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Open Letter on Perceived Water Shortages in Merritt 

February 18, 2021 

Dear Residents of Merritt, 

I will try not to make a habit of writing lengthy letters too often, but given the high level of public 
concern about perceived water shortages, I feel residents deserve direct communication on the subject.    
In particular, I have heard numerous residents express worry that: 

1. Merritt is running out of water; or 
2. Merritt doesn’t have enough water to support growth. 

 
I want to state in the clearest possible terms that Merritt is not running out of water.  We draw from the 
Upper Merritt aquifer, which is stable and has demonstrated that it can support much higher levels of 
consumption than what we currently draw.  We are also built on top of two other aquifers that could 
potentially be utilized as water sources. 

Supporting the Coldwater River 

While we have lots of water, when we draw any amount of water from the aquifer during the summer 
months, it puts additional stress on the drought-prone Coldwater River.  Since the Coldwater River is the 
primary source of recharge for the Upper Merritt aquifer, when the City pumps from the aquifer, that 
water is replaced (primarily) from the Coldwater River.  The lowest flows on the Coldwater River are 
typically recorded through Merritt, in the stretch of the river that runs from the festival grounds to the 
confluence with the Nicola River. 

Merritt’s water use is one of many contributing factors to the drought conditions that the Coldwater 
River tends to experience in the summer.  These conditions critically threaten the health of the 
Coldwater River ecosystem, especially fish, which struggle due to the low flow and accompanying high 
water temperature.  Each year, the City implements watering restrictions as a means of reducing water 
consumption during drought season, to minimize our impact on Coldwater River flows. 

There is an important distinction between ‘we don’t have enough water’ and ‘we often don’t have 
enough water in the Coldwater River in the summer, particularly in the portion of the Coldwater that 
runs from the festival grounds to the confluence of the Nicola river’.  Both are serious problems, but the 
first issue is much more difficult to solve and warrants stringent and immediate action.  For the second 
issue, there are numerous options that can be explored and implemented to substantially reduce our 
environmental impacts, even with higher populations. 
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We recognize that the Coldwater River is a shared resource, and we are committed to working alongside 
First Nations, senior levels of government, and anyone else with an interest, to find and implement the 
best possible solutions to this complex issue. 

The City is at various stages of exploring potential options to minimize its pumping impacts and/or 
directly support Coldwater River flows.  These options range from reducing water consumption through 
xeriscaping, education, and water metering, to seeking alternative water sources, to directly supporting 
Coldwater River flows in drought season through a series of reservoirs or through groundwater storage 
and release.  The ultimate solution will likely be found by working together to implement a combination 
of many of these options. 

I hope residents recognize that this is not a new problem.  The only thing new is that instead of 
pretending the issue doesn’t exist, we are trying to be better environmental stewards and work 
collaboratively to do something about it! 

I also hope that when you choose to scale back your outdoor watering this summer, you will feel a sense 
of pride in knowing that you are directly supporting the health of the Coldwater River.   

Thank you for taking the time to read these comments, your passion for Merritt, and for your mindful 
water use. 

Sincerely, 

 

Sean Smith 
Chief Administrative Officer 
ssmith@merritt.ca, 250-378-8613 
 
P.S. For anyone that is interested in better understanding the data and science behind my comments, I 
have prepared an appendix to this letter that addresses the same concerns in a more technical form, 
providing citations wherever possible.  If you want to go even further, on December 1, 2020, the City 
held a two-hour Committee of the Whole meeting entirely about the City’s water system.  You can view 
that meeting at this link December 1, 2020 Committee of the Whole Meeting). 

  

mailto:ssmith@merritt.ca
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=acES4TMBqnI
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Appendix A: Detailed Answer 

Q: Does Merritt have sufficient water in its aquifers to support growth? 

A: Yes.  Merritt is blessed to be built on top of three different aquifers (Nicola Watershed Aquifer 
Classification, page 25), a position that puts us in a much better position than many other communities 
across the Province.  Even without any new infrastructure, existing wells in the Upper Merritt aquifer 
could readily support a much larger population than we currently have.   

The City draws its water supply from four shallow wells in the Upper Merritt aquifer, which has an area 
of ~7.0km2 and ranges in depth from ~2m -50m (for more information about the Upper Merritt aquifer, 
see the following fact sheets Aquifer #74 Factsheet, Aquifer 0074 – Classification Worksheet). 

To give you a frame of reference on the productivity of the Upper Merritt aquifer, the City pumped 
more than 3,000,000 m3 of water from the Upper Merritt aquifer in 27 of 29 years between 1979 and 
2007. (see Figure 1 at the end of this Appendix for water usage statistics dating back to 1977).  During 
2006, the City’s population of 7,190 used 3,436,082 m3 of water, an average of 1,309 litres/person/day.  
Despite the alarming water use rates throughout that period, the aquifer remained stable. 

Since 2006, water usage in Merritt has been in an encouraging downward trend.  In 2019, the City’s 
population of 7,722 people used 2,091,196 m3 of water, which equates to an average of 742 
litres/person/day.  Using the per person consumption rate from 2019, the City’s existing water 
infrastructure could have serviced a population of 12,500 people and we still would have consumed less 
water than what was used in 2006. 

