
The ‘Your Water, Your Future’ forum was not looking out
at the strait but the other way—back at the mountain
watersheds. Vancouver Islands’ Water Watch Coalition
presented a 2-day forum on ground and surface water for
its 11 member-groups (including Mayne Island Integrated
Water and Gabriola’s
Groundwater Management
Society) and for the general
public.  

Increasing concern about
protection of the watersheds
which feed the built-up areas of
Vancouver Island’s mid-coast
eastern seaboard prompted the
conference.

Organizer June Ross thanked
CUPE-BC for the support needed
to bring about what was a mind-
expanding weekend of
information; demonstrating
what civil society can do when
people and groups work
together—and get together.

Four hundred registrants
enjoyed both outdoor and indoor
components. Day-1 included
tours to inspect watersheds and
water supply facilities in
Parksville and Nanaimo.
Participants expressed shock at
the degree of clear-cut logging and contamination that
they viewed in the watershed. 

Day-2 had a remarkable line-up of speakers at the
Beban Park auditorium, including Council of Canadian
chairperson Maude Barlow, BC rivers campaigner Rafe
Mair, activist Ingmar Lee, and Corky Evans, former
minister and former MLA for Nelson-Creston. 

Keynote speaker Maude Barlow, Senior Advisor on
Water to the United Nations and 2005 recipient of the
Swedish government’s ‘alternative Nobel’ Right Livelihood
Award. She gave Canadian and global context to VI Water
Watch Coalition’s mandate to keep public water flowing,

and in public hands.
Barlow had just come

from Fish Lake where
she was working with
groups on the tailings
pond crisis (see BOx

here).
Barlow said that when

you hear about ‘drought’
you are actually hearing
about the ‘end of water’.
Worldwide we are using
our water supply at an
unsustainable rate. In
India, whose population
is doubling every 44
years, there are 24
million bore wells. As we
pump out more than is
being replenished by
rainfall, groundwater
levels are falling and
deserts are increasing.
There are advancing
deserts in 100 countries.

In China 4,000 cities will be abandoned because of lack of
water.

The effort for clean water worldwide, Barlow says, is
also going in the wrong direction; a child dies every 8
seconds from water-borne disease.

In Canada, we have been lulled into inattention by the
myth of superabundance; yet Alberta is running out of
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Fish Lake, Tailings Pond?
The BC government has given the green light to a huge
gold and copper mine that will turn Fish Lake, 125
kilometres west of Williams Lake into a toxic tailings
pond. Nearly 500 million tonnes of acid tailings from
the ‘Prosperity’ mine will be dumped into the lake,
which teems with rainbow trout and is sacred to the
Tsilhqot’in First Nations, says the Sierra Club of BC.

A federal environmental review is pending. But new
federal legislation—legislation that could be passed any
day now—threatens to gut this last safeguard. 

Obscured in the federal budget bill, known as Bill C-
9, are provisions aimed at gutting the federal
environmental assessment act. Proposed rules will
grant the federal environment minister power to
reduce the scope of reviews and put particular projects
on an exemption list. Most shockingly, they would
allow the government to avoid a full environmental
assessment by breaking up major projects into smaller
pieces—thus sidestepping a Supreme Court of Canada
ruling. This bill will pass because it voting  against it will
be a no confidence vote will bring on an election which
no federal party seems to want.
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water. The state of water protection, she says, is deplorable
in Canada: we have no drinking water standard, no
mapping and a 40-year-old policy. 

As the water runs out it becomes a valuable commodity
which attracts the attention of private companies, often
multi-nationals. Along with the privatization of water goes
the ‘privatization of regulation’, she says.

Will we continue with a attitude like Australia to ‘wait
till we run out’ before we act? Australia finds itself in the
absurd position of having sold rights to more water in the
Murray-Darling than the entire volume of this major river
system and is having to buying back rights to public
water—to be able to sell them to foreign corporations. Or
will we legislate like Ecuador to protect public right to
water and to remove it from inclusion in trade
agreements? Barlow quotes Martin Luther King: ‘Judicial
decrees may not change the heart but they can restrain the
heartless.’

