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THE 
COWICHAN 
VALLEY
By  Summer  Gou lden  

f o r  t he  Cowichan  Cl ima te  Change  Co l l abo ra t i on

G E T T I N G  T O  K N OW

Throughout the summer, a 
small, dedicated survey 
team made their way  
throughout the Cowichan 
Valley, speaking with residents 
about climate change.  

We are interested in finding out
what people know about 
climate change, how they think 
it might affect them here in the 
Valley, and what they are doing 
to prepare and/or adapt to a 
changing climate. 

Many climate change studies 
explore how we can expect our 
physical environment to 
change in coming years, 
affecting many areas such as 
local food production, damage 
to infrastructure, flooding, sea 
level rise, forest fires, pollution, 
native species loss, etc.  

We are interested in exploring 
the social implications of 
climate change, or the social 
factors that make us either 
more vulnerable or more 
resilient to climate change.  

This project is a product of the 
Cowichan Climate Change 
Collaboration -a partnership of 
community groups ranging 
from local government agencies 
to community and volunteer 
organizations -all concerned 
with the local impacts climate 
change will have on the 
Cowichan Valley.   

We are using the information 
we gather from community 
members to identify particular 
vulnerabilities in specific 
regions throughout the Valley, 
in order to focus on local 
responses to these ecologically 
and socially sensitive areas.  

In the fall, we will offer 
communities identified as 
vulnerable and demonstrating 
interest the opportunity to 
participate in neighbourhood- 
based climate adaption projects 
supported by our Collaboration. 

Stay up to date with this project 
via our website: 

Who are we?

www.socialplanningcowichan.org/ 
climate-change

Toad Hollow Photography
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CLIMATE 
IMPACTS

WH A T  C A N  W E  E X P E C T ?

According to local studies of the region, we 
can expect climate change to affect the 
Cowichan Valley in the following ways: 
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More fall, winter and spring rainfall, 

causing more flooding 

More extreme summer drought 
conditions; water shortages

No more winter snow pack on the 

mountains

More frequent storm events
Rising food prices as a result of 

drought, land degradation & global

conditions

Higher levels of toxins in fish, and 

fish mortality (death)

Increase in disease-carrying pests
Rise in sea level, putting coastal 

communities at risk

Food shortages
Greater wildfire events; more air 
pollution, especially from smoke 2



          Climate change is not a single, measurable event. It does not affect entire regions, communities or 

even neighbourhoods in the same manner, and it can sometimes be difficult to measure at all. The 

influence it has on a region will differ based on a wide range of biophysical factors such as proximity to 

the ocean or a floodplain, and social factors such as distance from facilities like grocery stores and social 

support services, socioeconomic status, community cohesion (how well you know your neighbours, etc). 

          Climate change is not just an external, measurable force, but has also become a part of our lived 

experiences, where our memories are an integral component of understanding and observing how our 

world is changing. This project has been focused around understanding how our Cowichan 

Valley residents are already being affected by climate change, and discovering the concerns they have 

about the future. 

          We recognize that climate change is a global issue, requiring leadership and innovation on a global 

scale if we are to create the changes needed to avoid severe, irreversible damages to our natural 

systems –the systems we rely on for survival. While there is much work to do to make the fundamental 

changes needed at the national and international level, we also believe that working with our communities 

towards meaningful change at a local level is a crucial, valuable, and constructive place to start, 

particularly to protect those most at risk. 

          According to the most recent report released by the IPCC, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change, “Climate change will amplify existing risks and create new risks for natural and human systems. 

Risks are unevenly distributed and are generally greater for disadvantaged people and communities in 

countries at all levels of development.” While the media has primarily focused on other parts of the globe 

in regards to the measurable and visible impacts of climate change, we are interested in how these 

changes are already being experienced locally, and how they differ between neighbourhoods and 

communities through the Cowichan Valley. 

          What are the social factors that determine how vulnerable an individual or community is to the 

impacts of climate change? What should we be most concerned about in our region? What local 

innovations can we adopt to both mitigate the effects on our communities in the future, and adapt to an 

already changing environment? While we are still in the first phase of this project, we are beginning to 

answer some of these questions, with the ultimate goal of creating a social policy toolkit as well as 

recommendations to support and inform robust climate change-adaption policies for our local 

governments. 

          According to Heather Cooley, the co-director of the Pacific Institute, climate risk is a function of 

exposure and vulnerability. Therefore, planning processes must involve our most vulnerable communities, 

as blanket solutions for an entire region without consultation regarding the specific needs of our 

neighbourhoods will inevitably leave some of our community members behind. As one of the leading 

organizations in climate change adaption and mitigation, the Pacific Institute supports the integration of 

social vulnerabilities (the susceptibility of a given community to harm from a hazard) into adaption 

strategies as an essential component of meaningfully addressing climate change.  

