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A Mcssagc from Don Cast]cclcn, Chair, Frojcct Watcrshccl

On behalf of the Board of Directors of Froject Watershed and the E_stuarg Working
Group, | am P]cascd to present this vision and guiding Principlcs for the Courtenay River

Es’cua ry.

Tlﬂc need for a vision cmcrgcd outof a Cour‘cenag Kiver E_stuarg Symposium held in
October of 2008. T he Sﬁmposium, organizcd ]35 Frcjcc’c Watershed, brought ’cogetlﬁer
scientists, estuary specialists and members of the (Comox \/a”ey community to review the
Past, Present and future of the Cour‘cenaﬂ Kiver E_stuarg. The Par‘cicipants at the

sgmposium came away with two convictions.

First, the estuary is under threat and unless we do sometlﬁing quicklg to turn things arouncl,
we will lose this most Precious feature of the (Comox \/a”cg community. Second, in order to

turn things arouncl, we need a vision and guidelines to direct the renewal of the estuary.

To guidc our vision we have chosen a traditional aboriginal Princip!e: chplhgﬂ'wahg
This Princip]e reflects ancient Prac’cices to preserve P]ants, animals and habitat. Jt spcaks to
resource conservation, sustaiﬂabilitg, and contains a warning that we cannot take too much
nor waste Prccious resources. The Principlc reminds us that we have a moral and ethical

obligation to Pro’cect and restore the estuary.

T his document begins with an overview of the Courtcrsag River Estuarg, Providcs a vision
and guicling Principles and then, in broad terms, identifies the work we must do. The
document ends with a recommendation for a collaborative governance structure to care for

the estuarg now ancl into the Future.

On behalf of Froject Watershed ] want to thank all those who contributed their thoughts and
concerns to the [Jeart of the \Watershed ngposium on the Courtenag River Estuarg and the
members of the E_stuarg Working Group who worked togctlﬂcr to make this vision a rcalitg.

]t is our fervent hopc that this vision and these guidelines will instill in all of us a commitment to

work togct/mr to usherin a new era for the C ourtenaﬂ K/’ver E stuary.
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|ntroduction

A heron waiting motionless for a small fish, eag]cs soaring overhead emitting their Picrcing
cry, the beating of wings as swans sweep low over the river and rise to clear the trees at the
water’s cdgc, sandpipers darting here and there on the mud flats - their ]ong beaks scckirﬁg
small crustaceans buried in the mud, birds and Frogs inlnabi’cing the sloughs, salt marsl'xes, and
near shore Producing a Cacophong of sound that announces their presence and the renewal
of life, salmon massing at the river mouth before moving up stream to spawn ~ this we hear, see,
and cxperience in the Courtenag River E_stuarg. T his is the ecological treasure that we are

Ca”ed on to conserve and Protect.

The Courtcnag River E_stuarg is one of onlg cigh’c (lass 1 estuaries in Pritish (olumbia.
C]asshcication is based on intertidal size, estuarine habitat, intertidal sPecies, water bird
clensitg, and herring spawn. This estuary Provides habitat for 145 bird sPecies (more than
70,000 birds), 218 P]ant sPccies, and 29 fish sPccics inc]uding all five specics of salmon.

We know that ]n&igenous People have lived on the cs’cuarg’s shores for thousands oFgears,
obtaining food and shelterin harmony with the natural eco-system. T!ﬁe large Aboriginal traP
Fishcrg, maintained in the estuary forwell over i ,000 years, was conducted without dep]ctimg
the fish resources or habitat. Over centuries, ]n&igenous fishers aPPlied their knowledgc of
Fish, habi’cat, and trap technologies (imcormation gat]wcred and refined through centuries of

emPirical observation) to ensure sustainable fish Popu!ations.

We envision residents living within the estuary and surrounding uPlands in concert with the
natural life cycles occurring within the estuary and its watersheds. Our vision includes the
Prcscrvation of the marshcs, s!oughs, mud ﬂats, gravcl Ecc{s, shore grasses, shrubs, Forcs’c,
streams, rivers, and the watersheds that Provide nutrients that nourish life in the estuary.
These natural features are interconnected) gorming Part of a whole. The estuar3 is a natural

]iving landscapc, framed 235 the sea, the mountains and the g!acier.



chPing Jt Living

We have aclopted the theme chplhg/tLlVlh‘g, shared with us 53 T raditional Hereclitar9
(Chief Kwakxsistala Adam Dick, which describes indigenous Practiccs that have been
aPPIiccl over the centuries to preserve P]ants, anima]s, and their habitat. Tl’le words
encompass resource conservation and sustainabilit3 as well as constraints against tai(ing too
much or wasting abundant resources. [ he theme chplh‘g/tLi\/lhg embraces a commitment
to an cnc/ur/ng and intentional stra tegy and represents a p/?/'/oso/o/)/ca/ a/oproac/z that has
both an ethical and moral basis for Prot@ct/ng and restoring the Estuary.

