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THE NORTH ABERDEEN PLATEAU 

The North Aberdeen Plateau lies within Syilx territory, where the Okanagan Indian Band 

represents and upholds Syilx interests and values.  The area holds significant cultural heritage 

importance for the Syilx People.   

The Okanagan Indian Band people have maintained a deep, sacred connection to these lands 

and waters since time immemorial. Responsibilities include stewarding their lands, safeguarding 

water sources, protecting cultural sites, and ensuring the well-being of community members. This 

obligation is non-negotiable and intrinsic to their existence as Syilx people.  

The plateau serves as a crucial water source for Lake Country and the Greater Vernon Area 

encompassing the Duteau Creek, Vernon Creek (Beaver Lake), King Edward and Oyama 

Watersheds.  All told, many British Columbians rely on the water from this plateau for their 

sustenance, livelihoods and culture. 

The North Aberdeen Plateau faces significant threats from climate change – including wildfire, 

drought, and extreme weather – as well as resource extraction and land development pressures.  

These risks could have catastrophic consequences for water sources, drinking and agricultural 

water supply, the regional economy and the overall way of life for residents. 
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This urgency drives the creation of the North Aberdeen Plateau Guidance Plan which outlines our 

vision, objectives for water security, stewardship and governance, and the necessary context for 

successfully integrating watershed and wildfire resilience efforts. 

 

WHO WE ARE 

We are a collaborative partnership that includes the Okanagan Indian Band (OKIB), the Regional 

District of North Okanagan (RDNO) and the District of Lake Country (DLC). 

The RDNO owns and operates the Greater Vernon Water Utility, the third largest water supplier 

in British Columbia by volume.  The Greater Vernon Water Utility provides domestic water to 

approximately 71,000 people and agricultural water to approximately 3,000 hectares of serviced 

land.  The DLC provides domestic water to 12,000 people and agricultural water to approximately 

1,200 hectares of serviced land. The North Aberdeen Plateau hosts much of the source water 

and infrastructure for these essential services. 

As water purveyors, the RDNO and DLC are legally accountable for the provision of safe drinking 

water under the Drinking Water Protection Act; and yet RDNO and DLC do not have any legal 

authority to address activities on the land base that would affect that accountability. 

The North Aberdeen Plateau is central to Indigenous rights, title and the cultural heritage1 of the 

Syilx People and as such, the Okanagan Indian Band community has deep connections and 

responsibility for the stewardship of this area.  The Syilx People have never ceded their 

indigenous rights and title and the time has come to take up their inherent authority to steward 

the lands and waters.  The Syilx People are the Okanagan Nation with seven member 

communities in British Columbia - the Okanagan Indian Band, Osoyoos Indian Band, Penticton 

Indian Band, Upper Nicola Band, Upper and Lower Similkameen Indian Bands, and Westbank 

First Nation. Members share common land, nsyilxcən language, culture, and customs, all of which 

honor the natural laws of the tmixw – that which gives us life. 

Our alignment in ensuring water security for present and future generations is strong.  Over the 

years, we have collaborated on watershed assessments, wildfire risk assessments, and 

recommendations to protect source water, drinking water, agricultural water and cultural heritage 

values.   

While we each hold distinct accountabilities – OKIB for stewardship, RDNO and DLC for safe 

water provision – our shared goal is to protect water security and cultural heritage for future 

generations. This collaboration positions us to influence provincial decisions addressing the 

threats we face.  

 
1 Cultural heritage does not end at monuments and collections of objects.  It also includes traditions or living 
expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on to our descendants, such as oral traditions, 
performing arts, social practices, rituals, festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and 
the universe of the knowledge and skills to produce traditional crafts.  Source:  OKIB Website 
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Our work cannot be completed effectively without the cooperation of provincial decision makers.  

That is why our partnership (OKIB, RDNO, DLC) has developed this Guidance Plan.  The Plan 

will inform our conduct, invite collaboration and guide us toward shared decision-making with the 

Province. 

