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Drought in British Columbia is no longer a short-term or seasonal disruption—it is a persistent
and escalating structural challenge.

Evidence from the past decade shows that droughts are becoming more frequent, severe, and
damaging, exposing critical gaps in how water is governed and managed in B.C. What were
once considered extreme drought conditions are increasingly becoming the norm.

Despite the clear trends, the current provincial government approach to water and drought
management remains largely reactive and crisis-driven, grounded in outdated assumptions
and systems based on water abundance. The notion of “limitless water” entrenches a
provincial drought regime that is under-resourced and ill-equipped for a future defined by
mounting droughts and water scarcity. To date, no large-scale provincial government initiative
for planning or infrastructure has been mobilized to address drought and its growing impacts.

This report calls for fundamental shifts in how drought is understood
and managed in B.C., away from a reactive, crisis-driven approach to
proactive drought planning and adaptation.

Drought cannot be prevented—few possibilities exist in the short term to manage climate
and weather—but its impacts can be meaningfully reduced. The provincial government has
significant legal, policy, and planning tools to move from reactive crisis management towards
a future in which B.C. communities are successfully adapting to and living with drought.


https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/drought-ready-bc/

SHIFTING B.C. FROM CRISIS RESPONSE TO DROUGHT READINESS
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FUNDAMENTAL VIEW:
FUNDAMENTAL VIEW:
Droughts and water scarcity are predictable, longer-term

Drought is a surprise and short-term issues that are escalating and recurring. Community choices
temporary “act of God” that just happens. about land and water use can proactively mitigate, adapt to,
and prepare for drought.
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A functioning watershed (including healthy riparian areas
and restored wetlands) buffers rapid snowmelt, which
tempers peak flows and recharges aquifers.
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SUMMER

Rivers and streams continue to flow, even during dry months,
X thanks to a comprehensive mix of interventions and a formal
and Proactive Water Sustainability Plan. This includes urban water
conservation strategies and a new cooperative system of
temporary water sharing that replaces the rigid and outdated
first-in-time, first-in-right allocation scheme.
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As fall rains recharge aquifers, drought season reviews are
completed along with preparations for flooding and
further adaptations for the future.




INSIGHTS

FROM THE LAST DECADE OF
DROUGHTS IN B.C.

HOW DROUGHT IS CHANGING IN B.C.

1. Drought has happened every year, has hit all major basins, and is becoming more
common.

2. Drought is not just a temporary summer problem. It is increasingly persistent.
3. Climate change amplifies droughts. Today’s extreme is tomorrow’s normal.

4. Drought is not just a “water problem.” It is interconnected with climate, land, water, and
wildfire.

5. Droughts are already causing extensive—and expensive—damage. This will only
increase.

HOW COMMUNITIES ARE RESPONDING TO DROUGHT

6. Communities are leading innovative planning, governance, and technical drought
initiatives, but face major resourcing gaps and institutional barriers.

HOW THE PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT'S APPROACH TO
DROUGHT IS WORKING (OR NOT)

7. The provincial water management system is based on a fundamental assumption of
water abundance and does not serve today’s water scarcity and drought realities.

8. Drought response has generated too little action, often too late.
9. Repeated emergency water use restrictions is not a long-term drought solution.

10. Messaging focused primarily on individual actions, such as “shorter showers,” is
ineffective and obscures the need for systemic reform.
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PATHWAY TO DROUGHT RESILIENCE IN B.C.

This report identifies five areas the provincial government must focus on to successfully
reform drought management in B.C. Addressing each area will be essential for

moving away from chasing crises and toward proactive planning and adaptation—and,
ultimately, toward advancing community and watershed resilience.

Within each of these five broad drought reform priorities, we offer a range of
recommended actions. Some are quicker or easier fixes (and often long overdue),
while others are more substantive and will require dedicated provincial government

resources, capacity, and commitment:

1. SETTHE POLICY AND KNOWLEDGE FOUNDATION FOR THE CHANGE AHEAD
2. PROMOTE WATER CONSERVATION AND EFFICIENCY
3. SHIFT WATER MINDSETS AND RELATIONSHIPS

4. EXPEDITE WATER A RSHED SUSTAINABILITY PLANNING

5. RESOURCE AND EMPOWER LOCAL DROUGHT GOVERNANCE AND RESPONSE

! “~ poLs project on Ecological Gov C f
(V{_/ watersustalnabllltyprOJect u A Ic G‘I?:tgraelsixrjdies
POLIS WATER SUSTAINABILITY PROJECT

The POLIS Water Sustainability Project is an action-based, interdisciplinary research initiative at the POLIS Project on
Ecological Governance at the University of Victoria’s Centre for Global Studies. By combining practical research with
community action, we demonstrate the powerful otential of new governance approaches and work to drive innovative

law reform to generate change towards a sustainable and secure freshwater future. We develop cutting-edge research and
share solutions, best practices, and opportunities for reform with those working on the ground (and in the water), including
communities, experts, governments at all levels (local, Indigenous, provincial, federal), and non-governmental and Indigenous
organizations.

Learn more about the POLIS Project on Ecological Governance and the POLIS Water Sustainability Project.

www.polisproject.org | www.poliswaterproject.org
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