Vulnerability

and Climate Change
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lived experience

scientific data

is about more 
than

Climate change

it is also a

"I've been around for a long while and something has 
changed, I've seen it and felt it. You asked me where I 

learned about climate change, and there are outlets like the 
television, but I feel it in my skin.  There is a huge difference 
from when I was a kid.  People may think this is normal stuff, 

but it isn't" -Cowichan Valley resident

“It’s not a fallacy
anymore, we used to

laugh at it,
climate change,

but now we’re in the
  middle of it”

         -Curtis

When asked about their primary source of 
information about climate change, some 
members of our community referenced 
their lived experiences, such as their 
livelihoods or relationship with the 
environment, as their primary source of 
knowledge. 
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T H E  N E I G H B O U R H O O D S

T H R O U G H O U T  T H E  S U M M E R ,  W E  S E N T  T E A M S  
I N T O  T H E  F O L L O W I N G  1 0  N E I G H B O U R H O O D S :

While each neighbourhood had their own unique ideas 
and concerns, many communities  expressed interest 
in similar projects, including: 

Quamichan, Cowichan Tribes 
North Cowichan 
neighbourhoods:               
Hawkes Blvd, Alexander, 
Highland & M'Akola
Lake Cowichan: Nitinat to 
Cedar Ave.
Duncan: Beech Ave 

Ladysmith: Kitchener St. to Warren St.
Shawnigan Lake-Mill Bay: Cedar Creek 
Mobile Home Park
Chemainus: Surrounding Chemainus 
Secondary
Maple Bay: Donnay Dr, Maple Bay Rd, 
Kingsview Rd. 

Community Gardens  

Rainwater Catchment Systems 

Emergency Preparedness Kits

Emergency Protocol/Evacuation Routes

An Information Session to learn about Climate Change

At the very least, residents in every neighbourhood voiced 
their interest in a community or block party where they 
would have the opportunity to meet one another and share 
knowledge amongst themselves. We believe that knowing 
our neighbours is a crucial first step in building resilience in 
our communities, to help us prepare for an uncertain and 
changing environment in the future.
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What the numbers say vs.  
What the people say...

Being able to go door-to-door with this project and actually talk to people 
about their desires and concerns was incredibly valuable.  

Asking survey questions with a predetermined list of possible answers 
limits the depth and integrity of people's responses.  

The feedback our survey team received anecdotally as people reflected 
upon and elaborated on their responses were the parts of our conversations 
that gave us the best sense of what the Cowichan Valley's residents envision 
for a way forward together.  

While these graphics suggest that the 

majority of people feel comfortable asking 

their neighbours for help, and find their 

neighbourhoods generally safe, we 

also received a significant amount of 

feedback suggesting that people still lack 

meaningful connections in their 

communities, and want to know their 

neighbours in a deeper sense than 

merely waving to them when they walk 

down the street.  

When asked what would make their 

neighbourhoods safer, most people's 

immediate response was knowing their 

neighbours better. Interestingly enough, 

we have a problem that is also a 

solution. Building a stronger sense of 

community is the first step in tackling 

some of the other issues they may be 

facing. 
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Environmental knowledge and 
concern in the Cowichan Valley 

When we asked what environmental issues people were concerned about in their community, we had a 

list of options available if they needed help thinking of specific examples. Almost everyone responded 

instantly with 'water'. The low levels of the Cowichan River during our summer survey, as well as the 

drought throughout the Valley in general, had people concerned. Again, the image below shows a 

variety of concerns, and in talking with people water was on everyone's mind. The 'other' category in the 

graph below is so large because it is where we added all of our anecdotal, qualitative feedback about 

concerns people have in the Valley.

We also decided to find out where people 

primarily receive their information about 

climate change, in order to gauge the 

reliability of their knowledge and sources. 

While an impressive number of 

people took it upon themselves to do 

personal research to understand how our 

environment is changing, the majority of 

people still rely on the media to inform 

them about the severity of climate 

change, which often offers mixed 

messages about what we should expect 

and the amount of action currently 

necessary. 7



WATER

What is the Cowichan Valley 
 most concerned about?

“Our river is almost 
gone… 
Without the river there 
is no life. If you don’t 
have water, you don’t 
have anything”

"The water; it's a disaster. 
No one is doing anything."

"The river is drying up, 
right now you can 

practically walk 
across it. I'm really 

worried about it, 
especially about the fish."

"I'm really concerned about the river and the fish. The Crofton Pulp Mill is taking the water and giving the 

fish a very hard time. My (ex)hubby is a fisherman and he couldn't fish this year so there is no fresh fish 

for the family. We like to put fish in jars and save them but our stores are getting low now. This is a hard 

time for me as a single mom. It is very sad and I'm extremely concerned about the fish."

