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Working Together  
to Protect our Watershed 
For more than 40 years, the Okanagan has had strong partnerships to protect our 

shared water, but today, partnerships have truly become the new paradigm for doing 

business. The Okanagan Basin Water Board was established as a joint initiative of the 

three Okanagan regional districts in 1970. Now the rest of the world is catching up. 

From the Cowichan to the Similkameen, and at every level of government, partnerships 

are being formed for planning, for sharing databases, for sharing water supplies and 

more.

Partnerships especially make sense within watershed boundaries. Having a common 

approach to water is the basic logic of our geography. Efforts by municipalities, the 

public, and dam operators – protecting water quality, conserving during shortages, and 

managing flows – helps ensure the delivery of clean water throughout our valley.    

The prosperity of the valley has always been linked to water – a blue oasis in the desert. 

Water partnerships are the best way to protect that quality of life represented by our 

fresh cherries, strong economy, and beautiful lakes to play in—for every generation. 
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Message from the Chair

The key ingredient for successful collaboration is leadership, and the Okanagan Basin 

Water Board was created to both lead and support the efforts of local governments on 

water issues, to share ideas and resources, and help resolve water concerns. It has been 

a busy year for the Board, with many successes.

As Chair of OBWB, I put the Okanagan valley first, and think about the needs 

of all residents from north to south. At the same time, I am also the Mayor 

of the Town of Osoyoos and on the Regional District Board for Okanagan-

Similkameen. While serving in these joint roles, I am especially pleased 

and proud of the OBWB activities last year, supporting the renewal of the 

Osoyoos Lake Operating Orders, a cross-border water agreement under the 

International Joint Commission. 

OBWB was there throughout the process, raising public awareness in the U.S. 

and Canada, and promoting policy that protects the environment and human 

water uses on both sides of the line. Good water agreements for the management of 

Osoyoos Lake don’t just benefit Osoyoos and Oroville, they have far-reaching impacts 

from Armstrong south to the U.S. Okanogan River. The health of this system has led 

to a resurgence in sockeye salmon (more than 85% of Columbia sockeye come from 

the Okanagan). Another of the Board’s activities this past year was to partner with the 

Okanagan Nation Alliance to study the economic values this salmon ecosystem brings 

to our communities.

Leadership is about listening, and taking an active interest in how to create the best 

solutions. We are assisted in this work by the Okanagan Water Stewardship Council, a 

volunteer group of experts from across the water sector that convenes once a month 

to discuss top water issues and provide advice to the Board. This year, the Council 

was honoured with a national award from the Council of the Federation (made up of 

Canada’s premiers), for Excellence in Water Stewardship.

We look forward to continuing this high level of excellence in the coming year.

Stu Wells, Chair
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Message from  
the Executive Director

When you work for a watershed organization, you get your hands dirty with a little 

bit of everything – but you never do anything without partners. Drought planning, 

infrastructure upgrades, climate change modeling, zebra mussel campaigns – all of 

these are beyond the reach of individual jurisdictions.

We are in an era of small government, streamlining and restructuring. At the 

same time, the challenges we face for water are becoming more complex. 

Around the office we say, “It’s not just doing more with less; it’s doing more 

regardless…” While it’s tempting to think that money can solve any problem, 

the greatest resources we have are people and ideas.

The theme for this Annual Report is “Working Together to Protect our 

Watershed.” The Okanagan Basin Water Board was founded on the idea that 

Okanagan communities, working together, can do a better job to protect our 

water than we can alone.  All our work is based on this principle, and each day we 

try to find stronger and better ways to collaborate. I hope you enjoy the stories and 

descriptions of the interesting partnerships and great work from this past year.

Of special note, 2012-13 was a record year for public outreach. We expanded the 

Make Water Work campaign from a small pilot to a valley-wide partnership. We held 

workshops for local government staff, community participants, and professionals. This 

included our “Learning from Las Vegas” event on water conservation, our workshop on 

preparing for climate change with information from the legal and insurance sectors, and 

a service agreement workshop for water infrastructure projects between municipalities 

and First Nations communities.

This year we also began developing a watershed plan for the Okanagan. There are many 

ways a plan could be structured, but the outcome will be a partnership of all Okanagan 

communities. By having open conversations, bringing challenges and opportunities to 

the table, the final plan will be much greater than the sum of its parts, using resources 

and ideas from every jurisdiction to their highest and best potential.

Anna Warwick Sears, Executive Director
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Organizational Overview

The basic premise behind the creation of the OBWB was that local governments need 

to work together to manage and protect our shared water. This premise has stood the 

test of time through the representative structure of the Water Board. Each regional 

district appoints three elected officials to the board, and the remaining three directors 

represent the Okanagan Nation Alliance, the Water Supply Association of BC and the 

Water Stewardship Council.

