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About this submission 
 

Over past number of years, our team at the University 
of Victoria’s POLIS Water Sustainability Project has 
provided numerous briefings to the provincial 
government, supported by various position papers that 
outline detailed priorities for a watershed security 
agenda and fund for B.C. This submission draws on, 
and is consistent with, those detailed past submissions. 
It distills and identifies key priorities for the provincial 
government on the Watershed Security Strategy and 
Fund. In particular it includes: 

 
 Why watershed security matters what an 

effective strategy must achieve  

 Priorities for the B.C. Watershed Security 
Strategy 

o Quick wins and “no regrets” priorities 
o Substantive and ongoing reform  

 Appendix: Principles for a successful strategy 
and additional resources  

 

1. Context: Why watershed security matters and 
what a strategy must achieve 
 
Watershed security is front of mind for most British 
Columbians. The sense of urgency is rapidly increasing, 
especially after the past year of sustained 
emergencies: record drought, fire, floods, and 
mounting water quality challenges in rapid 
succession—all amplifying conflict and community 
insecurity.   
 
Watershed security is a clear priority for Indigenous 
nations with water sustainability and watershed co-
governance emphasized as foundational for reconciliation and critical to realizing the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).  
 

Function and characteristics of a  
robust strategy 

 
The most important role of a prospective strategy is 
to help government organize itself, secure internal 
priorities and resources, and drive a cohesive cross-
ministerial (across government) approach to 
watershed security that can deliver (implement) on 
the ground.  
 
A robust strategy will: 

 Drive action on key watershed security issues 
and conflicts communities are facing.  

 Assist government coordination and cross-
ministry alignment to deliver. 

 Build the profile of water and watershed 
health internal and external to government. 

 Accelerate policy and law development and 
deployment of key tools in line with DRIPA to 
advance co-governance and reconciliation. 

 Leverage resources. 

 Provide clarity around roles and 
responsibilities and create new mechanisms for 
oversight and accountability to ensure 
promises get delivered.  

 
To do this the strategy needs to: 

 Identify specific measurable actions with 
timelines and implementation plans. 

 Be a whole-of-government endeavour. 

 Have a clear co-development process with 
Indigenous partners. 

 Attach significant financial and staff capacity 
resources and priorities. 

 Embed a learn-by-doing and continuous 
improvement framework.  

 Include explicit provisions to revisit and track 
progress on commitments and identified 
priorities (five-year review). 
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Across the province, communities universally prioritize the importance of: 

 Safe and clean drinking water. 

 Healthy thriving wild salmon (and fisheries). 

 The ability to deal with the uncertainties and extremes of climate change.  

 Local control and influence in decisions that affect their communities and home waters, 
including the ability to be an effective partner on longer term sustainability projects.  
 

Simply put, an effective B.C. Watershed Security Strategy and Fund must deliver measurable 
improvements in these four areas—both in the short term and as part of a larger systematic 
change. Strengthening watershed security is fundamental and integral to economic, public health, 
climate, biodiversity and wild salmon, and reconciliation priorities. 
 
The University of Victoria’s POLIS Water Sustainability Project supports government’s direction to 
prioritize watershed security via a Watershed Security Strategy and Fund, with an explicit emphasis 
on accelerating action to address key community concerns, resourcing and empowering local 
partnerships and planning with the Watershed Security Fund, and strengthening government’s 
ability to execute its core functions. 
 
Providing the Ministry and Lands, Water and Resource Stewardship with the overall lead on 
watershed security is an important first step. But the strategy requires a whole-of-government and 
cross-ministerial approach, including explicit connection to complementing strategies (wild salmon, 
coastal, climate, old growth). With the support and priority of the Premier and across cabinet, the 
Watershed Security Strategy has a clear signal that it is not just driven by one ministry. Integrated 
ministry staff teams must be tasked with creating solutions-based and enforceable plans and 
deploying the critical tools designed to deliver and drive real changes in the current approach to 
authorizations and land and water management.  
 

2. Priorities for the B.C. Watershed Security Strategy  
 
A Watershed Security Strategy and Fund have significant potential. Government’s Discussion 
Paper provides a comprehensive list of “outcomes” and “opportunities” that all align well with 
priorities and mandates already identified (e.g. in existing policy documents, such as Living 
Water Smart, or the intentions and purposes of the Water Sustainability Act).  Building on the 
foundation of existing solutions and recommendations, we organize our advice as follows: 
 
 Quick wins and “no regrets” priorities: initiatives that already have momentum and clear 

direction and simply need to move to action. These actions should be done concurrently 
with the development of the strategy—and then reinforced in the strategy itself. 
 