There is a palpable tension between acting immediately to reduce climate change risks and the 

need to gather data and build trust for effective decision making. 

 

OUR VISION 

We come together with a profound sense of responsibility and urgency. The North Aberdeen 

Plateau faces threats that endanger cultural identity, water access, food security, livelihoods, and 

recreational opportunities. 

Climate change, drought, extreme weather events and wildfire risks jeopardize our water, land, 

and cultural heritage values. That’s why we believe that the current management regime must 

shift. Our vision is to deliver: 

 Water Security: Our water sources, water infrastructure, and cultural identity are under 

threat. Water security means that we recognize that “without water, there is no life”.  

We must ensure that future generations have access to clean, abundant water. 

 Stewardship and Governance: We will develop a governance approach that prioritizes 

local knowledge and influence.  We will establish mechanisms for a collective approach 

to stewardship and governance that reflects our values and respects our rights.  “We take 

care of the land - the land takes care of us.” 

We are dedicated to a sustainable future for all natural resources in the North Aberdeen Plateau.  

By focusing on water security, stewardship and governance, we safeguard the broader 

ecosystem, the cultural identity of Sylix people and the communities we serve. 

 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

Our work for the North Aberdeen Plateau is guided by the Okanagan Similkameen Collaborative 

Leadership Table Memorandum of Agreement signed November 2024 and associated Terms of 

Reference dated April 24, 2025. 

These documents reflect a broad arrangement between the Syilx Nation and Local Governments 

“to protect and restore siwlkw in the Okanagan and Similkameen Watersheds, now and for future 

generations”. 
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The following principles are intended to guide us in the work.   

1. LOCAL LENS – A PLACE-BASED APPROACH:   We aim to collaborate with the 

Province to implement shared decision-making processes that situate us, engage us, value 

us, and inspire us to be involved so we can effectively meet our accountabilities to community 

members.  We aim to build an equitable relationship among all partners, ensuring that Syilx 

People’s voices and perspectives are amplified and central in all decisions.   

 

2. ECOSYSTEM HEALTH FOCUS: Adopt a perspective that prioritizes the overall health and 

resilience of the ecosystem, recognizing the interconnectedness of the land, the waters, the 

plants, the animals, and people that contribute to community resilience.  As part of this work, 

we aim to implement restoration activities that remediate high-risk impacts on water and 

integrate restoration activities as an integral part of stewardship. 

 

3. 7 GENERATIONS PRINCIPLE: The 7 generations principle urges us to make decisions 

with the long-term impact on future generations in mind.  It encourages sustainable living, 

environmental stewardship, and social responsibility, ensuring our choices today do not harm 

future generations’ ability to thrive.  That is why we will evaluate our success using a quadruple 

bottom line – ecological, cultural, social and economic measures. 

 

4. BALANCE: Approach issues from a collaborative perspective.  We strive to find solutions 

that espouse shared land use with multiple benefits (e.g. a wildfire mitigation treatment could 

improve forage for ungulates, protect water, and support human land use). 

 

5. RESPECT FOR ALL KNOWLEDGE: Utilize both Indigenous knowledge and western 

science to guide our actions. This includes revising management practices based on past 

learnings and current and future needs. 

 

6. EDUCATION AND TRAINING: Focus on education and training to foster a deeper 

understanding of holistic stewardship and to pass on knowledge to current and future 

generations. 

 

7. INNOVATION AND CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT: Regularly assess and adapt our 

strategies based on new information, experiences, and changing conditions.  Remain open to 

innovative solutions and adjust our actions to effectively address the context we’re in. 

 

 

WATER SECURITY, STEWARDSHIP AND GOVERNANCE 
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To realize our vision of water security, stewardship and governance, we embrace the guiding 

principles above and will act deliberately to shift focus from resource development and extraction 

to protecting water, water infrastructure and cultural heritage values. 

For historical context, we draw from the 2001 Okanagan–Shuswap Land and Resource 

Management Plan. 

