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March 15, 2022 
 
 
Via email: livingwatersmart@gov.bc.ca 

Honourable George Heyman 
Minister of Environment and Climate Change Strategy 
P.O. Box 9047 Stn Prov Govt 
Victoria BC V8W 9E2 

RE:  B.C. Watershed Security Strategy and Fund Discussion Paper 

Dear Minister, 

The Business Council of British Columbia (the Business Council) is an association representing 
approximately 250 large and medium-sized enterprises active in every sector of British 
Columbia’s economy that together account for approximately one-quarter of all private 
sector payroll jobs in the province.  We appreciate the opportunity to provide input on the 
above noted discussion paper released by your Ministry.  

There is no doubt water is a vital resource and an important public policy issue. It is also 
critical to all sectors of our economy. We want to continue to engage with the B.C. 
government to work towards a practical approach for water security and water management 
in the province. We look forward to ongoing dialogue in the spirit of collaboration — 
especially given the complex and intersecting issues that exist in this space. 

B.C. won a geological lottery when it comes to water and many other raw materials. But for 
many British Columbians, scarcity may be hard to appreciate. We are provided with water 
through infrastructure that is largely built by local governments. Most B.C. residents are 
charged, at most, a few hundred dollars per year for water that is available on demand from 
any tap almost anywhere. B.C.’s population is forecast to increase by about 70,000 people 
per year to 2030, and by ~1.2 million in total by 2040. This demographic growth will drive 
increased water consumption and expand our collective water footprint whether for drinking, 
ecosystem integrity, or as an input to all manner of economic activities.  

Secure long-term water supply is one of the bedrocks of a robust and diversified economy 
and a key contributor to our high standard of living. From an economic perspective and for 
those sectors in B.C. that disproportionately pay the bills,1 water is an essential input to 
production. 

In addition, water is also the foundation of the energy transition and B.C.’s net zero 
greenhouse gas (GHG) aspirations. Importantly, the province’s clean electricity is dependent 
on water. British Columbia’s low-GHG electricity system is an underappreciated comparative 
advantage that enables our industries to produce less greenhouse gas intensive goods 

 
1 https://bcbc.com/insights-and-opinions/which-industries-pay-the-bills-for-british-columbia-an-update. 
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compared to competing jurisdictions. Unfortunately, the current structure of the discussion 
paper appears to signal an intention to create a process that is unevenly weighted towards 
non-economic water considerations and sets expectations that may undermine the recovery 
and long-term resilience of B.C.’s economy. To ensure informed policy development and 
decision-making, the Business Council would like to see a clear government commitment to 
an integrated approach to water security — one that balances the management of competing 
demands, values, and interests, and ensures multiple uses of B.C.’s water resources for social, 
economic, environmental, and clean energy needs. 

While the Business Council welcomes a provincial conversation on water, we do have several 
concerns and some suggestions regarding the discussion paper. These are articulated below.   

Do not reinvent the wheel 

While perhaps a distant memory, British Columbia has already completed successful water 
use planning via BC Hydro, in partnership with government, communities, and Indigenous 
people. As such, the province presently has 23 water use plans (WUPs). When developed, 
each of these plans considered the multiple objectives and interests of a wide range of 
stakeholders using a structured, transparent process supported by science. In fact, Division 4 
of the current Water Sustainability Act is almost a direct translation of the process and 
elements of the BC Hydro WUP program, and for good reason given its success. There is no 
need to start from scratch with a “new” process. Rather, the government should build on 
current water use plans and use these as starting points for new conversations and a 
structured decision-making process modelled on what was done before.  

Furthermore, there are at least two reports of lessons learned that can provide valuable 
insight2 on what worked and did not in this area. We urge the government to carefully review 
the history and experience from the earlier WUP program. It was lauded internationally at the 
time (including being profiled by the World Bank) and forestalled action under a NATFA 
Commission for Environmental Cooperation process. When it comes to water use policy in 
B.C., there simply is no need to begin with a blank page. 

