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in British Columbia:  

A Pathway to Water 
Reconciliation and Resilience 

at the Local Scale 



 

 

Note to Reader: 

Waterbucket eNews1 celebrates the leadership of individuals 

and organizations who are guided by the vision for Living 

Water Smart in British Columbia2.  

The edition published on January 24, 2023 previewed the 

Blue Ecology bridging seminar and primed readers for a panel 

discussion about interweaving of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous perspectives in the Cowichan Valley on 

Vancouver Island. The seminar goal is to raise the level of 

awareness of what “water reconciliation” means in practice. 

The umbrella for Partnership initiatives and programs is the 

Water Sustainability Action Plan for British Columbia3. In turn, 

the Action Plan is nested within Living Water Smart, British 

Columbia’s Water Plan. 

 

 

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

Cover Image Credit: photo by David Mackenzie,  
a Lifetime Member of the Partnership for Water Sustainability 
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Are you wondering what local government councillors and directors will learn by 

attending the Blue Ecology seminar on February 23, 2023? And are you curious as to 

how this learning might inform local decision processes for interweaving Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous perspectives? 

Commencing in 2018, the Watershed Moments Symposia Series has featured the water 

stewardship experience of different regional districts on Vancouver Island. Next up is 

the Cowichan region where the interests of Cowichan Tribes and other First Nations 

are front and centre when it comes to water resource management. 

However, it is taking us time to build trust and relationships to the point of being able 

to showcase Blue Ecology in action in the Cowichan region. In the interim, we are 

organizing what we call "bridging seminars". A year go, the Blue Ecology Seminar was 

about not-for-profit conservation groups and how their water stewardship outreach in 

the Cowichan, Nanaimo and Comox Valley regional districts connects to Blue Ecology. 

This year we are looking at the interweaving of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

perspectives in the Cowichan region, the smooth and not so smooth, through the 

experience of Brian Carruthers in leading the Cowichan Valley Regional District 

Drinking Water and Watershed Protection Program. 

 

Blue Ecology will help remove some of the fear     
on the part of local government 

Paul Chapman, Chair of the Watershed Moments Series, provides this context: “We 

essentially envision this as Blue Ecology 101 for recently elected municipal and regional 

politicians. But the audience will be broader than that. It will appeal to water 

management professionals and the conservation community that I come from, and 

other groups as well." 

“But really," he emphasizes, "the important piece will be introducing those recently 

elected officials to Blue Ecology so that they can ponder what that might look like in 

their regions. Our hope at the end of this seminar is that we light a spark in our 

audience and give them some tools to move forward together. That would be success." 

Paul and I envision the seminar as a free-flowing conversation, with Richard Boase 

steering the process as our moderator extraordinaire. This will allow the chemistry 

between Brian Carruthers and Michael Blackstock to take its natural course. Brian and 

Michael have direct experience in interweaving two cultures. This makes the seminar 

relevant and timely. 

 

 

 

 

Editor’s Perspective 

Kim A. Stephens, MEng, PEng (non-practising),  

Executive Director 

Partnership for Water Sustainability in BC 
January 2023 
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We have landed at the crux of two of the most important issues facing 

Canadians – relationships with First Nations and relationships with 

water - in an era when we must also adapt to a changing climate. 

Communities have a once in a generation opportunity to get our 

relationships with both right, and then start back down the river of time 

– this time together. 

Watershed Moments 2023 is designed to inform local government 

elected representatives about BLUE ECOLOGY, a pathway to “water 

reconciliation”. Blue Ecology is a water-first approach to interweaving 

Indigenous and Western perspectives. Oral history, land and water 

stewardship, and inter-generational baton.  These are foundational 

pieces for water reconciliation. 

On February 23rd, the team of Michael Blackstock, Brian Carruthers 

and Richard Boase will seed the idea that hope lies within the sphere 

of local government, whether that be non-Indigenous or Indigenous. 

