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Artist and graphic facilitator Sam Bradd (Drawing for Change) created this graphic illustration under the 
direction of Kelly Bannister and Claire Wood and with input from the POLIS team. The image communicates 
the unfolding of a decade-long journey towards place-based watershed governance in B.C. Special elements 
of each of the biennial Watersheds forums are highlighted along the way, reminding us of the people, places, 
ideas, and actions that have catalyzed and grown the watershed movement that we are all part of today.

Growing a Watershed Moment: A Decade of Gatherings
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The world looks very different today than in the fall of 2019 when we started planning Watersheds 2020. The 
pandemic has since upended lives, priorities, and collective capacity and attention. 

This unprecedented dual health and economic crisis exposed the complexity and fragility of all our systems. 
It highlighted the importance of watershed security, which will require changing how we manage our 
relationships with the earth, her creatures, and each other. We believe the sharing of knowledge is more 
important than ever and that only the strength of our communities, relationships, and ecosystems will 
provide the resilience we need to adapt to, and thrive in, this new reality. 

By the spring of 2020, it was clear that hosting the large-in person event we had planned would not be possi-
ble. Our team agreed that in a physically distanced world, the need to advance reconciliation and watershed 
security was more urgent than ever. To continue the almost decade-long tradition of engaging with innova-
tive ideas, building connections in the freshwater community, and finding sustainable solutions to pressing 
problems, we decided to make the necessary pivot to an online format for Watersheds 2020. 

Thank you to our partners, supporters, and attendees whose continued commitment and willingness to 
adapt made hosting a virtual Watersheds 2020 possible. While we missed the energy, place-based fieldtrips, 
and spontaneous conversations that come with in-person events, we hope Watersheds 2020 provided you 
with an opportunity to connect, collaborate, and experience a day-and-a-half of rich learning and dialogue. 

We look forward to being in the same place together when it is safe to do so. Until then, stay well.

—The Watersheds 2020 Planning Team

A Letter from the Planning Team
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Traditional Welcome and Event Opening
Watch: https://vimeo.com/505840049

Coast Salish Elder Florence James (Penelakut Island, Coast Salish Nation) and Anishnaabe/Métis scholar 
Dr. Vicki Kelly (Faculty of Education, Simon Fraser University), with support from Dr. Kelly Bannister (Co-
Director, POLIS Project on Ecological Governance)

Elder Florence James began the event by expressing her thankfulness for the sacredness of the land, water, 
mountains, and valleys, which bring us medicine and life. She gave her blessing for the event as well as 
a prayer for the continued connectedness, belonging, and acceptance of all involved. To conclude her 
welcome, Elder Florence James shared a short song of her Ancestor’s prayers.

Dr. Vicki Kelly began by thanking Elder Florence for opening the day in such a good way and filling her 
heart with joy. She raised her tobacco to acknowledge that she went onto the land that day to offer her 
gratitude and play to the seven directions. She asked everyone to go to their place on the land and/or in 
their hearts, to acknowledge All Our Relations and to lift up the sacred waters of all our places. She offered a 
pre-recording of her playing the Native American flute to encourage the audience to open themselves and 
celebrate the soundings of nature. 

After sharing her song, Dr. Vicki Kelly reflected on the sacredness of water. The Creator said to water “your 
work is to move to greet All Our Relations.” Water moves into the plants, through the earth, feeds the animals, 
and moves into our bodies. We are all responsible for the good movement and the good work of water. She 
concluded her opening by acknowledging the water walkers and water warriors who hold in their hearts the 
sacred responsibility of protecting and honouring with our deepest gratitude the sacred waters. 

https://vimeo.com/505840049
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Keynote Address

John Borrows (Canada Research Chair in 
Indigenous Law, University of Victoria)

In his keynote address, Dr. John Borrows provided 
insights on Indigenous law, reconciliation, and 
governance in relation to water. He emphasized 
that advancing reconciliation and achieving long-
term watershed security will require expanding our 
understanding of what law is, and what it is capable 
of. He shared his understanding of law as a verb, co-
constructed with the earth. Law is both something 
we do and have a role in understanding, creating, 
and structuring. Laws come to us from the water, 
the animals, and the land. If we reflect on how 
we “law,” and embrace the earth’s lessons, we can 
realize our connectedness to create a resilient and 
prosperous future.

There is tremendous value in looking to Indigenous 
languages and relationships with the land and 
water to revitalize the possibilities of our legal 
journeys by making them more holistic and 
connected to our hearts and minds. To illustrate the 
possibilities of Indigenous law, Borrows shared the 
preamble to the Anishnaabe Constitution1, which 
details how the Creator gave the Anishnaabe seven 
sacred gifts to guide them: Zaagidwin, Debwewin, 
Mnaadendmowin, Nbwaakaawin, Dbaadendiziwin, 
Gwekwaadziwin miinwa Aakedhewin (Love, Truth, 
Respect, Wisdom, Humility, Honesty, and Bravery).
These gifts are found in the land and water and 
guide how the Anishnaabe constitute themselves 
in the process of lawmaking, and how they relate 
with the natural world and one another. As we 
are engaging with the natural world, it helps us 
to understand our legal obligations. However, in 
order to embrace its teachings, we must unburden 
the natural world from the physical limits we have 
placed on how it flows across the earth, and the 
intellectual limits we have placed on its “lawing” 
function. 

1.  The full Anishinaabe Che-Naaknigewin (Anishinabek Nation Constitution) is available at http://www.anishinabek.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2016/05/Anishinaabe-Chi-Naaknigewin-modified.pdf 

To deepen participants’ understanding of how we 
should be looking to the land and water to teach 
us how to engage with one another, Dr. Borrows 
shared the knowledge of his community, the 
Zaaging Anishnaabe, whose territory surrounds and 
encompasses the Zaaging River in Southern Ontario. 
The powerful river collects nutrients and delivers 
them to the river mouth, allowing plants, fish, and 
wildlife to flourish. “Zaaging’’ is Anishinaabemowin 
for the place of the river’s mouth, where this 
richness and gathering of life takes place. 
Zaagidiwin, the Anishnaabe constitutional principle 
of love, is correlated to what is  happening in the 
Zaaging. The natural world informs us of how to 
relate to each other and our surroundings, and it is 
then our responsibility to embody those lessons. 
If we want to learn how to love one another, we 
need to be collecting all of the nutrients that come 
into our lives and allow them to flow through us in 
defined channels to create a richness of life that will 
sustain us in great diversity. 

Dr. Borrows also shared the different ways in which 
Indigenous peoples are advancing their laws in 
both past and present settings. He reflected on the 
treaty patterns depicted on Wampum belts used to 
enter into treaties with the Crown. The two rows of 
the belt represent the rivers of life we travel on. On 
one river was the Crown controlling its affairs; on 
the other, Indigenous peoples controlling their own 
affairs. The legal mechanisms represent a nation-to-
nation relationship, with both measured separation 
and shared dimensions of peace, friendship, and 
respect. On the coast, potlatches allowed for the 
transmission and understanding of names and 
genealogies which indicated responsibility for 
different elements of nature. During these feasts, 
laws were transmitted through dance, song, and 
performance. 

Indigenous Law, Reconciliation, and Governance: 
Insights and Perspective for the Future 

Watch: https://vimeo.com/505853898

http://www.anishinabek.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Anishinaabe-Chi-Naaknigewin-modified.pdf
http://www.anishinabek.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Anishinaabe-Chi-Naaknigewin-modified.pdf
https://vimeo.com/505853898
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Today, some communities are developing 
contemporary environmental assessment tools  
that use stories, which communicate principles 
and processes of how people should relate to the 
natural world. These assessment tools2 are used to 
make decisions around natural resource projects. 
Other communities, such as the Westbank First 
Nation, have gone to the federal government to get 
recognition of self-governing powers through an 
Act of Parliament, making the Indian Act no longer 
applicable to them. Bill C-92 recognizes that First 
Nations, Inuit, and Métis people have an inherent 
right to govern themselves. It throws a protective 
umbrella over that recognition and provides for the 
resourcing of Indigenous authorities who choose 
to pull down responsibilities under that right. 
Indigenous laws are also increasingly recognized 
through Indigenous title and land protection action. 

Dr. Borrows also shed light on how the Canadian 
constitutional framework works to bridge 
Indigenous and Crown law. Canadian courts have 
repeatedly affirmed the principle of intersocietal 
law—the notion that when addressing Aboriginal 
rights, the purpose should always be reconciliation. 
The Canadian Constitution constrains Crown 
sovereignty when Aboriginal rights are at issue by 
placing obligations upon the Crown. In Van der 
Peet, the courts stated that “a morally and politically 
defensible conception of Aboriginal Rights will 
incorporate both perspectives.”3 Dr. Borrows 
encouraged participants to envision a world where 
this framework is applied to all of our engagements. 
To realize this vision and engage in the practice of 
“lawing” we must first recognize law’s roots in the 
earth. 

Dr. Borrows concluded his presentation by 
expressing his gratitude for the opportunity to 
speak to the beauty that surrounds us and provides 
inspiration for how we might stand up and flow 
throughout the world. 

2  Learn more about the Pipsell Environmental Assessment Tool at https://docs2.cer-rec.gc.ca/ll-eng/llisapi.dll/fet
ch/2000/90464/90552/548311/956726/2392873/3781889/3422725/3421973/3422408/3422231/3538664/A90802-11_Appendix_A-10_-_
A6C5U1.pdf?nodeid=3539212&vernum=-2
3  Read the Supreme Court of Canada’s judgement in Van der Peet at https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/item/1407/index.do
4 Learn more about the work being done by the Cowichan Watershed Board, and a proposed framework to guide its continued evolution at 
https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2019/01/CWB_PathwaysAndPartnerships_Final_web.pdf 

Discussion

Moderated by Zita Botelho (Program Director, 
Watersheds BC) with reflections by Lydia Hwitsum 
(Political Executive, First Nations Summit) and 
Oliver M. Brandes (Co-Director, POLIS Project on 
Ecological Governance).

