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Background

3

BC has been licencing surface 

water for over a century

On Feb 29 2016 the Province 

introduced new water laws to 

include licencing groundwater



How is groundwater defined?

The new Water Sustainability Act defines groundwater as: 

water naturally occurring below the surface of the ground
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Provinces across Canada 

have been licencing 

groundwater for some 

time.  

BC introduced licencing 

as of Feb 29, 2016

1988



Benefits of holding a water licence

• Water rights are attached to land, not people, secures water rights attached to your 

property or business

• BC operates under a FIT-FIR (first in time – first in right)



• Existing groundwater users are exempt from application fees if you apply for a licence 

prior to and including Dec 31, 2017.

• Three years to apply and have historical use recognized (2016-2019).  BC operates 

under FIT-FIR (first in time – first in right)

• Existing non-domestic groundwater users that have not yet applied for an 

authorization are responsible for rentals for the portion of 2016 occurring after Feb 29



Who qualifies for a groundwater licence?

&

When do you not need a water licence?



No licence required: domestic use

• Drinking water

• Food preparation

• Sanitation

• Fire prevention

• Water for pets and 
household animals or 
poultry

• Irrigating a garden 
adjoining the dwelling 
(under 1000 m2, 0.25 
acre)
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Registering your domestic well (use)

not mandatory but recommended

*copies of these forms can 

be found online (link 

below) OR get a hard copy 

today from us

http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/
gov/environment/air-land-
water/water/water-
wells/well_registration_form.p
df

http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/air-land-water/water/water-wells/well_registration_form.pdf


Examples of users who require a groundwater licence:

• Waterworks

• Irrigation

• Livestock watering

• Land improvement

• Storage

• Hotels

• Gas stations

• Businesses rentals

• Community halls

• Church

• Restaurants

• Campgrounds

• Schools

• Airports

• Vineyards

• Gravel washing

• Fish hatcheries



The Gulf Islands rely heavily on groundwater.

Numerous operations have been diverting and using groundwater for decades, now the 

Province of BC has aligned itself with jurisdictions across North America and requires a 

license to divert and use groundwater 

Non domestic and domestic wells on 

Salt Spring Island



Steps for water licence application



The BASICS

Purpose?

• irrigation, livestock watering, commercial enterprise, aquaculture etc.

Volume? 

• how much volume do I divert per year?

History? 

• how long have I been using the water for?

Beneficial Use:

• Diverting water for a specific volume and purpose and water is used 

as efficiently as practicable



1. Applicant: logon with 

BCeID to FrontCounter

BC website and fill out 

application

4. Decision: water 

manager will 

decide whether to 

approve application

3. Water 

authorizations staff: 

consultation, referrals, 

technical report

2. FrontCounter BC: 

staff will review 

application for 

completeness and 

process payment

Steps for water licence application

http://www.frontcounterbc.gov.bc.ca/







A BCeID allows applicants to save their 

applications and return to them later
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The date from which

groundwater has

been used

regularly and

beneficially on an

ongoing basis for a

water use purpose on

appurtenant land.



• Well construction report

• Pumping or water 

quality test records

• Invoice for pump 

installation or other work

• Signed statements from 

knowledgeable persons

• Other relevant evidence





Link to water use purpose definitions:
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/air-land-water/water/water-rights/water_use_purpose_defns.pdf

http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/air-land-water/water/water-rights/water_use_purpose_defns.pdf
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/air-land-water/water/water-rights/water_use_purpose_defns.pdf






1. Applicant: logon with 

BCeID to FrontCounter

BC website and fill out 

application

4. Decision: water 

manager will 

decide whether to 

approve application

3. Water 

authorizations staff: 

consultation, referrals, 

technical report

2. FrontCounter BC: 

staff will review 

application for 

completeness and 

process payment

Steps for water licence application
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Example Use Application fee Annual Rental

Domestic stream

water use

$250 $50 minimum

$2.25/1000m3

Irrigation $250 – $1000 $50 minimum

$0.85/1000m3

Waterworks Local 

Provider

$1000 – $10 000 $200 minimum

$2.25/1000m3

Pulp mill $1000 – $10 000 $1.30/1000m3

(amount used)

$0.85/1000m3

(remaining allocation)

Water rental calculator

www.env.gov.bc.ca/wsd/water_rights/water_rental_rates/calculator/

http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wsd/water_rights/water_rental_rates/calculator/


Application 

fee

Annual water 

rental

Minimum 

rental

Livestock watering $250-1,000
*exempt in first year

$0.85/1,000 m3 $50 minimum

Example: 20 dairy cows @ 30 gal/day/animal

600 GPD. 219,000 GPY= 995.59 m3/year 

995 m3/year * $0.85/1000m3 = $0.84

Annual water rental $50

Water rent estimator:
http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wsd/water_rights/water_rental_rates/calculator/



Application 

fee

Annual water 

rental

Minimum 

rental

Commercial enterprise -

domestic

$1,000
*exempt in first year

$2.25/1,000 m3 $200 minimum

Vacation rental

1000 gallons per day= 1659.32 m3/year  = $3.73/year

Annual water rental $200

Water rent estimator:
http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/wsd/water_rights/water_rental_rates/calculator/



