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Webinar Summary 
April 15, 2019  

 

 Access to Safe and Sustainable Drinking Water Sources 
in First Nation Communities 

 

Attendance 
Approximately 150, including local, First Nation, 
provincial, and federal government 
representatives; students and researchers; 
environmental NGOs; and law firms. 
 

Introduction  
At the time of this webinar, according to Health 
Canada and First Nation Health Authority, 
drinking water advisories are in effect in over 40 
First Nation communities across Canada, including 
nine First Nation communities in British Columbia. 
 
Drawing on current research and firsthand 
experience, this webinar explored the topic of safe 
and sustainable drinking water in First Nation 
communities. The speakers discussed the serious 
realities around this issue, addressed some of the 
challenges being faced, and offered insight on how 
decision-making can be improved. 
 

Guest Speakers 
Lalita Bharadwaj (Associate Professor, School of 
Public Health, University of Saskatchewan) begins 
with an overview of drinking water realities in 
communities across Canada. She highlights the 
top 10 public health achievements, and also 
discusses source water, treatment, and water supply system challenges. 
 
Kukpi7 (Chief) Wayne Christian (Splatsin) then tells the story of groundwater contamination in 
B.C.’s Hullcar Valley and the realities of what this current crisis means for the Splatsin people. 
Offering his firsthand perspective, Kukpi7 Christian describes what the nation expects of 
government, and what Splatsin needs to ensure safe and sustainable drinking water for all its 
people into the future. 
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Part 1: Water Realities in Indigenous Communities 
Presented by Lalita Bharadwaj (School of Public Health, University of Saskatchewan) 
 

Water Realities in Indigenous 
Communities 
In Canada, a nation recognized for its 
supply of fresh water, drinking water is 
arguably the most pressing issue facing 
First Nation communities today. Many 
communities live with long-term 
drinking water advisories, high-risk 
water systems, and experience health 
status well below that of the general 
population. Although there have been 
numerous government assessments 
and funding to target the issue, there has 
been little government progress since 
the 2001 National Assessment of Water 
and Wastewater Systems in First Nations Communities.  

 
Water: A Difference in World Views 
Water means different things for different people. Indigenous teachings throughout the globe 
recognize that water is sacred and connects all living things. When water is not plentiful, ways of 
life are threatened and cultural practices are no longer possible. From a western perspective, water 
is a commodity that is bought and sold. Water is a material valued only for its functionality. In this 
context, water has lost its social, cultural, and ecological value. Clean water from this perspective, is 
not made by nature, but my man, and requires technical arrangement. In carrying out her research, 
Dr. Bharadwaj wonders if these two worldviews can be reconciled and if Indigenous worldviews 
can inform water policy and management. 

 
Water Infrastructure: Funding Regime – the Life Cycle 
First Nation communities in Canada must adhere to a five-stage funding process for water 
infrastructure. Bands must use their own capital for the funding process which proceeds as follows: 

1. Identification: The First Nation identifies infrastructure needs in the community. 
2. Planning: The First Nation submits its community-level infrastructure plan to Indigenous 

and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC). The infrastructure plan and projects are reviewed and 
prioritized based on established criteria, such as health and safety. The First Nation 
completes the planning study for the infrastructure project. If the project meets the 
mandatory criteria and priority ranking, it receives funding. 

3. Design: The First Nation engages a professional firm through a tendering process to develop 
a project design. This includes construction documents such as drawings and building 
specifications. The First Nation initiates the tendering process for construction. The terms 
of the tendering process can vary depending on the project. 

4. Construction: A contract is awarded to the construction company who wins the tendering 
process. Construction of the project begins. 

