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Message :   

Responses to SDWF surveys indicate the majority of First Nation leaders are not aware that the federal 
government has already downloaded responsibility for drinking water from INAC to Chief and Council of 
each community! The feds are now planning to launch consultation sessions across Canada (yes a 
repeat of the Expert Panel tour) and if First Nation leaders do not take it upon themselves to become 
informed and proactive their people are going to pay a high price in health issues resulting from continued 
access to unsafe drinking water.  
 
SDWF has prepared a detailed section on Policy and posted the many reports the federal government 
has already generated, all indicating a need for independent national regulations. Visit www.safewater.org 
and go to Policy to learn more about the politics surrounding this issue. SDWF is now preparing weekly 
updates of information to provide you with accurate information by which you can make informed 
decisions which will benefit your people.  
 
Please print and circulate this information to Chief and Council, Water Keepers and post at the 
Band office for all concerned individuals to become informed.

Through federal government-First Nation contribution agreements during 2007 Chiefs and 
Councils across Canada accepted responsibility for drinking water safety. SDWF would like to 
help you ensure that your water is indeed safe. We have volunteer scientists and engineers with 
water treatment experience both from Canada and internationally and they all share SDWF's goal 
of safe drinking water for all Canadians. 

 
 
 
Here are the topics we will cover in the next six weeks: 
 
1. What is wrong with water in First Nation communities? 
2. Why we need an independent National Regulator for First Nations drinking water 
3. Why the Rules we have now don't work 
4. First Nations need to make informed decisions to provide truly safe drinking water 
5. What are the upcoming consultations and why are they important? 
6. What should we demand from a new system for safe drinking water? 
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What’s Wrong with Water in First Nations Communities? 

In Landsdowne House First Nation, there have been boil water advisories on and off for the last 
thirteen years. After six years of being advised to boil their water, Indian Affairs decided that the 
water system was a danger to residents. Septic systems had flooded basements and sewage 
may have been leaking into the water supply.  

In 2004, the water system was shut down completely because it had been contaminated with 
gasoline and other chemicals (more than THM’s). People couldn’t even use boiled water and 
the school was closed. The system was turned on again when the gasoline was taken out of the 
water, but the other chemicals have remained ever since. Residents complain that the water 
gives them rashes and itches, but nothing has been done in the last four years.   

Many communities like Landsdowne House tell these stories. The government knows about the 
situation because the whistle has been blown a few times already. Three years ago, the Auditor 
General said that even after hundreds of millions were spent, many water systems still “deliver 
drinking water whose quality or safety is at risk.” The Senate looked into the situation last year 
and said that “this is a situation that no Canadian should tolerate.” After claiming that they have  
spent $330 million on an action plan, Indian Affairs and Health Canada admitted last December 
that water systems in many communities are still “inadequate” and “pose undue health risks.” 

Today Health Canada still tells 95 communities to boil their water and Indian Affairs says that 
there is a good chance that water systems in another 85 communities could break down. The 
situation in all of these communities is unacceptable. The problem is even worse than the 
numbers show. They don’t count all the people who can’t afford to connect to a water system or 
who get their water from a lake or river. They also don’t count people who get their water from 
wells, many of which turn out to be contaminated. 

The government knows that these problems exist, so why hasn’t it solved the problem? There is 
no simple answer and we will look at potential solutions in this series of articles over the next 
five weeks.  

One reason is that Indian Affairs and Health Canada make the important decisions and say how 
money should be spent. When water is unsafe, it is also their job to raise the alarm. This is a bit 
like asking restaurant owners to inspect their own kitchens. When things go wrong, it’s 
embarassing because it happened on their watch and they have to take the blame. As a result, 
unsafe water isn’t reported as often and aggressively as it should be How many communities 
are at risk? Actually, nobody knows. Health Canada has based most of its at risk decisions on 
determinations of coliforms and chlorine residuals and has made Indian Affairs aware of those 
determinations. But, in addition to this Health Canada carries out extensive yearly testing, but it 
has done a poor job informing Indian Affairs about these test results. While Health Canada tests 
the distribution system it has not routinely tested raw water quality which on paper has been 
Indian Affairs responsibility.  

But, Indian Affairs rarely, if ever, does any of its own testing. It is therefore not possible to know 
whether treatment systems are effective or not as at a minimum both raw and treated water 
analyses are required for this. If this was done properly it is likely that a majority of native 
communities cannot meet the full Canadian Drinking Water Quality Guidelines. The lack of 



proper testing and enforcement has resulted in a plethora of drinking water treatment plants that 
cannot produce safe drinking water even when first constructed!  

Another reason is that the rules in place are not tough enough or being properly followed. 
Because the rules were written by government agencies, no one can be punished under the law 
if they are broken or ignored. The government often doesn’t live up to their own standards. In 
many cases, the rules just aren’t strict enough to make sure that water is treated properly. 

