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Background
• First Nation traditional activities depend on 

water for transportation, for drinking, 
cleaning, purification, and provides habitat 
for the fish, animals and plants gathered as 
medicines and traditional foods.

• First Nations promote the sacredness of 
the water resource, the interconnectedness 
of all life and the importance of protecting 
water from pollution, drought and waste.



Background
• Water jurisdiction in Canada 

remains a complex and 
unresolved issue. 

• Lack of clarity Federal, 
provincial or territorial 
governments

• Crown holds a fiduciary and 
constitutional obligation to 
ensure that First Nations are 
able to enjoy their full right to 
water, as provided as 
aboriginal title and treaty 
rights.



Watershed Authorities
• Important for First Nation 

communities to maintain their 
roles in watershed stewardship 
authorities to protect water and 
everything connected to it.

• Chiefs of Ontario has 
developed a Watershed 
Declaration on March 20th, 
2009 in support of world water 
day on March 22, 2009

• Yukon inter-tribal Watershed 
Strategy



Human Right to Water
• Water as a human right, 

must not be merely 
regarded as a 
commodity, it sustains 
our ecosystem and is 
necessary for survival. 

• Includes the impacts to 
fish habitat Section 35 
rights

• Aboriginal Treaties rights 
to potable water. 

• UNDRIP



Government Bills
• Government Bills on Safe 

Drinking Water 
Legislation-INAC and the 
Waste water Effluent 
Strategy-CCME 

• Many First Nations feel 
that these fall short to 
address the bigger 
picture of water source 
protection, water shed 
protection, respect for 
aboriginal and treaty 
rights. 



Water-Impact of Realities
• Many land use practices such as forestry, 

mining, agriculture, oil and gas extraction 
and increasing urbanization can affect 
water quality and quantity, both inside the 
province and outside our borders.

• The scale and intensity of many practices 
and industries continues to grow, so does 
the demand for water. 

• Impacts to various tributaries, often 
mitigation is inadequate. “The Blue Gold”.



Water-Impact of Realities
• First Nations must have stewardship 

authorities over water and require 
resources to build capacity to advocate for 
our water rights and to protect the health 
of the water.

• Support of responsible water management 
practices that acknowledge the multiple 
external stresses threatening water quality 
and quantity.



First Nation Perspectives
• First Nations are now looking to take a national 

stand on water issues.
• First Nations assertion over water resources has 

been established under many land management, 
land use and environmental stewardship plans.

• Jurisdictional issues and treaty rights must be 
addressed.

• First Nation communities maintain their 
responsibility for keeping water healthy as 
traditional stewards of the watersheds.



First Nation perspectives:
• First Nations consider water as a basic human 

right, that access to safe clean drinking water is 
essential for all communities.  

• Opportunities for First Nation input at all stages 
of any water legislative reform process;

• Creation of a First Nation advisory committee, 
composed of people outside government from a 
variety of interests, to provide strategic advice to 
the Government;



First Nation Considerations
• Develop a consultation process for First Nation input 

regarding any policy option being considered;
• Regional engagement processes to allow First Nation 

and input;
• Develop a plan to ensure the key aspects of any water 

policy reform include front end engagement, and 
properly resourced;

• Ensure that projects with the potential for harmful 
impacts on water are permitted only in areas identified 
as appropriate through watershed and aquifer planning 
with full First Nation decision making authorities.



First Nation Considerations
• Ensure adaptive capacity and maintain and enhance 

resilience both in natural and social systems to deal with 
a changing climate and unexpected natural disasters or 
events.

• Provide water for the future by requiring coordinated 
watershed plans, developed at the local level with 
consultation in accordance with strong standards, to 
address threats to water quality and quantity, and 
ecosystem protection.

• Must require ongoing First Nation engagement in 
monitoring, implementation and updating of watershed 
plans.



Give effect to Aboriginal title and 
rights at the community level:

• Recognition and respect of First Nation 
traditional environmental knowledge

• Full participants in watershed protection 
planning and implementation

• Capacity to manage threats to drinking 
water sources and traditional use of water

• Support for First Nation water treatment 
systems



Aboriginal title and rights at the 
community level

• Refine community bylaws for consistency with watershed plans; 
enabling water reuse and recycling; requiring metering, reporting of 
use and full cost accounting; and, as part of watershed plans, 

• Ensure adequate resources are available for all authorities responsible 
for the development and implementation of watershed planning 
including funding or funding tools, technical expertise and training.

• Treat water as one interconnected resource by requiring water 
management plans to evaluate both groundwater and surface water 
systems and the linkages between them.

• Identify geographical areas of concern
• Develop a mitigation strategy to remedy negative effects of 

groundwater extractions.
• Joint Assessment for conservation, efficiency, and quantity monitoring.



United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples:

•The United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, specifically 
•Articles 8, 20, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 31 and 
32 can be applied to a National Watershed 
Protection Declaration or strategies.



Conclusion
• To support First Nations capacity in 

protection of their watersheds
• To recognize the importance of watersheds 

and aquifers to First Nations 
• To promote responsible and sustainable 

development
• To support First Nations rights to access 

water, and protect water and other natural 
resources and traditional activities within 
their territories.
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