5. Completion: Once the construction is complete, the professional firm issues a certificate of 
project completion. 

After the project is completed, band councils must use their own capital to operate and manage the 
water infrastructure throughout its lifecycle. Many non-First Nation communities use a cost-

Figure 1. Dr. Bharawaj incorporates indigenous worldviews and western 

science to solve the problem of contaminated water in First Nation 

communities 
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recovery model to fund maintenance of their water infrastructure. However, First Nation 
communities may not view water as a commodity to be bought and sold, so may not feel 
comfortable funding the operations and maintenance of a water supply system. Dr. Bharawaj points 
to a quote from a community member, “I know our people would be in an uproar if Chief and 
Council [charged people for water]. ‘Why should we?’ the Elders would say. ‘It’s our right, as 
holders of the land. It’s so sacred.” Due to cost recovery not being a feasible model for many First 
Nation communities in Canada, they are left without funding for adequate water management 
systems. 

 
Chlorine: a Matter of Trust 
Despite water chlorination being one of the top 10 public health achievements of the 20th century,1 
the use of chlorine raises concerns for many Indigenous community members who don’t trust 
water filtered through water supply infrastructures. Dr. Bharawaj quoted a community member as 
saying, “We don’t trust [the tap water]. It doesn’t taste right. I guess we’re not used to the chlorine 
yet as a people. I refuse to drink the water. I won’t drink it anymore. I’ve been buying water for the 
last ten years now.” Another community member noted, “Sometimes [the water] has a strong 
chlorine smell to it and at times because of too much chlorine, it tastes funny and gives some people 
an upset stomach.” Community members’ perception of the unsafeness of treated water affects 
their use of the supply. The distrust among First Nation communities of water created through 
public infrastructures necessitates ensuring natural supplies to clean drinking water. 
 

Source Water Quality 
Water quality 
In some communities, source water quality is not adequate, and raises the concerns of whether the 
water is treatable. For instance, raw water drawn from Pipestone Creek in Yellow Quill, 
Saskatchewan was not treatable. Eventually, the community had to switch to a deeper source of 
water which was adequate. The inadequacy of current sources of water raises questions about 
alternate sources of water.  
 
Protecting water cross-jurisdictionally 
Although protection plans only apply within the boundaries of the reserve, water flows across 
jurisdictional boundaries. The cross-jurisdictional nature of water raises questions about access to 
treatment facilities. 
 

                                                 
1 The top 10 public health achievements of the 20th century are available at 

http://www.berkeleywellness.com/healthy-community/health-care-policy/article/cdcs-top-10-public-health-

achievements-20th-century 
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The effect of ammonia on chlorination 
Ammonia is a common problem 
in groundwater sources in 
Saskatchewan. Ammonia 
interferes with greensand 
filtration (manganese removal) of 
water treatment plants. By 
interfering with filtration, 
ammonia interferes with the 
chlorination of water.  
In communities with elevated 
ammonia in the raw water 
supply, the core area experiences 
off tastes from the manganese 
and chloramines. Furthermore, 
ammonia could affect the 
distribution line leading to brown 
or black tap water. The presence of ammonia in the water supply raises questions about alternate 
sources of water and equity.  
 

Differential Safe Drinking Water Standards 
Source water quality raises questions about the definition of potable, safe, and usable tap water. 
Health Canada informed community members from Potlotek First Nation in Nova Scotia and Little 
Saskatchewan First Nation in Manitoba that their water supplies were safe despite being brown. To 
determine safety of water, Canadian Drinking Water Guidelines evaluate three metrics: aesthetic 
effects, health effects, and operational considerations. 
 
Aesthetic water quality 
When Dr. Bharadwaj reviewed aesthetic water quality standards within communities in 
Saskatchewan, she noticed that many community members (60%) complained about the high 
chlorine content, 48% noted that the water had an odour, and 20% reported that the water 
destroyed their appliances or fixtures. Despite the aesthetic concerns voiced by community 
members, officials continued informing First Nation community leaders that the water was safe to 
drink. 
 

