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2PART TWO

Improving Water 
Governance Arrangements

2.1 What is Water Governance?

Governance is a broad concept that refers to the processes through which individuals and institutions
manage their common affairs, take co-operative action and manage conflict. It includes the formal
institutions and regimes that are put in place to ensure compliance as well as the informal arrangements
that people and institutions believe to be in their interests (Commission on Global Governance, 1995).
Governance also relates to networks of influence, including both formal and informal ways that authority
is exercised (Ayre & Callway, 2005). 

Governance is about the process of decision making: who makes decisions, what the decisions are about
and how decisions are made. Effective governance includes more contributors than just governments.
Participants may include, for example, First Nations, professional associations, business, industry, 
communities and citizens (Brandes and Curran, 2009).

Water governance refers to the institutions and processes relating to the delivery of water services and
the development and management of water resources. Water governance also includes the way that 
science, and traditional and local knowledge inform the formulation of water laws, policies and decisions.

Much of the discussion about water in British Columbia typically concerns water management. 
Management focuses on the operational, day-to-day activities of regulating water extraction or discharges
to water and the conditions we impose on using it. Governance, in contrast, underlies management and
is a much broader concept. Good water governance is critical to sound environmental and economic
sustainability (Brandes and Curran, 2009). 

Water governance can be described using three dimensions, each made up of a number of elements: 
� Laws, rules, agreements and financing arrangements - e.g. federal and provincial legislation, policies,

processes, budgets, boundary and inter-jurisdictional agreements;
� Institutions, systems, roles and responsibilities - e.g. agencies, information bases and the 

determination of who does what and how; and,
� Operational management functions - e.g. planning, issues response, decisions, enforcement, outreach.
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Table 2a compares these three dimensions and provides some examples in British Columbia.

TABLE 2a Characteristics of a Water Governance Framework (adapted from Global Water Partnership and Network 
of Basin Organisations 2009)
Note: This table also appears in the Water Act Modernization Discussion Paper, p. 42.

THIS INCLUDES

Laws, rules and regulations, policies, 
legislated processes

Financing and provision of budgets to 
undertake work

Structures to ensure cooperation among
governments 

Establish roles and functions and 
standards for water –related institutions
at all levels of government and 
non government sectors

Structures to ensure participation and
transparent decision making

Coordination mechanisms established 
at local scale

Financing ability of organizations

Watershed protection and planning 

Water use regulation

Water infrastructure management

Drinking water source protection 

Flood and drought hazard management

EXAMPLE

Water Act, Fish Protection Act, Water 
Protection Act, Environmental 
Management Act

Government budgets, powers of taxation

First Nation treaties, McKenzie River Basin
Board, Columbia River Treaty

Science and information standards and
systems, watershed agencies, role of gov-
ernment and non government actors 

Watershed management plans, water 
licensing procedures, methods to set 
environmental flow needs 

Watershed collaboration, agreements 
to work together, water budgets 
or models

Taxing powers, development  cost
contributions, water pricing structures

Watershed restoration, monitoring  and 

implementing appropriate responses, 

climate change adaptation initiatives

Water allocation planning and 
decision making, licensing 
and enforcement

Water infrastructure planning, water 
demand management, education, water
utilities, and dam safety

Drinking water source protection planning

Hydrometric network, water supply/flood
forecasting, drought and flood responses

Laws, rules and 
financing arrangements

Institutions, roles and 
responsibilities

Operational management 
functions
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2.2 What Are the Current Water Governance Arrangements in British Columbia?

Water plays a role in almost every facet of our lives. Governing water use and management is a complex
challenge that affects many sectors of society. As a result, a number of federal, provincial and local 
institutions and agencies share powers and responsibilities around water.

Federal Role in Water Governance
The federal government has a number of different responsibilities related to water under the Canadian
Constitution. These include authorities over international borders, international relations, trade and 
commerce, navigation and shipping, seacoasts and fisheries, criminal law, and a general authority to legislate
in the national interest for “peace, order and good government”. Environment Canada is the lead federal
agency carrying out activities related to water management, but a number of other agencies also have 
responsibilities including Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Agriculture and Agri-Foods Canada, Natural 
Resources Canada, and others. Federal statutes relevant to water governance include:
� Fisheries Act: protects water quality and fish habitat Indian and Norther Affaris Canada through 

provisions providing for the prevention of the pollution of waters inhabited by fish;
� Navigable Waters Protection Act: protects the public right to navigation and protects the safety of

mariners, including in freshwater;
� International Boundary Waters Treaty Act: provides for the protection of international waterways by 

requiring a licence to obstruct or divert boundary waters; 
� Canadian Environmental Assessment Act: provides for environmental assessment where the proposed

project is on federal land, under federal sponsorship or where a federal act applies;
� Canadian Environmental Protection Act: protects the environment and human health by managing

toxic substances, marine pollution, disposal at sea and other sources of pollution. There are also 
provisions in this Act regarding international water pollution and the ability of the federal government
to take action if the province is not addressing an issue; and, 