Lydia began her reflection by thanking John 
for recognizing and acknowledging the various 
expressions of Indigenous peoples as they recover, 
resurge, and persevere in their dealings with the 
Crown. 

Lydia provided insight into the creation and 
subsequent successes of the Cowichan Watershed 
Board, a governance body that embodies the 
practice of “lawing.” The board was created ten 
years ago in response to a fractured planning 
system —the product of the predominant colonial 
worldview that separated land from water, and 
law from nature in order to find efficiencies. At 
the time of the board’s creation, many groups 
asserted their perceived authority over the waters. 
In this fractured system, the inherent rights of 
the Indigenous Cowichan peoples were not fully 
recognized. In response, representatives from 
Cowichan Tribes and the Cowichan Valley Regional 
District came together to create a more holistic 
and coordinated governance model.4 When the 
Cowichan Watershed Board was created, they 
invited anyone who purported to have authority 
over water to participate in the new, collaborative 
decision-making process.

Ten years later, the Cowichan Watershed Board 
began taking steps to ensure their governance 
model was robust enough to continue making 
critical advancements into the future. Central 
to this process was the drafting of a recognition 
statement of the existing rights and responsibilities 
of the Cowichan peoples in the Hul’qumi’num 

https://docs2.cer-rec.gc.ca/ll-eng/llisapi.dll/fetch/2000/90464/90552/548311/956726/2392873/3781889/3422725/3421973/3422408/3422231/3538664/A90802-11_Appendix_A-10_-_A6C5U1.pdf?nodeid=3539212&vernum=-2
https://docs2.cer-rec.gc.ca/ll-eng/llisapi.dll/fetch/2000/90464/90552/548311/956726/2392873/3781889/3422725/3421973/3422408/3422231/3538664/A90802-11_Appendix_A-10_-_A6C5U1.pdf?nodeid=3539212&vernum=-2
https://docs2.cer-rec.gc.ca/ll-eng/llisapi.dll/fetch/2000/90464/90552/548311/956726/2392873/3781889/3422725/3421973/3422408/3422231/3538664/A90802-11_Appendix_A-10_-_A6C5U1.pdf?nodeid=3539212&vernum=-2
https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/item/1407/index.do
https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2019/01/CWB_PathwaysAndPartnerships_Final_web.pdf
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language. They also adopted the Indigenous 
principle of Nutsamat ksw yaa’us tth aw, a model of 
working together as one while still recognizing the 
respective responsibilities and authorities brought 
to the table.5  

Lydia also provided a brief reflection on the 
provincial government’s efforts to implement the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
Act. This legislation makes space for and brings 
in human rights standards that were historically 
overshadowed by Crown interests. One year after 
implementation, three pieces will be critical to 
move forward:

 • Creation of a jointly developed action plan for 
implementation.

 • Alignment of B.C. laws with the act. 
 • Engagement with Indigenous peoples to 

achieve authentic recognition of authority.

Lydia reflected on the challenge of bringing this law 
into force—like “turning a big ship.” The bureaucratic 
machine is struggling to take the necessary step 
of considering the voices, perspectives, and self-
determination pathways of Indigenous peoples. 
Lydia concluded her reflection by acknowledging 
that the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples and its potential to create 
a better future would not be possible without the 
decades of absolute determination of Indigenous 
peoples. 

Oliver began his reflection by voicing his 
appreciation for Elder Florence James and Dr. Vicki 
Kelly, who brought everyone so gracefully into our 
time together, and for Dr. Borrows’ keynote, which 
addressed, illuminated, and expanded on themes 
we have seen in past watershed events, especially 
the critical role and challenge of deep integration 
and reconciliation in a legal context.6 

Oliver’s reflection provided a “splash” of water 
context for the audience. How we steward, manage, 
and govern water is the challenge of today and 

5.  A timeline of the inception and development of the Cowichan Watershed Board is available at https://cowichanwatershedboard.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2018/10/2018-09-CWB-TIMELINE-COLOUR-PDF.pdf 
6. Edited Proceedings from Watersheds 2018, 2016, and 2014 are available at  https://poliswaterproject.org/publications/

will continue to be for future generations. Most 
pointedly, water is central to reconciliation. Getting 
water “right” is critical to building collaboration 
across communities and is fundamental to building 
a resilient and prosperous collective future. New 
decisions and governance relationships that are 
locally trusted and incorporate ecological values 
and principles, respect Indigenous knowledge 
and authority, and increase local authority and 
control over decisions are desperately needed. 
For watershed governance to fulfill its destiny as a 
tool for reconciliation, it must operate in a space of 
true co-governance with many ways of knowing. 
Governance and law are human endeavours. 
We do not manage watersheds; we manage our 
behaviours in them. Thus, watershed governance is 
fundamentally about people and place. 

Oliver ended his remarks on an optimistic note: 
“While we often may look around and see nothing 
but a sea of bad news, there are havens of hope. 
These havens exist in the places and communities 
where hard work happens. This is where many 
people on the call are the experts. This is why the 
Watersheds series was born: to share and bring 
these hard-working individuals together. In the 
theme of this event, we take a stepping stones 
approach. Each and every day, making things a little 
better. The horizon becomes a little nearer, and the 
infinite becomes possible.”

Witnessing

Following the Question and Answer period, Dr. Vicki 
Kelly provided her reflection as a witness to the 
keynote event and discussion.

She reflected on her time learning about and from 
the pedagogy of water. Being with water allows us 
to learn its teachings within a particular ecology 
of being, a circle of kinship. It is within the circle 
of kinship that water nurtures life. It moves into, 
serves, and gives life through its flowing.

https://cowichanwatershedboard.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/2018-09-CWB-TIMELINE-COLOUR-PDF.pdf
https://cowichanwatershedboard.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/2018-09-CWB-TIMELINE-COLOUR-PDF.pdf
https://poliswaterproject.org/publications/
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She gave recognition to how Dr. John Borrows, Lydia 
Hwitsum, and Oliver Brandes raised themselves 
up as people grounded in the teachings of the 
watershed. They are “knowers of watersheds, and 
also the high places of the great divides from which 
the waters flow to the Atlantic, Pacific, and Arctic 
Oceans.” In exploring legal traditions, they have 
learned to understand and be eloquent within the 
pedagogies of various watersheds and knowledge 
systems.

Dr. Vicki Kelly concluded her reflection by 
grounding us in the purpose of the day: to address 
the wholeness, the circle of kinship, and allow 
water to cleanse and heal us all. We have Western 
and Indigenous knowledges, but into that braiding 
must flow the rights of the natural world, the rights 
of All Our Relations. We must learn to become 
living bridges across the great divide of our times. 
In the circle of life, we stand together with All Our 
Relations.

Moderated by Rosie Simms (Research Lead & 
Project Manager, POLIS Water Sustainability 
Project) and Susi Porter-Bopp (Project Manager, 
Water for Fish, First Nations Fisheries Council)

In the second session of Day 1, the rich teachings 
and perspectives presented in Dr. John Borrows’ 
keynote address were further explored through 
three place-based Indigenous-led and collaborative 
watershed initiatives. 

Rosie Simms set the stage with the metaphor of 
“stepping stones” as the overarching theme of 
Watersheds 2020.7 A key premise of the work on 
stepping stones is that no one-size-fits-all approach 
to watershed governance exists. Rosie explained 
that the ways in which different initiatives are 
evolving are as distinct as the watersheds they are 
in. Yet, as we look across the range of initiatives, 
we see patterns emerging. The stepping stones 
represent milestones that different community 
initiatives might adapt in their own context as they 
look to shift how decisions are made and improve 
whole-of-watershed outcomes. Rosie walked 
through each of the seven stepping stones: 

7.  Learn more about the “Stepping Stones to Watershed Governance” framework in Overduin, N., Morris, T., Simms, R., Archer J., Brandes, O.M., 
& Eaves S. (2019) Strengthening Decision-Making and Collaboration for Healthy Watersheds. POLIS Project on Ecological Governance & Centre for 
Indigenous Environmental Resources. Retrieved from: https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/handbook-water-champions/. 
The framework was also explored in the webinar Stepping Stones to Watershed Governance: New Tools & Services to Strengthen Decision-Making 
in B.C. (2019) hosted by the POLIS Water Sustainability Project, available at https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-event-webinar/stepping-stones-
to-watershed-governance-new-tools-services-to-strengthen-decision-making-in-b-c/ 

1. Champions and Commitment. Building 
support, cultivating relationships, securing 
mandates, and sustaining momentum on water. 

2. Projects and Pooling Knowledge. Getting 
“boots on the ground” to build understanding 
of what is happening in the watershed and 
to foster positive early partnerships and 
relationships as a basis for longer-term 
collaboration. 

3. Shared Visioning and Setting Priorities. 
Setting a whole-of-watershed vision that sets 
out the desired social and ecological conditions 
and provides a shared sense of direction. 

4. Use Local Resources and Authorities. Bringing 
existing authorities and resources to the table 
to begin moving towards implementation of 
the watershed vision and priorities.

5. Advise and Exert Influence. Formalizing 
an advisory role in decision-making and 
shaping the outcomes of policy and regulatory 
development.

Session 2:
Stepping Stones to Watershed Governance:
Initiatives On the Ground and in the Water

Watch: https://vimeo.com/505868380

https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/handbook-water-champions/
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-event-webinar/stepping-stones-to-watershed-governance-new-tools-
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-event-webinar/stepping-stones-to-watershed-governance-new-tools-
https://vimeo.com/505868380
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6. Watershed Planning. Taking the whole-of-
watershed vision and identifying the legal tools, 
policy instruments, and Indigenous laws that 
can express the watershed vision and achieve 
tangible improvements across a range of 
priorities. 

