








Getting it Right is not just about how to talk about the 

Water Sustainability Act. It’s also a toolkit on how to 

create values-based messaging. When we tap into shared 

values in our various campaign and communications 

efforts, a cohesive, powerful and hopeful story 

about freshwater protection emerges that can spur 

transformative social and environmental change.

This toolkit is part of a multi-year initiative led by 

the Canadian Freshwater Alliance called Keeping 

Water on the Agenda. Our purpose is to ensure the 

health of all waters in British Columbia now and into 

the future through a Water Sustainability Act that 

is well-resourced and implemented with strong and 

fair regulations.

Getting it Right is a toolkit for groups to connect 

the issues that you’re working on with to the Water 

Sustainability Act, and to help you talk about this 

connection with different audiences and with the media. 

This toolkit is intended to be a resource for freshwater 

stewards, advocates, activists, campaigners, community 

organizers, charitable organizations and changemakers. 

It’s a resource for community and stewardship groups, 

hunting and ishing clubs, and canoe and kayak clubs. 

It’s also for groups who might not actively organize on 

water issues but depend on healthy waters, including 

for example farming and ranching associations, local 

food organizations, the tourism industry, and local 

governments. 
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First Nations have honoured, stewarded, and relied 

on waters in what is now known as British Columbia 

for millennia, long before non-aboriginal settlement 

license groundwater use, provisions for putting water 

aside for nature, and opportunities for greater public 

involvement in decision-making – is something that we 

must not squander.

In order for the regulations to be as strong as possible, 

we need to ensure that decision makers in B.C. see that 

communities are concerned and that there is strong and 

diverse public support for robust laws governing water 

in the province. To get the public engaged in something 

as seemingly dry as regulations for impending 

legislation, we need to do a better job of talking about 

the Water Sustainability Act; if we only talk about the 

details of policy and regulation, we’re not going to 

capture the public imagination. But when we connect 

arguments about why particular aspects of the new 

regulations are important with values that we all share, 

we tap into a different part of our identity as people 

living in British Columbia. Combine this with the real on-

the-ground threats each of you are working to address 

and the narrative becomes even stronger.

Aboriginal rights, title, 
and an opportunity 
to move toward 
reconciliation

The UBCIC Chiefs Council strongly 

demands that the prior, superior and 

unextinguished water rights of the 

First Nations of British Columbia must 

be addressed and given priority before 

the Province proceeds with legislative 

and policy change such as in WAM 

[Water Act Modernization].” 
–  Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs letter to B.C. Minister of 

Environment Barry Penner, Resolution 2010-10, March 2010.
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here. This lengthy history means that First Nations 

have a different legal relationship to freshwater than 

non-Aboriginal British Columbians and Canadians. 

Aboriginal rights are entrenched in Canadian law in 

Section 35(1) of the Constitution Act, which states “The 

existing Aboriginal and Treaty Rights of the aboriginal 

peoples of Canada are hereby recognized and 

afirmed.” The responsibility to protect, conserve, and 
sustain resources for future generations goes hand in 

hand with Aboriginal rights. 

Despite this recognition of Aboriginal rights in Canada’s 

Constitution, there’s widespread agreement among 

First Nations leadership in British Columbia that by 

not adequately consulting First Nations throughout 

the Water Act Modernization process of which the 

Water Sustainability Act is one outcome, the provincial 

government has not adhered to legal standards.1 

Indeed, the Water Sustainability Act itself does not 

currently address aboriginal jurisdiction or shared 

decision making between First Nations governments 

and the Crown over freshwater.

In order to be able to protect freshwater in B.C. now and 

into the future, First Nations and British Columbians need 

to make decisions on water together. The WSA provides 

a unique opportunity to strengthen the relationship 

between First Nations peoples and British Columbian 

society as a step toward reconciliation. B.C.’s freshwater 

community has an important role to play in encouraging 

government to recognize and act on this opportunity. 

It’s important that all of us – not just First Nations 

communities and governments – emphasize the need 

for the provincial government to seek the consent of 

First Nations across B.C. on all elements of the Water 

Sustainability Act. We’ve tried to incorporate this critical 

need throughout this toolkit. We encourage groups to 

consider, at minimum, including a statement of support 

on the need to respect First Nations rights and title in 

all aspects of drafting and implementation of the Water 

Sustainability Act in your media pitches, stories, and 

messaging. Better yet, try to meet with your local First 

Nation(s) and ask them what their speciic position on 
the WSA process is and how you might support that 

position and work together.