That is the scale where actions do matter. 

In an interactive online broadcast via YouTube, Richard will moderate 

a free-flowing conversation between Michael and Brian. The goal is 

that this dynamic trio will light a spark with their enthusiasm and leave 

the audience with hope. 

 

About the members of the Blue Ecology Panel 

Michael Blackstock is an independent Indigenous scholar, past 

member of a UNESCO Expert Panel, and creator of the Blue Ecology 

methodology. His work is the inspiration for the Blue Ecology Institute. 

Brian Carruthers is a respected, long time chief administrative 

officer in local government. He was an architect of, and staff champion 

for the Cowichan Region’s Drinking Water and Watershed Protection 

Program. 

Richard Boase is facilitator extraordinaire for the Watershed 

Moments Series. In addition to his local government career as an 

environmental champion, he is a founding Director of the Partnership 

for Water Sustainability.

One-Minute Takeaway  
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Beginning in 2018, the Partnership and the Nanaimo & Area Land Trust 

(NALT) have co-produced Watershed Moments, the Vancouver Island 

Water Stewardship in a Changing Climate Annual Symposia Series 

under the IREI umbrella. Symposia are inter-regional in scope. Ten 

organizations are represented on the Watershed Moments team. 

The Cowichan Valley Regional Board, acting on behalf of the 

Partnership and the Watershed Moments team, has initiated a 

conversation with First Nations in the region. The purpose is to explore 

how the Blue Ecology framework applies in their territories and whether 

there is potential for Blue Ecology to achieve water reconciliation 

through interweaving of Indigenous knowledge and Western science. 

More than a decade ago, international recognition gave Blue Ecology 

early credibility and profile. However, there was limited awareness 

within BC of what Michael Blackstock had accomplished on the global 

stage. Fast forward to November 2017. That is when the Partnership 

held the Blue Ecology Workshop in Metro Vancouver to begin the 

process of mainstreaming Michael Blackstock’s work and ecological 

philosophy into the local government setting. 

Watershed Moments 2021 is the event of record for launching Michael 

Blackstock's Blue Ecology Institute. The vision is to build a bridge 

between two cultures through a water-first approach 

 

STORY BEHIND THE STORY: 

Blue Ecology, a Pathway to Water 
Reconciliation and Resilience 
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Interweaving is about creating      
a new form of knowledge  

“The research question is, what is water? I am looking at it from both 

the Indigenous and Western perspectives," states Michael Blackstock 

“My journey started at a theoretical level, but as the concept of Blue 

Ecology emerged from my research, then I wanted it to be 

implementable. Like, how do you use this in reality?" 

“My philosophy is that only collaboration will get us through the real 

tough problems. We need everybody at the table to harness all the 

energy and the diverse thinking to be able to solve complex problems 

such as climate change." 

 

Hope lies with local government      
and local knowledge 

“I have been reflecting on the recent UN climate change conference in 

Egypt. It seems that the wind is coming out of the sails. It seems like 

climate adaptation is too big a hill for nation level governments to climb 

and solve.” 

“My hope lies in local government because local people understand 

their local area. And at the local scale, we are able to self-organize 

better on specific execution of executable tasks."  

“I have lived in many communities throughout BC and have learned 

that those towns each have their own culture. So, local knowledge is 

important, whether it is Indigenous or non-Indigenous. Local 

knowledge is really key." 

“With the Blue Ecology bridging seminar, my hope lies in Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous communities working together, with a foundation 

that was designed to be jointly respectful of each other’s way of 

thinking, rather than trying to adapt one to the other. It is a joint 

foundation. Then build the house based on local knowledge.” 

“When non-Indigenous people do not engage or they back away, I 

have observed that it is usually due to FEAR. They are not used to 

working with Indigenous people; they are afraid of saying or doing the 

wrong thing. So, the easy thing to do is pull back and not do it."   