7. Shared Authorities. Moving towards joint 
and consent-based decision-making and the 
bridging of legal cultures and traditions. 

Rosie emphasized that there is no fixed “final 
destination,” that the process is not linear, and that 
respecting Indigenous laws, rights, and priorities is 
critical at each of the stepping stones.

Xwulqw’selu Sto’lo-Koksilah 
Watershed Sustainability Plan 
Scoping Initiative

Larry George (Director of Land & Governance, 
Cowichan Tribes) and Tom Rutherford (Executive 
Director, Cowichan Watershed Board)

Larry George began by grounding the audience in 
the importance of the Koksilah River to Cowichan 
Tribes. For generations, the River has been used for 
cultural, food, and medicinal purposes. Yet in recent 
years, the River has experienced increasingly low 
flows. A key goal of the Xwulqw’selu Sto’lo-Koksilah 
Watershed Sustainability Plan Scoping Initiative is to 
regain an understanding of the resources in the area 
to sustain, protect, and rebuild the watershed.

Tom Rutherford echoed and expanded on the goal 
Larry identified. In the short term, the partners 
would like to develop meaningful and respectful 
relationships grounded in honest and effective 
communication. In the longer term, they would 
like to see Cowichan Tribes and the B.C. provincial 
government establish a clear consensus about 
what needs to change in the Koksilah watershed. 
Lastly, they hope to come up with governance 
mechanisms that reflect the values of the Cowichan 

8.  Learn more about the Koksilah Watershed Water Sustainability Plan Scoping Initiative at https://www.koksilahwater.ca/
9.  On Feb. 7, 2020 Doug Donaldson, Minister of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural Development, met with Chief William 
Seymour of Cowichan Tribes in Duncan to sign an interim letter of agreement to initiate this project. See provincial government news release 
at https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2020FLNR0015-000248

people and enable positive change. 
Tom traced the origin and success of the initiative to 
three key elements: 

 • First Nations and Community Engagement: 
The consistent leadership of Cowichan Tribes, 
who have kept water at the forefront of 
discussion for over two decades.

 • Foundational Relationship: The regular 
meetings between watershed representatives 
and staff at the B.C. Ministry of Forests, 
Lands, Natural Resource Operations and 
Rural Development continue to improve 
relationships and set the stage for more 
meaningful dialogue. 

 • Moment of Crisis: The 2019 drought in 
the Koksilah illuminated the need to try 
something different.

Next, Larry discussed how the Xwulqw’selu 
Sto’lo-Koksilah Watershed Sustainability Plan 
Scoping Initiative 8 engages with Indigenous laws 
and authority. He explained that Cowichan law 
actively informs the guiding objectives, problem 
statements, and methodologies of the initiative. 
Furthermore, Cowichan Tribes’ teachings are the 
explicit and direct foundation of the Interim Letter 
of Agreement that guides the government-to-
government relationship between Cowichan Tribes 
and the provincial government for the initiative.9 
Finally, through engaging in the planning process 
in partnership with the provincial government, 
Cowichan Tribes exercises their inherent land use 
planning authority.

Tom concluded by summarizing three lessons 
offered by the initiative: 

 • Consistency, continuity, and honesty are 
critical to building the relationships needed 
for success.

 • First Nations need the resources to lead, not 
just engage.

 • Decisions need to be rooted in both western 
science and traditional knowledge, but we 

cannot wait for the perfect moment to act. 

https://www.koksilahwater.ca/
https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2020FLNR0015-000248
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Okanagan Lake Watershed 
Responsibility Planning

Tessa Terbasket (Natural Resources Resource and 
Policy Coordinator, Okanagan Nation Alliance)

Tessa Terbasket provided information on the Syilx 
Watershed Responsibility Planning methodology 
and an overview of one pilot study. The Syilx 
Okanagan Nation represents a collective of eight 
member communities. 10

The Syilx Water Responsibility and Planning 
methodology offers a process for Syilx knowledge11 

to shape existing and new watershed management 
plans in the territory. The methodology establishes 
standards and protocols to ensure traditional 
ecological knowledge is protected and used in 
appropriate ways. At its heart is the understanding 
that we cannot move forward without community 
engagement. We must balance the need for 
urgency with an understanding of the long-term 
relationship-building and healing that needs to 
happen. 

Tessa highlighted two key principles of the 
methodology:

 • Bringing together and hearing all 
perspectives before reaching a conclusion.

 • Learning from the land and water by bringing 
knowledge keepers into the watershed they 
care deeply about. 

Next, Tessa provided an overview of the Okanagan 
Lake Water Responsibility Planning Initiative,12 

a partnership of the Okanagan Nation Alliance, 
Okanagan Collaborative Conservation Program, 
and South Okanagan Similkameen Conservation 
Program. The initiative emerged in response to 
massive flooding in 2017-2018, which highlighted 

10.  The Syilx Okanagan Nation is composed of the Okanagan Indian Band, Westband First Nation, Penticton Indian Band, Osoyoos Indian Band, 
Lower and Upper Similkameen Indian Bands, Upper Nicola Indian Band, and the Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservations (WA, USA).
11.  The Syilx Nation Water Declaration—which describes Syilx People’s sacred relationship with water and duties and responsibilities for 
stewarding watersheds —is available at https://www.syilx.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Okanagan-Nation-Water-Declaration_
Final_CEC_Adopted_July_31_2014.pdf
12.  More information of the kɬúsx̌nítkʷ (Okanagan Lake) Responsibility Planning Initiative is available at https://www.syilx.org/projects/
k%c9%acusxnitk%ca%b7-okanagan-lake-responsibility-planning-initiative/

the need for whole-of-watershed planning. Tessa 
highlighted lessons learned from the initiative: 

 • The importance of shared decision-making. 
It is not enough to slot traditional ecological 
knowledge into existing plans. 

 • Participants must make a personal 
commitment to the process. For non-
Indigenous individuals, this means learning 
how to appropriately engage with their local 
First Nations. 

 • Community engagement requires time and a 
flexible approach. 

?Elhdaqox Dechen Ts’edilhtan 
(Sturgeon River Law)

Chad Stump (?Esdilagh Councillor)

Councillor Chad Stump spoke about the ?Elhdaqox 
Dechen Ts’edilhtan (Sturgeon River Law) that 
confirms Tsilhqot’in governance, stewardship, and 
management responsibilities over the waters that 
flow throughout their territory. The law—which 
came into effect in 2020—is new on paper, yet 
old in the world of ?Elhdaqox law. Throughout 
history, Elders in Councillor Stump’s community 
have been passing down laws to the younger 
generations. The Sturgeon River Law is based on 
the story of the matriarch of ?Elthdaqox looking 
after the community river, and punishing those who 
disrespect it. The process of creating the current, 
written law began when Chief Victor Roy Stump 
guided the ?Esdilagh government to bring forward 
its teachings to those who purport to have authority 
over water. Ultimately, the purpose of the law is 
to educate the ?Elhdaqox people, industry, and all 
levels of Crown and Indigenous government.

Councillor Chad Stump concluded by reflecting on 
the importance of water to the ?Elhdaqox people. 

https://www.syilx.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Okanagan-Nation-Water-Declaration_Final_CEC_Adopted_July_31_2014.pdf
https://www.syilx.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Okanagan-Nation-Water-Declaration_Final_CEC_Adopted_July_31_2014.pdf
https://www.syilx.org/projects/k%c9%acusxnitk%ca%b7-okanagan-lake-responsibility-planning-initiative
https://www.syilx.org/projects/k%c9%acusxnitk%ca%b7-okanagan-lake-responsibility-planning-initiative


9WAT E R S H E D S  2 0 2 0 :  E D I T E D  P R O C E E D I N G S

The ?Elhdaqox river flows through the heart of their 
territory, bringing and giving life. Yet for two years 
now, the ?Elhdaqox people have not been able to 
harvest fish as their ancestors did before them. They 
have struggled to find a way to exist in a new world 
and live on what is left. The ?Elhdaqox people are 
struggling. They need old medicine and knowledge 
to bring the fish back. 

Questions and Discussion

Susi began the question and discussion period by 
reflecting on the importance of Indigenous laws in 
guiding the vision and goals of watershed work, a 
key theme in each panel presentation.

In the Cowichan and Koksilah watersheds, how 
did you build trust with governments where staff 
are constantly changing?

Tom: There is a long history that needs to be 
worked on. We have seen the adoption of the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act, 
and now we are waiting for actions to come from 
these principles. If the provincial government 
continues to recognize the authority of Indigenous 
communities, that will help build relationships and 
advance the work. 

Larry: Sometimes senior levels of government do 
not recognize the importance of continuity. It is 
important that the people working on the ground 
are empowered to make decisions around their 
work.

How do Indigenous organizations secure the 
resources not just to engage in, but to lead 
watershed work?

Tessa: It is important that we are a part of the 
process from the beginning. This allows us to build 
our budgets to contract talented multidisciplinary 
people in our Nation. Too often, we find ourselves in 
a stage of consultation, where we need to respond 
to requests and referrals. This puts us in a reactive 
position that is hard to build relationships from. 

Larry: Many First Nations have vast experience 
and knowledge they are willing to share, but little 
to no long-term funding is available. Short-term 
funding opportunities often create challenges in 
maintaining long-term positions and advancing 
long-term projects. 

How do you engage with knowledge keepers in 
the time of COVID?

Councillor Chad Stump: Keeping our knowledge 
keepers safe was a major concern; we were able to 
utilize conference calls and outdoor spaces. 

