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Putting the IWRM puzzles together. 
How can we add the federal pieces?
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My Watershed – 9 Lakes Affected by Algal 
Blooms Last Summer

Source: Portrait du bassin versant de la rivière Gatineau. Janvier 2007: 8
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33 Priority Watersheds in Quebec

Source: Portrait du bassin versant de la rivière Gatineau. Janvier 2007: 7

There are also
14 ZIPs along
the St-
Lawrence 
River, 
managed
jointly by 
Canada and 
Quebec
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While Ideal in Theory, IWRM at the 
Watershed Level is very Difficult to Achieve

“Any decision-making arrangement raises political 
problems, and all decision-making processes are flawed. 
All institutional structures for water resource decision-
making are likely to have different policy orientations. They 
are also likely to vary in their accessibility and 
responsiveness to particular interests, their capacity to 
generate the appropriate flow of information, and their 
preference for certain problem solutions. Like the choice of 
boundaries, the choice of decision-making arrangements is 
a political choice.”

( W. Blomquist and E. Schlager, 2005, p. 106 – citing Ingram et al., 1984).
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Policy Research Initiative - in Transition

Mandate
• Support work of the Deputy Ministers’ policy committees

• Lead horizontal research projects (currently 15 projects)

• Knowledge broker: harness, consolidate and transfer knowledge and 
expertise to policy-makers in federal government

• Identify data needs and priorities for future policy development through the 
Policy Research Data Group
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Overview

• The PRI and Water Policy Research
• Setting the Context - IWRM, the Federal Government and 

Water Management in Canada:
• Taking Stock of Current Developments in Canada
• Challenges for Federal Government Departments
• Example - Policy Instruments in a Place-Based context
• Where could we go from here?
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PRI Project - Freshwater for the Future

• Now concluding

• Over 50 publications; 10 events, 
including a major multidisciplinary 
policy conference in May 2006

• Efforts now at completing delivery  
within federal government 
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PRI Project - Freshwater for the 
FutureRationale in 2003-04

• Massively horizontal – 20 departments and agencies involved 
• No new policy since 1987 Federal Water Policy
• Diverse range of issues and questions relevant to all environmental policy
• Four themes:

– Demand management
– Pollution Control
– Federal Role
– Integrated Water Resources Management
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Publications All are available on CD-ROM or 
on-line at policyresearch.gc.ca
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IWRM and Watershed Management Broad 
Challenges

Conceptually, two sets of challenges:

1. Adaptive management: organized
learning in multiplicity of settings

2. Adaptive governance: developing
appropriate and flexible governance
models with multistakeholders in multi-
jurisdictional contexts

Clearly,  one size does not fit all.
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Context: Water Jurisdiction in 
Canada• Provincial responsibilities largely derived from ownership of public lands and 

resources

• Federal legislative powers with link to water defined by:
– Navigation Acts
– Criminal law
– Fisheries Act
– Species at Risk Act
– CEPA; CEAA
– Agriculture (e.g. Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Act)
– Trade and commerce
– Inter provincial and international works and undertakings
– Others

• Not conducive to providing a base of authority for general water
management. But there is a significant federal role.
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Context: Articulating the Federal Role…

• The 1987 Federal Water Policy is still the latest 
official policy statement
– Canada Water Act of 1970
– Federal Policy Statement on Inland Waters, 1978
– Federal Water Policy, 1987
– Federal Water Framework, 2004
– PRI Freshwater for the Future policy 

conference, May 2006
– Pollution Probe; Gordon Group

• IWRM an important component of 1987 Federal 
Policy, but no guidance.

• Aboriginal water rights largely untested, but:
– Unless they have been properly extinguished, 

Aboriginal water rights still exist, enshrined in the 
Constitution s.35(1)
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Context: Regional Diversity of Water 
Issues and Knowledge Gaps

• How much water is out there? In what
state is it? 

• How does instream flow needs, water 
for ecosystem services, taken into
account within current water allocation 
systems? 

• What risks associated with nutrient
loads, toxic chemicals and emerging
contaminants?

• How do we ensure interventions from
different jurisdictions are coherent and 
address common goals?

• What are options to ensure federal
obligations are met?
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Olafur Eliasson. The waterfall series 1996
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Current developments in 
Context

Key Parameters

– Provincial and territorial capacity, 
responsibilities and policies have, and 
will continue to, evolve. 

– These capacities variable
– Diversity of stakeholders and new 

governance systems emerging
– Federal strengths (i.e. experience) and 

mandates
– Jurisdictions can complement and, 

maybe, supplement each other when 
necessary (e.g. Instream flow needs? 
Water quality?)
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Current Federal Involvement in Integrated Water 
Resources Management (IWRM) is Varied

IWRM dominant trend worldwide, aims to:
• coordinate land use and water management at watershed level.
• bring together all relevant governmental and non-governmental actors, 

including community-based organisations.

Provinces are developing watershed-
based management systems at
different speeds. In most cases, still
early in the process.

Federal departments play
different roles in different
watersheds (e.g. DFO; EC, 
AAFC, NRCan, etc…)
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Challenges: Some Areas of Investigation 
Relevant for Federal Government?

• Instream Flow Needs – water for 
ecosystem services 
(monitoring/identification/enforcement)

• Policy Toolkit for Water Pollution –
identification of appropriate mix of 
instruments at the watershed level
(regulation/market-based/community-
based social marketing, etc…), in 
particular for non-point sources of 
pollution (emerging contaminants, 
nutrients, pesticides…)

• Knowledge/information transfer –
finding ways to ensure smart practices, 
information, research results are 
available to those who need them
across country
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Green river 1998 
Moss, Norway, 1999 
© Olafur Eliasson 1998
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Challenges to Any Type Federal
Involvement
• Which Watersheds Should be Prioritized? Needs are 

important across the country. What criteria should be
used? 

• What data/research needs should be prioritized? There 
are important gaps in many aspects relevant to water 
management. Who pays for what?

• Given one size does not fit all, how to balance flexibility
and experimentation versus central coordination
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Example: Using Market-based
Instruments for Water Management

• Market-based instruments among options for water 
demand or pollution (regulation, training, information, 
community-based social marketing, etc…). 

• MBIs include taxes, pricing, water quality trading (e.g. 
guidance under Total Phosphorous Management 
Program), etc…

• Research indicates mixes of instruments needed, and the 
mix depends on context 

• Instrument success lies in coherence of policies in any 
given area. E.g. Providing subsidies for water intensive 
crops where water is scarce does not seem coherent

• Link between governance and capacity to use 
instruments

• Bottom line: if watershed is appropriate management 
scale, need to think of instruments in that context
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Where could we go from 
here?IJC, PPWB, CIDA (international aid) and other collaborative efforts 

can provide lessons and serve as (federal) laboratories for IWRM
and issues such as instream flow needs, etc…
Results from successful and unsuccessful experiments (not only 
federal) need to be made available for learning. 
Questions are: What is Success? How to organize learning in such
differentiated contexts?
Learn from experiences in other countries
Sharing information efficiently for adaptive management and 
governance
Create a common vision acknowledging and accepting legitimate 
constraints