Finally, it is sometimes just a question of too little money. When a panel of experts asked First 
Nations, they said this was their number one problem. There is still too little money to build 
proper water systems, to pay for their maintenance, and to pay operators well so that they stay 
in communities. If these problems are not fixed, however, more money may be spent on medical 
treatment when people get sick from drinking unsafe water.  

First Nations communities deserve more. The government has not lived up to its promises and 
has failed in its obligations. First Nations have a constitutional right to live safely on reserves 
and a human right to safe drinking water. Chief Moonias of Landsdown House wondered “how 
different the response would be if the residents in Toronto were without access to water?” No 
one would tolerate that situation and that’s the way it should be for all Canadians.  

Responses to SDWF surveys indicate the majority of First Nation leaders are not aware that the 
federal government has already downloaded responsibility for drinking water from INAC to Chief 
and Council of each community! The feds are now planning to launch consultation sessions 
across Canada (yes a repeat of the Expert Panel tour) and if First Nation leaders do not take it 
upon themselves to become informed and proactive their people are going to pay a high price in 
health issues resulting from continued access to unsafe drinking water. 

The Safe Drinking Water Foundation believes we need an independent national regulator to 
guarantee safe drinking water for all First Nation people. SDWF is working hard to make this a 
reality. We would like to hear your concerns and suggestions, you are welcome to send 
information to us anonymously and we guarantee we will respect your privacy.  If you’re 
interested, please return the attached survey and a member of SDWF’s Advanced Aboriginal 
Water Treatment Team will be happy to call you. 

This article includes information from a recent report from the Polaris Institute, Boiling Point, 
which described the situation in Lansdowne House and five other First Nation communities. If 
you’re interested in the facts and figures in this article, you can find references and more 
information on our website www.safewater.org under “Policy”. 
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CALL TO ACTION FOR First Nations Drinking Water 

 

 

 

 

 

Name of community: _______________________________________________________ 

I wish to remain anonymous Yes or  

Contact person: ___________________________________________________________ 

Phone #: _____________________________ Fax #: _____________________________ 

Position: __________________Email: ______________________Date: _______________ 

 

1) Do you treat ground or surface water? _______________________________________ 

2) What treatment process do you use, can you describe it? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

3) How much water do you treat per day? _______________________________________ 

4) Do you have support when problems arise? Yes or No  please explain 

_________________________________________________________________________
__________________________ _________________________________________ 

5) Who do you answer to when there are problems?  eg. a committee or Chief & Council 

______________________________________________________________________ 

6) How many people do you service with water? __________________________________ 

7) Do you have an adequate supply amount of water for your community? Yes or No 

8) What are the total and free chlorine levels in your distributed water?  

a) Does it vary within the same close range? __________________________________ 

b) Free chlorine: ________________________________________________________ 

c) Total chlorine: ________________________________________________________ 

9) What are the chlorine residuals in the distribution system?  

______________________________________________________________________ 

10) Have you had any boil water advisories? Yes or No 

a) If yes why was it called? ________________________________________________ 

b) How was it resolved? __________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

c) How long did it last? ___________________________________________________ 

Through federal government-First Nation contribution agreements during 2007 Chiefs 
and Councils across Canada accepted responsibility for drinking water safety. SDWF 
would like to help you ensure that your water is indeed safe. We have volunteer 
scientists and engineers with water treatment experience both from Canada and 
internationally and they all share SDWF's goal of safe drinking water for all Canadians. 

 



 

11) Do you measure turbidity? Yes or No 

a) What are the average levels? ___________________________________________ 

12) Do you drink your water? Yes or No  

a) If so how does it taste? ________________________________________________ 

b) Does it carry an odor? Explain if it does. ___________________________________ 

13) Does the raw water have any smell? _________________________________________ 

14) Do you have raw water data? 
______________________________________________________________________ 

15) Do you have treated water data? 
______________________________________________________________________ 

16) Are you willing to share some of the data with SDWF’s Advanced Aboriginal Water 
Treatment Team (AAWTT)? _______________________________________________ 

17) Do you want a scientist to have a look at the data and get back to you with his/her 
interpretation?   Circle  Yes or No 

18) Do you have any health concerns for your community when it comes to the water? 

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 

19) Is there anyone from outside the community that tests your water? Circle  Yes or No 

If so who?  For example EHO, or water quality monitor. 
______________________________________________________________________   

 

Do you test your water on all the water quality parameters yearly?  ie: iron, arsenic, etc. Circle 
 Yes or No 

If so are you willing to share your results with SDWF’s AAWTT?  Circle  Yes or No 

20) Do you know what your annual bill is for chemicals for your water treatment process 
$________________________ 

21) How long has it been since INAC allocated any funding to improve or replace your water 
treatment plant?   Please Circle 

 Less than 5 years  5 – 10 years    over 10 years 

22) How much did INAC spend on your community water treatment? $_________________ 

Any comments: 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 

I have forwarded the information you have sent regarding First Nations Call to Action for Safe 
Drinking Water to our Chief and Council   Yes or No 

 


