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WEATHERING EXTREMES  

We’ve been weathering a lot of extremes. In 2015, we had a Level 4 drought. In 

2017, we had the highest lake levels in living memory. One resident took a break from 

bailing his basement this spring to email that “OBWB should start focusing on climate 

variation.” Beyond the extremes of weather, there are also major shifts in population 

– from the local scale, where Kelowna is ranked as one of the fastest growing cities in 

Canada; to the national scale, where Canada is expected to have an all-time high in 

2017 for immigration and asylum seekers.

Our work is to protect Okanagan waters – taking a valley-wide perspective, seeking 

common solutions and working with all communities. To be effective, we can’t just 

look at one part of the water cycle, we have to look at the natural environment and 

human needs as one integrated system. Throw in climate variation and things get 

even more complicated. For that reason, we need a steady, strategic approach, and 

to consider the way things are changing and how to make the best use of resources 

– whether water, funding, talent, knowledge, data or any other tools and resources 

on hand.

Floods and droughts have huge effects – the more frequently extreme events occur, 

the higher the costs. While climate science and meteorology are rapidly improving, 

we still only get rough warnings about the weather from one season to the next – so 

we have to be proactive. To prepare for droughts, we work on drought plans and 

focus on water conservation. To limit flood damage, we help make floodplain maps. 

We monitor stream flows, install water meters, and learn to work together – each 

community with the others. There are many things that we can do to prepare for 

extremes, if we understand the risks and make resilience a priority.

Okanagan Basin Water Board
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MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR
The Okanagan Basin Water Board had a productive year. 

One highlight was seeing the announcement of many of 

the items on our wish list for protection against invasive 

mussels, with funding and plans from the Province of B.C. 

to improve protection. This brought five years of strong 

advocacy to fruition. There are still loopholes and there is 

still work to do, particularly with regulation and emergency 

response, however we were grateful for the progress. In 

addition, Directors Findlater, Cunningham, Waterman and 

I met with the Ministry of Fisheries and Oceans in Ottawa. 

Our goal was to elevate the awareness about invasive mussels at the federal level and 

to have the federal government at the table for provincial and regional discussions.

Important work was done this year on the Sustainable Water Strategy, preparing 

drought trigger guidelines, projects involving agricultural water supply and 

environmental flow needs, and a 20-year Capital Plan that was adopted to replace 

aging milfoil equipment. Public communications and outreach continue as a priority, 

and our messaging and press releases receive excellent local coverage. The Water 

Stewardship Council continues to be an incredible asset to our Board and our region. 

This large group of individuals and organizations works collaboratively on local water 

issues, and advises the Board, continuing to bring credibility to the OBWB. This is a 

unique structure, and we often hear from others across the country, asking how to 

replicate it in their region.

In the coming year, we will continue to focus on our strengths of building partnerships, 

bringing people and resources together, being a public voice for water education, 

and advocating for our local water concerns to senior governments.

Tracy Gray, Chair
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MESSAGE FROM  
THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

The OBWB has a great reputation as a technically-minded 

organization focused on science-based water management 

and planning. But the reason we are successful is because of 

people and relationships. We were formed as a collaboration 

of Okanagan local governments – recognizing that water 

binds us together, and if the water system fails, everyone 

loses. This spirit of collaboration still holds true.

The OBWB is a hub of communication between different 

communities, levels of government, organizations, 

universities, and the public. We are also a hub for science 

and data – sharing resources and exchanging information for improving water 

management and planning. We convene and connect, recognizing that, in a complex 

world, everyone goes farther and faster by working together.

The staff is a small, tight-knit group: each person has an area of unique expertise, and 

a unique network of external partners that help move the projects forward. The board 

is engaged and supportive, keeping us focused on the collective needs of communities 

– sharing public concerns and local government challenges. The Water Stewardship 

Council connects us to the labyrinth networks of all organizations working in water-

related fields – giving their time to improve the quality and strategic thinking of our 

approaches.

As conditions change around us – from weather, to population growth, to invasive 

species or new legislation – it makes sense to adapt, while keeping the best of 

what’s working. Our ability to respond depends on the strength and quality of our 

partnerships, and moving forward together.