Trudeau’s Promise 
Prime Minister Trudeau made a campaign promise in 2018 to end boil water advisories in First 
Nation communities by 2021. In reality, there are many different supply systems in First Nation 
communities. The boil water advisories that Prime Minister Trudeau is addressing are water 
treatment and distribution systems funded by Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada. Due to the 
limited scope of the federal government’s intervention, Prime Minister Trudeau is leaving truck to 
cistern and private well systems vulnerable. 
 
Truck to cistern and private wells 
Truck to cistern and private wells experience significant water quality issues. Upon reviewing 
drinking water supplies from spring to fall, Dr. Bharadwaj found that there is a significantly higher 
risk of coliforms in trucks during late summer (August), significantly higher risk overall of coliforms 
in cistern-served houses than piped distribution taps, and significantly higher risk of coliforms in 
houses during late summer (August). Dr. Bharadwaj wonders if Prime Minister Trudeau can resolve 

Figure 2. A child from Potlotek First Nation in Nova Scotia next to a bathtub of 

‘potable’ water 
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boil water advisories in all homes by 2021 given 
that his government is only tackling water 
treatment and distribution systems, and not 
dealing with the issue of poor water quality in 
truck to cistern and private wells. 
 
Trouble with Cisterns  
Another issue with the truck to cistern model is 
the quantity of water that communities receive. 
Dr. Bharadwaj has been told that “In some 
communities, they may not be getting all the 
water that they need, if you go visit somebody … 
whose house is connected to a cistern, you'll 
notice that they’re conserving water, and the 
chances are they’re not practicing the personal 
and environmental hygiene needed to prevent 
the spread of disease within the household. 
There is also a concern about water quality in cisterns. A community member states, “We've had 
outbreaks of MRSA in communities and in one of the communities, it was a community with lots of 
cisterns, and lots of complaints about people running out of water because they weren't getting 
water delivery on a regular basis.”  
 

Economic and social implications of poor quality water 
Many communities notice high chlorine or odour levels in their water, which can affect these 
groups both economically and socially. Some say they can’t even wash their clothes with the 
municipal water supply as the water is destroying their clothes. Community members have told Dr. 
Bharadwaj, “We don’t drink [the water] I don’t even do my laundry in it anymore because it’s 
wrecking our clothes. I take my laundry and go to the Laundromat and wash it”. Another 
community member said, “It costs a lot of money for parents to keep getting clothes when they 
don’t want their children walking around in stuff that looks faded when they’re not even a month 
old”.  
 
On the Front Lines: Water Treatment Plant Operators 
Dr. Bharadwaj listened to the problems described by water treatment plant operators on a problem 
and solution scape. One of the problems is that there is no long-term sustainable funding for 
drinking water. After the systems are put in place, the technology quickly becomes obsolete and it 
becomes increasingly challenging to find replacement parts. According to one operator, “How come 
the [water supply system] is outdated like as soon as they’re done building them kind of thing… all 
the systems are kind of outdated by the time they’re fully in use, like some of the parts that she has 
there, she’ll call it in and they don’t even have a part and she’ll have to take it off and bring it there 
and they’ll have to match something to it, they spend so much money on these things”. 
 
The operators suggested that there needs to be increased communication across individual, 
reserve, provincial, and federal levels such that there is long-term planning for sustainable water 
supply infrastructure. A water treatment plant operator hoped for, “…adequate treatment plants 
that are going to last for several years so we’re not always having to come back and fix them and 
upgrade them and expand them, you know, they need to plan twenty years instead of, you know, 
short-term”.  
 

Figure 3. Comparison of water quality between cistern 

water and water from a treatment plant 
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Four Key Suggestions for Moving Forward 
1. Build on the strengths and capacity of First Nation communities’ knowledge of their water 

realities to build drinking water provisions. 
2. Draw upon the diversity and uniqueness of each community to help shape drinking water 

policies. 
3. Improve relations and communication between professionals within water supply systems 

and government actors to build collaborations where possible. 
4. Focus on long-term sustainable water supplies and infrastructure. 

