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      I am a messenger sharing many stories and situations, which were brought to my attention.

      All opinions expressed in this book are mine, based on my personal experiences and research.

      Others may form a different opinion.
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        AANDC: Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada

        AER: Alberta Energy Regulator

        ACFN: Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation

        AFFF: Aqueous film-forming foam
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        AFN: Assembly of First Nations

        BCAFN: British Columbia Assembly of First Nations
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        DNC: Do not consume advisory
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        ECCC: Environment and Climate Change Canada
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        EPA: Environmental Protection Agency (USA)

        EVR: Elk Valley Resources Operations Limited

        FCM: Federation of Canadian Municipalities

        FEIs: Freshwater Ecosystem Initiatives

        FNHA: First Nations Health Authority

        FOI: Freedom of Information

        GM: Genetically modified

        GMO: Genetically modified organism

        IBROM: Integrated Biological Reverse Osmosis Membrane (treatment system)

        ISC: Indigenous Services Canada

        KOW: Keepers of the Water

        LNG: Liquefied natural gas

        LPD: Litres per day
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        MLA: Member of the Legislative Assembly

        MOU: Memorandum of understanding

        MP: Member of Parliament

        MSW: Master of Social Work

        NDP: New Democratic Party

        NGO: Non-governmental organization

        NPO: nonprofit organization

        NPRI: National Pollutant Release Inventory

        NRRM: Northern Rockies Regional Municipality

        NSERC: Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada

        NRC: National Research Council

        NWMO: Nuclear Waste Management Organization

        PAC: Political Action Committee

        PCN: Prevent Cancer Now

        PFAS: Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances

        RCMP: Royal Canadian Mounted Police

        RO: Reverse osmosis

        RR: Roundup Ready

        SDWF: Safe Drinking Water Foundation

        SFNWA: The Saskatchewan First Nations Water Association

        SMR: Small modular reactors

        SRC: Saskatchewan Research Council

        SSHRC: Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada

        SUMA: Saskatchewan Urban Municipalities Association

        TFEC: Tax-Filer Empowerment Canada

        THMs: Trihalomethanes

        UBCM: Union of British Columbia Municipalities

        UNDRIP: United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

        URL: Underground Research Laboratory

        WHO: World Health Organization

        WLON: Wabigoon Lake Ojibway Nation

        WSBC: WorkSafe British Columbia

        WTO: Water treatment operator

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword by Ash Smith, Founder, Windrush Against Sewage Pollution (UK)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Windrush Against Sewage, WASP, logo in light green and blue with a graphic of a mosquito, water, and a fish]
        

      

      When I first heard from Susan Blacklin, calling from Canada, I was expecting something entirely different. Being a campaigner against sewage pollution, I thought she was going to offer me some sympathy for the water industry scandal that has unraveled in the UK and a smug account of how it should be done from the home of the salmon run and the land of pristine rivers, crystal clear meltwater and natural beauty.

      Well, that didn’t happen and I was genuinely shocked and disappointed to hear that we had so much in common. With almost ten million square kilometers of Canadian land home to about forty million people versus about 244,000 square kilometres creaking under around sixty-nine million thirsty people here in the UK, that really surprised me.

      My theory that we can afford to behave pretty stupidly as long as there are not too many of us doing it per hectare, has probably been eroded by the strength and enduring nature of the pollutants that our increased chemical sophistication, for want of a much better word, has brought with it. Sewage pollution is no longer water mixed with human waste products and a bit of soap and bleach, as a trip round your local supermarket’s washing and cleaning aisles will confirm; read the labels and shudder at what we are lining up ultimately for our own consumption. The list of drugs, hormones, chemicals, bacteria and viruses and their enduring nature is still growing.

      Susan addresses this and much more with a comprehensive flight over Canada’s water, exploring the complex and insidious aspects of regulatory capture and the commercial incentives that shape corporate behaviour across the globe. Her mixture of real life stories and the fruits of meticulous research lay bare a reality that ought not only to inform and engage the reader but, more pressingly, to be a wake-up call, not only for government, but for anyone with the imagination to realise that water pollution, especially at aquifer level, is very easy to do but incredibly difficult to fix. And then what are you going to do? Drink beer and shower in it? I appreciate that will excite a few people but you get the idea.

      The asbestos pipe risks that Susan reveals are worth nightmares of their own and the complexities of governance, responsibility and regulation, or rather the failure of all of these to ring a very loud bell to wake up a population heading towards a cliff edge, brings a chilling message. Avoiding this disaster is probably going to be down to the victims: the public who need to start making a fuss and a big one.