� Canada Water Act: provides for the cooperative management of water resources and water quality. If an
agreement cannot be reached with the province, the Act provides for unilateral action by the federal
government, limited to federal waters and inter-jurisdictional waters of “significant national interest” 
or where the water quality has become a matter of “urgent national concern”. 

Local Governments’ Role in Water Governance
In BC, there are regional districts, improvement districts and municipalities. The term local government
will be used to here to include all three types of entities. 
Local governments do not have explicit jurisdiction over any subjects under Canada’s Constitution Act.
Therefore local governments can only take action on water issues when explicitly authorized to do so by
provincial governments. BC has delegated some water management responsibilities to local government,
explained further below. 
The Community Charter and the Local Government Act are the two key pieces of legislation for local 
governments in BC. The Community Charter establishes the legal framework for core municipal authorities
such as taxation, corporate services, financial management, and regulatory and by-law enforcement powers.
The Local Government Act establishes the legal framework for regional districts and improvement districts
and contains other important local government authorities such as those around elections, planning and
land use. Local governments are generally responsible for community and economic development which
has the potential to impact water resources management as well as the protection of stream health. 
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Local governments can enact bylaws to assist in the stewardship of public assets and the environment
to support the well-being of their communities. Local governments have responsibilities regarding the
management of riparian areas, drinking water supplies, wastewater and stormwater management. Local
Governments deliver local water conservation programs, are responsibile for land use planning on pri-
vate lands, and together with diking authorities, are responsible for flood protection infrastructure. Some
local governments are undertaking watershed and water supply planning and are interested in ways to
protect stream health at a local level.

Climate change projections indicate droughts and floods will become more frequent in many areas of
BC. The provincial government has delegated authorities to local governments around flood hazard
management and has enabled them to develop flood hazard area bylaws. While the province has not
formally delegated specific powers to local governments to deal with drought, it has encouraged them
to develop and execute drought plans which can be implemented through bylaws.

Local governments have also contributed to water management planning through initiating, managing
and participating in a variety of water governance actions, including: 
� developing Official Community Plans and Regional Growth Strategies;
� preparing integrated watershed management plans;
� participating in, or leading multi-sector water planning;
� developing floodplain management plans;
� developing liquid waste management plans; and,
� developing integrated stormwater management plans.

First Nations’ Role in Water Governance
First Nations across British Columbia have diverse and significant interests in water governance. They
are one of the largest groups of water licence holders in the province, with over 700 active licences 
attached to Indian Reserves for all purposes, held either jointly by First Nations and Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada or individually by bands. The provincial government also has legal and policy
obligations to consult with First Nations over water use decisions that might affect them.

Many First Nations have also expressed interest in additional volumes of water available for community
and economic development purposes. Treaty and other negotiations may include provisions for 
additional rights to use water and the right to fish. 

In 2005 the Province and the First Nations Leadership Council entered into a New Relationship based
on respect, recognition and accommodation of Aboriginal title and rights; respect for each others’ laws
and responsibilities; and for the reconciliation of Aboriginal and Crown titles and jurisdictions. First
Nations have historical, cultural and spiritual connections with water. There are opportunities to 
reinforce some of these unique cultural interests and to promote the use of traditional knowledge in
water stewardship and decision making.

Provincial Role in Water Governance
Provincial powers over water come from the Canadian Constitution Act. These include authority over
municipalities, local works and undertakings, property and civil rights, provincially owned public lands
and natural resources. In inland areas, most environmental laws that affect private activity are provincial.
Provincial water governance arrangements in BC have evolved over more than 150 years. 
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The most important statute affecting water governance is the Water Act.It establishes that all water 
resources are owned by the Crown. Designated statutory decision makers are granted the ability to issue
water licences and approvals, which allow people to divert and use water for beneficial purposes.

The Water Protection Act, passed in 1995, reaffirms Crown ownership of water. It also prohibits bulk 
removal of water to locations outside the province and prohibits large-scale diversion between major
watersheds. Crown ownership will not be revisited under the Water Act modernization process and
water will continue to be managed in the public trust for current and future generations.