 

Part 2: Clcahl (Hullcar) Aquifer: Splatsin Drinking Water Contamination 
Presented by Kukpi7 (Chief) Wayne Christian (Splatsin) 
 
Secwepemc People 
The Secwepemc Nation has a 12,000 year history 
on its traditional lands. The nation is made up of 
15,000 members in 17 Indian Act bands spread 
over 180,000 km². 
 

The Secwepemc Relationship to Water 
The Secwepemc are taught that a single drop of 
rain that begins at the top of the mountain feeds 
the whole infrastructure of the earth: the trees, 
animals, and creeks. That same drop ends up in 
the ocean. And the whole water cycle begins again. 
Water is a living being with a spirit. The 
Secwepemc are known as the “water people” 
because they look after the water forest.  
 
The Clcahl (Hullcar) aquifer, located in Hullcar Valley, is a mispronunciation of the traditional 
indigenous name “Clcahl.” Kukpi7 Chief Christian argues that if individuals begin looking at the 
earth as a living infrastructure, realizing that everything is connected, then they will understand 
that the intervention of man within that ecosystem has created issues. Viewing water as a resource 
allows polluters to contaminate it. Everyone has to start looking at water as interconnected.  
 
Water Advisories 
Since 2014, the Splatsin has experienced water advisory warnings, which can be attributed to the 
contamination of the nearby Clcahl (Hullcar) aquifer. The aquifer is the main source of water for the 
Splatsin and other communities within the Hullcar Valley. Nitrates in the aquifer are well over 
10mg/L, exceeding water advisory guidelines.  
 

Figure 4. Map of Secwepemc territories 
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Despite the aquifer being located between 
the two Secwepemc reserves of IR2 Enderby 
and IR1 Salmon River, the local public was 
advised of the contamination in the water 
two years earlier than the Splatsin. Kukpi7 
Christian sees this as a gap in consultation 
and accommodation of First Nation interest, 
especially given the number of on-reserve 
homes that use water from the aquifer.  
 

Contaminant Source 
The Clcahl (Hullcar) aquifer is 
contaminated from nearby agricultural 
operations. Dairy farms and feedlots are 
the primary offenders. Farmers place 

excess cattle waste directly on the land (which is an accepted farming practice). Given the limited 
waste storage capacity of soil, the nitrates seep through and contaminate the aquifer. Over-
application of liquid waste only adds to the problem. Furthermore, in times of tremendous rain, 
lagoons are created that may spill, further contaminating water supply. 
 

Contaminant History 
The Clcahl (Hullcar) aquifer has experienced contamination since the late 1990s. Steel Springs 
Water District, the local water supplier, initially experienced contamination due to nearby whey 
storage. In that case, the nitrate contamination was caused by changes in agricultural practices. 
From this experience, the Secwepemc have prior knowledge of issues and risks surrounding nitrate 
contamination of water supplies. 
 

Provincial Government Response 
The NDP Government commissioned a report led by the POLIS Water Sustainability Project on the 
state of the Clcahl (Hullcar) aquifer. The report highlighted that there are limited and delayed policy 
changes, limited funding for private water treatment, and a need for ongoing planning and 
discussion.  
 
The Secwepemc entered into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the B.C. Ministry of 
Environment and Climate Change Strategy. The Secwepemc are hoping to include the Ministry of 
Agriculture, the Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural Development, 
and the Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation. One of the key features of this problem 
is that there is currently no legislative trigger or process to engage local First Nation communities 
when new industrial or agricultural development is planned. Alarmingly for Kukpi7 Christian, there 
is development currently planned for Hullcar Valley, Hullcar Salmon Valley, and the Shuswap River 
(where the Secwepemc are currently conducting nitrate contamination reviews.) 
 
