
FLOATING HOMES

The Mighty Fraser flows for 1,375 
kilometres through British Columbia 
to the mouth of the river in Delta 

before emptying into the Salish Sea. Not only 
has the Fraser been a significant source of 
livelihood for many people over hundreds of 
years, but it provides a beautiful and unique 
location for residents of floating home com-
munities. Today, floating home residents 
and business owners along the river are 
facing some difficult challenges, burdening 
costs and troubling uncertainty. Water lot 
lease renewal is one of these challenges. 

The BC Ministry of Forests, Lands, 
Natural Resource Operations and Rural 
Development (FLNRO) is relatively new at 
overseeing the renewal process, but as Kelly 
McCloskey, President of the BC Floating 
Homes Association, explains, “anyone with 
a lease on the lower part of the Fraser River 
is in limbo right now.” This affects a diverse 
group that includes individuals with a water 
lot lease, marinas renting out berths for a 
collection of float homes, fishing plants, 
barge towing and tour boat operators, etc. 
McCloskey warns that for float home resi-
dents, the “uncertainty prevents people from 
renovating their houses…or upgrading their 
docks, decreasing the value of their house. 
Who is going to invest in a piece of prop-
erty if there is uncertainty about whether the 
government is going to let you stay?”

Many lease renewals came due over the 
past two years and in some cases, the gov-
ernment has offered lease owners a one-year 
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renewal on expired 30/40/50/ and even 
60-year leases. The concern, as McCloskey 
explains, is that “Banks are very nervous 
when there is no security.” As a temporary 
measure, a Licence of Occupation (LOO) 
might be all that has been issued and this 
presents problems, particularly when apply-
ing for insurance. Mike Owen of Ladner 
Reach Properties Ltd. manages a 28-berth 
floating home marina in Delta. According to 
Owen, a lease gives the individual or busi-
ness owner “an exclusive use of the water 
lot, which is very important for your insur-
ance company…for your business activ-
ities.” A Licence of Occupation however, 
is not as secure as a lease, reduces control 
over the water lot and has financial and 
mortgage issues. “You can’t treat it as part of 
your asset, even though you have the ripar-
ian rights to that water lot,” warns Owen. 
“Insurance companies often view a Licence 
of Occupation as a higher risk and as such, 
charge a higher premium.”

In many cases, the management plan will 
have an effect on how quickly a lease may 
be renewed. Where there is continuity over 
“use” or “activity” on the river, renewal 
should be fairly straightforward. Indeed, 
some businesses have been operating since 

the 1900s. Using the example of a commer-
cial fisherman changing his business to a 
water taxi or tour boat operation (as many 
fishermen did in the 1980s), Owen pointed 
out that the LOO may not permit that, 
whereas a lease gives the business owner 
exclusive use of that water lot. “In the past, 
it probably would have just been a phone call 
to let the old Fraser Port Authority know that 
the insurance policy was in place. It’s not 
that simple with FLNRO.

According to Gabrielle Price at the 
FLNRO, “The target turnaround time 
for new and replacement applications is 
approximately 140 days. Application timing 
depends on the complexity of the application 
and whether the applicant can provide all 
the required information.” In addition, “the 
recommended term for a lease is 30 years. 
However, the final term offered may vary 
due to many factors including input from 
stakeholder engagement and First Nations 
consultation, environmental or other risks 
and/or other interests on the land.”

Sediment
Another burden on property owners is 

the buildup of sediment on the river and 
the challenge of keeping the back water 
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channels and tributaries open — often where business operators and 
residents are located. 

The main channel of the river is dredged by the Federal Government 
but in order to keep the main transportation routes open, water was 
diverted to allow the river to dredge naturally. This action removed 
water from surrounding channels and as a result, created the prob-
lem of sediment build up. “Millions of dollars are spent each year to 
break ice on the St. Lawrence to ensure it is navigable and to prevent 
flooding,” said Owen. “Sediment on the Fraser should be no differ-
ent — it’s B.C.’s ice.” 