The Drinking Water Protection Act provides the legal framework for drinking water protection in BC. 
It establishes requirements for emergency response, water monitoring, water source and system 
assessments, a process for preparing drinking water protection plans, and other protective measures 
for drinking water supplies.

The Forest and Range Practices Act governs how forest activities occur on Crown land. It authorizes 
regulations that set objectives for water protection that must be addressed by forest and range agreement
holders. It also provides for the designation and protection of Community Watersheds, which are 
watersheds that provide sources of drinking water. There are currently 467 Community Watersheds in
the province. This designation assists with protecting drinking water from the impacts of forest activities
on Crown lands. Forest operators must meet drinking water quality objectives set by government in
Community Watersheds.

These are only a few examples of the numerous provincial statutes that govern various matters relating
to water. Others include:
� The Drainage Ditch and Dikes Act;
� The Environmental Assessment Act;
� The Environmental Management Act;
� The Fish Protection Act;
� The Water Utility Act; and,
� Oil and gas exploration and development legislation.

A summary of these Acts can be found online at: 
www.env.gov.bc.ca/wsd/water_rights/overview_legislation/index.html.

The Ministry of Environment is the lead provincial agency on water management and administers the
Water Act. However, given the important nature of water in the various parts of our lives, no one agency
can fulfill all the related responsibilities. Table 2b lists some of the main provincial agencies that play a
part in governing water and briefly describes the role that each fulfills.
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AGENCY WATER RESPONSIBILITIES

Ministry of Healthy Living and Sport Mandate for drinking water protection under the Drinking Water Protection Act. 
The Interagency MOU for the Protection of Drinking Water commits all provincial

Centre for Disease Control agencies to consider drinking water protection in their statutory decisions and 
approvals. Drinking Water Protection Officers have statutory authority to ensure 
Regional Health Authorities potable water supplies are protected.

Ministry of Agriculture Supports agricultural industry water requirements used in the production of food 
and Lands and other agricultural products.
Integrated Land Management Considers water in regional land and resource planning. Front Counter BC provides 
Bureau single-window service where clients can obtain information on water licences and 
FrontCounter BC approvals and also assists with processing their applications.
Ministry of Energy, Mines and Develops energy policy and works to sustainably support industry 
Petroleum Resources water requirements.
Oil and Gas Commission Issues approvals for short-term use and for changes in and about a stream in 

connection with authorizations for oil and gas development.
Ministry of Forests and Range Manages and protects water as a forest resource under the Forest and 

Range Practices Act.
Ministry of Community and Provides water infrastructure and planning funding and supports regional growth
Rural Development strategies that consider future water supply. 

Oversees local government activities under the Local Government Act.
Ministry of Public Safety and the Coordinates response to water related emergencies such as floods, and provides
Solicitor General funding to mitigate those hazards.
Ministry of Aboriginal Relations Leads the negotiation of treaties that consider water as a resource of interest.
and Reconciliations
Ministry of Transportation and Approves rural subdivision developments, including assessing potential risks and
Infrastructure obstacles involving water supply and sewage disposal.
Environmental Assessment Office Coordinates the assessment of proposed major projects under the Environmental 

Assessment Act to ensure they are conducted in a sustainable manner.

TABLE 2b Provincial Agencies with Key Water Responsibilities
Note: This list is not comprehensive and may not detail all provincial water stewardship 
activities of organizations.
Source: Province of British Columbia 2008.

Other Actors’ Role in Water Governance
Citizens or non-state actors are looking for a greater role in decision making and environmental gover-
nance . Governments are acknowledging that the complexity of environmental management calls for
different kinds of expertise (De Loe et al, 2009). Many businesses are displaying leadership in water
stewardship and are setting an example for others to follow. Professional associations such as the BC
Water and Wastewater Association and the BC Ground Water Association provide advice on water policy
and facilitate discussion and knowledge sharing among water users and water resource professionals.
Academic institutions and researchers conduct research and make recommendations on water quality
and quantity, watershed functioning, groundwater and aquifer function, governance policy, demand
management and numerous other topics. Community organizations, Non-governmental organizations
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and individuals provide vital services through outreach, education, conservation, watershed restoration
and advice to government on policy. Watershed councils such as the Fraser Basin Council and the
Okanagan Basin Water Board work to advance sustainability across local and regional watersheds, 
help to resolve stakeholder conflicts and educate the public about water issues. New, collective shared
stewardship approaches enable the public and stakeholder groups to take on greater responsibility for
securing a sustainable water future. 

