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We're not going to

have a water utopia
—£ver.

- v, Anna Warwick Sears

BY DEVON BROOKS

OBJEDITCR

“Idon’tsee onthe ho-
rizon why there would be
fricion.” Letitneverbe
said that Dr. Anna War-
wick Searsisn’t an optimist,
which may well be a prereg-
uisite for her new job as she
heads up the recently invig-
orated Okanagan Basin Wa-
ter Board (OBWB).

Contrast Sears hope for
smooth sailing with a state-
ment madeby the Canadi-
an Water Resources Asso-
clation (CWRA ) in 2005 at
aKelowna conference: “To
move toward sustainable
water managementin the
Okanagan Basin requires
difficuit decisions now that
willinclude reducing de-
mand, new govermance
models that consider the ba-
sin as a whole, and more
pro-active management.”

Ted van der Gulik works
for the Resource Manage-
ment Branch of the B.C.
Ministry of Agriculture &
Lands. He puts ablunt point
onjusthow soon these water
conflicts will transform from
being academic discussion to
major, and likely contentious is-
sues. “Thewater resources of the
Okanagan will be totally allocat-
ed inless than 15 years.”

Incidentally the CWRA pre-
dicted water resources will be al-
located within 25 years, abitlon-
ger than van der Gulik's 15-year
tirne span, but either time line
shows why the OBWB is getting
new attention.

The Board has been around
since the 1970s when it was
formed to deal with the spread
of water mil{oil and to assistin
improving sewage treatment.

According to van der Gulik
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itactually came outof a 1974 re-
porton water in the Okanagan
basin. There were other recom-
mendations, which were never
implemented although Searsis
quick to give credit, saying the
old board has been “very effec-
tive” on those twoimportant
issues; howewver there is now
widespread recognition that
the Board needs tolook atalot
more.

Certainly a major motiva-
tion to take another ook at wa-
ter demand is the growing pop-
ulation. According to provincial
statistics 323,000 people lived in
the Okanagan as of 2004. That is
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expected to increase by 50,000
over thenextnineyears,

Butaburgeoning population
is only one problem. Climate
change is another. As the Board
notes inits Phase 2 Prospectus,
“Along term research project. ..
indicate|s] that the [Okanagan]
Basin may be particularly vul-
nerable to the warmer wetter
winters, and longer, drier sum-
mers that are often projected
for Western Canada by climate
modellers.”

Van der Gulik agrees, point-
ing out that the total allocation
of water within 15 vears does
notinclude the impacts of glob-

tially some very big things
that could happen.”

That is why the old
Board has had its bud-
get pumped up to $3 mil-
lion and new staff, includ-
ing Sears, have been hired to
sort out the complex, over-
lapping issues.

The Board's first prob-
lem is thatno one is really
sure how serious the prob-
lems are.

For one thing noone
knows exactly how much
water flows into the Okan-

gan orhow muchisbeing
taken otit. The Okanagan
gets water from 79 different
water sheds, but accurate
water gauge data is avail-
able on only 16 of them.

Those 16 are the biggest
sheds, but it still leaves alot
of guess work, whichis why,
Sears says, “It’'s hard to say if
we're in awater deficit right
now. Basic research is a pri-
ority.”

Phase 1 of the OBWB's
mandate, which was com-

DEVONBROCKS/OBJPHUTO  pleted in 2005, was to figure

The Beaver Creek falls near Winfield are part of 79 different water sheds feeding into the Okanagan basin.
Precise flows for almost 80% of these sheds have never been properly measured.

al warming. He says, The whole
hydrology of the Okanagan is
going tochange in thenext 30 to
50 years.”

Snow packs will be reduced
or nonexistent and daytime
highs in Kelownain July will fre-

‘quently hit40 C.

The current hydrology is go-
ing to take sucker shots from
some unexpected quarters as
well. Sears adds, “One hydrol-
ogistsays the pine beetle is the
biggest driver of water supply
changes since the glaciers left
the valley.”

In her calm, understated
way, she says, “There are poten-

stcasnny
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out whatneeded to be stud-

ied and whatneeded tobe

done to fillin the blanks.

Phase 2, now underway,
is about “exploring these new
functions.”

Determining accurate num-
bers for inflow is only one of
four parts. Other partsinclude
modeling how population, chi-
mate change, land use changes
and other factors will affect both
supply and demand.

No matter how those num-
bers come out the twobig issues
will be how to manage demand
and how to allocate it if and

SEE DEMAND
MANAGEMENTFP.5
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With the separation from UBC-O
behind it, you'd be forgivenif you
thought Okanagan College’s future
would be more relaxed, but Jim Ham-
ilton says the winds of change are

a’blowin’ hard and fast...P. 28
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when there are shortages,
but Sears says the chang-
es won't be torced on any-
one by the OBWB because
that’snot their mandate.
“Itis not astrong arm en-
ﬁtyl’

Evenif the Board
doesn’t, or can't, force de-
cisions on users or com-
munities, allocation choic-
es will have tobe made
by someone becauseitis
unlikely that they will be
done voluntarily if resi-
dents and business have
to make sacrifices.

