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Opinion /  Op-Ed

Tapped out: As deadline for licences looms, thousands risk
losing access to water 
Opinion: With less than nine months remaining to apply for licences, roughly only 4,000 of an estimated 20,000 non-domestic
users of groundwater have applied. Many of those who have not are farmers — bad news for them and for food security in B.C.
Donna Forsyth  •  Mike Wei and Ben Par�tt
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Cattle ranchers and farmers are big groundwater users. But many ranchers and farmers have failed to apply for groundwater licences. PROVINCE
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In British Columbia’s arid Thompson Okanagan region, water is increasingly on people’s minds as climate change leads to hotter and drier
conditions.

So it’s no surprise that a recent proposal by a numbered company to tap into an aquifer near Salmon Arm and withdraw the equivalent of
one Olympic swimming pool worth of water weekly to bottle and sell has generated opposition.

Greg Browne, an orchardist and grape grower who also leases farmland to a garlic producer, was among the �rst to object to the proposal,
telling the local Salmon Arm Observer newspaper that the proposal, if approved, could in�ict serious harm on the region’s farmers.

But a vital piece of context was missing from the article, one with provincewide consequences.

In less than nine months from now, all non-domestic groundwater users in B.C. who have used groundwater prior to 2016 must apply for
licences or risk losing their water.

The requirement became law in 2016 when B.C.’s new Water Sustainability Act came into force.

The Act removed the wild west free-for-all that had prevailed when capturing groundwater under common law was deemed a right. The old
regime e�ectively ignored the risks of aquifers being depleted and groundwater pumping a�ecting stream �ows. Now,
groundwater users play by the same rules as surface users who withdraw water from rivers, streams and lakes and have long been required
to have licences.
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The new law exempts homeowners using well water or groundwater for domestic purposes from applying for licences, but requires all
“non-domestic” groundwater users — mining companies, pulp and paper companies, farmers, water bottlers and others — to do so.

With less than nine months remaining to apply for licences, roughly only 4,000 of an estimated 20,000 non-domestic users have applied.
Many of those who have not are farmers, which is bad news for them and for food security in B.C.

Complicating matters, under provincial law a water user’s position in the queue is generally tied to when they apply for their licence.
Historical groundwater users who apply for licences before March 1, 2022, will be assigned “priority dates” based on when they �rst drew
groundwater. But those who miss the deadline will lose those earlier dates and end up at the end of the queue, which is a big deal in times of
water scarcity.

It’s not hard to see how this could become a �ashpoint come next March. A farmer who misses the deadline loses their historic water rights
and must stop using the water and apply for a licence. Worse, any earlier applicant — such as a water-bottling company — can obtain
rights ahead of the farmer.

This unsettling outcome, in our view, has never been adequately conveyed by the provincial government.

The government has also not properly �agged other issues of concern. For example, those who miss the deadline and apply afterwards will
be unable to operate until their licence is granted — possibly years later or not at all. Furthermore, they may face signi�cantly higher
application costs like paying for studies to demonstrate that enough water is or is not available. Property values are likely to decline if there
is no water licence or a licence with a much later priority date.

At this stage, going back is not an option. The government must stay the course and quickly implement a three-prong strategy to get the
job done. This includes:

• Conveying to all groundwater users the serious consequences of missing the deadline.

• Devoting all necessary government resources to get the outstanding 16,000 groundwater users to �le applications before the deadline.

• Stepping up enforcement e�orts and shutting down all water users who illegally withdraw water as a signal the government takes water
law seriously.

Failure to do so almost certainly ensures chaos ahead.

Donna Forsyth is a former legislative advisor in the Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Strategy and helped draft the Water
Sustainability Act. Mike Wei, P. Eng. also worked for the Ministry and was B.C.’s deputy comptroller of water rights from 2004 to 2018. Ben
Par�tt is a resource policy analyst with the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives.

Letters to the editor should be sent to provletters@theprovince.com.The editorial pages editor is Hardip Johal, who can be reached
at hjohal@postmedia.com.
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Is there more to this story? We’d like to hear from you about this or any other stories you think we should know about.
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