MERRITT

Reducing Flood Risk through
Community-Driven Floodplain
Naturalization
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THE SCIENCE

Floodplain naturalization is the process of restoring floodplains and allowing for the
natural flow of rivers, reducing flood risk and damage to communities. Floodplain
naturalization has many ecological benefits, including increasing biodiversity, improving
water quality, creating fish and wildlife habitat, restoring natural vegetation, and climate
resilience.

In communities where homes and infrastructure have been built in floodplains,
properties are prone to repeat damage from floods. As climate change intensifies and
increases the risk of stronger storms and more frequent flood events, nature-based
solutions like floodplain naturalization increase flood resilience by removing structures
from areas at high risk of flooding and giving the river room to flow.

THE TRIGGER

Located in the Nicola Valley of the south-central Interior of British Columbia,

the city of Merritt sits at the confluence of the Nicola and Coldwater rivers. In
November 2021, the city of Merritt experienced an atmospheric river event that
led to extensive overland flooding of the Coldwater River, overwhelming existing
dike infrastructure and inundating the community. The flooding caused the municipal
water system wastewater treatment plant to fail, resulting in the evacuation of the
entire city of Merritt and its over 7000 residents. Damages to municipal, commercial
and residential property totalled over $150 million. Following the destruction of
the 2021 atmospheric river event, the City of Merritt developed a comprehensive
Flood Mitigation Plan, including a variety of critical repair and mitigation projects at an
estimated cost $109 million.

THE APPROACH

In addition to infrastructure repairs and dike projects, the City of Merritt secured
funding for the STUWI(x) Naturalization project, an innovative project using
nature-based solutions to reduce flood risk, enhance riparian and stream habitats,
and return the river to its natural state. The project seeks to restore and naturalize
an area in the community that has flooded repeatedly in the past and was hard hit by
the 2021 atmospheric river flooding. The project would restore the area to a natural
floodplain and support the permanent establishment of the natural river channel at
the confluence of the Coldwater and Nicola Rivers.

The project is divided into four phases:
Phase |:Voluntary buyout program of private properties in the project site.

Phase 2: Permanent structures and infrastructure will be removed from the floodplain,
along with invasive species.

57



Figure 13:The City of Merritt is advancing the STUWI(x) Naturalization Project, a nature-based
initiative designed to reduce flood risk, restore riparian habitats, and return the river to a more
natural state. (Source: City of Merritt)

Phase 3: STUWI(x) Steering Committee will meet and develop naturalized floodplain
design for the project site, centering Indigenous traditional knowledge and community
needs.

Phase 4 will construct and implement the designs and recommendations that arise
from the STUWI(x) Steering Committee, allowing for the floodplain to function
naturally, restoring the natural area and increasing flood resilience.

The city of Merritt is located on the traditional and unceded territory of the
Nlaka'pamux and Sylix people. A unique feature of the STUWI(X) project is its
commitment to reconciliation and its focus on Indigenous-led restoration. The
STUWI(x) Steering Committee will guide the design and implementation of the
flood naturalization project. The STUWI(x) Steering Committee consists of seven
decision makers: one City of Merritt representative and a representative from each
of the six neighbouring First Nations, which include the Coldwater Indian Band,
Cook’s Ferry Indian Band, Lower Nicola Indian Band, Nooaitch Indian Band, Shackan
Indian Band, and Upper Nicola Band. Over a period of |8 months, the Steering
Committee will work together to develop a community-driven design that weaves
together traditional knowledge, ecological restoration, and floodplain mitigation. The
collaborative design process centers Indigenous knowledge holders and elders, with
support from stream and riparian specialists, engineers and other subject matter
experts.
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THE OUTCOME

The City of Merritt was successful in securing the funding needed to launch

the project in 2024 through the Canada Infrastructure Program (ICIP) Green
Infrastructure — Adaptation, Resilience, and Disaster Mitigation (Green ARDM) grant
stream.The City of Merritt developed a new voluntary buyout program, and private
properties were purchased using the funds provided by the Green ARDM grant.
Steering Committee members have started meeting to share traditional knowledge
and Indigenous perspective on the river and restoration, exploring community

needs and potential design ideas for the naturalization plan. The completion date for
STUWI(x) is 2027.

AWORD FROM MERRITT

Sean Strang, Director of Flood Recovery and Mitigation for the City of Merritt,
shared why Merritt had chosen naturalization as a flood mitigation strategy." This is

a situation where the project area should have been riparian and would have been
riparian before.We really wanted to take a stand that something had to change.Why
are we building private property back in an area that will continue to flood and be
destroyed again?”’, explained Strang."We proposed a nature-based solution as there
are some areas where it is equitable to get out of the flood zone and stop rebuilding
where we shouldn't have built in the first place. This project will allow for us to have
room for the river, and for some sort of naturalization to return’’.

Support from the provincial government was key in the STUWI(X) project moving
forward."“The province has really come through as a partner, working with us to
develop policy, supporting our work, and funding a new idea and approach like this!
None of this would have happened if there weren't people within the provincial
government helping us with this project”, said Strang.

Charlene Joe, coordinator of the STUWI(x) Steering Committee highlighted the
importance of integrating traditional knowledge and Indigenous-led approaches

to restoration and flood mitigation. "Having an Indigenous engagement person in

this project is critical if you want to work and connect with local First Nations”,

she emphasized.“It's important to have a balance between traditional knowledge
keepers and elders, as well as registered biologists and engineers.You learn something
new every day from the group.The span of their knowledge is amazing!”. Strang
added, “With this project, it's not the engineers proposing something and talking to
indigenous knowledge holders about it after. It's the steering committee deciding what
to do and telling the engineers so they can implement it!".
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