
Education and Health


 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1ON.11.01
SAFE, POTABLE WATER FOR FIRST NATIONS COMMUNITIES

Whereas, 
The health and safety of First Nations communities have been threatened because of water contaminants causing skin disease, eye and/or nose irritations and illness; and,

Whereas, 
Approximately 100 First Nations communities are without access to safe, potable water; and

Whereas, 
Implementation of the First Nations Water and Wastewater Action Plan (FNWWAP) by Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development (AAND) to provide safe, potable water has been successful in some areas, many others still have problems retaining qualified personnel to operate and maintain the facilities being installed; therefore be it

Resolved,
That the Ontario provincial council of The Catholic Women’s League of Canada, in 64th annual convention assembled, encourage their members to educate themselves and monitor the progress of the First Nations Water and Wastewater Action Plan as a solution to the problem of water contamination that has been a longstanding threat to the health and safety of residents of First Nations communities; and, be it further

Resolved,
That the Ontario provincial council of The Catholic Women’s League of Canada, in 64th annual convention assembled, urge their members to contact their federal and provincial members of parliaments to advocate for consultation with the Assembly of First Nations to establish training programs that support the need for qualified personnel to operate and maintain the facilities being installed; and, be it further 

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 BRIEF: CLEAN WATER FOR FIRST NATIONS COMMUNITIES

As of April 30, 2011, despite the importance of access to safe drinking water for public health and safety, 122 of more than 600 First Nations communities across Canada were under drink water advisories, some lasting as long as ten years (Health Canada, 6; INAC, 1; Willsie et al., 8). Drink water advisories (DWAs) which include a) Boil and/or b) Do Not Consume and/or c) Do Not Use are meant as temporary preventive measures to protect public health from confirmed or suspected microbial and/or chemical contamination in drinking water. 
Contaminated water has led to skin disease, eye and/or nose irritations (Willsie et al., 1).  Many First Nations residents have “good reason to believe that what comes out of their taps may be making them sick” (Harden et al., 6). DWAs frequently include water rationing, hauling water and purchasing bottled water to meet the daily needs of hydration, food preparation, hygiene and household sanitation (Harden et al., 9).

Following the report of the Walkerton Inquiry of Commission, which examined the Walkerton water supply contamination crisis in 2000, the federal government established various initiatives to address such a crisis in First Nations communities, including the current First Nations Water and Wastewater Action Plan. There has been some success in reducing the number of affected communities, including some at high risk (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada [INAC], 3-11).  However, challenges accompanied the implementation of the action plan.  Despite federal investment, access to safe, potable water on reserves remains an issue and the design, construction, operation and maintenance of water systems remain deficient.
First Nations communities must deal with the high cost of installation and maintenance of facilities in remote locations, limited local capacity and ability to retain qualified operators, the absence of a regulatory/legislative framework, the lack of resources to properly fund system operation and maintenance, and the lack of clarity regarding roles and responsibilities (Simeone, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8).  Federal funding covers 80% of the operating and maintenance costs for on-reserve systems while First Nations communities must pay the other 20%; some reserves cannot meet those costs (The Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water for First Nations, 29).
There is no mechanism to provide input on regulations related to watershed management, since these are developed by a committee of federal, provincial and territorial officials (Simeone, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15).  First Nations communities have expressed their dissatisfaction with the consulting process (Assembly of First Nations, Resolution 12, 2009) (Assembly of First Nations Briefing Note, Oct. 26th 2010).

The Expert Panel on Safe Drinking Water for First Nations identified three preconditions to ensure the success of any regulatory regime:  a) close the resource gap because “… regulation must be coupled with adequate investment in human resources and physical assets… {or it }will justly be resisted” (Simeone,11);  b) consultations with First Nations “to gain a better understanding of existing challenges, possible regulatory directions, obstacles to effective regulation, and related issues that have an impact on water quality”  (Expert Panel, 3); c) address the situations in high-risk communities immediately.  Despite some success, reports to INAC are found to be subjective, omit communities from the risk assessment as they have no water systems at all, or fail with certainty, to identify needs or deficiencies related to the delivery of safe drinking water on reserves (Simeone, 16).

The on-going lack of access to safe drinking water in First Nations communities is an inequitable situation that threatens and undermines the health and safety of the residents.  “Renewed commitment and enhanced collaboration will be required among First Nations communities and all levels of government involved in the management of water supplies, from source to tap, to address these long term advisories” (Willsie et al., 23).  It must be addressed with openness, clarity and in a timely manner. 
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ACTION PLAN

· Encourage their members to become more aware that water contamination has been a longstanding threat to the health and safety of residents of First Nations communities
· Urge their members to:
· Monitor the progress of the First Nations Water and Wastewater Action Plan
· Write letters to their Members of Parliament to advocate for the establishment of training programs that support the need for qualified personnel to operate and maintain the facilities being installed
· Invite an Aboriginal person who has lived on a First Nation and experienced the impact of the lack of clean water to do a presentation.
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