2012-2013 Board of Directors

Chair Stu Wells, RDOS,  
Mayor, Town of Osoyoos	   

Vice-Chair Rick Fairbairn, RDNO, 
Director, Electoral Area “D”

Juliette Cunningham, RDNO, 
Councillor, City of Vernon	   

Doug Dirk, RDNO, Councillor, 
District of Coldstream

Keith Fielding, RDCO, Mayor, 
District of Peachland	   

Doug Findlater, RDCO, Mayor, 
District of West Kelowna

Gerry Zimmermann, RDCO,  
Councillor, City of Kelowna	  

Michael Brydon, RDOS,  
Director, Electoral Area “F”

Tom Siddon, RDOS, Director, 
Electoral  Area “D”	    

James Pepper,  
Okanagan Nation Alliance

Toby Pike, Chair, Water Supply 
Association of BC	  

Bernard Bauer, Chair, Okanagan 
Water Stewardship Council
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OBWB Staff

The OBWB has seven full-time staff who work together to deliver all of its programs and 

services. OBWB staff take pride in collaborating on water issues with other government 

agencies at all levels, including First Nations, water stakeholders, and the general public. 

Through these partnerships, the capacity for action on water issues far exceeds what 

could be achieved alone.

Office Staff

Milfoil Staff

Anna Warwick Sears,  
Executive Director

Nelson Jatel,  
Water Stewardship Director

Corinne Jackson, 
Communications Director

K. James Littley, Office and 
Project Manager

Ian Horner,  
Milfoil Supervisor

Pat Field,  
Milfoil Operator

Dave Caswell,  
Milfoil Coordinator
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Working Together through 
Water Communication

The Okanagan Basin Water Board was formed in 1970 recognizing the need for a valley-

wide effort to address water issues – in particular, sewage pollution and invasive milfoil 

weeds.  From the start, the Board noted the importance of local government working 

with the public to address these issues. Since then, the number of issues facing our 

water – its quality and quantity – has grown. 

As issues arrise, and more tools to engage the public become available, the OBWB has 

expanded its communication efforts.
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Communications and Outreach

The OBWB’s audience includes local and senior government officials, residents, 

researchers, members of the media, and various other water stakeholders.  The 

Water Board’s communication tools and strategies are aimed at helping our audience 

understand water issues and encouraging collaboration.

Communication efforts include:

•	 the Annual General Meeting and release of our Annual Report 

•	 monthly board meetings and the monthly Board Report

•	 presentations to local and senior governments

•	 stakeholder outreach (e.g. the Okanagan Water Stewardship Council)

•	 creation of water policy tools and legislation

•	 workshops and conferences for elected officials, government staff  

and other stakeholders

•	 the OBWB main website at www.obwb.ca

•	 the Okanagan WaterWise public education program with a website at  

www.okwaterwise.ca and related initiatives including the Make Water Work 

campaign, events, and contests   

•	 public outreach with presentations to groups and at community events,  

and outreach materials

•	 news conferences and media releases

•	 Social media including Facebook - www.facebook.com/OkWaterWise, Twitter -  

www.twitter.com/OkWaterWise, the Building Bridges blog - www.obwb.ca/blog/, 

and our YouTube channel - www.youtube.com/user/OKBasinWaterBoard.

Highlights

An important part of any outreach strategy is to engage media to help share the story.  

The OBWB is thankful for the interest shown by local media in water issues, for their 

help in informing the public about these issues, and for their role in helping protect our 

water.

Below is a breakdown of the number of OBWB-related news items, compared over the 

last four years.

NEWS STORIES

April 1, 2009 – March 31, 2010	 80

April 1, 2010 – March 31, 2011	 172

April 1, 2011 – March 31, 2012	 207

April 1, 2012 – March 31, 2013	 206
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Make Water Work 
Make Water Work (MWW) is an Okanagan-wide outdoor water conservation campaign 

– empowering and fun – encouraging residents to get the most from their water.  The 

program began in the spring of 2011 with the gathering of a valley-wide committee of 

water utility and local government communications staff and the launch of a two-month 

pilot in the North Okanagan. The pilot included radio ads, print ads, and posters.

In 2012, eight communities partnered with the OBWB, and received $2000 

to $3000 in matching funds to assist with the campaign (Armstrong, 

RDNO-Greater Vernon Water, Lake Country, Peachland, RDOS, Penticton, 

Oliver and Osoyoos), helping promote the MWW message valley-wide.  

The campaign ran mid-May to mid-September 2012 and included radio 

and print ads, billboards and Facebook ads, and a contest to win $2,000 

in WaterWise yard improvements.  

With matching dollars provided by OBWB/OkWaterWise and in-kind 

contributions from corporate partners Astral Media, Pattison, Black Press, 

West-Wind Nurseries and Creative Edge – participating communities 

received $92,411 worth of advertising and product. 

Focus group testing by McAllister Opinion Research in July 2012 suggested 

the MWW campaign was on the right track in helping conserve water in 

the Okanagan.  “The Make Water Work advertising concept appears to 

be very strong…. (and) a concept that resonates. Further development of 

both the storyline and the creative is likely to yield results.” 

In early 2013, the MWW committee made some slight adjustments to 

the campaign, in part based on the focus group findings, and prepared 

for a re-launch in May 2013. 

