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How Many Straws Can You Stick in a Milkshake Before No One Gets a Sip? 

Trucking of Freshwater to the Gulf Islands 
 
As the summer of 2022 draws to a close, let's talk about water. Potable water 
specifically. There has been much coverage of water again in the news this summer. 
The drought in Europe is now the worst in 500 years, affecting two-thirds of the 
continent. Nearly all of Europe's rivers have dried up to some extent, affecting tourism, 
shipping and the energy sector where hydroelectric power has dropped by a significant 
20%. Nuclear plants are being shut down as the water is too hot to cool the reactors. 
Other effects have been felt including wildfires crop failures, deaths from extreme heat 
and flooding where for example, one third of Pakistan is under water.  
 
What about here at home in the southern coastal region? I had a look at historical 
drought information available on the BC Drought Information Portal. This portal provides 
a snapshot of the BC drought situation going back to 2015.  
 
Early and/or prolonged drought is a theme in our area, with record-breaking 
temperatures, reduced snow packs and drought ratings of 4 and 5, with 5 being the 
most extreme. This likely will continue to be our climate reality. An appendix is attached 
to this presentation with more detailed descriptions and the link to the drought portal. 
 
How can we determine and measure how the changing climate is affecting the islands 
in the Trust Area? Having heard the report on Gabriola trucked water provided to you 
last June by a Gabriola resident, Alix Hodson-Duggen and seeing water trucks on my 
own island, Galiano, I decided to see if more information could be compiled about the 
Trust Area's dependence on trucked water. 
 
Why is this important?  
 
Because both the 2003 Trust Policy Statement and the draft 2021 revised Trust Policy 
Statement include policies that state that islands in the Trust Area are to be self-
sufficient in their supply of freshwater. If self-sufficiency of water is a Trust policy, then 
perhaps islands' reliance on imported water should be understood and monitored.  
 
Let's look at what is happening on the ground - or on the road as it were. This 
preliminary information on trucked water was obtained by island residents asking water 
hauling companies and regional districts for information. This report does not include 
trucked deliveries of bottled water. We intend to pursue this research and will provide 
additional reports as we can obtain more information.  
 
More investigation on this is needed including a more detailed breakdown of trucked 
water reliance by residential and by commercial customers, for example resorts. Also, it 
would be instructive to know more about why trucked water is needed by a customer. Is 



it due to sudden well failure or predictable low levels or dry wells during the dry season? 
Is it as a result of salt water intrusion or well interference from use of a neighbouring 
well? Is it a dry season or an all-year requirement?  
 
Starting with the northernmost island for which we have information and which was 
previously communicated to you, it was found that Gabriola in 2021 trucked in at least 9 
million liters during the dry season, roughly May to October from two water hauling 
companies but there were also probable deliveries from two other companies. One 
company, Island Water began delivering twice a day in June 2021 and this continued for 
three full months.  
 
As an update, this summer to the end of August, Island Water has been delivering twice 
a week to Gabriola. They mentioned that The Haven Retreat Centre on Gabriola 
receives daily deliveries of 18,184 liters from May to October. That alone is a staggering 
3,273,120 liters in 6 months. I don't know if this resort built in1983 ever relied on island 
water and clearly, they would build the cost of this trucked water into their program fees, 
but it is interesting to note this level of dependence on imported water. 
 
In the Southern Gulf Islands, another company, South Island Water provides much, 
though not all of the water. They told me that Pender is the biggest customer with two 
trucks every week last summer. Over a four-month minimum dry season (June-Sept) in 
2021, two trucks would have delivered 450,944 liters, though likely these deliveries 
started earlier and continued later. It was mentioned that last summer one resort on 
Pender had a delivery every week.  
 
According to this company, Galiano was second in the amount of imported water in 
2021 with one truck a week last summer, so over the same four-month period, that 
would have been 225,472 liters.  
 
Mayne received deliveries about 3 times in the dry season and Saturna even less. 
 
I was told that 50% of the calls last year were from residents who had either never had 
to order water before or only required it late in the summer. Of 10 calls for water, 
typically 7 would be for cisterns providing water for drinking and household use, 2 for 
swimming pools and 1 for construction sites for machinery or dust control. 
  
One question I asked of the water companies was how sustainable is a reliance on their 
water delivery services on the Gulf Islands.  
 
One company owner told me that the previous owners of the company were considering 
stopping delivery to the SGI due to a poor expense/revenue ratio. He says he is 
committed to continuing but that it is only a break-even situation for him due to time and 
ferry costs. His cost per delivery is a flat $1250 but he says other companies from the 
mainland will charge $1550 a delivery and levy additional charges for the ferry costs 
and time. His water all comes from the CRD filling station in Langford. The analogy "You 
can only put so many straws in a milkshake before no one gets a sip" is his.  



The second company said their profit margin on deliveries to the Gulf Islands is 
marginal due to ferry and time costs. Last year, they were restricted by the Regional 
District in the amount of water they could buy.  
 