“What Blue Ecology offers is a foundation that has Indigenous buy-in 

and non-Indigenous buy-in that will remove some of the fear so they 

can move towards the hope spectrum. We can collaborate so that there 

is not that fear,” concludes Michael Blackstock. 
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It always comes down to people,     
how they get along, and who will lead 

“When I think about the experience in the Cowichan, in many ways the 

region is still in the theoretical stage in terms of weaving Indigenous 

knowledge and Western science," continues Brian Carruthers. 

“We created the framework for that to happen, but I cannot say that it truly 

has happened. The foundation for interweaving in the Cowichan region is 

really with the Cowichan Tribes. Everything the Cowichan Valley Regional 

District (CVRD) has done has been shoulder to shoulder with them." 

"I was the CVRD's Chief Administrative Officer for 8 years and it took a 

long time to get where we got to with the successful 2018 referendum and 

afterwards. The framework is in place and the Drinking Water and 

Watershed Protection service exists. But I do wish the Cowichan region 

was further along. However, a reality is that things do take time." 

“Now that I am retired, I like the opportunity the Blue Ecology Seminar 

provides to be able to speak freely and candidly around my observations. 

CVRD has a new Board. It is an opportunity for them. CVRD is my frame 

of reference. That is my experience. I like the idea of igniting that fire again 

and sparking interest in taking up the charge again and moving it forward." 

“I was increasingly concerned as I was leaving the Cowichan that, in 

contrast to when I first started, the political will seemed to have waned. 

When I started, my Board was 100% behind anything water. In 2018, I 

saw a shift away from that wholehearted universal support due to, I 

believe, a lack of understanding." 

 

An opportunity for a new Board to rekindle the energy 

“The question was, and still is, how do we rekindle that energy and fire in 

the belly? How do we rekindle that support for this important work 

amongst our elected officials? How do we bring the Cowichan Tribes, 

Cowichan Watershed Board and CVRD, as well as the other groups back 

together again? You need to have that political will to say, this is 

important."    

“My experience with elected representatives is that it always comes down 

to the people and how they get along. And how they act, and how they 

lead. Staff can only carry things so far. Only when someone who is elected 

takes the lead, and is the champion, does something happen." 

"CVRD has had chairs who were strong advocates for water, and strong 

advocates for Indigenous relations. And this resulted in genuine co-

leadership with Cowichan Tribes at the Cowichan Watershed Board table. 

With a new Board, I believe there is a real opportunity to strike early and 

bring CVRD and Cowichan Tribes together to re-start the 

water conversation," concludes Brian Carruthers.



 

 

Living Water Smart in British Columbia: A Pathway to Water Reconciliation and Resilience at the Local Scale 

Pa
ge

7
 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

Drinking Water & 

Watershed Protection in 

the Cowichan Valley 

Regional District 
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Watershed Governance Study 

“I had a real incentive to come to the CVRD in 2014 because water 

was the primary focus. I was really impressed by the CVRD’s work in 

terms of water, the Cowichan Watershed Board, and protection of the 

Cowichan watershed,” states Brian Carruthers, former CAO. 

“It made it intriguing for me because I came from a regional district that 

had no desire to be involved in those kinds of things. When I started at 

CVRD, the region was in the midst of a watershed governance study. 

It was looking at how the CVRD could take a more active role in 

watershed governance.” 

“The Board Chair and I did tours of First Nations communities and met 

with their chiefs and councils around the intent of this initiative and what 

would their interest be. We realized that this was bigger than we could 

take on at that time. Instead, we turned our attention to the Drinking 

Water & Watershed Protection (DWWP) model for a regional service.” 

 

The DWWP Story 

“It is a story of ups and downs. Running into obstacles and resistance, 

whether in the community or at the Board table, but always keeping the 

end-result in mind: making sure we have enough water in our region to 

satisfy a growing region. And that outcome is what always kept us 

focused on moving drinking water and watershed protection forward.” 

