“Conserving With Care”- a made-in-Okanagan solution

Preamble- The south Okanagan (and to a lesser extent the lower Similkameen) are faced with increasing development pressures. People are attracted to the hot, dry summers and mild winters, not to mention the area’s vast array of other amenities. Agriculture flourishes in this same climate and lower elevation soils are suitable for a variety of crops. The area has recently experienced a boom in grape production. Yet this same area also supports a tremendous diversity of habitats with unique species, some of which occur nowhere else in Canada. 

For the most part, past development has not been sensitive to the area’s important natural attributes. Hundreds of acres of the Red-listed antelope-brush plant community have been lost to agriculture and a sizeable amount of important habitat has been lost to residential development. The integrity of this endangered ecosystem is at stake.

With careful planning and sensitivity to the area’s unique conservation values, more water, habitat and species will be saved, and the area will continue to retain its precious natural resources.

Begin by understanding the area’s natural amenities-

This is a concept of mindful consideration of all our natural amenities when embarking upon any type of development.  Unique attributes, limitations and needs must be at the forefront of all decision-making. Although this concept is also relevant to urban areas, the need is greatest in our rural areas. For instance, our greatest losses of habitat are from rapid agricultural expansion, the proliferation of open space recreational activities and residential development. Through or In this concept, water, habitat, forest resources and other natural and heritage features are given due regard in the planning and development of all urban uses, agriculture and recreational facilities. Natural processes and potential hazards such as wildfires are also considered during the early stages of any land use proposal.

At a glance, this concept resembles Smart Growth and in fact many of the same principles apply. However “Conserving with Care” emphasizes the natural environment rather than the built environment.  Precious resources such as endangered ecosystems and species at risk are featured assets. Water, which is a scarce commodity, requires special attention. Water conservation should be a governing factor when deciding what, where and how much development should occur. The impact of weeds on the natural environment also requires special attention. Weed management must be integral to any development. All of these considerations need to be factored into the approval process, for without them we will continue to compromise and lose our special natural features. We have the opportunity to do things differently by adopting a code of ethics respectful of this area’s unique attributes and true beauty. 

Sue Austen

edited by Anthea Bryan

September 2003