Anna Warwick Sears, Executive Director
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ORGANIZATIONAL OVERVIEW
The Board of Directors represent the citizens of the Okanagan valley and their 

shared water interests, rather than specific jurisdictions. Nine directors are elected 

officials from the valley’s three regional districts. One director is appointed by the 

Okanagan Nation Alliance, one represents the Water Supply Association of BC, and 

one represents the Okanagan Water Stewardship Council. Because of their variety 

of roles and geography, the directors provide a balance of views for considering the 

water needs of the valley as a whole. 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Tracy Gray, Chair, RDCO, 
Councillor, City of Kelowna  

Juliette Cunningham, Vice-Chair, 
RDNO, Councillor, City of Vernon

Doug Dirk, RDNO, Councillor, 
District of Coldstream   

Rick Fairbairn, RDNO,  
Director, Electoral Area “D”

Doug Findlater, RDCO,  
Mayor of West Kelowna   

Cindy Fortin, RDCO,  
Mayor of Peachland

Peter Waterman, RDOS,  
Mayor of Summerland

Ron Hovanes, RDOS,  
Mayor of Oliver

Sue McKortoff, RDOS,  
Mayor of Osoyoos    

Lisa Wilson,  
Okanagan Nation Alliance

Toby Pike,  
Water Supply Association of B.C. 
 

Brian Guy, Chair, Okanagan Water 
Stewardship Council
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STAFF

Anna Warwick Sears,  
Executive Director

Nelson Jatel,  
Water Stewardship Director

Corinne Jackson, 
Communications Director

 

James Littley,  
Operations & Grants Manager 

Kellie Garcia,  
Policy & Planning Specialist

Ian Horner,  
Milfoil Supervisor

Pat Field,  
Milfoil Operator

David Hoogendoorn,  
Milfoil Operator 

Monique Stone,  
Milfoil Operator
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REPORT ON SERVICES
The Okanagan Basin Water Board provides three core services: Water Management, 

Milfoil Control and Sewerage Facilities Assistance Grants.
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WATER MANAGEMENT PROGRAM
The Water Management Program is one of the OBWB’s three core services. Through 

this program, we provide communications and outreach, Water Conservation and 

Quality Improvement grants, water stewardship and water science and information.
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COMMUNICATIONS & OUTREACH

OKANAGAN WATERWISE
Okanagan WaterWise is the public education and outreach program of the OBWB – 

making Okanagan water science more accessible. The goals of OkWaterWise are to 

inform valley residents of the issues we are facing around water, to engage them, and 

support them in making positive changes in their own water habits, recognizing we 

are all part of ‘One valley. One water.’

These goals are met in a variety of ways, including www.OkWaterWise.ca, a website 

that explains why we need to be WaterWise and how we can be - for residents, 

businesses, teachers and students. Find resources on the site, including our popular 

“Slow it. Spread it. Sink it!” guide for homeowners, and information about events, 

such as our annual Canada Water Week public forum, Okanagan WaterWise Youth 

Challenge, and more.

We are active on Facebook, Twitter and, new this year, Instagram. We post regular 

updates, with tips to protect and conserve water, as well as water-related events 

happening around the valley and other water news. Stay connected! “Like” us on 

Facebook at www.facebook.com/OkWaterWise, follow us on Twitter at www.
twitter.com/OkWaterWise and Instagram at www.instagram.com/okanagan_
waterwise/. Plus, find a growing number of videos on our YouTube channel at 

www.youtube.com/user/OKBasinWaterBoard.

Highlights in 2017 include the 

development of an Okanagan 

WaterWise school curriculum in 

partnership with the Okanagan 

Collaborative Conservation 

Program, providing teachers with 

Okanagan-specific water modules. 

Other highlights include a sold-out 

screening of RiverBlue including a 

Q&A with local filmmaker David 

McIlvride, a very successful rain 

barrel sale, and the launch of a 

Conservation App with BC Wildlife 

Federation to report environmental 

infractions in B.C., including mud 

bogging, cattle in fish-bearing 

streams, and more.
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MAKE WATER WORK
Make Water Work (MWW) is a valley-wide outdoor water conservation initiative 

of the OBWB’s Okanagan WaterWise program, delivered in partnership with local 

governments and utilities throughout the valley.

