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GIBSONS 
Using ponds for water management and 
recreation 

By Alexa Tanner
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THE SCIENCE

Gibsons, BC is a coastal community with approximately 5,000 residents. It is in the 
traditional and ancestorial territory of the Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwumixw. Geographically, 
the town is located at the base of Mount Elphinstone, overlooking the Salish Sea 
where the local aquifer (Aquifer 560) drains into. The town has two regions, Upper 
Gibsons, where the commercial operations cluster, and Lower Gibsons, which 
is more residential. Dating back to Gibsons’ early expansion, particularly in the 
1970’s-1990’s, Lower Gibson has experienced consistent flooding despite having an 
engineered water management system in place. In 2009, the town started thinking of 
the assets nature could provide and began re-thinking what made an infrastructure 
system. It was from here that a shift to nature-based solutions, particularly for water 
management, began. 

THE TRIGGER

As the community developed through the early 2000’s, it became increasingly 
apparent that an updated drainage plan was needed and the current approach, 
water diversion through pipes and small discharge areas to store water, was not 
meeting water management needs now or into the future. In response, a $6 million 
plan was proposed that used traditional engineered water management techniques 
to move water from Upper Gibsons and into the Salish Sea. With the large project 
and expense being proposed, the Town decided to explore other options to see if 
there were any natural solutions that could be incorporated into the plans or used 
entirely on their own. It was this curiosity for a natural solution that prompted the 
Town to start exploring if the existing White Tower Park could be given additional 
jobs of stormwater management and water filtration, along with its current use of 
recreation and green space. 

THE APPROACH

The community embarked on costing out the expense of turning White Tower Park 
into a stormwater pond and recreation area to see if it could compete with the 
proposed $6 million water management proposal using water pipes and diversions. 
The budget for the nature-based solution came in 26% below the cost of the hard 
infrastructure proposal.  This turned an environmentally and ecologically desirable 
plan into a financially responsible action. Through NGO and academic partnerships, 
a valuation of ecosystem services was done to show the even greater benefit of 
building out the natural pond and stormwater system over the engineered solutions. 
This included examining co-benefits such as slope stability and water filtration and 
the long-term benefits of an adaptable system that is better able to handle future 
risks associated with climate change. 

Given the multiple benefits of the stormwater pond system and lower costs, the 
community decided it was the obvious project to move forward with. Several 
challenges emerged before the project could be approved. First was that the 
function of an ecosystem to manage stormwater to reduce flood risk was harder 
to measure compared to the engineered system. This was overcome by using 
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ecosystem-based modelling tools (e.g., InVest, SWIM) to show the ecosystem could 
process and hold the required quantity of water at the same rate, if not better, than 
the engineered system. Second, as the stormwater pond blurred the line between 
infrastructure and nature, there were challenges surrounding department budgets 
and land use zoning. Traditional budgets and zoning have green space (Parks) and 
infrastructure (Engineering) as two separate entities. Gibsons had to change internal 
policy to allow the combination of Parks and Engineering before the project and 
budget could be approved and construction started. 

Once construction was underway, archeological assets were found during excavation. 
The project was paused while Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwumixw was consulted and the 
artifact excavated. After the short delay, the project construction continued around 
dredging the existing waterways, hardening the soil and clay, and connecting the 
natural assets to merge engineering systems and nature. 
   
THE OUTCOME

White Tower Park is known as a great success story for utilizing nature for its many 
co-benefits. The park is open to the public to be enjoyed as a greenspace and a 
recreation destination. It also acts as a vital stormwater management system and a 
valued natural infrastructure asset to reduce flood risks. Additional co-benefits exist 
including improving water quality through soil filtration and working to reduce soil 
erosion. The White Tower Park stormwater pond now has the capacity to hold more 
water than the engineered water management proposal and is a system that can 
adapt to the changing climate. 

Figure 4:White Tower Park uses natural infrastructure as a stormwater management sys-
tem to reduce flood risks. (Source: Town of Gibsons)
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Since construction, there has been a decrease in damage noticed throughout Gibsons, 
even after a massive storm the town experienced in 2021. The Town has established a 
budget to maintain the natural infrastructure system within the park and has the goal 
of lasting in perpetuity. The Town is now working on a One Water approach and is a 
leader in using nature as an asset. 

A WORD FROM GIBSONS

As eloquently put by Emanuel Machado, the right type of tree in the right place can 
do a lot of work. Stormwater pond systems and the trees within them are able to 
do a lot of the work that expensive engineered systems can do. Gibsons now gives 
precedence to nature-based alternatives when evaluating infrastructure projects, 
particularly for drainage-based work. Lessons learned are now being applied in 
shoreline restoration (e.g., Armours Beach) and retention pond restoration and 
maintenance (e.g. Marine Beach and Riparian Beach). A key first step to make this 
work in other communities is to build confidence that nature-based solutions work 
and have the firms available to do the construction. Machado recommends leading 
with the services that nature can provide rather than emphasizing the natural 
element.  

Changing thought also takes time and lessons learned from prior projects using 
nature can build on themselves and expand to larger projects when their success 
is experienced. Gibsons has seen this in practice with the slow introduction and 
expansion of nature-based services throughout the town over the last 10-15 years. 