 

These historic statements did not deliver the intended results.  In light of climate change threats, 

our work must be bold and centralize Syilx title, rights and cultural values, as well as local-

government statutory obligations in decision-making. 

Community and ecosystem resilience is central to our work as we deliver positive results for future 

generations. 

WATER SECURITY 

Water is Life. This statement reflects a fundamental truth that water is essential for all living things.  

One only needs to reflect on what would happen without water to recognize its value.  Without it, 

the interconnectedness of life would not exist.  We recognize that we can rebuild homes, but we 

can’t rebuild natural water sources and systems. 
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To begin, we will seek funding partners to support the development of a Watershed Resilience 

Plan.  A terms-of-reference for the Watershed Resilience Plan will be developed by the OKIB, 

RDNO and DLC to establish a budget, timelines and include the following components: 

 purpose of the project, 

 geographic scope, 

 project lead, governing body, and engagement structures to align with this Guidance Plan, 

 timelines, 

 collection of agreed upon and available information, 

 studies or research required to drive informed decision-making, 

 identification of place names and stories reflective of Syilx Nation culture, 

 threat analysis and risk assessments to inform priority restoration activities, 

 linkages to the Wildfire Resilience Plan noted in the next section, 

 development of methods and best practices that guide resource use reflecting the 

principles and priorities set out in this document  

 project partners including academia, funding partners, and relevant provincial and Federal 

agencies, 

 interest holders that will require engagement in the development and implementation 

process. 

The completed Watershed Resilience Plan would examine water quality and quantity, hydrologic 

function, ecosystem and community resilience, Syilx cultural values, flood and drought resistance, 

as  well  as  land  use  elements  including  sustainable  forestry,  recreation,  agriculture,  and  land 

development.  The results of this work will complement the Wildfire Resilience Plan and inform a 

broad range of decisions that affect water security in the North Aberdeen Plateau. 

Integral to this Guidance Plan is an Action Plan that outlines tasks, timelines, and accountabilities 

to deliver results. The Action Plan contains tasks to be completed between 2025 - 2027 and will 

be monitored by the Operations Team. The Operations Team will report out to the Leadership 

Team on an annual basis with progress reports, requests for direction, and task planning for 

subsequent years.  

STEWARDSHIP AND GOVERNANCE 

The Okanagan Similkameen Leadership Table Terms of Reference sets out a stewardship goal 

and governance framework to delineate membership roles and responsibilities, operational 

protocols, decision-making processes, consensus building methodologies, and the code of 

conduct. 

This governance framework includes the tenets of the Enowkinwixw process: the Syilx discipline 

that describes how to plan, solve problems, make decisions, resolve conflicts and/or develop an 

action plan. 



 

 8 

 

Enowkinwixw is a consensus-based practice developed on the principles of respect, trust and 

inclusion. The process includes Consensus, Establishment of Common Ground, Protocols for 

Discussion, Full Participation, Commitment, and Differing Perspectives.  The process is complete 

when an action and implementation plan incorporating all views is in place. 

We selected Enowkinwixw because it is based on the Syilx way of knowing and is consistent with 

our guiding principles.  Using this process would mean that we value differing perspectives, make 

robust, defensible and transparent decisions, and generate certainty by collectively respecting 

and upholding the decisions made. 

GOVERNANCE 

OKIB, RDNO and DLC will emulate the applicable components of the Okanagan Similkameen 

Collaborative Leadership Table governance framework for the North Aberdeen Plateau. 

Our group is organized as follows: 

Leadership representation: Each organization will appoint one leadership representative and 

one alternate. Recognizing that each organization has its own structure and processes in place, 

leadership representatives will be responsible for disseminating information, making 

recommendations, and seeking authority from their respective organizations according to 

organization specific processes and legal requirements. 

Operations Team:  OKIB, RDNO and DLC each have one staff member appointed to deliver on 

the activities set out in the 2025 – 2027 Action Plan.  The operations team will take guidance from 

the leadership team. 