It is also important to recognize that our record low water use in 2019 is still well above the BC and 
Canada average.  Average water consumption in BC is 503 litres/person/day and the average across 
Canada is 427 litres/person/day (Source: StatsCan survey of Drinking Water Plants, 2017 ). 

If Merritt hit the BC average for water consumption (through any combination of xeriscaping, change in 
consumption habits, density, water metering, etc), a population of 15,000 would only need 2,748,450 
m3 of water, well below what has historically been drawn. 

This analysis doesn’t even consider the potential utilization of the Middle Merritt and Lower Merritt 
aquifers, should it be necessary.  The City already has a production well (Kengard) in the Lower Merritt 
aquifer and studies of that aquifer indicate that it is highly productive and much larger in terms of water 
volume than the Upper Merritt aquifer (for more information about the Lower Merritt aquifer, see the 
following factsheets Aquifer #1167 Factsheet, Aquifer 1167 – Classification Worksheet).  However, the 
Kengard well has seen limited use because it has high concentrations of Manganese, which would need 
to be filtered out to meet drinking water requirements.  The capital and operating costs for the filtration 

https://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/_Library/TR_Nicola/nicola_watershed_aquifer_classification-mapping_may_22_2018.pdf
https://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/_Library/TR_Nicola/nicola_watershed_aquifer_classification-mapping_may_22_2018.pdf
https://s3.ca-central-1.amazonaws.com/aquifer-docs/00000/AQ_00074_Aquifer_Factsheet.pdf
https://s3.ca-central-1.amazonaws.com/aquifer-docs/00000/AQ_00074_Aquifer_Factsheet.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190611/dq190611b-eng.htm
https://s3.ca-central-1.amazonaws.com/aquifer-docs/01100/AQ_01167_Aquifer_Factsheet.pdf
https://s3.ca-central-1.amazonaws.com/aquifer-docs/01100/AQ_01167_Aquifer_Mapping_Report.pdf
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infrastructure are extremely high, so Council has directed staff to consider other potential alternatives 
before committing funds to that project.  

In summary, Merritt has sufficient water to support future growth.  The Upper Merritt aquifer has 
historically produced more water than the City of Merritt would need for a population of 12,500 at 
current consumption rates.  The City could service a population of 15,000 if the Upper Merritt aquifer is 
capable of remaining stable at higher than historical levels of production, if consumption rates drop 
below 742 litres/person/day, or if other aquifers are utilized to expand capacity. 

Q: What do we know about the relationship between the Upper Merritt Aquifer and the Coldwater 
River? 

A: Even in the pre-development state (before Merritt was established), the portion of the Coldwater 
River that passes through the Merritt area was a ‘losing reach’, meaning that it naturally lost river flow 
to recharge the Upper Merritt aquifer (Ministry of Environment, Bennett and Caverly, 2009).  This 
natural condition has been exacerbated as a result of the City’s development and resulting groundwater 
withdrawal. 

The study estimated that ~70% of the water that the City pumps from the Upper Merritt Aquifer is 
recharged by the Coldwater River.  Using pumping rates from 2019, we estimate that the City’s pumping 
contributed to a river loss of ~1,453,837 m3/year or an average of 0.046 m3/second.   

During most of the year, the City’s contributed loss of ~0.046m3/second from Coldwater River has a 
minimal impact.  For example, during freshet in 2020, the Coldwater River flowed as high as ~90.0 m3 / 
second.  At peak freshet, the City’s draw constituted a loss of ~0.05% of the river’s total flow. 

By comparison, during peak drought season in August 2020, Coldwater River flows fell to as low as 0.311 
m3/sec, well below the critical fish rearing threshold.  At that point, the City’s contributed river loss of 
~0.046 m3/second may have constituted as much as ~12.9% of the river’s flow. 

The City is actively working to better understand the relationship between the City’s groundwater 
withdrawal and the Coldwater River.  On June 16, 2020, Council resolved to provide the Fraser Basin 
Water Council with $25,000 to perform a more in-depth groundwater/surface water study than what 
was conducted by Bennett and Caverly in 2009.  The Ministry of Forest, Lands, Natural Resource 
Operations and Rural Development provided an even greater sum to support that study. Phase 1 of that 
study can be found at this link: Coldwater River Groundwater / Surface Water Interaction Study – Phase 
1.  We anticipate that phase 2 of that study will be provided to the City in 2022. 

https://a100.gov.bc.ca/pub/acat/documents/r17457/final_report_june_2009_1260829348124_4503dd1136329375e6f10811a58e89887007579e45ed1d4ceef1040ad26da455.pdf
https://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/_Library/TR_Nicola/Coldwater_GW_SW_Interactions_Mar_23_2020.pdf
https://www.fraserbasin.bc.ca/_Library/TR_Nicola/Coldwater_GW_SW_Interactions_Mar_23_2020.pdf


 

 

 City Hall 
2185 Voght St. Box 189 
Merritt, BC, V1K1B8 
 

merritt.ca 
 

250 378 4224 
 

Figure 1 – City of Merritt Historical Water Usage 

 




