
Collaborative Management of Newly Designated

Coastal Conservancies in British Columbia

In February 2006 British Columbia announced land 
use decisions for the North and Central Coast that 

protects some of the most spectacular and ecologically 
diverse regions of the world including critical Spirit 

Bear habitat. The combined protected areas announced 
as part of this decision totals approximately 1.8 mil-

lion hectares, more than three times the size of Prince 
Edward Island. The agreement reached on these areas 

represents an unprecedented collaboration between 
First Nations, industry, environmentalists, local 

governments and many other stakeholders in how we 
manage the vast richness of B.C.’s coast for the benefi t 

of all British Columbians. Since announcement of 
these decisions the Ministry of Environment has been 
busy designating protected areas, formalizing Collab-

orative Management Agreements and  developing 
a coastal protected area operations program. 

Background

Six years ago British Columbia committed to a land use planning initia-

tive aimed at fi nalizing land use recommendations for the north and 

central coast of British Columbia. The planning process introduced a 

new era for land use planning, and for First Nations relationships with 

the Province. For the fi rst time many First Nations participated in the 

planning processes on the basis of a government-to-government re-

lationship. The process also included stakeholders, industry and local 

governments.

As a result of the coastal planning processes and an associated govern-

ment-to-government process with First Nations of reviewing, revising 

and confi rming the land and resource management recommendations, 

the provincial government announced its intent to designate the larg-

est single addition to the protected area system. Once fully designated 
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approximately 28% of the coastal planning area’s 

6.4 million hectares will be protected.

Initiative

First Nations became actively involved in the land 

use planning processes in 2001 in conjunction with 

the Province’s commitment to complete a planning 

process for the central coast and to initiate a pro-

cess for the north coast. During these planning 

processes the individual communities were invited 

to engage directly in the planning processes. Many 

First Nations accepted this offer and participated 

directly in the planning process or in the associ-

ated government-to-government process. 

Listening to First Nations we heard that while they 

desired large amounts of land to be protected 

from industrial logging and mining a continued 

opportunity to access and use these lands for 

traditional practices would be a necessity. For 

instance, many of the protected areas contain key 

seaweed, cockle, clam beds and harvesting sites. 

First Nations, it seemed, were not practicing tradi-

tional activities in many of the existing parks and 

felt locked out despite the situation that many of 

their activities would be permissible and are pro-

tected as aboriginal rights under the Constitution 

Act and thus allowable activities in parks.

As an outcome of these discussions the following 

decisions relevant to protected areas were made: 

• First, a new designation was added to the 

Park Act called a Conservancy. 

• Second, funding for individual site plans 

and to initiate an operations program was 

provided on an interim basis. 

• Third, a commitment to negotiate a Col-

laborative Management Agreement with 

interested First Nations was made.

In terms of the new designation, Conservancies

are set aside to protect an areas biological 

 diversity, to provide for First Nations social, 

 ceremonial and cultural uses, for recreational 

use and  consistent with the fi rst three purposes 

to  allow for  compatible economic opportunities. 

Adding First Nations social, ceremonial and cultural 

uses as a purpose rather than an allowable 

activity signifi cantly recognizes the importance of 

these protected areas for this use and has gone 

a long way to building First Nations support for 

the  system. 

The provision of interim funding to initiate man-

agement plans and to develop an operations 

program has led to a new coastal protected area 

program with associated vessels and staffi ng. By 

providing funding to initiate and develop these 

programs the province provided an opportunity for 

creativity in building a program that focussed on 

the local challenges and needs. It also provided an 

incentive for staff to work with and engage First 

Nations in developing the operational program and 

has resulted in the majority of the fi eld staff being 

of First Nations descent. Longer term funding to 

secure the program will be considered based on 

the success of the model and will consider chal-

lenges and lessons learned. 

�  e planning process
introduced a new era
for land use planning,
and for “ rst nations 

relationships with 
the Province.
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Lessons Learned

A lesson learned was that through early engage-

ment, empowerment and by being responsive a 

great deal of support and goodwill for the pro-

tected area system has been gained. 

While the process retained the Provinces au-

thority to implement land use recommendations 

it also shared a great deal of power by allowing 

the local planning processes and associated First 

Nation processes to develop and make land use 

recommendations. Additionally, and importantly 

for First Nations, the associated government-to-

government process enabled confi rmation and 

adjustments based on individual community need, 

and identifi ed specifi c concerns that if dealt with 

would enhance support for the proposed protected 

areas. An example of this is the new Conservancy 

designation that was developed and includes as 

one of its purposes “the preservation and main-

tenance of social, ceremonial and cultural uses of 

fi rst nations”. This responsiveness to cultural uses 

illustrated clearly the value of open discussion and 

empowerment in generating creative solutions. 

A second lesson learned was that by providing 

project funding an effective and locally relevant 

operations program was developed. Historically, 

as new protected areas in British Columbia have 

designated the funding for the protected area 

system has not been increased. This resulted in

the reallocation of existing protected area opera-

tion dollars to include new protected areas and 

strained the remainder of the system.

For the fi rst time as part of announcing and 

 implementing a land use decision dollars were 

allocated to funding an operations program for 

new protected areas. A benefi t of providing proj-

ect funding has been that it has successfully 

challenged local staff to develop an effective and 

relevant operations programs. As there will be a 

future request to provide base funding for the long 

term operation of the program its effectiveness 

and local relevance will be key considerations in 

considering the request.

 

A third lesson learned was that for the coop-

erative processes to be workable a great deal of 

 coordination is needed. In this particular planning 

area there are 31 First Nations; Therefore, the 

traditional collaborative management model of 

1 park and 1 First Nation is not feasible. 
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As a result of this challenge new collaborative 

protected area agreements are taking two distinct 

forms: 

• One model is a multi-First Nation and multi-

protected area board. 

• The other model is made up of appointed 

representatives from the Province and First 

Nation(s)linked to a larger land use forum 

where outstanding policy issues can be 

discussed.

First Nations that are actively engaged in the 

larger land use forums are choosing the repre-

sentative model; Whereas, First Nations that are 

not closely aligned with a larger land use forums 

are choosing a collaborative board model where-

by multiple parks and often multiple First Nations 

may be engaged. In both of these circumstances 

the need to engage directly with the First Nation 

communities on the day-to-day operations and 

planning remain, however larger issues of policy, 

permit issuance, and priority setting are dealt with 

by the board or designated representatives. 

Conclusions

The British Columbia Conservancies announced 

last year refl ect a new era for land use plan-

ning, and for First Nations relationships with the 

Province. In the year since this announcement 

implementation efforts built on this success-

ful experiment are resulting in new collaborative 

agreements with First Nations, in the development 

of a viable operations program and a designation 

that recognizes First Nations traditional uses and 

culture. Not withstanding the future challenges 

ahead positive progress is being made on the des-

ignation and progress of British Columbia’s new 

Conservancies.
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