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Convening for Action  
in the Cowichan Region 

Participants in the pilot Living Water Smart Learning Lunch Seminar Series – June 2008
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Storyline Overview 
 

Chapter No. & Title Key Messages 

 

6. 

 

Convening for Action 
in Cowichan Valley 

In 2007, the Cowichan Region embarked on a journey as 

a provincial demonstration region for looking at rainfall 

differently,  testing  applications  of  the Water  Balance 

Methodology, and implementing green infrastructure. 

 

a. 

 

Genesis for Regional 
Team Approach 

In 2008, the Cowichan Region was the pilot for the initial 

Living Water Smart Seminar Series. The original concept 

for  inter‐departmental  alignment  expanded  into  an 

inter‐governmental concept for ‘sharing and learning’. 

 

b. 

 

Hosting of Water 
Balance Forums  

The  Cowichan  Region  is  an  incubator  for  approaches 

that are being replicated elsewhere in the Georgia Basin. 

The Georgia Basin  Inter‐Regional Educational  Initiative 

(IREI) was launched at the 2012 Water Balance Forum. 

 

c. 

 

Restore the ‘Water 
Balance’ in 
Urbanizing Areas 

Local  government  regulates  how  land  is  drained  and 

serviced. It has the authority to require that land owners 

comply  with  volume‐based  performance  targets  that 

restore the seasonal Water Balance distribution. 

 

d. 

 

Adapting to a 
Changing Climate 

A  pattern  of  alternating  droughts  and  floods  has 

prompted  regional  action  to  manage  risks.  The 

Cowichan  Region  views  the  ‘Watershed  Health  Goal’ 

through the lens of Climate Change Adaptation. 

 

e. 

 

Communicating the 
‘New Normal’ 

A  changing  environment  is  the  ‘new  normal’. 

Communities can build tools and technical backstops at 

a professional and technical level, but at the end of the 

day everybody needs to be at the table. 



 
Moving Towards Sustainable Watershed Systems, through Asset Management  

Beyond the Guidebook 2015: Towards a Watershed Health Legacy in the Georgia Basin 
 

 

76 
 

Part D: Local Governments are “Convening for Action” in the Georgia Basin 

6. Convening for Action 
in Cowichan Region 

The Cowichan Valley Regional District (CVRD) was 
an early champion of the CAVI initiative, and this 
has resulted in a continuing commitment for almost 
a decade. In July 2007, for example, the Regional 
Board endorsed region-wide participation in the 
CAVI program, mainly because CAVI program 
elements aligned with the Cowichan Basin Water 
Management Plan, a provincially significant and 
precedent-setting plan completed in March 2007.  

The commitment by elected representatives has 
been reaffirmed a number of times over the years. 

 

Provincial Demonstration Applications: From 
2007 to the present day, the Cowichan Region has 
served as a provincial demonstration region for 
looking at rainfall differently and applying the Water 
Balance Methodology. Approaches tested in the 
Cowichan Region have been replicated elsewhere. 

Along with the Comox Valley, the Cowichan Region 
is a demonstration application for the ‘regional team 
approach’. An understanding of Cowichan and 
Comox Valley experience yields helpful insights into 
trust-building and the benefits that accrue over time. 

 

Timeline / Milestones 
Figure 32 provides context for understanding how 
Cowichan region leadership has informed evolution 
of a ‘mimic the Water Balance’ approach to 
implementing green infrastructure and capturing 
rain, where it falls. The colour coding means: 

 Blue – provincial milestones; 

 Black – Cowichan milestones in the ongoing 
evolution, testing and validation of a Water 
Balance approach to Resilient Rainwater 
Management; and 

 Green – sharing of Cowichan case study 
findings at inter-regional events. 

2007 Creating Our Future Workshop: After the 
launch of the CAVI initiative in 2006, the first CAVI 
‘sharing & learning’ event was the Creating Our 
Future Workshop. This flagship event was by 
invitation, with the audience drawn from 19 
communities up and down the east coast of 
Vancouver Island. The event was an adjunct to the 
2007 Gaining Ground Summit held in Victoria.  