The initiative is intended to help residents prepare for the extreme weather events we 

are seeing in the Okanagan, building landscapes that are resilient in wet and dry years. 

By doing so, they conserve and protect water quality on their own property, but also 

the water in their community and, ultimately, the valley as a whole, ensuring a healthy, 

sustainable water supply for the Okanagan.

The campaign includes a website (www.MakeWaterWork.ca) with tips to make 

water work more effectively and efficiently in our yards. You can also find watering 

restrictions for your neighbourhood, and are invited to “Take the Challenge” and 

pledge to Make Water Work for your chance to win up to $8,000 in prizes, including 

a $6,000 WaterWise yard upgrade thanks to several business partners.

We also created a Make Water Work Plant Collection with Bylands Nursery and 

the Okanagan Xeriscape Association which is available at garden centre partners 

throughout the Okanagan. This year the collection was expanded to include 54 plants, 

including beautiful grasses, perennials, shrubs and trees, perfect for our Okanagan 

climate, and two new garden centres joined the effort, bringing the total to nine.

In a region where we are now on the frontlines of climate change – experiencing record-

breaking heat and drought, as well as historic flooding – Make Water Work is helping 

residents do their part to build a more liveable community now and for the future.

2016 Make Water Work contest winners, Felicia 
Taylor and Rob Abbott. Before and after the 

WaterWise yard upgrade.
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DON’T MOVE A MUSSEL
The Don’t Move A Mussel campaign raises awareness around invasive zebra and 

quagga mussels, the risks they pose to our waters, and how everyone must do their 

part to keep them out.

The campaign was launched in 2013 with a website (www.DontMoveAMussel.ca), 

billboards, radio ads, distribution of Don’t Move A Mussel muscle shirts, and more. 

The Okanagan has the highest level of awareness about the issue in B.C. However, 

the threats of invasive mussels are not as well-known outside our valley. Last year, 

we extended the campaign to include “Have the Talk,” encouraging people to help 

‘Spread the message. Not the mussel.’ It’s not always easy to talk with neighbours, 

friends or family, and encourage behaviour change, but it’s important that if someone 

is planning to bring any kind of watercraft (motorized or non-motorized) or water 

recreation equipment into our region, they are aware of the mussels, stop at inspection 

stations, and follow the “Clean-Drain-Dry” protocol.

The Okanagan is especially vulnerable to the mussels. Our lakes are a tourism mecca, 

attracting watercraft from throughout Canada and the U.S., including mussel-infested 

regions. Our calcium-rich waters, which give us the beautiful greens and blues, are 

hospitable habitat for the mussels, and our warm waters would help them rapidly 

multiply. At this time, there is no proven method to eradicate the mussels once they 

arrive that doesn’t also cause significant environmental impacts. Our best offence at 

this time is an effective defence, keeping the mussels out of our waters.
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INVASIVE MUSSEL STRATEGY
After years of efforts to keep invasive mussels out of the Pacific Northwest, in October 
2016, mussel larvae were found in Montana. This is the closest confirmed occurrence 
in a water body near B.C., and the Okanagan. For those water bodies with mussel 
larvae in Montana, the fight is likely already lost, but the effort to prevent invasive 
mussels goes on in B.C., Alberta, Saskatchewan, Idaho, Oregon and Washington. 
We can’t afford to let down our guard. Inspection stations and public education are 
critical. The costs of an infestation are too great.

Since 2012, the OBWB has been a vocal advocate for improved legislation, inspections, 
and funding from both the provincial and federal governments. We have been an 
active participant in the Pacific NorthWest Economic Region (PNWER) Invasive Species 
Working Group, which coordinates action between multiple jurisdictions and partners 
from government and industry to academia. OBWB calls to action have been met by 
significant improvements in the provincial inspection regime, increased funding for 
enforcement and better monitoring. In 2014, OBWB also provided policy feedback 
on federal invasive species legislation, which was ultimately enacted in spring, 2015. 

