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Purpose 

To provide the conference participants with: 

• An overview of the Government of Canada and First Nations’ respective roles 
and responsibilities in the provision of water and wastewater services in First 
Nation communities. 

• An overview of the National Assessment of First Nations Water and Wastewater 
Systems and its findings. 

• An overview of the priorities identified by Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada (AANDC) in response to the National Assessment. 

• A roll-up of First Nations’ views and concerns regarding the priorities identified 
from the National Assessment. 

• Illustrations of how AANDC is strengthening our partnerships, supporting 
enhancements to First Nation communities’ water systems and moving forward 
in partnership. 



Government of Canada roles and responsibilities 

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada  

• Provides funding and assistance for design, construction, operation and maintenance of water 
and wastewater facilities. 

• Sets standards through protocols (which have limited tools for compliance). 

• Develops regulations to create enforceable standards. 

• Provides funding for training staff such as water treatment plant operators. 

• Performs reviews of designs in collaboration with Health Canada and Environment Canada. 

Health Canada  

• Delivers drinking water quality monitoring programs.  

• Sets national guidelines for drinking water quality (both on and off reserve). 

Environment Canada  

• Regulates treatment of wastewater discharged to receiving waters.  

• Provides advice and technical expertise on source water protection and sustainable water use. 
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First Nations’ roles and responsibilities 

First Nations – Owners/Operators 

• As owner and operator of the water and wastewater systems on-reserve, the 
First Nation community maintains the daily responsibility of ensuring the 
community has access to safe and reliable water and wastewater systems.  

Communities are responsible for: 

• Designing, constructing, maintaining, and operating systems in accordance with 
established protocols and standards. 

• Sampling, testing, reporting and continuously monitoring water quality. 

• Ensuring safe treatment and disposal of wastewater and sampling, testing and 
reporting of wastewater effluent quality. 

• Employment of system operators, purchase system supplies, maintain 
infrastructure, etc. to ensure quality water and wastewater systems. 
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2011 National Assessment of First Nations 
Water and Wastewater Systems 

• 97% of First Nations’ water and wastewater systems in Canada were surveyed; these 
included piped systems, truck services and individual well systems; the contractors visited 
571 participating First Nations.  

• Of the 807 community water systems inspected: 

– 39% high overall risk 

– 34% medium overall risk 

– 27% low overall risk  

• Risk assessments are a measurement of system management risk, not water safety.  The 
overall system rank is calculated using a weighted value for each of the five elements 
assessed as follows: 

– water source / wastewater effluent receiver (10 per cent) 

– systems design (30 per cent) 

– operation and maintenance (30 per cent) 

– the level of training and certification of its operator (20 per cent) 

– reporting and record keeping (10 per cent)  

• 60% of the risk score of the high risk systems is associated with operation, certification, 
record-keeping and reporting. 
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National Assessment – further findings 

The final report also indicated:  

• A sharp increase in the number of high risk systems, from 49 (according to the 
August 2010 Progress Report) to 314 of a total of 807 drinking water systems. 
The majority of risk is due to capacity issues such as operator training and 
certification, presence of a system operation and maintenance plan as well as 
appropriate record keeping and reporting systems.   

• Infrastructure issues and the lack of enforceable standards are also a concern. 

• The need for significant investments ($1.2 billion to upgrade the current 
infrastructure to meet AANDC standards and $3.5 billion for growth over the next 
10 years).  

• 1,880 homes are without in-house drinking water service, and 1,777 homes are 
without wastewater service (these are primarily located in Northern Manitoba and 
Ontario). 
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Government’s response to the National Assessment 

• The government identified four priority areas for action: 

– Enhance capacity building for operators and training to ensure the proper operation and 
maintenance of the systems. 

– Upgrade existing systems to meet AANDC standards. 

– Address unserviced homes. 

– Proceed with the development of regulations.  

• Over the fall of 2011, these priorities were discussed with First Nations leaders 
and technical experts. 
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Feedback: regional discussions 
 First Nations’ views regarding priorities: 

• Enhance capacity building for operators and training to ensure the proper operation and 
maintenance of the systems. 

• Upgrade existing systems to meet AANDC standards. 

• Address unserviced homes. 

• Proceeding with the development of regulations raised concerns in regard to enforcement 
of regulations on First Nations land. 

Concerns included: 

• Uncertainty regarding adequacy of funding. 

• Funding gap related to operations and maintenance (O&M), operator salaries, and 
infrastructure upgrades/investments that would be required to become compliant with 
proposed regulations. 

• High level of staff turnover in the Circuit Rider Training Program (CRTP). 

• Potential infringement of treaty rights as a result of water legislation. 

• Increased role for provinces in regulating on reserve through potential use of provincial 
inspectors to carry out inspections on reserve.  
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Actions to date:  Enhancing capacity 
 

• Enhancing training supports for operators to improve operation and maintenance 
of the systems is a shared priority for AANDC and First Nations. 

• A new CRTP guide has been developed in consultation with AANDC regional 
offices, Circuit Rider Trainers (CRTs) and the Circuit Rider Trainers Professional 
Association (CRTPA). The new guide will be used to standardize the CRTP 
program starting 2013-2014. 

• Program enhancements include:  

– Clearly defining roles for AANDC, Circuit Rider Trainer Program Service Providers, and 
Circuit Rider Trainers. 

– Establishing national criteria for determining the number of visits to a community based 
on operator training needs. 

