
 

January 10, 2020 
 
 
Attn: 
Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Strategy 
ClimateReadyBC@gov.bc.ca 
 
 
Submission re: B.C.’s Climate Preparedness and Adaptation Strategy 
 
 
This submission provides a response to the first phase of engagement on B.C.’s Climate Preparedness 
and Adaptation Strategy from the University of Victoria’s POLIS Water Sustainability Project. We 
strongly support B.C.’s commitment to take action on climate, and commend the steps that have already 
been taken to this end, including the CleanBC Plan and significant Budget 2019 commitments for 
implementation, completion of the Preliminary Climate Risk Assessment, and the recently introduced 
Climate Change Accountability Act.  
 
The POLIS Water Sustainability Project (WSP) is an award-winning applied research and thought 
leadership program based at the University of Victoria’s Centre for Global Studies. We drive innovative 
water and watershed law, policy, and governance reform to generate change towards a sustainable 
freshwater future. For almost 20 years, POLIS has an established track record of success in strategically 
advising and supporting provincial water law reform in B.C., including playing an influential role in 
development of the Water Sustainability Act. We are networked with, and inform, a broad base of 
freshwater professionals and affiliated organizations in the province and indeed across Canada and 
internationally. For several years, WSP lead Oliver M Brandes has been a technical advisor to the Water 
Act modernization process. Most recently, Oliver was appointed by the Minister of Environment and 
Climate Change Canada to lead a special review to investigate concerns around contamination of 
drinking water in the Hullcar aquifer and offer governance and law reform recommendations to the 
provincial source drinking water protection regime. These findings helped inform the Auditor General’s 
recent drinking water report. 
 
The threat is urgent—water is where the impacts of climate change are felt most strongly by B.C. 
communities, ecosystems, and economies. Hydrological uncertainty, instability, and more extreme 
flooding and droughts are already part of B.C.’s reality — and will likely continue as both short- and 
long-term water shortages are highly-ranked risks facing the province.1 The growing damages from 
changing hydrology and climate and the costs of crisis response2 have severe implications for 
community security and economy, wild salmon populations, and long-term watershed health and 
function. We feel it is also critical to note that the Risk Assessment looks at the impacts on a one-by-one 
basis. The coupling, if not multiplicity of scenarios analyzed would likely exacerbate the impacts and 
thus although the concerns outlined are dire they potentially are understating the full impacts and the real 

                                                      
1 Preliminary Strategic Climate Risk Assessment report. https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/climatechange/ 

adaptation/risk-assessment 
2 The estimated cost of total B.C. flood response in 2017 alone was more than $73 million. https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-

safety-and-emergency-services/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/embc/bc-flood-and-wildfire-review-addressing-the-new-
normal-21st-century-disaster-management-in-bc-web.pdf  
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risks. Examples might include reduced glacier/snowpack with drought; storm surge with sea-level rise – 
particularly if in the same watershed or region.  
 

Therefore we recommend when Government (and partners) are considering future climate 
impacts across the province it should be done in a ‘regional’ or ‘watershed-by-watershed’ 
basis—each region of the province faces different climate impacts and adaptation should 
occur according to those realities. 

 
Climate change adaptation is FUNDAMENTALLY about water.3An integrated program of restoring 
and protecting healthy functioning watersheds will help British Columbians adapt to the unavoidable 
impacts of climate change on water security, food production, economic activity, wild salmon 
populations, health and wellbeing. Water is a foundational starting point to climate adaptation — 
not just one of many variables to consider. This reaffirms the province’s present leadership in 
engaging multiple ministries and mandates to-date in undertaking the Preliminary Strategic Climate  
Risk Assessment for British Columbia, as it will in achieving long-term success of the Climate 
Preparedness and Adaptation Strategy.   
 
The recommendations we outline in this submission draw on our extensive research, in addition to our 
direct work with communities, governments at all levels, and an extensive network of water leaders 
(experts, practitioners, funders, and champions from Indigenous nations, salmon, water, wildlife and 
community organizations). Our research consistently emphasises the importance of water to climate 
adaptation and resilience. In several recent reports and policy submissions, we set out necessary actions 
to help communities adapt and ensure healthy and functioning watersheds as hydrology and climate 
change. Key recent publications that can support the work of the Climate Action team include: 
 

• A Watershed Security Fund for British Columbia: Building Resilience and Advancing 
Reconciliation (2019)4 

• Innovation Brief on Water Sustainability Plans (2019)5 
• Top 5 Water Challenges That Will Define British Columbia’s Future (2016)6 
• California’s Oranges and B.C.’s Apples? Lessons for B.C. from California Groundwater Reform 

(2015)7 
• B.C. Water Leaders Statement of Essential Elements for Freshwater Protection (2018, 20198) — 

a joint submission to government from a network of water leaders. 
 