Federal Government Response 
The federal government deferred to provincial governance and cited jurisdictional issues. Kukpi7 
Christian feels that there are a lot of policy gaps in water protection. The federal government is 
water treatment focused. The Splatsin recently put in a new water system: the Jackpine community 
water system. However, the water system is being contaminated by manure being poured beside 
the reserve. 

Figure 5. Clcahl (Hullcar) Aquifer is located just south of Enderby 

and east of Yankee Flats 
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Splatsin Response  
The Splatsin would like to open a government-to-
government relationship with the provincial government. 
The Splatsin’s impetus with the MOU was to begin that 
relationship. The Splatsin are asserting their Aboriginal 
title and rights to the land because they have traditional 
knowledge about how to best govern the water. 
 

Moving Forward on Clcahl (Hullcar) Aquifer 
The Secwepemc are developing a legally binding co-
management agreement for the Hullcar Valley that 
includes an adaptive management and response plan. The 
agreement will allow the Secwepemc to be preventative 
about environmental issues rather than merely reacting to 
disasters. The Secwepemc are hoping to include 
watershed-scale planning and regulation within the 
agreement. The Secwepemc would also like to see enhanced compliance and enforcement of water 
regulations. Currently, there is very low enforcement. Kukpi7 Christian feels that, ideally, solutions 
would be community based. 
 
Currently, the Splatsin have contacted Okanagan Lake Indian Band about the potential effects that 
nitrates could have on salmon in Okanagan Lake.  
 

Moving Forward in B.C. 
The Splatsin are examining the POLIS report recommendations. The Splatsin are determining how 
to develop prevention-based policy and regulatory changes that protect aquifers throughout B.C. 
and hope to plan for potential future water crises keeping in mind all users within the Hullcar 
Valley. They are also looking forward to enhancing public communication and engagement. For 
instance, the Splatsin have hosted the Minister of Environment and Climate Change Strategy in the 
Clcahl (Hullcar) Valley and invited local residents to ask him questions. The Splatsin are hoping to 
balance the economic, environmental, and health benefits of drinking water and water as a whole. 
 

Questions and Discussion  
 
Lalita, can you provide specific examples of solutions from the communities you work with, 
or that you have seen, that work? 
 
Lalita: In relation to drinking water, there have been a lot of communities in Saskatchewan moving 
to an integrated reverse osmosis biological system. It seems to align with the view and meaning of 
water because the treatment is biological and there is very little chlorine needed. People seem to 
trust this water and water supply. The water treatment plant operators would like to develop a 
technical advisory group so that there is more training in operating and managing these systems. 
 
Another approach some communities have engaged in are municipal treatment agreements. In 
these agreements, a community that is close to a municipal water supply has their water 
distributed from a particular municipality. However, in water crises, emergency communications 
regarding ‘do not consume’ or ‘boil water advisories’ do not seem to reach First Nation 
communities.  

Figure 6. The Secwepemc nation is working together 

towards increasing water governance 
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In relation to source water protection, collaborative and adaptive management has been working 
well for some communities. In these management agreements, First Nation communities, 
neighbouring municipalities, farmers, and not-for-profit organizations will partner for the 
protection of source water.  
 
Are there examples of Indigenous jurisdiction being incorporated into provincial 
government legislation? 
 
Wayne: One of the objectives of our nation is to see how we can integrate Secwepemc law into 
provincial legislation. We see this as really important. This is part of the educational process with 
the Province in terms of how the two systems of law overlap jurisdictionally, specifically in the area 
of water source. We’ve been seeing how forest practices, for example clear-cutting, have a 
significant impact on water. How can we change the practices so that when loggers are logging, they 
are logging for the water and not just for the trees? When loggers don’t do that, they have a 
tremendous impact on source water protection and downstream effects. Part of our goal with co-
management agreements is to integrate the two jurisdictions. So stay tuned! 
 
Lalita, can you explain the interaction of chloramine and manganese? Or are other chemicals 
contributing to the concentration of manganese? 
 
