
The Water Sustainability Act, several years in the making, is to
be introduced in the spring 2014 session of the provincial
legislature. It will regulate both groundwater and surface water,
and will require large volume users to be licensed for renewable
30-year terms, and to measure and report their water use. There
will also be provision for regulating short-term users. 

Homeowners and small businesses will be required to
register their wells, but will not have to report usage.

In addition, there will be updated well construction
regulations.

Water Use Planning
Much of the current water law goes back to BC’s gold rush days,
and the objective of the new Act is to enable development of
ecosystem and aquifer-based water-use planning and allocation.
Thus water-use would be considered in land-use decisions.
Area-based regulations could be established in any part of BC.

During times of water scarcity, this would enable critical
environmental flows to be assigned priority. Essential household
flows would also be protected. It is reported that the Gulf Islands
have been identified as one of the areas where groundwater
shortages might occur, and special regulations may be applied.

Agricultural Water Reserves would be established to secure
water for agricultural use on agricultural lands. 

All users would be required to establish the purpose of their
water use (‘beneficial use’) which would include the requirement
that water be used efficiently; conservation would be
encouraged.

A new beneficial use would be added to cover oil and gas
operations. The current 40-year term for power generation
users will be maintained.

Enforcement And Water Pricing
The provincial government is ‘contemplating changes’ to the
water fee and rental structure, but has made no specific
announcements. It plans improvements in enforcing water laws,
but has made no specific announcements about this either.

The new law, and the regulations and planning that will
accompany it, are to be phased in over time; bringing BC’s water
laws up to date after 100 years will be a long process. (The 1997
Fish Protection Act, which embodies the riparian areas
regulations, and the 1995 Water Protection Act, which bars bulk
water exports, continue to apply.)

Public Comment
The comment period was short, only to November 15. Issues
raised during previous comment periods included: certainty and
security for water users; regulation of groundwater extraction
and use (the current Water Actdoes not apply to groundwater;
local conditions and interests considered in water use planning;
protection of drinking water, food production, clean energy, and
ecological health; recognition of the connection between land-
use and water-use planning; and balancing ecological protection
with economic priorities.

First Nations reportedly felt that the public comment process
did not satisfy their requirements for meaningful consultation,
and it appears that more dialogue will be required. 0
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