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Broadened Notion of Water Security
Need to “reorient the concept of water security away 
from a utilitarian focus on material water and towards a 
critical approach based on water-society relations” 

(p. 50). 
In this framing, water security is less about obtaining 
water and more about fostering a wider set of hydro-
social relations to promote well-being—highlighting the 
complex and patterned relations through which water is 
accessed, used, managed and manipulated; and the 
social and political dynamics and processes in which 
these relations are embedded.”

Jepson et al 2017



Historic Exclusions and recent legal challenges: 
British Columbia Assembly of First Nations: 

“For our Nations, ownership of water, or title to water, is considered an 
aspect of Aboriginal title. We maintain that our Nations have Aboriginal 
title to water, and therefore the right to use it, and to govern its use” 

(BCAFN 2010, 445)

-Halalt First Nation vs. BC Environment
BC Supreme Court: Halalt had prima facie title to land and groundwater associated with it

-2014 Supreme Court of Canada’s Tsilhqot’in decision
Supreme Court of Canada: conferred ownership rights to Aboriginal peoples, including: the right to 
decide how land will be used; the right to economic benefits of the land; …
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Water Sustainability Act (2014) BC
A number of key elements define the new legislative regime, including:
• Regulation of groundwater for the first time. Ability to manage surface and groundwater as interconnected 

resource.

• Improved protection of water flows for ecosystems and fish. The WSA requires decision-makers to consider 
environmental flow needs when issuing new water licenses and also includes provisions to ensure shorter critical 
flow and fish population protections.

• A new comprehensive planning regime. The WSA enables the creation of water sustainability plans, 
allowing regional solutions, which can be made binding through regulation. 

• The potential for delegated decision-making.

• A new power to set water objectives to better integrate water into land-use decisions. Water objectives can be set 
for the purposes of sustaining water quality, quantity, and aquatic ecosystems. Once established, they will require 
all decision-makers and local governments in a watershed to consider the impacts of their decisions on the stated 
water objectives   (As stated before, essential to have measurable and enforceable targets) 

(source: Polis) 



www.Decolonizingwater.ca









Atlantic Data Stream



Polis, 2022 Watershed security survey

Six in ten (62%) B.C. residents say they are concerned about pollution of lakes, rivers, and streams—
topping the list of concerns about interrelated environmental issues, including climate change (59%), 
declining salmon stocks (59%), and deforestation (55%).





Thank you!

 
Leila M Harris

University of British Columbia 
lharris@ires.ubc.ca


