
PROJECT UPDATE #2: Joint Utilities Board  
Outfall Relocation Project

Outfall Relocation 
Treated effluent from the Joint Utilities Board Sewage 
Treatment Plant near Duncan is currently discharged into 
the Cowichan River, flowing down the River and through the 
ecologically sensitive Cowichan Estuary and into Cowichan 
Bay.  

This project proposes to relocate the outfall from the River 
to a deep-water site in Satellite Channel, just beyond the 
entrance of the Bay and about 900 m south of Separation 
Point (see map). This would avoid any contaminants entering 
the River or Estuary and provide considerably more effluent 
dilution. More information on the project and its purpose can 
be found in Project Update #1 (November 2018). 

Stage 2 Environmental Impact Study 
The Stage 1 Environmental Impact Study (EIS) used available 
information and limited fieldwork to provide an initial 
overview of the current state of the Estuary and potential 
impacts from the project. The Stage 2 EIS is a very detailed 
study of the current condition of the Bay and includes 
modelling of effluent dilution as well as assessments of the 
potential impacts of the relocated outfall. This modelling also 
looked at what would happen in a worst-case scenario—with 
maximum flows 40 years from now and under minimum 
effluent dilution levels. Extensive sampling and modelling 
were done by G3 Consulting Ltd. over the past year (see 
Methodology, over). The Stage 2 EIS Consultation Draft Report 
is now available. 

Water Quality Guidelines
The BC Approved Water Quality Guidelines promote healthy 
ecosystems and protect human health. These guidelines are 
science-based levels of physical, biological and chemical 
parameters for the protection of water uses for aquatic life, 
wildlife, agriculture, drinking water and recreation. There 
are different guidelines for aquatic life (including shellfish), 
recreational use, and drinking water. This project must meet 
(or exceed) these standards in receiving waters in order to 
be approved and to remain compliant with the Municipal 
Wastewater Regulation.
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Summary of Stage 2 EIS Findings
The study found that relocating the outfall from the 
Cowichan River to Satellite Channel will reduce potential 
risks to ecological and human health in the Cowichan 
River and Estuary. Environmental impacts to Satellite 
Channel, Separation Point and Saanich Inlet are unlikely. 
Modelled effluent discharge scenarios predicted that, even 
in worst-case conditions, the receiving water quality will 
meet guidelines established by the Provincial and Federal 
Governments under normal operation (today and 40 years 
from now). 

For a copy of the Stage 2 EIS report, and all other 
documents referenced in this Update, please visit the 
website: https://www.northcowichan.ca/EN/main/
departments/engineering/jub-outfall-project.html

If you would like to be kept informed, please subscribe to updates at www.northcowichan.ca  
(under the tabs I Want To...Sign up for...Notifications).

https://www.northcowichan.ca/assets/Departments/Engineering/PDFs/Nov%202018%20CSLWMP%20Bulletin.pdf
https://www.northcowichan.ca/assets/Departments/Engineering/PDFs/Stage%201%20EIS.pdf
https://www.northcowichan.ca/assets/Departments/Engineering/PDFs/JUB%20STP%20Outfall%20EIS%20Stage%202%20Consultative%20Draft%20to%20DNC%20May%209%202019.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/air-land-water/water/water-quality/water-quality-guidelines/approved-water-quality-guidelines
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/waste-management/sewage/municipal-wastewater-regulation
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/waste-management/sewage/municipal-wastewater-regulation
https://www.northcowichan.ca/EN/main/departments/engineering/jub-outfall-project.html
https://www.northcowichan.ca/EN/main/departments/engineering/jub-outfall-project.html
https://www.northcowichan.ca/


Methodology 
G3 studied the effluent quality as well as the current 
conditions in the Cowichan Estuary and Bay, including 
water and sediment quality, benthic macroinvertebrate 
communities (organisms on and in bottom sediments), 
bioaccumulation (tissue chemical concentrations) in oysters 
and benthic macroinvertebrates, as well as water currents 
and water profiles at different depths. They also modelled 
effluent dilution and assessed potential impacts to water 
quality from the relocated outfall. 

Effluent dilution modelling studies were based on the 
maximum daily and peak hourly flows, both currently and 
in 40 years’  time. Population growth and other anticipated 
changes were considered. Modelling looked at different 
seasons (spring, summer, winter) and different tide 
conditions (flood, ebb and slack). Predicted concentrations 
were based on minimal dilution rates and times when the 
effluent would come closest to the surface—so the results 
are based on “worst-case” scenarios. For the vast majority 
of the time, outcomes would be much better than this 
scenario. 

For more detailed information on the methodology please 
see the Stage 2 EIS report. 

Findings of the Stage 2 EIS
Current Conditions  

G3 found that:

• Fecal coliforms in Cowichan Bay were low and generally 
met water quality guidelines for both shellfish harvesting 
and recreation. In the Estuary, however, levels were 
usually higher and above guidelines for shellfish 
harvesting. 

• Macrobenthic invertebrates (sea floor organisms that can 
be used to characterize ecosystem health) indicated that 
Cowichan Bay is a healthy and diverse community. Metals 
in macroinvertebrate tissues met the guidelines, with the 
exception of lead which was slightly above the guideline.

• Bacteria were generally low or undetected in the marine 
sediments. Bacteria levels in oysters were well within 
water quality guidelines.  

• Some contaminants of emerging concern, such as 
antibacterial agents and flame retardants, were detected 
in the effluent. 

• Surface water samples taken in Cowichan Bay and 
Estuary in winter (December 2018) showed higher levels 

Next Steps 
1. Incorporating Traditional Ecological Knowledge. The 

scientific studies for the Stage 2 EIS show that the outfall 
relocation (as currently proposed) will more than meet 
Provincial and Federal standards for receiving waters now 
and into the future, and improve conditions in the River 
and Estuary. However, it is also important to consider 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge and the perspectives 
of Indigenous groups. Six Indigenous groups will be 
conducting their own review of the EIS and consulting 
with their Elders and knowledge keepers. Input from 
Indigenous groups will be considered before drawing 
any final conclusions. 

2. Studying impacts of a pipeline through the marine 
environment. G3 is assessing potential marine routes 
for the effluent pipeline from the high-water mark to 
the proposed outfall. This report will be shared later this 
summer. 

3. Community engagement. Public open houses are being 
planned for later this year to look at potential pipeline 
routing over land and through the Estuary. To be kept 
informed, please sign up for notifications on the North 
Cowichan website www.northcowichan.ca (under the tabs 
I Want To...Sign up for...Notifications). 

of bacteria (Enterococci and fecal coliforms). These are 
likely associated with inputs from wildlife, septic systems, 
agriculture and surface runoff and are unlikely related to 
the current outfall. 

Expected Impacts from the Relocated Outfall 

The Stage 2 EIS modelling predicts that (even under a worst-
case scenario 40 years from now) effluent from the outfall 
will stay below the surface (trapped at depth) and will be 
significantly diluted (much greater dilution than currently 
occurs in the River). Fecal coliforms and ammonia levels will 
be well within water quality guidelines and regulatory limits 
under normal operation. Concentrations of contaminants 
of emerging concern are predicted to be well within the 
available guidelines in the receiving environment at the new 
outfall location. 

Relocation of the outfall will reduce potential impacts to both 
ecological and human health by relocating the outfall from 
the River to deeper water (more dilution) and away from 
sensitive estuary habitat. 

https://www.northcowichan.ca/assets/Departments/Engineering/PDFs/JUB%20STP%20Outfall%20EIS%20Stage%202%20Consultative%20Draft%20to%20DNC%20May%209%202019.pdf
https://www.northcowichan.ca/