For those of us who live in or visit the Comox \/a”eg, it means connecting and reconnecting
with the natural world of which we are a part, enjoging its wonder and its life forces, while
bui]cling a human communit9 that celebrates and cherishes the presence of this natural world
around which we have gat]ﬂcrcc{ (Dan Buﬁcett, chional Biologist, Ducks Uleimitcd
Canada, 2008).

We envision the Estuarg as a Placc accessible to residents and visitors in such a way that it
does not diminish the estuary’s abilitg to flourish. T o enable this to occur, it is imPortant for
all Po]iticaljurisclictions in the Comox \/a”eg to come together to make the vision of chlofng
/tLivinga rcalitg. It rcquires the voice and Passion of the citizens who live in this magnhciccrst
va”cg as well as their environmental organizations — and their bio]ogists, naturalists, and
ecologists — and the K’omoks [irst Nation’s teachers and Elders - all of whom speak for and
on behalf of life within the estuary, tojoin as partners in this collaborative effort to protect
and restore the Cour’cenag River Estuarg

Wc have a c/uiy toprcservc Acy aspects o[ourlo/anet, such as the environment and other
spcc/cs, for our descendants to understand and apprcc/at@. ... we do not have Comp/ctc and
unam[jguous owners/n}o of what we find but are, at least to some a/egrcc, both @/joy/ng / the

P/anetj and /oo.é/'/zg after it for future generations.

]:rom A B]uePrint fora SaFer Flanet, 2009
bg Nicholas Stern, Chief |~ conomist, World Bank [2000-2003]



The Estuary Worio'ng Group believes that the time for action to protect and restore the
estuary is now and that the Political will to achieve this objective is Present in the community

and in our elected officials.

Of?@ a]ay you )[/'na//ﬂ knew what gyou had to c/o, and fjégan,
tﬁou‘gﬁ the voices around you .éc/ot sﬁout/hg their bad advice

Tl’ﬂ’s quotation is Mary Oliver’s description of moving away from the Progane toward a deeP

sense of connectedness to the living world. We believe this c{ag has arrived here in the

Comox \/a”cg.



Guicling Frinciplcs

7—/76 years have not been kind to the cstua/y. /t has been a’rea/‘gcc/, cﬁannc/@af ri)o-rappca/
and filled in. A modern C/iy has encroached upon It yet itis still a /D/ace filled with natural
wonder. 53//770/7 stilf congregate /lerc, albeit in smaller numbers, before 5W/}nm/hg upstream to
spawr. 7776 marsh ﬁo/{gﬁooé still Z)/ooms, and a few 5/’1%3 spruce still remain to house the
nests of the American bald cag/es. 7773{' the estuary has c/kangca/ /s una’cm’a[y/c, however it is
far from dead. K estoration efforts can /7640 to turn t/7/'/7g5 around.

G:ranl( Hovcnc{cn, Comox Vancg Natura!ists, 2005.)

]n this documcnt, we present Princip]es and guidelines for enhancing Protection and
bcginning the restoration of our estuary. This document builds on the Draft Courtcnag
River Estuary Management Flan (Fisheries and Oceans Canadaj Marcl'\ 2000) that was
Prescnted to the relevant local governments in 2000. The Flan was never adoPted or

implcmcmtccl.

We have taken great care to acknowledge human presence in the estuary and the Comox

\/8”69 while stressing the need for humans to live in harmony with the natural eco-system of
the estuary and the \/a”cg. We need not on]g preserve the ecologg of the estuary but also
recognize our human l'n'story and current dePendence on the abundant life that exists in the

estuary, the watersheés, and in the surrounc{ing sea.

leese guideiines Providc recommendations Forgoveming the estuary. Central to
governance is the need fora Partnership between all Po]iticaljurisdictions which co”ectivelﬂ
represent the interests of the citizenry and those community organizations that have
determined to sPeak for and on behalf of the total estuary in all its complexitg and

interconnecteclness‘

° A“ sPecies, including the human sPecies, have the right to exist in their habitat, and in

the earth’s interconnected life system.

o T hehealth of the estuary chen&s on maintaining, the qua]itg and cluantitg of fresh and

salt water from the streams, rivers, and ocean currents Flowing in and out of the es’cuarg.