Genesis for Cowichan Regional Water Service Function 

2018 referendum is 
a watershed 
moment for DWWP 

In October 2018, 

Cowichan electors 

passed a referendum (by 

a decisive 58% in favour) 

to implement the new 

Drinking Water & 

Watershed Protection 

regional service. This 

was the culmination of 

more than a decade of 

collaboration to build 

capacity in the 

stewardship sector and 

enhance decision-

making. 
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Handing off the “Intergenerational Baton” -
What It Means in a CVRD Context 

Brian Carruthers retired as CVRD Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) 

in June 2014. Several weeks before his last day of work, he sat down 

for an interview about his perspective on inter-regional collaboration as 

well as his insights regarding the “story behind the story” of the 

Drinking Water & Watershed Protection regional service. 

 

Reflections on Succession 

“I have mixed feelings about succession because I think we always try 

to maintain what we had, we are always worried about losing the 

institutional knowledge, and losing the history. We should not be afraid 

of that, however, because the DWWP foundation is sound,” he said. 

“But things change. When new people bring new ideas, we trust they 

build on the success that has happened. So, we should not be afraid 

of people moving on and new people stepping in to pick up the baton.” 

“Yes, they are likely to have a different perception. And they are not 

likely to have the same history as those who have been part of the 

DWWP journey. New people will bring different experiences. There will 

also be a different Board with different priorities. It is an evolution, that 

is what it is in terms of how we progress.”  

“History is important. It is important to understand how we got to where 

we are. And we need to celebrate that work. But I think it is equally 

exciting to go into the next chapter and have new people, with new 

ideas. Let’s face it. The world around us is changing and we must adapt 

accordingly.” 

“So, the foundation the DWWP has provided for the region as a whole, 

and the impetus it has provided, has allowed CVRD staff to evolve and 

to continue to grow and do good work.” 
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The Story Behind the Story of the DWWP 

“In the beginning, our focus was on the Cowichan, and we were looking 

at a service specifically for the Cowichan watershed,” recalled Brian 

Carruthers.  

“We had actually tabled a bylaw when it was determined that we had 

omitted portions of North Cowichan that received benefit from the 

Cowichan River water supplied by Catalyst to the Crofton area. That 

put a stop to that initiative until we could correct the boundary issue.” 

“And that is when we determined that, for us to move forward and have 

success with this, we needed to do it on a regional level. We needed 

to go beyond the Cowichan River watershed.” 

“Until that point, the Cowichan had been the focus through the 

Cowichan Watershed Board and water shortage issue. We realized 

that it had to be a regional service just as the Regional District of 

Nanaimo had done with its DWWP.” 

Figure A1 provides context for this change in direction. It shows the 

locations and sizes of watersheds within the region.  

 

Going beyond the Cowichan 

“That is when the work started to scope out what this service would 

look like. Essentially it dealt with a lot of the issues that the original 

watershed governance study had talked about, but without the broad 

governance body that would include First Nations and others.” 

“The first attempt was confined to being more of a CVRD service. And 

more output-oriented in terms of gathering good information to make 

decisions. It is not a governance model. It is a service delivery model 

to protect water and watersheds.” 

 

About the DWWP  

"It is not a governance 

model. It is a service 

delivery model to 

protect water and 

watersheds.” 

       Brian Carruthers 
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Figure A1 – Watersheds in the Cowichan Region  
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DWWP framework evolved through an adaptive process: 

“When you talk about history and what got us to where we are today, 

it was obstacles that we ran into during our early attempts to tackle the 

problem that caused us to re-tool and re-examine our approach. And 

through this adaptive process, we ended up going down the road that 

we did with the DWWP,” explained Brian Carruthers. 

“Initially, the DWWP was a challenging initiative for the community to 

grasp because scope of the proposed service was outside of what 

most people would consider a core service of a regional district.” 

