
“If good politics is the art of 
looking ahead, avoiding crisis, 
and creating sustainable 
solutions, then how do good 
politicians stay elected?”
The politics of managing the equitable 
distribution of water supply on planet 
Earth and of ensuring safe drinking 
water for all humanity will be one of the 
most fundamental issues confronting 
global societies by the middle of the 21st 
century. Within 50 years, water short-
ages may be far more critical to human 
survival than the rapid depletion of non-
renewable hydrocarbon fuels.

The purpose of 
this article is 
to begin 
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looking ahead some 40-50 years to try 
to answer the fundamental question 
– how can a crisis of water shortage be 
avoided? As individuals, what can we 
do to influence sustainable political 
decisions that embody the principle 
‘water stewardship is everyone’s 
business’?

Water in our biosphere is a life-sustain-
ing heritage. However, our supplies of 
fresh clean water are endangered by the 
steady increase of global population, by 
the rapid warming of our planet due to 
the build-up of greenhouse gases and 
by the water-driven migration of people 
from arid to ‘greener’ areas of our planet.

The problem of water shortages will 
become ever more severe as 

we begin to replace 
food crops 

with 

fuel crops on a large scale. More 
hydroelectric dams (and water-cooled 
nuclear reactors) will be needed to 
generate enough electricity to offset the 
diminishing supplies of hydrocarbon 
fuels. What will these energy-driven 
demands mean for lake levels and water 
temperatures? For river flows and water 
quality? What about the consequent 
changes to the ecological life support 
system for other interdependent living 
species such as fish, insects, flora and 
wildlife?

All of these questions could lead us 
to a dilemma of despair; to simply let 
nature take its course. But, enlightened 
societies will adopt a long-range 
approach (aided by good science and 
informed political leadership) to plan for 
a sustainable future. What tools should 
we be using for the more optimistic 
approach?

First, we should be guided by 
the old axiom ‘think globally, act 
locally’. Let’s look around our own 
backyards, our own communities 

and our own watersheds to identify 
the information we lack, the 

opportunities which exist and 
the persuasion needed to gain 
support for new approaches.

Second, we should form 
partnerships of people who 
bring a common commitment 
to water stewardship, 
armed with a range of skills, 
knowledge, experience and 
leadership qualities. Such 
partnerships will include water 
users, scientists and specialists, 
elected political leaders, public 

servants and academics. All 
should be motivated to find 

practical long-term solutions 
through innovation, optimism and 

compromise.
Third, we must determine what is 

and is not known about our water-
shed. A comprehensive water budget 
should be established which incorpo-
rates inflow and outflow, precipitation, 
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evaporation, agricultural, residential 
and industrial consumption, waste-
water disposal practices, allocation 
rights, groundwater hydrogeology, 
well volumes and recharge areas. A 
watershed assessment should also take 
into account the historical and statisti-
cal variability of annual flows, includ-
ing the amplitude and frequency of 
‘wet’ or ‘drought’ years. The concepts 
of ‘surplus’ and ‘shortage’ should be 
quantified. Research projects should 
be funded and carried out to fill in the 
gaps of missing information.

Fourth, a long-range, sustainable 
water strategy should be developed 
which incorporates economic and 
population projections, best available 
practices, effective conservation 
programmes and the influence of 
climate change on future water demand 
for agricultural uses. Computer models 
should be used to guide the prediction 
of watershed capacity and long-term 
allocation choices, and to facilitate 
new management tools and the 
consideration of political options.  

Fifth, an active public education 
and awareness program should be 
developed to raise the level of public 
commitment to water stewardship 
and to develop public support for 
water conservation programs. Projects 
to reduce water waste and to better 
understand the value of water should 
be introduced to all age groups, 
especially children. Elected members 
of local government should participate 
in public discussions to ensure 

more immediate support for new 
conservation measures, water saving 
restrictions and water pricing changes.

Finally, it is essential for elected 
politicians at all levels of governance 
to be involved as full-time advocates 
of water stewardship. Public opinion, 
informed by good science, persuasive 
explanation, effective public education 
and practical solutions will always lead 
at the polls, even when the choices are 
difficult. 

The Okanagan Valley of British 
Columbia affords an excellent 
illustration of the public engagement 
processes regarding water stewardship. 
One century ago, settlers came from 
Europe to establish new lives in the 
sunny, but semi-arid Okanagan basin. 
They were lured by the promise of low 
cost land and abundant irrigation water 
which allowed them to establish small 
orcharding communities.