The workshop celebrated Vancouver Island 
success stories. The program centrepiece was the 
Cowichan Basin Water Management Plan, with its 
‘Water IN = Water OUT’ guiding philosophy. The 
workshop provided a platform for announcing the 
plan for the 2007 Vancouver Island Showcasing 
Green Infrastructure Innovation Series in parallel 
with the Metro Vancouver Showcasing Series. 

 
Cowichan Basin Water Management Plan: In 
2007, when the former General Manager, Planning 
Division (Tom Anderson) recommended that CVRD 
partner with CAVI, he informed Board members that: 

“The Basin Management Plan 
was developed through a 
uniquely inclusive consultative 
process; and provides an 
umbrella for aligning community 
development practices policies 
with emerging practices. The 

CAVI program can help the Cowichan Valley 
Regional District and member municipalities add 
depth to three areas of the Water Management Plan: 
demand management; protect aquatic ecosystems; 
and research, education, public outreach.” 
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Convening for Action in Cowichan Region: Time-Line & Milestones 

Figure 32COLOUR CODE: 
Blue = provincial milestone 
Black = Cowichan Region milestone 
Green = sharing at inter‐regional event 
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Part D: Local Governments are “Convening for Action” in the Georgia Basin 

a. Genesis for ‘Regional 
Team Approach’ 

The historical significance and importance of the 
2007 Showcasing Innovation Series is two-fold. 
First, it demonstrated what could be accomplished 
through inter-regional collaboration, and therefore 
is the genesis for the Georgia Basin Inter-Regional 
Education Initiative (IREI), launched in 2012. 
Secondly, it was the catalyst for relationship-
building within the Cowichan Region that then led 
to the precedent for a ‘regional team approach’.  

In 2008, the Cowichan Region was the pilot for 
the Living Water Smart Learning Lunch 
Seminar Series. The Comox Valley Series then 
built on and adapted the Cowichan experience. 

 

2007 Showcasing Green 
Infrastructure Innovation Series 
Practitioners in local government want to learn 
from those who are innovating, and they want to 
visit projects that are precedent-setting. The 2007 
series enabled host local governments to tell their 
stories in a way that no other forum provided.  

Each of the three regional districts north of the 
Malahat divide partnered with its largest municipal 
member to co-host a ‘showcasing day’. Support 
from the Cowichan Region was the lynch-pin that 
brought the showcasing concept to fruition.  

2008 Living Water Smart Learning 
Lunch Seminar Series 

The Learning Lunch approach to aligning inter-
departmental efforts within local government was 
an outcome of the 2007 Green Infrastructure 
Leadership Forum. The idea resonated and the 
original inter-department concept quickly 
expanded into an inter-governmental concept. 

Release of Living Water Smart in June 2008 
provided a reason for bringing together engineers, 
planners, building inspectors and bylaw 
enforcement officers. The focus was on aligning 
efforts to implement effective green infrastructure. 

Six provincial resource documents formed the 
curriculum backbone: Stormwater Planning: 
A Guidebook for British Columbia (2002), 
A Guide to the Guidebook, Beyond the 
Guidebook 2007, the Green Infrastructure 
Guide (2007), Develop with Care (2006), 
and A Guide to Green Choices (2008). 

 
The series spread the curriculum over three 
sessions (Figure 33). This enabled participants to 
take in new information, reflect on it, blend it with 
their own experience, test it, and eventually apply 
it in making decisions. 

 
Consistency at Front Counters: In 2008, during 
the planning of the series, Peter Nilsen (former 
Deputy Engineer, District of North 
Cowichan) observed that: “Within 
the Cowichan Valley Regional 
District, there are five local 
government jurisdictions; and the 
same group of developers and 
development consultants have 
projects in all or most of those jurisdictions. It 
therefore becomes essential that developers and 
their consultants hear a consistent message 
regarding rainwater management and green 
infrastructure expectations when doing business at 
the front counters in each of those jurisdictions.” 
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Session Theme Scope 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

Today’s Expectations 
are Tomorrow’s 

Standards 

 

EVOLUTION 

(What) 

Session #1 traced the evolution of rainwater and stormwater 
management policies and practices over the past two decades. 
This provided a frame-of-reference and a common understanding 
for subsequent sessions.  