There are three ways in which Canada needs to act, she
summed up. Canadians need to work on watershed
protection and restoration. Canada need a public trust
document which declares that atmospheric water, ground
and surface water, and oceans are a public good. Thirdly
this document would also entrench water is a human
right—and a human responsibility. We needed to stop
going in the wrong direction, for the wrong reasons with
the wrong people, she declared.

Groundwater Basics & Visuals
Relief models of Vancouver Island’s east shore watersheds
were on display at the back of the hall making clear the
path of water from the mountains to the Strait of Georgia.
Slide shows gave in-depth information. 

Parksville/Qualicum Beach resident Trevor Wicks
started his slides from the last glacier retreat, about 12,000
years ago. Explaining the ground water supply on
Vancouver Island’s central east coast, Wicks said that the
area has no geological constants. As the weight of
glaciation lessened, the Earth’s crust pushed up rock
formation in irregular patterns; every few hundred yards
there is a different geology. No water sources are constant
or stable. Water, he said, is dynamic.

Wicks spoke of how, over millennia, beavers were busy
damming water courses and creating wetlands. When the
first Europeans arrived 150 years ago, surface water was a
considered a problem. 

A lot has changed in 150 years, he said; tree cutting and
land drainage changed not only hydrology but climate
because hydrology keeps temperature on an even keel.

Western red cedar is an indicator of how dry Vancouver
Island is becoming. These trees are suffering and it is
predicted that there will be few conifers at all left by 2070.

November and December are the area’s only heavy
precipitation months. However the higher level winter
snowpack can vary from zero to 10 metres. Nowadays,
winter rain is much more likely to run-off the hard
surfaces of human development than to sink in to
replenish the water table from which we are constantly
pumping.

Wicks showed several slides showing the effect of wells
on groundwater. He talked of heavy users such as golf
courses. Wells which lower the water table are
unsustainable, he said, and advocated rainwater
collection.

In addition to water quantity, water quality is of
concern. We are using 100,000 chemicals which did not
exist 100 years ago; these not only affect drinking water
quality but have impacts  on ecosystems.

Philosophy & Politics
Former SFU professor Robin Matthews spoke of ‘the huge
secretive theft of water of which the public was unaware.’
Rivers, he said, belong in the hands of the public. Water as
it become scarcer is becoming a target for corporations. 

Privatization, he said, is nearly always theft. If utilities
are not profitable why would corporations want them. If
profitable why should not that profit be for the public
good? 

He spoke of Bechtel Corporation’s acquisition of water
in Cochabamba, Bolivia through a trade agreement. The
price of water went up 200%. People could not afford
clean water for their families. They decided to open up the
old wells and collect rainwater but both these sources of
water were now illegal. Eventually, when he became
president, Evo Morales took back water from Bechtel and
made laws prohibiting water from trade agreements. 

Moving closer to home and enlarging on the theme of
privatization, Matthews spoke of the privatization of BC’s
public wealth: BC Gas, BC Rail, and BC Hydro; which
nowadays means not only privatization but also the
transfer of that wealth to foreign corporations. The
balance between private and public wealth is breaking
down, he said.

He went further in defining public wealth as the whole
of society; people and intangible ‘goods’ included; not
simply material assets. And government’s role, he said,
was to oversee this commonwealth on behalf of civil
society. 
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However government’s role was increasingly becoming
that of ensuring that private corporations operate without
hindrance. As an example, Matthews, cited Alberta
premier Ed Stelmach’s hiring of a Suncor VP as deputy
minister to oversee the tar sands. The VP even remained
on the Suncor payroll.

The primary citizens of the ‘free market’ system are
now corporations, he declared. 