Tessa: We have not been able to participate in our 
traditional ways of engaging through gathering 
and sharing a meal together. Instead, we have 
been making phone calls, providing stipends to 
Indigenous youth to help set up our Elders with 
the technology they need, and meeting Elders on a 
one-on-one basis where appropriate. 

How are you planning to involve water users and 
licensees in your processes?

Tom: During the scoping process, we are 
interviewing community leaders and stakeholders. 
We ask about their watershed interests, concerns, 
and opinions on how we should be moving 
forward. We are following that up with an online 
survey, which is available to everyone. There was 
also a process led by Cowichan Tribes where they 
reached out directly to members. The information is 
delivered directly to decision-makers. 

Tessa: We are focusing on internal community 
engagement first, before bringing in other users. 
Sometimes, legislation can position First Nations 
and various ministries in competition with each 
other. To work together, we need to overcome those 
fears. 

Councillor Chad Stump: For many years, our 
people have struggled with the volume of paper 
documents and permits that flow to each nation. 
Our people developed a virtual portal that allows 
us to accept referrals. Government submits to 
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the portal. On the other end, our natural resource 
workers engage with the ?Elhdaqox Chief and 
Council. 

From what you heard from the other initiatives, 
did you recognize any cross-cutting challenges 
or opportunities?

Councillor Chad Stump: I see the importance of 
the work that the panelists and listeners are doing. 
Remember that water brings us life, and there is 
nothing more important than life. 

Larry: First Nations have a small staff. We are 
dealing with water, salmon, referrals, and more. 
On the other side of the table, we are dealing with 
governments with hundreds of staff. As more 
groups turn to First Nations to do watershed work, 
we need to have the capacity to address these 
challenges and engage with communities and 
Crown governments. 

Tom: If you take a whole-of-watershed approach, 
it stretches across a multitude of mandates within 
senior levels of Crown government, which makes 
the work extremely difficult. Striking a balance 
between patience and a sense of urgency is a 
tremendous challenge. 

Tessa: All First Nations in B.C. are doing so much 
for water. In my short lifetime, I have had the 
opportunity to hear from Elders from past and 
present. They have always been on the front line 
advocating to protect water against the problems 
that the western paradigm created. Allies need to 
focus on how they can share resources to provide 
funding and allow each community to have long-
term water champions.

Day 1 Reflections and Traditional Closing
Watch: https://vimeo.com/505845154

Forum moderator Zita Botelho expressed 
appreciation to the speakers and participants for 
sharing their stories. Zita reflected on how the day’s 
sessions reminded her of a braided stream that 
diverges and comes back together again, forming a 
complicated network as it moves ahead. Much like a 
braid, there is connectivity between us as humans, 
the land, creatures, and our Ancestors. She then 
welcomed Dr. Vicki Kelly and Elder Florence James 
to close out Day 1 of Watersheds 2020 in a good 
way.

Dr. Vicki Kelly
In her reflections on the day’s events, Dr. Vicki Kelly 
reminded participants that Indigenous peoples 
have been carrying the responsibility for the sacred 
life of water since time immemorial. She shared 
the Anishnaabe teaching of walking with an open 
heart and receiving the gift or the teachings from 
All Our Relations as the Creator intended. Dr. Vicki 
Kelly’s people have been carrying the responsibility 
of that teaching since their creation. Anishnaabe, 
or the first one that was lowered to earth, was 

approaching Mother Earth and was astounded 
by the beauty that Aki, Mother Earth, held living 
on her breast. Anishnaabe was so moved by this 
vision that she carefully reached out with her foot 
so not to bend, hurt, or harm any living thing. After 
the original human being was created, all these 
teachings of the original intentions of the Creator 
flowed into the mind, heart, and body of the 
original human. Dr. Vicki Kelly expressed concern 
that we have become deaf and blind to these 
teachings and the honour of our sacred kinship with 
of All Our Relations.

She asked, “How do we reawaken our hearts and 
reconnect in a living embodied way to All Our 
Relatives and Mother Earth?” The ability to recognize 
our roles and honour our responsibilities towards 
water is key to reconnecting to and reanimating 
our humanness. If water is sick, we are sick. In this 
journey of taking care of the watersheds of our 
earth, we are involved in the healing of the water, 
our relations, and most importantly, ourselves. 

https://vimeo.com/505845154
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Leveraging Technological Innovations 
for Watershed Health

Moderated by Jennifer Archer (Program Manager, BC Water Funders Collaborative)

Dr. Vicki Kelly closed her reflection by playing 
the Honour Song that she pre-recorded on her 
two-voice flute, an instrument that emulates our 
collective voices blending with those of All Our 
Relations. 

Elder Florence James
Elder Florence James concluded Day 1 by 
emphasizing the importance of taking care of the 
land, which gives us food, medicine, and the breath 
of life. She shared that we, as people, are the land. 
The depths of our footprints are what we leave 
behind for future generations.

She shared stories of her youth—how she would go 
to where the mountains pooled the water and was 
taught to only take what she needed. Elder Florence 
James reminded participants of the importance of 
working together, speaking eloquently, and using 
traditional knowledge and ways of being.

In her parting thoughts, Elder Florence James 
reminded the audience that water is life, the blood 
of the earth that provides the goodness of life. She 
finished with a prayer to help the participants heal 
as individuals, and as a people. 

Aqua Hacking Challenge

Kariann Aarup (Director, Partnerships & Program 
Development, Aqua Forum)

In part 1 of the session, Kariann provided details on 
the Aqua Hacking Challenge, a program designed 
to inspire a new generation of young Canadians to 
apply their passion, creativity, and tech talent to 
make a difference in the freshwater space. 

There have been eight Aqua Hacking Challenges 
since the program was established in 2015. At the 
beginning of any challenge, the Aqua Hacking 
team reaches out to water sector leaders in the 
region of focus to define the focus issue. Next, 
they recruit young entrepreneurial talent from 
universities across the countries. Over the course of 
eight months, these young talents receive expert 
mentoring and capacity-building content as they 

AquaHacking
Alumni

Ambassador across the country.
Active across the water cycle.

AquaHacking alumni enterprises : solutions across the water cycle
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seek to develop technological solutions to the 
pressing freshwater issue. In the challenge, there 
are two milestone events where teams have five 
minutes to pitch their ideas. From the process, four 
winning teams emerge, each receiving seed funding 
and securing a spot in a local incubator to advance 
their technological solution. 
Since 2015, the Aqua Hacking program has 
produced numerous noteworthy outcomes:

Solutions have emerged that address issues 
including well water safety, the reduction of plastic 
waste, and more. Kariann highlighted the following 
three start-ups as examples of the innovative ideas 
developed and actualized through past Aqua 
Hacking Challenges:

 • Water Rangers engineered an affordable and 
easy-to-use monitoring device to facilitate 
citizen science, along with a web-based 
platform for data capture and sharing.13 

 • InteliPipes and InteliSwim are artificial 
intelligence-based algorithms to predict 
breaks in water infrastructure and e-coli 
breakouts in public recreation areas.14 

 • CulA is an artificial intelligence model that 
facilitates decision-making for private 
and public stakeholders in winter road 
maintenance to reduce road salt application.15

Columbia Basin Water Monitoring 
Collaborative and Columbia Basin 
Water Hub

Santiago Botero (Database Manager, Living Lakes 
Canada)

In part 2 of the session, Santiago provided an 
overview of two exciting technologically driven 

13.  Water Rangers has designed and distributed thousands of water quality test kits to individuals in 20 countries, Learn more at https://
waterrangers.ca/
14.  Every day, approximately 850 water mains break in North America, costing over $3 billion to repair. Learn more about how InteliPipes helps 
solve this challenge at https://www.cannforecast.com/en/intelipipes/
15.  An estimated 7700 lakes in North America could be facing elevated chloride concentrations due to road salt runoff. Learn about how Clean 
Nature is addressing this challenge at https://www.clean-nature.ca/#home
16.  See Water Monitoring and climate Change in the Upper Columbia Basin: summary of current Status and Opportunities. (2017) Columbia 
Basin Trust. Available at https://ourtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/WaterMonitoringandClimateChange_FullReport_2017_FINAL_
Web-5.pdf
17.  Learn more at https://data.cbwaterhub.ca/

initiatives supported by Living Lakes Canada: the 
Columbia Basin Water Monitoring Collaborative 
and the Columbia Basin Water Hub. Both initiatives 
developed in response to needs identified during 
the 2017 “Open Source Water Data Hub Dialogue: 
Towards a Columbia Basin Water Monitoring 
Framework,” which brought together over 100 water 
experts to address the water data gaps identified 
in the Columbia Basin Trust’s February 2017 report 
Water Monitoring and Climate Change in the Upper 
Columbia Basin.16

The Water Monitoring Collaborative is a coordinated 
effort to establish a standardized framework for 
the collection and storage of water data for the 
transboundary Columbia Basin. It is comprised 
of representatives from all levels of government, 
First Nations, NGOs, academia, and industry. The 
collaborative provides an open source, easily 
accessible water data hub for communities, 
supports water-based monitoring projects that 
allow for informed decision-making, and is a 
resource for monitoring equipment, training, and 
professional advice. Living Lakes Canada facilitates 
the collaborative, but it will eventually become its 
own host organization funded by various sources. 

The Columbia Basin Water Hub17  is an open-access 
data hub to share data for research, information, 
and education. By storing all of the region’s water-
related data in one place, the Water Hub helps 
water leaders prepare for and mitigate the impacts 
of climate change. Specifically, this data provides 
decision-makers with the information they need to 
make informed decisions around water budgeting 
and land use planning.