      And thus the messages this book brings are so important and with the knowledge it delivers should come inspiration and action. It is going to have to, because the tipping point of stupidity/hectare makes no exceptions.

      I was left with the feeling that Canada is edging towards the position that the UK was ushered into in 1989 by ten years of ruthless underfunding and poor governance harming previous decades of rebuilding infrastructure after the “Great” Wars. Later on, as prosperity increased, there came other priorities that were more important than looking after our water supply and where we live, or so we thought.

      The solution was made to look complex and expensive, way beyond what a government could achieve with so many competing demands. The Welsh and English components of the UK fell for the promises that privatisation would bring investment and excellence in engineering but instead it brought cash extraction from captive customers and financial engineering that has loaded our industry with debt and almost taken us over the cliff edge.

      From where I am sitting, near the shadow of a once-vibrant river in the Cotswolds, England, it seems to me that Water Justice: What You Don’t Know Could Kill You, brings a message that should have come twenty years ago for you and forty for us, but no one would have listened back then, would they?

      

      Ash Smith, Founder, Windrush Against Sewage Pollution

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword by Julian Branch, Prevent Cancer Now

          

        

      

    

    
      I first became aware of Susan Blacklin as a result of my ongoing research into asbestos cement water pipes. She and others were organizing a petition calling for stronger regulation of Canadian water. When we connected, we discovered a central theme: a disconcerting lack of political accountability with regard to water. There isn’t a politician alive who won’t tell you that they are deeply concerned about safe, clean drinking water. The truth however, is something quite different.

      After reading Susan’s first book Water Confidential: Witnessing Justice Denied, it was obvious that there are gaping holes in the regulation of Canadian water. Because of my work in the area of asbestos cement water pipes I was acutely aware that asbestos is not regulated in Canadian water. It has been regulated in American water for more than three decades. The reason given in the US in 1992 was “to protect against cancer.” Yet here in Canada, we continue to maintain that there is insufficient proof that swallowing asbestos is harmful. Politicians at all levels cling to that belief with determined desperation.

      After five years of working with my local community association, trying to raise awareness about asbestos cement water pipes I have been told it told it “does not want to ruffle the feathers” of city hall because that’s where the association gets its funding for hockey programs. The community association went as far as to remove an information infographic on asbestos cement water pipes from its social media site. When my name appeared in a national story recently about the dangers of swallowing asbestos, the former co-president of my community association sent me a series of vile obscenity-filled emails chiding me for my work. I assured him that he is free to drink as much asbestos as he wishes. I also assured him that I will continue to raise awareness of this important health issue. My local city councillor has refused to hold an information meeting to raise awareness of the issue, as has my local MLA. My MP conducted his own research, and promised to go to Ottawa, and ask tough questions. That was three years ago. I am still waiting for action. Very recently I appeared before my city council to raise the issue of asbestos cement water pipes. I was referred to as “insufferable” by a former city councillor for daring to talk about the pipes.

      Asbestos cement water pipes are a perfect issue for politicians. Out of sight. Out of mind. Very few people are even aware that Canada still has almost 14,000 kilometres of old asbestos cement water pipes. When politicians first hear of this issue, they are aghast, and promise action. However, after calculating the cost involved to replace the pipes, and the political return, the line goes dead.

      What Susan does with her dogged pursuit of the truth related to a glaring lack of regulation of Canadian water is to shine a light on an incredibly important issue that few of us even think about on a daily basis, as we twist the tap to fill up a glass. I certainly took it for granted until I discovered that my city of Regina, Saskatchewan has 600 kilometres of old asbestos cement water pipes.

      Susan is to be commended for the painstaking, rigorous and meticulous work she has done on putting the sorry state of Canada’s drinking water regulations, and the people overseeing that system, under a microscope. Canada needs more Susan Blacklins.

      

      Julian Branch, Board Member, Prevent Cancer Now

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Many readers of my memoir, Water Confidential: Witnessing Justice Denied, were astonished to learn about how my late ex-husband and I worked tirelessly to improve the quality of drinking water in Indigenous communities in Canada. I will refer to him throughout this book as Dr. H2O, which is what many First Nations people called him and appeared on his personalized licence plate.

      Some readers of Water Confidential shared concerns and brought additional issues to my attention. They inspired me to write this book. Water Justice: What You Don’t Know Could Kill You explains how rural, urban, and First Nations communities in Canada face serious health threats from unsafe drinking water. Don’t think that if you live in large cities or small towns, your water is safe.

