
Canada—where the majority of people 
still believe in the myth of water 
abundance—realization of the crucial 
role water plays for social, economic, 
and ecological prosperity is fostering 
new ideas. Mounting concern about 
the sustainability of our water future, 
coupled with a growing interest from 
communities and citizens, is driving the 
demand for more local engagement in 
decisions.

Provinces are taking note and 
beginning to shift away from top-down 
management and toward enabling local 
solutions. A good example of this shift 
is the Council of the Federation’s 2010 
Water Charter. This commitment from 
all of Canada’s premiers is an important 
step nationally, illustrating the growing 
recognition that water is more than just 
an “environmental” concern.

How would watershed governance change if we made decisions 

from an ecosystem perspective?

Think Like a Watershed

About 6,000 people live in British Columbia’s 
Cowichan Lake area. It’s a  swimming, 
boating and fishing recreational paradise for 
thousands of visitors each year.
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Water floWs without regard for maps, 
and watershed boundaries rarely align 
with political borders. While fresh water 
links many cities and towns across 
Canada via industrial and commercial 
activities within these watersheds, 
responsibility for fresh water tends 
to be disconnected and fragmented, 
making managing the resource across 
jurisdictions particularly challenging.

Historically, minimal coordination 
and limited communication concerning 
water has taken place between 
communities who are forced to share 
resources. This disconnectedness, 
and ensuing lack of clarity, creates 
challenges and barriers when it comes 
to the successful implementation 
of whole-system, ecologically based 
approaches. But, in some regions, this 
may be changing.

As the impacts of a changing 
climate, and inevitable changes to the 
water cycle, begin to manifest, the 
realities and pervasive challenges of 
these hydrological interconnections 
are increasingly revealed. Even in 

The shift is happening globally, too. 
Concern for fresh water is quickly 
emerging as a starting point for making 
meaningful broad institutional, legal, 
and, often, social changes in many 
countries. Places like the European 
Union, Australia, South Africa, and even 
the hot, dry American southwest, are 
formalizing the priority of nature as a 
legitimate “user” of water; focusing on 
whole-system approaches that emphasize 
conservation and stewardship; and 
explicitly recognizing the important 
role communities and those impacted 
must play in key decisions, such as 
source protection, water allocations, and 
protecting lakes, rivers, and aquifers.

Watershed governance is emerging as 
a viable approach to achieving long-term 
sustainability, and two critical aspects 
define this concept. The first relates 
to scale. Water managers have long 
viewed watersheds as the critical scale to 
effectively—and holistically—deal with 
integrated water resource management. 
This watershed focus is increasingly 
embedded in water and, indeed, resource 

Find the COF Water Charter  

at councilofthefederation.ca
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water management and maintaining 
local infrastructure. in more recent 
times, local governments have started 
to initiate awareness or conservation 
programs, and occasionally spearhead 
river, stream, or lake restoration efforts.

now, as a result of decreased 
resources and funding, senior 
governments have increasingly 
limited capacity, and society 
needs to adjust its expectations 
and begin to adapt. Watershed 
governance isn’t a matter 
of creating another layer of 

government or bureaucracy—a key factor 
for its success is improved collaboration 
and connections between citizens and 
decision makers. However, few would 
argue against the importance of local 
expertise when it comes to watershed 
management. Shifting decision-making 
responsibility to more local watershed or 
basin levels also has a lot of potential for 
improving the way our water is managed 
and, ultimately, governed. 

management practices. The second 
concerns decisions. Governance is about 
the process of decision making and being 
able to hold those who make the decisions 
accountable. in the context of water, a 
simple principle of governance needs to 

be respected: water is fundamentally a 
public trust and those who are impacted 
must have a meaningful say in decisions.

Governance, not government
Historically, decision making about 
water in Canada has been a top-down 
approach, with senior government doing 
the heavy lifting and generally having 
the last word. local levels of government 
are largely responsible for basic drinking 

one size doesn’t fit all
This past january, water experts from 
government, nGOs, First nations, and 
academia gathered in vancouver for a 
conference focused on collaborative 
watershed governance [see “Events,” 
March/April 2012]. 

The goal of the vancouver event was to 
create momentum and increase capacity 
for implementing this emerging governance 
approach. Over two days, delegates explored 
the challenges of building and maintaining 
successful collaborative processes—as 
conference co-chair Grand Chief Edward 
john (Akile Ch’oh) put it, “you can’t 
collaborate unless you talk”—and identified 
the limits of our current institutions, laws, 
and management approaches to unleash 
the full potential of this approach.

A key conclusion was that one size 
doesn’t—and shouldn’t—fit all. For 
example, some regions are home to 
mature organizations that have been 
providing leadership for decades, working 
with all levels of government—federal, 

Senior governments have  

increasingly limited capacity.  