While we continue to focus on prevention, we also need to consider the risks to our 
infrastructure and the level of protection built into our water systems, sewer outfalls, 
bridges, dams and dikes. The advantage to being in one of the last mussel-free 
zones in North America is that we can learn from the hard lessons of our neighbours. 
We can prepare to weather the extremes that so many other jurisdictions have 
already experienced. This starts with our support for local communities completing 
vulnerability assessments, and continues with design and equipment improvements, 
redundant systems, and well-informed infrastructure managers.

Now is the time to prepare for an infestation of invasive mussels, even while we 
fight to keep them out of our waters. We can take a proactive approach to lessen 
the potential costs and damage that they will do should they arrive. We know that 

in the Okanagan, these 
mussels could cost $43 
million a year, to just 
manage. Before we 
have to bear that cost, 
let’s invest in resilience 
to minimize the initial 
shock of an infestation, 
and to mitigate the 
sudden costs we will all 
share. Let’s prepare now.
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WATER CONSERVATION & QUALITY 
IMPROVEMENT GRANTS

Each year the OBWB awards $300,000 in grants throughout the Okanagan for Water 

Conservation and Quality Improvement (WCQI) projects. The program provides an 

opportunity to fund projects that can coordinate local plans and policies like flood 

and drought mitigation and response – a major focus in 2017. This year we funded 

drought or flood-related management plans in four Okanagan local governments, 

ensuring that the valley is better prepared for weathering extremes.

IN FOCUS—OCEOLA 
FISH AND GAME CLUB 
CONSERVATION APP
In 2016 the Oceola Fish and Game 
Club, as part of the BC Wildlife 
Federation, received a $5,000 
grant toward the development of 
a conservation app for reporting 
issues related to illegal use or abuse 
of the province’s natural resources. 
The app allows users to take a 
time-stamped and geo-referenced 
photo and submit a simple report 
which goes directly to enforcement 
officials. These reports help officials 
to identify areas of concern, and to 
prioritize actions and resources. In 
2017, the app was completed and 
launched for iPhone users, and in 
2017-18, the app will be built out 
to support all smartphone users.
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WATER STEWARDSHIP

OKANAGAN WATER STEWARDSHIP COUNCIL
The Okanagan Water Stewardship Council (the Council) continues to have an active 

membership, and each meeting hosts one or more presentations on current and 

emerging water issues. The Council, which includes representatives from provincial 

and local governments, professional organizations, academic institutions, and other 

water sector representatives, discusses the issues, and provides expert information to 

OBWB staff on how best to address them.

In the first half of 2017 the Council launched a number of initiatives. The priorities 

include updating the Okanagan Sustainable Water Strategy, updating a number of 

the Okanagan water supply and demand models, improving communication among 

Council members and with member organizations, providing policy guidance to the 

Board, examining source water protection opportunities and challenges, evaluating 

water allocation policies, supporting drought and flood response planning, and 

supporting best practices in irrigation management.

Recent Council deliberations have included climate impacts on water availability, 

fisheries regulations, valuation of the region’s natural capital, enhancing biodiversity, 

and conservation. In addition, the Council has examined challenges related to the 

delivery of water supply to Okanagan communities, and considered the pros and 

cons of applying locally produced biosolids on agricultural lands in the Okanagan. 

Anticipating further regulatory changes implied by the new Water Sustainability Act 

remains a topic of discussion during each Council meeting.

The Council meets to discuss project priorities for the upcoming year.
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SUSTAINABLE WATER STRATEGY
The Okanagan Sustainable Water Strategy was released in 2008, after more than two 

years of planning, discussion, consultation, and writing. The strategy brings together 

technical information about the valley and highlights the most important water 

management issues of the time. The strategy contains actions designed to protect 

water at its source, share water in times of shortages, manage water demand, and 

collect and distribute data and information.

The strategy has informed Council work plans and guided projects and priorities of the 

OBWB staff and Board, and has been referenced by staff from all levels of government, 

elected officials, non-profit organizations, and others involved in water management 

in the Okanagan and beyond. It has also been used to advise and inspire new studies, 

identify emerging issues, and develop scientific insights into potential solutions.

