flow regimes.   

This will ensure natural biodiversity of plants and animals 
ensuring a sustained and healthy ecosystem.   

Government should adopt an adaptive 
process for implementation of 
environmental flow standards.   

An adaptive approach to regulation and standards provide 
opportunity to address environmental flow frameworks as 
new information becomes available. 

Regulators should consider 
groundwater and surface water as a 
single resource.   

Almost all of the water flowing in rivers and streams is 
derived from groundwater.  Understanding the 
interconnectedness of the resources will allow for more 
accurate management of rivers and streams. 

Communities should ensure 
collaboration and consultation is 
required to mitigate institutional 
barriers and concerns with conflict of 
interest. 

Collaboration and consultation creates broad-based 
endorsement of solutions and buy-in. 

Government should provide sufficient 
resources and capacity. 

Appropriate resources and capacity from Government will 
ensure the appropriate technical expertise and 
institutional framework for water management and 
allocations.  

Communities should apply the 
precautionary principle when allocating 
“surplus” water within an 
environmental flow sustainability 
boundary.   

Planned water usage can reduce human demands on 
water resources and best serve an array of socially-valued 
priorities.   

Provincial water laws should afford 
legal protection to rivers and streams. 

Legal status would create the statutory framework to 
motivate action on environmental flows.   