Society needs to adjust its 

expectations and begin to adapt.
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and Canada’s north, the emergence of 
watershed-scale governance is a much 
more recent trend. Each of these regions 
will offer valuable insights, best practices, 
and lessons as their various “experiments” 
to address the water challenges of the 21st 
century continue to develop 
and evolve.

in British Columbia, 
vancouver island’s Cowichan 
Watershed Board (CWB) is 
a very recent addition to this 
growing number of watershed 
governance organizations and agencies 
across the country. Formally announced 
in january 2010, the CWB’s mandate is to 
provide leadership for sustainable water 
management to protect and enhance 
environmental quality and the quality 
of life in the Cowichan watershed and 
adjoining areas. The CWB example is 
representative of many of the challenges, 
issues, and opportunities facing similar groups 
in British Columbia, and across Canada.

The CWB was established as a result of a 

provincial, local, and First nations—to 
identify and resolve issues at a watershed 
scale. This includes British Columbia’s 
Fraser Basin Council and Okanagan Basin 
Water Board, and Ontario’s well-known 
network of conservation authorities (CAs).

Ontario’s CA network is one of Canada’s 
oldest established watershed-based 
organizations—clearly and deliberately 
organized on a watershed scale. For more 
than 50 years, CAs have been promoting an 
integrated watershed focus that balances 
human, environmental, and economic needs. 

like many successful long-lived 
institutions, CAs have changed and adapted 
over time. in the early days, flood control 
was their primary focus. Over time though, 
they have evolved to build successful 
partnerships within and across Ontario’s 
watersheds, while actively and sustainably 
managing water resources. Most recently, 
they have broadened their focus to 
include source water protection and an 
increased priority around conservation. 
in other areas, such as Alberta, Quebec, 

recommended action in the 2007 Cowichan 
Water Management Plan and is co-chaired 
by ladysmith’s mayor, rob Hutchins, and 
Cowichan Tribes Chief Harvey Alphonse. 
“The Cowichan Watershed Board has 
been so successful largely due to strong 

local leadership, a full partnership with 
the Cowichan Tribes, a shared vision, 
an approach that involves the whole 
watershed, and meaningful achievable 
targets that local residents accept and 
support,” explained rob Hutchins.

Although still nascent, this initiative 
is attempting to address the challenges, 
and the necessity, of managing water and 
watersheds in a holistic way. The CWB 
does not have regulatory authority. it is 
consensus- and partnership-based, and its 

“ You can’t collaborate  
unless you talk.” 

  —Grand Chief Edward John

WAT E r C A n A d A . n E T18      WATERCANADA     MAy/jUnE 2012



job is to promote wise water management 
practices throughout the watershed and 
improve the quality of water management 
decisions in the basin.

The CWB is rising to the challenge of 
building local trust and engaging in genuine 
collaborative watershed management in a 
rapidly changing world. it must evolve to 
address the serious, mounting, challenges 
that will come with balancing community, 
economic, and ecosystem needs for water in 
the coming decades. Because it is breaking 
the mold, it has also got the potential to 
offer lessons learned and act as an example 
for the plethora of similar organizations, 
initiatives, and roundtables facing the same 
challenges across British Columbia.

Why “here” matters
The many existing models of watershed 
governance currently underway in 
Canada can provide good frameworks 
and genuine learning opportunities 
for other regions. in the end, any 
successful model will be strongly 

shaped and influenced by local factors, 
such as political will, need for conflict 
resolution, and balancing local interests 
such as industry, business, stewardship, 
and community priorities. inevitably, it 
will be a long-term process that needs 
to grow thoughtfully. One of the biggest 
challenges facing applied experiments 
in watershed governance is the need for 
an appropriate formal mandate to build 
legitimacy and enable secure sufficient 
resources to build capacity. Achieving 
this will require some role (primarily 
enabling) for the provinces.

in some cases, establishing an effective 
watershed governance model may require 
new resources—whether financial or 
human—from senior levels of government 
to catalyze action. But, more importantly, 
a structure that will allow the community 
and other stakeholders to have a say in 
decisions that will impact their watersheds 
will also be needed. Ongoing financial 
stability will be a critical long-term priority. 
The ability—through ongoing taxation 

or levies—to build effective expertise and 
capable staff to formally engage in planning 
and key decisions must be the foundation 
to this new approach. This may include 
water allocations, source protection, and 
flood control, as well as improved balancing 
of development priorities to ensure that 
valuable watershed functions are protected. 

is a watershed-based approach the 
future of water governance in Canada? At 
this point, it’s hard to say. With initiatives 
sprouting up across the Canadian 
landscape, we are truly in the midst of a 
living, and growing, experiment. Over the 
coming years, it will to be very interesting 
to watch unfold. nothing less than the 
future of our water is at stake.  WC

Oliver M. Brandes is the co-director of the 
POliS Project on Ecological Governance  
at the University of victoria, and leads the  
POliS Water Sustainability Project.

laura Brandes is the communications director 
at the POliS Water Sustainability Project.
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