DECISION-MAKING 

To foster a governance approach that prioritizes local knowledge and influence, we are committed 

to developing a shared decision-making with relevant provincial agencies over time. 

We will start by working with the Ministry of Forests to build efficacy into the current activities and 

decision-making processes that contribute to catastrophic wildfire risk  

(eg. forestry, recreation, access, natural disturbance, and wildfire mitigation projects). 

We will collaborate with the Ministry of Forests and BC Wildfire Service to build trust and develop 

a collaborative, local and inclusive stewardship approach. 

In the immediate term, this means that we will focus on mitigating risk to water security, 

implementing wildfire resilience projects, and providing the BC Wildfire Service with our priorities, 

to support wildfire fighting decisions. 
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The Operations Team has established a table with the Ministry of Forests (based on the historic 

Integrated Watershed Management Planning tables) to: 

 Develop annual plans for activities on the land base, including an assessment of how the 

cumulative impact of those activities contribute to wildfire risk; 

 Understand existing legal orders and permits affecting the North Aberdeen Plateau; 

 Identify and review plans and permit applications; 

 Develop efficient, collaborative processes to review permit applications and land use plans 

through the lens of water and cultural heritage preservation and enhancement; 

 Engage various tenure and permit holders in the area; 

 Develop, track, and maintain fire mitigation prescriptions;  

 Disseminate the successes and failures with a focus on continual improvement; and 

 Provide capacity funding for the OKIB to represent our partnership in day-to-day activities. 

This forum is led by the Ministry of Forests and engages the partnership on the matters noted 

above. 

Our efforts to address catastrophic wildfire threats will directly inform our vision of achieving water 

security.  The decision-making structure established with the Ministry of Forests includes our 

mutual commitment to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act 

and will advance our stewardship and governance goals for the North Aberdeen Plateau in line 

with our vision and guiding principles. 

As we evolve our relationships with the Province and develop the Watershed Resilience Plan, we 

seek shared decision-making over a broader range of decisions that affect the water security of 

the North Aberdeen Plateau.  This could manifest in a number of different ways – strategic, land 

or water use orders, tactical decisions or agreements. We will work collaboratively with the 

Province to review, identify and share decisions to define and propel our interests. 

 

CATASTROPHIC WILDFIRE – THE IMMINENT THREAT 

As we strive for water security, stewardship and governance, we must address the imminent 

threat of catastrophic wildfire.  Severe wildfire presents the most immediate threat to water with 

potentially disastrous social, environmental and economic consequences for our communities. 

In May 2024, the Ministry of Forests announced2 a $15 million investment to collaborate with the 

OKIB, RDNO and DLC to protect water, water infrastructure and cultural values from catastrophic 

wildfire impacts. 

The map below depicts the wildfire risk rating for the North Aberdeen Plateau. 

 
2 Government of British Columbia. (2024, April 24). Wildfire-prevention project will keep Okanagan 
communities safe, protect water supply. https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2024FOR0022-000682 



 

 10 

 

 

We must act collaboratively and responsibly to mitigate wildfire impacts in the North Aberdeen 

Plateau.  Wildfire mitigation and resilience work must be done so that trust is built and actions 

align with our vision of protecting water and fostering a resilient landscape. 

This work is about learning and adapting to live with wildfire so we will implement treatments at 

the landscape level that emphasize community and ecosystem resilience.  We embrace natural 

disturbances, prescribed fire, and forestry activities such as select harvest and commercial 

thinning as part of the solution.  We recognize that as the environment and climate continue to 

change, the work we do today must enable future generations to continue the work of mitigation 

and adaptation. 

WILDFIRE RESILIENCE  

The OKIB, DLC, RDNO, the Ministry of Forests, including the BC Wildfire Service will develop a 

Wildfire Resilience Plan to guide effective planning and prioritization of wildfire mitigation 

treatments.  This plan will incorporate Indigenous knowledge, prioritize water security and cultural 

heritage, and highlight the activities on the land base that are consistent with our objectives. 