 Substantive and ongoing reforms: initiatives that perhaps haven’t yet been started or will 
require more complex reforms. The launch of the strategy would set these actions into 
motion. 
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2.1 Quick wins to be completed by spring 2023 
 
Moving on the following eight “quick wins” will create a culture of success, show government’s 
commitment, and demonstrate how the new ministry is poised to change how water, land, and 
resources are managed and governed in B.C. More specifically, these initiatives will have clear and 
obvious benefit to the issues communities care most deeply about—drinking water protection, 
thriving salmon (and fisheries), an ability to withstand a changing climate, and more local control.  
 

1. Co-develop the Watershed Security Strategy and Fund with Indigenous nations and leadership 
through policy co-development tables and supporting regional initiatives that build trust and an 
ongoing shared authority relationship. 
 
2. Kick-start and endow the Watershed Security Fund.  
Immediate Opportunity 

 Endow the Watershed Security Fund with 5% of the $1.1 billion in B.C. Budget 2022 for flood 
recovery plus 5% of the federal $5 billion for flood recovery. This initiates a $300 million 
endowment for the Watershed Security Fund as its foundation, to continue to be built up 
through other leveraged provincial funding contributions to achieve an annual $75-100 million. 

 Quickly deploy renewed Healthy Watersheds Initiative fund to advance restoration and 
planning and governance work already underway in communities across the province. 

 
3. Finalize the first wave of modernized land/water use plans and water sustainability plans 
(WSP) consistent with UNDRIP and B.C.’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act 
(DRIPA). This must include increased support for existing pilot modernized land use plans and WSPs 
already underway. Completing and deploying critical planning tools (e.g. WSPs, Forest Landscape 
Plans, Water Objectives, Area Based Regulations)—with an emphasis on shared decision-making, 
local priorities, and ecological needs—will establish a learn-by-doing framework that accelerates 
and supports the use of these tools in other regions.  
Immediate opportunity: 

 Resource and complete planning (WSP and Water Objectives) and co-governance initiatives 
already underway in the Koksilah, Skeena, Bulkley, and Nicola watersheds to show the 
versatility and range of solutions possible under the new ministry and Water Sustainability Act 
regime. 

 
4. Complete work already underway to address drinking water source protection 
recommendations from the Auditor General (2019)i and Hullcar Aquifer Review (2017).ii 
Immediate opportunities: 

 Identify all drinking water watersheds and sources. 

 Provide local governments and First Nations with resources and expert support to develop 
drinking water source protection plans starting with high-risk zones across B.C.  

 Expand the drinking water areas covered by the Agricultural Environmental Management Code 
of Practice (under the Environmental Management Act). 
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5. Take advantage of forestry reforms already underway that address and prioritize water. 
Immediate opportunities:  

 Improve public involvement by making water a core value in forest planning, including forest 
landscape planning. 

 Manage cumulative effects of forest practices on water as a legal requirement. 

 Improve regulation of forest practices that contribute sediment to streams. 
 

6. Accelerate climate adaptation, resilience, and a “build back better” approach. Nature-based 
solutions are well understood to be cost-effective and robust climate security and resilience 
options.iii  
 

Immediate opportunities: 

 Ensure the Climate Adaptation and Preparedness Strategy and already-committed flood 
response funds include increased protection by addressing nature-based solutions (natural 
infrastructure) in addition to engineered or hardscape solutions. 

 Update the provincial Drought Response Plan (and supporting regulations) to enable 
communities and Indigenous nations working on watershed basis to define local thresholds that 
effectively trigger timely progression between Drought Levels and trigger formal restrictions, 
regulatory actions, and emergency responses in a proactive succession.   
 

7. Appoint a Provincial Watershed Security Officer. This position is one possible innovative option 
to help drive change and create cross-government accountability. Such an officer would have the 
capacity and expertise to provide expert direction and lead investigations and reviews, all while 
raising the profile and importance of watershed security and ensuring that the public is kept 
informed and engaged. This champion and a supporting office would be a new provincial position 
(with budget)—potentially modeled on the role of the Provincial Health Officer but with an explicit 
focus on Water and Watershed Security—and with an explicit responsibility to: 

 Drive implementation and oversee the Watershed Security Strategy while filling in 
government gaps as necessary. 

 Coordinate government action while being responsive to public complaints and concerns.  

 Coordinate across levels of government (Indigenous, federal, local).  