In addition, a number of other formal and informal governance bodies and arrangements have been 
established around the province in the past several decades and there is a range of water management
planning processes underway or completed. These are discussed in more detail in section 2.4 below 
and in Appendix 1.

The flow of water does not stop at provincial or national borders. British Columbia is a partner in 
a number of transboundary water governance arrangements including:
� the Mackenzie River Basin Board along with the governments of Canada, Alberta, Saskatchewan,

Yukon and Northwest Territories;
� the Western Water Stewardship Council along with the other provinces of Canada’s west and north; 
� the North American Waterfowl Management Plan and its supporting Joint Ventures to ensure

healthy wetlands and other aquatic habitat; 
� the Columbia River Treaty, an international agreement between Canada and the United States of

America on the development and operation of dams in the upper Columbia River basin; and,
� the International Osoyoos Lake and Kootenay Lake Boards of Control to ensure these lakes are 

regulated in compliance with Orders of the International Joint Commission.

2.3 What are the Pressures for Change?

British Columbians are increasingly aware of water issues as our understanding of the effects of human
activities on watershed health increases. British Columbians care about keeping streams healthy and
thousands of volunteers are helping to restore and maintain fish populations and aquatic ecosystems.
Participants in the Water Governance Workshops thought that aquatic ecosystems are being eroded 
in many places and that uncoordinated decision making and governance systems are an important
contributor (Wilkes, 2008). As a result there are greater demands and expectations for increased 
attention to ecosystem protection, stream health and water security. 

There are complaints that current water governance arrangements are too fragmented and that planning
processes are too ad hoc. For example the Pacific Salmon Forum in its final report (2009) argued that
current governance arrangements in the province create a tendency for individual ministries and 
agencies to operate in separate ‘silos’, making uncoordinated decisions that can impact a single 
watershed. The result may be that the cumulative impacts of multiple decisions threaten stream health.

The myth of abundance, which refers to the perception that BC has unlimited supplies of water in all
parts of the province, is still very prevalent. BC’s per capita water consumption is high by national and
international standards. However, there is a growing interest in water conservation and in the summer
months many communities face water restrictions. As well, BC’s population is growing rapidly, often 
in the places where there is already competition for water resources. Urban expansion, agricultural
production, and natural resource extraction also contribute to increasing water demand. This means
that, if current trends continue, our overall consumption will be much higher in the future than it is now. 

British Columbians expect government to take measures to protect water supplies and ecosystems.
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They also expect increased opportunities to participate in decision making. This may mean broader
participation in watershed management planning with emphasis on involving First Nations, local 
governments and stakeholders with a major interest in the watershed. To respond to increasing demands
and pressures on water, government is looking for ways to be more collaborative, flexible and adaptive.
Governance arrangements should be able to take the accumulated effects of multiple resource decisions
into account. 

Nowlan and Bakker (2007) suggest that the opportunities to improve water governance in BC today include:
� providing clearer delineations of authority under an overall provincial water strategy;
� coordinating governance arrangements throughout the province; 
� providing clearer and more transparent requirements for initiating planning provisions;
� eliminating regional inequities in water management; 
� improving funding mechanisms available to local governments or regional bodies for water 

management activities; and, 
� increasing public participation opportunities in general and with the water licensing allocation 

decisions in particular.

Reforming water governance may help improve ecosystem health and resilience to challenges such 
as climate change by streamlining planning and decision making and providing tools for adaptive 
management. 

2.4 How Are the Pressures Being Addressed?

With an awareness of the water governance challenges facing the province, Living Water Smart: British
Columbia’s Water Plan commits to a range of new initiatives and arrangements, building on existing 
efforts to keep water healthy and safe. The plan draws on a variety of governance “tools” including 
planning, regulatory change, education and incentives such as economic instruments. Living Water
Smart reaffirms that Government will continue to be accountable for the protection and management
of water resources in the public interest. Living Water Smart commits to enabling and supporting local
water stewardship initiatives that recognize the broad value of freshwater ecosystems. It sets a direction
towards finding creative and suitable solutions to local water issues. Some of the actions relevant to im-
proving water governance arrangements are listed in Text box 2a. 

TEXT BOX 2a      Living Water Smart Actions Relating to Water Governance 

� By 2012, water laws will improve the protection of ecological values, provide for more community
involvement, and provide incentives to be water efficient.

� Government will support communities to do watershed management planning in priority areas. 
� By 2012 new approaches to water management will address the impacts from a changing water

cycle, increased drought risk and other impacts on water caused by climate change.
� Government will work with other provinces to share ideas and resources to improve water 

conservation and collectively help communities adapt to climate change. 
� Tools to incorporate traditional ecological knowledge into information and decision making 

will be developed by 2015. 
� Government will publish a report on the state of our water by 2012 and every five years after that.