Definition 

The discussion paper proposes a definition of watershed security. The Business Council is 
concerned that the proposed definition does not capture the economic value of water. In 
addition, watersheds are a geographic concept for planning purposes. Water security is the 
substance of concern. Therefore, we suggest a more sensible definition is one that refers to 
water security. We would like to see a rewrite to something that is simpler and focused on a 
flexible and broader concept of water security. This would help shape conversations towards 
a balance of water interests. 

Governance and Decision Making (management) 

The discussion paper appears to assume that future water governance will all be done at a 
watershed level. The Business Council believes this would lead to overly decentralized 

 
2 WWF Water for Power, Water for Nature: The story of BC Hydro’s Water Use Planning Process and the BC Hydro 
Water Use Planning Program Evaluation (Dovetail Consulting Inc). 
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decision-making and a lack of focus on the overarching British Columbia public interest on 
water issues. Management and regulation of the Colorado River in the United States is a 
prime example of what not to do. We strongly urge government to maintain its decision-
making role with respect to licensing and the final approval of water use plans, while also 
exploring how best to accommodate shared decision-making opportunities with Indigenous 
people via section 7 of B.C.’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act.  

The discussion paper asks for input on the components for water planning and governance. 
The challenge will be to compile a set of clearly articulated rules about what water security is 
and is not. The Business Council sees a risk that the outcome may entail too many 
governance/process structures. This will be unwieldly, inefficient, and expensive to 
implement, increase uncertainty for investors and local businesses, and add to the already 
high and growing cumulative costs of doing business in B.C.  A complex structure will also 
make it more difficult to achieve practical and realistic outcomes. We believe it is important 
to have one consistent and relatively straightforward framework with procedural mechanisms 
as listed below, all leading to the development and use of a set of common facts: 

o ensure transparency, accountability, and access to information 
o acknowledge, embed, and respect multiple interests in water 
o establish clear mandates and processes that are driven by firm timelines  
o ensure the use of science and analysis. 

Indigenous matters  

The Business Council supports British Columbia’s commitment to reconciliation with 
Indigenous peoples. From an economic development perspective, the ability to generate 
own-source income is key to enabling self-determination and capacity development for 
Indigenous people. Access to natural resources, including water, is an essential ingredient for 
success. As such, we agree that considering Indigenous interests in water is necessary. 
However, because hydrological boundaries do not necessarily match territorial boundaries, 
we are concerned that unresolved territorial overlaps within watersheds will complicate the 
ability to coordinate and collaborate on planning and decision-making in a timely manner — a 
reality across most of B.C. that must be addressed. 

Amendments to the Water Sustainability Act 

The Business Council strongly disagrees with this statement in the discussion paper: 
“Amendments may be proposed to the WSA as part of the eventual Watershed Security 
Strategy.”  The strategy, once complete, is a high-level document. It should not drive 
legislative or regulatory change. It is our view that changes to the WSA may arise as 
outcomes from a deliberate and structured process of defining objectives, completing the 
science, and determining lessons learned during the implementation of possible new 
governance practices and water security planning. Some of these new tools may also be 
highlighted as part of B.C.’s ongoing alignment of provincial laws, policies and practices 
recognizing and respecting the rights of Indigenous peoples. In any event, any change to the 
WSA should not be ad hoc, which is why we do not support changes to the regulatory regime 
as an outcome of strategy development alone.   
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Compensation 

The province has indicated this strategy and resulting regulatory outcomes will apply to both 
public and private lands. While logical, this leads to the potential taking of water rights (WSA 
section 79). The Business Council would like to see the development of a transparent 
compensation framework. Alberta acknowledges this possibility as a result of land use 
planning and provides for compensation in Division 2 of the Alberta Land Stewardship Act. 
This is one model for consideration. It is useful to note that the success of the BC Hydro WUP 
process was facilitated (in part) by acknowledging the value of water rights, their importance 
to investment in projects, and the need for compensation. Given the challenging investment 
climate in B.C. today, any tools that create more certainty are useful and necessary.  