The 2002 Stormwater Guidebook and the Water Balance Model 
were introduced so that participants would have an understanding 
of the purpose and application of performance targets. 

A desired outcome was that participants would understand WHY 
drainage practice comprises a continuum of paradigms, and 
communities progress at different rates along the continuum. 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

Legal and Policy 
Strategies to Support 
Green Infrastructure 

 

TOOLS 

(So What) 

Session #2 introduced the extensive and very specific tools 
available under the Local Government Act so that they can 
proactively manage the complete spectrum of rainfall events: from 
light showers to heavy rain to extreme storms. 

The Green Infrastructure Guide was explained so that participants 
would know how to use it effectively as a resource. 

A desired outcome was that participants would understand WHAT 
bylaw and policy tools enable incorporation and retrofitting of 
engineered green infrastructure into development plans. 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

Nature Knows        
No Boundaries 

 

 

TARGETS 

(Now What) 

Session #3 elaborated on a performance target approach to land 
development that makes sense, meets multiple objectives, is 
affordable, and results in net environmental benefits at a 
watershed and/or regional scale. 

A framework for ‘bringing it all together’ was introduced so that 
participants could explore a regional team approach that ensures 
a common understanding and consistency at the front counter. 

A desired outcome was that participants would understand HOW 
a Design with Nature approach to rainwater management (i.e. 
using infiltration and trees) will influence the greening of the built 
environment and protect stream health. 

2008 Living Water Smart Learning Lunch Seminar Series 

Curriculum for ‘Beyond the Guidebook: The New Business As Usual’ 

Figure 33
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b. Hosting of Water 
Balance Forums 

Over the past decade, the Cowichan Region has 
experienced a number of floods and droughts. 
These teachable moments have heightened local 
awareness of the need to look at rainfall differently 
and ‘design with nature’ – that is, if communities 
are to adapt to a changing climate (wetter, warmer 
winters; longer, drier summers).  

The Cowichan Region has been an incubator for 
approaches that are being replicated elsewhere in 
the Georgia Basin. The CVRD has hosted three 
Water Balance Forums - in 2008, 2012 and 2014. 

 

2008 Forum 
The first forum (October 2008) was an outcome of 
the Living Water Smart Learning Lunch Seminar 
Series. Willing development proponents and their 
consultants (planning & design) collaborated with 
the Water Balance Model team to develop three 
case study applications at three different scales.  

Results, lessons learned and insights were shared 
at the Forum; and provided the technical 
foundation for roundtable exploration about how to 
implement green infrastructure effectively. 

The 2008 Forum provided the template for the 
first Metro Vancouver Water Balance Forum, 
hosted by the City of Surrey in March 2009.  

 

Manage Rain Where It Falls: At the conclusion of 
the Forum, Rob Conway (Manager, Development 
Services) stated that: “We are increasingly advising 

development applicants that they 
need to manage rainwater runoff 
where it falls. Until now we have 
not had an appropriate way to 
assess their proposed solutions. 
The Water Balance Model is a 
great way to do this.” 

2012 Forum 
The second forum (March 2012) was the launch 
event for the Georgia Basin Inter-Regional 
Education Initiative. The members of the 
Cowichan Valley regional team reported out on 
how each has progressed since 2008 (Figure 34). 

The 2012 Forum emphasis was on ‘targets 
and criteria’, lessons learned, and practices 
necessary to protect stream health. 

 

Alignment of Efforts: Nagi Rizk, Municipal 
Engineer with the Town of Cowichan Lake, delivered 
the closing remarks: “It is a great 
honor for me to be part of the 
Cowichan Valley team. Our goal is 
to ensure a consistent approach to 
rainwater management on 
Vancouver Island, one that mimics 
the water balance. By working 
together we can make a difference. I am excited to 
think about the future and the great progress we can 
achieve together in the coming years.” 

 

2014 Forum 
The third forum (February 2014) was the venue for 
release of the Primer on the Water Balance 
Methodology for Protecting Watershed Health and 
unveiling of the Water Balance Model Express.  