Don’t Move a Mussel
Concern regarding the potential introduction of invasive zebra and quagga 

mussels in the Okanagan prompted OBWB to develop an awareness 

campaign.  In early 2013, the Water Board began strategic talks with 

local and provincial invasive species management agencies, tourism and 

chamber groups, water stewardship groups and others.  A plan was developed to support 

the outreach of the invasive species groups to recreational water users (e.g. boaters) and 

their “Clean, Drain, Dry” message, and to develop a complementary campaign to raise 

awareness among the general public.  The result was the launch of the Don’t Move a 

Mussel campaign (www.DontMoveAMussel.ca) in May 2013.
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Invasive Zebra and  
Quagga Mussels

It’s difficult to raise alarm about problems that haven’t  

happened yet. This is certainly true for invasive zebra and quagga mussels. 

So far as anyone knows, the mussels haven’t made it to British Columbia, and we 

hope to keep it that way. Unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of experience mobilizing 

against threats that can arrive from many different pathways. It’s easy to transfer 

unwanted hitchhikers as we move food, goods, and travelers. There are very few 

examples where invaders have been eradicated once established. With invasive 

mussels, the best we can hope for is prevention.

Zebra mussels came to the Great Lakes in the 1980s, transported in the bilge water of 

tanker ships from Europe. Slowly and steadily, we’ve helped them cross the continent - 

lake to river to reservoir - carried mostly by unknowing recreational boaters and anglers. 

They are invisible as larvae, and can live for a month in wet carpeting.

What’s at risk? The Okanagan’s lakes are perfect habitat for zebra and quagga mussels 

(very closely related to each other). Our calcium-rich waters will let mussels grow shells 

rapidly, reach reproductive size and produce a million offspring a year. The numbers are 

staggering with the potential for billions of shells, clumping together, clogging intakes, 

boat motors, and encrusting the WR Bennett Bridge.

We risk extinction of our kokanee and sockeye salmon, more toxic algae blooms, and 

from there, massive changes in the lake ecology. B.C. has been protected, so far, by 

vigilant inspection stations in Idaho and Oregon. The province has new penalties and 

powers to decontaminate boats, but our best hope of success is to stop the mussels 

before they enter the province. The OBWB is also calling for a ramped-up inspection 

program at the U.S. and Alberta borders.

PHOTO: Zebra mussels.  
Actual size.
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Photo courtesy of Science North

Working Together Through  
Water Management

Introduction
The Okanagan has a strong history of managing our shared water. Water management 

can mean different things to different people, with varying levels of significance, such 

as safe drinking water, clean water to swim and boat in, water for fire protection, 

water for fish and ecosystems, water for ceremonial and cultural needs, and water for 

food production, to name a few.  The OBWB is committed to working together to help 

improve water management for today and future generations.  This section provides 

some snap shots of water management activities and projects the OBWB is actively 

involved in, and where it is providing a leadership role. 
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Water Conservation and Quality  
Improvement Grant Program

The Water Conservation and Quality Improvement grant program began in 2006 to 

promote collaborative water management, uniform standards and best practices in the 

valley. In 2013, 26 projects from around the valley were chosen to receive part of the 

annual $300,000 funding. The Mission Creek Restoration Initiative (which included 

13 partners and funders) is an example of the successful collaboration that 

goes into WCQI-funded projects.

Coldstream Creek Restoration 

Grantee: Greater Vernon Water 

Additional partners: Coldstream Ranch

District of Coldstream

Farmland – Riparian Interface Stewardship Program

This project focussed on sites at Coldstream ranch where cattle, 

accessing the creek, were causing deterioration of riparian 

vegetation and water quality. By building off-stream watering and 

cattle fencing, riparian areas were protected, allowing  plants and 

trees to naturally filter water travelling within and into the creek. 

Building a controlled crossing structure prevented erosion along the 

length of the creek side and prevented cattle waste from entering the 

water. In one area, woody debris piles were used to create a barrier, rather 

than expensive and hard-to-maintain fencing.

Kalamalka Lake and Wood Lake Aquatic Habitat Index

Grantee: Okanagan Collaborative Conservation Society 

Additional partners: Regional District of the North Okanagan

District of Lake Country

District of Coldstream

Society for the Protection of Kalamalka Lake

This project delivered an easy to understand colour-coded set of maps that allow 

planners and decision makers to incorporate sensitive habitat information into 

development decisions. Proper management of these areas conserves biodiversity and 

sensitive habitat, and also protects the natural ecological benefits from such areas, like 

water retention and filtration. The information gathered though this project will benefit 

local governments, senior governments, developers, and the general public.

