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Rivers define the communities that surround them. The Thames defines London, the Nile - Egypt and the 
Fraser defines what it means to live in Vancouver. As the greatest salmon river in the world salmon have 
defined the people of the Fraser for time out of mind. But the relationship is deeper than this. The 
Fraser and its tributaries connected communities, it was the trade route that led to the region being 
settled by Europeans. The flow of the Fraser delivered the soils that make this region the most 
productive agricultural area in all of BC. It was the flooding of the Fraser that determined where our 
municipalities settled, the waterway that provided transportation routes as the regions original 
transportation route for the local First Nation community, then as a means to move trees to mills and 
more recently as shipping routes for global trade. Over the years in addition to providing salmon to eat 
it has been the Fraser that carries away our human waste. With Vancouver’s desire to be the Greenest 
City in the world the Iona Island Wastewater Treatment Plant is an opportunity to go beyond reducing 
our negative impacts and instead restoring our relationship with the Fraser and our place within this 
magnificent ecosystem.  

To truly demonstrate leadership on the road to a green future we believe that the IONAWWTP should 
set as its primary objective the restoration of the ecological function of the river. This would shift the 
project to a perspective of having a net positive impact on the function of the Fraser estuary. When 
approached through this lens the desire to upgrade to Secondary Treatment is no longer sufficient. 
Instead we strongly believe the facility should be built to a tertiary treatment standard and include 
innovative elements to test nature based options for fourth stage treatment capable of removing new 
pollutants such as persistent pharmaceuticals and micro-plastics.  

The objective of having a net positive impact on the Fraser also requires that the site be designed in 
such a way as to rejuvenate  the flow of water and sediment to allow native species to once again thrive 
when using the area. This may require opening MacDonald Slough as well as breaching the jetties to 
allow freshwater flow. As these actions are planned careful consideration must be given to the different 
biological communities that will thrive as different ecosystems are created.   

One of biological communities currently thriving at Iona Island is the migratory bird community. From 
land birds headed for the Boral Forest to shorebirds heading even further north the current ecosystem 
at Iona is providing a uniquely productive stopover site for resting and feeding.  Iona Island is also 
important wintering ground for many species and provides breeding habitat for a whole host of birds. 
Given the importance of the Fraser estuary as a critical link in the Pacific Flyway it is essential that this 
productively be maintained as plans are made about how to enhance the habitat on and around Iona 
Island. The diversity and function of the intertidal, sand dune, wetland and wooded habitats must be 
included in efforts to maintain and enhance the island.  

Given the ecological importance of the site and the desire to have a net positive impact it is also worth 
ensuring the building itself is a cutting edge example of how built infrastructure can become a positive 
contribution to the space. To this end we expect that the facility be designed to meet the Living Building 



Challenge standards. This will ensure the facility is contributing back to the ecosystem in which it is 
placed and would showcase  a building that planners from around the world would like to emulate.  

Bringing people to Iona and the mouth of the Fraser is one of the unique opportunities before us. Iona 
Island is already well used by many who dearly love its special landscapes.  This however is a small 
proportion of the Lower Mainland’s population as over time Vancouver’s relationship with the river has 
changed so that the majority of the population no longer connects with the Fraser River.  If we want to 
ensure our kids have a healthy relationship with the estuary we need to provide them spaces where 
they can go to interact with the river in a respectful manner. The public who have ‘found’ Iona, very 
much appreciate it a wide variety of nature based recreation activities, such as walking, bicycling, 
viewing the ocean, walking dogs, picnicking as well as birding.  With proper design and planning Iona 
Island can better serve residents of the region to come and witness the splendor of the Fraser estuary. 
Eco-tourism is also a consideration, given the international significance of the bird life around the Iona 
Island and the international reputation BC has as a nature destination.  We believe that carefully 
designed plans for recreational use can meet the challenge of benefitting more people, while at the 
same time enhancing for wildlife and connecting people to the magnificence of the Fraser River. 

We expect Metro Vancouver to make use of new approaches to design a facility that signals to the 
world, to ourselves and to the river that a new chapter of respect for the Fraser has begun.  

 

Summary of Design Suggestions for the Iona Island Upgrade 

 

1. Ecological restoration and the principle of net positive impact be a primary objective 
2. Achieve a Tertiary Standard of Treatment with pilots of fourth level treatment 
3. Aim to enhance ecological function of the Fraser with focus on water flows and sediment 

transport 
4. Enhance connectivity for salmon 
5. Maintain productivity of treatment lagoons as novel bird habitat 
6. Zone some areas to be restricted access to reduce disturbance of birds  
7. Maintain biofilm habitat on the intertidal mudflats  
8. Enhance sand habitat along the North Arm jetty  
9. Maintain cottonwood and understory shrub layer.  
10. Plan for sea level rise, including a plan of managed retreat to identify how this habitat will be 

assisted in transforming as sea-level rises 
11. Design specific areas for bird viewing with infrastructure such as a planned trail system and bird 

blinds. Zone the bird viewing areas so that bird watchers are not disturbing the birds, for 
example by planting a dense shrub layer around the perimeter of the lagoons to restrict visibility 
balanced with provision of a few bird blinds in key locations for viewing.  

12. Establish a research facility to support local research programs and provide meeting space for 
visiting classes.  

13. Provide Interpretive signage to inform the visiting public about birds and the importance of the 
Fraser estuary as part of the flyway  



14. Establish a long term funding mechanism to finance operation and maintenance of the bird 
habitat restoration, research and outreach.  

15. Include an ecotourism element in the design of the facility. 


