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What is happening with 
comprehensive planning 
for Howe Sound?
A comprehensive planning process for Howe Sound is needed to take a hol-

istic view of the region, including the marine environment, and bring all 

governments and stakeholders together to work towards a common vision. 

While no one body is taking the lead to develop a comprehensive plan for 

Howe Sound, there has been some progress on coordinating actions to ad-

dress priority topics as well as jurisdictional and planning gaps and overlaps 

such as derelict vessels. 

In the past, the Provincial Government took the lead in conducting 

multi-stakeholder sub-regional Land and Resource Management Plans 

(LRMPs) across much of B.C. However, it is no longer developing plans for 

areas not covered by LRMPs, such as most of Howe Sound. In 2015, in re-

sponse to a request from the Howe Sound Community Forum (see below) 

for a “comprehensive marine and land use plan for Howe Sound” and to an 

expressed concern over cumulative impacts from proposed new industrial 

and residential developments, the province agreed to conduct a Cumulative 

Effects Assessment (CEA) for the Sound.
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A CEA identifies key environmental values (social and 

economic values can also be included), collects data 

and establishes objectives, indicators and benchmarks 

for environmental health. The resulting Cumulative 

Effects Assessment and Management Report can be 

used as an information and decision-support tool to 

manage development, and could be part of any future 

planning initiative. The B.C. Ministry of Forests, Lands 

and Natural Resource Operations (FLNRO) started the 

CEA in 2016 by identifying terrestrial values to be in-

cluded. Spring 2017 is the target for Current Condition 

Reporting, which can also address trends. This is to be 

followed by cumulative effects assessment and the de-

velopment of management recommendations. FLNRO 

hopes to add marine values to the Howe Sound’s CEA 

in future, but there is as yet no firm commitment.

Additional activities that can contribute to the infor-

mation base needed for a comprehensive plan include:

• Squamish Nation commenced background work for 

a Marine Plan for Howe Sound in 2015. A consultant 

has been hired and the process is ongoing.

• In March 2015, the Coastal Ocean Research Insti-

tute at the Vancouver Aquarium, Squamish Nation, 

and the David Suzuki Foundation (DSF) co-hosted a 

Howe Sound Science and Knowledge Holders Forum. 

Participants shared data and agreed on the need for 

a report on the state of the Howe Sound marine en-

vironment, which led to this new Ocean Watch re-

port. In May 2016, these same parties co-hosted the 

Howe Sound Socio-Economic Knowledge Workshop, 

a first-of-its-kind gathering of businesses and 

other stakeholders from the tourism, recreation, 

development, transport and sport fishing sectors.

• In 2015, DSF published Sound Investment — Howe 

Sound Ecosystem Assets1, a report on the economic 

value of natural capital and ecosystem services in 

Howe Sound, followed by the Socio-Economic Base-

line Study of the Howe Sound Area in 2016.2 DSF is 

also engaging the public through its Great Howe 

Sound Recovery initiative. This includes evening 

events with videos of First Nation elders and their 

stories, videos profiling scientists and citizen sci-

entists who do remarkable work in the region, 

panel discussions, and the gathering of participant 

responses on a vision for a sustainable future for 

Howe Sound.

• Several local governments and Regional Districts 

around Howe Sound are updating their Official Com-

munity Plans (OCPs) or Regional Plans. An OCP is a 

local government bylaw that provides objectives and 

policies to guide decisions on planning and land use 

management within the area covered by the plan.3

Photo: Lisa Wilson
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Comprehensive planning, low-impact development, and smart growth practices can address 
cumulative impacts by preserving forests, reducing impervious surfaces, and fostering more 
livable coastal communities.
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Why is comprehensive planning 
important for Howe Sound?
A comprehensive land and marine plan would estab-

lish a clear set of objectives — based on a common 

vision — that would aim to protect long term social, 

economic, environmental and heritage values for the 

Howe Sound region. Such a plan could provide guid-

ance to decision-makers for planning and manage-

ment within their specific jurisdictions and reduce the 

chance of harm caused by the cumulative impacts of 

uncoordinated changes.

Effective management of Howe Sound suffers from 

complex and fragmented governance arrangements. 