Lalita: Chloramines are disinfection by-products. If there is a poor water source that is hard to 
treat, there may be a lot of dissolved solids in it. This can create a substance that chlorine will react 
to. When chlorine reacts with the natural material, it will create chloramines. Sometimes, 
manganese is naturally occurring. Manganese tends to be high in groundwater supplies, and 
sometimes in surface water supplies. Manganese can interfere with the effectiveness of chlorine as 
a disinfecting agent. 
 
What are the costs of crisis and the need for preventive approaches? What are some of the 
key policy, planning tools, and approaches that can be used to avoid problems? 
 
Lalita: Land-use planning and source water protection are really important. There should be some 
way to strategically address cumulative impacts to source water as a result of land-use planning or 
industrialization in the area. I don’t think we do a great job of this currently. 
 
Wayne: Water monitoring is key. Putting in a regime or database of water quality is essential. It’s 
important to know what is going on with the water, for example if there are nitrates in it. Especially 
when water has health implications, it’s vital to have a process to determine water quality. The First 
Nation Health Authority does home tests in nations. In the Hullcar Valley, there are 15-20 homes on 
the aquifer. Five of those homes have high nitrate contamination.  
 
The other issue is constant operation or maintenance of private home filtration systems. The 
systems have to be constantly maintained and won’t work if filters aren’t changed. Water data 
collection and monitoring at source and within people’s homes is crucial. 
 
In terms of the jurisdictional gaps between the province and the federal government, what 
are some ways to bridge this divide? 
 
Wayne: One of the biggest issues these communities face is safe drinking water. Because the 
jurisdictions are not clearly set out between the provincial and federal governments, First Nation 
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communities are caught in a battle of jurisdictions. The province is unable to provide necessary 
services to these nations because of jurisdictional boundaries between the provincial, federal, and 
First Nation governments. The province asserts jurisdiction in one area and Canada asserts 
jurisdiction over another area and they don’t talk to each other. Meanwhile, folks on the ground 
have water contamination issues and nothing is done to resolve the issues because Canada and B.C. 
can’t agree on a solution.  
 
I think there has to be more local governance, more local decision-making. Looking at the Hullcar 
Valley, the residents can make change. Real change is not going to happen in Ottawa or Victoria. It’s 
going to happen locally. Although we can drive policy and legislative initiatives at the higher level, 
to sort jurisdictional issues, I don’t currently see political will to fix these issues. Admittedly, we are 
more fortunate in B.C. with the NDP government taking the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP)2 seriously. Perhaps what we do here in B.C. can positively 
affect other jurisdictions, such as Ontario. 
 
Lalita: I tend to agree that these water policy plans must come from the local perspective. The local 
people are very well informed of their realities and they live them every day. It needs to come from 
the local level. We also need improved communications from the federal and provincial levels. 
These levels of government must communicate with the local people who are experiencing these 
issues.  
 
If economic benefits are valued more than environmental and health benefits, how can 
balance be achieved? 
 
Wayne: Let’s take for example the dairy industry. It’s a huge multi-billion dollar industry across 
Canada. It has a real presence with the political and federal government as this industry drives a 
large part of the economics in the region. In this case, we have a situation where the expansion of 
this dairy farm created liquid waste on the ground. In this case, the economic driver superseded the 
environmental effects. These animals produce waste and disrupt the local water supply. We’re 
pitting the farmers against other residents.  
 
The Splatsin are looking at how we can use this waste without alienating farmers—perhaps using it 
as an energy source. There is a way to solve these problems without alienating anyone. The 
economics are a real driving force, and this is what the government looks at. However, a lot of these 
farms do not create a lot of employment as the operation is very industrialized. Farming is not what 
we knew it as fifty years ago. It’s been industrialized. 
 