The Province also participated in the Water Governance Project in 2007 and 2008. This was a partnership
between the BC Ministry of Environment, the Fraser Basin Council, Georgia Basin-Vancouver Island
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Living Rivers, and Fisheries and Oceans Canada. Two reports were also prepared to support the Water
Governance Project. Nowlan and Bakker of the UBC Program on Water Governance authored Delegating
Water Governance: Issues and Challenges in the BC Context (2007). Brandes and Curran prepared Set-
ting a New Course in British Columbia: Water Governance Reform Options and Opportunities (2009).
These works provide important local insight into the issues and, along with other leading 
national and international thoughts and practice.

As part of this effort, the Fraser Basin Council facilitated four regional workshops in Langley, Prince
George, Nanaimo and Kelowna in early 2008. These welcomed federal, provincial, local and First Nations
government participants, along with those in industry, agriculture and stewardship groups who together
explored current water governance challenges in BC and opportunities for change. The feedback from
these events provided important input into the Water Act modernization project. 

Summary reports from the workshops are available at the Fraser Basin Council’s website at: 
www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/programs/water_governance.html.

Over time, the Province has also supported development of a number of alternative water governance
initiatives, resulting in different local participation in the management of water across the province.
These initiatives differ in a number of ways including: how they were formed; whether they are 
recognized in legislation; what their mandates are; what types of decisions they can make; their 
obligations with respect to reporting; their revenue raising powers; staffing; budgets; and organizational
structure (Brandes & Curran, 2009).

For example, the Okanagan Basin Water Board (OBWB) was instituted in 1970 through a collaboration
of the three Okanagan regional districts to provide leadership on water issues that span the entire valley.
In 2006, in response to rising public interest in water sustainability and with the support of the regional
districts, the OBWB put into action a water management initiative to promote coordinated water 
management throughout the basin. For more information on the Okanagan Basin Water Board see
www.obwb.ca/. 

In 1997, four orders of government, including First Nations, as well as community groups and business
created the Fraser Basin Council (FBC). Its mandate is to ensure that decisions protect and advance the
basin's social, economic and environmental sustainability into the future. The FBC was founded on the
belief that the major river management priorities for the Fraser Basin cannot be effectively addressed
by any one jurisdiction (Fraser Basin Council, 2010). For more information on the Fraser Basin Council
see www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/.

The Columbia Basin Trust (CBT) was created in 1995 to promote social, economic and environmental
well-being in the Canadian portion of the Columbia River Basin. The CBT works to create a legacy of
greater self-sufficiency for present and future generations. For example, in 2010 it announced that it is
partnering with 19 local governments to deliver the Columbia Basin Water Smart Initiative to address
water conservation in the region. This ambitious project will attempt to reduce community water use
across the Basin by 20 per cent by 2015 (Columbia Basin Trust, 2010). More information on the 
Columbia Basin Trust can be found online at www.cbt.org/. 

Some corporations have established internal governance arrangements to improve how they manage
water. In particular, BC Hydro has established Water Use Plans to define the parameters for the day 
to day operations of hydroelectric facilities. Developed through an inclusive consultation process, the
overall goal of Water Use Plans is to find a better balance between power generation and competing
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uses of water. Water Use Plans are discussed in more detail in section 4 and more information can be
found online at: www.bchydro.com/planning_regulatory/water_use_planning.html.

As noted above, planning is an important facet of water governance. The Province acts as a catalyst and
supporter of locally-led water planning and leads or participates actively in broader land use planning
processes. As discussed in section 4, it has been a leading participant in the Okanagan Water Supply
and Demand Project. It was a partner in the Township of Langley Water Management Plan process,
completed in 2009, which was the first plan to be developed under the provisions of Part 4 of the Water
Act. The Province also continues to support implementation of the Cowichan Basin Water Management
Plan, completed in 2007. Once completed, water plans can help guide decision making, including water
allocation decisions, and promote the integration of groundwater and surface 
water management.

More information about many of these and other unique water governance initiatives can be found in
Appendix 1.