The WBM Express is an online and interactive 
tool that quantifies how well properties capture, 
sink and spread rainwater runoff. 

 
WBM Express: At the April 2014 Board Meeting, 
Ladysmith Mayor Rob Hutchins moved the motion 
that: "the Water Balance Web Tool and 
supporting documents be shared with 
the CVRD and partner municipal 
planning staff; and further, that planning 
staff consider integrating the tool into the 
planning framework to support watershed 
management objectives at the Official Community 
Plan level and Development Permit level." 
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The  2012  Cowichan Valley  forum  team  comprised 

representatives  of  Cowichan  Tribes,  five  local 

governments  ‐  Lake  Cowichan,  Duncan,  North 

Cowichan, Ladysmith and Cowichan Valley Regional 

District ‐ and the Cowichan Watershed Board. 

 
Representatives  of  the  Ministry  of  Environment  (John 

Deniseger), Department  of  Fisheries  &  Oceans  (Wilf 

Luedke) and Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure 

(Bob Wylie, Approving Officer) elaborated on  regulatory 

requirements that provide a driver for local governments 

to protect and/or restore watershed health over time. 

Figure 34

Held at the Cowichan campus of Vancouver Island University, the 2012 Water Balance Forum
attracted representatives from 29 organizations (including the City of Calgary) for the launch 
of the Georgia Basin Inter‐Regional Education Initiative. 
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c. Restoring the   
‘Water Balance’ in 
Urbanizing Areas 

Land development alters the three pathways by 
which rainfall reaches streams. This changes the 
proportions of annual Water Balance volumes for 
surface runoff, groundwater and interflow (lateral 
flow in shallow soils). Warmer, wetter winters (with 
less snowpack and more rainfall) and drier, longer 
summers exacerbate changes in seasonal Water 
Balance distribution and volumes. 

Local government regulates how land is 
developed, drained and serviced.  It has the 
authority and ability to require that land 
owners comply with watershed-based volume 
targets that will restore the Water Balance 
distribution after land is urbanized. 

 
The Cowichan Region is a provincial leader in 
demonstrating how to apply science-based 
understanding and strategies to develop criteria 
and tools for use in areas where local government 
action can influence Water Balance outcomes. 

 

Water Balance Methodology 
In 2013, CVRD and the Partnership for Water 
Sustainability jointly funded a case study to 
develop a logical and straightforward way to 
assess potential impacts resulting from urban 
development; and analytically demonstrate how to 
restore the hydrologic function of a watershed.  

The Cowichan case study is part of the technical 
foundation for the Primer on the Water Balance 
Methodology for Protecting Watershed Health. 

An integrated design for land development, 
rainwater management and groundwater recharge 
would replicate the shallow soil storage and 
interflow conveyance system in order to mimic the 
hydrologic performance of a natural watershed. 

Performance Targets: The Primer presents the 
basic science and a basic knowledge needed to 
create an understanding of watershed hydrology 
and the natural processes that affect the flow of 
rainwater from cloud to stream. 

Figure 35 illustrates the application of three Water 
Balance performance targets to size and design 
the components of a standard rain garden 
installation. Targets are watershed-based. 

 

Water Balance Model Express 
The key to rainwater management is to connect 
each property’s hard surfaces with well-designed 
absorbent or porous surfaces. The Water Balance 
Model Express for Landowners has pre-set values 
for the three Water Balance parameters (retention 
volume, base flow release, and infiltration area). 
These are established by the local government at 
a watershed-scale. 

The Express guides the property owner 
through a simple and visually oriented set of 
sizing options for rain gardens, cisterns, 
infiltration swales and landscaping.  
www.cvrd.waterbalance-express.ca  

 

Rainwater Brochure 
The CVRD has developed a ‘rainwater brochure’ 
(Figure 34) to inform and educate the community 
about core Water Balance concepts, and to 
support use of the WBM Express. 
 