The Council is now updating the strategy to reflect new research and information and 

significant changes in the regulatory environment over the last decade. The update 

will help the Council and Board re-hone priorities and plan new water management 

strategies. Among other updates, the next version will incorporate insights into 

changes in water legislation and regulations (e.g. the new Water Sustainability Act). 

It will also address other issues, such as our capacity to adapt to climate change, and 

regional ecological challenges.
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WATER SUPPLY & DEMAND UPDATE
The Okanagan Water Supply and Demand Project was the OBWB’s most ambitious 

initiative of the last decade – seeking to understand water availability and water 

needs throughout the basin. The main report, completed in 2010, created a wealth 

of data and hydrology models to be used by local and senior governments for 

water management and planning. Since the main report was completed, work has 

continued each year to refine different aspects – for example, the Environmental 

Flow Needs project, currently underway, provides much clearer information on exactly 

how much water is needed by fish, in different seasons. Similarly, much more work is 

underway to understand the storage and flows of groundwater.

Nonetheless, it’s time to expand the pace and scope of the updates. This spring, 

the Water Stewardship Council struck a committee to look at what is changing in 

the watershed (climate, population, development patterns), what information is 

still lacking, and how to move forward. With this guidance, the OBWB sought and 

received a grant to update the demand models – showing where water is being 

used, by what crops and sectors, and how this may change in the future. We are 

also pursuing funding to update our models for surface flows – to make them more 

accessible for infrastructure and water management planning.

Water data is essential, but it only reaches its highest value if it is put to use. Part of 

the work of the Water Stewardship Council committee is to identify where we need 

to do more monitoring of streams, lakes and aquifers, and how best to manage this 

data. It is a collaborative project, with contributions from different agencies, university 

researchers, and the Okanagan Nation.
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WATER SCIENCE & INFORMATION

WETLAND STRATEGY
Wetlands play a key role in sustaining the ecological and social well-being of 

communities and maintaining regional resilience to climate change. Recognizing 

wetland value, the OBWB is working cooperatively with our federal, local and regional 

governments, environmental groups and businesses to eliminate further wetland loss, 

and support protection, as well as science, restoration and enhancement. The main 

objectives of the next phase of the Okanagan Wetland Strategy include establishing 

basin-wide wetland policies and best practices to protect wetlands in all jurisdictions. 

Other objectives include improving communication between partners, and facilitating 

and funding wetland outreach and education.

The project is led by a committee of experts from local and province government, 

Okanagan Nation Alliance, and the consulting community. Earlier this year, OBWB 

obtained funding from the provincial government to support the development of a 

guidebook for constructing stormwater treatment wetlands and work on this project 

will begin in summer 2017.
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ENVIRONMENTAL FLOW NEEDS PROJECT
Last year the OBWB completed a review of the best methods for establishing 

environmental flow needs (the stream levels needed to protect fish and environmental 

health) for the Okanagan. The next stage of the project was launched in 2016, to 

establish stream and species-specific flows and habitat suitability in 19 Okanagan 

fish-bearing streams. This effort was made possible through a $397,000 grant from 

the Federal Gas Tax Strategic Priorities Fund. Results build on the real-time stream 

flow data collected from sampling in selected locations. Biologists and hydrologists 

from the province, Okanagan Nation Alliance, and representatives from the Okanagan 

Water Stewardship Council took part in selecting streams and sampling locations. 
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WATER & CLIMATE-FRIENDLY BYLAWS PROJECT
Many toolkits and policy guides have been developed to help communities adapt 

to climate change, support water conservation, and become more sustainable. 

They provide comprehensive examples, including case studies and bylaw language. 

Unfortunately, the uptake of these toolkits and guides has been very slow. The OBWB 

is working on a project, funded by the B.C. Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 

to develop a strategy to increase the uptake of water-friendly policies in bylaws, 

including zoning and OCPs.

