
local leadership in marine planning

protecting
your community’s 
coastal assets
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British Columbia’s coasts and oceans provide billions of dollars in economic benefits. 

This report describes easily accessible resources local governments can use to maintain 
aquatic ecosystem value and productivity, including maps and tools to guide decisions and 
bylaws regarding management of activities on land, and in intertidal and sub-tidal zones.

summary
local governments on b.c.’s coast have the power 

to protect the ecosystems we depend on.
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According to the B.C. Community Charter and the Local Government Act, local governments can 
zone land and water surface in backshore, foreshore and nearshore areas within their boundaries. 10,11 



Official community plans  
and zoning bylaws

OCPs and zoning bylaws provide a struc-
ture for decision-making about types and 
densities of human activities, and allow 
public participation and local control of 
land and nearshore marine areas. They can 
and should guide protection, restoration 
and enhancement of ecosystem integrity 
and biodiversity. 

They can also identify environmentally 
sensitive areas and those suitable for 
development, include policies to minimize 
risk of hazards such as pollution, erosion 
and flooding, and outline programs to 
monitor ecosystem health.10 A community’s 
zoning bylaws should be consistent with 
the policies and objectives in its OCP.  

Stewardship guidelines 

The Stewardship Centre of B.C. and the 
B.C. government provide these relevant 
resources: 

•	 Green Bylaws Toolkit for Conserving 
Sensitive Ecosystems and Green  
Infrastructure9

•	 Shoreline Structures Environmental 
Design2  
 

•	 Coastal Shore Stewardship: A Guide for 
Planners, Builders and Developers10

•	 The Green Shores program of plan-
ning and design for sustainable use of 
coastal ecosystems19

•	 Sea Level Rise Adaptation Primer3

Maps and tools to help set 
priorities

Sensitive Ecosystem Inventories enable 
systematic identification of fragile and 
at-risk ecosystems and can inform land- 
and marine-use decisions. Methods to 
conduct SEIs are available, and maps  
have already been created for some parts 
of B.C.4 

Marine atlases show areas of high conser-
vation value, locations of marine resources 
and concentrations of human use.  
Examples are the Marine Atlas of Pacific 
Canada and its associated data sets5, the 
Atlas of the Pacific North Coast Integrated 
Management Area15 and maps and tools 
from the Community Mapping Network.7
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here are the tools you need  
to protect your marine assets
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The District of Saanich (above) developed 
an Environmentally Significant Areas Atlas 
to improve their baseline knowledge.8

See reference 8 for download link.

The B.C. Ministry of Environment has 
developed a visual model ranking the 
B.C. shoreline’s sensitivity to sea level 
rise in an easily accessible format 
that can help prioritize areas needing 
attention.6

Saanich
E N V I R O N M E N TA L LY  S I G N I F I C A N T  A R E A S

Atlas

3rd Edition 2011100%

printed on
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Our decisions affect our health

What we do on land has an impact on the 
value of coastal and ocean ecosystems, 
which affects our individual and collective 
health and well-being. 

For example, engineering streams into 
channels instead of letting them filter 
through natural systems reduces ground-
water availability, increases erosion and 
prevents salmon spawning.10,21 Removing 
coastal vegetation for development can 
lead to erosion and damage sensitive 
nearshore habitats, which support fish-
eries. As sea level rises and storm inten-
sity increases with climate change, built 
defences won’t protect costly development 
investments from damage as effectively as 
coastal plants and natural beaches.16  

Coastal and nearshore areas support a 
wide range of human activities. Planning 
what happens where can help us protect 
what we value and prevent conflicts that 
could undermine important community 
relationships.

Local government’s increasing 
role in protecting the 
environment

Recent changes to federal legislation mean 
development proposals may no longer have 
to undergo comprehensive environmental 
assessments and could proceed with only 
low-scrutiny screening. In addition, current 
regulations don’t adequately consider their 
cumulative effects.

Community plans and initiatives can help 
ensure development decisions preserve the 
integrity of the ecosystems they depend  
on to thrive.

The South Cowichan OCP  

contains a section on marine 

shoreline management to  

prevent development impacts. 

The plan was developed 

through community visioning 

and consultation, guidance by  

a steering committee and 

efforts to ensure broad  

representation.20 

Ph
ot

o:
 T

in
a 

N
ea

le
 v

ia
 F

lic
kr

Underwater foliage 
creates drag on waves, 
provides fish habitat

Porous, gradually sloping 
bottom absorbs wave energy

Waves amplified due to 
vertical face and lack of bu�ers

Over time, erosion undercuts 
bulkhead, requiring costly repairs

Living roots
and woody debris 
prevent erosion

hardened shoreline

Erosion strips sand, 
removes forage fish habitat

Waves rebound o� 
hard surface and scour 
adjacent shores

soft shoreline with natural buffers

Natural ground cover 
absorbs water

Paved areas
increase
flood 
potential

why do local governments need 
a plan to protect their coast?

Infographic adapted from reference 16.



Local governments have a huge 
opportunity

Local governments play a strong role in 
maintaining the integrity of our coastal and 
marine ecosystems. 

According to the B.C. Community Charter 
and the Local Government Act, local gov-
ernments can zone land and water surface 
in backshore, foreshore and nearshore 
areas within their boundaries.11 Local  
governments can also protect ecosystems 
by creating bylaws regarding OCPs (and 
their components, such as development 
permit areas), regional growth and conser-
vation strategies, rainwater management, 
impact assessments and tax exemptions 
for conservation.9 

 
The value of our ocean

Healthy coasts provide a multitude of  
community benefits, including:

•	 Fish, shellfish and seaweed for food, 
medicine and sale

•	 Storm protection (extreme weather is 
predicted to increase in frequency and 
intensity with climate change)12,18

•	 Water purification, by metabolizing 
human and animal waste 

•	 Cycling nutrients in the food web
•	 Carbon sequestration
•	 Habitat for a diversity of animals, 

including those we eat
•	 Places for recreation, learning and 

enjoyment with family and friends

Pacific North Coast marine activities  
contributed more than $300 million to 
B.C.’s gross domestic product in 2005 — 
the “market value”.17 But the total  
economic value of ecosystems is not accu-
rately captured in this market valuation. 
Most of the important values listed above 
are “non-market” goods and services that 
are not represented. 

The economic benefit (total market and 
non-market value) of Pacific North Coast 
marine and coastal ecosystems was esti-
mated to be $92 billion annually.13 Lower 
Mainland freshwater and marine  
ecosystems provide $31 – $61 billion in 
non-market benefits every year.14 
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Quadra Island’s OCP integrates 

marine protection measures 

into many of its sections. 

The local government and 

community’s investment in 

developing the OCP paid off —

now it’s showcased as a model 

of dispute resolution.1

b.c.’s coastal communities can 
help protect our coastal waters
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•	 Develop OCPs and bylaws that protect coastal and 
marine ecosystems by using ecosystem maps and 
prioritization tools and linking with stewardship 
groups

•	 Engage with marine planning initiatives at provincial 
and federal levels to voice your community’s 
protection priorities 

 
We can help! Contact pacific@davidsuzuki.org to discuss how  
your community can develop a plan that will safeguard the 
resources you value.

Local governments can set a positive example for 
all levels of government

actions
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The power is in your hands.
Local governments on the coast can and must 
protect the ecosystems we all depend on.

219-2211 West 4th Avenue 
Vancouver, BC V6K 4S2
Phone 604-732-4228
www.davidsuzuki.org
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