Municipal Water Champions
How local governments are supporting the critical
shift to watershed-scale decision making
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Water holds a unique and powerful place in the minds of Canadians. Public
opinion research conducted in British Columbia shows that nine in 10 British
Columbians identify water as the province’s most valuable resource. Two-thirds see
B.C.’s lakes, rivers, and streams as a major source of local pride. B.C. is a province
divided on other issues related to the environment, but water is valued across
political, demographic, and geographic spectrums. However, fresh water faces an
increasingly uncertain future. As climate impacts, human demand, and industrial
pressures grow, we are entering an era of water crisis.
There is growing recognition that traditional approaches to managing and
governing water aren’t enough. The raging forest fires, parched landscapes, and
devastating floods that Canadians have lived through in recent years are here to
stay. Action is required to mitigate the demands placed on fresh water and the
growing impact of climate change. Many local governments are interested in having a greater role in watershed decision making and stewardship.
Increasingly, residents are expecting local jurisdictions to play a leadership
role to protect lakes, rivers, ponds, wetlands, and streams. Citizens are turning to
local officials to help define community values around water uses. And taxpayers
are demanding action to avoid expensive damage due to extreme flooding and
drought.
One challenge of this increased responsibility is that most local governments
do not have explicit jurisdictional responsibility for watershed management. Yet,
many municipalities are finding innovative ways to lead or support water governance initiatives. There are a number of existing, well-defined processes and best
practices for how local governments can become strong water champions.
A Path Forward with Watershed Governance
Watershed governance is emerging as a viable approach to achieving long-term
ecological and economic sustainability and better engagement of local communities in critical decisions that affect us all – upstream and down. It embraces
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the concept that the watershed is the
appropriate scale and starting point
for sustainable water management. Of
course, any given watershed is home to
numerous decision makers (at all orders
of government), rights holders, and
stakeholders. With this in mind, watershed governance confronts the question:
How can those who live and work in
a watershed (with their different, and
sometimes conflicting, priorities, needs,
and opinions) work together to share
responsibility and keep our water, and
surrounding lands, healthy and resilient?
A key factor for its success is
improved collaboration and connections
between citizens and decision makers at the watershed scale. Watershed
governance is about how governments,
communities, and water users come
together to develop plans and make
decisions for the benefit of water – and
everything that depends on it.
For municipalities, it can be helpful to view watershed governance as a
long-term investment into safeguarding
drinking water. It involves defining
proper recreational uses of watersheds,
leading comprehensive community planning and development that embraces
ecological principles and the need for
climate adaption and mitigation, implementing water conservation programs,
collaborating in the monitoring of local
water resources, and building effective working relationships with other
jurisdictions, and especially Indigenous
neighbours. Watershed governance is
about ensuring that local voices shape
decision making. This includes ensuring Indigenous jurisdiction is exercised
in coordination with other orders of
government.
Despite an abundance of ideas about
what is needed to improve water decision
making, many water stakeholders are still
unclear on the benefits to be gained, the
pathway to achieving them, and the costs
of inaction.
Tools for Water Champions
The new Handbook for Water
Champions: Strengthening DecisionMaking and Collaboration for Healthy
Watersheds, published by the POLIS
Water Sustainability Project and Centre
for Indigenous Environmental Resources,
addresses this gap. Filled with case studies and success stories, the handbook
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provides a simple framework to help
watershed stakeholders strategically
identify next steps. Although the guide
focuses on moving toward watershed
governance in B.C., the content is helpful for municipalities across Canada.
The handbook’s “Stepping Stones
to Watershed Governance” illustrate
the relationships, projects, and key
milestones that municipalities may face
on their journey toward increased local
influence in watershed decision making. Influencing, or formally sharing
authority for, watershed decisions does
not happen overnight. It can take years
of ongoing effort and engagement. By
allowing the time needed to mature and
build the relationships and information required, local governments can
work toward having greater sway in the
decisions they care about. The tools
provided in the handbook are especially
helpful for local government project
managers and coordinators, CAOs, and
elected officials.
Local Governments Taking
Watershed Action
Local governments can be water
champions, supporting sustainability
and climate change adaptation in many
different and creative ways. Elected
officials, municipal engineering staff,
conservation or parks and recreation
departments, and others can coordinate
their water activities to promote stewardship and protection. Local governments
can convene local watershed users and
decision makers, and learn to partner
with other jurisdictions and collaborate
respectfully with Indigenous neighbours.
Municipalities can also take an armslength approach by funding community
groups to take on leadership roles.
The most iconic and well-known
Canadian examples of regional watershed bodies are Ontario’s conservation
authorities, which were formalized in
the provincial Conservation Authorities
Act in 1946. One of Ontario’s 36
conservation authorities, the Grand
River Conservation Authority (GRCA)
is a partnership representing numerous watershed municipalities and First
Nations. It regulates development in
and near rivers, streams, floodplains,
wetlands, steep slopes, and the Lake
Erie shoreline. The GRCA also provides
environmental advice to municipalities

on issues such as official plan amendments, plans for subdivision, and other
types of zoning.
Meewasin is a conservation agency in
Saskatchewan and a notable example of
a watershed-based partnership between
municipal and provincial governments.
Its three parties – the City of Saskatoon,
Government of Saskatchewan, and
University of Saskatchewan – work
together to manage the Meewasin Valley
in the South Saskatchewan River Basin.
Meewasin provides leadership in resource
management; promotes understanding,
conservation, and beneficial use of the
valley; and undertakes programs and
projects in river valley development and
conservation.
Across B.C., local governments are
also taking action in a variety of ways.
In B.C.’s Shuswap watershed, water
quality reports developed through a local
monitoring initiative highlighted a need
for remediation action. This information
was influential in helping the Columbia
Shuswap Regional District approve a
parcel tax to help fund the Shuswap
Watershed Council’s Water Quality
Program, which is also supported by the
Thompson-Nicola Regional District,
City of Salmon Arm, and Adams Lake
Indian Band.
In northern B.C., the Nechako
Watershed Roundtable includes representation from B.C. First Nations,
the provincial government, local
governments, and other agencies and
organizations having responsibilities and
interests in the watershed. It has been
supported by six municipalities to bring
together a range of community partners
to deliver a watershed strategy.
And, in B.C.’s arid Kettle River
Watershed, the Regional District of
Kootenay Boundary recently hired
a watershed planner, who will support implementing a comprehensive
watershed plan and intergovernmental
cooperation to protect watershed assets
and build resilience for events like the
floods that devastated the City of Grand
Forks in 2018.
Next Steps for Building
Resilience and Sustainability
Water is the linchpin for getting ahead
of the curve on climate change, and
for building the resilience needed, and
any hope for, a sustainable future. The

Handbook for Water Champions was developed from multiple
years of applied research and action on watershed governance in
B.C. and synthesizes a number of existing toolkits, legal analyses, and case studies from organizations including the POLIS
Water Sustainability Project, the Fraser Basin Council, the First
Nations Fisheries Council, and the Environmental Law Centre
at the University of Victoria.

For water champions, it offers guidance, including how
to work with different partners and the steps needed to build
effective collaborative watershed initiatives. MW
Municipal World Insider and Executive Members: You can download this
handbook in the research library on municipalworld.com. Access it from inside
your membership area! Just search for “healthy watersheds.”
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