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A Vision 
for Canada's Water 

by Chandra Madramootoo 

WitTER IS THE LIFEBLOOD of the environment. In Canada, 
water is an integral part of our identity. Its importance is reflected in 
our economic development, recreational pursuits, and culture. Water 
has played an integral part in the building of our nation. 
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I Plan 

Canadians are aware of the relative 
abundance of water in this country. With 
abundance and wealth comes 
responsibility. As good citizens, we have 
the responsibility to assume careful 
stewardship - to care for and conserve 
this resource of incalculable value. There 
are instances where we have abused this 
resource, where our activities have 
jeopardized the quantity and quality of 
Canada's water resources. 

Our understanding of the magnitude of 
the supply and demand for fresh water is 
still not complete, and our institutions 
need to become more responsive to the 
challenges of water management. 
Furthermore, we need to plan more 
effectively and wisely for our present and 
future needs and aspirations in the water 
sector. 

The Canadian Roundtable Consultation 
on A Vision for Water for Life and the 
Environment for the Twenty-First 
Century was initiated by McGill 
University's Brace Centre for Water 
Resource Management, and co
sponsored by the Canadian Water 
Resources Association . About forty people 
from across the country participated in a 
June 1999 Roundtable in Montreal. They 
attempted to respond to seven challenges 
set by the World Water Council: 

• water scarcity 
• lack of accessibility 
• water quality deterioration 
• world peace and security 
• lack of awareness by decision-makers 
• lack of financial resources 
• fragmentation of water management 

This article offers a summary of the 
highlights of the Roundtable's work to 
date, in terms of the key issues, the 
projected driving forces, and the key 
vision elements with 2025 in mind. An 
electronic or hard copy of the full report 
on the Roundtable's consultation work is 
available on request requested from Dr. 
Madramootoo at the Brace Centre: 
madramootoo@macdonald.mcgill.ca. The 
Canadian Vision forms a component of 
the World Water Vision, presented at the 
Second World Water Forum and 
Ministerial Meeting at The Hague in 
March 2000. It is now incorporated in the 
"North America" Vision, which also 
embraces the Mexican and U.S. visions. 
The single best Web site for following all 
of this activity is: 
www.worldwatercouncil.org 

Key issues identified 
by the Canadian 
Roundtable 
Consultation: 

• bulk export of water 
• fragmentation of governance, jurisdic

tion and water management responsi
bilities 

• the need for integrated water resources 
management 

• lack of public awareness and participa
tion 

• lack of information and coordination of 
programs 

• the need for better mechanisms for allo
cation of water among competing 
needs 

• the need for better valuation of water, 
to price for greater productivity 

• water quality and pollution 
• shrinking budgets 
• privatization and public utilities 
• climate change 
• floods and drought 
• inter-basin water transfers 
• inadequate technological innovation 
• groundwater 

Main driving forces 
(projeded to be in 
effed through 2025): 
• population and urbanization 
• globalization, economic development, 

and international trade 
• land use changes 
• social attitudes and political will 
• crisis management style 
• technological change 
• water as a common good and water 

pricing 
• finance 
• jurisdictional powers 
• governance and public participation 
• extreme conditions and climate change 
• population movements 

Key vision elements 
(25-year scope): 
• Strong national principles and policy for 

freshwater, e.g. a national framework of 
river basin authorities and water data 
monitoring/reporting on a par with 
weather reporting. 

• Ecologically integrated water and land 
resources management systems, with a 
privileging of ecosystem integrity. 

• Entrenched use of full value of water as 
a precious commodity (a new multiple
value-purpose system). 

• Public participation in water manage
ment (more proactively as stewards and 
trustees) . 
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• Development and application of innova
tive technologies to meet the demands 
of both domestic and international mar
kets. 

• Capacity building in education as well as 
in research and development, in order 
to advance management of fresh water 
and the sound planning/design of water 
systems. 

• Urban development in partnership with 
nature (waste minimization, demand 
management, design with nature). 

• Virtual water export: the use of 
Canada's fresh water to produce food 
and other value-added commodities, 
goods, and services to be sold on inter
national markets, while Canadians use 
their own water within Canada to sus
tain their ecosystems. 

• Globalization of trade and information 
in water systems (e.g. advanced moni
toring systems to forecast climatological 
and hydrological changes). 

Discussion - Q&A 
The discussion following the vision 
presentation included a range of queries 
and comments which elicited comments 
from Dr. Madramootoo and from the 
moderator of the session, Jennifer Moore 
(Director General, Ecosystems and 
Environment Resources, Environment 
Canada, Hull, QC). 

How do we get the vision out to the 
public? This was the big question for John 
Henderson from Fredericton, who 
stressed the need to play to the public's 
role as water consumers: "There is no 
such thing as managing water; we have 
to manage people. How are we going to 
do it?" Dr. Madramootoo was 
encouraged that events such as the CIP 
conference on water, and especially those 
in attendance, could help to spread the 
message, but he agreed that much more 
had to be done at the community level. 
Moderator Moore saw the vision as an 
iterative process; it was only the collective 
wisdom of the Roundtable experts. The 
next important step would be to get 
people in general thinking more about 
water, thus achieving a greater public 
awareness - and not just because of 
crises such as Walkerton. It would be 
important to convert the vision into 
practical steps that ordinary people can 
take. 
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Arie Ruitenberg (Commissioner, Royal 
District Planning Commission, Norton, 
NB) saw the World Vision as a product of 
many small visions. He reported on the 
visionary effort of one small community 
(Sussex Corner, NB) to build a better 
water-well database to inform zoning 
action in tackling a groundwater 
contamination concern . Dr. 
Madramootoo acknowledged that there is 
considerable relevant knowledge and 
expertise at the local level, which can 
underpin some of the best, place-based 
sustainable development models. 