Science, evidence, data 

The Business Council fully supports the use of science, evidence, and data in decision-making, 
and for education about water. It is our view that “water protection” comes from iterative risk 
assessments backed up with objective data and analysis. The Business Council is particularly 
concerned about the potential for increased rather than decreased uncertainty resulting from 
multiple and differentiated approaches to data protocols and processes by individual 
watershed. We believe the following concepts are essential elements of any unbiased 
information system to facilitate decision-making, water monitoring, and reporting at the 
watershed and provincial levels:    

o developing a common approach for characterizing watersheds  
(i.e., attributes and descriptions).  

o standardizing the methodology for baseline data collection and its use by all 
stakeholders. 

o establishing a set of common indicators that can be rolled up to provide an overall 
picture of water and watersheds across B.C. 

o standardizing data formats, data sharing protocols, and visualization tools.  

Transboundary matters 

The transboundary attribute of water is a missing piece in the discussion paper. This is a 
significant consideration, procedurally and politically, for many of B.C.’s largest rivers and 
watersheds, including but not limited to the Columbia, Peace, Taku, Stikine, and Teslin. All 
these regions and waters are important for energy and mining, among other sectors.  
Transboundary water issues have the potential to complicate governance, create additional 
development challenges, give rise to international treaty and nontreaty water management 
issues, and constrain the practical exercise of water rights for both Indigenous and other 
British Columbians. 

Water and Land Use Plans 

The Business Council is concerned the province is layering planning on top of planning, which 
will further complicate access to water and hinder water-dependent economic activities. 
While conceptually it might make sense to nest watershed plans within a larger land use plan, 
as the Blueberry decision demonstrated, it may also unnecessarily complicate and undermine 
the evaluation of cumulative effects.  
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We urge the adoption of a planning form (regional, sub-regional, area based, or watershed 
based, etc.) that fully supports cross-sectoral integration of objectives and effects with the 
least amount of process and yielding resilient decision outcomes. It is also important to have 
a common set of overarching water objectives that are province-wide to enable higher order 
public interest decision-making. Water is not a policy area where all important decisions 
should be delegated down to local communities and lower levels of government. This is 
especially true given the likelihood of conflicts and trade offs between local issues and 
provincial interests. 

In terms of the questions asked in relation to proposed outcome 5, the answers will likely 
provide only cursory and high-level information. The details of watershed-specific issues and 
objectives can only be revealed during actual processes. Therefore, the Business Council 
urges the government to avoid making final conclusions on “what is important” too early. 
Doing this can lead to unrealistic expectations about the implementation of the strategy.  

Security Fund 

The Business Council understands the rationale for creating a Watershed Security Fund. 
However, we are concerned that the default source of new funds will be industry. The 
cumulative costs of doing business in British Columbia currently act to drive away rather than 
attract much needed investment across all our land-based industries. This is true even for new 
projects and existing operations seeking to support provincial actions related to climate, 
clean technologies, Indigenous reconciliation, and affordability for British Columbians. The 
costs put at risk the government’s commitment in the 2022 Budget to build a stronger 
economy for everyone. And, as mentioned above, water is an essential element of B.C.’s net 
zero challenge and in attracting capital.  

As for management of a fund, should one be established, we would want to see an 
independent board, transparent decision-making and reporting, and investment criteria that 
create the biggest positive impact across the widest possible area and that are also 
performance based. This approach would also need to consider impacts and overlaps with 
federal responsibilities related to certain policy areas, (e.g., fish and water quality). Fund 
management should be reviewed/audited regularly, and the board should have authority to 
cancel an investment if the objectives are not met. In short, the management of the fund 
should not be political and must produce solid returns on investment. 

We look forward to continued engagement with your Ministry on water and water 
management in British Columbia. If you have any questions about this submission, please 
contact Denise Mullen, Director, Environment, Sustainability & Indigenous Relations at 
denise.mullen@bcbc.com. 

Yours sincerely,  
 
Original signed by 
Greg D’Avignon 
 
Greg D’Avignon 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
 
DM/vjc  
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