Na’cural estuary processes are critical to the Functioning of the estuary and should be

restored to tl"lé gu“est extent Possible.

Resources taken or economic benefits derived from the estuary should not ﬂcgativclg
impact the estuary and whenever Possible, should benefit estuary eco-systems and

natural processes.

A coordinated and wholistic aPProach for managing human activities imPacting the
estuary should be adoptccl by all relevant Politicaljurisdictions. This aPProach should

recognize and consider the economic, social) environmenta], and cultural interests of all.

E_]CICCC‘HVC governance will rcquire a structure that fosters collaboration and is
rcprescntativc of all who have a rcsponsibi]it9 to contribute to the restoration and

maintenance O)C a healthy estuary eco~sys’cem and its natura] processes.

The Koomoks [First Nation has a sPecial re]ationship with the estuary. They should be

consulted on all signhcicant dcvclopments.

Future Plarming and deve]opment activit}j in and around the estuary should take into
account g]oba] climate change, rising sea levels, ﬂoocling, and exPected increasing

scvcrit9 of storms.



Maintaining and Rcs’coring the Estuarg’s Natural 59stcms and

FI"OCCSSCS

The cco]ogg of the estuary includes many natural features such as Plant and animal life, inter-
tidal zones, shorelinq and a&Jacent lands with many ]arge and small river systems and streams
bringing fresh water and nutrients to mix with the salt water. The estuary Provic{es a variety of
habitats that are essential for the survival of Plants and animals including mammals, birds and
amPhibians in addition to fish and other aquatic species. Tlﬁis is critical habitat when one
realizes that estuaries in Pritish (Columbia coverless than 3% of the coast while Providing
habitat that is used 139 80% of the spccics found on the coast.

The imPact of People and the tec]‘mo]ogical c{eve]opmeﬂts that have accomPaniecl the wave of
settlement that bcgars in the 1 850’s have changed the Functioning of the cstuary’s natural
systems. T!nese changes allowed for the dcvclopment of Comoxl Courtcnag and Cumber]and
and generatecl commerce that has resulted in the Comox \/3”69 we know toclag‘ We have
benefitted from this commerce but all of us who current!g live in the \/a”cg now have a
responsibility to meet the c!na”enge of restoring the eco-systems which have been scvcre]g
comPromised. The goal is to restore the estuary so that it is once again a 1’1681111’13 and
Procluctive eco-system. This can be accomplis}‘vcd tlﬂroug}‘l an unclcrstanc{ing of and care for
the ProPerFunctioning of the estuary’s natural systems. This unclerstanding of natural systems
and processes is fundamental to the restoration of the estuary and s]ﬁaping a sustainable
aPProach to human use of land, water, and resources in and around the estuary. The lcgacg
that we leave our chi]dren, grandchildren, and all future residents of this va”eg will be

determined by the actions we initiate as we enter the second decade of the 217" century.
g Y

(Characteristics of a Hca/t/y Estuafy Eco~5ﬂ5tcm

Animals, Plants and [Habitats

° Thrivirxg and Pro&uctive Populations of aquatic Plant and animal species inc]uding
microbes, slﬂcuxcish, and fish Popu]ations in the estuary, Bagncs Sound, and
surrouncling waters.

° The presence of land mammals and large Populations of resident and migratory birds.



e Palanced Plant and animal Popu]ations with increased biodiversitg free of invasive
microbe, Plant, and animal species.

° Avarietg of habitats inclucliﬂg increased side channels in the river to suppor’mcish
rearing and migration, eel grass beds, inter tidal gravel beds Fomcorage fish, salt marshes,

and indigenous Plant species.

Water Quality

° C]can water free of Po”utants, fed bg ocean currents and fresh water streams.
o (Jnrestricted flow of ocean waters Howing in and out of the estuary.
° OPtimum water temperature, How, and volume in the rivers to support thriving P]ants,

animals, and habitats.

Inter Tidal Zones

° Kiverlqows meanclering over wide flood Plains with multi-channel wetlands, salt marshes)
and mud flats.

° Na’cural depositing of sand and gravcl to restore Forage fish spawning areas.