To carry out detailed analysis, Living Lakes Canada 
has partnered with the Fresh Water Data Commons 
to contribute to FlowH20. This cross-industry pilot 

https://waterrangers.ca/
https://waterrangers.ca/
https://www.cannforecast.com/en/intelipipes/
https://www.clean-nature.ca/#home
https://ourtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/WaterMonitoringandClimateChange_FullReport_2017_FINAL_Web-5.pdf
https://ourtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/WaterMonitoringandClimateChange_FullReport_2017_FINAL_Web-5.pdf
https://data.cbwaterhub.ca/
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project aims to compile and process large amounts 
of water data in real time to help understand 
immediate water management needs.18 The 
pilot offers a whole-system approach for water 
monitoring that pulls information from a variety of 
sources and combines a for-profit analysis tool with 
open data from not-for-profit groups in the spirit of 
innovation.

Santiago highlighted the opportunities 
and challenges of private and not-for-profit 
partnerships:

Opportunities
 • Open up greater funding opportunities, 

which accelerate innovation of climate 
adaptation technology.

 • Support finding common ground, with 
an emphasis on ecosystem health and 
community needs.

 • Encourage out-of-the box thinking.

Challenges 
 • The private sector focus on growth and profit 

can be contrary to the non-profit mandate.
 • The competitive nature of the technology 

sector can lead to less emphasis on 
cooperation and the potential misapplication 
of powerful technologies.

Empowering Decisions to Shape the 
Future of Watersheds and Aquifers

Benn Kerr (Founder and CEO, Foundry Spatial)

From B.C. to California and beyond, the historical 
mismanagement of water and the impacts of 
climate change are fundamentally challenging 
ecosystems, industries, and societies. In part 3 of 
the session, Benn discussed the B.C. Water Tool, 
a map-based water information tool designed to 
help ensure the sustainability of watersheds and 
aquifers by connecting the public and decision-
makers with information on water supply, demand, 

18.  Learn more at https://livinglakescanada.ca/2020/06/24/water-monitoring-technology-our-involvement-in-the-flowh20-pilot-
project/#:~:text=Living%20Lakes%20Canada%20is%20a,understand%20immediate%20water%20management%20needs.
19.  Learn more about the BC Water Tool at https://www.bcwatertool.ca/

and ecosystem needs.19 The tool is used to support 
water licensing decisions by water use proponents, 
government decision-makers, and Indigenous 
communities.

The tool is composed of five building blocks:
 • Open data
 • Open-source software
 • Scientific models
 • Integrated expertise
 • User-centred design

Ben concluded his presentation by sharing some 
personal insights developed over the past decade 
as an entrepreneur in the water management field:

 • Water is undervalued, and data is underused.
 • The community can drive change.
 • Perfect is the enemy of good.

Supporting the Growth of Clean 
Technology Ecosystems in Western 
Canada

Catriona Power (VP Partnerships & Strategy, 
Foresight Cleantech Accelerator)

In part 4 of the session, Catriona Power shared 
insights on innovative programs and services 
offered by Foresight, a non-profit accelerator that 
fuels the identification, commercialization, and 
adoption of clean technologies. The accelerator 
supports a broad range of small- to medium sized 
enterprises (SME) cleantech companies across 
various industries that focus on water technology 
and innovation, carbon reduction, water reduction, 
and more.

In 2019, Foresight undertook an exciting new 
project creating a cleantech cluster strategy to help 
silo bust and connect organizations engaging in 
cleantech development in B.C. To achieve these 
goals, Foresight convened 25 roundtables and 
engaged with over 1000 stakeholders across 
B.C. The result was a recommendation for a 

https://livinglakescanada.ca/2020/06/24/water-monitoring-technology-our-involvement-in-the-flowh20-pilot-project/#:~:text=Living%20Lakes%20Canada%20is%20a,understand%20immediate%20water%20management%20needs.
https://livinglakescanada.ca/2020/06/24/water-monitoring-technology-our-involvement-in-the-flowh20-pilot-project/#:~:text=Living%20Lakes%20Canada%20is%20a,understand%20immediate%20water%20management%20needs.
https://www.bcwatertool.ca/


14    WAT E R S H E D S  2 0 2 0 :  E D I T E D  P R O C E E D I N G S

new CORE Cleantech Cluster organization and a 
series of programs, unique to British Columbia, 
taking inspiration from regional strengths, core 
competencies, and competitive advantages in the 
industry. 

There are countless benefits and opportunities 
around supporting cleantech development in the 
water sector, including:

 • Growing ecosystem of water companies in B.C.
 • Strong research and development 

infrastructure and technology competencies.
 • Water technology innovations in mining and 

oil and gas industry which could be used in 
other sectors.

 • Proximity to markets with water security 
challenges (USA).

 • Opportunities to grow SMEs and increase jobs.

In October 2020 the Cluster published an 
overview of the roadmaps and paths being used 
in B.C.’s water sector to achieve CleanBC climate 
mitigation goals and help bring together industry, 
SMEs, municipalities, and NGOs to solve water-
related challenges. The roadmap outlines the 
multiple levels of guidance and regulations that 
make the water sector complex and challenging 
for tech companies to navigate. The roadmap 
included several key observations as well as 
recommendations to accelerate innovation and 
develop the water tech ecosystem in British 
Columbia.20 

Questions and Discussion

When you have groups on the ground that 
want to engage the tech sector but lack the 
funds to retain organizations, how can these 
collaborations create funding sources?

Catriona: It is important that we understand the 
challenges we are all looking to solve. From there, 
we can ask for government or industry funding 
to help solve these challenges. The cluster model 
is a new model that presents new and different 
ways of creating funding sources, whether through 

20.  Read the full overview at https://foresightcac.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/CCC-Water_Final-09oct20-1.pdf

membership or by starting with government-based 
and shifting to industry-based funding. 

Kariann: With the Aqua Hacking Challenge, it was 
about making research and development talent 
available to the non-profit sector. Our funding 
model is about bringing in corporate players and 
foundations who want to invest in that early-
stage tech development for a sector that does not 
typically go and reach out for tech innovation. It is 
about bringing together players who have not been 
brought together before.

Ben: When we look at market opportunities, there 
are three sectors: government funding, industry 
funding, or philanthropic funding. The intrinsic 
tension when trying to further technological 
innovation—specifically on the sustainability 
piece—is that there is not a lot of profit to be 
gained in going beyond the existing regulation. 
Government has to set the bar higher for 
organizations to do better, but organizations do not 
necessarily want those bars to be set because of the 
higher cost. This comes back to the point of water 
being undervalued. 

Santiago: Within the collaborative, we have several 
smaller monitoring groups, which are brought 
in under the umbrella of the collaborative. This 
centralized approach opens the door to more 
funding opportunities. We need to create intrinsic 
value, as well as recognize the monetary value of 
water now and into the future. For example, what is 
the cost of having to grab water that is challenging 
to reach, compared to protecting water now?

In this watershed space, a lot of the emphasis 
is around collaboration and partnership, yet 
we tend to think of the tech sector as a place 
of competition driven by market forces. Is it 
possible to reconcile these competing values?

Catriona: Absolutely. A lot of the companies that 
come through Foresight are mission driven. It is 
about solving an environmental or social problem. 
Of course, an economic backdrop exists. They need 

https://foresightcac.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/CCC-Water_Final-09oct20-1.pdf
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to be profitable in order to survive, but that does 
not mean that they are all about profit. We need 
to train companies to be more creative in their 
approach and their business models when they 
want to solve environmental and social problems 
that might not yield high profits. There are also a 
lot of tech giants out there and we need to start 
thinking about how we tap into those funds. 

Kariann: One thing we are seeing in Aqua 
Hacking is the deep commitment to having an 
environmental impact. One of the biggest impacts 
competitors have is the feeling of connection 
from working towards impact and change. This 
overrides the competitiveness of the work. We 
often see competitors supporting one another to 
solve problems in their project. I believe what we 
are seeing is a new generation that wants to work 
differently, with a new business model that looks 
at social enterprise, not just pure financial ends to 
measure success. 

How can the tech sector play a role in public 
awareness and education, and ultimately 
changes in policy?

Ben: If you want to create change, you need to draw 
that connection without a sliver of a doubt, but 

that can be very challenging to do because of the 
volume of data and the massive scales of systems 
we are looking at in the water sector. 

Santiago: The connection is in community-based 
monitoring and science, which gives the power to 
the people. If you are doing the monitoring yourself, 
you are connecting with the stream. When people 
have that feeling of responsibility for something, 
they are more open-minded to changes in their 
behavior and how they interact with water. 

Kariann: If we all go so fast without collaborating 
and talking with one another, we will find ourselves 
entrenched in silos. Panels like this, where you 
have different sectors represented is incredibly 
important. Yes, it is about technology and industry, 
but it needs to adopt a community and place-based 
approach. It is on us to make sure we get out of our 
bubbles and that we reach out across sectors to 
ensure that we are sharing ideas and hearing from 
others as we try to advance in the water sector. 

Key Quotes
“The deep motivation and mission that ties all of us together in water overrides our different 
capabilities and technical expertise. If we can reconnect to that, it’s a good premise from which 
we can establish the relationships for a collaborative approach.”    - Kariann Aarup 

“Innovation means you might not get it right the first time, but you can’t be afraid of failure.” 
             -Kariann Aarup 

“It’s on us to make sure we get out of our bubbles and that we reach out across sectors to ensure 
that we’re sharing ideas and hearing from others as we try to advance in the water sector. “
             - Kariann Aarup

“If you think you have a solution to a problem you see out there, do it. Don’t wait for someone to 
ask you.”             - Benn Kerr 
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Indigenous Guardians Programs: Promise 
and Potential for Watershed Health

Moderated by Deborah Curran (Executive Director, University of Victoria 
Environmental Law Centre) 

In this session, experts from the Fort Nelson First 
Nation and the University of Victoria Environmental 
Law Centre made the case that Crown governments 
should take advantage of a powerful reconciliation 
opportunity by providing dedicated funding to 
establish a fulsome Indigenous Guardians Network 
Initiative. Indigenous Guardians monitor and 
protect the lands and waters in their territories. In 
B.C. and around the world, Guardian programs have 
built a remarkable record of success. 

