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Note to Reader: 

The umbrella for Partnership initiatives and programs is the 

Water Sustainability Action Plan for British Columbia1. In turn, 

the Action Plan is nested within Living Water Smart, British 

Columbia’s Water Plan2.  

 

 
1 https://www.waterbucket.ca/cfa/sites/wbccfa/documents/media/81.pdf 
2 https://waterbucket.ca/wcp/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2017/11/livingwatersmart_book.pdf 



 

 

Living Water Smart in British Columbia: Shared Responsibility Underpins a Regional Team Approach 

 
A guiding principle for the Water Sustainability Action Plan program is to 

build capacity through sharing and cross-fertilization of experience and 

lessons learned. This bottom-up approach supported the rollout of Living 

Water Smart in British Columbia in 2008. That is the context for this 

“flashback” in the Living Water Smart Series.  

Originally published in 2009 as a Backgrounder for the Action Plan 

outreach program, and posted for posterity on the waterbucket.ca website, the 

storyline connects three ideas that emerged in the process of delivering peer-

based education to local government practitioners.  

The first idea is that of the Regional Team Approach. In the mid-2000s, 

we observed that insertion of the word team in ‘regional approach’ had a 

profound impact on how practitioners viewed their world. We concluded that 

“team” implies there is personal commitment and suggests there is a game 

plan and a coachable context. We realized that this framing is a powerful 

motivator. 

The second idea is that of Shared Responsibility. Our key message is that 

all the players in the land planning and development process must understand 

“the goal” in doing business differently because the status quo is resulting in 

unacceptable consequences. This approach to peer-based education led to 

development of the Responsibility Matrix.  

Susan Rutherford had a leadership role in applying her legal training and 

outreach experience to pull this together in a way that was readily grasped by 

our audiences. We used the Responsibility Matrix as a communication tool to 

focus all on the players in the local government setting on their individual roles 

and responsibilities in striving to achieve “the goal”. 

The third idea is that of Settlement Change in Balance with 

Ecology. This idea originated with Tim Pringle. This would be the desired 

outcome in aligning efforts through a team approach, agreeing on “the goal”, 

and doing business differently to create a desired future that answers the 

question: What do want this place to look in 50 years and 

beyond?  
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The Province of British Columbia has put in place a policy framework 

that enables local governments to commit to doing business differently: 

This is what we want our communities to look like in 50 years, and this 

is what we will do starting now to ensure it happens. 

 

A Call to Action 

“The program goals for Living Water Smart, BC’s Water Plan and 

the companion Green Communities Initiative constitute a ‘call to 

action’ on the part of British Columbians to manage settlement change 

in balance with ecology,” stated Tim Pringle, Director of Special 

Programs for the Real Estate Foundation of British Columbia (in 2009). 

“Living Water Smart contains a key message – green development 

makes sense. Fostering new approaches to development will lead to 

more green spaces, more water and fish in streams, improved 

community vitality, reduced demand for water, and reduced 

expenditure on infrastructure,” added Kim Stephens, at the time 

Program Coordinator for the Water Sustainability Action Plan for 

British Columbia. 

“Achieving the vision for settlement change in balance 

with ecology will require a ‘regional team approach’ that is 

founded on the notion of shared responsibility.” 

Moving Towards Water Sustainability and  
Settlement Change in Balance with Ecology 
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Moving from Awareness to Action 

“Unlike other regions of North America, we do not have an adversarial 

or prescriptive regulatory system. Our bottom-up way of doing 

business in BC does enable us to coalesce around a shared vision,” 

explained Kim Stephens. 

“It can sometimes take years for all parties to agree to take action to 

resolve an infrastructure issue; but once there is broad consensus on 

the need for action, my professional experience is that we typically 

align efforts around the right action.” 

“When people like each other and there is agreement on what needs 

to be done, changes in planning or engineering practice tend to happen 

quickly. In addition to patience and perseverance, creating a forum that 

releases the passion and energy of the champions is essential.” 

How Government Works in British Columbia  

“The relationship between the provincial and local levels of government 

in British Columbia has evolved differently than in other provinces, with 

a history of recognizing and appreciating local autonomy,” explained 

Dr. Laura Tate. At the time she was Manager, Growth Strategies – 

Vancouver Island (with the Ministry of Community and Rural 

Development). Laura Tate is the principal author of A Guide to Green 

Choices, released in 2008. 