One company owner mentioned the impact of blasting for development on nearby wells, 
resulting in good wells suddenly having no water. I asked him for his thoughts on 
rainwater catchment for potable water and he stated that you need to be very dedicated 
to do this - cleaning roofs and eves and equipment and it takes a lot of time and is 
expensive.  
 
It would appear according to this very preliminary look at water delivery to the islands, 
that contrary to the Trust Policy, many are not self-sufficient in their supply of 
freshwater. And it seems drought conditions according to all the science, will continue to 
worsen with climate change. Add to that escalating development and increased 
populations, both part-time and full-time, reliance on trucked water, whether it comes 
from on or off-island is a trend that the Trust should be watching carefully.  
 
I believe this is a critical piece of information needed to assess the health of our islands' 
water resources and changes in groundwater, or surface water supplies as 
development increases along with the impact of climate change. Considerations of 
restrictions or even moratoriums on new growth for islands importing significant 
amounts of water may well be necessary - sooner rather than later. I hope that new and 
returning Trustees following the elections will give ecosystem health of the Trust Area 
the attention that was intended when the Islands Trust was created.   
 
Respectfully, 
 
Jennifer Margison, Galiano island, BC 
Friends of the Gulf islands  
 
 
end of May, snowpack across much of the province was well below normal. A hot, dry J, 
including some record-breaking temperatures, led to precipitous drops in streamflow 
across most of the province. Significant summer rainfall in July relieved the drought, 
with almost half the province returning to normal conditions. In August, sum 
The spring began. By the end of May, snowpack across much of the province was well 
below  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
across most of the province. Significant summer rainfall in July relieved the drought, 
Appendix 1 Information from BC Drought Information Portal 
 
https://www.bcsla.org/content/bc-drought-information-portal 
 
2015 
2015 was the most significant drought in recent memory. The drought season started 
early with lower than normal snowpacks, which rapidly melted off early in the spring due 
to an early heat wave. Drought levels ramped up quickly due to hot dry conditions and 
much of the southern half of the province experienced severe drought, peaking in late 
August until rain eased the situation at the end of August. A drought rating of 3 on May 
28 went to 4 on July 3 until August 20 when it went back down to 3 til sept. 17. 
 
2016 
2016 was an average year for most parts of the province. Vancouver Island was the 
most impacted but returned to normal conditions in mid-September. A drought rating of 
3 on May 27 went to 4 on June 28, then back to 3 on July 14.  
 
2017 
In 2017, significant spring flooding delayed the start of the drought season in 2017. 
However, due to the almost total absence of rain in southern British Columbia from the 
beginning of June to the end of October, the 2017 season was one of the driest in 
recent memory with the peak of drought with a 4 rating occurring in October. Due to the 
late onset of dry conditions, impacts were less severe than in previous drought years. 
 
2018 
In 2018, due to relatively normal to high snow packs in the spring, early forecasts did 
not flag a drought risk for 2018. However, a heat wave in late spring rapidly depleted 
snow packs and caused freshet flooding earlier than normal. That, and the lack of 
precipitation from July to November, created extensive dry conditions across much of 
the province, sparing only the East Peace. 2018 was unusual in that the entire coast, 
including the northwest (an area that doesn’t normally experience drought), were the 
most impacted by drought. In addition, dry conditions prevailed late into the fall, with 
many of the northern regions remaining at Level 2 and 3 well into November. July 26 
had a 3 rating going up to 4 on Aug. 14 until Sept. 20. 
 
2019 
2019 There were lower than normal snow pack across much of the province and a very 
dry warm May. A dry June had record-breaking temperatures. In August, pockets of 
drought persisted across Okanogan and SE Vancouver Island. Record low flows in the 
Koksilah river near Duncan falling below the established Critical Environmental Flow 
Threshhold. 



 

 

2020  

began with dry, cool conditions in March and April across much of the province. This 
helped to moderate snowpack levels somewhat, after a very snowy January and 
February. Very wet weather dominated the province in late May and most of June. By 
mid- August, most of southern B.C. started to experience extended summer dry spells. 
This led to pockets of dry to very dry conditions emerging on Vancouver Island, the 
southern Okanagan, and the Kootenays. Local drought conditions intensified into mid-
September. 

2021 
In 2021, May and June had dry and warm conditions. At the end of June, the Heat 
Dome caused all-time maximum temperatures to be shattered, and the melting of the 
remaining snow pack and glaciers created high flows for high elevation watersheds. 
Drought conditions continued to deteriorate following the Heat Dome for Vancouver 
Island, south coast, and southern interior, including the Thompson/Okanagan, 
Kootenays and Cariboo with many watersheds experiencing very dry conditions by mid-
July. The drought intensified into August and September with several streams falling 
below the Critical Environmental Flow Threshold for several weeks for the Vancouver 
Island, south coast and southern interior areas. Heavy rainfall returned to the province 
by mid-September, with several atmospheric rivers affecting the province in the month. 
Drought conditions began to improve by October as creeks responded to the rainfall 
accordingly.  
 
2022 
In 2022, as we try to recall when we last had rain in the Trust Area, the drought rating 
was just raised to Level 3 for East Vancouver Island.  
 