Specific priorities that must be included in the Climate Preparedness and Adaptation Strategy to build 
climate and water resilience include: 
 

1) Review the British Columbia Drought Response Plan. Ensure sufficient regulatory tools and 
resources are available to decision-makers to anticipate and respond to regional drought by 

                                                      
3 UN-Water (2009). https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/UNWclimatechange_EN.pdf  
4 https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/a-watershed-security-fund-for-british-columbia-building-resilience-and-advancing-

reconciliation/ 
5 https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/water-sustainability-plans/  
6 https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/top-5-water-challenges-will-define-british-columbias-future/ 
7 https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/californias-oranges-b-c-s-apples-lessons-b-c-california-groundwater-reform/ 
8 https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/update-and-progress-b-c-water-leaders-statement-of-essential-elements-for-

freshwater-protection/ 
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reducing water use during periods of water scarcity. This should include clarification of the legal 
and policy triggers and links to the Water Sustainability Act tools. 
 

2) Implement the key sustainability provisions of the Water Sustainability Act – in particular 
Water Sustainability Plans, Water Objectives, and develop an Environmental Flows 
regulation to build resilience to drought and ensure water for salmon, economies, communities, 
and healthy watersheds. These promising tools can put in place comprehensive, and adaptive 
management processes to deal systematically with root causes—not just symptoms.9 
 

3) Establish a Watershed Security Fund10 to provide sustainable funding to build capacity for 
planning and water stewardship and better equip communities especially rural communities 
including Indigenous nations to build resilience in the face of a changing climate and growing 
watershed threats. This funding would catalyze and support activities such as watershed planning 
and partnerships, natural asset management approaches, and water-resilient local food production 
and security. 
 

4) Reduce water demand through understanding of the local context and “state of the watershed”11 
and comprehensive conservation measures that include infrastructure grant requirements and 
incentives for metering (measuring and reporting), conservation-oriented pricing regimes that 
drive water use efficiency and conservation and comprehensive community water conservation 
programs.12  
 

5) Safeguard drinking water through effective source protection, which starts with 
implementing the recent Auditor General drinking water recommendations and governance and 
law reforms from the Hullcar Aquifer investigations13—as the Auditor General’s report noted, 
risks to drinking water throughout the province are increasing from a number of factors, 
including climate change. 

 
We expect that the province will co-develop and implement the strategy with Indigenous peoples in a 
manner that meets the spirit and intent of  BC’s general commitment to UNDRIP and in particular the 
articulated requirements of the recently passed DRIPA. Meaningful engagement and consideration of 
Indigenous knowledge will be critical to understanding risks and developing sound solutions that can be 
applied both locally and province-wide. 
 
 
 

                                                      
9  https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/water-sustainability-plans/  
   https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/advancing-freshwater-protection/  
10 https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/a-watershed-security-fund-for-british-columbia-building-resilience-and-

advancing-reconciliation/ 
Recommendation that such a Fund be established set out in the Standing Select Committee on Finance and Government Services Final 
Budget 2020 Report. https://www.leg.bc.ca/content/CommitteeDocuments/41st-parliament/4th-session/fgs/reports/FGS_41-2-2_Budget-
2020-Consultation-Report_2019-08-07.pdf  

11 Science- and evidence-based decisions using best-available information (western science and Indigenous knowledge) is needed for 
effective climate adaptation planning and decision-making 

12 https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/peeling-back-pavement-blueprint-reinventing-rainwater-management-canadas- 
communities/   
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/worth-every-penny-primer-conservation-oriented-water-pricing/  
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/thinking-beyond-pipes-pumps-top-10-ways-communities-can-save-water-money/   

13 https://www.bcauditor.com/pubs/2019/protection-drinking-water 
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/crisis-solutions-towards-better-source-water-protection-nutrient-management-
hullcar-valley/  
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Thank you for the opportunity to provide input on this much-needed strategy for B.C. Our team 
alongside the B.C. Water Leaders Network has expertise, resources and access to communities and 
constituencies to support government’s actions in developing and implementing the Climate 
Preparedness and Adaptation Strategy. We look forward to working with you throughout the upcoming 
phases of engagement and implementation to ensure a robust and effective Strategy for all British 
Columbians and their home watersheds. 
 
If you have any questions or to follow up, please contact Mabel Martinez-Dussan at ra@polisproject.org. 
 
On behalf of the University of Victoria’s POLIS Water Sustainability Project team, 
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