With support from the Ministry of Forests and the BC Wildfire Service (BCWS), our activities will 

include: 
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 Planning and implementing works to protect water, water infrastructure and cultural 

heritage values, 

 Looking to images of the historic landscape (pre-modern wildfire fighting) to guide timber 

and fuel management treatments, 

 Learning lessons from catastrophic wildfires in the region including, but not limited to, the 

MacDougall Creek Fire and White Rock Lake Fires, 

 Modelling catastrophic wildfire impacts on water and prioritizing wildfire mitigation 

treatments accordingly, 

 Developing plans to rehabilitate old roads / developments that contribute to risk of 

sedimentation and landslides, while maintaining appropriate access for BCWS to fight 

wildfires, 

 Communicating with BCWS incident commanders to support their decisions when fighting 

wildfire in the area, 

 Reducing wildfire intensity through annual fuel management, including the proactive use 

of traditional and prescribed burns, ladder fuel reduction, commercial thinning, pruning 

and mulching, 

 Updating current practices to enhance wildfire resilience (eg. stocking standards, retention 

harvest methods, Allowable Annual Cut determinations, silviculture treatments, etc.), 

 Creating opportunities and capacity building in fire mitigation works by planning multiple 

projects in advance, 

 Increasing opportunities for the economic utilization of fibre removed through treatments, 

 Evaluating treatment effectiveness and improving future decision making, 

 Fostering awareness that prescribed traditional burning is one of many necessary tools to 

mitigate the risks of catastrophic wildfires, 

 Reporting progress and successes to communities and interest holders. 

 

PARTNERSHIPS, COMMUNICATION AND ENGAGEMENT 

We are developing a new engagement model that prioritizes water security and local influence in 

light of the climate change threats.  This statement is packed with accountability to share our 

work, partner with leading expert institutions, and deliver results that could be amplified 

throughout the Province, the country and globally. 

We are committed to remedying historic practices that contributed to the risks now threatening 

water security.  We reiterate that Syilx people and cultural values, as well as local government 

interests were not considered in previous decision-making. 

That is why building partnerships with the Province and collaborating with all knowledge base 

institutes including the UVic POLIS Project Group, the University of BC Okanagan, and Forest 

Enhancement Society BC, and expertise in other jurisdictions (ie. US Forest Service PODs) are 

so important. 
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We are obligated to partner, communicate and engage with those affected by our work so that: 

 Citizens understand where their water comes from and why we need to protect it; 

 Tenure holders and licencees understand their role in mitigating risk of catastrophic 

wildfire and impacts on water sources (ie. responsible forestry, agriculture, recreation and 

ATV use, land leases, etc); 

 Citizens understand the wildfire mitigation work doesn’t prevent catastrophic wildfires - it 

only mitigates the impacts.  This includes the use of prescribed fire (eg. ‘a few ribbons of 

smoke now to avoid a summer choked with wildfire and smoke’); 

 Syilx knowledge keepers will play a pivotal role in determining future actions to 

complement western ways of knowing and provide for better future results, and; 

 Importantly, local knowledge and influence contributing to decision-making in this area will 

deliver positive results. 
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CONCLUSION 

Our commitment to mitigating the impacts of climate change, land development, and unresolved 
legacy issues drives our vision for water security in the North Aberdeen Plateau. 

We will take deliberate steps starting with Wildfire Resilience planning and projects with the 
Ministry of Forests and the BC Wildfire Service.  Each step we take will inform our broader 
interests that will be captured in the Watershed Resilience Plan. 

For clarity, both the Wildfire and Watershed Resilience Plans will be centered around water 

security.  Wildfire resilience is about managing and adapting to the impact of wildfires, watershed 

resilience involves a broader set of decisions to maintain the integrity of water systems, ecological 

and community health. 

By embracing a collaborative approach, we aim to establish a new standard for water security, 
stewardship and governance. The legacy we build today will ensure that future generations inherit 
a vibrant, resilient, heathy and respected landscape. 
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