1.  See for example Open Letter: First Nations Leadership Council Concerns on Water Act Modernization (March 2011) 
as well as Union of B.C. Indian Chiefs resolution (September 2013), UBCIC response to B.C.’s WAM Discussion Paper 
(March 2010), and UBCIC WAM submission (April 2010) listed in the Additional resources section of this document. 
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We typically learn about an issue in one of two ways. The 

irst is through facts, which explain how something works. 
The second way is through stories, which inluence how 
we feel about something. Facts by themselves do not 

motivate action, but a strong values-based story that 

uses facts can move people to act – from writing a letter 

to the editor to showing up at a rally or meeting with a 

MLA. (Hence, long-time community organizer Marshall 

Ganz’s formula for moving audiences to action: Values 

-> Emotion -> Action.)

Stories matter. But we need to ask ourselves whether 

the stories we tell about freshwater protection in 

British Columbia are working, or whether they need 

to change. That’s because there is a disconnect in B.C. 

between our love of water and how well we take care 

of it; people may care about their favourite lake, river 

or stream, and still take the water they use in their 

home or businesses for granted. 

A challenge in B.C. – as in the rest of Canada – is that 

groups working on freshwater issues tend to work 

independently of each other, developing their own 

messaging around local issues. This approach can work 

to mobilize supporters on a speciic campaign, but it 
doesn’t shift the larger public discourse or public policy 

about freshwater protection.

What can move the dial on freshwater protection is 

having the stories told by individual groups connected 

to a larger cohesive story about British Columbia’s water. 

This common narrative, if based on shared values, 

can make it possible for local stories to support and 

We develop our understanding of 

who we are, where we are going, and 

why as narrative. Narrative articulates 

how we feel about things (affect) more 

clearly than what we think about them 

(cognition).” 
 – Marshall Ganz, “What is Public Narrative” (2006)

why we need a new freshwater narrative
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Public opinion 

It’s important to know how your target audience(s) 

view freshwater and freshwater issues. In 2012 and 

2013, the Canadian Freshwater Alliance commissioned 

public opinion research to gauge opportunities and 

challenges around freshwater engagement. Here is 

some of what we found:

while B.C.’s freshwater is in relatively 
good shape now, the future doesn’t look 
so rosy.

When asked about the current conditions of the province’s 

freshwater, 44% of respondents in B.C. said it was good, which 

is higher than anywhere else in the country. This is way down, 

however, from 25 years ago when 84% said that things were 

in good shape. When asked what it would be like in 25 years, 

only 21% said it would be good, representing the largest drop 

between now and the future of any province.

the people of B.C. are aware of 
numerous threats to our freshwater.

The top identiied threats to freshwater include: untreated 
municipal sewage and runoff; contamination by industry; and 

destruction of wetlands. We are also the most concerned in 

Canada about the impact of pipelines and salmon farming.

People living in B.C. have a good 
understanding of the impact of these 
threats, and are concerned.
The vast majority of B.C. residents worry about the impact on 

drinking water (91%); human health (88%); ish, bird and animal 
populations (87%); and on food and agriculture (83%).

local input is favoured 
on water issues.

In part, this is because people in B.C. place more faith in local 

leaders; we have lower-than average conidence in the federal 
and provincial governments to act in public interest. We want 

water rights decided by community priorities and values.
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leading with 
shared Values

Each person has a certain way of looking at the world. 

This belief system, or worldview, is made up of social 

values that are set at an early age and shape our 

understanding of and engagement in issues. More 

inluential than facts, these values can cause two people 

exposed to the same information or experience to come 

away with opposite conclusions or responses.

This is especially true with environmental issues; 

messages that may resonate with the environmental 

base can rub others the wrong way if they appear to go 

against deeply held beliefs (e.g., private property is the 

most important human right, the environment has no 

value beyond the economic).

17

















It’s important to be able to talk about the Water 

Sustainability Act succinctly and in a way that captures 

the attention of the media, the public and ultimately 

decision makers. We have developed several lashcards 

to help you connect your local water issues with 

the Act and talk about this to the media and to the 

public–on the overall Act, the pricing structure, and 

the irst two major regulation areas being developed 

by the B.C. government: environmental lows and 

groundwater (both expected to be released in early 

2016). The Additional Resources along the bottom 

of the lashcards detail speciic regulatory and policy 

objectives for each issue area.

how to use

As the B.C. government develops other key regulation 

areas (e.g. Planning & Governance, Beneicial Use, 

Public Participation, Objectives and Land Use, and 

Monitoring and Oversight) of the Water Sustainability 

Act, we will release additional lashcards. Make sure 

you are signed up to receive our Freshwater Alliance 

updates so you can stay in the loop at 

www.freshwateralliance.ca.
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There are several ways to use the lashcards and insert 

the new B.C. freshwater narrative into the public 

discourse. These range from getting media outlets to 

cover your story to creating the content yourself.

However you do it, it helps to understand how to 

handle the interactions and develop relationships with 

people in traditional as well as non-traditional media.

how to use
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