° Na’cural Flooding to restore nutrients and nourish Plant life.

e Restored foreshores.

° Expansivc undisturbed tidal flats suPPorting the diversitg necessary to the health of
the estuary.

Shorclinc and Ac]jaccnt | ands

o Natural (soF’c shorcs) free of rip rap and other materials that harden the shore,
Preventing the effective Functioning of natural systems and processes such as
ﬂoocling, shore clrhct, and shoreline sedimentation.

o ReForested lands within and ac{_jaccnt to the estuary as well as the uP!ands that cover
and shelter the streams and rivers.

° Fro’cectecl riparian zones.

o \Wildlife access to the estuary.

e Diverse native Plant communities free from invasive exotic P]ants.



/'7'uman [nteractions Com/oatib/c with a /"/ca/t/y Estuarﬂ

The estuary is a Place where People have lived for centuries, obtaining food and sustenance
from its tccming lands and waters. During this Pcriod the eco-system was Prcscr\/cd while
Producing an abundance of Plant, anima], bird, and marine resources for the in&igenous People
who lived a]ong the shore. The remains of thousands of wooden stakes demarcating
Aboriginal fish traps attest to this industrg. Jtis imPortant to recognize this record and

preserve these cultural artifacts still Present in the mud flats of the estuary.

Our vision of the estuary includes human activities managed in accordance with the guiding
Principlcs of chpthg/tLiwhg. We have the tcaclning and wisdom of incligenous [ lders and
environmental science to guide us. ]n time, we hoPe everyone will become sensitive to the
presence and imPortance of all estuarine P!ants, anima]s, and habitats and will develop an
awareness of the imPact human activitg has on the estuary. Thc Fo”owing are human

activities comPatible with caring for the estuary.

= conomic Activitg

L Tlﬂc harvest of food Fislﬂ, shell {:ish, and wildlife that has been carried out for centuries
will continue in a l’lcaltlﬁg estuarine eco-system.

e [ conomic activities that have a low imPact on the estuary should be encouraged.

[~ co-tourism incluclimg l)ircling, kagaking, and l’miking togcthcr with creative and artistic
activities are cxamples of low imPac’c activities which lend themselves to human
interaction with life in the estuary. Thcse activities could be augmented with small
]oca”y owned restaurants and kiosks highlighting local foods.

e T heuseofland for deve]opment and infrastructure should be comPa’ciHe with the
long term health of the estuary’s eco-systems. Decisions based on a “trade-off” of
economic benefits and interests at the expense of the long term health of the es’cuarg
are incompatib]c with the Principlcs of chplhg/thwhg. [ndustrial and other
economic activities that create Po”ution and damage the estuary’s eco-systems are

not aPProPriate inor adjacent to ’che estuarg.



Social, Recreational, and SPirituaI Alctivities

° Low imPact recreational activities that Provide Public access to the estuary from
Comox to Kogston a]ong designatec{, managed) and maintained trails and wa”cwags
are recommended.

° ]nterPretive trai]s, kiosks, and an intcrpretive centre are PossiHe ways to inform the
Pub]ic regarcling natural features of the estuarg‘

e Non Po”uting water craft should be used in the river and estuary.

° Tlﬁe estuary is a Place where one can connect with nature, hear the silence and the
sounds of nature, observe the stars, and exPerience a mutua”y enhancing relationship
between ourselves and the natural world. T his is impor’tamt to residents and visitors
alike. Jtis and will remain a spiritual exPerience for many.

° Agathering Place for social and cultural events and activities.

Social E_cology

The Estuarg current]g includes established and temporary communities, residences, and
businesses. This activitg imPac’cs the estuary. We foresee that over time this imPact will align
with the Principles embodied in this document. ]t is hopecl that local residents and all who pass
t}‘xrougl'l the estuary will work to enhance its health and that those who are closest to the
estuary will come to represent the very essence of chplhg/tLlV/hg.

(overnance

[Human interaction in the estuary has been governe& for millennia bg the indigenous pcople
who have inhabited these shores. Current]g, the Sathlloot, Sasitla, Saitla, Jecksun,
Funt]edgc, Cha’chac and Tat’Poos live here. Known as the K’omoks I:irst Nation, tlﬂeg
maintain their inherent right to govern these waters, shores, and uP]ands. T he settler
Population that has lived here since the mid 1800’s is governed bﬁ the (Government of
Canada, the Frovince of British Columbia, the Comox \/a”ey Regional District, and the
municipalitics of Courtcnag, (Comox and (Cumberland. All of these governments are
co”ectivelg resPonsible for reguiating human activities in the estuary and its surrounds, and

For Protecting and restoring the estuarg’s natural eco~sgstems.