      Canada is the only G7 country that does not have national drinking water regulations. Canada’s G7 presidency offers a crucial test of whether the new government’s vision of a strong Canada extends beyond domestic concerns. Despite water’s fundamental connection to both economic stability and national security, it was notably missing from all six G7 leaders’ statements. Over twenty organizations and networks across Canada have now written to Prime Minister Mark Carney, urging action on the G7 Water Coalition announced in Italy in 2024. Their unified message is clear: Canada must use its G7 residency to champion global water security.1

      Unlike the United States and many countries in Europe, Canada does not have legally enforceable safe drinking water regulations, which causes inconsistency across its provinces and territories. Canada also has no microbiological treatment standard to safeguard against pathogens such as Escherichia coli (E. coli). The country’s existing guidelines are applied unevenly. Depending on the jurisdiction, some are mandatory and others are voluntary.

      I detail what and who is polluting our waters, and the ramifications of the government’s failure to make safe drinking water a national priority. The lack of water standards is not due to inadequate funding. Rather, it is a lack of political will, due diligence and accountability, which has continued for decades, and is still continuing today.

      I wish it were better now than during the period that I covered in Water Confidential, which was twenty-plus years ago. However, too many people in charge remain uninformed or uninterested in addressing the issue.

      Recently, a national journalist spent hours interviewing me for an article about water quality but later called to tell me their editor did not want to publish the story. They were instructed to write about sustainable electricity instead. Apparently, our water—the essence of life—is either too easy to ignore or too alarming to address.

      I once gave a presentation over Zoom to an audience composed mostly of university doctoral students in sustainable agriculture. One man from Uganda introduced himself, speaking slowly, choosing each word carefully. He said that he had scrimped and saved to complete his doctorate in soil sciences. Coming to Canada had been a dream for him. Once here, he found work with an environmental consulting company. That is when his dream was shattered.

      He said, “I know corruption is prolific in Uganda, I didn’t expect it to be the same here in Canada. The consulting company told me what I had to write in my assessments and reports.” He revealed that he had been expected to give a pass to polluters, and thereby to pollutants. Environmental concerns were often ignored because executives of his company feared it would never receive future contracts if it did not approve polluters. He quit that job to drive a taxi and volunteer to help immigrants grow food in community gardens. He said he slept better at night than when he was covering up health-threatening pollution.

      Many readers of Water Confidential were outraged by what they learned. One man, who bought the book at a book signing, returned an hour later to buy another copy. “I began reading it and can’t put it down,” he told me, adding, “I’m going to give this to my MP [Member of Parliament]; he needs to read this.”

      The Congress of Humanities selected Water Confidential to be included in the curriculum for Indigenous Studies in universities across Canada. British Columbia’s Department of Education also endorsed Water Confidential, recommending its inclusion in high school science and social studies curricula.

      I have included short, positive stories about activists who are trying their best, who are determined to make the world a better place against a tide of denial and indifference. I hope you will be motivated to take action, too!

      I hope that Water Justice will educate and encourage you to become an advocate for safe drinking water. May this book also inspire you to ask questions of our leaders and to expect appropriate answers. We must take control of our water and our lives here in Canada. I hope this book will be your call to action!

      

      Susan Blacklin

      Author, Water Confidential and Water Justice
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            Safe Drinking Water 101
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            Standards for Water Safety?

          

        

      

    

    
      Access to clean water is one of the most fundamental human rights. It helps us to avoid unnecessary exposure to many diseases that can harm our health and lead to premature death. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), safe and accessible water is crucial to public health, whether it’s used for drinking, bathing, food production or recreation. Unfortunately, 844 million people worldwide lack access to safe drinking water, and adequate water for sanitation and hygiene. This includes many people who live in Canadian communities.

      The WHO has established international standards for safe drinking water, stipulating that water intended for human consumption must be free from organisms and concentrations of chemical substances that may be hazardous to health. Additionally, water temperature is important (microbial safety that is aided by hot water should be balanced with burn prevention and palatability that is aided by cooler water), absence of turbidity is necessary, colour is used as a key indicator of water quality, and any strange tastes or smells can signal pollution or treatment issues. It also states that “construction, operation, and supervision of a water supply, its reservoir, and its distribution systems must exclude any possible pollution.”

      The greatest threat to safe drinking water, according to WHO, is sewage (human or animal excrement), which results in deadly E. coli. I am concerned that, in addition to the ongoing impact of toxins/pollution, increasing drought conditions are magnifying the serious impact of pollution. When the volume of water is reduced, the concentration and relative impact of toxins surely increase.

      Other causes of contamination arise from both natural and human-made sources, such as chemically contaminated soil (e.g. arsenic or radon), leaks from landfills or underground fuel tanks, as well as pesticides, and large industrial livestock farms and wildlife.
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      There are many waterborne diseases that lie dormant and do not result in symptoms for years, sometimes for decades. Most are caused by consumption or contact with contaminated water that contains viruses or bacteria. Diseases from contaminated water can also be spread while bathing, washing, and eating food prepared from a contaminated water supply.

