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Governance alone cannot correct 

inadequate water management, 

but poor governance will almost 

certainly prevent effective 

management



Governance 

….the process of societal decision 

making…

Who -- What -- How

&

Accountability

Constitution of Power



Setting a New Course

• Water governance & law reform 
initiative at UVic’s POLIS WSP Project

• Based on discussion paper (with Deb 
Curran – ELC) for BC Ministry of the 
Environment – Water Stewardship 
Division

• Compares 3 possible governance models 
for water management in BC

• Assess strengths and weaknesses

• Identifies reform priorities

• Contributes to dialogue on governance 
reform 



Canadian Experiences with Water 

Governance

• History of top-down, state-driven regulatory 
approaches

• Various provinces – Quebec, Ontario, Alberta –
have begun formal move to watershed 
governance approaches

• Some experimentation with markets

• Recent emphasis on collaborative approaches 
and partnerships

• Trend towards increased sharing of 
responsibility and authority 



Decentralized statutory 

watershed-based governance

• France’s Water Agencies and “Water 

Parliaments” (European Union)

• Murray-Darling Basin Initiative 

(Australia)

• Conservation Authorities (Ontario)

Learning from Elsewhere



Governance and Water Act 

Modernization in British 

Columbia



Context of governance

•New course is critical in BC to address 

water use conflicts and ensure long-term 

health of watershed and related resources

• Pressure from citizens and other affected 

for increased roles

• Increasingly limited capacity by 

government agencies

• Living Water Smart vision commits to a 

new paradigm and new relationships with 

affected communities and stakeholders



Water Act Modernization as 

the flag ship!!

¶By 2012, water laws will improve 
the protection of ecological values, 
provide for more community 
involvement, and provide incentives 
to be water efficient
ÅLegislation will recognize water 
flow requirements for ecosystem 
and species
ÅWAM commits to improving water 
governance arrangements



Government

Governance



Why governance matters
• Builds social resilience to adapt to change

• Enables innovation, new approaches and 
experimentation

• Leverages expertise and additional resources

• Clarifies roles and responsibilities - increases 
accountability

• Needed to protect and enhance ecological goods 
and services especially when power and decision 
making is diffuse and fluid

• Reduces conflict and increases public 
confidence



Comparing with BC

Key Attributes Intl 

Best 

Practice

In BC?

Senior government direction 

and engagement

√ X - currently ad hoc/varied across 

province and feds in practice 

?Living WaterSmart new direction?

Decentralized power including 

accountability and 

responsibility
√

X - resource and watershed decisions 

centralized or ad hoc/crisis response

Manage cumulative impacts √ X - currently sector by sector 

licensing and regulation with minimal 

ecosystem monitoring

Independent oversight and 

implementation support

√ X - not specific to water or 

watersheds

Resources and funding √ ? - water (and watershed) resource 

mgmt generally under-funded



Reform Options



Watershed Agency

Capacity òenabling legislationó and taxation/resource rents 

powers

Core activities Visioning and monitoring

Planning and source protection

Restoration and infrastructure programs

Awareness/public engagement

Build on existing tools:

Regional Growth 

Strategies

Official Community Plans

Opt in-able:

-Allocations (including priority of use)

-Regulation of quality standards

-Input into resource and land use decisions

Decision making blend of local elected, FN/Provincial/Federal 

appointed and representatives across watersheds

Senior Government role -Set minimum standards for IFNs, environmental and 

drinking water quality and accountability

-Oversight, training and best practice exchange

-Independent auditor with investigative powers



Watershed Agency

Strengths Weaknesses

Increased social resilience and 

adaptability

New legislation (and in some 

cases new institutions) needed

Watershed context and function 

overt in decision making

Political will and institutional 

commitments required

Ability to leverage expertise 

and resources

Some provincial resources 

(especially initially) needed

Highly collaborative – those 

affected have a say ….

Transition to new system 

increases uncertainty



Main Challenges for Reform

… no easy answers …



Devolving vs Downloading

Explicit collaboration requires resources 

and support - but how to ensure 

legitimacy and accountability? 



What level of integration? 

… across water, ground, surface, rain, 

waste (likely)

… across sectors, energy, food, land use 

etc. (much more difficult)



Where we begin

• Change public attitudes that water is a free good to 
water as a strategic natural asset and a public trust

• Emphasize conservation, stewardship,  and reuse 
and attend to cumulative impacts -- whole system 
thinking

• Set minimum standards and enforce the rules

• Engage communities (those affected) in water 
management and decisions -- shared governance

• Enable decision making that accounts for watershed 
function -- ecology must matter

• Establish overall audit/oversight -- accountability



Prosaically simple

•use less, 

•use what we take more productively,

•learn to share and resolve conflicts

•leave enough water in the system to 

ensure proper function