 
8. Accelerate Water Sustainability Act implementation including core policy, regulations, and 
decision tools. Key regulations and sustainability tools under the Water Sustainability Act (starting 
with environmental flows regulation; water objectives; area-based regulations and water 
sustainability plans) should be based on lessons from the pilots noted above, with learnings applied 
to use these tools with confidence wherever appropriate across the province.  
Immediate Opportunity:  

 Require that all statutory decision-makers bring an explicit watershed security lens to all 
permitting, authorization, licensing, and statutory decisions. 
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2.2 Substantive and ongoing reform spring 2023 to fall 2024 
 
1. Establish the Watershed Security Fund in Budget 20231 such that through leverage (2:1 federal: 
provincial contributions) the fund is established at a scale of $75-100 million/year. Fund design 
must reflect key principles: 

 Indigenous governance: Indigenous rights must be recognized in the development and 
governance of the fund. This means: i) the provincial government co-creating the fund with 
Indigenous nations; ii) Indigenous nations having explicit roles in the governance and leadership 
structure; iii) recognition of Indigenous rights and authority in the fund’s founding and guiding 
documents; and iv) principles of Indigenous governance being reflected in the funding 
approach.  

 Sustainability: Just as important as scale is the need for the funding to be sustainable over time. 
The fund must be long-term and ongoing.  

 Flexible to regional needs and priorities: Since every region is different, the fund should be 
structured to respond to the priorities of different regions and watersheds. 

 
2. DRIPA Water Sustainability Act reform. 

 Complete a substantive Water Sustainability Act legislative update to not only align with 
UNDRIP and DRIPA, but specifically to also modernize the current outdated and ineffective 
water allocation system (FITFIR), among other identified necessary changes.iv 

 
3. Build an Indigenous water knowledge and provincial science strategy that emphasizes 
monitoring and state of the watershed reporting. 

 Complete state of watershed reporting that draws on collaborative monitoring with 
communities and Indigenous nations to track baseline information and trends. 

 Require water use measuring and reporting by licensed water users. 

 Address gaps in data, monitoring, and forecasting and track, monitor, and continuously improve 
the impacts of climate adaptation measures. 

 Identify emerging hot spots and priority areas (water and watershed security threats) for an 
expanded watershed governance and planning program. 

 Deploy of a water science and collaborative monitoring strategy in partnership with local 
partners that leverages Indigenous expertise (e.g. Guardians programs) and local community-
based monitoring initiatives. 

 Improve links with Indigenous knowledge systems and decision-making.  

 Collaborate with the federal government on flood management and drought forecasting 
through the new Canada Water Agency. 

 
 
 

                                                        
1 Federal financial support is essential through an agreement with the federal government on the potential role of the proposed 
Canada Water Agency in the Fraser watershed. Federal funding will also be required to lift the salmon strategy off the ground. 
Aspects of the proposed conservation strategy leading to nature agreements with the federal government can assist in meeting 
Indigenous community objectives for Indigenous protection areas and making vulnerable watersheds more resilient. 
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4. Develop clear guidance and a framework for watershed governance that includes direction for 
local entities and local control.  

 This framework should provide clarity around roles and responsibilities and enable local entities 
to take on delegated functions and initiate planning and shared decision-making.v 

 
5. Fully integrate decision and regulator tools.  

 Complete key decision and policy tools, including the cumulative assessment framework; a 
coherent modernized provincial planning regime (e.g. forest landscape planning, updated water 
use plans, water sustainability plans); water objectives; wetlands policy; and old growth 
strategy and deferral areas. An integrated approach will deliver real change in water use and 
management of forests, agriculture, mining, urban development, and recreation at the 
landscape level. 

 Include a watershed security lens to the Environmental Assessment process with explicit 
attention to, and inclusion of, watershed security in all reviews.  

 Update and renew the Private Managed Forest Lands Act regulation and regime.2 
 

6. Strengthen Accountability & Oversight 

 If not completed as a quick win, initiate a review around the potential and possibility of 
establishing a Provincial Watershed Security Officer as an independent body to ensure the 
Watershed Security Strategy and Fund meets established goals and commitments, delivers on 
promises, and helps drive the changes and implementation needed by government (see Quick 
Win #7 for further details) 

 Establish a regular arms-length (non-political) process to review (and increase as necessary) 
water use rentals for industrial and commercial water users, to promote water conservation 
and efficient use, and provide funds for future investments in the Watershed Security Fund. 

 Strengthen oversight with professional reliance independent review body and other oversight 
bodies such as Provincial Health Office and Forest Practices Board to better focus on watershed 
security and support government in change management. 

 

3. Conclusions 
 
The Watershed Security Strategy is timely, critical, and relevant to a changing water and watershed 
environment which, if left unchecked, will greatly diminish security of water services and drive 
watershed degradation impacting many communities across the province.  
 