Deborah Curran began the discussion by 
acknowledging that Indigenous peoples have 
always been interacting with the land in a manner 
required by their laws and traditions. It is important 
to be aware that what has been put into the 
parameters of the “Guardians Network” is actually an 
extension of a role Indigenous peoples have always 
held. 

Fort Nelson First Nation Land 
Guardians Program

Lana Lowe (Lands Director, Fort Nelson First 
Nation)

In part 1 of the session, Lana discussed the 
evolution, strengths, and challenges of the Fort 
Nelson First Nation Land Guardians Program.

Inspired by the West Coast and Mohawk warrior 
programs, Lana suggested the Fort Nelson First 
Nation (FNFN) build their own crew of warriors. 
Previously, the oil and gas industry would hire Fort 
Nelson band members to conduct environmental 
monitoring. The arrangement was problematic 
because companies would take their involvement 
as consent for the project moving forward. FNFN’s 
crew of warriors was driven by the idea that the 

21.  A full list of the Guardians’ responsibilities is available at http://www.fortnelsonfirstnation.org/uploads/1/4/6/8/14681966/
guardian_2020-2021_job_description.pdf 

FNFN should take greater responsibility for their 
land. The warriors continued doing monitoring 
work, except they were accountable to the Nation, 
not just the companies. Through their work with 
industry, they were able to build up a crew of 15 
to 20 band members with strong environmental 
monitoring skills and grounded in Dene and Cree 
ways of being on the land. 

In the last two years, FNFN has received federal 
funding to build a Guardian crew that is responsive 
and responsible for stewarding the land on behalf 
of the nation. This year they have six full-time 
Guardians maintaining a presence on the territory. 
The team monitors and collects environmental 
data and responds to concerns and requests from 
community members. 21

Two of the greatest challenges facing the FNFN 
Guardians are their lack of enforcement powers 
and absence of sustained funding. There is no 
governance mechanism for them to enforce their 
own laws. If the Guardians encounter a concern 
on the land or in the water, their only resource is 
to report it to the provincial Conservation Officer. 
The actions and priorities of the FNFN Guardians 
are largely dictated by the priorities of the colonial 
government that provides funding. 

Lana hopes that, through the program, youth 
will begin to see viable careers in being a Land 
Guardian, taking pride in who they are as Dene 
people, and taking responsibility for the land. 

http://www.fortnelsonfirstnation.org/uploads/1/4/6/8/14681966/guardian_2020-2021_job_description.pdf
http://www.fortnelsonfirstnation.org/uploads/1/4/6/8/14681966/guardian_2020-2021_job_description.pdf
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The Case for a Guardians Network 
Initiative

Calvin Sandborn (Director, University of Victoria 
Environmental Law Centre) 

In part 2 of the session, Calvin provided an overview 
of a recent publication by the BC First Nations 
Energy and Mining Council and the University of 
Victoria Environmental Law Centre, The Case for 
a Guardian Network Initiative.22   The publication 
makes the case that Guardian Initiatives across 
Canada should be supported in a massive way 
because they provide numerous benefits to both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities, 
including: 

 • Providing education and training 
opportunities.23, 24

 • Fulfilling moral and legal imperatives.25 
 • Utilizing traditional knowledge has 

recognized the key role of traditional 
knowledge in protecting biodiversity. 26 

 • Supporting jobs and economic 
development.27

 • Healing lands and waters. 28

Calvin concluded his presentation by highlighting 
several examples of Guardian programs from 
Canada and around the globe, including the 
Australian Indigenous Rangers Program,29  the Great 
Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission,30  and 
Coastal First Nations.31 

22.  Read the full publication at https://elc.uvic.ca/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2020-01-01-Case-for-a-Guardian-Network-
Initiative-compressed-for-email.pdf
23.  For example, the Environmental Law Centre published a report for the Coastal Guardians on Crown environmental laws that apply on the 
coast of British Columbia. Available at https://elc.uvic.ca/?s=Field+Guide+for+North+and+Central+Coast+
24.  The University of Vancouver Island, St. Mary’s University, and the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission have all run programs for 
Guardians on topics such as Ecotourism, resource stewardship, and law enforcement.
25.  Guardians play a key role in securing and ensuring self-governance and free, prior, and informed consent. You cannot have informed 
consent without information. Guardians document fish and wildlife trends, stream flows, water quality, and forest health. This data is required if 
Nations are to make long-term land and water decisions.
26.  Numerous articles recognize the key role of traditional knowledge in protecting biodiversity. See Rundle, H. (2019) Indigenous Knowledge 
Can Help Solve the Biodiversity Crisis. Scientific American. Available at https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/indigenous-
knowledge-can-help-solve-the-biodiversity-crisis/ and IPBES (2019): Summary for policymakers of the global assessment report on biodiversity 
and ecosystem services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. Available at https://zenodo.
org/record/3553579#.YPXe6RNKhhE 
27.  Multiple studies have quantified such benefits, showing that the return on investment in Guardian programs can range from $2.5 to $10 
for each dollar spent.
28.  Guardians work to replenish lands and waters that have been damaged by decades of colonial resource development.
29.  Learn more at https://www.niaa.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/environment/indigenous-ranger-program
30.  Learn more at https://www.glifwc.org/
31.  Learn more at https://coastalfirstnations.ca/our-environment/programs/training-and-professional-development/

Questions and Discussion

How has the provincial government assisted 
with non-residential hunters entering into your 
area during the pandemic? 

Lana: This year, we had a lot of hunters entering 
our territory from other regions of the province. 
We only know this because, for the first time, the 
Conservation Officer (CO) Service offered to have 
a guardian attend a five-day hunting check stop, 
where they document who is doing what and make 
sure everyone is following hunting regulations. The 
type of information the guardian was collecting 
was much different from that of the CO. The CO 
was interested in enforcing provincial hunting 
regulations, but our guardian was looking at where 
people were from, what kind of vehicles they were 
using, and how they were accessing the territory. 
We are using this information to put pressure on 
the provincial government to change some of the 
hunting regulations.  

How are these programs funded? Are there 
any shared funding models with the local 
government? 

Calvin: Some guardian programs in Canada, and 
around the world, have received support from local 
governments and businesses. For example, the Tla-
o-qui-aht First Nations developed the Tribal Parks 

https://elc.uvic.ca/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2020-01-01-Case-for-a-Guardian-Network-Initiative-compressed-for-email.pdf
https://elc.uvic.ca/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2020-01-01-Case-for-a-Guardian-Network-Initiative-compressed-for-email.pdf
https://elc.uvic.ca/?s=Field+Guide+for+North+and+Central+Coast+
https://indigenous.viu.ca/training-available-in-communities
https://www.smu.ca/research/innu-guardian-program.html
http://glifwc.org/publications/pdf/GLIFWC_brochure.pdf
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/indigenous-knowledge-can-help-solve-the-biodiversity-crisis/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/indigenous-knowledge-can-help-solve-the-biodiversity-crisis/
https://zenodo.org/record/3553579#.YPXe6RNKhhE
https://zenodo.org/record/3553579#.YPXe6RNKhhE
https://www.niaa.gov.au/indigenous-affairs/environment/indigenous-ranger-program
https://www.glifwc.org/
https://coastalfirstnations.ca/our-environment/programs/training-and-professional-development/
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Allies program, a voluntary certification system that 
charges a one per cent revenue fee to businesses 
operating within their territory around Tofino and 
Ucluelet. Most guardian programs, however, look 
to federal and provincial colonial governments for 
funding. 

Lana: The federal program has been very flexible 
and responsive to changing deliverables as the 
program develops. The proposal was heavily 
based on environmental monitoring and western 
science but we have since shifted to upholding and 
articulating our own laws, bringing in Indigenous 
knowledge, and connecting our guardians with 
those that know the land. It is only a three-year 
project, so job security is a significant concern for 
our guardians. The provincial government needs to 
step up as well and start considering our guardian 
teams on par with their game wardens and 
Conservation Officers, and we need to be funded 
accordingly. Any business that is operating in 
Indigenous territories should fund these programs 
and factor in the costs as a business expense. 
Another challenge is that we receive little funding 
for patrolling work, which is most important to our 
community.

32.  See https://www.canada.ca/en/indigenous-services-canada/news/2019/08/government-of-canada-announces-new-investments-in-
wildfire-protection-for-first-nations-communities.html

Can you share more about settler observances of 
Indigenous law across the province?

Calvin: Settler acceptance of Indigenous law is 
happening in circumstances like prescribed burning 
where the settler governments are funding these 
programs because they recognize their potential 
to create resilient forests.32 Some agencies are also 
beginning to recognize Indigenous laws around 
herring roe harvest, but there is a long way to go. 
People need to recognize that we will better protect 
the environment if we use the best of western 
science and traditional ecological knowledge. 

Lana: In theory, there is a growing acceptance of 
Indigenous law as the law of the land, but there is 
a lot of misunderstanding around what Indigenous 
law is. There is a long way to go, especially with the 
local settler communities in the North. In my work 
with provincial government agencies, I am seeing 
a growing interest in learning about Indigenous 
laws, working with them, and learning how they can 
inform provincial work. 