The watershed falls within multiple jurisdictions 

and administrative areas, including three regional 

districts, the Islands Trust, five municipalities, two 

provincial ridings, three provincial forest districts 

and is subject to several areas of federal jurisdiction 

related to fisheries, environmental protection and 

transportation in marine waters. While Howe Sound 

is in the traditional territory of Squamish Nation, the 

Tsleil-Waututh and Musqueam Nations also have 

claims in the area. A Sea to Sky Land and Resource 

Management Plan completed by the Province in 2008 

and Xay Temíxw, Squamish Nation’s land use plan, 

cover the northern Howe Sound watersheds, leaving 

the southern portion of the Sound without overall 

planning guidance, open to competing interests by 

municipalities, the regions, the Provincial Crown and 

First Nations.

Howe Sound’s fragmented jurisdiction makes it diffi-

cult to ensure effective planning and management of 

development pressures in the region as a whole. The 

Sea to Sky corridor along the east side of the sound 

was significantly transformed in preparation for the 

2010 Winter Olympics. The expansion of Highway 99 

has resulted in a surge of residential and commercial 

development along the corridor and greatly increased 

the number of visitors to the area. As well, there have 

been a spate of major new industrial proposals, in-

cluding woodlot logging on Gambier Island, the Mc-

Nab Creek gravel mine proposal, and the Woodfibre 

LNG plant, which, if it proceeds, will introduce very 

large LNG carriers into the busy waters of the sound. 

To further complicate Howe Sound’s future scenar-

ios, the B.C. government initiated a feasibility study 

in 2015 for a possible road or bridge link across Howe 

Sound to connect the Sunshine Coast and Highway 

99. This would have significant impacts on develop-

ment patterns in the Sound. These proposals are being 

evaluated by different levels of government, with dif-

ferent priorities and jurisdictions. Among the levels, 

the Squamish Nation is the one government mandated 

to consider the whole region and the potential impacts 

of all the pressures taken together.
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How does comprehensive planning 
relate to First Nations?
Squamish Nation completed their land use plan, called 

Xay Temíxw, a decade ago. Xay Temíxw covers the 

northern part of Howe Sound and the entire area of 

the Squamish River drainage basin. The Nation was 

successful in building community consensus, defin-

ing newly protected Wild Spirit Places, and establish-

ing tenured forest areas for logging that provide their 

community with jobs and benefits. The land use plan 

provides a solid foundation for the next step, a Marine 

Plan for Howe Sound. A consultant has been retained, 

preliminary studies have been undertaken, and mar-

ine planning is expected to commence once a budget 

is in place.

What is the current state of 
comprehensive planning in 
Howe Sound?
Since the late 1990s, there have been public demands 

for comprehensive planning for Howe Sound. In 1996 

the Howe Sound Round Table on environment, eco-

nomic and social sustainability produced a report 

entitled Howe Sound 2020 (futureofhowesound.org/

wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Howe-Sound-2020.

pdf). The report was a call to action, and the result 

of two years of public forums and community con-

sultations. The Round Table heard consistently that 

there was a need to establish a watershed-wide per-

spective for Howe Sound and coordinate activities at 

the government and community levels. The Howe 

Sound Community Forum (HSCF), consisting of all lo-

cal and regional governments and Squamish Nation, 

was formed in 2000, and in 2002 its Principles for 

Cooperation were signed.4 Elected officials from lo-

cal, regional, provincial, federal and Squamish Nation 

governments meet twice annually and share informa-

tion about activities in the sound, based on a common 

set of values (Figure 1). In recent years, the HSCF has 

accomplished important foundational work in support 

of a vision and planning for Howe Sound. 

http://futureofhowesound.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Howe-Sound-2020.pdf
http://futureofhowesound.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Howe-Sound-2020.pdf
http://futureofhowesound.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Howe-Sound-2020.pdf
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In 2012, every municipality and regional district in the 

Sound passed a motion calling for a “comprehensive 

land and marine use planning for the region.” This 

call received province-wide support when a support-

ing resolution was passed by the Union of BC Muni-

cipalities (UBCM) in 2013. To date, the B.C. govern-

ment has declined to enter into such planning, even 

though up to 90 percent of the province has some 

form of land use plans in place and the B.C. govern-

ment has been a partner in marine spatial planning in 

the Central and North Coast5 and on the West Coast of 

Vancouver Island.6

Since 2013, participation in the HSCF has continued 

to grow and the meetings provide a critical venue for 

discussions about key issues, from large-scale indus-

trial and residential projects to environmental best 

practices and initiatives (Figure 2). 