      Waterborne diseases can reveal themselves through different symptoms. While diarrhea and vomiting are the most common, symptoms such as rashes, as well as ear, respiratory and eye problems, have also been associated with waterborne diseases.

      I helped a co-worker who became ill one afternoon. She went home to sleep, but two hours later, she woke up vomiting blood. When I heard her weak voice asking for help, I knew she was seriously ill. I called an ambulance. On the way to the hospital, the paramedics nearly lost her.

      Her teenage daughter and I waited several hours, hoping and praying. Every hour or so, we were told, “She’s not out of the woods yet; everyone is still doing their best for her.” Finally, a doctor came in, wiping perspiration from her brow, and told us that she was going to make it.

      They moved her to intensive care.

      My friend was lucky to survive. She had been diagnosed with a waterborne illness known as Helicobacter pylori (H. pylori), an infection that can last a lifetime in a host if not properly treated.2 Most people are unaware that they have H. pylori and show no signs of infection. Others can develop long-lasting inflammation in the stomach lining, called chronic gastritis.3

      H. pylori infection is one of the main causes of gastric (stomach) cancer and duodenal peptic ulcer disease. It can also lead to mucosa-associated lymphoid tissue lymphoma.

      H. pylori infection is a common bacterial infection worldwide. In Canada, the prevalence of H. pylori infection is estimated to be between 20 and 30 percent of the population.4 Certain groups, such as those who live in Indigenous communities in Canada, and immigrants from high-prevalence areas (such as South America, Africa and Asia), experience higher infection rates.

      Wouldn’t it be prudent and cost-effective to run a simple blood test on all individuals who are likely to have the H. pylori infection and provide antibiotics to all who test positive, thereby avoiding a life-threatening experience such as I witnessed?

      Pathogenic microorganisms in drinking water, either from fecal contamination or natural aquatic environments, can cause a range of illnesses from gastrointestinal problems to severe infections, especially in vulnerable populations. Successful management requires understanding these pathogens, their transmission, health effects, and initiating effective controls to ensure safe drinking water.5 Effective water treatment systems are crucial to avoiding waterborne diseases.
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            Drinking Water Advisories (DWAs)

          

        

      

    

    
      DWAs are important alerts that are issued to warn people that their water is unsafe. They are issued when microbiological contamination is suspected or confirmed, when treatment or distribution system failures occur, when chemical contamination is detected or suspected, when natural events compromise water safety, or when operational issues create uncertainty.

      The three most common types of DWAs are “boil water advisory” (BWA), “do not consume advisory” (DNC) and “do not use advisory.” A BWA indicates that tap water should be brought to a rolling boil for at least one minute before drinking it, cooking with it, or using it for brushing teeth, making ice, washing produce or preparing infant formula. Only water that has been brought to a rolling boil for at least one minute should be used to bathe infants, young children and immunocompromised individuals. A DNC is issued when the sampling of water indicates contaminants, such as lead, that boiling will not eliminate.

      During this advisory, water certainly should not be consumed even if it is boiled. While it can be used for bathing infants, young children and people with compromised immune systems should be given sponge baths to prevent them from ingesting water. “Do not use,” the most severe advisory, means water must not be used for any reason because it poses a serious threat to public health.

      This system confusing. The First Nations Health Authority (FNHA) posts DWAs, (Monthly Drinking Water Advisories in First Nations Communities in BC)6 which are based on a summary of water systems with five or more connections (community water systems), and smaller water systems that have public facilities such as campgrounds (public water systems). Public water systems include both nation-owned and privately-owned systems.

      Water systems on leased land are not included. Water Today publishes the national DWAs (advisory maps, watertoday.ca) for both First Nations and settler communities, which are updated regularly.

      Indigenous Services Canada (ISC) posts information on community water systems that are owned and operated by the First Nations communities and funded by ISC. The data sets used by FNHA and ISC are slightly different, but FNHA includes all those that ISC posts.

      In the summer of 2025, there were thirty-two DWAs in First Nations communities, and over 1,400 in rural communities. This does not indicate the magnitude of poor water quality because long-term BWAs are only those that have been in place, consistently, for at least one year.

      Many households use water jug filters, thinking they improve water quality, but Dr. H2O once refused to endorse such a product, stating it only removes chlorine odour and does nothing to make water safe to drink.
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      During my book tour for Water Confidential, in the spring of 2024, a middle-aged woman approached me in tears after my presentation.

