Toward A National Water Strategy for Canada: - A Broad-based Inclusive Approach

In June 2007, following on several rounds of discussion and exploration sponsored by the Canadian Water Resources Association (CWRA), the Board of Directors of the CWRA endorsed the principle that construction and implementation of a Canadian National Water Strategy would benefit water management across Canada.  A working group of volunteers from the National Board has undertaken the task of employing the experience and knowledge of CWRA members and others to help map out and energize the processes needed to develop and implement a Canadian National Water Strategy. A CNWS would include content related directly to federal and to provincial/territorial water policy but would extend beyond that to include guiding principles for municipal responsibilities and recognize the multiplicity of water management actions within the control of companies and individuals.

In May 2008 Rob deLoe completed a report commissioned by the CWRA and funded by the Gordon Foundation that set out his recommended approach for the development and implementation of a CNWS. The report is available on the CWRA website. The approach he recommends requires the active participation of representatives from all levels of government, including First Nation and aboriginal governing bodies, industry, environmental NGOs, and interested individuals. In endorsing the deLoe approach in June 2008 the CWRA Board confirmed that the emphasis on an inclusive participatory process was fully consistent with earlier declarations of the Board and was required by the complexity of both governance in Canada and by the multi-faceted nature of issues of water management.

There is widening awareness among Canadians that water management is of crucial importance with a great variety of consequences for good and ill.  For a CNWS to be undertaken and made effective this awareness must be greatly expanded and directed to a recognition that only a fully comprehensive and fully integrated approach to water management can cope with the bewildering complexities that arise in water-management decisions. During 2007 both Pollution Probe and the Conference Board of Canada released reports that examined deficiencies in current water policy and governance and recommended a more comprehensive approach to management. The Canadian Chamber of Commerce has also issued a statement in support of a comprehensive approach to water management.

The approach to water management issues most commonly followed in Canada up to the present is identification of specific single-purpose functions for water and creating responses to narrowly-defined problems incidental to this use. I associate this approach with an identification of water as a resource. One recent example of this perspective, and, in my view, possible limitations in scope, can be glimpsed in the recent full-page advertisement announcing a major bank’s $50 million water-project fund. The text identified water as Canada’s most important resource. While water is a critically-important resource the implied assertion that water management = resource management could lead to inadequate recognition and consideration of equally important attributes of water that do not fit easily within the usual scope of resource management.

The distinct attribute of water that separates it from other natural resources is its role as an irreplaceable prerequisite for life. This adds a unique facet to water management not found in other natural resources. There are other prerequisites for life, living organisms require an energy source (food) and protection from life-destroying environmental stress, but there are various alternative ways and substances that can satisfy these prerequisite requirements. Only water is irreplaceable – in a real way water is not just FOR life water IS life.

This absolute requirement for water, shared by all life, takes the form of an emphasis on potable drinking water and adequate sanitation as water-management objectives for human uses. The Manitoba Water Protection Act of 2005 captures this emphasis in its statement that “access to sufficient, safe, acceptable and affordable water for personal; and domestic uses is internationally recognized as a fundamental right of all citizens”. The United Nations agency UN-Water is despite, the generality of its name, narrowly focused on drinking water and sanitation. 

An approach to planning that considers water both as a resource and as an absolute requirement (drinking water) still does not give sufficient breadth to management. Water IS life applies to natural ecosystems with the same force as to human life. Water management must include the role of water in the retention of healthy ecosystem. The Quebec Water Policy of 2002 (Water Our Life Our Future), for example, recognizes this facet of water management in a stated commitment to protect ecosystems. I note that the clarity of recognition of the natural-environment as a somewhat independent facet of management is somewhat obscured in the Quebec policy by the attaching this objective to protection of human health.

A final distinguishable facet of water management deals with the issue of the spiritual values. The practical significance of this facet was illustrated recently in British Columbia when a Joint EA Review Panel recommended refusal of the proposed Kerness North mine project in north-western B.C. The recommendation to reject was based on the planned destruction of Amazay Lake that holds spiritual value for local First Nations. I believe this issue has been resolved by an alternate form of development of the mine. The issue of spiritual value was clearly of practical importance in this case. Spiritual values are increasingly being considered by people outside of native-peoples community. Full consideration of spiritual values of water should be a central feature in on-going water management decisions.

A successful CNWS must take account of these many facets . To build the necessary breadth into a CNWS requires active participation of all sectors of the Canadian community with interest in water management. 
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