PHOTO: Riparian area at 
Coldstream Creek.
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Best Practices for Sustainable Landscaping in the Okanagan

Grantee: Friends of Summerland Ornamental Gardens 

Additional partners: Agriculture and Agrifood Canada

Ministry of Environment

Irrigation Industry Association of BC

Okanagan College – Water Engineering Technology Program

UBC – Botanical Garden and Centre for Plant Research

UBC – Soil Microbial Ecology Group

Native Plant Society of British Columbia

FORREX

Okanagan Xeriscape Association

The Summerland Ornamental Gardens are a major public attraction in 

the Okanagan and serve as a landscape model for the region. Through 

this project, the Friends of the Gardens conducted research on water 

conservation practices and technology at the garden. They were able 

to reduce water use by 29% in turf-grass areas, nearly twice the targeted 

reduction goal of 15%. In addition to collaboration with project partners, this 

project delivered 12 workshops, eight public and school interpretive tours and six 

school- and three community-planting events. 

Water Stewardship Council
Working together to protect our watershed can be complicated, and 2012 marked a 

milestone year celebrating national recognition of success in this pursuit. In recognition 

of their significant achievements, the Council of the Federation (representing Canada’s 

premiers) presented the OBWB’s Water Stewardship Council with the national Excellence 

in Water Stewardship Award.

The Water Stewardship Council was formed as a technical advisory committee to the 

OBWB in 2006 at the request of local 

businesses and the broader Okanagan 

community. The objective of the committee 

is to find collaborative solutions to water 

resource concerns, and to bridge the 

interests of First Nations, government, 

and citizens.  The Council is composed of 

27 member organizations, and monthly 

meetings provide a forum for collaborative 

learning and trust building.  

PHOTO: School children planting 
at SOG

PHOTO: The OBWB’s Nelson Jatel (2nd from left) accepts the 
Council of the Federation Award of Excellence on behalf of the 
Okanagan Water Stewardship Council from Okanagan MLAs 
Steve Thompson, Norm Letnick and Ben Stewart.
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The Council provides incredible value to the Okanagan and local governments. The 

in-kind contribution by Council members volunteering their time is estimated at over 

$72,000 per year. The value from the trust relationships that have formed, and the 

opportunity to communicate important and contemporary water management issues 

in a timely manner, is priceless.

Water Management Plan

Water is fundamental to every economic activity, so effective management is prudent 

leadership. Even conservative estimates of population growth suggest increased 

conflict between water users that can increase economic risk.  This growth, coupled 

with the uncertainty of climate change and the natural year-to-year fluctuations in 

water availability, means having a common-sense water plan will help ensure long-term 

resilience for Okanagan communities. 

At the request of the OBWB, the Water Stewardship Council is exploring development 

of an Okanagan Water Plan. The vision for such a plan is to improve how we manage 

the quantity, quality, and timing of water delivery to avoid conflicts between water 

users and environmental flow requirements in the Okanagan watershed. 

The plan has the potential to improve water resources for all, but to be successful, it 

requires input and support from all Okanagan governments – First Nations, local and 

senior governments, as well as water utilities.  With continued dialogue and input, 

the Council will be submitting a recommendation to the Board for consideration.   

Contributions of thoughts and ideas are welcome and encouraged.

Ecological Valuation Project

Over the years, most of the Okanagan River has been dyked, channelized, or developed.  

As such, few areas remain that can support spawning sockeye.  There is only one last 

remaining natural and unchannelized section of the Okanagan River and it is largely 

responsible for 85-90% of all the sockeye in the Columbia Basin. Recognizing the 

significance of this section of river – a national treasure contributing significant value 

to the broader Columbia Basin – Environment Canada provided partnership funding to 

the OBWB and the Okanagan Nation Alliance for a socioeconomic study to estimate 

the importance and economic values of the ecosystem supported by this last remaining 

natural section of the river known as the “Osoyoos Indian Band Reserve Natural 

Section,” as well as adjacent undeveloped land. 



14 Okanagan Basin Water Board

A summary of some of the salmon-related findings is shown in Table ES-3 from  

the report.

Table ES- 3. Salmon-Related Importance and Value

Additional benefits to maintaining the current natural section of Okanagan River 

were  also analyzed, including: stormwater treatment, flood protection, water quality, 

recreation, habitat and wildlife, and education.  With the leadership of the Okanagan 

Nation Alliance and partners, protecting the undeveloped section of the river and 

restoring other sections will provide important ecosystem services, cultural value, and 

salmon-related benefits. 

The economic analysis was conducted by ECONorthwest.  

Okanagan Drought Tournament

This year’s Invitational Drought Tournament (IDT) was hosted in the Okanagan on 

November 16, 2012, with water managers, consultants, academics, policy makers, 

farmers and other stakeholders from across the valley participating. The IDT is a 

simulation game, developed by the Science and Technology Branch of Agriculture 

and Agri-Food Canada in Saskachewan. Teams  are guided though a drought scenario 

where they make water management decisions that balance and optimize ecosystem, 

social, and economic needs. The tournament is designed to help participants identify 

gaps and vulnerabilities in past and current drought strategies and help support future 

drought response, assessing policies, programs and management strategies at various 

geographic scales, from the watershed to individual catchment areas. 

Not Quantified
Cultural Importance Sockeye are integral to the Syilx  (Okanagan Nation) people’s  

relationship to the land and spiritual world.

Health and Nutrition Individuals ingest important nutrients when consuming the sockeye  
they harvest.