Lalita:  We need to look at societal values around the commodification of the land, the water. We 
need to start looking at the Earth as a living entity, a living structure. Once we grapple with the 
value and responsibility of our Mother Earth, economics will no longer prevail. Because we have a 
tax system, our industries create money to support our health care, social systems, education, etc. 
There needs to be a change in how we can support one another in such a taxation system.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 Available at https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf 

https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
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In the Clcahl Hullcar case study, can you articulate why you were dealing with the provincial 
government, versus the federal government? 
 
Wayne: The Clcahl Hullcar case falls under s. 92 of the Constitution Act, 18673 because the Province 
has responsibilities under agriculture and drinking water. Therefore, this issue comes under the 
jurisdictional purview of the provinces. The federal government is usually involved when it is 
unceded land over which the federal government asserts jurisdiction. In the Clcahl Hullcar case, 
we’re dealing with reserve land, and the province is asserting jurisdiction so we have to deal with 
them. We have to hold the Paccountable for the mess that has unraveled here for the past nine 
years. 
 
In the case of the Clcahl aquifer and provincial action, which included a number of specific 
orders to improve farming practice and updating of the regulation, do you feel these 
specifics responses are sufficient to address the nitrate problem related to drinking water? 
If you could advise a similar region elsewhere facing a similar issue, what might you tell 
them? 
 
Wayne: Some of the crisis-focused recommendations that came out of the POLIS report were 
helpful. The mitigation suggestions were useful. There were environmental plans given to the 
farmers which were useful in the short-term to put them on notice. The issue we have is that if 
something happens again there are no specific regulations around consultation. If there are farming 
changes done by another farmer in the area, we have no ability to be notified about water security 
issues. There are no processes for how we get access or communication.  
 
In communities that are located in similar farming situations, I would recommend that they connect 
with the appropriate government agency to get the information. We weren’t notified about the 
contamination in the Hullcar Valley until two years later. First Nation communities have to become 
engaged to be notified. If a community can set up a process and create relationships with different 
ministries, they can begin controlling and understanding what is happening in their community on 
the ground.  
 
Can you explain the role that local government (municipal or regional district) has played? 
 
Wayne: The local government was not directly involved as they have no jurisdiction over this area. 
The Splatsin have more access and information than local government. The Splatsin are trying to 
develop relationships with local government so they can have more information. This is an issue as 
local government has no real say as to what happens. For example, everything to do with permitting 
has a provincial overlay.  
 
What are the one or two things most needed to ensure safe and reliable drinking water in 
First Nation communities?  
 
Wayne:  One of the things that is important is to help local communities understand the impact of 
industrial development on drinking water especially the life-long contamination it can bring. This is 
especially important around aquifers as the effects of industry are not necessarily seen.  In the 
Hullcar Valley, there are three aquifers. The natural lifecycle of an aquifer to clear itself is seven to 
ten years. Water is not in limitless supply. When we don’t see it, it’s out of sight, out of mind.  
 

                                                 
3 Available at https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/PDF/CONST_E.pdf 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/PDF/CONST_E.pdf
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We need to educate the public about where our water comes from and how water generates energy. 
People take drinking water for granted. There is no full connection on the impact of water and how 
it affects people. This should be addressed through the public school system, teaching our young 
people. 
 
The other part of it is that Indigenous knowledge, ecological knowledge, needs to be respected and 
factored into things as our oral history is thousands of years old and can tell us how to turn 
destructive ways of being into something positive. We can connect ecosystems, water source 
systems. A lot of people see water as a commodity, which is totally different from our worldview. 
We see water as a spiritual entity. Those two factors will have a big role in ensuring safe and 
reliable drinking water. 
 
Lalita: People have lost their connection with water. Water is taken for granted and viewed as a 
commodity. We all need water. Water touches every aspect of our lives. We need to educate people 
of the importance of water in our lives. I also think building relationships amongst people who are 
dealing with issues around source water protection or drinking water availability is important. 
Starting with the children and creating a new generation of people with a new relationship with 
water will be important for our whole nation.  
 