In early 2017, the OBWB surveyed 45 local government and consulting planners 

and engineers to identify what toolkits and guides have been developed for B.C., 

obstacles to their widespread use, and possible solutions. The survey confirmed that 

most toolkits and guides are not well-known or used. The main barriers are the time 

and resources to consider the information, and a lack of outreach and support. Other 

obstacles include challenges with presenting technical material to decision-makers, 

and bylaw updates being given low priority by elected officials. Survey participants 

said it would be helpful to have a searchable online hub that provides access to all 

the resources. Webinars, workshops, and a “guide to the guides” handout were also 

top recommendations, demonstrating the need for a multi-faceted outreach strategy.

We are now working with CivicInfo BC to develop the online hub, and will be launching 

it and carrying out several outreach activities in the fall. We are also considering long-

term support mechanisms, including extension services for one-on-one support to 

local governments who 

are interested in learning 

how and when to use 

the toolkits and guides.
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DROUGHT PLANNING
This year we completed our Okanagan Drought Response Strategy that will guide 
the actions of OBWB staff and our water purveyor partners before, during, and 
immediately following a drought. The goal of the strategy is to facilitate a more 
consistent and cooperative valley-wide drought response. It provides a system for 
information flow between local water purveyors, between the province and purveyors, 
and with the general public. It also defines how the OBWB will integrate information 
from a variety of sources on emerging drought conditions, and quickly share that with 
the appropriate people.

To promote drought preparedness, we hosted a workshop with topics on how to 
prepare robust drought plans; collect and share drought-related information; improve 
outdoor water use efficiency; develop and use drought indicators and triggers; and 
better communicate and collaborate during drought. Water purveyors were invited to 
share experiences and concerns, ask questions, and let the OBWB know what support 
is needed in their communities.

One obvious gap was the need to develop drought trigger guidelines for purveyors 
with intakes on the Okanagan mainstem lakes. The Mainstem Drought Triggers 
Project brought together technical experts, water purveyors, provincial staff, and 
Okanagan Nation Alliance fisheries staff to develop guidelines for the valley lakes 
and river. The triggers can be incorporated into local drought plans so water suppliers 
on the mainstem will have a consistent, rational process for their response – similar 
to the water use plans and reservoir management plans in place for purveyors with 
upland reservoir storage.

DROUGHT OUTREACH TO AGRICULTURE
The Agriculture Water Supply Outreach Project is funded through the BC Agriculture 
and Food Climate Action Initiative, with in-kind support from the OBWB. We are 
working with two pilot purveyors, Greater Vernon Water and the City of Penticton, 
and producers in their areas, to develop and test outreach methods to get local water 
supply information to producers early and often during the growing season. One 

thing we are testing is a mass 
notification system that will allow 
purveyors to send text and email 
alerts to registered agricultural 
customers. The pilot is running 
through the 2017 growing season, 
and we anticipate it will be ready 
to share with other purveyors in 
early 2018.
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WATER MONITORING SCAN
This year, the OBWB entered into a partnership with the B.C. Water Funder’s 

Collaborative to evaluate the state of water monitoring in B.C. The collaborative, a 

diverse group of public, private and corporate granting agencies, wants to make 

better-informed, strategic decisions on where and how to make grants. The OBWB, 

as a member of the collaborative, is directly interested in the state of water monitoring 

in the Okanagan – the gaps and opportunities. Over the next year, we are leading the 

project on behalf of the collaborative, and in this way, promoting more efficient uses 

of funding and water monitoring efforts.

INDICATORS PROJECT
The three Okanagan regional districts have recently completed an ambitious project 

to develop joint, inter-regional indicators to track progress on their regional growth 

strategies – leading to a State of the Basin Report. The report focused on 10 

categories, ranging from Economic Development to Community Health & Well-being, 

and Water Stewardship. This 

was a first for B.C. It’s rare to 

have regional districts work 

together in this way, because 

different local governments 

collect data in different 

ways and (in other parts 

of B.C.) are less obviously 

connected. Indicators take 

many forms, but their 

purpose is to set baselines 

and measure changes over 

time – positive or negative. 