Key Quotes
“ [Guardians] are a key piece of the puzzle for bringing out,  articulating, and implementing 
Indigenous law.”           -Lana Lowe 

“Taking a presence and maintaining a presence is the best way to communicate that this is a 
serious thing for a community and that we’re taking responsibility”   -Lana Lowe 

“Guardian Programs provide employment, protect the environment, preserve and enhance the 
transfer of tradition and culture, and build the capacities of individuals and communities.”
            -Calvin Sandborn 

https://www.canada.ca/en/indigenous-services-canada/news/2019/08/government-of-canada-announces-new-investments-in-wildfire-protection-for-first-nations-communities.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/indigenous-services-canada/news/2019/08/government-of-canada-announces-new-investments-in-wildfire-protection-for-first-nations-communities.html


19WAT E R S H E D S  2 0 2 0 :  E D I T E D  P R O C E E D I N G S

Navigating the Currents: Storytelling that Leads to Action
Danielle Paydli (B.C. Organizer, Canadian Freshwater Alliance) and Coree Tull (Organizing Director, 

Canadian Freshwater Alliance)

In their interactive session, Danielle and Coree 
reflected on the three key components of 
storytelling: the story of self, the story of now, and 
the story of us.

In order to build and maintain a powerful 
movement for watershed security, we need 
storytelling.33 Storytelling is a primary means to 
connect with members and recruit new supporters 
to a movement. Storytelling around shared values 
builds the relationships that drive commitment to 
effect change. 

The story of self expresses how you, the storyteller, 
became moved to leadership on a specific issue, 
what values drive your commitment, and the 
personal story behind those values. 

The story of us connects you to your audience by 
those values that move you. It recognizes who you 
are speaking to, and how they might share those 
values, and care about the issue. 
The story of now is the call to action. It identifies 
the urgent challenge, acknowledges the gravity 
of the nightmare if we fail to act, and presents the 
dream if we do act. It invites the audience into the 
strategy and allows them to envision how their 
actions can be part of the larger dream.

Danielle provided examples and strategies to use 
storytelling to connect with a captive audience, 
to engage new supporters, and to reinforce 
commitment within the movement. In sharing her 
story of self as an introduction in her presentation 
to a government committee, she created a personal 
connection with a captive audience.

33.  Some resources to help facilitate storytelling:
• Getting it Right: A Communications Toolkit for Strengthening B.C.’s New Water Sustainability Act 
• 10 tips and Tricks for Taking Better Smartphone Photos
• Seeing is Believing: A Guide to Visual Storytelling Best Practices

To connect with new audiences the story of us 
must wrap itself around shared values. Across 
social differences and worldviews, we share certain 
common values. We desire security for ourselves 
and our families, and we value having a voice in 
decisions that affect us.

There are a number tools to reach different 
audiences such as e-blasts, petitions or letters, 
fundraising asks, social media, traditional media, 
and blogs or podcasts. Using these tools to build 
support requires appropriate strategies for effective 
storytelling. For instance:

 • Social media posts are opportunities to 
connect with existing membership. Sharing 
personal stories from the organizing team 
reinforces personal connection to the 
organization or movement. 

 • Effective fundraising asks use storytelling to 
generate an emotional shift from self-doubt 
to the feeling of making a difference. 

 • Traditional media pick up stories with a 
unique or emotional element. For example, 
stories that show children taking action on 
something as scary as climate change move 
the audience from fear to hope.

 • Audio and visual engagement is effective 
when based on shared values. Image testing 
is an important tool to ensure communication 
captures shared values.

https://www.freshwateralliance.ca/getting_it_right
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=un2xGuXTn_E&t=130s&app=desktop
http://www.resource-media.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Visual-storytelling-guide.pdf
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The need for stable, long-term funding is a top 
concern in watershed governance. Meeting 
the complex challenge of watershed security 
requires sustained and coordinated efforts from 
the provincial government, First Nations, local 
governments, and other partners. The lack of 
sustainable funding is a challenge across the 
sector34 and capacity gaps are the top barrier for 
First Nation participation in water initiatives.35 

Local governments and First Nations, who are faced 
with managing imminent water security challenges, 
have taken the lead in addressing watershed 
security. In order for these critical initiatives to 
endure in the long term, project-based capacity 
funding must be supplemented with sustainable 
and reliable funding.36 

Regional District Panel

Brian Carruthers (Chief Administrative Officer, 
Cowichan Valley Regional District) and Paris 
Marshall Smith (Sustainability Planner, Regional 
District of Central Kootenay)

The Cowichan Valley Regional District (CVRD) 
and the Regional District of Central Kootenay 
(RDCK) have both taken a “build it first” approach 
to address water issues in their regions, relying 
on available funding sources. Watershed stresses 
have created pressing concerns that impact local 
government responsibilities and planning, such 
that local governments must take action even while 
adequate funding is not in place. 
The CVRD water security strategy is grounded in 

34.  Sustainable funding has been identified as a key condition required to enable effective watershed governance. See Brandes, O.M., & 
Morris, T. with Archer, J., Brandes, L., Moore, M.L., O’Riordan, J., Overduin, N. (2016, June) Illumination: Insights and Perspectives for Building 
Effective Watershed Governance in B.C. Victoria, Canada: POLIS Project on Ecological Governance, University of Victoria. Available at https://
poliswaterproject.org/files/2016/06/POLIS-Illumination-web.pdf
35.  (2016) Indigenous Watershed Initiatives and Co-Governance Arrangements: A British Columbia Systemic Review. First Nations Fisheries Council 
& Centre for Indigenous Environmental Resources. Available at http://www.yourcier.org/uploads/2/5/6/1/25611440/bc_systematic_review_
project_report_sept_15_2016_cier_full.pdf
36.  For more information on how local governments in B.C. are addressing the problem of limited financial resources to implement local 
watershed management and governance, see Botelho, Z., & Morris, T. (2019) Case Studies: Examining Local Government Sustainable Funding 
Mechanisms in B.C. Watersheds BC. Available at https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2020/06/WBC-CaseStudies-200304-D4.pdf

scientific studies on groundwater, drinking water, 
and watershed protection. To address funding, the 
regional district developed and communicated 
the strategy in consultation with the public, in 
partnership with the Cowichan Watershed Board, 
and with provincial ministerial input on the scale of 
approach. This allowed buy-in from the community, 
creating access to a modest tax, as well as a 
distribution of responsibilities, and therefore costs, 
through partnerships and regional coordination.

Funding for the RDCK water security strategy 
has so far come from the Regional District Board 
itself, through an internal allocation of funds for 
existing staff to dedicate time to the initiative. 
Their approach has emphasized partnerships for 
collaborative decision-making that extends outside 
the boundaries of the district, including with the 
Yaqan Nukiy First Nation, and with financial support 
from the Real Estate Foundation of British Columbia. 
The current focus of the strategy is on planning and 
information equity, to engage the community as 
collaborative partners in the process.

Solutions to freshwater challenges and funding 
needs depend on the nature of the water issues, and 
available partnerships and political relationships. 
While each plan to address watershed concerns is 
unique to the local context, the CVRD and RDCK 
watershed strategies have some common features. 
Both have adopted a regional approach, as well as 
a focus on early involvement and communication 
of information with the community for their buy-
in and collaboration. For both regional districts, 
determining the scale of the approach depends 

Sustainable Funding for Watershed Security
Moderated by Zita Botelho (Program Director, Watersheds BC) 

https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2016/06/POLIS-Illumination-web.pdf
https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2016/06/POLIS-Illumination-web.pdf
http://www.yourcier.org/uploads/2/5/6/1/25611440/bc_systematic_review_project_report_sept_15_2016_cier_full.pdf
http://www.yourcier.org/uploads/2/5/6/1/25611440/bc_systematic_review_project_report_sept_15_2016_cier_full.pdf
https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2020/06/WBC-CaseStudies-200304-D4.pdf
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on the amount of secure funding and provincial 
government involvement for implementation.37 

The Case for a Watershed Security 
Fund 

Tim Morris (Project Director, BC Freshwater Legacy 
Initiative)

Watershed governance requires sustainable, reliable 
funding rather than project-based funding, and 
allocating funding to watershed initiatives requires 
political will and support. Tim proposed that a B.C. 
Watershed Security Fund38 be created through a 
one-time endowment that would produce interest 
from which to draw annual funds or funds could 
come from directing water licence fees out of 
general revenue and into water management. The 
fund could be governed by a board, independent 
of and external to the provincial government and 
consisting of strong Indigenous representation.

Watershed planning, engagement, funding, and 
implementation require strong partnerships 
between local, Indigenous, and provincial 
governments; community members; and 
stakeholders. The best approach to watershed-
level planning is through partnerships between 
provincial, Indigenous, and local governments, 
incorporating both Indigenous knowledge and 
western scientific models. Therefore, the benefits 
of a stable source of funding include strengthened 
partnerships with First Nation governments and 
advancing reconciliation, and support for place-
based planning to connect people and land use to 
watersheds. Implementation of watershed planning, 
if properly funded, creates community capacity 
through jobs in monitoring, Indigenous Guardians 
programs, restoration work, and planning.

37.  For more information on regional government initiatives see the following two publications in POLIS’ Watershed Governance Dispatch 
series: (2020). Watershed Governance Dispatch: Regional District of Nanaimo Drinking Water & Watershed Protection Program. Victoria, Canada: 
POLIS Project on Ecological Governance, University of Victoria. Available at https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/dispatch-
rdn-dwwp/ and (2019, Jan. 30). Watershed Governance Dispatch: Cowichan Valley Regional District Establishes New Drinking Water and Watershed 
Protection Service. Victoria, Canada: POLIS Project on Ecological Governance, University of Victoria. Available at https://poliswaterproject.org/
polis-research-publication/dispatch-cvrd-service/
38.  See (2019) A Watershed Security Fund for British Columbia. POLIS Water Sustainability Project, First Nations Fisheries Council, BC Wildlife 
Federation, and BC Freshwater Legacy Initiative. Available at https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2019/11/Watershed-Security-Fund-Position-
Paper-1.pdf

Questions and Discussion

What has been most surprising to you to date in 
this process?

Paris: Water is extremely personal. I was surprised 
at how emotional people are, and connected to 
water. I found that inspiring and it made me pause.

