
Managing water use in a time of drought 

by Doug Holmes 

All indicators are pointing to a fourth successive summer of drought throughout the Okanagan. This year’s 
snowpack levels are historically low, even lower than last year when some of Summerland’s upland reservoirs did 
not fill, including the Isintok reservoir for the first time ever.  

Above average rainfall over the next few months could stabilize our water supply, but precipitation is difficult to 
predict. While we can hope for the best, we must plan for the worst. 

As irrigation accounts for about 80% of all water consumption in Summerland, Council is exercising prudence by 
starting the irrigation season at Drought Level 3, which means a minimum 20% reduction in water allocations for 
agricultural, cemetery, park, playfield and golf course properties.  

We had been at Level 4 (30% reduction) over the winter when irrigation systems were turned off, primarily so that 
we could reduce the amount of water released downstream. That helped to replenish reservoirs that had been 
drawn down more than normal due to last year’s dry season. (The District of Summerland operates 11 reservoirs to 
store water for domestic use and irrigation.) 

There is a possibility we could return to Level 4 later in the year, depending on spring precipitation and summer 
temperatures. Council will reconsider the level once freshet has concluded and the storage dams have stopped 
spilling. In the meantime, irrigators are advised to closely monitor their water consumption since penalties for 
overuse are determined at the end of the season based on the drought level in place at that time. 

Residential water users are billed monthly, which provides greater flexibility to adjust as the summer goes on.  

Snow is currently melting and entering Trout Creek downstream of the reservoirs, creating a temporary water 
surplus since it can’t be held back for later use. We’re therefore starting residential water use at “Stage 1” as we 
normally do, meaning that watering is permitted three times per week with specific days based on odd/even 
residential addresses.  

Residential restrictions will also be reassessed at the conclusion of freshet and, like with irrigators, home owners 
should expect to see tighter restrictions as we move into summer. 

As snowpacks decline and snowmelt occurs earlier in the spring, the management of upland storage reservoirs is 
becoming increasingly challenging. Many millions of dollars have been invested in recent years to maintain, 
improve and raise Summerland’s dams to store more water. However, when water is scarce and there is less 
available to refill the reservoirs, Council has no choice but to manage demand.  

If local efforts to conserve water are deemed insufficient, it is possible for the provincial government to order 
mandatory water curtailment. In 2023 and again last year, the government instituted strict water use restrictions, 
including ceasing the irrigation of forage crops, on the Salmon River in order to protect the survival and spawning of 
Chinook salmon during critical low-flow conditions. 

Climate change, population growth, the expansion of agricultural lands and better protections for endangered 
fish populations are all resulting in increasing demands on a decreasing water supply. 

We are entering a new era where rather than simply managing water supply, we need to manage water scarcity. In 
future, there will be greater emphasis on allocation priorities and securing alternative sources of water. 
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