“Water still unsafe on 20 B.C. reserves” – 20/02/2006

Interview on Vancouver CBC Radio One’s The Early Edition - http://www.cbc.ca/canada/british-columbia/story/2006/02/20/bc_reserve-water20060220.html
Audio file (.ram/.rma). Length 6:07.

Main idea: The federal government, that is Health Canada and Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, need to take steps to correctly identify complex rural water quality issues and then proactively implement appropriate and real solutions in collaboration with First Nations communities.

Transcript follows below.

(PAUL GRANT) We have been hearing some pretty staggering numbers this morning from CBC News about the state of drinking water in Native communities. Over the last five years the federal government has spent close to two billion dollars fixing up water systems on reserves. So what is there to show for all that money? A CBC investigation has learned that two thirds of Aboriginal communities across Canada still have water that is officially classified as at risk and dozens of reserves are under boil water orders, some of them years old. Hans Peterson is very familiar with water quality problems in Aboriginal communities. He runs an organization called the Safe Drinking Water Foundation and he’s in our Saskatoon studio this morning. Good morning.
(DR HANS PETERSON) Good morning.
(PG) Why, after all this money being spent, two billion dollars, is the water on so many reserves still so bad?
(DR PETERSON) Well I think the challenge we have in these small communities is that the quality of the water is typically not that great to start with and the other problem is that water treatment processes that we typically use are very rapid, so it would only take a couple of minutes and then we are sort of  finished treating the water and it should be safe. Now if you compare that with cities that generally take hours to treat their water on a much better quality water source.
(PG) So what are the main problems with the quality of water on Native reserves? You said it’s bad to start with. Why?
(DR PETERSON) Well, it depends if you’re talking about ground water or if you’re talking about surface water. The issues that we have in surface water [are] of course a lot of particles, like we could have protozoan parasites, so microbial concerns, and also in some communities there are problems with chemical concerns like organics. If you look at ground water, [there is] a different set of problems, generally iron and manganese levels are high, [there] could be arsenic in there, also, organics can be problems there, and one often overlooked problem in groundwater is ammonium, which compromises disinfection, if you have that in the water. So there’s a whole string of challenges that [have] to be dealt with in the treatment plant and unfortunately, if we look at what Health Canada’s response to all of this has been, it’s that to generally test for coliforms and then if there are no coliforms, the water is okay. Unfortunately, only one third of water-borne disease outbreaks have coliforms associated with them and the way to fix that is just add more chlorine and you don’t need even a water treatment plant to do that. So we have very poor mechanisms to decide when are we actually producing safe drinking water and the only way you’re going to do that is to make sure that the water processes that we are using are removing the microbial concerns, are removing the chemical concerns that we have. To me there is a tremendous opportunity for the federal government to correctly identify the problem, like Health Canada should correctly identify the issues, you know, look at the rural water, look at the treated water and then work collaboratively with Indian and Northern Affairs Canada so that they can make sure that the appropriate treatment processes are put in place.
(PG)Well, is the money actually getting to the Native communities to fix these problems?
(DR PETERSON) Well there certainly has been a considerable amount of money spent in these communities but the question is, is it well spent money? Are we just going out and dealing with perceived water quality problems? Or are we actually going to try to deal with real water quality problems?
(PG) So who’s deciding that? Is it Health Canada? Is it the Native bands? Is it in consultation?
(DR PETERSON) Yes it is, it is a consultative process, I guess. Once the band is allowed to get some money they form a project management team and you have an engineering company, you have Indian and Northern Affairs Canada and you have the Native community. But typically, the Native community brings political expertise to the table and very rarely will they bring technical expertise, so it’s really between the engineer and Indian and Northern Affairs Canada to decide how to treat this water and I think the Native community needs some independent technical advice to make sure that whatever process or procedure that they are going to implement is actually going to be able to achieve safe water. The problem with this whole thing is that then Health Canada comes out and if they only test for coliforms to make sure that the new water treatment process works, it says absolutely nothing about the water process itself. That’s why I see a lot of opportunity, that they haven’t done that in the past, they’ve got to look at far more extensive water testing data in the rural water and in the treated water so that that can guide the actual selection of effective water treatment processes.
(PG) Now, our CBC investigation related to the last five years. What do you see for the next five years?
(DR PETERSON) Well, I think, you know, I hope that, I hoped after Walkerton that the federal civil service would become totally accountable to these issues and it didn’t happen and what I see now, I’m really hoping that that’s going to take place. We really need the support of the federal government, of Health Canada, of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada to make sure that they identify the problem correctly so that we can take appropriate action and find solutions and if you look at it, we have hundreds of communities across the country that these two agencies have the ability to look at, find out what works in some communities and maybe then copy that in other communities so that we can take some big steps forward.
(PG) Thanks for talking with us this morning.
(DR PETERSON) Thank you.
(PG) Bye-bye.
(DR PETERSON) Bye-bye.
(PG) Hans Peterson is the Executive Director of the Safe Drinking Water Foundation in Saskatoon. He was in our Saskatoon studio. 
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