2.5 Leading Thought and Practice

2.5.1 The Global and Local Trend Towards Water Governance Reform 
Various jurisdictions around the world have reformed water governance arrangements. Drivers 
include the desire to promote greater technical and administrative efficiency, the need to clarify 
responsibilities and reduce conflict, and growing recognition of the need for environmental protection.
As mentioned above, there is also growing awareness that government can no longer be the sole source
of environmental decision making and communities want more say in decisions that affect them.
Through a range of new arrangements, corporations, non-governmental organizations, and quasi-
governmental boards are playing a key role in governance (de Loë, Varghese, Ferreyra, and 
Kreutzwiser, 2007), often with better “triple bottom line” outcomes (i.e. social, economic and 
environmental). 

The literature reviewed suggests there are common trends that coincide with changes to governance,
most of which exist in British Columbia. These include: 

� public demand for additional regulation of water to promote higher standards for drinking 
and quality of water sources;

� shifts in the role, mandate and size of governments;
� understanding that climate change impacts will dramatically affect the water cycle and require 

significant shifts in water allocation and management;
� stakeholder expectations for new approaches to participation and citizen involvement in 

natural resource decisions;
� new legal requirements, particularly for consultation with Aboriginal people around water 

management and allocation decisions; and,
� increased understanding of the need to adopt an ecosystem based approach to integrated 

water resources management.

Jurisdictions that have recently reformed water governance include Alberta, Australia, New Zealand
and South Africa. Some places have engaged in large scale, national or even international reform 
efforts, notably Europe through the EU Water Framework Directive process. Others have made more 
incremental changes over longer timeframes or at smaller scales such as the state or provincial level.
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Brandes and Curran (2009), note that these governance reforms follow similar patterns and have 
common characteristics including:

� striving for improved coordination and accountability among water users, government managers,
public and private institutions and businesses;

� an emphasis on developing collaborative engagement with a variety of stakeholders;
� a focus on the watershed as the appropriate scale for water management and governance;
� allocation of resources to crucial activities such as monitoring, compliance and enforcement, 

protection and restoration of ecosystems and investment in green infrastructure; and,
� development of new conflict avoidance and resolution mechanisms.

Recognition of the benefits of broadened participation and collaboration has become an internationally
recognized paradigm. Meaningful decentralization and participation at appropriate levels of gover-
nance, known as the principle of subsidiarity, is also increasingly accepted around the world as a goal
of reform efforts. The contribution of different kinds of expertise is an important but less 
frequently recognized benefit from the participation of multiple actors. 

As de Loë et al. (2009, p 26) note, the value in drawing from multiple sources of knowledge, including
knowledge from formally trained scientists, policy makers and managers as well as resource users
(agriculture producers, fishers, hunters, etc.) has been established empirically. However, rather than
using knowledge of diverse groups to generate information and understanding through reductive
mechanism, emphasis is placed on using multiple sources of knowledge to build a holistic, integrated
or systems–orientated understanding. This represents a new approach, where non-state actors are no
longer simply recipients of knowledge, but also knowledge generators.

Governance reform involves clarifying roles and accountabilities. Accountability means that organisations
and individuals acknowledge and assume responsibility, legitimized by those subject to their actions.
Some of the factors that contribute to effective assignment of accountability include clearly defining
responsibilities, having consequences for performance and effectiveness, checks and balances,
transparency and free flow of information.

Citizens, businesses and non-governmental organization are asking for a greater role in water manage-
ment. By explicitly recognizing the importance of non-state actors, and by providing a clear role, 
government agencies can improve the collective capacity for environmental governance and recognize
the value of different kinds of expertise in decision making. This broadened notion of governance
challenges traditional, highly structured and centralized approaches to decision making and
management, and is increasingly recognized both globally and nationally as helpful for addressing
modern water challenges.

Yet another trend in water governance is based on the assumption that the watershed or river basin
is the appropriate ecological scale at which to make sustainable water decisions. International examples
include the EU Framework Water Directive, which mandates watershed councils for all rivers 
(including trans-boundary watersheds) within the EU. For example, France is divided into 6 watershed
basins. South Africa is divided into 19 water management areas. New Zealand is divided into 16 
regions primarily dictated by watershed boundaries. Many US and Australian states also follow a
watershed based model. Canadian examples include Alberta’s Watershed Planning and Advisory
Councils, Quebec’s Basin Organisations, and Ontario’s 36 Conservation Authorities. 
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As Brandes, Ferguson, M’Gonigle and Sandborn (2005, p 18) note, watershed management has a
local bias. Because it involves local people who are aware of neighbouring conditions, management
at this level is more responsive and results in tailored solutions. When local level decision making is
coordinated by higher level institutions and participation in larger collective action is also possible,
the result can be decentralized, but co-ordinated, multi-tiered governance systems that apply the
principle of subsidiarity. Subsidiarity means responsibilities are allocated to the lowest level of 
government or social organization capable of undertaking effective management (Hunter et al., 2002).