 

Compromises established how much to invest in DWWP: “Our first 

iteration of the DWWP bylaw had a substantial requisition in to provide 

the funding necessary to meet all the objectives of the service. We 

would have had a budget of $1.5 million per year to do the basic work.” 

“We pared it down considerably due to the lack of Board appetite for 

taxation. At the end of the day, a compromise at the Board table landed 

on $750,000. There was some concern in the community that $750,000 

was not enough. And there were others that were concerned that it was 

still too much to do something that the Province of BC is ultimately 

responsible for. But we found a compromise.” 

“In broad strokes, that it is the kind of journey to get here. We have 

done the best we can with the limited amount of money that has been 

requisitioned. Arguably, $750,000 is not sufficient to do everything that 

needs to be done in the region. But it is a good start.” 

 

A work plan was developed through a consultative process: “We 

convened an implementation group after the service was established, 

to prioritise the work of the DWWP so that we could put our efforts into 

the most important aspects of the work. The group developed the work 

plan for the DWWP to move forward.” 

About the journey 

"Obstacles that we ran 

into during our early 

attempts to tackle the 

problem caused us to 

re-tool and re-examine 

our approach.” 

       Brian Carruthers 
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Startup Challenges 

“Our biggest challenge in the last two years, on top of COVID, has been 

staffing and just being able to recruit the necessary staff to fully 

implement the program. We just cannot find a suitable candidate for 

DWWP Coordinator,” Brian Carruthers added. 

“The CVRD is trying to rollout various aspects of the DWWP program 

at the same time as we are in high gear on the Cowichan Weir project 

in terms of weir design, shoreline impact assessment, and then 

preparing for a joint water licence application with Cowichan Tribes.” 

“Unfortunately, due to no lack of desire, we have been unable to 

implement the DWWP to the full extent that we would like.”  

 

Cowichan River is the spine of the water management issue: 

“I come at the issue from a bureaucratic, administrative approach. That 

is not to say I have not lived and breathed this for my entire tenure, 

because I have lived it. Water and asset management have been the 

two biggest issues facing CVRD, and they are tied together.” 

“The water issue has been driven by the Cowichan River. That has 

been, and is, constantly the spine of the issue, metaphorically and 

literally. Everything revolves around the Cowichan River in the 

Cowichan Valley. And much of our effort is spent on addressing issues 

in the Cowichan, sometimes at the expense of other issues.”  

“Four years after the 2018 referendum, we have not made as much 

progress on the DWWP as everyone would have liked. A lot of that has 

to do with the fact that much of our attention has been focused on the 

Cowichan. That is a story in itself, particularly when I think about the 

Cowichan River story as a whole and the partnership between CVRD 

and Cowichan Tribes, Catalyst, and Cowichan Watershed Board.” 

 

Process and progress take time: “The partnership got us to the point 

where we have the funding to do the Water Use Plan. And we also got 

funding to do the weir design. Now Cowichan Tribes has the funding 

to do the construction. Those are the three key steps that we identified 

8 years ago that we needed to tackle. And we have literally ticked each 

one of those boxes. That is a measure of success.” 

“But, again, that underscores the reality of where much of our focus 

has been. In terms of the broader DWWP, we have a lot of work to do, 

and I am not sure what the future looks like, honestly, in terms of 

moving that forward. A shortage of skilled labour is an issue. That is 

our biggest inhibitor. Yet the water issues are not getting any less in 

terms of the impacts of drought, depleting aquifers, and flooding.” 

Story in a nutshell 

"The DWWP is a story of 

ups and downs. And 

running into obstacles 

and resistance, but 

always keeping the end-

result in mind. And that 

is, making sure we have 

enough water in our 

region to satisfy a 

growing region. And 

that is what has always 

kept us focused on 

moving this forward.” 

