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GULL BAY DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 
SUMMARY 
 
• Gull Bay is a First Nation’s community consisting of approximately 1300 residents, 

located 175 km North of Thunder Bay, in the Thunder Bay electoral district, and 
has been on a long-term boil water advisory since 2009.  

 
• Gull Bay First Nation (GBFN) uses a pump-house water system which has been 

identified as inadequate and thus inoperable by Health Canada as the treatment 
and disinfection processes do not meet the Guidelines for Canadian Drinking 
Water Quality and Ontario Drinking Water Standards. 
 

• The plan to meet the boil-water commitment is to implement options for potable 
water production that is supported by a safe filtration system, a back-up water 
plant operator and a back-up power source.  

 
• The key implementation challenge is political in nature as GBFN and all levels of 

government must collaborate to determine a long-term solution.  
 
• Gull Bay is one of the less likely of the First Nation communities in Ontario 

currently on a long-term boil water advisory to still be in that category in mid-2021. 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
As of February 27, 2018, the federal government made a commitment to contribute 
$172.6 million, in addition to its commitment of $1.8 billion in 2016, to end all long-term 
drinking water advisories on First Nations reserves in Canada. The First Nations 
community of Gull Bay has a 40-year-old water treatment facility with no filtering 
mechanisms for incoming water. A feasibility study which began on April 1, 2017 is 
being conducted by INAC to identify water treatment options and a design and 
implementation phase of the recommended options will follow.  
 
The Ontario Region has set an advanced target of mid-2021 for eliminating boil-water 
advisories. Discussions with the Regional Director General and invited experts on 31 
January 2018 emphasized the need to distinguish between interim and long-term 
solutions, focusing on: 1) capital equipment; 2) human capital; 3) regional institutions; 
and 4) moral authority.  
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Capital equipment – estimated costs, sources of funds, and contract mechanisms 
The current estimate of the cost of completing the feasibility study which determines 
recommendations for repairs and upgrades to the water treatment plant is $250,000. To 
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date, the federal government has provided $65,880 in funding and the Province of 
Ontario has provided $32,940 under the Clean Water Wastewater Fund, for this 
feasibility study. However, greater sources of funding and contract mechanisms need to 
be identified for the design and implementation phases.   
 
Perspectives of the Gull Bay community 
Chief Wilfred King was elected in 2016 and the next council elections are in November 
2020. This four-year term was introduced with the adoption of the First Nations 
Elections Act in April 2016, allowing enough time to advocate and offer security to 
funders to initiate such projects. Chief King has advocated for a new plant and is 
hopeful that the feasibility study will result in the identification of a reliable water source.  
  
Perspectives of other stakeholders  
The Government of Ontario, through the Ontario Clean Water and Wastewater Fund is 
strongly supportive of efforts to provide potable drinking water solutions to Gull Bay and 
is likely to contribute to the longer-term solution through additional funding to support 
the design and implementation phases of the project. There are no other First Nations 
proximate to Gull Bay which can provide a relevant perspective on the issue. 
Nonetheless, support and the expertise of stakeholders such as The Ontario First 
Nations Technical Services Corporation (OFNTSC) can be utilized.  
 
Human capital, regional institutions, and moral authority 
Gull Bay shares with many similar communities the challenge of retaining qualified 
water plant operators. The current initiatives of regional institutions like the OFNTSC 
and the Circuit Rider Training Program provide emergency management and operator 
training, which can be applied including a regional collaboration for standard-setting.  
It is important that these programs enhance operator capacity for men and women, 
ensuring that the training is offered in Indigenous languages. Also, a business plan 
established by Indigenous Services after the implementation phase will identify operator 
training, salary requirements and an annual budget for water plant maintenance.  
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Gull Bay will no longer be on a boil-water advisory in 
mid-2021, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Complete the feasibility study, and the design phase and begin construction.  
2. With a comparably higher design risk of 8.0 than other similar communities, 

challenges will be faced in the design phase as the surface of GBFN is sitting on 
top of bed rock which requires rock blasting that is very costly. As a result, it is 
necessary to estimate the cost of this construction.   

3. Determine if the source of raw water will come from Gull River or Lake Nipigon.   
In addition, it may be prudent to incorporate the risk of the project, accounting for the 
projects’ difficulty in design and the funds required for completion, into the terms of the 
contract, once established.  
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