‘How do we take back the commons?’ he asked.
Governments, with the will to do so, do have the power to
act; as seen in the case of Bolivian water; in the case of
Venezuela, lead by Hugo Chavez; and, more recently,
when US President Barak Obama shut down all drill sites
in the Gulf of Mexico.

However we cannot wait for governments; the people
must name themselves the legislators, advises Matthews.

Touching on what is a tricky subject these days,
Matthews said that the human population explosion was a
factor in dwindling water resources. Population control,
he said, was a difficult but essential question. He spoke of
the one-child rule in China and though, he said, its had
caused some anguish in parents fearful of losing that only
child, China had reduced it population by 700,000
million. He said the problem needed to be tackled by
global education, public relations and global support.

Following his talk, a member of the audience asked if
there was ever a possibility of private ownership of the air.
Matthews replied that with GHG monetary measures like
cap-&-trade that process had already begun.

Managing Public Resources
Corky Evans, former NDP MLA and minister (Agriculture
and Food & Fisheries), was one of the forum’s final
speakers. Corky came from his garden in the Columbia
Valley to talk about public will to manage  resources and
how it had been eroded in the last 25-years. His words
were the perfect counterpoint to fact-filled slideshows,
strategy planning and philosophies of water rights.

Evans’ legendary speech-making ability, with perfect
timing, volume, irony, and fiery commonsense ideas, had
the audience in the palm of his hand. Reminiscent of
Tommy Douglas, he had people on their feet. 

On the local scene, Corky said that, to his shame, many
years ago as a logger, he had had a hand in the clearcutting
Nanaimo’s watershed.  

He emphasized the significance of water: only 4% of the
globe’s water was on the land surface and in the air; every
human needs two litres a day or die; 2-1⁄2 billion people
are fed by irrigated crops and this had lead to a tripling of

world population.
Evans let no-one off the hook for responsibility for the

current state of management for public resources. Who
gets to use it and who wrecks it are political issues on
which we made the decisions years ago or—if we didn’t—
we let someone else make those decisions for us, he
explained.

BC citizens, he said, are in the globally enviable position
of owning 93% of the land base but we had abdicated
responsibility for it. We decide to stop managing the land.
Now, over the last 25-years we have lost faith in ourselves
to own and manage it. And with some cause, as the cutting
back of skilled workers in public management has left us
without the knowledge to manage our public assets;
currently we ‘couldn’t manage them if we decided to take
back responsibility for them.’

‘We walked away,’ he declared. We were taught to call
public employees ‘bureaucrats’—so we could hate them.
He said that with licensing to private enterprises we had
given over more power than outright sale—‘at least then
we could tax the land.’ 

Speaking of how to right the situation, ‘What,’ he said,
was wrong with expropriation.’ We had a strong tradition
of it. We did it to the aboriginals.’ If you can expropriate
native lands, why can’t you take it back from a
corporation? he asked. 

Asked about electing MLAs who would take action, he
said that in BC you could elect MLAs on bake sales. Asked
if he would come back to public life, he said that this was
the first group that had asked and he had come, so, this
far, he was batting 100%.

Lunch was cooked and served by Vancouver Island
University’s chapter of World University Services Canada.
Soup, salad and sandwiches were served in ceramic bowls
made by Arrowsmith potters, purchased by CUPE, which
participants got to choose and take home. One participant
suggested a more locavore menu might be an additional
benefit.

During the forum and during lunch people thought
about and asked what steps they could take in improving
water security. A email list of those interested is being
compiled and further meetings are planned. Contact
Roger Oakley at oakleyr@shaw.ca if you would like to be
included, even if you did not attend the forum. 

(Turn to next page for more articles.)
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Arthur researches energy and mining issues in BC and then
communicates through a variety of web and e-mail
networks. As such, he is a valuable and reliable source of
information for British Columbians trying to make sense of
resource development in the province, the government’s
role in it, and the public interest.