 

Local Autonomy: “As a result, BC local government is among the 

most autonomous in Canada, and the BC provincial government is 

perhaps the least prescriptive province,” continued Laura Tate. 

“Historically, the Province has enabled local government by providing 

policy and legal tools in response to requests from local government. 

Local governments can choose to act, or not.”  

“In general, the enabling approach means the onus is on local 

government to take the initiative because the Province recognizes that 

communities are in the best position to develop solutions which meet 

their own unique needs and local conditions.” 

 

Driver for Action: “This enabling philosophy has become a driver for 

a regional team approach to achieving water sustainability outcomes 

through implementation of green infrastructure policies and practices,” 

noted John Finnie, former Chair (2006-2011) of Convening for Action 

on Vancouver Island, known by the acronym CAVI. In 2009, John 

Finnie was with the Regional District of Nanaimo and was General 

Manager, Regional and Community Utilities. 
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Regional Team Approach Explained:  

“A ‘regional team approach’ is founded on partnerships and 

collaboration; and seeks to align local actions with provincial and 

regional goals. Vancouver Island is demonstrating the regional team 

approach,” explained John Finnie. 

“On Vancouver Island, a convergence of interests has created an 

opportunity for all the players to set their sights on the common good, 

challenge the old barriers of jurisdictional interests, and make water 

sustainability real.” 

 “CAVI has brought together those who plan and regulate land use 

(local government), those who build (developers), those who provide 

the legislative framework (the Province), those who advocate 

conservation of resources (stewardship sector), and those who provide 

research (university and college). We will also be reaching out to those 

who grow food (agricultural sector).” 

“Major breakthroughs happen when decision makers in government 

work with grass-roots visionaries in the community to create desired 

outcomes,” concluded John Finnie. 
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Shared Responsibility Explained 

The Green Infrastructure Partnership contributed to curriculum 

development for the educationally based CAVI program; and was 

represented by Susan Rutherford. In 2009, she was Staff Counsel with 

West Coast Environmental Law. Susan Rutherford provided the law 

and policy content for the 2008 and 2009 Vancouver Island Learning 

Lunch Seminar Series. 

“Shared responsibility can work at different levels. Senior government, 

regional government, municipalities, the development community and 

their consultants …. all of us have an impact on the land, on the water, 

and on the way things look,” stated Susan Rutherford. 

“Policy and legal tools can help developers, regulators and designers 

collaborate to implement green infrastructure solutions and ensure 

responsible outcomes. Each party in the process has a responsibility.” 

 

Responsibility Matrix:  “Building on the experience we have gained 

on Vancouver Island through the CAVI program, the Green 

Infrastructure Partnership is in the process of framing a 

Responsibility Matrix that regulators, developers and designers will 

be able to use as a decision support tool.”  

“For the first part of the matrix, think in terms of three columns: GOAL, 

PARTY and TOOL. Our focus is on the linkages – that is, how people 

interact and/or collaborate to achieve community development 

sustainability goals.” 

“For the second part of the matrix, again think in terms of three columns 

that elaborate on the first part: DESIRED OR REQUIRED 

OUTCOMES, RELEVANT STAFF OR OTHER ACTORS and 

INSTRUMENTS FOR ACTION. Under desired outcomes, we will be 

defining a series of objectives and/or situations – for example, ensuring 

that the minimum topsoil requirement is achieved and maintained over 

time.” 

“Each party in any process has a responsibility,” reiterated Susan 

Rutherford. 
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Imagine:  “Our purpose in developing the Responsibility Matrix is to 

encourage players with different perspectives to talk candidly with each 

other about green infrastructure or other sustainability goal 

implementation,” continued Susan Rutherford.  

“If someone says something is not working – that barriers prevent 

success - then our challenge for them is: Think about what would make 

it work, and what are you going to do to make that alignment of goals 

happen? Our theme is ‘imagine’.” 

“What we have in mind when we say ‘imagine’ is that players would 

imagine a legal tool or procedure that would ensure that barriers are 

removed or other parties in the process more effectively fulfil their piece 

of the sustainable development puzzle.” 