Groundwater Regulations



• Post-Walkerton emphasis on 

source protection and well 

construction standards

• GWPR “basics” 2004 under the 

Water Act

• 2016 GWPR “expanded” under the 

Water Sustainability Act (WSA)

Ground Water / Groundwater Protection 

Regulation History
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“GWPR” Requirements that still exist
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The following requirements remain essentially unchanged:

• Caps and covers

• Well identification

• Casing stick-up

• Graded surface

• Protection of casing

• Flood-proofing water supply system wells

• Well Operation (WSA) (Saltwater Intrusion)
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Changes Under the “GWPR”
• Wells regulated under the WSA

• Registration and qualifications for drillers 

and well pump installers

• Alternative Specifications

• Well construction requirements

• Well pump installation standards

• Artesian Flow

• Well maintenance requirements

• Well deactivating and decommissioning

• Well reporting requirements



Registration of drillers & pump installers

Pre-WSA new

Qualifications for Registration:

• BC Water Well Driller (ITA)

• BC Well Pump Installer (ITA)

• Equivalent from other prov / 

territory

• CGWA

All prior qualifications plus:

• BC Geotechnical / Environmental 

Driller (ITA)

• BC Geoexchange Driller (ITA)

Drillers can drill all classes of wells 

and install pumps

New drillers’ activities restricted 

according to qualification / class of driller



• Well drillers and well pump installers 
registered with the province (GWPR part 
2)

• Professional hydrogeologists or 
geotechnical engineers

• Exceptions: 

– constructing and decommissioning 
excavated wells up to 15m deep; 

– decommissioning any well up to 5m deep

WSA restricts well construction, decommissioning and 

pump installation to:
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New water supply well must be at least 15m from existing well

• Minimize risk of well 

interference

• Owner can drill one additional 

well within 15m of the existing 

well

• If not feasible, professional can 

recommend a closer setback 



Requirements for Flowing Artesian Wells
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Aquifer diagram: National Groundwater Association



Artesian flow must be stopped or brought under control (WSA s. 52, 53)
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Responsible parties: 

• Driller at time of construction

• Well owner or land owner for 
existing well

“Under control” means:

• Clear of sediment

• Entirely conveyed through 
casing (if applicable)

• Can be turned off indefinitely

• Does not pose a threat to 
property, public safety or the 
environment



Flowing Artesian Wells
• Control the flow of a flowing artesian 

well requires:

– Wellhead to be equipped to prevent 

backflow into the well

– Measure of the shut-in pressure or 

static water level and report it

• The owner of a flowing artesian well 

must

– protect and maintain/protect any 

equipment installed to control the 

flow or prevent backflow

• Require well construction reports and 

well  decommission reports for all 

flowing artesian wells, regardless of the 

class of the well.



Well ID plates link the well to the well record

• Person responsible for constructing 

a well must attach ID plate 

• Also applies to an owner of a well 

supplying a water supply system

• Obtained from the comptroller

• Plainly visible

• Report on well construction report 

or well ID report
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Roles and responsibilities of well owners
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Owners must maintain wells and promptly carry 

out repairs
Store contaminants 
>3m away and
prevent from traveling 
within 3m of wellhead

Maintain 0.3m stick 
up and protect from 
damage

Maintain access to 
wellhead for inspections 

Keep area clear of 
obstructions and 
vegetation

Replace ID plate if lost 
or damaged

Keep ground sloped so 
water does not pond 
and is conveyed away 
from wellhead

Maintain surface seal 
and fill any visible 
annular space with 
sealant



• These are hypothetical examples

• Nothing I say can fetter a decision, under the act we 

reserve right to ask you for more information to support a 

decision for licence application

Disclaimer
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irrigation of vineyards

domestic well supplying house 
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well drilled in1961

well drilled in1959

Groundwater licence

1961 priority date

Purpose – irrigation and storage

Beneficial use and annual rental



Well 1

1947

household

Well 2

1955

Irrigation & 

livestock watering

Well 4

2001

greenhouse
Well 3

1975

irrigation



Agriculture water calculator

http://www.bcagriculturewatercalculator.ca/







Well 1

1947

household

Well 2

1955

Irrigation & 

livestock watering

Well 4

2001

greenhouseWell 3

1975

irrigation

200119751955

Well #4Well #3

Irrigation & livestock 

watering

Well #2

Irrigation

120,000 GPY

Industrial –

Greenhouse & 

Nursery

70,000 GPY 30,000 GPY

Water licence # 1 Water licence # 2 Water licence # 3

1947

Well #1

Domestic

Household

No licence 

required



• Existing groundwater users are 
exempt from application fees if 
you apply for a licence prior to 
Dec 31, 2017

• Three years to apply and have 
historical use recognized 
(2016-2019)

• Existing non-domestic 
groundwater users that have 
not yet applied for an 
authorization are responsible 
for rentals for the portion of 
2016 occurring after Feb 29
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Thank you