Act Like a Watershed: “Our community is deeply 
committed to watershed management and 
stewardship. However, often they are missing the 
specific tools and information to transform that 
commitment to concrete actions they 
can take in their own lives. This often 
means simple changes to how they 
develop or care for their properties,” 
states Kate Miller, Manager, 
Environmental Services. 
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Figure 35

Image Source: Stormwater Source Control Design Guidelines 2012 

(Final Report), Metro Vancouver 

How Performance Targets for Storage, Infiltration 
and Flow Release are incorporated in a  

Rain Garden Design 

Reference: http://waterbucket.ca/wp‐
content/uploads/2012/05/Primer‐on‐Water‐Balance‐Methodology‐
for‐Protecting‐Watershed‐Health_February‐2014.pdf  
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d. Adapting to a 
Changing Climate  

Under the IREI umbrella, each of the five partner 
regional districts is spearheading a different part of 
the Watershed Health Legacy puzzle picture. The 
lens for the Cowichan Region is Climate Change 
Adaptation because a pattern of alternating 
droughts and floods is already a reality (Figure 36). 

Restoring the absorbency of the urban landscape 
would stretch the seasonal population-support 
capacities of water storage reservoirs (by reducing 
demand for landscape irrigation water) and 
sustain environmental flows during droughts. It 
would also reduce stream erosion in wet weather. 

 

Managing Risks in the Face of 
Climate Change 
When the CVRD hosted the Inter-Regional 
Collaboration Session held in May 2014, the 
Cowichan Region team chose Adapt to a 
Changing Climate – Manage the Water Balance 
for the session theme.  

The team shared their insights flowing from the 
processes and products they have under 
development to manage risks to water resource 
infrastructure, water supply and water quality in 
the face of climate change.  

The Cowichan Region is well advanced in 
advancing processes and developing products 
that can eventually be packaged as elements of 
an over-arching Water Sustainability Plan.  

 

Changing How We Make Decisions 
Recurring region-wide consequences of water-
related challenges prompted regional action to 
develop governance structures and processes to 
make the connections between high-level decision 
making and actions on the ground.  

 
Regional Water Authority: In February 2015, the 
Regional Surface and Ground Water Management 
and Governance Study was presented in draft to 
the CVRD Board. The study made four primary 
recommendations. Establishing a Regional Water 
Authority is #1. Co-governance with First Nations 
is identified as a primary condition for success in 
managing water resources. The Authority’s 
mandate, as currently proposed, would be to 
provide regional coordination for stewardship of 
surface and ground water resources, and 
regulation of environmental standards in high-risk 
watersheds. 

The feedback from the Board was to hear from 
First Nations on their recommendations for 
Regional Governance before taking further steps. 

 

Create a Watershed Health Legacy: “It is 
envisioned that we would apply whole watershed 
thinking and follow a risk-based approach to 
decision-making and management across the 
region.  Currently, over 60 distinct organizations – 
including First Nations, improvement districts, 

government agencies, NGOs, 
and industry – play a role in the 
governance, management, and 
stewardship of water resources 
in the Cowichan.  Coordination 
between these organizations is 
key as we face the pressures of 

climate change and population growth on our 
water resources,” says Keith Lawrence, Senior 
Environmental Analyst, CVRD Engineering and 
Environmental Services Department. 
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What the Water Balance problem in the Cowichan looks like….

Figure 36 

Skutz Falls on the Cowichan River 

Fall 2006 – too much water! Summer 2006 – too little water!

At  the  Inter‐Regional  Collaboration  Session  hosted  by 
CVRD  in May  2014,  the  ‘town‐hall’  format  encouraged 
interactive  sharing  and  learning  about  what  ‘water 
sustainability planning’ looks like in the Cowichan Region. 

Exploring solutions…….
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e. Communicating the 
‘New Normal’ 

Summer drought and winter flooding are the ‘new 
normal’ in the Cowichan region, and are putting 
water supply and the regional ecosystem under 
extreme stress. To foster long-term, strategic 
water preparedness the CVRD has launched a 
website that is intended to provide the community 
with easy, clear information and tools that make 
adapting to the ‘new normal’ easier.  

