
Drinking Water: Protecting Sources and  
Watershed Security

Overview
Water is essential for the survival of all living things. Therefore, having access to safe drinking water is an 
important aspect of watershed security. Government is committed to modernizing its plan for the protection of 
drinking water so communities in B.C. continue to receive safe drinking water. Decisions we make now to protect 
drinking water will have long-lasting impact on both the quantity and quality of our drinking water. 

Drinking water and watershed security
British Columbia is not immune to waterborne diseases. Present day challenges such as population growth, 
increased urban and industrial development and climate change contribute to the cumulative risks and impacts on 
watersheds that provide drinking water to communities. Fortunately, however, past outbreaks have been rare.

Watershed security includes protecting and managing drinking water from source to tap. This includes: 

 ` effective governance and management of water systems, 

 ` a stable and well-trained water workforce, and 

 ` prioritization of source water protection, as discussed below, to keep water healthy and safe. 

Additionally, there is growing support for a provincial strategic plan that enables collective efforts to protect source 
water through monitoring water quality and assessing risks

What is Drinking Water?

Historically, drinking water has been interpreted as water that is used, or intended to be used, for  
domestic purposes such as human consumption, food preparation, and sanitation. However, many people 
interpret drinking water to also include social and ceremonial purposes, recreation, and consumption of 
foods derived from aquatic ecosystems. Aquatic ecosystems rely on a similar quality of water as humans. 
Therefore, source water protection practices, particularly in relation to surface water, can also improve the 
health of aquatic ecosystems.

Source water protection
A drinking water source generally refers to any surface water such as a stream, reservoir, well, aquifer or 
groundwater supply that is used to provide drinking water. Protecting sources that are providing drinking water 
now, as well as those that may provide drinking water in the future, is important. Doing so can help ensure that the 
demands of growing communities and food production are met.

Human or natural activities that occur within watershed boundaries can negatively impact water quality and 
quantity. Existing and future impacts must be considered not only individually, but also cumulatively as industry, 
population growth, and climate change all impact water quality and quantity. 
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Not all hazards are preventable, but effective treatment can reduce the risks to health they pose. In most cases, 
water must undergo at least some treatment to make it safe for human consumption. The quality of source water 
will dictate the methods and costs associated with treating water to make it safe. It is often more cost effective to 
protect water from contamination than to treat it after contamination has occurred.

Varied activities and interests may exist in watersheds that do not align with the protection of drinking water. 
Therefore, each watershed governance arrangement may require a different approach to decision-making for 
protection of drinking water sources. Local knowledge and effective, coordinated governance and decision-making 
approaches are critical for protecting sources of drinking water in B.C. future.

Governance of Source Water Protection
Watershed governance and source water protection in B.C. are complex as different levels of government are 
responsible for the oversight of activities that may impact water quality in a watershed. Creating opportunities for 
the range of players who influence and are involved in source water protection to work together on activities such 
as assessments and monitoring can be an important strategy to protect public health and drinking water.

Ministry of Environment and Climate Change Strategy—January 2022     2


	d2e16998
	d2e17007
	d2e17017
	d2e17026
	d2e17035
	d2e17044
	_Hlk81996281