      “I am a pediatric nurse. I am so ashamed,” she said. “I have always been annoyed at a doctor who spent more time with the (Indigenous) kids … now I know why. I can’t believe how much he knew, how much he cared. I never realized that they didn’t have safe drinking water.”

      She asked me to sign a copy of my book and promised to share it with other staff in her hospital. In December 2023, ISC Minister Patty Hajdu introduced the First Nations Clean Water Act, setting drinking water standards in First Nations communities. This legislation, also known as Bill C-61, claimed it would protect fresh water sources, create minimum national drinking water and wastewater standards, and deliver sustainable funding for maintaining water quality.7

      The First Nations Clean Water Act was proposed to establish minimum standards for water services on First Nations lands and recognizes the inherent right of First Nations to self-government regarding water management. The bill acknowledges clean drinking water as a basic human right and a fiduciary obligation of the Crown, and addresses concerns about inadequate funding, insufficient engagement, and potential infringements on Aboriginal and treaty rights.

      The bill promised to develop federal regulations to ensure access to safe, clean, reliable drinking water, and the effective treatment of wastewater on First Nations’ lands. It also pledged to lay the foundation for a new First Nations-led water institution to support communities, to be known as the First Nations Water Commission.8

      I did not view the bill as a positive move for Indigenous people. Neither did many of the leaders of First Nations communities. Unless the federal Bill could supersede all provincial laws, I could not see how it could help Indigenous people to protect their source waters. Plus, I felt the government was downloading liability instead of giving First Nations responsibility, due to the great majority of water treatment systems being ineffective and incapable of producing safe drinking water. Indigenous leaders objected to Bill C-61 because it lacked adequate funding, failed to protect source water, and undermined Aboriginal and treaty rights by including sweeping federal powers that narrowed Indigenous jurisdiction. Critics argued the bill was drafted without meaningful consultation and consent from First Nations, creating confusion and failing to incorporate their governance and water needs.

      I believe that less than 10 percent of First Nations water treatment systems can produce truly safe drinking water, that is to a standard which meets or exceeds WHO recommendations. The federal government presently has jurisdiction over all First Nations water treatment systems, and it has failed miserably. If the government is serious about reconciliation, providing effective water treatment plants to all First Nations communities would be a reasonable first step.

      Dr. H2O successfully trained many Indigenous water treatment operators (WTOs). I was introduced to many Indigenous cultural celebrations and developed a deep appreciation for times when they honoured the water spirit or sang similar mesmerizing chants, asserting their respect for Mother Earth, and the vital water systems.

      My hope is that their respect can be enhanced/complemented by updated water treatment systems. The WTOs whom Dr. H2O trained felt the Integrated Biological Reverse Osmosis Membrane (IBROM) treatment system was compatible with their cultural beliefs, as Indigenous Peoples object fiercely to the odour and taste of chemicals such as chlorine, as do I. The IBROM system can be taught easily as it requires virtually zero chemicals and rarely any chlorine, saving substantial chemical costs as well as protecting the environment.

      The quality of drinking water for all the communities under DWAs, and those who should be under DWAs but are not, must also be assessed and addressed. I suggest that one of the biggest problems for First Nations leaders is determining who their allies are and who they can trust, which really shouldn’t surprise anyone considering how colonialism has treated them. I suggest that truly safe drinking water will only become a reality when scientists and Indigenous leaders form partnerships working together for the greater good of each community.

      Protection of source waters is the critical point, and source waters presently fall under varying provincial laws. Unless Bill C-61 supersedes all provincial and/or territorial laws, First Nations community leaders will be no further ahead if they cannot ban industry from releasing toxic effluent into waterways, which is a provincial mandate.

      If Bill C-61 demands regulations, why not simply apply regulations now and protect all Canadians?

      Without a federal change, where does this leave rural Canadians? They are also subjected to varying, often weak, provincial standards, and are entitled to consistent, legally enforceable regulations for their drinking water quality and source water protection.

      In 2020, a consortium led by Concordia University’s Institute for Investigative Journalism surveyed WTOs, managers, and public works employees from 122 First Nations across Canada. The survey found that two-thirds of First Nations water operators earned less than the median wage for operators in their province. Their pay was sometimes close to minimum wage, despite being on call around the clock. Their poor wages persist because, although the federal government has long been aware of the underfunding for operation and maintenance of on-reserve water and wastewater systems, ISC has only recently begun to update its funding formulas from 1998.9

      Moosomin First Nation in Saskatchewan received an IBROM water treatment system in 2013. Nathan Martell, a certified WTO, began working at the Moosomin water treatment plant in 2003. He was trained in the IBROM process by the WTOs who established their own Advanced Aboriginal Water Treatment Team to give back to others after Dr. H2O had trained them.