 

Water Balance Actions 
The CVRD’s New Normal initiative illustrates what 
putting ‘water balance thinking’ into action looks 
like from a communications perspective. The 
branding for the New Normal uses images and 
words that inform and educate, with a focus on 
practical actions that emphasize what is possible: 
Drought Smart, Flood Smart and Smart Tools. 

 

Regional Climate Adaptation Initiative: The 
amount of water entering and exiting the region 
each year is not changing; instead what is 
changing is how and when water arrives. 

NewNormalCowichan is a regional adaptation 
initiative led by CVRD in partnership with the 
communities that comprise the Cowichan Region. 

Living the new normal means using only as much 
water as needed to minimize the impacts of 
drought, and getting better at storing water 
(including in the ground) so that the region has 
enough to support the ecosystem and economy 
year round. And it means being aware of the risks 
and being prepared for flooding.  

Smart tools, such as the Water Balance Model 
Express for Landowners and the Agricultural 
Water Demand Tool, make adapting to the 
new normal easier for homeowners, business 
owners and farmers.  

 

Moving Towards a Water Balance Culture: “The 
summer dry season has extended on both ends and 

we can no longer count on a 
predictable snowpack and reliable 
rain to keep our watersheds 
healthy,” states Jon Lefebure, CVRD 
Board Chair and Mayor, District of 
North Cowichan. “Our region and 
each of us individually needs to 
adopt new ‘water smart’ 

management practices. NewNormalCowichan.ca’s 
main message is that we all have a part to play in 
establishing a culture of water conservation.” 
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“In nature,  form and  function are key  to how  things develop.  In  the Cowichan Valley Regional 

District our regional landscape outside the established towns is dramatically different than those 

of our CAVI partners ‐ we do not own or control our watersheds, we do not have urbanized areas 

with  attendant  funding  resources  or  regulatory  frameworks.  Nor  have  we  had  mandated 

development of unified watershed plans. But we do have a dominance of electoral areas with 

proudly distinct communities, capable and engaged municipal partners, and a  leadership that  is 
characterized by true independence and internal reliance.”  

“The outcome is a unified perspective on the issues across our region and a deeper understanding 

of the distinctive  local and organizational frameworks  in which we work.   We are partners, but 

have distinctly different ways of applying the underlying issues and philosophies of a ‘design with 

nature’  approach  –  one  that  respects  the  broad  range  of  our  communities  and  political  and 

organizational imperatives we live and work with.” 

“This has  resulted  in a  rich  tapestry of watershed planning across our region.   There  is no one 

model. Rather, we have a range of applications that are sensitive to the environment in which it 

was  formulated and  to  the core drivers and champions  that brought  it  forward.   The  range of 

participants  is  truly  astounding  and  brings  richness  to  the  regional  approach.  This  cannot  be 

developed  in a  linear manner. No  amount of  funding or  imposed organizational  structure  can 

create a sense of the genuine unless it has come from the heart, and in our region it has. Each plan 

and  initiative  is distinct, place‐based, and respectful of  its community of  interest and of others. 

Each makes room for the circle to be continually enlarged by sharing of learning and resources.” 

“We truly have a rich basis in which to begin the process of stepping back, learning and reflecting 

on  our  next  steps.  It  started  with  the  foundational  Cowichan  Stewardship  Roundtable’s 

collaborative  and participatory model under Cowichan Tribes  leadership  that brought  the  first 

community together. It continued with the CAVI partnership for technical and professional support 

which brought the full range of local government players to the table. It encompasses the evolving 

panoply of  local plans  as  each  community  stepped  forward  (Cowichan,  Somenos, Quamichan, 

Shawnigan, Bonsal, Yellow Point) and put the various visions into action.”   

“As we look out into the future in a changing environment – our new normal ‐ this richness and the 

depth of community participation can only help our region’s future resiliency.  While we can build 

the tools and the technical backstops at a professional and technical level, at the end of the day 

we need to have everybody at the table.” 

 

Our ‘Regional Team Approach’ -     
why it is different but perfect for us 
 
Kate Miller, Manager, Environmental Services 
Engineering & Environmental Services Department 
Cowichan Valley Regional District 
June 2015 


