


RIVERSIDE CONFLICT ZONES
The threat to pacific salmon we can most readily fix, is loss of their living space. Ironically this includes land, most critically, the land along the rivers. These are the riparian zones, the land between the aquatic area and the dry uplands. They are a profoundly important ecosystem; a functional zone that protects and nourishes waterways and forests alike. It is not the narrow fixed strip that logging regulations would have you believe.

Riparian functions include filtering and buffering water, recharging aquifers, maintaining the integrity of stream banks, reducing and dissipating stream energy, holding water on the land; all functions which enhance the river system and the creatures that are part of it. 


Riparian zones carry the burden of acting as a buffer between the water and human activity. There are many activities that encroach on the riverside. The most sought after trees often grow next to waterways, heavily fertilized fields abut them and the fact that so many of us want to live near them are examples of the pressures. Our waterways are succumbing to “the tragedy of the commons”, that is, a shared resource (the river) is degraded or destroyed by unsustainable practices on its banks
Without a functioning riparian zone, fish runs wither and die. Tree cover provides food and shade from the sun. It helps keep temperatures in ranges essential for fry growth and development and protects them from the deadly summer heat. Large tree roots provide the undercut banks and pools fish thrive in, and prevent erosion. Riparian vegetation prevents the silt resulting from so many of our activities from reaching the water, killing the stream life and suffocating fish eggs. When large trees fall naturally into the water their roots anchor them in place and they provide the complexity so important to fish habitat. 
The natural width of this functional area depends on terrain, stability and other factors. To provide adequate and continuous wood to the stream requires a zone at least as wide on each bank as the height of a hundred year old tree, ideally a “no touch” zone not the “management” zones of today. 

 Without functioning riparian zones, our wonderful west coast fish-forest ecosystems fall apart. Ocean protein in the form of fish carcasses is carried into the forests by bears, eagles and a host of other creatures to become fertilizer for the trees. Trees grow more in the years when there are good fish runs, and you can see this in the size of their growth rings. Activities which do not support fish runs are short sighted and not in the long term interest of the forests.

Failure to hold water on the land, makes flooding and erosion more likely and as climate change continues, this will get worse. Flooding and erosion already threatens residential properties on the lower Tsolum River and roads in the area. Fixing these kinds of problems will become increasingly costly. Water tables in some areas will fall as summer water levels decline. 

There are jurisdictional problems with streamside regulations. For example, land in forestry is under one set of rules, such as the provincial Private Managed Forest Land Act.  When land is taken out of forestry and sold for development it comes under another stricter set of rules, the Riparian Area Regulations enforced by the Regional District. By the time these rules apply, a good number of large trees in the riparian area have been removed and the community is left with degraded streamside habitat. And it is all perfectly legal. 

In spite of inadequate regulations, riparian protection and repair often is achieved by the good will of private landowners. With  better laws, those of you involved with salmon enhancement could have dramatically better results. If salmon don’t have a safe place to lay their eggs in the rivers, the ones that do make it home, do it all in vain.

 There are successes in protecting habitat such as the impetus to clean up the toxic leachate from the (now defunct) Mt Washington copper mine. The Towhee project resurrected a buried creek from under Vanier High School and was a wonderful example of groups and individuals cooperating and donating their resources. Similar efforts must increase if we are to preserve our riparian zones.  

Riverside developments must become part of the solution instead of being part of the problem. Development proposals must be held to much higher standards and demonstrate that they will improve the riparian ecosystem and not just ‘minimize’ environmental damage. In some cases this might involve stabilizing banks, preventing or slowing runoff, providing ‘large woody debris’ to streams, not building in some areas, preserving and planting trees and a host of other site specific measures. One critical problem is storm water runoff. Water collects on hard surfaces, roofs, roads, parking lots, etc, funnels into ditches and pours unfiltered into the rivers instead of seeping slowly through the ground. The water quality and hydrological changes from this are devastating to fish like coho and steelhead. 

 The Regional Growth Strategy hearings presently underway are a good place to voice your concerns about riparian areas and riverways. At this level of  government rivers can be seen from a ‘landscape’ or ‘watershed’ perspective. Your input is needed. Get involved with the Regional District’s ‘Parks and Greenways Strategy and their Plant A Tree program. Join your local river’s streamkeepers group.
Salmon are what is called an indicator species; one that signals the health of the entire ecosystem. The struggle to save our dwindling salmon heritage depends on respecting   the limits of natural systems like rivers/riparian zones. We need to coordinate efforts to protect what is in all our interests from those development, agricultural and logging interests that choose to favor shorter term priorities.
The inescapable truth is that our rivers are threatened by unsustainable human activity and we need better ideas and interventions to address these issues.
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