      Martell’s skills were highly sought after across Saskatchewan, leading to his employment in wastewater treatment at the City of North Battleford, about forty kilometres south of Moosomin First Nation. His new job offered better pay, pension, and benefits, which his First Nation couldn’t afford. Despite the lucrative position, Martell continues to work at the Moosomin water plant because there’s no one else to take over if he leaves.

      Martell says, “It’s our community. We grew up here, and my family’s from here. … I don’t want anyone to get sick or anything to go wrong. This is my home. You can’t turn your back on home.”10 As far as I know, Martell continues to work two jobs to protect his home community. Nathan is not alone; there are so many Indigenous people doing their very best, in challenging situations, against all odds in a colonial system. Here are more Indigenous people striving for the greater good of their people.
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      Where we live often determines our health and life expectancy. A shameful example of this is Swan Hills, a town in northwest Alberta. In Water Confidential, I shared the plight of people living near the Swan Hills toxic waste dump in the late 1990s. Three decades later, the affected communities still have no adequate water treatment systems and drink polluted water.

      They are not alone.

      KOW, founded in 2006, is an Indigenous advocacy group in Alberta that works to protect ecosystems and combat climate change. They never stop speaking out about the need for safe drinking water for First Nations.

      Early in 2025, Keepers made yet another call for support to protect Swan Hills and neighbouring House Mountain and Chrystina Lake areas from potential contamination and pollution risks from the Swan Hills Hazardous Waste Treatment Centre. Keepers challenged the Alberta government over the Swan Hills facility’s ongoing pollution for over a decade. By early 2025, they were in mediation with the Alberta Environmental Appeals Board and sought to demonstrate strong community support before the deadline of February 28, 2025. They hoped the Board would hear their concerns and take action to protect the environment.

      However, the outcome was disappointing. The Keepers reported that they decided to shelve their appeal. Their eco-justice lawyers recommended strategy is to pursue funding for additional environmental and health testing, then wait until the facility’s decommissioning plan is submitted, to raise their objections.

      Their problems are getting worse.

      On May 26, 2025, residents of Swan Hills were ordered to evacuate as powerful, unpredictable winds fanned the flames of a nearby wildfire. Residents were told to gather pets, important documents, and have enough food, water, fuel, and supplies to last at least three days.

      I question what will happen if the toxic waste starts burning? Maybe the question should be when, not if. We are in unprecedented times.

      Forest fire smoke poses a health risk due to chemicals and their reaction to heat. Some areas of the forests around Swan Hills contain low levels of PCBs, which are man-made industrial chemicals that were widely used for their resistance to heat and electrical insulating properties. In a forest fire, the PCBs will volatize in the air and be present in the smoke. The PCBs may also convert to other toxic chemicals.11

      “The smoke from the Swan Hills (Edith Lake) fire is more dangerous even than ‘regular’ forest fire smoke. That’s because all the emissions from the Swan Hills Hazardous Waste Treatment Centre are concentrated in the surrounding forest. These dreadful contaminants are going back into the air in the smoke from the current wildfire.”

      Storing toxic waste on top of a mountain in an area that has a high probability of burning at some point shows a blatant disregard for people’s health. Toxicity is threatening the lives of people drinking the water downstream.

      Please don’t think Swan Hills does not concern you. A map shows the raging fires, but it does not show where the wind had already spread the toxic air. Cumulative effects are not being considered. The media are covering fires burning in Manitoba and Saskatchewan, yet nobody seems to be making the public aware of the Swan Hills debacle.12
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      Keepers recently mounted yet another challenge to the government of Alberta, this time regarding changes to the Water Act, which will allow industry to transfer water between three river basins. The changes would provide easier access for oil and gas companies to northern Alberta’s water.

      Keepers contends that combining water from the Peace–Slave and Athabasca River basins would “threaten waterflow, spread invasive species, shift chemical balances, and degrade downstream environments.” The three rivers being considered flow north, and according to Keepers, will affect the health and safety of Indigenous people.

      “There is no justice in a process that excludes the people who live and rely on these waters,” says Jesse Cardinal, executive director of KOW.

      According to an article in the Lakeside Leader, Slave Lake’s local newspaper, Alberta’s Water Act prohibits transfers between basins without special legislation. The proposal to alter the river basins is being promoted by the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers.13

      Despite recent claims from Alberta and environment ministers about improved relations, Indigenous communities are continually excluded from having a seat at the table.

      Jesse Cardinal, the passionate and persistent Executive Director of the KOW, says “There is no accountability in a system where decisions are made behind closed doors and framed as consultation.”