       Brian Carruthers 
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Competing Demands and Shifting Priorities 

“It takes time to make things happen, and during my time with CVRD, 

I have worked with three Regional Boards. And there will be a new 

Board this October. That is four during the span of this window that we 

are calling the pre-decade for the DWWP,” mused Brian Carruthers. 

“With that turnover comes changing views. The passion and the drive 

for water and watershed protection may not be as strong as it was 

when I first got here in 2014. There are differing opinions around the 

Board table, and our relationships with our partners have changed over 

the years as people have changed.” 

 

Competing demands have slowed DWWP implementation: 

“Although opinions and relationships change over time, the DWWP 

service now exists as a legal function, and it is funded. This enables 

handing off the water baton from one administration to the next. So, I 

believe the DWWP service will outlive the various Boards to come.” 

“And because the DWWP service function is a bylaw with committed 

funding, I believe this ensures that CVRD will be able to keep the 

initiative moving forward despite shifting priorities. I believe everyone 

around the current Board table would acknowledge that water and 

watershed protection is an important initiative in all their areas.” 

“Because so many other issues and needs have hit local governments 

in recent years, our priorities have shifted. Our focus has shifted. This 

operational reality characterizes the current situation in CVRD rather 

than there being diminishing political or community support for water.” 

“The problems related to drought and flood extremes have not gone 

away. Every Director knows that they have issues with water in their 

respective jurisdictions. I think it is just competing demands that have 

slowed our progress.” 

 

Other high priorities for the CVRD: “When I started in 2014, water 

was the primary focus. Now, when I look at what is driving the agenda 

at the CVRD, asset management is a huge issue.  After working on it 

for the past 6 years, we are just now getting into implementation.” 

“Emergency management has also emerged as a big issue. In 2021, 

CVRD activated the emergency operations centre 7 times. In the past, 

it might have been once per year. That is driving what we are doing.” 

“At the same time, CVRD is completely revamping the OCP (Official 

Community Plan) by harmonizing nine plans into one. It is a massive 

undertaking. This has been 5 years in the making.”

A perfect storm of 
competing demands 
that shift priorities 

"It is almost a perfect 

storm where we have all 

these competing 

demands that CVRD is 

trying to implement and 

advance all at the same 

time. The DWWP is now 

not the only issue in the 

Cowichan region. It is 

one of many that CVRD 

is having to find time 

and prioritize in terms 

of resources and moving 

it forward.” 

       Brian Carruthers 



 

 

Living Water Smart in British Columbia: A Pathway to Water Reconciliation and Resilience at the Local Scale 

Pa
ge

1
5

 

Power of Partnerships  

“CVRD as an organization has been successful to date, whether it is 

the DWWP or the Cowichan Weir initiative, because of our 

partnerships with Cowichan Tribes and other First Nations, Catalyst 

Paper, and the non-government organizations who support us,” stated 

Brian Carruthers in a reflective moment. 

“Those partnerships are important. And I believe those partnerships 

have waned over the last couple of years. A lot of that is to do with 

COVID because, until mid-year in 2022, we were not able to get 

together in person and we did not meet as groups other than virtually.” 

“One must never underestimate the importance of group meetings 

where people have sidebar conversations over coffee, and all of those 

things that come with those in-person gatherings.” 

 

Spend time to get partnerships back on track: “After two-plus 

years of everyone working in isolation and meeting virtually, my sense 

is that there is work for CVRD to do to rebuild our partnerships because 

we have lost touch with each other.”  

“During that time, people have moved on and Cowichan Tribes have a 

new chief. Things have changed in so many workplaces and I have 

observed some tensions arising from the lack of communication, and 

from the lack of one-on-one contact.” 

“If I had to give some advice to my successor, I would say spend some 

time getting those partnerships back on track. And have facetime with 

those folks to re-establish that common, mutual will to move things 

forward. We all have become very isolated due to COVID. We need to 

get back to a place where we are interacting.” 

