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“As Long as the Rivers Flow” 
Water Quality Map of Ontario First Nations  

Preface   
 

The Tide is Rising 
 
Mennonite Central Committee has been honoured to work with the 134 First Nations in Ontario 
over the past three years to better understand the depth of issues that continue to flow into 
conversations and narratives; that capture the critical need for change.   
 
This preface along-side the Water Quality Map, communicates a story; a story that, with the help 
of many tellers, seeks to address the raging rapids of inequity.     
 
We invite you to be the listener here; to let the narratives impact and educate you and those 
around you.  We then invite you to set out to make change; to set a course that has us all wade 
into the issue of Water Quality in Ontario First Nations.   
 
Mennonite Central Committee Indigenous Neighbours Program must thank those who worked at 
the development of the map, and brought invaluable gifts to this project.  Most importantly, you 
listened to the meaningful narratives that tell the ‘water stories’ in First Nations both North and 
South in the province of Ontario 
  
I would like to recognize the gifted men and women who work hard each and every day in their 
First Nations to make sure that clean water is accessible to their members, and that our Federal 
Government is listening as you continue to lobby for water as a basic human right.  Mennonite 
Central Committee thanks you for your stories and for your participation in a project that will 
work to illuminate the inequities that exist in the province of Ontario, and the country of Canada.  
 
Lyndsay Mollins Koene 
 

 
 

I want to thank the Mennonite Central Committee, Ontario for 
undertaking this work.  You are helping first nations people get 
clean drinking water; something we who are so fortunate to 
have potable water sometimes take for granted.  You would 
think northern Ontario had access to some of the cleanest 
fresh water lakes, rivers and streams in Canada, but it is not 
true. 
 -Janet Root, Saugeen First Nation 

https://mushkegowuk.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=99cd3eca421c471d842b3359a235a345
https://mushkegowuk.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=99cd3eca421c471d842b3359a235a345
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The Findings 
 
The Government of Canada asserts that “Canadians should rest assured that drinking water in 
Canada is amongst the safest in the world”1. It sadly seems however that the truth of this 
assertion depends on who you are and where you live within Canada. If you are an Indigenous 
person living in a remote or rural First Nation, Territory or Province, your drinking water is far 
less likely to fall within this category.  

 
On July 14, 2011 the federal government commission the “National Assessment of First Nations 
Water and Wastewater Systems: National Regional Roll-up Report” a report from Neegan 
Burnside. This report found that 39% of the systems investigated were high risk, affecting 25% of 
First Nations people living in their communities. Looking specifically at Ontario the statistics rise, 
with 45% of First Nations at high risk for water security.   

 
This Water Quality map seeks to raise awareness and understanding surrounding water 
problems within First Nation in Ontario. The information gathered focused on interviews and 
stories from community leaders who deal with water needs every day. The baseline information 
presented in the water map has been collected through conversations with community 
members holding positions such as chiefs, council members, band administrators, and water 
treatment plant operators.  
 
All those whose community’s information is represented have given their permission for the 
information to be used as part of this resource. The map does not include information for all 134 
First Nations in Ontario due to various barriers to obtaining the information at this time.  The 
map will continue to be updated including as many communities as possible, giving the reader an 
accurate representation of the condition of drinking water in First Nations across Ontario.    
 
Understanding the information on the map in a broader context is important to understand the 
trends which plague communities and need to be explored and changed before water security is 
achievable.  Our research discovered the following concerns regarding accessible potable water 
in First Nations:  water treatment infrastructure, methyl mercury contamination, well 
contamination, holding tank contamination, and community perception. Using data and studies 
from the Federal Government combined with those from academic institutions allows the ability 
to articulate the trends among First Nations, while maintaining rich community narratives.  It is 
this interplay that we seek to help ground these issues with human experience.  

 

Water Treatment and Infrastructure  
 

While nearly all of the First Nations have some level of water treatment there is a large range of 
quality and capacity of these various systems. Some communities have only a pump house and 
basic chlorination, while others have state of the art facilities that are able to meet the provincial 

                                                 
1 "Environmental and Workplace Health: Health Canada Tap Water Survey." Drinking Water. August 21, 2009. 

Accessed June 17, 2015. 

http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ewh-semt/pubs/water-eau/index-eng.php
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ/STAGING/texte-text/enr_wtr_nawws_rurnat_rurnat_1313761126676_eng.pdf
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ/STAGING/texte-text/enr_wtr_nawws_rurnat_rurnat_1313761126676_eng.pdf
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standards to provide clean, potable water. Often even if the water treatment plants are 
producing clean drinking water, the plants are outdated or have limited capacity. These 
treatment plants would require updates or an entirely new facility in order to ensure that there 
continues to be clean drinking water for the entire community. 
 