The success of the Watershed Security Strategy and Fund will depend on accountable and timely 
implementation, deploying new tools, and innovative solutions that significantly change the current 
approach and are consistent with the principles and direction set out in this submission. 

  

                                                        
2 Private managed forest lands are not necessarily common throughout the province. In the regions where they are prominent, 
the forest practices can have significant negative implications for watershed security and water sustainability (including 
sedimentation, loss of riparian areas, and impacts to habitat). Strong criticism exists around the much lower standards and poor 
enforcement of forestry practices in these areas and a significant review and modernization is needed to improve land practices 
and, thus, outcomes in the watershed and in the water. 
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Appendix: Principles for a successful strategy and additional resources  
 
Climate resilience and adaptation. Increasing frequency and severity of extreme events cannot be avoided but can 
be mitigated. This requires forward planning which demonstrably changes the way we currently develop, manage, 
and govern watersheds to increase resiliency and reduce future losses. 
 
Integration. Water and functioning watersheds provide a crucial basis for a wide variety of values (such as habitat, 
wildlife, wetlands, flood control, and drought resilience); local economic vitality and resource development (such as 
tourism, agriculture, and forestry); and community well-being (such as drinking water). As a “universal integrator” 
and because of its cross-cutting aspect, water offers a point of entry in addressing the complexity of issues 
associated with modern sustainable resource management.  
 
Timeliness and accountability. The strategy requires clear priorities (what is important), responsibilities for taking 
action (who does what) and timing for taking actions (now what) with clarity around roles and responsibility and 
oversight to ensure promises get delivered and learning can happen as new tools and approaches are tested.  
 
Local control.  Watershed security is central to community well-being and sustainability. At a fundamental level 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities must be included in planning—and decisions—that affect the 
future security of their watersheds. This requires mechanisms for local decisions (for example, government-to-
government agreements, co-governance and shared authority mechanisms, and processes and local institutions 
that effectively engage communities), complemented by the necessary resources and funding through the 
Watershed Security Fund, alongside significant capacity amplification for the provincial government to better 
support local initiatives and to enable communities and Indigenous authority holders to engage meaningfully as 
long-term partners and decision-makers. 

 
Additional POLIS resources and source materials 
 

 BC Watershed Security Fund: A Collaborative Vision (Strategic Direction Paper from the Sustainable 
Funding Working Group, 2021)vi 

 Watershed Security Agenda for British Columbia (2020)vii  

 Towards Watershed Security: The Role of Water in Modernized Land Use Planning in B.C. (2020)viii 
 

i Office of the Auditor General of British Columbia. (2019). The Protection of Drinking Water: An Independent Audit Report. 
https://www.bcauditor.com/sites/default/files/publications/reports/OAGBC_ Protection-of-Drinking-Water_RPT.pdf  
ii Brandes, O.M. with Baltutis, J., O’Riordan, J., & Wilson, J. (2017). From Crisis to Solutions: Towards Better Source Water Protection and Nutrient Management in the 
Hullcar Valley. A Report prepared for the B.C. Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Strategy. Victoria, Canada: POLIS Project on Ecological Governance, 
University of Victoria. https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/ crisis-solutions-towards-better-source-water-protection-nutrient-management-
hullcar-valley/  
iii Bassi, A.M., Bechauf, R., Casier, L., & Cutler, E. (2021). How Can Investment in Nature Close the Infrastructure Gap? Nature-Based Infrastructure Global Resource 
Centre. https://www.iisd.org/publications/investment-in-nature-close-infrastructure-gap 
iv First Nations Fisheries Council – Direction Paper DRIPA and High Priority Water Sustainability Act Reforms(2020) 
v For a detailed discussion see POLIS work including Blueprint for Watershed Governance in BC https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/blueprint-
watershed-governance-british-columbia/  and Handbook for Water Champions https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/handbook-water-champions/  
vi Sustainable Funding Working Group. (2020). BC Watershed Security Fund: A Collaborative Vision: Strategic Directions Paper. 
https://www.bcwaterlegacy.ca/resources 
vii Brandes, O.M., O’Riordan, J., & Simms, R. (2017). Watershed Security Agenda for British Columbia. Victoria, Canada: POLIS Project on Ecological Governance. 
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/watershed-security-agenda/ 
viii Brandes, O.M., Bridge, G., O’Riordan, J., & Simms, R. (2020). Direction Paper: Towards Watershed Security: The role of water in modernized land use planning in B.C. 
Victoria, Canada: POLIS Project on Ecological Governance. https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/towards-watershed-security/ 
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