Currerxtly the estuary is govemed by a number oﬁurisdictions. T his divides the management of

the estuary into discreet components and areas of resPonsibilitg, with each government Focusing

-9-



on its own area. | his has not a]wags been comPatiblc with chpthg/tLiwhg Jtis impor’cant to

see the estuarg as a single entitﬁ, made up of numerous comPonents that are linked together

organica”g. Tl’lCSC componcnts continuaug influence and affect one another. Decisions

govcrning the estuary need to be made from the Pcrspectivc that it is an integrated whole.

A cohesive governing body is needed in order to:

Fursue a common vision for its ]ong term Protcction and restoration.

(o-ordinate the management of human activities in and land use around the estuary
consistent with the Principles of chplhg/i’Lfvthg

I:aci]itatc collaboration between stakeholders cnabling agency staff to work across

organization and Po]itical boundaries.

Mcmbcrslﬁip of the Govcmir\g Body

Keprcscntation from all kcg stakcholdcrgroups is rcquircd for effective decision makimg and

integrated management of activities that impact the estuary. T his should include:

Governmcnt of Canada

K’omoks [First Nation

Frovince of British Columbia

(omox \/a”cg Regiona] District

Municipal governments including the Citg of Cour’cenay, T own of Comox, and the
\/i”age of Cumberlaﬂd

Communitg [~ nvironmental Groups and (onservancies

Research and Science community

(onditions for Successful (Governance

Tl’lc governing bod9 should:

[Have a clear mandate, based on lcgis]ation, with delcgated authorit}j from respcctive
government bodies and organizations.

Have aclequate resources to carry out the work - for examP!e, sta]clcing should
include a coordinator/estuarine eco]ogist, support staff, office space, suPPlies, and
equipment

Have a communication strategy that keeps the Public informed and aware of natural

life in the estuary, as well as initiatives and Practices designcd to protect and restore

-10 -



the estuary. T he communication program should Provide the Public with
oPPor’cunities to discuss activities related to the estuary, Provi&e regular uPdates on
the state of the estuary, and create oPPortunitics for Public input into the governing
process.

Adhere to the guiding Principles Presen’ced in this paper.

-11 -



APPcndix A-The E_stuarg Working Group Member Organizations

and ]nc]cpcnclcnt Fro{:cssionals

The Estuarg Working GrouPJ a sub committee of the Comox ‘\/a”eg Froject Watershed
SOcietg, formed in the fall of 2008 Fo”owing the high]g successful [Jeart of the Watershed

ngposium on the Courtcrsag River Estuarg. T}‘lc E_stuarg Working Group is committed
to conserving and restoring the Cour’cenag River Estuarg.

Organisation

Name

Title

(omox \/a”ey Froject Watershed Societg

Comox Valley Froject Watershed Society
Comox Valley [Z nvironmental Council
Comox Valley | and T rust Society
Comox Valley Naturalists Society
Courtenay and District [Tish and (Game
Protective Association

Fisheries and Oceans (Canada

Fisheries and Oceans (Canada
Mountainaire Avian Rescue Society
Puntledge River Restoration Society

Sicrra C]ub ~ Comox \/a”eg Chapter
Stee”*xead Societg of BC, Comox \/a”ey
Tsolum River Restoration Societg

]ndependent Fro{:essionals

Don Castlcclen

Caila [Holbrook
Larr9 Feterson
Jack Minard

Dave Lace”e
Ron Watanahe

Bev Bravender
Dave Davies

Maj Birch

Meagan K ohlmeyer-
Hurd

Mike Bell

Dionne Hurd
Wagyne White
Nancy A Greene
Faul [Horgen

Norma Morton

Jcﬁc Whetter
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Chair, Froject Watershed
Chair, [ stuary Working Group
Manager, Mapping (Centre
President

I~ xecutive Director

President

1°"Vice President

[Habitat Research

Communitg Advisor
Wildlife Rehabilitator

Representativc

Chair

RePrescntative
Kepresentative
Archeo!ogist

Biologist]

Fromcessor I™ meritus, U of T
Courtenag Kiver E_stuar5
[Historian

Bio]ogist
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