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In May 2003, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) released a report summarizing the state of water 
and wastewater systems in First Nations communities (on-reserve).1 The City of Ottawa defines wastewater 
as “water that has been used and discharged by homes, businesses and industries. It is 99.9 per cent water by 
weight, with a very small portion (0.1 per cent) of dissolved and suspended solids.”2 
 
INAC went to each community to assess the water and wastewater treatment facilities, looking at how and 
how well they operated, who was operating them, what they defined as water quality, what should be 
improved, and at what cost.  
 
Twenty-nine per cent or 218 of the 740 community water systems pose a possible high risk to water 
quality. Another 46 per cent were in the medium-risk category. Potential high risk does not mean that the 
water exposes community members to immediate health dangers. Less than 10 per cent of First Nations 
water systems are under Boil Water Advisories. 
 
Sixteen per cent or 74 of the 462 community wastewater systems pose a possible high risk to 
wastewater effluent quality. Effluent refers to the sewage or industrial waste that is discharged into a body 
of water. 
 
These tables show how many water and wastewater systems were found to be high, medium and low risk 
across regions. 
 
Region Number of 

Water 
Systems 
Assessed 

Low 
Risk 

Medium 
Risk 

High 
Risk 

Atlantic 17 0 4 13 
Quebec and 
Cree 

37 20 15 2 

Ontario 131 35 35 61 
Manitoba 66 28 32 66 
Saskatchewan 98 31 51 16 
Alberta 73 30 29 14 
B.C. 290 41 155 94 
Yukon 28 0 16 12 
Total 740 185 337 218 
Total 100% 25% 46% 29% 
 
 
Six major problem areas were found in the water and wastewater systems examined: (1) Design and 
treatment technology; (2) Operation and maintenance; (3) Operator skills levels; (4) Monitoring; (5) Operator 
status and training; (6) Operational equipment dysfunctions; and (7) Water source. 
 
Almost 62 per cent of water systems did not have an emergency response plan in place. 

                                                 
1 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), National Assessment of Water and Wastewater Systems in First Nations 
Communities: Summary Report. (Ottawa: INAC, 2003.) Cited May 2003, online at http://www.ainc-
inac.gc.ca/ps/hsg/cih/ci/ic/wq/wawa/index_e.html. Systems serving five or more homes were surveyed. Existing information from 
physical water and wastewater samples gathered by INAC and Health Canada was used. 
2 City of Ottawa, Wastewater Treatment. Online at http://ottawa.ca/city_services/waterwaste/27_2_3_en.shtml.  

Region Number of  
Wastewater 
Systems 
Assessed 

Low 
Risk 

Medium 
Risk 

High 
Risk 

Atlantic 16 1 9 6 
Quebec and 
Cree 

37 23 11 3 

Ontario 58 21 15 22 
Manitoba 67 37 25 5 
Saskatchewan 97 33 59 5 
Alberta 64 40 12 12 
B.C. 112 25 68 19 
Yukon 11 7 2 2 
Total 462 187 201 74 
Total 100% 40% 44% 16% 
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The capital costs for addressing the problems detected in high and medium risk water and wastewater 
systems are estimated between $475 million and $560 million.3 About 5,300 houses don’t have basic water 
and sewer services and it will cost roughly $185 million to provide these.4 These projected costs are 
lower than the $1.4 billion estimated by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples in 1996 that should be 
spent annually for 10 years. 
 
Band Councils, Health Canada and INAC share the responsibility for providing water and wastewater 
services to First Nations. While INAC provides funding, Health Canada works with First Nations 
communities to monitor the quality of drinking water. Some First Nations communities share services with 
neighbouring municipalities. When water is found to be unsafe for drinking, Health Canada will advise the 
Chiefs and Councils to announce Boil Water Advisories. 
 
First Nations community water and wastewater systems are different in the number of homes they serve, 
their level of complexity and the method of water treatment. Chlorine is the most common disinfectant in 
water treatment. A lagoon (an artificial pool) is the most common way to treat community wastewater.  
 
Every region is creating its own action plan to address the major problem areas. Because most First Nations 
communities draw their water source from surface water (rivers and lakes) and wells, the quantity and quality 
of the water can change, especially with economic development and population growth. Water availability 
can be reduced during dry seasons. Water can be contaminated by farm fertilizers and pesticides, recreational 
activities on lakes, oil, and gas. Some actions can be taken to reduce potential risks, like: improving 
operation and management practices such as how feasibility and engineering studies are conducted, 
upgrading, repairing and replacing existing systems and equipment, providing backup equipment, supplies 
and electrical power.  
 
INAC is aiming for all water and sewer facility operators to be certified by 2006. Only 10 per cent of current 
operators meet this requirement. The Department will also be creating enforceable water standards, 
launching a national campaign to raise First Nations’ awareness of water issues, and building a national 
database to store information on water and wastewater systems in First Nations communities. 
 
Where you can find more information: 

 INAC Directive on water and sewage systems: http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/ps/hsg/cih/ci/pd_e.html 
 INAC, Safe Drinking Water on First Nations Reserves – Roles and Responsibilities: 

http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/ps/hsg/cih/ci/ic/wg/wqr_e.html. 
 Canadian Guidelines for Canadian Drinking Water Quality: http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hecs-

sesc/water/index.htm. You can also look to your province/territory for their respective standards. 
 

First Nations Centre, National Aboriginal Health Organization 
130 Albert Street, Suite 1500, Ottawa, ON K1P 5G4 

Tel: (613) 233-1543, ext. 501 or 1-877-602-4445 
Fax: (613) 233-1853 
E-mail: fnc@naho.ca  

www.naho.ca/fnc 
 

Cette information est également disponible en français. 

                                                 
3 Since 1995, INAC has committed over $560 million to upgrade and expand water and sewer services, in addition to the $100 
million to $125 million annual budget. More monies were spent through Gathering Strength, the Rust-Out Initiative and the Canada 
Infrastructure Program. 
4 Ongoing support and future expansion would cost $90 million to $100 million per year. All estimates are based on visual 
inspections only. 
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