By the late 1960s, the valley was green 
and prospering, but the population had 
grown to about 140,000 people. It soon 
became evident that urban growth, 
inadequate wastewater treatment and 
high nutrient loading of the lakes were 
beginning to pose serious problems for 
the lake water quality. 

The Okanagan Basin Water Board 
(OBWB) was established in 1969 
to help remedy these problems. In 
1974, a joint federal/provincial study 
encouraged slower growth and 
proposed the installation of advanced 
sewage treatment facilities. For the 
next 30 years, the OBWB guided the 

implementation of these proposals. 
However, without an effective program 
of water stewardship, or a long-term 
development strategy, growth has 
continued unabated. Population in the 
watershed now exceeds 300,000 people 
and is headed for 500,000 by mid-
century. 

About six years ago, it was 
recognized that the recent pattern of 
development was again becoming 
unsustainable. A new community-led, 
non-profit and volunteer-driven society 
known as The Okanagan Partnership 
(www.okanaganpartnership.ca) was 
formed. The Partnership is dedicated 
to the vision of a prosperous and 
sustainable Okanagan region that 
provides a high quality of life for all its 
inhabitants. 

With the participation of over 500 
interested residents, businesses, political 
and academic leaders the Partnership 
set out to implement action-based 
strategies. These strategies support the 
region’s primary economic clusters and 
projects to enhance the Okanagan’s 
competitive advantage by collaborating 
for sustainable prosperity. At numerous 
workshops, the Partnership also 
identified the preservation of a 
sustainable water supply as one of the 
most serious limiting challenges to 
future growth and development in all of 
the key economic sectors.

Coincidentally, a 2003 Statistics 
Canada study revealed that the 
Okanagan basin, with only 0.1 % of 
Canada’s supply of renewable fresh 

Okanagan Basin Watershed
• 200 Km long
• 2/3 the size of Vancouver Island
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water, is one of the nation’s most 
vulnerable and heavily stressed 
watersheds. Of 23 major river basins in 
Canada, the Okanagan has the highest 
population density at 439 people per 
square kilometre of surface water.

 Armed with these findings, The 
Okanagan Partnership prepared a White 

Paper on water management issues and 
presented it in 2004 to the elected direc-
tors of all three Regional Districts within 
the Valley. Numerous recommendations 
were offered to significantly expand the 
powers and strengthen the structure and 
mandate of the OBWB.

To their credit, in October of 2005, 

the elected Regional Boards of all three 
Regional Districts voted to accept 
the new water sustainability plan as 
proposed by the Okanagan Partnership.

The OBWB is now more broadly 
representative of water suppliers, 
First Nations and other user groups. 
The OBWB is also fully engaged in 
discussion of all the issues important 
to the sustainability of water, in both 
abundance and quality, including 
conservation programs, future 
allocations and long-term planning. 

A new Okanagan Water Stewardship 
Council (OWSC) has been created to 
provide a ‘brain trust’ of voluntary 
expertise, advising and guiding the 
new policy and project initiatives of the 
OBWB. The OWSC, comprising some 
26 water-specialists and chaired by the 
author of this article, Dr. Tom Siddon, 
has taken on numerous important 
initiatives since it was created in March 
2006. These include the preparation of a 
long-range water management strategy 
for the Okanagan, joint oversight of a 
comprehensive supply and demand 
study, new initiatives to assure drinking 
water quality and the provision of a 
more adequate hydrometric monitoring 
network. A new program of Water 
Quality and Quantity Improvement 
Grants has also been established by 
the OBWB. Elected political leadership 
throughout the Okanagan is now 
more engaged than it has ever been in 
history in water stewardship and water 
management planning.

There is no doubt that this new 
approach to water stewardship and 
public engagement will bring many 
positive results, setting the course for 
change in the Okanagan, for decades 
to come. Further information about 
the Okanagan water stewardship 
program may be found at www.
okanaganpartnership.ca or www.obwb.ca 

End note: 
* This article is based on a 
keynote presentation given 
by Dr. Tom Siddon to the 
2007 Conference and Trade 
Show of the BC Water 
and Waste Association 
(BCWWA) at the Penticton 
Trade and Convention 
Centre, on April 23, 2007. 
A full set of power point 
slides to complement this 
article can be obtained from 
BCWWA at www.bcwwa.
org/AGM/BCWWA_
Papers_2007.php
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