 

Brian Carruthers closing thoughts on his tenure with CVRD: 

“In 2014, I had lots of time to devote to water. It was one of those files 

that I was interested in, and I made it a personal priority. Over the 

course of eight years, my time was so spread between other conflicting 

priorities, that I simply did not have the time to spend on the water file, 

to advocate, and to move it along.”  

“I think back often to when I first started at CVRD and how I would 

love to go back to those times when I had the luxury of time to travel 

around the region and attend meetings with First Nations and others, 

and work on advancing the drinking water and watershed protection 

initiative. I don’t know where I would find the time today to do the 

work that I have done in the past,” concluded Brian Carruthers.

DWWP is a story of 
commitment, 
dedication, and 
resilience 

"Everybody who was 

involved in the DWWP 

initiative put their hearts 

and souls into it to get a 

positive referendum 

outcome. And this 

continues as Kate Miller 

and others develop the 

implementation 

strategy. In my case, I 

put my reputation on the 

line in front of many 

public meetings when 

there were hostile 

individuals who thought 

we were just creating a 

bureaucracy and wasting 

taxpayer dollars.” 

       Brian Carruthers 
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Blue Ecology, a Pathway 

to Water Reconciliation  
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The book ‘downstream: reimagining water’ is an anthology. It brings 

together the perspectives of artists, writers, scientists, scholars, 

environmentalists, and activists. It does this by exploring the key roles 

that culture, arts, and the humanities play in supporting healthy water-

based ecology. Michael Blackstock is one of the contributors 

The book’s cover was 
painted by Michael 
Blackstock; the 
painting is entitled 
“Adams River 
Sockeye Run”.  

To learn more, visit   
https://www.wlupress.wlu
.ca/Books/D/downstream 

Interweaving: A Call for an Attitude Change 

Context by Michael Blackstock 
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Getting from Sovereign to Collaborative! 

As Michael Blackstock explains: My chapter is titled Interweaving 

Water. It outlines four steps toward transforming sovereign knowledge 

into collaborative knowledge: (1) humility, (2) transcending, (3) 

interweaving, and finally (4) transformation. I illustrate this process 

using the theory of Blue Ecology. 

Our children’s children will be faced with daunting, complex, and urgent 

environmental problems. The impending crisis requires us to begin to 

lay a foundation for our children’s children to have a starting point, and 

some options to grasp in the urgent moment. We owe them hope. 

 

HUMILITY 

I view Western science and Indigenous ways of knowing as sovereign 

entities. A great deal of energy goes into rationalizing, promoting, and 

protecting an epistemology. However, now we need to acknowledge 

that we don’t have all the answers. 

We can build a collaborative epistemological framework if we 

transcend sovereign contemporary narrative’s boundaries, and literally 

mine each epistemology for gems that can be interwoven in a 

collaborative manner.  

 

TRANSCENDENCE  

Curiosity about other cultures draws us into a better understanding and 

allows us to contrast and compare two worlds. The product of curiosity 

is an analysis whereby comparison and contrast enable the 

interweaving process. Once I understood the strengths and contrasts 

of each perspective on water, I was ready for the interweaving process 

and published papers that showed how interweaving could happen. 

 

INTERWEAVING  

Interweaving is about creating a new form of knowledge through 

collaboration by interweaving useful threads from each way of knowing 

into a more robust way. Interweaving is not integration, just as equality 

is not about assimilation and creativity is not empirical. Interweaving is 

collaborative and incremental rather than a revolutionary process. 

Collaborators identify packets of knowledge that would benefit from the 

interweaving process. 

Blue Ecology is an ecological philosophy, which emerged from 

interweaving First Nations and Western thought. It is meant to be a 

companion because it augments existing Western science hydrology 

rather than displacing this knowledge.  

EDITOR'S NOTE 1: 
Epistemology is the branch of 

philosophy concerned with 

the theory of knowledge. 