"I'm concerned there won't be a river 
 10 years from now".

"The water is my biggest 
concern...the river is 

gutted, it isn't healthy. The 
mill takes too much water, 

they are responsible for 
killing the fish which 

means the local people are 
badly impacted."8



Other concerns throughout the 
Cowichan Valley 

"Humans straining the 
environment because of 

meat consumption"

"I'm concerned that no one seems to care. There 
needs to be more work done to raise awareness. 

People throw their smokes out the window and this 
can cause a fire. They put bad stuff down the drains 

which is causing pollution in the water ways."

"That others may not get 
involved until the effects 

are right on their 
doorstep."

"Too much concrete, too 
much cutting down of
trees without replacing 

them."

"Over-consumption"

"Earthquakes. Drought around here and when we take too much water from the 
aquifer we cause the land to be less stable which creates problems.  The big 

problem is with the cutting of old growth - we must keep every old growth tree - we 
don't have a snow pack because the trees are clear cut."

"Mono Crops and lack 
of community gardens 

and fruit trees"

"Failure of humans to 
understand their 
impact on other 

species, diversity, and 
the biome more 

generally. Failure of 
our so-called "leaders" 
to begin to grasp that 

something should have 
been done long ago."

"Bees"

"Personal responsibility; 

people failing to be 

accountable and take 

responsibility over playing 

their own part." 

 

"Profit-over-people 

corporate ideologues 

have hijacked our 

Provincial and Federal 

governments, AND our 

local voices are being 

drowned out in long 

expensive legal battles."

 
"More co-operation 

between Indigenous, 
Local, Provincial and 

Federal Governments." 

"I'm concerned about the spraying of the dykes in the neighbourhoods, I wish they didn't do that. They also 
spray all the sides of the logging roads, where the grouse and other animals are living, making their home 

toxic. I'm concerned about the sea level rise and extreme weather events. There is way too much land 
development in these parts - with not enough density. The over development means that water runs into 
culverts and doesn't go into the ground - leaving things a lot dryer. It will cost a fortune to maintain the 

infrastructure in the long run. I'm also very concerned about invasive species. Concerned about the Mill's 
use of the water in the Cowichan River. I'm concerned about the water levels." 9



Just how concerned are we about 
climate change?

People expressed concerns about climate change, however when we they were asked to think about 

how concerned they are when they pictured the Valley 10 years from now, they became substantially 

more concerned. It is clear that people have a general belief that things will get worse as we progress 

throughout time. If we can find ways to communicate this urgency now, we can encourage people to start 

making changes in their lives now, which will make adapting down the road less of a challenge. 

This was an interesting question because we asked it in two parts. The first time we just wanted to know 

how concerned people felt right now about the local impacts of climate change. Many people had an 

answer for us before we had even finished asking the question, and responded with 'extremely 

concerned'. The majority of responses fell within the categories of extremely to fairly concerned.
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Local 
Innovation
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Conclusions and Next Steps
Ultimately, we discovered through conversations with people all over the Cowichan Valley 
that what our residents really want is community. They want to feel connected to one 
another, because with that connection comes a greater sense of belonging, security, and 
overall happiness, as well as the ability to work together on solutions to the problems they 
face. 
  
By connecting the members of our communities together in meaningful ways, we are creating 
opportunities to share knowledge and experience, as well as to share the unique resources 
we each possess. We see one of our strongest resources moving forward as our very own 
people, as we heard from many that they are willing to share their knowledge and an even 
greater number who are willing to learn. 

We ultimately want to support each neighbourhood in deciding for themselves what kind of 
project they would like to do together, based on the needs and interests of their particular 
area. At the very least we want to bring everyone  in these communities together to meet one 
another and see the potential that exists when we come together. 

With concerns around drought, rising food prices, extreme weather events, and the 
availability of sufficient food and water supplies, coming together is a first step in building 
resilience in the face of  these issues. Learning from what others are already doing, while 
working together to find new ways to make sure everyone is taken care of is an essential part 
of adapting to a changing world. 

While many voiced concerns that nothing is being done or no one really cares, we discovered 
largely the opposite attitude after speaking with an incredible diversity of individuals. People 
are aware that things are changing, they are concerned, and they want to do something 
about it. 

One of the largest barriers we are currently faced with is where to start. We believe that it is 
in the here and now, meeting each other where we are at, face to face, shaking hands, 
embracing one another, and moving forwards together.   

Next Steps
1. Report back to neighbourhoods and community partners (Nov) 

2. Work with neighbourhood champions to begin planning projects and timelines (Nov-Feb) 

3. Kickoff events to begin neighbourhood projects  (Mar-June) 
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