In addition, several workshops and forums during 

this time, including the Howe Sound Aquatic Forum 

in 2014 (Figure 3), have brought together elected of-

ficials, First Nations, NGOs, business leaders, mem-

bers of the public and stakeholders to discuss Howe 

Sound issues. Common values and themes contin-

Figure 1. Howe Sound Community Forum participants. Left: Bowen Island, Spring 2015. Right: Camp Fircom, Gambier Island, Spring 2016

Figure 2. Visual notes, Howe Sound Community Forum, Fall 2015. Notes by Erin Stewart.
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ue to emerge from these meetings. A major advance 

in planning for Howe Sound was the announcement 

that Squamish Nation would initiate a marine plan for 

Howe Sound, beginning in 2016. 

Many of the organizers of these initiatives aim to 

move the mindset of governing bodies towards more 

consultative and collective care for Howe Sound, with 

decision-making considering the whole ecosystem, 

from mountain-top to sea bottom. A recurring theme 

emerging from workshop and meetings is that local 

governments and non-profits are ready to cooperate 

as a “community of communities” to develop plans 

and agreements to guide conservation and develop-

ment in the region as a whole. These collaborations 

have also helped the often physically separated com-

munities across the Sound better know their neigh-

bours, including First Nations communities.

Figure 3. Howe Sound Aquatic Forum, 2014
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What challenges exist? 
Given its proximity to Vancouver and its recreation 

values, Howe Sound will attract increasing numbers of 

residents and visitors. As Metro Vancouver continues 

to grow, the Howe Sound fjord is becoming an ever 

more important “blue belt” and “green belt” for the 

region. Howe Sound is a special place for the people 

that live there, from West Vancouver to Squamish to 

Gibsons, and on the islands such as Bowen, Gamb-

ier and Keats. It is hard to overstate the profound 

commitment to place that is repeatedly expressed by 

people living in and visiting the Sound. Their deep 

connection to the land and waters breeds a strong de-

sire by those who live there, and many who visit, to 

do right by the area. And for many, doing right at this 

moment in history means creating a comprehensive 

land and marine plan that will envision and imple-

ment a sustainable future for this stunning place.

A major challenge for collective planning concerns 

possible governance arrangements for comprehensive 

planning: who will lead, how will decisions be made 

and how will it be funded? The current provincial gov-

ernment has declined to take a lead in comprehen-

sive planning for Howe Sound. This poses a challenge 

when Crown land is being used for activities that do 

not consider the region as a whole or local and region-

al community plans. Competing interests generate 

conflict over land use. The challenge for local com-

munities and First Nations is having enough resources 

to take the lead. 

What is being done?
In response to proposed industrial, residential and 

logging projects for the Sound, conservation groups 

have expressed their concern and new citizen groups 

have formed to “Save Howe Sound” and to protect the 

environmental recovery that is underway (e.g., Save 

our Sound flotilla, Figure 4). This renewal is “the talk 

of the Sound,” and everyone has a story of recently 

observed sea life, be it herring, salmon, dolphins, or-

cas or humpbacks. Long-term residents don’t need to 

wait for scientific evidence to conclude that a recovery 

is underway. 

As noted above, the Howe Sound Community Forum 

(HSCF) plays a key role in bringing together members 

of all levels of government (Figure 2). One member 

organization hosts each meeting and the agenda fo-

cuses on Howe Sound initiatives. Squamish Nation 

plays an important role and used the HSCF to an-

nounce the launch of marine planning for the Sound. 

One limitation of the HSCF is that, while all elected 

officials in the area have the opportunity to share and 

consult, the Forum has no decision-making authority. 

Non-profit organizations are allowed to attend as ob-

servers only, but are not formally involved. 

The Future of Howe Sound Society (FHSS) was formed 

in 2011 with a mission to engage stakeholders and 

First Nations in the need for a comprehensive plan. 



OCEAN WATCH  |  Howe Sound Edition STEWARDSHIP AND GOVERNANCE

TOWARDS COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING FOR HOWE SOUND  |  Page 286

A FHSS workshop in 2013, attended by 140 people 

representing 65 organizations, identified a series of 

common values for Howe Sound. This was the first 

gathering of stakeholder groups since the 1996 Howe 

Sound Roundtable initiative. FHSS, through social 

media and ongoing events, continues to collaborate 

with many Howe Sound organizations and acts as a 

key information provider for the public.

BC Spaces for Nature (BCSN) initiated a strategic cam-

paign to protect Howe Sound’s values in 2013. BCSN 

framed a campaign vision, catalyzed a coordinated 

strategy and has since provided ongoing strategic 

guidance to a range of organizations in Howe Sound. 