Water governance reform also has the potential to increase the flexibility and responsiveness of 
decision making systems and management arrangement. Decision makers should be able to adapt 
or respond efficiently and effectively to changing circumstances. With the unavoidable time lag 
associated with major policy, legal and governance reform, changes today must not only be sensitive
to the current provincial situation, but must also be able to respond to future emerging challenges
(Brandes and Curran, 2009).

As de Loë et al. (2009) note, “it is generally recognized that human-environmental systems are 
characterized by uncertainty and change and an adaptive approach involving continuous monitoring
and feedback will be needed to provide the needed flexibility to deal with future change. In an adaptive
governance framework, policies are viewed as experiments which will require modification as new
knowledge and understanding is gained.”

2.5.2 Spectrum of Water Governance Options for BC
Government’s traditional role has been that of regulator, ensuring compliance with laws through
licensing, permitting and enforcement. While it must maintain this function, it could also foster and
enable broader engagement in water stewardship. The Water Act modernization initiative is an 
opportunity to rethink the water governance arrangements in the province to take account of the 
pressures and also apply leading thoughts and practices implemented elsewhere. 

When considering governance arrangements, it is useful to think about what decisions should be 
considered at the provincial level, and what decisions can best be determined at the local level applying
local expertise. Setting environmental standards and environmental objectives should be consistent
throughout the province. However, taking actions to meet the standards and objectives at the local
level would benefit from knowledge of the local context.

A key consideration for Water Act modernization is whether greater delegation of governance and
decision making authority to the watershed or some other local level is desirable. If it is, a secondary
question is what types of mechanisms and institutions would need to be put in place to effect this
transition. In BC, water resources vary significantly from watershed to watershed as do the human 
activities taking place in them. A ‘one size’ approach to governance does not fit all. 

Applying leading thoughts and practices in BC, three approaches for water governance are raised 
for discussion; they reflect a wide spectrum of decision making responsibilities. At one end is the
centralized approach; at the other end the delegated approach; and in between, the shared approach.
In any approach the province would retain the ultimate responsibility for fulfilling the duty to consult
with First Nations, although some procedural aspects of consultation may be shared. The appropriate
scale of watershed, accountability and dispute resolution processes would need to be clear in any
chosen approach. These three approaches are illustrated in Figure 2a.
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FIGURE 2a Water Governance Framework and Possible Solutions

The institutions that make decisions in these approaches are different, in particular about who makes
decisions and undertakes operational management functions. For example in the centralized approach
which is a modification of the current arrangements, the provincial government is the main decision
making institution. In the shared approach, the province would share decision making responsibilities
with a partner. In order to implement the delegated approach, new institutional arrangements would be
required. A hybrid approach could also be enabled.

In any approach, decision making would be bound by and reflect objectives and outcomes set at the
federal and provincial level. In all approaches First Nation traditional ecological knowledge could be
better recognized and utilized in planning and decision making. The Province has committed to working
with the federal government and First Nations to develop a process that will support the ability of First
Nations to be full participants in watershed protection planning and implementation.

Clear criteria would be used to make governance changes so that the resulting mandates of government
and other entities are predictable and consistent throughout the province. Essentially, the areas of
potential change in governance are to the institutions and the operational management functions. This
is discussed further under the three approaches below.

Centralized Approach
The provincial government would continue to make most water management decisions in the 
centralized approach. There would be improvements to the current arrangements through resource
management coordination and unified processes for environmental assessment and permitting. 
Governance arrangements would not change significantly. Streamlined processes and computerized 
decision support tools can provide data standards, simplify and add transparency to decision making
processes. Provincial government officials would continue to develop coordinated business plans,



32 BRITISH COLUMBIA WATER ACT TECHNICAL BACKGROUND REPORT

IMPROVING WATER GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS

communications, training and integrated service delivery. For example, government will facilitate a single
consultation process for First Nations on applications that require permits from multiple agencies. 
This would help speed up government approvals and decision making times (especially for low risk
transactions), reduce the consultation burden on First Nations, and ensure government remains 
accountable for the protection of environmental flow needs and stream health. 

The modernized Water Act could require water allocation planning and the consideration of stream
health in decisions. Provincial and federal agencies would need to agree on stream health objectives
and how to report against them. Advice and participation from First Nations and other stakeholders in
the watershed could be sought during the water allocation planning process. Increased provincial
engagement in local government planning processes for land use could also improve the integration of
water considerations into planning at the local level.