Stemming from the sediment issue is the Ocean Protection Fee, 
which was brought in for ocean disposal protection. At a cost of 47 
cents per cubic metre, the fee is only payable by water lot lease hold-
ers in the Lower Fraser River, not the upper river.  Owen questions 
the fairness of this practice when he compares properties below the 
Port Mann Bridge to those in Mission or Harrison. He elaborates 
further to suggest that the federal program and fee has been applied 
unfairly by distributing responsibility onto a group of people who 
have no choice but to pay for dredging. 

And dredging is only the first step. The dredged sediment must 
then be inspected, tested, hauled and relocated to ocean disposal 
sites at considerable cost.

Sediment removal, testing and disposal are expensive undertak-
ings given that 20 to 30 million cubic metres flow down the river 
naturally every year. “Those of us trying to maintain some kind of 
use and navigation are hamstrung by this,” Owen said, “particularly 
in the back water channels and the tributaries.”

Owen likens the situation to that of the Province’s construction of 
the Coquihalla Highway, with hundreds of miles of highway, and then 
asking the City of Merritt, with 6,000 people to maintain it, includ-
ing plowing the snow at many different elevations. “It’s a financial 
impossibility,” he said, “and on the Fraser River, we are in the same 
situation — dealing with millions of cubic metres of material annu-
ally.” Many of the 14 smaller channels are becoming inundated — no 
lease, more maintenance costs, hauling and testing sediment, ODP fee, 
etc.,  all adds to the challenge. Owen believes that “Those of us past 
Hope and below the Port Mann Bridge pay the lion’s share of a national 
program.”

Things that compound the sediment volumes include: construc-
tion, tide, landslides in the Fraser Canyon, erosion in the Chilcotin and 
Cariboo, the pine beetle infestation and flooding. Sediment volume 
has resulted in floating homes that no longer float and barge towing 
businesses unable to load/unload their barges with sand and gravel 
because they cannot fit in the dock.

Owen highlights that “there is a great difference between natur-
ally occurring sediment which flows down the river, and stuff that is 
being dug out of a hole somewhere.” River silt is naturally occurring 
and a testing of the five channels in Delta found no contaminants. 
Mike wondered why snow isn’t tested for pollutants after snow plow-
ing when it is just as likely to contain contaminants from the streets.

Years ago, the City of Delta asked for an economic study to be 
done when the Ladner Sediment group requested a contribution 
to dredging funds. The conclusion was that Delta harbour created 
approximately 500 jobs and $100 million in economic activity. This 
resulted in some funding from the City of Delta.

Dykes
The Lower Fraser River has a number of dykes adjacent to the 

river. Global warming and resulting higher tides have meant that 
upgrades and elevation increases are needed. Ladner, for example 
needs to come up five feet. The Province has developed standards 
and instructed municipalities to start fixing the dykes to allow for 
higher tides as well as strengthening them with seismic upgrades 
in the event of earthquake. Land built to the 200-year level, will 
probably be flush with the dyke at the moment. Owen explains that 
no money has been offered to land owners and that more land will 
be needed in order to build the new dykes. Delta has about 65 kilo-
metres of dykes and about 30,000 to 40,000 taxpayers. The engin-
eering costs have been estimated at $1.9 billion. Owen asks: “How 
does that kind of taxpayer base support that kind of revenue?” This 
presents another pressure for property owners and business owners 
along the river.

An uncertain future
With uncertain lease renewals, a build-up of sediment and the 

expense of new dykes, both McCloskey and Owen are concerned 
about the future of floating homes on the Fraser River. Only time 
will tell if these issues will spell the end of an iconic feature of the 
river. One thing is for certain — it will take the cooperative efforts 
of all stakeholders for a successful resolution. 

Sediment removal, testing and disposal are 
expensive undertakings given that 20 to 30 
million cubic metres flow ... every year. 
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