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LAC LA CROIX DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 
SUMMARY 
 
• Lac La Croix is a community of 286 people situated 100 km East of Fort Frances. 

The community has been under a short-term boil water advisory since February 6, 
2017 and was updated to a long-term advisory on February 6, 2018.   

 
• The 2011 Burnside report describes Lac La Croix as having a medium-risk drinking 

water system due to the community’s lack of operator training and sub-standard 
design of water purification systems and supporting hydro infrastructure (Risk = 6.5).  

 
• The plan to meet the immediate boil-water commitment is to increase operator 

training and repair the clogged water filters in the community’s treatment plant.  
 
• The key implementation challenge to ensure long-term sustainability of the 

community’s drinking water is to improve Lac La Croix’s connection to the Ontario 
hydro grid and repair the clogged water filters.  

 
• Despite having only a medium-risk water system, if the community’s hydro 

connection is not repaired it is likely that Lac La Croix will be one of the First Nation 
communities that remain under a drinking water advisory by mid-2020.  

 
 
BACKGROUND 
The Background Assessment note indicated that Lac La Croix’s water system was 
operating near capacity and required additional maintenance to address the treatment 
plant’s clogged filters. Previous inspections by the Ontario Clean Water Agency also 
indicated that the water plant operators lacked training. Notably, the reserve is not 
properly attached to the Ontario power grid and as a result is subject to frequent power 
outages and voltage surges that cause the water purification system and other 
community infrastructure to break or go without electricity. Over the years this has 
resulted in periodic boil-water advisories and may continue to hinder the community 
from reaching the government’s mid 2020 objective to end drinking water advisories. A 
proposal to fix the community’s grid connection and improve access to electricity was 
rejected by the provincial government in 2014.  
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Capital equipment – estimated costs, sources of funds, and contract mechanisms 
The best current estimate of the cost of completing the repair and upgrade to the 
community’s hydro grid is $16 million, while total water system upgrade costs are 
$4,242,500. Lac La Croix is currently in the process of tendering competitive contracts 
to repair the clogged filters.  
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Perspectives of the Lac La Croix community 
Chief Clayton Ottertail has been in office for two months and the next council elections 
are slated to be held on January 12, 2020. Although no formal contact has been made 
with Lac La Croix, statements made by residents to the Toronto Star and the Atikokan 
press in 2014 regarding the province’s decision to not fund repairs for the reserve’s 
hydro lines, have indicated the community’s disappointment with the current progress 
and plans to improve drinking water. Consequently, it is anticipated that the community 
may be willing to amend their contribution agreement to include capital improvements 
for alternative hydro sources, on the understanding that these repairs would be 
important for ensuring the long-term sustainability of their water infrastructure.  
 
Perspectives of other governments  
While the Government of Ontario, through the Ministry of Environment and Climate 
Change is strongly supportive of ending drinking water advisories, the province’s 
decision to not fund repairs to Lac La Croix’s grid connection suggests that the 
provincial government may be unlikely to contribute to the community’s long-term 
drinking water sustainability through funding for any future hydro infrastructure. While 
there are no municipalities near enough to Lac La Croix to be affected by this decision, 
there is potential to work with the municipality of Fort Frances to help connect hydro 
infrastructure and Gemini Power who had previous interest in developing a local 
hydroelectric plant along the Namakan River.  
 
Human capital, regional institutions, and moral authority 
Lac La Croix shares with many similar communities the challenge of recruiting and 
retaining qualified water plant operators. Consequently, modifying the Circuit Rider 
Training Program to include more women and opportunities for mobile training could 
help to improve operator capacity in the community. Although Lac La Croix does not 
have neighbouring communities sufficiently close to share water systems, creation of a 
regional water or hydro collaboration hub could be valuable for self-governance, 
inspection and training. For instance, Wataynikaneyap Power is an Indigenous-owned 
company that is currently working on regional hydro projects geared towards reinforcing 
transmission line connections to 22 remote First Nation’s communities in NW Ontario.  
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Lac La Croix will no longer be on a boil-water advisory in 
mid-2020, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Invest in alternative and self-sustaining power systems for the community or 
negotiate with Hydro One to fund upgrades for the current hydro connection.  

2. Make the necessary repairs and upgrades to the treatment plant’s water filters.  
3. Develop a regional hub for mobile training, maintenance and advisory services to 

support Lac La Croix and the other nearby community water systems.    
In addition, it may be prudent to investigate how the community could be included in any 
future hydro projects managed by Wataynikaneyap Power.  
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