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

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 
SUMMARY 
 
• Grassy Narrows (population ~950) is a First Nation 500 km NW of Thunder Bay, 

which has been under a series of long-term drinking water advisories since 2013. 
 
• The surface water treatment plant suffers from critical design flaws considering the 

high turbidity of the source water, and the wells on-reserve are under do-not-
consume advisories due to high levels of uranium in the water.  

 
• Infrastructure Canada’s Small Communities Fund is providing support for critical 

upgrades to the water treatment plant, while the Department aims to conduct a 
feasibility study for the development of a long-term solution. 

 
• The key implementation challenge involves navigating between the short-term 

need for potable water on-reserve and the long-term need for sustainable human 
capital and mercury decontamination in Grassy Narrows Lake. 

 
• Grassy Narrows is one of the more likely First Nations communities in Ontario 

currently on a long-term boil water advisory to still be in that category in mid-2020. 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
Grassy Narrows’ surface water treatment plan, which serves nearly the entire reserve, 
does not screen out many harmful protozoa. Furthermore, the highly turbid water is not 
in contact with treatment chemicals long enough for disinfection to occur, which 
produces by-products harmful for consumption. A contractor was selected in November 
2017 to study the feasibility of upgrading the plant; however, Band officials have not 
responded to ISC’s requests for a kick-off meeting to initiate the assessment. 
 
If Grassy Narrows is to meet the Ontario Region’s advanced target of mid-2020 for 
access to clean water, the deterioration of the well water needs to be addressed. The 
current interim plan is to substitute the well water with a regularly-refilled cistern 
containing treated surface water. However, that project depends on treatment plant 
upgrades being completed on-schedule. 
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Capital equipment – estimated costs and sources of funds 
A 2011 assessment estimated a $5.9 million cost to fully upgrade Grassy Narrows’ 
water treatment plant. Infrastructure Canada’s Small Communities Fund has approved 
$1 million – shared equally by the provincial and federal governments – for critical plant 
upgrades. Budget 2018 committed an additional $172.6 million over three years to 
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improving First Nations’ drinking water nationwide, some of which could potentially be 
utilized to assist this community. 
 
Perspectives of the Grassy Narrows community 
Grassy Narrows Lake is the site of significant mercury contamination, and Band officials 
have been focused on obtaining government resources to lead cleanup efforts. After the 
Ontario government pledged $85 million to mercury decontamination in 2017, Chief 
Simon Fobister publicly called on the federal government to enhance its on-reserve 
support for mercury treatment. Decontamination is not needed to lift the drinking water 
advisory; however, the Band Council may choose to use the Prime Minister’s directive 
as leverage to obtain such assistance. Council elections will occur later this year. 
 
Perspectives of the Ontario Government 
The Government of Ontario has contributed $500,000 to the Small Communities Fund, 
which is supporting critical upgrades to the treatment plant. The province also holds an 
ongoing interest in the issue of mercury decontamination on-reserve. 
 
Human capital, regional institutions, and moral authority 
Like many similar communities, Grassy Narrows shares the challenge of recruiting and 
retaining qualified water plant operators. The Bimose Tribal Council HUB offers trained 
professionals to remotely monitor and operate the treatment plant, with the First 
Nation’s consent. The HUB is funded until the end of March 2019. 
 
Grassy Narrows’ Chief is currently facing criminal charges relating to two alleged 
incidents early this year. It is possible Band Council elections in the spring will resolve 
this potential disruption to the stability of Grassy Narrows’ governance. 
 
Risks, opportunities, and other considerations 
The key risk to meeting the mid-2020 target is the Band’s willingness to work with the 
Regional Office to complete the feasibility study and renovation of the treatment plant 
irrespective of governmental assistance on mercury-related matters.  
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Grassy Narrows will no longer be on a boil-water 
advisory in mid-2020, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Establish a dedicated water management team, consisting of Regional Office 
and Grassy Narrows personnel, to consistently meet and directly oversee the 
completion and implementation of the feasibility study. 

2. Explore alternative options for well water decontamination, in case renovations to 
the surface water treatment plant are not completed on schedule. 

In addition, it may be prudent to consider further investment in the Bimose HUB to 
assist Grassy Narrows in building long-term capacity. The newly-announced Indigenous 
Skills and Employment Training Program could potentially support such an effort.  
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