
The Tale of 
Yellow Quill



Two Stories Converge
The Story of the Establishment of Safe Drinking Water 
Foundation: Safe Drinking Water Foundation (SDWF) was formed in 
1997 by five international scientists (from Russia, Scotland, Japan, 
and Canada).

SDWF became a registered Canadian charity in 1998.

Meanwhile, in Yellow Quill, Saskatchewan, the community was under 
a boil water advisory since 1995.

In the spring of 1999, Carla Plotnikoff, an environmental health officer 
working for the Saskatoon Tribal Council, tracked down Dr. Hans 
Peterson (one of the founders of SDWF and the Volunteer Executive 
Director) because she wanted to tell him about the plight of Yellow 
Quill First Nation.

She said, “Yellow Quill is a community some two and a half hours 
northeast of Saskatoon and I fear for the health of its community 
members because the tap water is so bad.”



The Situation in Yellow Quill
Ms. Plotnikoff then went on to describe conditions that Dr. 
Peterson had only associated with developing countries. He was 
skeptical – he had toured rural China and Thailand looking for 
drinking water issues that needed correcting. But Canada? He knew 
nothing about First Nations communities or issues. But, Canada is a 
developed country, so how bad could it be?



Visiting Yellow Quill
Ms. Plotnikoff and Dr. Peterson drove to Yellow Quill on June 
19, 1999. Little did Dr. Peterson know at the time that his life was 
about to change drastically.

They talked to the three band councillors who demanded an end to 
the, by then, four-year boil water advisory.

Then, they followed the water treatment plant operator, Robert 
Neapetung, and engineering company representatives to the water 
treatment plant.

Robert explained that it was necessary to open the door of the water 
treatment plant and wait five to ten minutes before going inside, as 
the smell of hydrogen sulphide was so bad.



The Yellow Quill Water Treatment Plant
Even when Mr. Neapetung thought that it was okay to go
inside, the water treatment plant still smelled really bad. 

The late Robert Neapetung was the water
treatment plant operator at Yellow Quill
First Nation for many years.



What’s Wrong?
The Programmable Logic Controller (PLC) had not worked 
properly in years. Mr. Neapetung explained that he had to short-circuit it 
to backwash and run the filter. Before Dr. Peterson left the water 
treatment plant he took a sample of the raw water coming into the water 
treatment plant. Not only did it look unbelievably bad, it reeked of rotten 
eggs and algae.

Dr. Peterson took a closer look at the chemicals Mr. Neapetung used in 
the water treatment plant and became very concerned. The first 
chemical that was added to the water was Elimin-ox. This is a chemical 
that removes oxygen from the water in boiler plants (it is not intended for 
water treatment), and it contains a chemical that is a known carcinogen 
(cancer-causing).

A comparison of Yellow Quill’s 
raw water (left) with that of 
Saskatoon raw water from the 
South Saskatchewan River 
(right) in June 1999.



Elimin-ox???
The next day, Dr. Peterson phoned the supplier of Elimin-ox 
and they were horrified to learn that this chemical was being used in 
a water treatment plant.

Dr. Peterson phoned Ms. Plotnikoff and asked her to tell Mr. 
Neapetung to immediately stop using the chemical!

Dr. Hans Peterson Carla Plotnikoff



Yellow Quill’s Water Treatment
Even though Yellow Quill’s raw water is this bad:

it only undergoes a water treatment process that lasts about five 
minutes.



On the Other Hand…
The quality of Saskatoon’s raw water is more than 10 times
better than that of Yellow Quill’s and The City of Saskatoon treats its 
water using many processes lasting about two hours to complete.



The Difference in the Particles
Saskatoon’s distributed water contains, on average, 25 particles per 
millilitre. Yellow Quill’s distributed water sometimes contained more 
than 40,000 particles per millilitre.

In other words, if you drank a glass of Yellow Quill tap water you 
would consume 10 million particles!

What were the particles?
The particles were made up of dead algae, bacteria, protozoa, and 
viruses.



Where Did Yellow Quill’s Bad Source 
Water Come From?
Yellow Quill got its water from Pipestone Creek, a small watercourse 
that only flowed for a week or two in the spring.

Also, an upstream community discharged its sewage lagoons into this 
creek at the same time Yellow Quill filled its water reservoir.



Conventional Treatment of Poor Quality 
Raw Water
Yellow Quill was using conventional coagulation, upflow clarification, 
and downflow granular filtration processes to treat its horrific raw 
water.

This, and other conventional water treatment processes, may work 
fairly well on reasonably poor quality raw water sources. However, 
these processes were never intended to treat such poor raw water 
sources as Yellow Quill’s.

If you try to use conventional water treatment processes on poor 
quality raw water, some of the contaminants are removed, but not all. 
The resulting mix of particles and dissolved compounds is then 
chlorinated. The water flows into a treated water reservoir where it is 
pumped into the distribution system. Residual contaminants remain in 
the water. If they are suspended in the water, they will be in your tap 
water. If they settle to the bottom you will, at times of high water 
demand and low reservoir levels, again have them in your tap water 
as they get stirred up.



Black Ooze
Dissolved contaminants will remain in the water regardless of 
high or low water levels. When the treated water reservoirs at Yellow 
Quill were cleaned there was a foot of black ooze covering the bottom 
of the reservoirs. This black ooze had passed through Yellow Quill’s 
water treatment plant.



The Plight Continues
Once Yellow Quill’s boil water advisory had continued for nine 
years, four elderly community members filed a class action lawsuit 
against the federal government and their plight was discussed in the 
House of Commons and covered by national media. 



Action is Taken!
Two federal government staff members listened to Yellow 
Quill’s plight and took decisive action to do something about it.

With the involvement of Yellow Quill councilors, the community, the 
environmental health officer, a senior engineer, and a scientist, 
solutions to Yellow Quill’s water woes were examined.

A 22-month pilot and research project was started. This led to the 
development of the Integrated Biological and Reverse Osmosis 
Membrane (IBROM) treatment process, which produces water that 
meets all global guidelines, regulations, and standards. The water 
also tastes and smells great! 

The modern water treatment plant is named after the late Robert 
Neapetung.



Pictures of the Modern IBROM Water 
Treatment Facility at Yellow Quill



A Video About Yellow Quill’s Story
Let’s watch a video about Yellow Quill’s Water Story: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NqGSm8xFR5A

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NqGSm8xFR5A
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