      Keepers do their best to inform their network of concerned citizens. Cardinal continues to educate the public so that Keepers’ concerns become our concerns. She has called for severing the ties between the legislative government and oil and gas companies, and stresses that descendants of settlers have a responsibility to hold the government accountable.

      The Keepers openly share details of their Community Water Monitoring Program. After years of discussing water monitoring data at their monthly meetings, it became clear that they would not likely ever obtain in-depth access to government and industry water monitoring data, feeling that it’s doubtful it would be trustworthy even if it was shared.

      The ideal solution would be for KOW to initiate a citizen-driven and citizen-based monitoring program in the Athabasca Watershed.14 I identify with KOW’s lack of trust of government. I feel this is well justified.

      Keepers have created an interactive water monitoring map; the initial phase of this program collects essential water quality measurements. When the program grows, more types of measurements will be taken.
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      Late in 2024, a federal committee was convened to question cabinet ministers about Transport Canada’s failure to notify Indigenous communities regarding water and soil contamination at a dock in Fort Chipewyan, Alberta. The federal Standing Committee on Environment and Sustainable Development approved a motion by New Democratic Party (NDP) MP Laurel Collins, calling for cabinet ministers, Indigenous leaders, and experts to testify about the contamination and the communication lapse.

      “It is particularly egregious that the government knew about the contaminated dock at least since 2017 and that there haven’t been steps to address it,” Collins told Canada’s National Observer in a phone interview. She emphasized that the health of First Nations must be prioritized.15

      “Everybody seems to be baffled by it, and nobody wants to address it,” Chief Alan Adam said. A few days after the three First Nations and Métis leaders went public about the contamination, Minister of Environment and Climate Change Steven Guilbeault told Chief Adam that the Minister of Transport Anita Anand, would get in touch with him. More than two weeks later, this had not happened, said Adam.16

      In 2017, a Transport Canada study found that sediment and groundwater samples near the dock, where community members swim and fish, contained nickel, arsenic, and harmful hydrocarbon residues at levels exceeding guidelines. Hydrocarbons are petroleum products, such as gasoline and kerosene, and are also ingredients in many paint thinners, solvents, glues, and some cleaning products. They are dangerous when the fumes are breathed or the liquid gets into the lungs. Both arsenic and nickel are known carcinogens and can have other adverse health effects. Indigenous leaders disclosed that Transport Canada had been aware of the contamination at the Fort Chipewyan dock and surrounding areas for years but chose not to inform the community.17

      The Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN) requested that the Transport Canada dredge the river around the dock, which serves as a crucial escape route during wildfire season. Transport Canada declined, so the ACFN hired a contractor to carry out the work. During the process, it was discovered that the agency had refused because dredging would disturb contaminants. Transport Canada has yet to share the health and ecological risk assessment with the affected communities or the media.

      Collins emphasized that the federal government must be held accountable for its commitment to uphold treaty rights, implement reconciliation, and protect the health and well-being of Indigenous communities. She stated that failing to inform the Nations in this territory is an infringement on their aboriginal and treaty rights, disregards human health, and is a clear example of environmental racism.18

      Collins’ motion called for several cabinet ministers to explain the federal government’s decision-making, including Minister of Transport Anita Anand, Minister of Environment and Climate Change Steven Guilbeault, Minister of Emergency Preparedness Harjit Sajjan, Minister of Indigenous Services Patty Hajdu, and Minister of Crown-Indigenous Relations Gary Anandasangaree. The ministers were questioned in a two-hour meeting with the committee. Included were ACFN Chief Allan Adam, Mikisew Cree First Nation Chief Billy-Joe Tuccaro, and Fort Chipewyan Métis Nation President Kendrick Cardinal to explain how this incident is affecting their communities.

      Chief Allan Adam said: “Canadians expect this industry to be properly regulated. I’m here to tell you that it’s not true. It’s not regulated.”

      Anand’s press secretary at the time said the government “is working with the local First Nations community to ensure that operations at the port facility are carried out safely,” in an emailed statement to Canada’s National Observer on October 2, 2024. The community wants to deal with the issue, but the lack of action and communication “makes it frustrating for everybody,” said Adam. “I don’t want to say something bad in regard to this, but I just hope something good comes out of it.”

      I try to imagine walking a day in Chief Adams’ footsteps. I wouldn’t want to say anything bad or criticize any level of government either if I were him. I encourage you to visit my website, susanblacklin.com to watch a video of how police treated him in what I believe to be a horribly racist manner.19

      Surely, I cannot be the only person sickened and ashamed by such behaviour.