His presentation at the drinking water meeting in
Nanaimo on Sunday, May 30 covered a lot of ground, and
illustrated why he is such a valuable resource himself.

He started with an analysis of climate change on BC’s
south coast, over the last 60 years: a trend towards reduced
precipitation and higher winter temperatures, resulting in
changes in river and stream flows that affect the ecosystems
they serve. The Cowichan River, for example, has severe
drainage peaks now, as a result of the clearcutting of its
watershed. Indeed, at times the water that can legally be
drawn by the Catalyst mill can exceed the minimum
observed summer flow, and though the company does not
use its full waterlease it is reluctant to relinquish any part of
it. In recent years, Cowichan River flows have been much
lower than the longterm average. 

Caldicott has developed a method for analyzing the
vulnerability of rivers to climate change. It takes into
account a variety of factors, including net water recharge,
the extent of related aquifers, and the geology, soils, ecology
and topography of the watershed. Some rivers are especially

vulnerable to mining activity, where it is common practice
to dump wastewater into existing lakes, such as Fish Lake,
because this process dilutes the acidity of wastewater
produced by the mine.

He pointed out that shale gas drilling that has
commenced in the Peace River area north of the proposed
Site-C hydroelectric dam will need both large quantities of
water for fracturing operations, and upwards of 500MW of
electricity to pump it. This would use up a significant
amount of the power to be developed at Site-C. 

He questioned the commonsense of developing
hydroelectric power to support natural gas production,
when the gas is used to produce bitumen from the tar sands
which then requires even more energy to upgrade it to the
point where it can yield useful petroleum products.

Turning to coal mining, he described it as ‘marginal’,
particularly on Vancouver Island’s eastern slopes. Thin coal
seams, variable coal quality, and problems with coal
washing and acid drainage raised questions about practical
exploitation of the resource. 

He noted that the provincial environmental assessment
process in BC did not consider prices, markets, project
economics, or the greenhouse gases from burning the coal.
Further, the provincial government’s carbon ‘action plan’
does not consider the carbon produced from exported coal.
0
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Arthur Caldicott–the analyst~ Patrick Brown

Understanding tactics for civil society ~ Patrick Brown
A workshop featuring Andrew Gage, of West Coast
Environmental Law, and activist Ingmar Lee, provided
some interesting illustrations of how provincial and
municipal legislation and policies actually work, interact,
or are opposed or ignored.

Gage specializes in climate change, pesticides, and
water protection; but prior to coming to WCEL, he was an
activist and was arrested during the Clayoquot Sound
logging protests. Ingmar Lee was a logger and tree planter,
has worked in all 14 of BC’s biogeoclimatic zones, has been
around the world nine times, and has a BA in
Environmental Studies. He now works to preserve BC’s
wilderness.

You wouldn’t expect either of these two to have a
conventional approach to law and government policy, and
you’d be right.

Andrew Gage’s Legal Advice
To make things clear, Gage starts by using the device of
offering legal advice to a forestry company and to a local
government.

First was advice to a typical forestry firm, named ‘Logs
R Us’. Remember, he said, that whatever piece of
provincial legislation you have to deal with, it was
originally designed to favour logging over any other use of
the land, and to protect the logger if things go wrong. Local
government bylaws are irrelevant, though it’s a good idea
to build good relationships, if it’s not too much trouble.
This is especially important with First Nations.

But the main thing to remember is to hire suitable
experts and professionals who will assure you that you are
logging correctly. The basic strategy seemed to be one of
creating Nixonian ‘plausible deniability’; if ‘Logs ‘R Us’ had
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done sufficient ‘due diligence’, this would be an effective
defence against any accusations of poor logging practices,
broken rules, or overcutting.

If there is any doubt about an activity or situation,
contract it out; this will give you an additional layer of legal
insulation. If it was convenient, ‘Logs ‘R Us’ should also
consider applying for some form of ‘eco-certification’ as
additional cover.