The OBWB provided a grant 

to help secure external 

funding, and also helped 

create indicators for water 

stewardship in the valley. By 

jointly measuring progress, 

the Okanagan recognizes 

the interconnectedness of 

our communities and how 

we can together make 

continuous improvements.

3 Water Stewardship

20 | State of the Basin Report - 2016

3.2 Water consumption use 
In looking at water consumption by land-use types, this indicator illustrates the consumption patterns of different 
types of water users, including residential, agricultural and other (industrial, commercial, institutional and other).  

Source: Water Supplier Correspondence, 2016-2017.

2015 Water Consumption per Use

48%
Residential

34%
Agricultural

2%
Other

17%
Other

29%
Residential

69%
Agricultural

RDCO

36%
Residential

46%
Agricultural

19%
Other

RDNO

SOUTH
OK

RDNO:  Baseline. In 2015, 46% of recorded water in the RDNO was consumed by  
agricultural uses. This was followed by residential uses at 36% and other uses at 
19%.

RDCO.  Baseline. In 2015, 48% of recorded water in the RDCO was consumed 
by residential uses, followed by 34% consumed by agricultural uses and 17% 
consumed by other uses. 

SOUTH OK.  Baseline. In 2015, 69% of recorded water in the South OK was 
consumed by agricultural uses, 29% was consumed by residential uses and 2% 
consumed by other uses. 
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GROUNDWATER STUDIES
Groundwater is one of the best sources of drinking water in the valley, but little 
is known about the health of our aquifers. It’s becoming ever-more important to 
have this information as the demand for groundwater increases, and with new 
requirements for groundwater licensing. This year, the OBWB completed the first 
stage of a study on the connection between groundwater and surface water in 
Mission Creek. Our initial report found that the locations where Mission Creek gains 
and loses water, change depending on the season. We are collecting more stream 
flow and groundwater data through the summer of 2017, and the final report will be 
available in the fall of 2017.

In a related study done in partnership with the B.C. Ministry of Environment, and 
funded by Environment and Climate Change Canada, we are re-mapping the location 
and depth of Kelowna aquifers, based on soil layer data from all the wells that have 
been drilled in the area. Understanding the aquifers will support more sustainable 
groundwater management. We hope that the lessons from these studies can be 
applied throughout the valley.

FORESHORE INVENTORY & MAPPING
In the summer of 2016, OBWB partnered with the Regional District of Central 
Okanagan, the Okanagan Collaborative Conservation Program, and the South 
Okanagan-Similkameen Conservation Program to complete a new round of Foreshore 
Inventory and Mapping (FIM) for all of Okanagan Lake. FIM records every structure 
on the lake, and all shoreline conditions to create a record for comparison between 
mapping years. This year, they also mapped aquatic plant beds to determine which 
were native and which were invasive.

Importantly, the 2016 FIM preceded the floods of 2017, and provides a baseline for 
changes caused by the high water. Planners and permitting agencies will be able to 
look at the foreshore inventory and maps, and determine what the appropriate level 
of rebuilding is to protect and restore sensitive areas that may have been damaged. 

This comprehensive mapping shows how good data can help us weather extremes.
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MILFOIL CONTROL
The milfoil control program is one of OBWB’s three core services. Since the early 1970s, 

the OBWB has been controlling invasive milfoil in Okanagan lakes. Recent years have 

seen increased calls for milfoil control as a growing number of people build along 

the waterfronts, and start recreating in infested areas. In 2016, a comprehensive 

equipment review led to a long-term asset management plan, which accounts for 

replacing and updating aging machines. The plan also ensures we are prepared to 

expand milfoil control as demand increases, and if milfoil growth increases from the 

changing climate. Flooding provides extra nutrients – fertilizing the milfoil early in the 

spring, while hot, sunny weather ensures that light reaches the weed in the water, 

allowing it to grow to its maximum size in a few short weeks. Weathering extremes 

means our program is ready to adapt to changing conditions and has the flexibility to 

meet increasing demand.
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SEWERAGE FACILITIES  
ASSISTANCE GRANTS
The third core service and longest running program of the OBWB is the Sewerage 

Facilities Assistance grants. These grants provide up to 16% of total project costs 

to replace aging septics with up-to-date sewer systems, reducing pollution and 

improving water quality. Since the grant program began, the amount of phosphorus 

and nitrogen entering valley lakes from human waste has been drastically reduced. 