Raymond Deleary from Chippewas of the Thames wrote regarding the water quality in his 
community;  

 
“There is currently semi-clean drinking water in our community though we do 
continue to face the threat of boil water advisories due to an improper treatment 
system…there is a small Pump House in our community that has been 
inadequately converted into an ineffective treatment facility.”2  
 

Another example is Zhiibaahaasing First Nation. In this small community of about 100 people, 
located on Manitoulin Island, there is no filtration system and only a pump house with basic 
chlorination. As a result the community has been on and off a boil advisory for the past 5-10 
years. Water testing is very sparse with four month gaps between tests, though there are 
supposed to be a Health Canada representative testing the water each month. This community 
desperately needs a water treatment plant but has been continually denied funding from 
Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada (formerly INAC) to build one. So in the 
meantime community members are purchasing bottled water at their own expense. 
 
Within Ontario each First Nation has a different context and different needs when striving to a 
shared goal of clean and potable water. According to the National Assessment of First Nations 
Water and Wastewater System 45% of the First Nation in Ontario are high risk which are 
classified as having major deficiencies which can lead to health, safety, or environmental 
concerns. 38% are medium risk, while only 15% are low risk.3 For all First Nations to achieve 
clean water in Ontario the approximate cost for construction and upkeep is $245,725,5004. Since 
2011 when this figure was estimated, there has been menial progress on achieving clean water 
for all.  
 

Methyl Mercury 
 
Methyl mercury is the product of inorganic mercury either from natural sources such as 
volcanoes, or human sources being leeched into the environment and undergoing a chemical 
reaction with organisms. This makes the mercury lipid soluble, allowing it to be absorbed into 
the environment. The main source of mercury within our environments is due to human 
activities such as burning coal, pulp and paper mills, and mining. While there are forms of 
mercury that are naturally occurring, emissions of mercury into the environment by human 

                                                 
2 Deleary, Raymond. Email interview. July 6, 2012  
3 Neegan Burnside Ltd. National Assessment of First Nations Water and Wastewater Systems: National Regional 

Roll-up Report : Final. Ottawa, Ontario: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2011, 16  
4 Neegan Burnside Ltd. National Assessment of First Nations Water and Wastewater Systems: National Regional 

Roll-up Report : Final. Ottawa, Ontario: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2011, 28 
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processes have huge negative impacts on all life. Once mercury is released into the environment 
it starts a process of bioaccumulation and biomagnifications up the food chain. This is when 
animals and plant life low on the food chain absorb or ingest low levels of mercury into their 
system. When this life is eaten up the food chain it increases the concentration of the toxic 
mercury. Therefore while the rate of mercury in the water may be low, the concentration of 
mercury in the large fish life can be high. This impacts humans, who when eating fish can get 
mercury poison which has adverse effects on the central nervous system in humans.  
 
Between 1962 and 1970 the Ontario provincial government allowed Dryden Chemicals, a pulp 
and paper mill, to dump 20 000 pounds of mercury into the Wabigoon River, the water source 
for Grassy Narrows First Nation and Wabaseemoong First Nation.  A study conducted in 2010 by 
Dr. Harada in these two communities has found that the health impacts of mercury present in 
the water system are even more substantial now than they were in the 1970s. 59% of the 
residents of these two First Nations showed symptoms of ongoing mercury poisoning. Methyl 
mercury poisoning effects all people, but can impact developing fetuses and breast-fed babies 
due to the higher levels of methyl mercury that would be passed onto children. Due to 
bioaccumulation while the level of mercury found within the water are below the Health Canada 
limit there continues to be serious health implications among residents within these 
communities. Elevated levels of mercury are impacting many other First Nations as well.     
       

Wells 
 

Thank you for the good work your organization is doing to combat this appalling problem.  
Miigwech and May the creator guide you and help you to ensure that the waters are 
respected and that future generations will continue to experience this gift. 

  -Tammy Banks, Curve Lake 
 
Wells can be a safe way to provide drinking water to homes. Wells are normally individual for 
each home making them plentiful and harder to monitor. Wells can provide a wide range of 
water quality. If maintained and in a place where ground water is pure and plentiful, they can be 
a clean source of water. But there are also a number of factors that could compromise the 
quality of water.  
 
Wells use a combination of ground water and surface water allowing contamination to occur 
easily. Overall First Nations rely heavily on surface water with 59% using it. This reflects the 
geography of the land with a high water table, and large amounts of rivers and lakes. Surface 
water is also the easiest to contaminate from microbial or chemical influences. Wells mainly 
draw on ground water for their source. Yet, if wells are not properly made or cared for surface 
water and other contaminants can easily become a problem. Since much of Ontario is a wetland, 
chemicals and contaminants can get into the ground water since the environment acts as a 
sponge. According to the National Assessment of First Nations Water and Wastewater Systems, 
published in 2011 48% of the individual wells tested in First Nations in Ontario have health 
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concerns, and 97% have aesthetic5 concerns. For community wells tested in Ontario 0% met 
guidelines, and 39% had health concerns. Since so many wells are individual to a property wells 
are not tested unless the resident personally takes initiative to do so, as is the situation in Curve 
Lake First Nation.  
 
