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 Smart Growth BC
 Sustainable Campus Initiative at UVic
 International Network of Forests and Communities
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UWDM Project Reports

 Flushing the Future: 
Examining Urban 
Water use in Canada
August 2003

 What the Experts Think: 
Understanding Urban 
Water Demand 
Management in Canada
December 2003

 The Future in Every Drop: 
The benefits, barriers and 
practice of urban water 
demand management in 
Canada
May 2004
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At a Watershed:
Ecological Governance and 
Sustainable Water 
Management in Canada

- April 2005



A Prediction

The largest source of “new” water for Canadians in the 
coming decades will be from greater efficiency and 

conservation.

Just as we have come to think in terms of “negawatts” 
(Amory Lovins) associated with the range of actions 
to reduce electricity demand, we will begin to think 
in terms of “negalitres” as new water demands are 

met through efficiency and conservation.



Presentation Overview

 Setting the context – Canada’s water 
challenge

 A continuum of water management
 Supply- and demand-side overview
 Soft path principles and practice
 Discussion and questions



Canada’s Water Challenge

Supply limitations
 a number of surface water bodies have reached or are 

close to their limit for withdrawals
 groundwater extraction is depleting aquifers
 uncertainty about stream flows, lake levels & groundwater 

recharge due to global climate change

Capital costs
 water and wastewater infrastructure upgrades represent 

significant unmet capital costs -- estimated at $23 to $49 
billion Canada wide 



Canada’s Water Challenge

Environmental impacts
 water withdrawals & wastewater returns are 

geographically concentrated, amplifying their impact
 development projects (dams & diversions) destroy aquatic 

& terrestrial habitat, introduce non-native species & block 
fish migration

 ground and surface water withdrawals permanently reduce 
surface water flows and availability, alter marine habitat 
and damage fish populations



A Continuum of Water Management

 Supply-side management
 Demand-side management (DSM)
 “Soft path”



Supply-side management
 historically, secured safe, reliable water supply
 treats water as limitless resource
 primary concern to secure sufficient water to meet forecast demand
 large, centralized water infrastructure
 rarely considers changes in technology, costs, prices, customer 

preferences and market forces when forecasting demand
 commonly overestimates future demand
 assumes demand is insensitive to policy and behavioural change
 rarely considers full economic and environmental costs

Paradigms of water management



Demand-side management
 variety of measures to complement supply-side solutions 
 smaller-scale, decentralized technical solutions 
 decentralized decision-making
 flexible about changes in future re: water use & availability
 maximizes efficiency & improves timing of water use
 sees influencing demand as more cost-effective than increasing supply
 More comprehensive view of economic and environmental costs
 greater focus on economic and socio-political measures

Paradigms of water management



DSM increases efficiency but rarely considers 
the ecological context 

– ultimately, sustainable production depends on 
sustainable consumption, which is what the 

soft path creates

Paradigms of water management



‘Soft Path’ for water 
 based on concept of soft energy paths that emerged 

in response to the oil crisis of the 70s
 fundamentally re-evaluates the way water resources 

are developed, managed and used
 focus on water as a means of providing services 

(e.g. sanitation, agriculture)

Soft path principles and practice



A Continuum of Water Management

Supply Side
- limitless resource

- how do we meet 
projected needs for 
water given current 
trends in water use 
and population 
growth?

Demand Side
- finite resource

- how do we reduce 
current and future  
demand to conserve 
water, save money 
and reduce 
environmental 
impacts?

Soft Path
- finite resource with 

ecological implications

- how do we deliver 
services currently 
provided by water in 
the most sustainable 
way?



Being Innovative –
Promoting and learning from the early adopters

Black Mountain
Irrigation District

City of Kelowna

District of Lake Country

District of
Summerland

Greater Vernon Water

Lakeview
Irrigation District

Rutland Waterworks
District

Southeast Kelowna
Irrigation District

Westbank
Irrigation District



Fundamental principles of “soft path”
 Resolve supply-demand gaps where possible from the demand 

side – focus on the underlying service that water provides
 Match quality supplied to quality required by end use (only 

about 1/3 of current water use requires drinking quality water)
 Strive for sustainability by increasing water productivity rather 

than expanding supply – use of ‘backcasting’

IT ALL STARTS WITH A VISION …

Soft path principles and practice



Basin residents celebrate 50% reduction in 
per capita water consumption

Growers adapt to drought

9 watersheds off the critical list

Province releases
supply & demand
study

Stable fish populations support 
eco-tourism and angling

Fed-Prov reinvestment 
in hydrometric pays off

Local govts unite 
behind new basin
water plan

Watershed restoration 
investments coordinated

Province
renews 
water 
allocation 
law

Vision 
2020

All new water from conservation 

OUC turns out best and brightest in water

Okanagan basin watershed management
model recognized at world water forum

Aquifers protected

British Columbia sustainable at last!

Performance targets met says basin water authorityDeveloper
boasts

97% infiltration



Backcasting
 community define preferred scenario(s) for a sustainable future
 work backwards to find feasible paths from the present to the 

desired future state
 first meet basic human and ecosystem needs for water
 remaining water is efficiently distributed and productivity is 

maximized for economic development and other social needs
 create a soft path by designing polices and programs to get from 

there to here

Soft path principles and practice



Demand Management Measures
Socio-political strategies



Rebates for more efficient technologies

Tax credits for
reduced use

Pricing Structures

Seasonal rates
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Increasing block rates

Demand Management Measures
Economic strategies



Metering

Leak detection/repairWater audits

Recycling & reuse

Demand Management Measures
Structural-operational strategies

Landscape 
efficiency

Soil moisture 
sensors

Watering
timers

Efficient irrigation 
systems



Getting from “there to here”

 Solutions exist – they are happening!

 Managing demand and reducing the 
need for water is the best option to deal 
with an uncertain future – but we must 
know where we are trying to go



The Urban Water Demand Management 
Project at POLIS is made possible by the 

generous financial support of the

Full project details available at www.waterdsm.org



Discussion

Questions & comments

“As we peer into the twenty-first 
century, water conservation is 

looking far more like an 
imperative than an option.”

A. Vickers (2001)
Handbook of Water Use and Conservation