Cate Soroczan (Researcher, CMHC, 
Ottawa) asked how we realize the 
number one statement on the Vision, 
namely, achieving the necessary political 
will and leadership. While encouraged by 
the signs of grassroots support for various 
water stewardship initiatives, she was also 
concerned about the possibility of a 
response involving too much devolution 
from senior governments to ill-prepared 
or ill-equipped local authorities. Dr. 
Madramootoo indicated the need for 
national standards from the federal 
government, while recognizing provincial 
responsibilities for much policy and 
program implementation. Political 
leadership is required at all levels -
federal, provincial and local. But there has 
to be considerable sorting out of who is 
responsible for what. Moore noted that 
water is a shared (inter-governmental) 
responsibility; it is also "a horizontal file," 
everywhere one looks. And this is where 
the linkages and a clear understanding 
are vital. We need to figure out a better 
way of establishing precise roles and 
responsibilities within our constitutional 
framework, without expecting that a 
single agency for water will necessarily be 
part of the picture. 

Ian Wight (City Planning, University of 
Manitoba) was struck by the issue of 
shrinking budgets (who will pay, and 
how?) in the context of Walkerton. His 
take was that "If we don't make the 
finances available to regulate and 
monitor, we'll pay and we'll suffer." We 
don't seem to make this connection very 
well. Perhaps our real challenge is to call 
our governments, literally, to greater 
account. Could this be part of the 
solution to broadening the discussion, to 
get the vision out? He suggested that 
we're talking about mass behaviour 
change, and its motivation. We normally 
believe that this motivation is most easily 
established through the pocket-book, but 
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in this case it seems to involve getting 
people to think beyond conventional 
money and cash. An argument could be 
made for a different form of capital 
budgeting that encompasses not just 
conventional finance capital but also 
social capital (and its deficits, such as 
people dying) and natural capital (and its 
deficits, such as degradation of 
resources). Ian Wight asked if any new 
work was being done on modelling, 
concepts, or measures, such as a triple
capital-column budgeting system in 
which governments would be asked to 
think across the three columns rather 
than just down one. Could this be 
modelled - using water as an example -
to put the issue of finances in a better 
perspective? 

Dr. Madramootoo noted that the current 
infrastructure program is a step in this 
direction, but he also felt that the days of 
one level of government having full 
responsibility are over. We are in the 
midst of changing our processes of 
governance to be more inclusive - at all 
levels of government and in other sectors 
of society. This includes river basin 
councils and watershed authorities, which 
could also be venues for new accounting 
approaches including a broader view of 
capital. Jennifer Moore concurred on the 
importance of developing tools and 
techniques to value water more broadly. 
She believed this comes down to 
operationalizing a water ethic, respecting 
the ecosystems base and the natural 
capital perspectives. Some models are 
beginning to appear, but Moore assessed 
our research as still woefully inadequate 
in this - for her - critical area of 
sustainable water management. 

Pierre Valiquette (Landscape Architect, 
INRS Urbanisation, Montreal) pursued the 
reference in the Vision to "water as a 
common good," seeking a clearer sense 
of the meaning given to this notion. Does 
the Vision embrace a view that is differ
ent from current legal convention? Dr. 
Madramootoo indicated that the Vision 
deals with the matter as an issue in 
relation to the discussion on privatization 
of aspects of water management. 
Valiquette seemed to argue for the prima
cy of the "common good" perspective, 
especially over other, narrower notions 
such as "the public good" conceived in 
terms of "commodities" in the public 
domain, where transactions, commercial 
or otherwise, in such goods were too 
easily condoned . He wondered how 
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water might be more clearly represented 
as a true common good, important to 
larger collectivities and not just to humans 
- that is, represented in the context of 
ecosystems rather than economics. Dr. 
Madramootoo thought the intent in the 
Vision was to preserve the notion of 
water as a common good for public 
benefit. Jennifer Moore interpreted the 
issue as a case of, and for, stewardship of 
water as a resource which benefits all. 

David Neufeld (Ontario Ministry of the 
Environment, Toronto) noted that, in 
terms of investment in water manage
ment, there always seems to be money 
for "pipes" (or engineering infrastruc
ture). But he wondered how we might 
overcome the seeming difficulty in 
justifying investment in resource manage
ment and conservation, especially when 
there are signs that much good 
community effort can be leveraged by 
relatively small amounts of public funds. 
Ontario's $200 million water and sewage 
infrastructure program actually earmarked 
2% for resource management, funding 
numerous local and regional groundwater 
studies that have been of great benefit 
without major expenditure on "pipes." 
Dr. Madramootoo pointed to other 
examples where such investment was 
being made, and was paying off. For 
example, the City of New York has 
bought some upstate watersheds, 
deeming them the best means to secure a 
high-quality water supply for the city 
without extensive additional treatment 
facilities. There can be real value in 
conservation and protection measures; 
they pay off in many ways. 
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