Curve Lake is pursuing a centralized water source and treatment system for the entire 
community, which will cost approximately $19 million.  In Munsee-Delaware First Nation the 
majority of the community is on wells, some of which have run dry and are re-filled with water, 
which stirs up particles in the well, creating water that is not fit for consumption. There are also 
concerns about wells that are cracked or not sealed properly. At this time the band provides 
bottled water for community members but this is not a sustainable long-term solution and 
another water source is needed.   
 

Holding Tanks 
 
In several of the First Nation communities in Ontario many residence are not directly connected 
to the Water Treatment Plants but instead have water delivered to their homes by truck and 
held in holding tanks. The concern with this type of water delivery is that the water has the 
potential to be contaminated anywhere along the way.  
 
This delivery process complicates the system allowing for an intermediary to be contaminated.  If 
the delivery truck or hold tank themselves contain contaminants, the water may be unfit for 
drinking though it was safe when it left the treatment plant.  
 
In the remote Northwestern community of Bearskin First Nation 70 of the 150 homes have 
holding tanks with water being delivered six days a week. Because of the potential for 
contamination the water treatment plant operator is not responsible for the safety of the water 
that comes from holding tanks. Holding tanks are most prevalent in Northern First Nations but 
can also be found in some southern communities such as Aundeck Omni Kaning, where 10% of 
the community has holding tanks that are routinely filled.  At present, 10% of First Nations in 
Ontario rely on delivery trucks for water allowing the risk of contamination.   

 

Community Perception 
 

There is currently semi-clean drinking water in our community though we do continue to 
face the threat of boil water advisory’s due to an improper treatment system. Recent 
studies have shown that there are high levels of Manganese in our system which affects 
our treatment system since it is not adequately equipped for our community.  There is a 
small Pump House in our community that has been inadequately converted into an 
ineffective treatment facility. The current system has been in place for nearly 10 years. 

 -Raymond Deleary, Chippewas of the Thames 
 
                                                 
5 Aesthetic assessment tests for odor and color. While water is safe to drink it is unpleasant.  
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Often there is a discrepancy between the quality of the water and the community perception of 
its safety. In 2005 in Kashachewan First Nation there was an E. coli outbreak that required nearly 
950 community members to be evacuated for close to a year. Though the water is now safe to 
drink, many residents are still cautious and prefer to drink bottled water.  
 
Aesthetic is huge factor when understanding the perception of safe water. Aesthetic means that 
while water is technically potable there are attributes such as odour or colour that make the 
water less than pleasant to drink. For the First Nation communities in Ontario using wells the 
rate of aesthetic concern is over 95 percent.   
 
In other situations this inconsistency may take the form of the official status of the water being 
different than the actual safety of the water. In Seine River First Nation the water is officially 
potable and safe to drink, but when asked if his community could be indicated on the map as 
having clean water Chief Earl Klyne responded,  
 

“No, I don’t want my community’s water to be shown as clean, because it’s not.”  
 
In his community a water treatment plant was built in 1993 but did not produce clean drinking 
water until last year, 17 years later, and there are still occasional boil advisories.  There is 
understandable skepticism that a facility that did not function effectively for 17 years would 
suddenly produce good quality water.   

 
Trust is a huge factor in understanding community perception towards water. Understanding a 
history steeping in colonization, mistreatment, and cultural genocide6 creates mistrust on the 
part of the First Nations communities towards the government who are largely responsible for 
the water treatment. Due to the actions in the past by the government towards indigenous 
people, mistrust has formed and continues which feeds into the mistrust of water systems the 
government provides. Along with the creation and rebuilding of water treatment plants trust 
must be addressed in culturally sensitive ways to acknowledge the past injustices that were 
perpetrated by the government in order to work towards just relationships between First 
Nations, the government, and Canada as a whole.  
 

Waves of Justice 
 
Access to safe and potable drinking water is a human right according to resolution 64 of the 
United Nations since 2010.  The state of clean water accessibility for First Nations is well below 
standards set by the United Nations, or Canada.  
 
This map was designed to be a simple resource that acts as a starting point as we work together 
towards solutions. Its goal is to bring attention to the gravity of the situation of drinking water in 

                                                 
6 Cultural genocide is one of the findings from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission which focused on the 

Residential School legacy that was created by the government to force assimilation of the indigenous community of 

Canada.  
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First Nations. A growing number of Indigenous people living as part of a First Nations continue to 
be denied the human right of clean and accessible drinking water.   
 
It is time that justice flow into the homes of the more than 50,000 community members who call 
the 134 First Nations in the Province of Ontario, “home”. 
 
View the map here: 
https://mushkegowuk.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=99cd3eca421c471d
842b3359a235a345 
 
 
______________________________________________ 
Issues of water quality in First Nations are far more complex than what is represented by the 
water map and discussed here, but this map is a starting point and a resource that is accessible 
and easy to understand. 

https://mushkegowuk.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=99cd3eca421c471d842b3359a235a345
https://mushkegowuk.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=99cd3eca421c471d842b3359a235a345