50-Year NPV* 100-Year NPV 200-Year NPV
Sockeye Harvest in 
Canada

$11.2-$14.5 million $13.7-$17.8 million $14.4-$18.7 million

Sockeye Harvest in 
the US

$36.8-$51.9 million $45.2-$63.7 million $47.6-$67.0 million

Avoiding Extinction $645.6 million $792.9 million $834.1 million

Passive-Use Value  
(WA only)

$2.6-$3.5 billion $2.6-$3.5 billion $2.6-$3.5 billion

*NPV - Net Present Value
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What Can We Learn from Las Vegas?

On Dec. 5, 2012, the Okanagan Basin Water Board and its Okanagan 

WaterWise program placed their bets on Vegas for effective and 

innovative solutions to help address our valley’s water issues. 

The “What Can We Learn from Las Vegas?” workshop was co-

presented with the Irrigation Industry Association of B.C. and 

attracted landscapers and irrigators, local elected officials and staff 

who make and put into action water conservation policies in the 

Okanagan, and interested members of the public.  

The workshop’s keynote speaker was Doug Bennett, Conservation 

Manager with the Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA), who 

noted the similarities between the Okanagan and Southern Nevada.  

Both regions have tourism-based economies, high water demand in 

summer, and a similar allotment of water to work with – SNWA has 

one metre available through Lake Mead, the Okanagan has 1 - 1.5 

metres with Okanagan Lake. 

The SNWA has developed a number of methods to promote water conservation.  These  

include water budgets for golf courses, fines of up to $5,000 for individuals who water 

the street or let irrigation water run off their property, 30,000 inspections a year to 

enforce regulations, and a bylaw to prohibit lawns in new residential front yards and 

limits on back yard lawn.

More from the workshop can be found at: http://www.obwb.ca/what_we_can_learn_

from_vegas/.
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Irrigation Policy

Irrigation is the largest water user in the Okanagan, supporting a wide range of crops 

from grapes to forage for livestock, as well as lawns and golf courses.  We don’t want 

the farming community to reduce the amount of food they grow, but it is important for 

long-term water security for every sector to be as efficient as possible.  Irrigation efficiency 

is achieved by correctly designing, operating, and maintaining an irrigation system to 

match the climate, crop and soil management limitations. By promoting and supporting 

efficient irrigation design, operation and maintenance, the OBWB acknowledges that 

everyone in the Okanagan Basin, urban or rural, agricultural or domestic, must conserve 

water. 

The Board, with ongoing input from the Water Stewardship Council, is working to 

identify how to improve, support, and promote irrigation efficiency.  The Board adopted 

a policy statement asserting that we:

1.	 encourage efficient irrigation for agriculture and domestic landscape systems; and

2.	 encourage the reduction of outdoor residential water demands by using indigenous 

plant landscapes compatible with the semi-arid Okanagan climate.

Agricultural Water Reserve

The 2008 Okanagan Sustainable Water Strategy, produced by the Water Stewardship 

Council , targeted the establishment of an Agricultural Water Reserve (AWR) as a key 

priority for the Okanagan.  Our semi-arid valley has had recurrent water shortages, 

and a steadily increasing population is putting more stress on water supplies 

and creating potential for conflicts over water.  

The AWR is envisioned to be a system preserving access to both ground 

and surface water for zoned agricultural lands. This system would be 

based on a water demand and supply analysis, ensuring appropriate 

water allocations.  The Province of B.C. would manage the AWR since 

it has both the authority to license and allocate water, and has already 

made a commitment to securing access to water for agricultural lands as 

part of its 2008 Living Water Smart plan. It is important to note that the 

AWR is not a mechanism for managing water in times of drought. Drought 

plans are also necessary to manage conflicts during water scarcity.  

A strong agricultural sector provides both direct and indirect benefits, including 

increased real estate values for residential lands, access to locally produced food, 

preservation of production capacity for the future, employment and economic benefits, 

a driver for tourism, and quality of life benefits.

PHOTO: An Agricultural Water 
Reserve would help ensure water 
for farming during times of 
drought. 
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Working Together Through 
Water Science

Over the last seven years, since the renewal of the OBWB’s water management mandate, 

water science and policy analysis has become one of our centres of excellence. However, 

every project – from the multi-year Water Supply and Demand Project, to the ground-

breaking economic impact analysis of the sockeye spawning habitat in Okanagan River 

– is made possible through partnerships with other agencies and organizations. Many 

groups need this information, and the end products are more meaningful, with bigger 

impact, through a team approach.
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Adaptation to Climate Change workshop

We can’t specifically predict what will happen to water in the future, but it makes sense 

to look for general trends and likely outcomes.

In June 2012, the OBWB hosted a workshop for local government staff and electeds, 

to talk through costs and considerations related to climate change in the Okanagan.  

We had just published a new set of scenarios evaluating how population growth, 

development patterns, and climate will drive water demand in the future. The results 

were surprising. 