      Collins said it is appalling that Anand “hasn’t reached out or contacted the nations who are impacted by this, especially after they gave an explicit call to action.” The three leaders explained that not only is the Transport Canada dock critical infrastructure for day-to-day transportation and a lifeline during emergencies, it is also an area where community members swim and harvest food. Her motion additionally invites Mandy Olsgard, a toxicologist advising the nations, and Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development Jerry DeMarco, to testify. Collins wanted research to begin as soon as possible, but the motion says the Fort Chipewyan dock study will begin after the environment committee finishes hearing witnesses for three other ongoing studies: factors that led to the recent fires in Jasper National Park, environment and climate impacts related to the Canadian financial system, and a briefing on the net zero accelerator fund.

      “This is an urgent matter and an emergency for these communities,” Collins said. “This is their only way of evacuating in the event of a wildfire, which we know has happened before in the area, and will happen again.” Transport Canada spokesperson Sau Sau Lui told Canada’s National Observer in an email statement, “the site was not likely to pose any risks to human health” based on the department’s health and ecological risk assessment. Lui did not share a copy of the follow-up assessment or explain why the department would not make it public. Like many others, I would like to see the science that supports such a statement.

      Transport Canada has reached out to representatives of the ACFN, Lui added. “It’s going to take all levels of government—federal, provincial, and municipal—to address this issue.”

      Adam said that, for example, the community has been asking for the water intake to be moved about thirty kilometres up the lake ever since Adam was elected Chief in 2007. “People want to have that assurance, but it’s going to cost quite a bit,” he noted.

      Chief Adams’ community was faced with two challenges related to this Transport Canada grievance. First there is the contaminated dock area; I suspect the water intake is too close to this contaminated site. The second problem is if too many water license users take water from the Athabasca River, then levels drop significantly, restricting their treaty rights, but also their safety, for example, if they should need to flee wildfires.

      Here is yet another example of how the Indian agent is dictating to the First Nations what will happen to the water on their own land.
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PLEDGES T0 ATTACK CLIMATE CHANGE

Since 2016, three state-level projects have
brought reliable power to 140 million people
in India, laying out more than 4,300
kilometres of power lines and rolling out
smart meters and digitised billing.

What’s even more impressive is that this has
happened even as India has reached its target
of 50 percent clean power capacity way
ahead of schedule: Half of the country’s
438 GW of installed electricity capacity now
comes from renewables, hydro, and nuclear,
fulfilling its 2030 Paris pledge five years early.
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THE NECESSITY OF WATER

Seth Maxwell, founder and CEO of Thirst Project,
the world’s largest youth-led water activism
organization, stated he believed the global water
crisis was “the single-most pressing humanitarian
crisis” facing the global community.

He explained that every cause was impacted first by
water. Regarding education, he noted schools
couldn’t function if children were sick with
waterborne diseases or spending six to eight hours
daily collecting contaminated water: “If you care
about education, you care about water.”

Similarly, he argued agricultural development and
combating food insecurity were impossible without
water: “If you care about hunger, you care about
water.” Maxwell emphasized water’s foundational
role in addressing all humanitarian issues, making it
the crisis requiring immediate global attention.
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WHISTLEBLOWER HONOURED

Dr. John O’Connor received Ryerson University’s
inaugural Peter Bryce Prize for Whistleblowing
after exposing elevated cancer rates in Fort
Chipewyan, Alberta, linked to nearby oil sands
operations.

In 2006, O’Connor observed disproportionately
high rates of rare and common cancers among
residents. His whistleblowing triggered severe
backlash; three Health Canada physicians filed
four complaints against him, leading to a College
of Physicians investigation. O’Connor faced
significant legal and professional opposition for
his claims.

Despite this resistance, a 2009 Alberta Cancer
Board study vindicated him. It confirmed that
cancer rates were approximately 30 percent
higher than expected. The experience “changed
my life forever,” O’Connor said, highlighting the
personal cost of challenging government denial.
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HOW ONE KID STOPPED
THE CONTAMINATION OF A RIVER

At eleven, Stella Bowles discovered Nova Scotia’s
LaHave River was contaminated by raw sewage from
illegal straight pipes. Unable to swim safely, she
tested water samples revealing dangerous fecal
bacteria levels and publicized her findings through
Facebook and warning signs.

Her persistent advocacy raised community awareness
and prompted government action, winning her
science awards and helping secure a $15 million

commitment to replace all straight pipes with septic
systems by 2023.

Her efforts achieved real environmental change,
demonstrating how one determined young person
can create significant impact. At sixteen, Bowles
became the youngest recipient ever of the Order of
Nova Scotia for her river cleanup work.