Following this, Gage flipped to the advice he would give
to a typical local government having responsibility for
safeguarding residents’ domestic water supply. He re-
emphasized that local bylaws have no effect, but that
logging has particular immunity.

He suggested using the Drinking Water Protection Act,
though he warned that rather than protecting drinking
water sources, decisions under this legislation tended to
prescribe water treatment rather than preventing its
contamination in the first place. 

He warned that local government has no defence
against the Private Managed Forest Lands Act, since it
too was designed to protect and encourage logging.

Similarly, any appeal to the common law—which would
logically hold that any noticeable drop in water quality is
illegal—would run up against the Water Act (now being
‘modernized’) which was originally designed to facilitate
placer mining.

Local governments seeking to protect their drinking
water sources needed to shift the parameters of the
argument (he called it a ‘debate’), and insist on the
residents’ right to clean water, to their health, and
ultimately to the control of their own watershed. Only
Vancouver and Victoria owned their watersheds, Andrew
said; virtually all other towns in BC had the same problem
as Nanaimo.

Ingmar Lee’s Practical Advice
And what was Nanaimo’s problem? Ingmar showed us
spectacular air photographs of the Nanaimo watershed,
surrounding Jump Lake; the mountainsides had been
completely clearcut—or as Ingmar put it, voracious
industrial logging destruction. 

He pointed out the top of the ski hill, where the
Vancouver Island Marmot was said to reside. In his
opinion, the marmots, displayed there once a year by the
relevant cabinet minister, were bred in captivity especially
for the occasion and he doubted that they could survive the
winter.

Ingmar pooh-poohed what he called ‘scientism’.
Whatever scientific study was produced to attest to
environmental destruction, and however many PhD’s were

involved, he said, it was always possible to find a study
which proved the opposite, with just as many, if not more,
PhD’s involved. In the end, he said, he relied more on
common sense.

So what is to be done about the Nanaimo watershed? He
advocated complete public control, and its preservation and
protection in the best possible condition for the sole
purpose of producing pure water for Nanaimo residents—
and all the beings that depended on a healthy Nanaimo
River system.

And how is this to be accomplished? By public pressure,
he said, though he really favoured simple confiscation since,
as he put it, the current owners, Bermuda-based Island
Timberlands Logging Corporation, have got ‘utterly nothing
left to log in there.’

He then went on to describe and illustrate the campaign
against the parking lot development at Cathedral Grove
Provincial Park. The owners of the surrounding forest,
Weyerhauser, cut Douglas firs many hundreds-of-years-old
surrounding the grove, and opened up the grove’s 200-300
foot tall trees to blowdowns from a severe storm on New
Years’ day 1997. 

Visitors to Cathrdral Grove parked along the highway.
This was thought to be unsafe, so in 2003 the provincial
government proposed that a two hectare parking lot be
developed, which of course required more trees to be felled.
Meanwhile, logging of the surrounding area continued.

But in 2004, Ingmar Lee and friends started camping in
the trees. Their theme song was Joni Mitchell’s: ‘pave
paradise and put up a parking lot.’ They hung long banners
(Ingmar is a great fan of banners—they are cheap, effective,
and non-violent). People brought them far more food than
they needed. But they were there for two years! 

In 2006, the provincial government gave up on the
parking lot idea and opted instead for ‘traffic calming’
measures along the highway. (It might be noted that this is
the same highway (Nº4) over which it is proposed 42-tonne
trucks, carrying coal from the Raven mine, would travel
back and forth to Port Alberni.)

Ingmar did not suggest that everyone camp-out in the
Nanaimo watershed; he suggests that people avoid over-
organization, and give people the freedom to express
themselves in their own way—a ‘model exercise in
persistent, non-violent civil disobedience’. People should be
able to involve themselves as centrally or as peripherally as
they wish. He did suggest an annual march from Nanaimo
to the watershed.

‘Our efforts,’ said Ingmar, ‘ Will be watched by other
communities who are wrestling for control of their water.’0
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