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land-water divide is imperative for land use planning  
OPINION: As we begin our collective recovery in B.C., we cannot lose sight of the urgent need for watershed
security and healthy, resilient communities.
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Integrating and prioritizing water in land use planning will be critical in regions like the Okanagan that have many different users and face signi�cant water risks and
challenges. Getty Images PHOTO BY GETTY IMAGES /PNG
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While land and water planning may not feel front of mind given the concerns of COVID-19, it is a key part of the equation
for economic recovery and long-term community prosperity. Resilient local economies require clarity around resource
development and certainty for investment. This starts with understanding what can and cannot be done on the land and
in the water.

After over a decade of provincial government retreat and a piecemeal crisis-response approach to land use planning,
con�icts abound as cut blocks, mines, resource development and pipelines are proposed in sensitive watersheds without
Indigenous consent — all while rural economies struggle through ever more frequent “bust” cycles, and communities
face regular droughts and displacements from �oods and �res. Such displacements are even more dangerous during a
pandemic.

Uncertainty and con�ict will only continue to mount in the absence of a shared vision and a plan for how land and water
will be managed, used and protected.

The time is right for B.C. to adopt a modernized, integrated approach to land and water planning — not just for watershed
security, but also to ensure meaningful reconciliation, community prosperity and economic recovery. The provincial
government knows this and has begun the necessary work with a comprehensive review and land use planning
modernization e�ort. This process was underway before the pandemic and economic crisis hit.

As we begin our collective recovery and begin to build back better here in B.C., we cannot lose sight of the urgent need for
watershed security and healthy, resilient communities — things that will only be possible if we have an e�ective way to
plan and manage land and water use.

B.C. has a rich land use planning history that o�ers insights for the future — both positive successes and pitfalls to avoid
repeating. The most ambitious plan covered the Great Bear Rainforest along the Central and North Coast and Haida Gwaii,
where a new system of ecosystem-based logging, carbon credits and over $100 million in community funding has
transformed the economies for Indigenous nations. Meanwhile, limited land use planning in northwestern B.C. has not
been able to address the changing climate, the resulting lower stream �ows and increasing con�icts between water for
�sh, agriculture and LNG development.

In the past decade, as the provincial government has retreated from the planning domain, Indigenous nations,
communities and local governments have stepped in to �ll the gaps, but often with insu�cient resources to implement
or change activities on the ground and in the water.
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Now, guided by a clear mandate to modernize land use planning and a strong cross-government commitment to
reconciliation, B.C. is re-entering the planning realm with purpose. We encourage the minister of forests, land, natural
resource operations and rural development and supporting government sta� to keep their eye on the prize and �nish
what they started.

As B.C. goes forward with a modernized planning approach, three elements will be critical to lasting success:

1.Land use planning must include water. Rivers, streams, lakes and aquifers are “integrators” on the landscape. Their
health and function is directly dependent on what happens upslope — whether that’s forestry, agriculture, urban
development or tourism. Indigenous nations have consistently emphasized that water and land must be considered as
one whole. Reconciliation and land use planning cannot succeed without focused and sustained attention on water.

2. No one-size-�ts-all approach exists. Plans must be scoped to local context and done at a scale that matches the issues
and risks at hand. Some regions will require wholesale legislated planning processes over a larger area, while other plans
will focus more narrowly on speci�c watersheds or issues with complementing legal and policy tools.

3.Perhaps most critically, planning is not an end unto itself. You can plan and plan and plan, but without governance and
implementation you risk having a document that sits on a shelf or doesn’t change how land and water users conduct
themselves or the decisions that are made.

The challenges rocking our communities will not simply go away. But a modernized approach to land use planning that
puts water and watershed security as the priority will help us adapt, respond and perhaps even thrive in the face of an
increasingly uncertain future.
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Oliver M. Brandes is the associate director at the University of Victoria’s Centre for Global Studies and co-director of the
POLIS Project on Ecological Governance. Rosie Simms is a researcher and project manager at the POLIS Water
Sustainability Project. They are co-authors of the new report Towards Watershed Security: The role of water in
modernized land use planning in British Columbia, available here. 
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Crisis seems to be the theme of 2020 — protests over pipelines and violence toward Indigenous communities, a sweeping
global pandemic, a spate of mill closures as rural economies tank. It’s hard to make sense of what’s happening, let alone
see a viable path forward.

But one thing is clear: Without good planning, con�ict and chaos ensue. Recent events and COVID-19 response illustrate
this with an exclamation point. Jurisdictions with plans have been able to avoid the worst of the pandemic thus far, while
those taking a business-as-usual approach are su�ering tragic consequences.

Failing to plan is planning to fail, as so many leaders and resource managers understand. This same truth applies whether
we are talking about public health emergencies, planning for retirement or adapting to climate change. In particular here
in B.C., planning for land use, water and resource management is an urgent priority.
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