In the near-term (until 2040), the scenarios found that without changes to 

development patterns, residential landscaping would drive increasing water 

demand faster than climate change or agricultural irrigation. Lawn-watering 

would use almost the total irrigation required for Okanagan crops. The “worst-

case” scenario was based on building out communities the way we do now 

with large-lot development and building up the hillsides.

The bad news is that sprawl development could increase the risk of water 

shortages, but the good news is that municipalities are already densifying, and 

creating bylaws to limit water wasting. Population growth and climate change are 

inevitable, but water shortages are optional.

The workshop was also an opportunity to hear updates from research partners at the 

Pacific Climate Impacts Consortium, learn about the changes in intensity, frequency, 

and duration of rain-events in Metro-Vancouver, an overview of legal liability concerns, 

PHOTO: Insurance Bureau of 
Canada’s Robert Tremblay speaks 
with Global Okanagan about the 
growing number of climate-related 
insurance claims his agency is 
seeing.
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and what the B.C. Ministry of Community Development is doing to encourage low-

impact development.

The keynote address was by Robert Tremblay, from the Insurance Bureau of Canada – 

showing the shocking increases in water-related claims, and how the insurance industry 

wants to work with municipalities to reduce damage from climate change – helping 

homeowners keep their coverage.

BC Water Use Reporting Centre

The BC Water Use Reporting Centre (BC WURC) is a simple, web-based system for 

water users to report and access water use information. It compiles actual water use 

data from large and medium water users into a central database. This is an important 

strategic asset for water management in the valley, lending planning support to local 

governments for anticipated climate and population changes, and allowing local 

economies to continue to grow while maintaining water for communities, families, 

farms and ecosystems. 

The BC WURC project is in its third year of a successful Okanagan pilot.  In 2012, the 

Regional District of Nanaimo also began a pilot using BC WURC. The success of this 

system is an example of the benefits of partnerships, local leadership, and strategic 

investment by senior and local governments totalling approximately $400,000. 

The information provided by BC WURC supports many ministries 

and provides the B.C. Government with a unique, cost-effective 

opportunity to enhance water management across the province, 

delivering on the Living Water Smart goal that “Government will 

require all large users to measure and report their water use.”  This 

system ensures accountability, transparency and collaboration for the 

province’s most precious resource – fresh water.

Re-Establishing a Hydrometric  
Network in the Okanagan
The Okanagan is at high risk for future water shortages. The region’s 

dry climate and rapid population growth result in the lowest per capita 

water supply in Canada. According to researchers, this supply will also 

be strongly impacted by climate change. To effectively manage these 

challenges, decision makers need accurate and current information 

on water levels and stream flows. Unfortunately, the network of 
PHOTO: Clark Creek hydrometric station
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hydrometric stations in the valley, which once numbered 150, has been cut to less than 

30. Re-establishing a broad network of hydrometric monitoring sites in the Okanagan is 

important for our water security. 

Working with partners from government and water user groups, the objective of this 

project is to deploy 15 new strategic hydrometric monitoring stations in the Okanagan 

valley. The first partner for this initiative is the District of Lake Country, where two stations 

will be installed. Data collected from these stations will be available through the BC 

Water Use Reporting Centre website, enabling streamlined access to flow information.

Groundwater Update
Groundwater is vulnerable to over-exploitation. While depletion of surface water is easily 

seen, groundwater depletion is invisible.  Water managers need tools to understand 

the health of groundwater and to make evidence-based decisions about aquifer 

use and development. The BC Observation Well Network, operated by the 

B.C. Ministry of Environment, is one such tool. A major review of the 

well network was completed in 2009 and identified locations at risk for 

aquifer depletion that were not being monitored. The review became the 

foundation for the Okanagan Groundwater Monitoring Project, which 

to date has installed 12 new observation wells in the Okanagan Basin.

The Okanagan Groundwater Monitoring Project is managed by the 

OBWB, with local governments providing financial and technical support 

for individual well sites. The Province of B.C, through various ministries, 

contributes significant in-kind support by providing monitoring equipment, 

hydrogeological expertise, access to Crown lands for well-siting, and 

maintaining on-going remote monitoring programs.  The Government of Canada 

participates as a major funding partner through Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, and 

with in-kind support from Environment Canada. 

Flooding
Droughts have sweeping economic consequences, but water customers are often 

shielded from the worst effects of shortages by their water utilities. On the other hand, 

flooding comes right into people’s basements. With climate change, we have to prepare 

for more frequent droughts and floods.

In 2012-13, the OBWB helped organize two flood prevention-related initiatives. The first 

is an ongoing effort by the BC Real Estate Association to update floodplain maps in the 

province. This kicked off with a Vancouver workshop with participants ranging from the 

PHOTO: The OBWB, in partnership 
with several agencies, has 
successfully installed 12 groundwater 
monitoring wells to help track water 
supplies in Okanagan aquifers 
identified as sensitive.
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insurance industry to real estate, business, government, and universities. The second 

was a technical workshop held in Kelowna, on flood risk assessment: “Not Waiting for 

Noah”, reviewing the current state of predictive models, and sharing approaches.