Resources 
 
Part 1: Water Realities in Indigenous Communities 
 
Summary Report (National Assessment of Water and Wastewater Systems in First Nations 
Communities, 2003) 
To assess the status of water and wastewater systems of First Nations communities, Indigenous and 
Northern Affairs Canada undertook a comprehensive on-site assessment of on-reserve water and 
wastewater treatment facilities. The assessment considered performance, operating practices, 
operator qualifications, defined quality objectives and identified areas of improvement, and 
required cost. The assessment results indicated that of the 740 community water systems assessed 
about 29% (218) posed a potential high risk that could negatively impact water quality. Of the 462 
community wastewater systems assessed, 16% (74) were classified at a potential high risk that 
could negatively impact wastewater effluent quality. 
https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ/STAGING/texte-
text/watw_1100100016374_eng.pdf 
 
Factors associated with drinking and being satisfied with tap water in Indigenous 
communities in Saskatchewan, Canada (Silvia Bermedo-Carrasco, Lalita Bharadwaj, Cheryl L. 
Waldner, 2018) 
This study undertaken with eight Indigenous communities in Saskatchewan, Canada identified 
factors associated with the decision to drink tap water at home and be satisfied with its quality. The 
researchers examined the importance of factors such as individual attributes, experiences, 
attitudes, household, and community-based variables. Less than one-quarter of participants 
(23.4%) drank tap water and were satisfied with its quality. Concerns about the environment had 
the most impact on community members aged 55+ years. Those not reporting concerns about 
environmental problems affecting water were much more likely to drink and be satisfied with their 
tap water. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/22423982.2018.1466605 
 

https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ/STAGING/texte-text/watw_1100100016374_eng.pdf
https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ/STAGING/texte-text/watw_1100100016374_eng.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/22423982.2018.1466605
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Part 2: Water Realities in Indigenous Communities 
 
From Crisis to Solutions: Towards Better Source Water Protection and Nutrient Management 
in the Hullcar Valley (POLIS, 2017) 
This report outlines the overarching solutions needed to address source water protection and 
nutrient management in the Hullcar Valley. It provides a detailed solutions framework and action 
priorities within nine recommendation areas. A series of supporting appendices provides an 
overview of Orders, the current management and legal regime, agricultural waste management in 
other jurisdictions, agricultural waste control regulation review synopsis and suggested updated 
priorities, and, an overview of innovative technology to help address the nitrate pollution. 
https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2017/11/polis-hullcar.pdf 
 
Memorandum of Understanding (Between Splatsin and the Province of B.C., 2017) 
B.C. and Splatsin signed an MOU on December 5, 2017. The goal of the MOU is to establish a 
government-to-government relationship between the two nations. Per the agreement, the Minister 
of Environment and Climate Change Strategy should meet with the Splatsin Chief at least once every 
six months to resolve disputes, implement strategy, and facilitate cooperation with other 
government agencies. The MOU also hopes to establish a steering committee that will identify and 
develop solutions associated with water quality and governance, develop a work plan and 
timelines, establish a process for internal and external communications, and establish a process for 
decision-making consistent with UNDRIP. The agreement recognizes that the Splatsin will require 
funding to fulfill their obligations under the MOU.  
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/natural-resource-stewardship/consulting-with-
first-nations/agreements/splatsin_mou_-_signed_2017_12_14.pdf 
 
 

 

Support for the POLIS Water Sustainability Project, including its ongoing outreach and network-

building via webinar events, is provided by: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

To view past Creating a Blue Dialogue webinars visit 
youtube.com/poliswaterproject and vimeo.com/poliswater 

 

https://poliswaterproject.org/files/2017/11/polis-hullcar.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/natural-resource-stewardship/consulting-with-first-nations/agreements/splatsin_mou_-_signed_2017_12_14.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/environment/natural-resource-stewardship/consulting-with-first-nations/agreements/splatsin_mou_-_signed_2017_12_14.pdf

