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News /  Local News

No end in sight for dry spell, which began
after Metro Vancouver's last measurable
rainfall on June 15
Lower Mainland edging toward 70-year-old record for days without rain
Gordon McIntyre
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Hans Schreier with empty rain barrels at his home in Vancouver, BC., on July 27, 2021. PHOTO BY NICK PROCAYLO /PNG

As Metro Vancouver heads into Day 43 of drought on Wednesday, officials are asking residents to keep
the six-week-long lack of precipitation in mind when they think about watering their lawn or washing
their car.

Environment Canada has issued a special weather statement for Metro, warning of a strengthening ridge
of high pressure that will bring temperatures into the high-20s near the water and low-30s inland, with
no rain in sight for at least the next week.

The record for no measurable rain at Vancouver International Airport is 58 days, set 70 years ago,
according to Environment Canada. The current drought has now surpassed the 1950 mark of 42 days, to
become the fourth-longest since records have been kept in the region.

“If we’d go to some good conservation measures, we wouldn’t have to worry for the next 15 or 20 years
(about summer water supplies),” said Hans Schreier, professor emeritus of watershed management at
UBC. “But we’re a very slow starter — everybody thinks we have enough water. It’s not a technical
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UBC. But we re a very slow starter  everybody thinks we have enough water. It s not a technical
problem, it’s a social problem.”

Schreier estimates about 35 per cent of the water used in Metro Vancouver goes to water lawns.

“We produce bacteria-free drinking water at high cost, and a third of it is used for lawns,” he said. “It’s
crazy, right?”

Schreier has examined data going back to the 1990s, and since 2000, summer precipitation has declined
by about a fifth.

“You’ve got variability every year, and all of a sudden it dropped about 20 per cent. That means we need
to be far more conscientious about summer water use.”

He suggests bylaws that ban lawn watering in July and August, as well as:

• Universal metering

• Collecting water off roofs in rain barrels

• Ban automatic irrigation

• Make low-flush toilets mandatory

• Increase the amount of topsoil under the sod of new homes

“Soil can hold more water than all the rivers in the world,” Schreier said. “If you build a new house, what
is the first thing you do? You remove the topsoil. Then you bring in the bulldozers and compact
everything. And then, the very last thing … you put in the lawn, which is about three centimetres of soil.

“Why not have a bylaw that for every new house, before they put in the lawn, they have to have 30 cm of
topsoil. That would save you massive amounts of irrigation.”

These measures would all reduce pressure on Metro Vancouver’s three reservoirs during the summer,
Schreier said.

“We have options, and most of the options are not expensive. But it means public education and the
willingness politically to bite the bullet and do this properly.”
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Metro Vancouver‘s tap water comes from rain and snowmelt captured in the Capilano, Coquitlam and
Seymour reservoirs.

The average person uses 270 litres of high-quality drinking water every day, an amount that nearly
doubles when commercial water use is taken into account, according to Metro Vancouver, which delivers
more than 1.5 billion litres of drinking water per day.

On June 27, daily consumption hit 1.79 billion, close to the record two billion litres used on a single
summer day in 2009.

“We’re keeping a close eye on things,” said Marilyn Towill, general manager of water services with Metro
Vancouver. “The lakes have stopped filling, and we have a finite volume of water we’re working with
until we get the next significant rains, typically later in summer or the fall.

“We need people to be really mindful about how they are using the water that is available. We’re
certainly not in a position where we’ve got surplus water and people can do whatever they want.”

From May 1 to Oct. 15, residential summer lawn watering is restricted to two mornings a week between 4
a.m. and 9 a.m.

“A lawn only needs an hour of watering or rain (per week) in order to stay healthy and come back again
in the fall,” Towill said.

“So far, things are looking okay, but we really do need people to pay attention and think about how they
are using water so we make sure collectively we not only have enough drinking water into the fall, but
also for environmental releases we need to provide downstream from our dams for fish and other
animals.”
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