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BIG GRASSY DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
SUMMARY 
 
• Big Grassy is an Ojibway community of 277 residents in Northwestern Ontario, 

located 450 km NW of Thunder Bay, in the Thunder Bay – Rainy River electoral 
district, and has been on a short-term boil water advisory since March 1, 2017.  

 
• The Big Grassy Water Treatment System is a level II treatment system that was 

constructed in 1997 – their current short-term boil water advisory is the result of 
the system’s reliance on surface water and inadequate water system operation 
and reporting. 
  

• The short-term plan to meet the boil-water commitment requires approximately 
$150,000 of departmental funding in order to provide minor capital infrastructure 
repairs.  

 
• The key long-term implementation challenge is insufficient on-reserve water 

system operating capability. 
 
• On March 1, 2018, Big Grassy’s boil water advisory status will change from short-

term to long-term. It is suspected that Big Grassy is one of the least likely of the 
sixteen communities studied to be under a long-term boil water advisory in mid-
2020.  

 
 
BACKGROUND 
Between 2010-2013, the department provided no new capital funding and $536,118 
towards operations and maintenance costs for Big Grassy’s existing water system. This 
means that Big Grassy received 0% of new capital funding and approximately 0.1% of 
water operations and maintenance funding from 2010-2013 – Big Grassy’s population 
composes 0.1% of the national on-reserve population total.  
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Capital equipment – estimated costs, sources of funds, and contract mechanisms 
The best current estimate of the cost of upgrading existing water system infrastructure 
on Big Grassy in order to meet Indigenous Services Canada’s protocols and federal and 
provincial guidelines, standards and regulations is $2,180,500. To avoid a long-term boil 
water advisory and meet the mid-2020 target, approximately $150,000 of departmental 
funding has been approved to perform immediate minor capital repairs – this is 
considered a short-term solution. The department will fund up to 100% of capital costs 
as outlined in the Level of Service Standards. Minor capital repairs are expected to 
begin in June 2018 and once Big Grassy has adequate time to retain a qualified 
contractor.  



SPPG PPG1007 Section I Briefing Note Exercise  Page 2 
	

Perspectives of the Big Grassy community 
Chief Carol Coppenance was appointed on January 7, 2017, roughly two months prior 
to the beginning of Big Grassy’s current short-term boil water advisory. The next council 
elections are in January 6, 2019. Big Grassy has recently determined the financial 
implications of new on-reserve water system technologies. In particular, the community 
updated their annual investment infrastructure plan and conducted a feasibility study in 
which an engineering consultancy firm was retained in order to document their current 
water system needs; pertinent findings were then shared with a capital management 
officer at the department.  
 
Perspectives of other governments 
The Government of Ontario, through policy associated with the Lake of the Woods 
Waters Conservation Reserve, provides continuing protection for the water in the Lake 
of the Woods region and is likely to contribute to the longer-term solution through 
oversight, development and management of the Lake of the Woods Waters 
Conservation Reserve and its resources. The closest municipality with adequate water 
treatment capabilities to Big Grassy is Fort Frances, which is approximately 125 
kilometers away. Due to its relative remoteness, the establishment of a municipal type 
agreement to supply Big Grassy with treated water seems very unlikely – only 8% of 
First Nation reserves in Ontario have municipal type water agreements.  
 
Human capital and regional institutions 
In 2011, it was documented that Big Grassy’s primary and secondary operators did not 
possess necessary certification to operate its water system. The current initiatives of 
regional institutions, particularly The Aboriginal Water and Wastewater Association of 
Ontario and The Ontario Water Wastewater Certification Office, are valuable and could 
be applied to Big Grassy. In particular, both these organizations, in collaboration with 
the Ontario Ministry of the Environment and Climate Change, have recently developed a 
program to deliver practical oral certification exams for First Nation potable water 
system operators as an alternative to traditional written exams for those who meet 
experience and eligibility criteria. 
  
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Big Grassy will no longer be on a boil-water advisory in 
mid-2020, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Ensure that specific operator training leads to the development of various 
requisite water system plans in order to sustain safe drinking water over the 
longer term. 

2. Restructure and provide consistent funding for the Ontario Region Circuit Rider 
Training Program so that previously uncertified operators can receive a province-
issued operator certificate. 

3. Examine how the newly introduced Indigenous Skills and Employment Training 
Program can be used to accomplish the two above-mentioned points. 
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