Each spring, the OBWB organizes a webinar, with presentations from experts at 

Environment Canada, and the province – evaluating the weather patterns, snow pack, 

and groundwater monitoring well levels. This is to help water suppliers and public 

agencies better prepare their operational plans for the water that is expected.

The biggest problem throughout B.C. is that some past zoning decisions placed 

neighborhoods in the middle of floodplains. To make matters worse, most of B.C.’s 

floodplain maps are outdated. Floodplains change because of sediment build-up, 

upstream alterations to the streambanks, logging, and other factors including greater 

intensity storms brought on by climate change. Recovery costs are going up because 

there are more expensive homes and business investments being made in vulnerable 

areas.

High water levels in the Okanagan for 2012 and 2013, coupled with the frightening 

example of the 2013 “Great Flood” in Calgary, mean that flood mapping, zoning, 

prevention, and other flood-policies will be an emerging issue for OBWB in the coming 

years.

Graph: Water damage claims swamp Canadian insurance industry. Source: Insurance Bureau of Canada 
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Working Together to Protect 
Water Quality

The OBWB has two major programs that work to enhance and improve water quality 

in the Okanagan. Each of these programs has been developed with the cooperation of 

Okanagan local governments as well as other levels of government. The effects of the 

collaboration in these two programs can be measured by our beautiful beaches, vibrant 

tourism and clean, clear waters.
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Milfoil Control

This program operates year-round to control the growth of invasive Eurasian milfoil. 

Milfoil can grow in water up to six metres deep and may grow up to five cm per 

day. Since its introduction in the 1970s, milfoil has spread to every major lake in the 

Okanagan. The milfoil control program was started in 1974 under a cost-sharing 

agreement between the province and the OBWB. In the 1990’s the province transferred 

full control of the program, as well as the full costs. 

This year the program focussed on updating environmental best management practices 

and on worker safety. Milfoil operators often work long hours in isolated conditions 

and harsh environments. In addition to meeting all the Work Safe BC safety standards, 

this year the OBWB took the extra step of equipping each operator with a nationally 

registered GPS Personal Locator Beacon. In the event of an emergency, the beacon will 

provide precise coordinates to local search and rescue officials to ensure our operators 

get the help they need.

Our environmental best management practices also began an upgrade this year through 

the development of new electronic maps and an environmental index. Completed in 

July 2013, the new system incorporates all local, provincial and federal environmental 

concerns in our treatment areas. Of particular note is the habitat of native Rocky 

Mountain Ridged Mussels. Scant information now exists about this native mussels, but 

they are thought to be rare, and potentially at-risk in the Okanagan. Working with the 

province, the OBWB amended its control operations in areas where the mussel is known 

to live and we will continue to work with the province to learn more about this species, 

their habitat, and the possible effects of milfoil control operations.

Sewage Facilities Assistance Grants

The Sewage Facilities Assistance grants program provides local governments with 

funds to upgrade and replace old septic and sewage infrastructure from pre-1978 

development. Since the program started more than 40 years ago, Okanagan waters 

have seen significant reductions in the amount of phosphorus and other nutrients 

from non-tertiary treated sewage and septic runoff entering the lakes. In 2010-11, the 

program underwent a major review and audit. In September 2012, the new program 

guide was delivered to all eligible Okanagan governments and First Nations. Grants are 

paid semi-annually over a 20 or 25 year period. The SFA grants program is the OBWB’s 

longest running and most financially significant program.
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Federation of Canadian Municipalities  
Workshop

First Nations bands are a different form of government from municipalities, but both 

provide services to their residents.  One of the greatest imperatives across Canada 

is to improve delivery of drinking water and wastewater treatment to First 

Nations communities.  In many cases, these communities are adjacent to 

municipalities, so sharing services can be an ideal solution.

The OBWB was approached early in 2012 by the Community 

Infrastructure Partnership Program (CIPP), a joint initiative of 

the Federation of Canadian Municipalities  and Aboriginal 

Affairs and Northern Development Canada, who asked for 

help hosting a workshop on First Nations-municipal service 

agreements in the Okanagan. The OBWB, with our history of 

grants for sewage treatment infrastructure, and valley-wide 

focus, was a natural partner.

The workshop was held in Penticton on October 23rd, 2012. 

A highlight was a joint presentation by Brian Titus, Chief 

Operating Officer of the Osoyoos Indian Band, Barry Romanko, 

CAO of the Town of Osoyoos, and Stu Wells, Mayor of Osoyoos, 

about how the town and the band have developed a strong working 

relationship, sharing water and wastewater services.  There were 

presentations by legal counsel on the nuts and bolts of service agreements, 

and a presentation on the CIPP Service Agreement Best Practice Toolkit.

Workshop participants came from municipalities and bands throughout the valley – 

including Vernon, the Okanagan Indian Band, Lake Country, West Kelowna, the 

Okanagan Nation Alliance, Penticton, Princeton, and RDOS.