Fixing the old problem through septic replacement is also complemented by policies to 

ensure that new problems are not created. That is why eligibility for local governments 

requires bylaws to prevent small lot subdivision on septic systems, which would only 

perpetuate the problem that the program seeks to address. In 2017, the program paid 

$1.65 million toward sewer infrastructure for Okanagan local governments.

Above Photo Courtesy District of Lake Country

Left Photo Courtesy City of Vernon
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LOOKING FORWARD

Change is in the air. As this report goes to print, it is fire season in the Okanagan and 

every few days smoke blows in, hangs over the valley, and then leaves with a shift in 

the winds. Despite the dramatic flooding conditions this spring, the summer has been 

dry and hot with high irrigation demand on the fields and orchards. There’s a building 

boom around the valley, accommodating new families who come for the jobs and 

stay for the beautiful scenery and lifestyle. The ebb and flow of the economy is on 

an upswing.

We are fortunate to live in such a beautiful valley, in a peaceful country with abundant 

natural resources. Like the rest of the world, we will have to weather changes to our 

climate and our communities, but we are in a strong position compared to many 

others. The OBWB is in the business of helping local governments and communities, 

working together to improve the sustainability of Okanagan water. Each community 

has its own needs and challenges, but many problems are widely shared – like the 

need for flood protections, water planning and infrastructure improvements. The 

more communities can work together and align their plans and policies, the stronger, 

healthier and more prosperous we will be – while protecting the water and the 

environment.

In the year ahead, we are leaning in and focusing on the big shared problems. Floodplain 

mapping is a high priority, coming off of this year’s new high water mark. We continue 

to work with communities on their drought plans and water conservation outreach 

because next year may be dry and we can’t take our storage for granted. We will never 

cease our efforts to prevent invasive mussels, but we are going to start looking at ways 

to assess our risks and minimize damages should they arrive. With the Okanagan 

Nation Alliance and our provincial ministry partners, we will complete the most 

comprehensive environmental 

flow study in B.C. history. We 

are also going to dig deeper 

into groundwater and ensure 

that essential resource is 

protected for the future.

Strong partnerships and strong 

communities will help us 

weather all extremes.
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FINANCIAL OVERVIEW

It takes resources to weather extremes, and with climate change those resources 

will be stretched between more and more needs. At the OBWB, we are lucky to be 

able to receive grants as well as give them, to pool funding with other organizations 

and agencies and to facilitate financial partnerships. Some of the most valuable 

contributions we receive are the volunteer time and in-kind support of Water 

Stewardship Council members, local partners, and water-sector allies across Canada. 

This makes it possible to make each dollar go farther to protect Okanagan water, even 

in extreme conditions.

In 2016-17, the OBWB received almost $268,000 in grants and funding agreements 

that went to many of the projects described in this report. We were also awarded a 

number of large grants which will be paid in 2017-18, including $397,000 from the 

Federal Gas Tax Strategic Priorities Fund. The “Make Water Work” and “Don’t Move 

a Mussel” campaigns attracted contributions from media and other partners together 

totaling more than $91,000. Our strategic priority is to increase external funding to 

the valley as a whole – not just OBWB – so we also have written many support letters 

for partner grant applications and made commitments for matching funds and in-

kind partner contributions.

On the direct granting side, in 2016-17 the OBWB awarded more than $1.6 million 

in infrastructure grants to improve wastewater treatment, and $300,000 in Water 

Conservation and Quality Improvement Grants to local governments and community 

groups.

This year was the fifth in a row without a budget increase. We are slowly spending 

down accumulated reserve funds in the sewage facilities grants program. We have 

also had to draw this year on the milfoil equipment fund to replace aging equipment 

that is getting heavy use. It’s a balancing act, maintaining or expanding projects and 

programs, and maintaining equipment, while keeping costs down. We are able to 

continue our high productivity and excellent service delivery because of our strong 

partnerships and ability to stretch and leverage every dollar.
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