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(ANA MARIA TREMONTI) Hans Peterson has been monitoring how clean water on reserves is doing and he’s been monitoring this closely over the years. He is the Executive Director of the Safe Drinking Water Foundation, based in Saskatchewan, and he joins me now on the line from Arizona where he’s attending a conference. Good morning to you, Mr. Peterson.

(DR PETERSON) Good morning, Ana Maria.

(AMT) What’s your reaction to what you heard from Rebecca Friday [regarding the water situation in Kashechewan]?

(DR PETERSON) Well I’m not surprised, for starters. We have these issues. What I’m most surprised about is that we are always relating it back to E. coli and contamination of coliforms because if you have sewage drained to the waters and you use chlorine, you should really be able to get rid of those. The major problem is actually with other contaminants—protozoan parasites and viruses—that should be of concern, but the majority of water quality testing is carried out by Health Canada on coliforms and that’s how they lift their boil water advisories. [Protozoan parasites and viruses are] really the two we [have] going on here on the Native reservations. Quite frankly, if you have a boil water advisory just relating to coliforms, you simply haven’t carried out basic sanitation which I expect that we should definitely be doing across Canada, and I think we should do a bit more than that.  
(AMT) How troubled are you by her description of a water treatment plant that has the intake near a lagoon—the  sewage lagoon?
(DR PETERSON) That is, of course, a concern, and that was the problem in North Battleford as well. If you still add chlorine, you should get rid of your coliforms and that’s what they managed to do in North Battleford, but it was a protozoan parasite cryptosporidium that, basically, you can put pure Javex into the water and that parasite will still survive. When we have these types of situations, there are other issues that are as great of a concern as having coliforms in the water.   
(AMT) The government’s own studies show this is a widespread problem on Native reserves across the country. Why is that?
(DR PETERSON) I think there are some basic problems that we have in Native Canada and INAC [Indian and Northern Affairs Canada] is getting some really bad advice from engineering companies that are designing systems that are simply not working, and to back up those type of systems we have Health Canada that simply just goes out and assesses those systems for the presence or absence of coliforms. Well, you don’t need a treatment plant to get rid of coliforms. What you need is a lot of chlorine. So it really doesn’t matter whether a community gets a non-functioning system or not—as long as they add chlorine, it looks as if the engineers did their job and the community got what they needed, a water treatment plant, but we have to have far better tools to evaluate whether the treatment plants being put in place are working or not. Unfortunately, INAC does not have the people that are capable of evaluating whether an engineer design is going to work or not, so that’s how we are basically getting a lot of water treatment plants that are not really capable of dealing with the situation.   
(AMT) So you’re saying there’s no real accountability, they hire these people to do it, if they do it wrong or if they don’t do enough, nobody knows how to check. That sounds extraordinary.
(DR PETERSON) Yes. Typically an engineering company goes in, they design a plant and before they manage to test whether it’s working or not, they’re actually out of the community and the community is now left with running it and hoping that it’s working and you know, Health Canada comes in and they do their coliform test, which is not even useful in terms of helping INAC determine if this process is working, and that’s really where I think the basic problem is. If we had better design standards that the engineers had to follow, I think we would be in a much better situation, dealing with the real issues that we have out there, because you have to remember, Ana Maria, that in these situations you often have problem water, you often have water that is contaminated by sewage or by manure or something else.  When you are in close proximity to those kinds of contamination sources, the water supplies that they’re picking up are typically small water supplies, so it’s very easy to contaminate. Then you actually need better water treatment systems than you have in the cities, rather than inferior water treatment systems.
(AMT) Well is this statistic that more than one hundred First Nations communities [are] under boil water advisories, how that compare to off-reserve communities, other communities in Canada?
(DR PETERSON) You know, if you look at rural Canada, we have some major problems there as well. Again we have poor quality water sources in many communities, and frequently they don’t do an awful lot more testing than what is happening on reserve. So we really have two Canadas, we have rural Canada and we have urban Canada. Urban Canada, they are doing all kinds of testing, they do most of the things that are in the Canadian Water Quality Guidelines—there are more than 60 health parameters—whereas in rural Canada and in individual farms and so forth, you know, a couple of tests, that’s how we determine whether the water’s safe or not. 
(AMT) There really are then, you’re saying, urban, rural, but then reserves fall under the INAC—the Indian and Northern Affairs Canada department, right? They’re separate again. 
(DR PETERSON) Yes, but they are typically rural, so they have rural water issues, rural water challenges.
(AMT) Now the government has committed six hundred million dollars over five years for the First Nations Water Management Strategy. The minister, Andy Scott, obviously cared enough to fly up there yesterday. What do you think of what the government is doing right now? 
(DR PETERSON) I think INAC is really starting to listen and they have people within INAC now that are really pushing for better water treatment systems and the use of science when it comes to determining whether these systems are working or not. Hopefully, when a new system has been put in place, they won’t let the engineers be off the hook; let them be out there and do the testing and make sure their system works! There is a great opportunity here for INAC as well: look at the systems that are in place right now, look at what type of water they have to treat and look at what those plants are able to produce so we could very rapidly get an idea of how bad the situation is. And don’t just use coliforms—we need to look at the whole string of other issues to evaluate these water treatment processes. 

(AMT) The other thing is that you’ve got, you make the point that this is a problem in non-Native communities in rural Canada. We of course saw Walkerton. Is there an issue of training here, are there just too few people in more remote areas of this country who actually understand water quality? Do we need to change the way we do things in our smaller communities?
(DR PETERSON) The training and the money is obviously an issue. You are not going to have engineers and so forth running these water treatment plants. In terms of the certification issues, they have now certainly a lot better training than they had when Walkerton happened, so there’s been a lot of emphasis on that, but typically that type of training, it’s more about how to run pumps and filters and so forth and it really doesn’t give the operators a good understanding of “What are the actual issues? How do we produce safe drinking water from this water?” That training is basically lacking and that’s where we have to put an emphasis. The operators have to understand that they have the most important position in any community because they can make everybody sick or they can be part of a healthy community, so it’s a very important position.
(AMT) Hans Peterson, thank you for talking to us today.
(DR PETERSON) Thanks.

(AMT) Bye-bye.

(DR PETERSON) ‘Bye.

(AMT) Hans Peterson is the Executive Director of the Safe Drinking Water Foundation based in Saskatchewan. We reached him in Arizona. Now we did request an interview with someone from the federal Ministry of Indian Affairs. We were told the Minister himself, Andy Scott, was looking into the situation. We do know that he was there yesterday. He’s the only one who could speak on the issue. He was not available this morning.
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