PHOTO: First Nations and local 
government discuss possible 
infrastructure partnerships.
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Looking Ahead

The 2013 flooding in Alberta, following on the heels of the 2012 record-breaking heat 

waves and drought in the central plains of North America – raising food prices across 

Canada and the U.S. – highlight the urgency of water science and planning to enhance 

fiscal stability and reduce economic losses. Here in the Okanagan, which always swings 

between wet and dry years, water sustainability demands an integrated, collaborative 

approach, bringing together the efforts of local communities, First Nations, and the 

governments of B.C. and Canada.

In the 2013-14 fiscal year the OBWB will continue to be active in B.C.’s Water Act 

modernization process – scheduled to be completed in 2014. Many of our local water 

concerns (such as groundwater protection) can only be addressed through this update, 

and we will work on preparing the needed systems, data and agreements so that we 

can smoothly adapt to legislative changes. Much progress has already been made, with 

the OBWB’s development of the BC Water Use Reporting Centre, initiating a project to 

establish a comprehensive water monitoring database, and studies determining water 

needs for the environment, agriculture and urban development.

Probably the most important initiative this year will be engagement with Okanagan 

local governments and First Nations communities – beginning to lay the groundwork 

for a collaborative, valley-wide water plan. Along with planning, we will expand our 

ability to deliver water tools and data to local communities. And, we will continue 

collaborative communication efforts to increase water conservation and stop the spread 

of invasive zebra and quagga mussels into the valley. We’ve already secured funds for 

many of these initiatives, and will be applying for new funding as opportunities arise.  

In all our work, we are seeking new ways to provide fresh information and practical, on-

the-ground projects and tools to ensure a more sustainable water supply for Okanagan 

local governments, other water stakeholders and the residents of this valley.
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Working Together for Fiscal 
Responsibility

The theme of this year’s Annual Report is “Working Together.” At every level of 

government, in industry and university research, collaboration is now the normal way of 

doing business. By working together, we not only share financial resources in a spirit of 

fiscal responsibility, we share ideas and human capital – the most valuable of all assets. 

The OBWB was established more than 40 years ago to pool local resources, leverage 

external funds, and direct them to top-priority actions in the valley to protect water then 

and into the future. Today, that principle is more timely than ever. 
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Overview of Financials

One of OBWB’s most valuable abilities is the flexibility for building partnerships and 

leveraging external funds and in-kind contributions. As in previous years, the board 

attracted sizable contributions from senior government for water initiatives. In 2012-

13, we received more than $355,000 in grants or funding agreements. This included a 

total of $125,000 in provincial grants, $166,000 from the Government of Canada, and 

$64,500 from a variety of partners participating in our water monitoring projects, water 

conservation campaigns, and other studies.

These funds went to projects ranging from water supply and demand research, to tools 

training and data access for local governments, surface and groundwater monitoring, 

a study of the economic values associated with the salmon spawning habitat in the 

Okanagan River, and more.  

We received very generous in-kind support, valued at more than $100,000 from 

Environment Canada, for their study of evaporation on Okanagan Lake. We also 

received more than $70,000 of in-kind contributions in volunteer hours from members 

of the Water Stewardship Council, both for formal Council meetings, and through 

their participation on our technical committees. Along with these, we are grateful for 

the outpouring of support from local media outlets, businesses and contractors to the 

Make Water Work and Don’t Move a Mussel campaigns.

The OBWB distributes grant funds as well as receives them. In 2012-13 we awarded 

$300,000 in local water conservation and quality improvement grants, matching funds 

from recipients and other funding agencies.  Several 20-year sewage infrastructure 

grants were also completed, leading to a reduction in OBWB’s overall requisition. In 

addition, we provided the second installment of a $100,000/year commitment to UBC-

Okanagan, a five-year agreement that brought more than $1.5 million in external funds 

to support an endowed Water Research Chair.

We continued to update and streamline our financial management systems in 2012-13. 

As the main portion of the Water Supply and Demand Project has been completed, and 

the remaining projects have much overlap with other water management initiatives, we 

transferred the remaining grant funds to our water management project budget where 

it will continue to support these analyses.
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FINANCIAL HIGHLIGHTS FOR 2012-13

Revenues (thousands)  NOTE 1	 2012-13	 2011-12
Levies from member regional districts

	 North Okanagan	 666	 726

	 Central Okanagan	 2,032	 2,182

	 Okanagan-Similkameen	 752	 815

Government grants and contracts	 355	 276

Non-government grants and contracts	 3	 18

Interest income	 44	 47

TOTAL	 3,852	 4,064

Expenses (thousands)  NOTE 2

Sewage facilities	 1,774	 1,938

Water management	 1,127	 1,192

Water supply & demand project	 106	 98

Eurasian watermilfoil control	 600	 568

UBC-O water research chair	 100	 100

TOTAL	 3,707	 3,895

NOTE 1  Each Okanagan property owner contributed at the same rate of approximately $5.68/$100,000 assessment in 2012-13.
NOTE 2  All programs were within planned budgets.
NOTE 3  Grants and funding commitments from senior government are often held in reserve over multiple fiscal years  
	 until project completion.

Details about the OBWB’s financial position can be found on our audited financial 
statements, given on pages 29-48.
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