“Imagine what we could each do differently – for example, consider 

how the City of Courtenay imagined that things would be better if they 

could get their inspectors on-board with inspecting for topsoil and/or 

other green infrastructure features”. 

 

Outcome-Oriented:  “There are solutions to be found if all parties in 

the community development process, i.e., staff within local and 

regional governments as well as private and other actors external to 

government but no less involved in the development process, simply 

talk to each other about how they could all work together more 

effectively, using law reform or other process changes as tools.” 

“Once we know what we want our watersheds and neighbourhoods to 

look like, the next step is to decide what the tools are that will get us 

there. All of us …. whether we are regulators, developers or designers 

…. need to understand and care about the goal if we are to know our 

role in relation to it and to create the future that we all want.” 

"What this underlines is that we are all interconnected – our actions 

influence whether others will succeed, and our own achievement of 

goals is influenced by how we’re supported. We are all working at this 

together...and we all have a role to play,” concluded Susan Rutherford. 
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Alignment with Living Water Smart Vision 

“Living Water Smart and the Green Communities Initiative must be 

viewed as an integrated package. Living Water Smart presents the 

vision, and the Green Communities Initiative provides enabling tools to 

achieve the vision. The solutions and commitments go beyond what 

government does. Living Water Smart supports planning that is as 

much about land as water,” stated Tim Pringle. 

In the first decade of the 2000s, and together with the Ministry of 

Environment and the Ministry of Community of Community & Rural 

Development, the Real Estate Foundation worked to advance green 

value approaches to managing the built environment. Commencing in 

2007, the three agencies co-funded Convening for Action on 

Vancouver Island under the umbrella of the Water Sustainability 

Action Plan. 

 

Regional Approach versus Regional Team Approach: 

“Through CAVI, we are promoting a regional team approach. The term 

‘regional approach’ has been part of our vocabulary for a generation or 

more, but it has never resonated the way ‘regional team approach’ has 

resonated this past year.” 

“It is revealing that inserting the word team could have such a 

profound impact on how practitioners view their world. Inclusion of the 

team word implies there is personal commitment – that is why the 

regional team approach is fundamentally different than a regional 

approach.” 

“The team concept also resonates with the notion that it is important to 

build local government talent to cope with demanding issues pertaining 

to settlement change,” concluded Tim Pringle. 
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Provincial Context for Regional Team Approach: “By choosing 

to live water smart, communities will be more prepared for climate 

change and their quality of life will be enhanced. If we can show how 

to get the water part right, then other parts are more likely to follow,” 

summarized Lynn Kriwoken of the BC Ministry of Environment.  

In 2009, Lynn Kriwoken was Director of the Water Stewardship Division 

and was the Province’s lead person for development and delivery of 

Living Water Smart. 

“At the end of the day, planners and engineers and other disciplines 

must come together to determine the issues and solutions.” 

“This is why we constantly emphasize that Living Water 

Smart is about motivating and inspiring everyone to 

embrace shared responsibility. Influencing behaviour and 

attitudes is at the heart of moving from awareness to 

action.” 
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TO LEARN MORE, VISIT: 

https://waterbucket.ca/about-us/ 

About the Partnership for 
Water Sustainability in 

British Columbia 

Incorporation of the Partnership for Water 

Sustainability in British Columbia as a not-for-

profit society on November 19, 2010 was a 

milestone moment. Incorporation signified a 

bold leap forward.  

Over two decades, the Partnership had 

evolved from a technical committee in the 

1990s, to a “water roundtable” in the first 

decade of the 2000s, and then to a legal 

entity. The Partnership has its roots in 

government – local, provincial, federal. 

The Partnership has a primary goal, to build 

bridges of understanding and pass the baton 

from the past to the present and future. To 

achieve the goal, the Partnership is growing a 

network in the local government setting. This 

network embraces collaborative leadership 

and inter-generational collaboration.   

The Partnership believes that when each 

generation is receptive to accepting the inter-

generational baton and embracing the 

wisdom that goes with it, the decisions of 

successive generations will benefit from and 

build upon the experience of those who went 

before them.  



 

 

 

 

 