BCSN and FHSS are currently exploring the potential 

for Howe Sound to be recognized as a UNESCO World 

Biosphere Reserve. 

The Town of Gibsons has adopted a practice to in-

tegrate nature into their decision-making, using key 

principles of asset management, financial planning 

and ecology. In 2014, the town deemed nature to be its 

most valuable asset and it has redefined infrastructure 

to include inheritance of natural capital. 

The David Suzuki Foundation’s (DSF) Howe Sound 

campaign has been convening an ever-widening circle 

of partners, with the goal of creating strong working 

relationships and bonds among community groups, 

governments, First Nations, researchers, businesses 

and citizens across the sound (Figure 5). For example, 

working closely with Squamish Nation, DSF created 

Camp Suzuki — Howe Sound, which focuses on learn-

ing First Nations culture, building community, activ-

ism and leadership, and on fostering a deeper appre-

ciation and understanding of our lands, oceans and 

amazing biodiversity. The camp furthers the goal of 

relationship-building by aligning new partnerships, 

in this case Squamish Nation and the Camp Fircom 

owners, the United Church. DSF has also begun the 

process of creating a new, near-urban national park 

in Howe Sound. 

Figure 4. Save Our Sound flotilla, June 30, 2013. (Photo: Ruth 
Simons)
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As noted above, the B.C. Ministry of Forests, Lands 

and Natural Resource Operations is proceeding with 

the first stage of a Cumulative Effects Assessment 

(CEA) for Howe Sound. The CEA will provide data, 

indicators, and benchmarks and current conditions 

information related to selected key values, including 

watershed condition, old growth forests, forest bio-

diversity, forest visual quality and several species at 

risk that can be used in the planning and development 

approvals processes. Setting thresholds is most im-

portant when considering the cumulative impacts of 

development. Without thresholds that are accepted by 

those in governance, measuring and monitoring the 

indicators will not achieve the objectives of a compre-

hensive land and marine plan.

Figure 5. David Suzuki being adopted by Squamish Nation at Porteau Cove, 2014. (Photo: Lisa Wilcox)
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What can you do?

Individual and Organization Actions:
• Engage and contribute to your Regional Plans and Official Community Plans; they always include 

public input! 

• Encourage your OCP to consider how impacts of growth, development and zoning relate to the whole of Howe 
Sound. (Transportation is a perfect example. Moving from Squamish to Vancouver on transit means passing 
between BC Transit authority and Translink’s authority. Efficient services suffer because neither authority is 
focused on the Squamish to Vancouver commuter.)

• Work to make Howe Sound live up to your own vision for the area. You can, for example, join and follow one 
of the many non-profit organizations focused on Howe Sound conservation and protection. Volunteer for 
restoration programs, such as the wetland work on the Squamish foreshore, or work with local conservan-
cies to improve trails. Give your time to marine groups who are looking to citizen vigilance to monitor illegal 
fishing or trapping. Attend events and learn about the diverse communities around the sound, starting with 
First Nations and their history and culture (see other articles in this report).

• Experience the awesomeness that is Howe Sound! Get on a boat and experience the sound from the water. 
Hike a ridge or kayak the new Sea to Sky Marine Trail.

Government Actions and Policy:
• Undertake/collaborate on comprehensive marine and land use planning for Howe Sound.

• Participate in the Howe Sound Community Forum meetings.

• Recognize the value of ecosystem services in Howe Sound when considering the best allocation, use and 
regulation of Crown Land, foreshore and marine areas.



OCEAN WATCH  |  Howe Sound Edition STEWARDSHIP AND GOVERNANCE

TOWARDS COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING FOR HOWE SOUND  |  Page 289

Resources
Future of Howe Sound Society
futureofhowesound.org

The David Suzuki Foundation
sustainablehowesound.ca

Cumulative Effects Assessment
gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/natural-
resource-stewardship/cumulative-effects-
framework/get-involved

Squamish Nation Land Use Plan ( Xay Temíxw)
squamish.net/about-us/our-land/xay-temixw-
sacred-land-land-use-plan/

Sea to Sky Land and Resource Management Plan
for.gov.bc.ca/tasb/slrp/plan79.html

Howe Sound Community Forum
futureofhowesound.org/category/campaigns/howe-
sound-community-forum/

Footnotes
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