Sears believes fore-
sight provides the best
chance to reduce or elim-
inate friction. “If you an-~
ticipate there could be an
intense crisis in the future
you want to start the con-
versation now and keep
negotiations and contacts

gom%;’l
She has apoint though
- dealing with the hypo-
thetical drought 0f 2013
when the Dept. of Fisher-
ies and Oceans demands
that water be allocated
to astream instead of go-
ing to agriculture will be
done much more sensibly
if guidelines are in place
years before the crises de-
velop.

Sears only fouches on

theissue, but dearly wa-
ter rights seta century ago
are going toneed a shake
up. Shesays, “Thereisa
big context here and the
contextis the province is-
suing water licenses. Li-
censes are givenin perpe-
tuity - first in time is firstin
right. Legally if there was
a shortage, the older rights
have the legal right. Most-
ly agricultural users have
e oldest rights.”

When the entire Okan-
agan supported 10,000
peopleitwasn’'tmuchof a
problem, even in drought
years, but 70% of water
goes to agriculture and an-
other 15% goes to “turfir-
rigation”. That's watering
lawns in an arid, semi-des-
ert climate.

When water flows get
to the point where it may
be agriculture or residen-
tial supplies or industri-
al users orstream flows
for fish, politicians are go-
ing tobe dragged in to the
fights.

Since 70% of water use
in the valiey is for agricul-
ture, the questionis going
to be does it make political
or econormic sense, even in
the face of established le-
gal rights, to shut down
industzies that support
thousands to keep fruits
growing on an orchard
that supports ten? Such

disputes could be ugly.
What they won'tbeis
rotracted because in the
ace of fish kills or forest
fires or economic calamity
politicians will be forced
to act quickly.

Too quickly perhaps,
especia]?;;f proper infor-
mationis not available.

These kind of hasty
or politically expedient
decisions are the kinds
of things Sears and the
OBWB want to avoid: first
by providing sound data
for dedisions; second by
engaging decision makers
on the issues in advance;
third with advice on vari-
ous policy issues; fourth
by letting the public know
whatis happening; and
lastly, by providing alter-
natives that can avoid, or
atleast reduce the severity
of future water crises.

Gathering informa-
tionis already underway
under the guidance of
Sears and Armour, a steer-
ing comumittee, a working
group and a water stew-
ardship council consisting
of experts throughout the
valley who are “studying
theissues and theirinter-
connectons.”

Specific policy advice
is still a way off but Sears
already knows the “two
main things are more wa-
ter storage and conserva-

tion—you need buffers.”

Orne project the OBWB
funded this year was the
replacernent of water line
valves for farms in the Os-
oyoos area. The project
involved a $23,000 grant
from the OBWB.

That project, over-
seen by Bill Stewart of Os-
oyoos, shows how new
management interweaves
technology and shaking
up the status quo.

Stewart says, “[The
valves] were so old that
some farmers were getting
almost four times what
they were allowed.”

New valves havebeen
instalied, but improved
water management can
have unforeseen costs.
The farmers who were re-
ceiving excessive amounts
of water are faced with ir-
rigating the same amount
of land with much less wa-
ter than they have been re-
ceiving in recent years.

Stewart says they had
to install more efficient ir-
rigation systerns, but the
farmer’s costs arenot cov-
ered by the OBWB.

Justhow many other
unpleasant surprises are
going to come down the
road are unknown, but
public buy-in will be im-
portant.

That probably ex-
plains a $20,000 grant

from the OBWB for an ex-
hibit to run at Kelowna's
eco-centre from April to
August of next year on
water issues.

Orin the Grandview
Waterworks District of
Spallumcheen, where the
Board contributed $16,400
toward a water metering
Erogram. Metering raises

ackles because meastre-
mentis arguably the first
step toward charging by
thelitre, which is notseen
as a positive development
by Canadians used to
thinking of water as free.

Freeisanideavalley
residents are going to have

to putinto the dumpster
of E.isto . As the Board
said with a $27,000 grant
to Peachland, “Not only
does water metering pro-
vide clear and useful in-
formation for water pro-
viders and water users,
but water metering can
provide a strong incentive
for water conservation. In
Peachland, water meters
are expected to reduce wa-
ter consumption by 20%.”

Whatever solutions
are proposed Searsis un-
doubtedly correct when
she concludes, “We're not
going to have a water uto-
piaever”

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED

This $9.2 million expansion of the Westside waste-

water treatment plant will allow a facility designed
in 1988 to handle 2,800 sewer connections to handle
wastewater from 14,600 buildings.
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