What was the biggest challenge to advancing 
and implementing sustainable funding in your 
region?

Brian: Taxation is an issue. Now that the service 
is in place and we have a maximum requisition, 
maintaining that requisition level and support to 
continue to tax for this work is a challenge. The 
biggest challenge is maintaining political will 
and taxpayer support to continue to tax for the 
important work that we are doing. 

What role do you see for the provincial 
government in supporting and funding 
watershed protection and governance in your 
regions?

Brian: Under the Water Sustainability Act, I want 
to see the provincial government sponsoring  
Water Sustainability Plans so that we have a legal 
framework by which to move forward. This service 
that we have created provides us with the capacity 
to support those processes, but not necessarily to 
lead them.

Paris: With the services, we are working towards 
creating the conditions for collaborative decision-
making. We would like the provincial government to 
step forward as an active partner in this situation. 

https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/dispatch-rdn-dwwp/
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/dispatch-rdn-dwwp/
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/dispatch-cvrd-service/
https://poliswaterproject.org/polis-research-publication/dispatch-cvrd-service/
https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2019/11/Watershed-Security-Fund-Position-Paper-1.pdf
https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2019/11/Watershed-Security-Fund-Position-Paper-1.pdf


22    WAT E R S H E D S  2 0 2 0 :  E D I T E D  P R O C E E D I N G S

Watershed Governance in a Complex Geography: 
Lessons and Updates from the Lower Fraser Working Group

Kristen Walters & Ross Dixon (Raincoast Conservation Foundation), Murray Ned & Ian Hamilton (Lower 
Fraser Fisheries Alliance), Rayanna Seymour-Hourie & Deborah Carlson (West Coast Environmental Law)

During the session, panellists reflected on their 
experiences working together on the Lower Fraser 
Working Group. The session was divided into 
two parts: 1) Indigenous Perspectives on Fish and 
Fish Habitat and 2) Supporting Indigenous-Led 
Governance. 

Indigenous Perspectives on Fish and 
Fish Habitat

Murray Ned kicked off the session by providing 
background on the Lower Fraser Fisheries Alliance 
(LFFA), which works to promote and support the 
management of robust and expanding fisheries 
for the First Nations of the Lower Fraser River. LFFA 
was established in response to the poor salmon 
runs of 2009, which highlighted the need for First 
Nations to work together to manage the fishery. 
It has grown significantly in recent years, and now 
includes leaders from 30 First Nations of the Lower 
Fraser. The federal Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans currently funds the LFFA, but it recently 
established an economic development corporation 
to secure its own funding. 

Murray outlined the vision for governance of the 
Lower Fraser, which drives the work of the LFFA. He 
also emphasized the key elements of the vision: 

 • A coordinated approach is needed. No 
government can solve today’s problems on its 
own. 

 • Consistent resourcing is needed. Current 
government funding is often reactive, not 
proactive.

 • First Nations need the resources and capacity 
to ensure their governance structures can 
withstand the test of time. 

 • Environmental NGOs will need to transition 
from delivering projects on First Nations 
territory to supporting First Nations taking on 
the work themselves. 

Ian Hamilton, a fisheries biologist with LFFA, 
provided details on the implementation of a First 
Nations-led fish habitat restoration plan. The plan 
was informed by both Indigenous knowledge and 
western science. Ian outlined the phases of the 
three-year plan:

 • Year 1: Host engagement sessions to identify 
restoration sites and create a restoration 
database.

 • Year 2: Create a prioritization framework to 
select restoration sites.

 • Year 3: Complete restoration project, create 
an interactive map showing sites, and write a 
final report.

Ian also highlighted the ongoing Upper Pitt 
Restoration Program being developed by the Katzie 
First Nation. The program is part of a more than 
decade long restoration and stewardship plan 
focused on restoring, maintaining, and improving 
the ecosystem.

What would be your reactions to a provincial 
fund?

Paris: If that were in place, then there would be a 
continuity of planning. It would not only provide a 
level of financial security but provide a mental and 
emotional level of security, being able to know that 
this work could happen in perpetuity.

Brian: Having certainty and sustainable funding 
that is not at the mercy of a political party or change 
in direction would ensure that we can continue that 
work in partnership with local government. I would 
be completely supportive of a provincial fund, 
particularly given the value of the resource that we 
are talking about. 
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Deborah Carlson provided information on non-
Indigenous governance on the Lower Fraser. 
She explained that the past 150 years of colonial 
development and settlement rest heavy on the 
landscape and its people. This history has resulted 
in hundreds of kilometers of dikes, agricultural 
lands, roads, and railways—each of which hinders 
salmon movement. 

Early efforts to address degradation in the river 
included the establishment of the Fraser River 
Estuary Management Program, which was in 
operation from 1985 to 2013. The program failed 
to include Indigenous governments in its decision-
making processes, a shortfall which contributed to 
its closure.

Deborah noted that a fundamental problem 
in governance on the Lower Fraser is that both 
the environment and Indigenous engagement 
are considered “icing on the cake,” rather than 
fundamental components of good decision-
making. Indigenous leadership in the region is 
strong, and governance must include Indigenous 
leaders among their experts. To support Indigenous 
leadership, Crown governments need to provide 
sufficient funding to communities, and NGOs must 
recognize and respect that they are working on 
Indigenous territory.  

Rayanna Seymour-Hourie spoke about West Coast 
Environmental Law’s (WCEL) work with the LFFA 
through the RELAW program. In 2018, the two 
organizations began working together to better 
understand the legal principles of the people of the 
Lower Fraser through their traditions, stories, and 
lived experiences. The RELAW process has three 
steps: 

 • Research: The WCEL team reads stories 
on their own, then discusses amongst 
themselves before having discussions with 
community knowledge holders.

 • Application: The team offers their legal 
expertise to explore strategies and legal tools.

 • Enforcement: Ways to enforce Indigenous 
laws are explored.

Supporting Indigenous-Led 
Governance

Ross Dixon spoke about Raincoast Conservation 
Foundation’s vision for salmon habitat in the Lower 
Fraser River, informed by the diverse perspectives 
shared in working groups, workshops, and 
conversations with individuals. The vision provides a 
blueprint for restoring ecological governance to the 
Lower Fraser based on five key principles: 

 • A commitment to sustainability that spans 
seven generations.

 • Governance that honours Aboriginal 
Rights and Title and the principles of the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples.

 • Clear regulatory and enforcement 
mechanisms to ensure ecological resilience.

 • Sustainable funding for governance and 
ecosystem-based management.

 • Respect for the opinion, voices, experiences, 
and culture of others. 

Kristen Walters spoke about two other projects 
led by the Raincoast Conservation Foundation: 
Sustainable Funding and the Adapting for 
Ecological Resilience Network. 

The goal of the sustainable funding project is to 
provide regional First Nations and the LFFA with 
information on past investments in conservation 
on the Lower Fraser, and opportunities for 
future funding. The scope of the study includes 
determining the scale of investment, principle 
funding sources, activity type, Indigenous 
engagement, as well as ongoing monitoring. The 
project has identified approximately 450 projects to 
date and key learnings from the research include:

 • Data on habitat restoration investments is 
uncoordinated and difficult to access.

 • There is a need to increase long-term 
investments from funders for Indigenous-led 
restoration and conservation. 

The Adapting for Ecological Resilience Network 
project focuses on enhancing collaboration 
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between actors working in the Lower Fraser. The 
project has focused on NGOs, which need to 
coordinate and communicate before engaging 
Indigenous nations. 

Ross concluded by summarizing key lessons from 
Raincoast’s work: 

 • Addressing systemic failures takes time.
 • In the absence of government leadership, 

collaboration and capacity-building are key. 
 • When possible, connect on the land and 

across generations. 
 • NGOs need to make space for Indigenous-led 

efforts. 
 • Relationships trump outcomes

Questions and Discussion

How can elected officials better support this 
work?

Ross: Engage directly with the LFFA and similar 
organizations to understand the desires of the 
Nations.

Murray: The LFFA is not a rights holder, but can 
help set the table and convene discussions. The 
LFFA has helped build capacity and is now working 
on building a governance structure to bring 
governments, First Nations, and stakeholders to 
the same table where they can work on solutions 
together.

If you had a magic wand, what tool would be 
most effective in advancing your work?

Rayanna: Getting all the right decision-makers in 
a room and having a healthy dialogue based on 
respect.

Deborah: Getting political buy-in from all orders of 
government to do the work that needs to be done 
to heal ecosystems and salmon in particular.

Murray: Getting people to recognize the crisis, and 
work together.
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Conclusion 
Despite the many challenges of COVID-19, we are proud that we were able to host this meaningful virtual 
forum to bring together water champions from across B.C. and beyond. We did our best to create a respectful 
space for cross-cultural learning between Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants and to provide 
opportunities to connect with one another while working in the constraints of a virtual world. 

This is the most ambitious digital event we had ever undertaken, with many moving parts: videos, interactive 
sessions with live polls, real-time dialogues, shared music and artwork, and assorted breakout sessions. The 
virtual forum also allowed more accessibility, since participants who might not have attended in person (for 
example, due to cost of travel or time involved) could attend and participate.

As we look to the future, all the partners involved are committed to finding multiple ways to carry on our 
work together—in person and virtually—and to continue to build momentum to advance new approaches 
to watershed governance. Participant feedback is already informing planning for future events to ensure the 
dialogue and action sparked at Watersheds 2020 can continue.

The entire Watersheds 2020 planning team offers a big thank you to all the supporters, organizers, speakers, 
participants, and those who couldn’t attend but have been eagerly awaiting this proceedings report. We look 
forward to seeing you all again—perhaps in person—at Watersheds 2022!

—The Watersheds 2020 Planning Team

Watersheds 2020 Planning Team
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