Epistemology studies the 

nature of knowledge, 

justification, and the 

rationality of belief. 

EDITOR'S NOTE 2:  
Blue Ecology aligns with the 

whole-system, water balance 

approach that the Partnership 

for Water Sustainability  

champions for restoration of 

hydrologic function and 

stream system integrity 

within the built environment. 
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TRANSFORMATION 

The main axiom of transformation is: It costs you nothing to change 

your attitude. A new collaborative knowledge attitude will open up new 

worlds of possibility. The Blue Ecology vision is collaborative, not 

competitive. 

 

A New Way of Looking at Water 

Hope is not a passive desire but an active attitude. 

I really see the value of each culture being genuinely curious about 

each other and willing to interweave to resolve disputes: This is my 

action. 

Now is the time to act on the belief that if we interweave our strengths 

as traditional knowledge keepers, scientists, poets, artists, and 

architects in a collaborative manner, we can make a difference. 

Blue Ecology is an incremental example of how we can interweave 

cultural perspectives on water, but that is just a starting point in this 

new era of interweaving. 

The shared vision of the book contributors is that ‘downstream: 

reimagining water’ will contribute to the formation of an 

intergenerational, culturally inclusive, participatory water ethic.
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A New Way of Looking at Water 

Slide images are from a PowerPoint presentation by Michael Blackstock, 2021 
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Mainstreaming Blue Ecology within   
British Columbia 

While international recognition gave Blue Ecology early credibility and 

profile, there was limited awareness within British Columbia of what 

Michael Blackstock had accomplished on the global stage.  

Fast forward to November 2017. That is when the Partnership for 

Water Sustainability held the Blue Ecology Workshop to begin the 

process of mainstreaming Michael Blackstock’s work and ecological 

philosophical into the local government setting. 

The 2017 workshop marks the start of the next leg of Michael's journey, 

now in collaboration with the Partnership and NALT. This brought 

Michael into the orbit of the Watershed Moments team, a grass-roots 

initiative that has members from 10 organizations.  

The team draws on the knowledge and expertise of individuals with 

experience related to First Nations (Indigenous), the land and stream 

stewardship sector, and four layers of government – federal, provincial, 

regional district and municipal.  

In 2021, the Watershed Moments team embraced the Blue Ecology 

idea, and committed to the vision for Water Reconciliation as an 

outcome.  

In essence, Water Reconciliation means going back to the headwaters 

of where we got our relationships with water and with one another 

wrong; and then starting back down the river of time – this time together 

– with a full understanding of the importance of embracing a water-first 

approach to planning human interventions in the environment.  

In 2021, for example, BC Hydro's Power Smart for School program 

went live with a Blue Ecology module for Grade 11 students. This will 

help them learn how they might better care for water, 

 

Interweaving: A Call for an Attitude Change 

To learn more about the work of Michael Blackstock, visit the 
waterbucket.ca website. Click on this link: 

https://waterbucket.ca/wcp/category/blue-ecology-michael-blackstock/ 

A Message of Hope by 
Michael Blackstock 

“My thesis, that water is a 
living entity, is provocative. 
So I was a bit nervous about 
presenting Blue Ecology in 
2008 to the International 
Association of Hydrological 
Sciences. But I soon found 
the hydrologists to be very 
welcoming hosts.  I spoke 
near end of the conference, 
after a series of papers 
warned of the impending 
effects of climate change. 

“Sobering messages, one 
after the other, said the 
same thing – climate 
change is here, and it is 
affecting water in serious 
ways.  My message was one 
of hope – hope derived from 
human cross-cultural 
collaboration.  My hopeful 
message was warmly 
welcomed by the scientists. 
Unfortunately, the 
symposium accurately 
portended the amplifying 
negative impacts of climate 
change on the world’s 
hydrological cycle.” 
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Slide images are from a PowerPoint presentation by Michael Blackstock, 2021 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

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.  



 

 

 

 

 