– Listing standard activities to be provided by Circuit Rider Trainers. 

– Simplifying work plans. 

– Establishing timelines for reporting on training activities.  

• The main body of the guide has been completed and can be found on the 
CRTPA website (www.crtpa.com).  
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Actions to date:  Upgrading existing systems 

• According to the National Assessment, $1.2 billion in upgrades are needed for 
existing systems to meet AANDC standards. 

• The development and use of cost-effective, sustainable technologies, and 
alternative financing models (e.g., Public Private Partnerships) could support us 
in advancing much needed investments to upgrade facilities. 

• AANDC is working with First Nations to determine additional solutions for 
systems upgrading; options include working with Tribal Councils, First Nation 
organizations, etc. 
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Actions to date:  Unserviced homes  

• The National Assessment reported that 1,880 homes are without in-house 
drinking water service and 1,777 homes are without wastewater service (these 
are primarily located in Northern Manitoba and Ontario). 

• The most urgent pressures are in the Manitoba region.  The region has begun 
work with the Island Lakes Tribal Council to develop a plan to address lack of 
running water in the four Island Lake First Nation communities. 

– A $5.5M investment this year is buying trucks, garages and plumbing supplies to outfit  
100 homes with water and wastewater services; supplies are being shipped over the 
winter roads. 
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Actions to date:  Legislation 

• Bill S-8, the Safe Drinking Water for First Nations Act, was introduced on February 
29, 2012 in the Senate.  

• The legislation will: 
– Enable the Government to develop regulations to ensure access to safe, clean and reliable drinking 

water, the effective treatment of wastewater, and the protection of sources of water on First Nation 
lands. 

– Strengthen oversight and clearly lay out the roles and responsibilities of all parties involved. 

– Contribute to bringing First Nation communities’ drinking water and wastewater services to a level and 
quality comparable to those enjoyed by other Canadians living in communities of similar size and 
location. 

– Protect the substantial investments made by the Government and First Nations in water and wastewater 
infrastructure on First Nation lands. 

• The proposed legislation is similar to, but not the same as, the former Bill S-11. 
Changes and improvements to the previous bill have been made based on feedback 
from First Nation organizations over the past few months. 

• Creating federal regulations will take time and will be implemented over a number of 
years. This will give time for the Government and First Nations to bring water and 
wastewater infrastructure and operations to the level required to meet future federal 
regulations. 

• The Government will continue to provide funding to improve infrastructure and 
capacity related to drinking water and wastewater services on First Nation lands. 
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Strengthening partnerships and supporting 
enhancements  

AANDC is working with partners to move forward & build opportunities: 

• Public Private Partnerships Canada 

– One example of this innovative approach is AANDC’s work with the Atlantic Policy 
Congress and PPP Canada to develop a pubic-private partnership for the construction, 
financing, operation and maintenance of the water and wastewater systems in all 33 
Atlantic First Nations. 

• Partnering with Aboriginal Financial Institutions & Other Stakeholders 

– This initiative is seeing the development of tools to encourage private sector lenders to 
extend credit to First Nations for community infrastructure. The goal is to provide 
participating First Nations with cost-shared facility construction and strict asset 
management regimes with access to low-cost, long-term funding. 

• Wastewater Systems Effluent Regulations 

– Environment Canada's proposed Wastewater Systems Effluent Regulations (WSER) will 
impose new monitoring and reporting requirements on some First Nations.  AANDC is 
working to identify requirements and related costs in order to be able to support First 
Nations in meeting the regulations. 
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Improving water safety through technology 

• AANDC has partnered with the First Nations (Alberta) Technical Services 
Advisory Group (TSAG) to support two innovative projects using advanced 
technologies. 

• Through the First Nation Infrastructure Fund (FNIF),  AANDC has supported 
TSAG in extending internet connections to band administration offices and water 
treatment plants. 

• Building on these connections, AANDC is supporting TSAG in the installation of 
remote monitoring equipment in 57 First Nation water treatment plants.   

– Parameters such as chlorine, turbidity and pH will be monitored.   

– The remote monitoring system will automatically alert key personnel of any problems 
with the treatment system. 
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Partnering to improve drinking water quality 

• AANDC is collaborating on the Canada-Ontario First Nations Drinking Water 
Improvement Project with: 

– Ontario Ministry of the Environment (MOE) 

– Ontario First Nation Technical Services Corporation (OFNTSC) 

– Health Canada 

– Participating First Nations communities  

• The project will explore the feasibility and suitability of using innovative but 
proven approaches to provide First Nation communities with safe drinking water. 

• The project will be managed collaboratively with community representatives from 
the Request for Proposals stage through to the monitoring of system operations.  

• The expected outcomes of this initiative include improved drinking water quality 
in participating communities, showcasing innovation, increased cost-
effectiveness and sustainability, enhanced relationships and the promotion of 
long-term collaborative partnerships. 
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Conclusion 

• The National Assessment provides a solid base of evidence to support more 
effective planning. 

• We will do this by focussing on the priorities identified here, in collaboration with 
First Nations, Tribal Councils as well as First Nation technical organizations.   

• As shown in the Alberta and Ontario initiatives discussed earlier, through 
partnerships, innovative measures and collaborative efforts we can work together 
to improve water and wastewater treatment for First Nation communities. 

• AANDC will continue to encourage and look for opportunities to support new and 
innovative approaches to improve water and wastewater services. 

 

Thank you for your time and attention. 
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