The role of licence holders may also change under this approach to motivate compliance and help
prioritize enforcement activities. As appropriate, water users would be responsible to report actual
water use and declare compliance with water licence conditions.

Shared Approach
The shared approach delegates specific water management functions and decisions to a First Nation or
partner institution such as an existing Regional District, depending on their capacity or willingness to
undertake responsibilities. The province would work with other partners to identify mutually beneficial
solutions for water management. Any delegated decision making would rest with representatives from
the community who are locally elected or appointed by government. The shared approach could improve
local visioning and shared decision making for water, and could rely on existing institutions and planning
arrangements for its implementation. If the management of water occurred on a watershed basis, then
agreements to work collaboratively with other jurisdictions sharing the watershed would form part of
the approach.

Partner institutions could lead regional visioning and planning processes for watershed planning, and
extend current public education and outreach activities. This could include responses to drought or
other climate change impacts, drinking water source protection planning and co-ordinating water use
or state of watershed reporting. Land use plans, Regional Growth Strategies, Official Community Plans
and watershed management plans could be used to articulate and help achieve the communities’ water
management values and priorities. Wider First Nations and stakeholder involvement could be enabled
through advisory committees or consultation arrangements. The enabling provisions could allow for
partner institutions to increase their responsibilities over time. 

In the shared approach, the provincial government would continue to set strategic direction and 
policy. This would include guidelines, standards and regulations to help establish the policy and legal
frameworks for the basin level to operate. Partnerships and collaboration would be crucial to implement
and solve problems at the local scale, but accountability mechanisms would maintain the protection of
the wider provincial public interest.

Delegated Approach
Under the delegated approach most water management functions and decisions would be delegated to a
watershed or regional-scale agency which could be called a ‘watershed agency’. Of the three approaches,
the delegated approach represents the greatest potential change to the current governance arrangements.
Watershed agencies would be new and, to implement this approach, they would need the ability to
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influence land use planning and development activities. Watershed agencies would be a catalyst to
build increased interest and capacity for community based planning. Existing entities (such as the
Okanagan Basin Water Board or other basin-scale entity) could be designated as a watershed agency. 

Watershed agencies would involve First Nations, lead public consultations for local visioning and value
setting, and would be responsible for developing and implementing (provincially approved) watershed
management and water allocation plans. Watershed agencies would be responsible for monitoring,
reporting, and educating residents about the watershed. Decision makers in this model might represent
a range of interests in the watershed and could be locally elected or appointed by government. 

Regardless of whether and how authority might be decentralized, watershed agencies would have to fit
or ‘nest’ within higher level institutions that hold such bodies accountable and co-ordinate larger
collective action (Brandes, Ferguson M’Gonigle and Sandborn, 2005). This means that the provincial
government will certainly need to continue to play a central role in the delegated approach. In addition,
provincial agencies must be willing to help implement or take watershed planning outcomes into 
account when making decisions.

Watershed agencies could take on additional functions based on need, issues and risk, regional 
population, capacity and willingness. The scale of watershed agencies may be determined using the 
26 existing ‘water district’ designations currently in the Water Act. Alternatively, other science-based
means for determining watershed boundaries and groundwater aquifer and recharge areas may 
be identified. 

There are important differences between the Shared and the Delegated approaches. The delegated 
approach would include: 
� New agency or institution operating on a watershed or basin scale; 
� Responsibilities for water allocation planning, water management planning with the province; 

responsible for setting the framework and stream health objectives; 
� Decision making and enforcement under these plans; 
� Responsibilities for including First Nations, stakeholders and communities in planning; and 
� Responsibilities to integrate with or influence other land use planning initiatives in the watershed.

Implementation considerations of changing water governance
In all three approaches the provincial and federal governments would continue to be responsible for
setting and coordinating the laws, rules, agreements and financing arrangements. The province would
ultimately be responsible for deciding the institutions, systems and roles for any delegated responsibilities.
The province would determine an enforcement framework that is consistent with other natural resource
legislation, information standards, and stream health objectives and results to be met. 

The provincial government would retain high risk, multiple-watershed or multi-agency decisions. 
Depending on the approach chosen, an oversight body may be needed to review practices, monitor 
effectiveness and investigate complaints. Solutions for funding water management, science and 
information requirements and capacity building would also need to be identified and enabled through
other legislation.

There are many challenges associated with changing water governance arrangements. Many lessons can
be learned from the jurisdictions that have moved away from a centralized model. 

Watershed boundaries may not coincide with existing political or local government boundaries (such 
as municipalities, regional districts, water districts, improvement districts or other governments). 












































































































