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NIBINAMIK FIRST NATION DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 

SUMMARY 

• Nibinamik is a fly-in community of 523, located 530km north of Thunder Bay, in the 
Kenora electoral district, and has been on a long-term boil water advisory since 2013. 
 

• The water system, built in 1997, pumps and treats surface water. The system in 
place is not consistent with provincial regulations in two respects. First, Ontario 
Drinking Water Standards do not recommend the use of pressure filters to treat 
surface water and second, treatment chemicals are not added to the process.  
 

• A fuel spill occurred in 2013 and no water samples have been taken since. A 
feasibility study as to determine the extent of costs for repairs and water portability 
was scheduled for February 2018 but delayed to May 2018. The project team will 
assess the findings, and the study will move to its Draft Interim Report stage. Once 
completed, the project will move to the design stage. Procurement for a consulting 
contract is currently underway. 

 

• The key implementation challenges are the lack of data on water samples, the 
remoteness of the community, and insufficient trained operators.  

 

• Despite delays, Nibinamik is said to be on schedule is to have its long-term drinking 
water advisory lifted by November 2020. However, due to significant implementation 
challenges, Nibinamik is one of the most likely of the First Nation communities in 
Ontario currently on a long-term boil advisory to still be in that category in mid-2020. 

 

 
BACKGROUND 
Frequent power outages have resulted in frozen and damaged gages in the treatment 
plant. Nibinamik residents describe the piped water as “yellow-ish,” and bottled water is 
flown in from Sioux Lookout to provide the community with drinking water. Most First 
Nation members get their drinking water by taking a boat to a nearby untested lake, and 
boiling the water before drinking it. A feasibility study was expected to be completed by 
February 2018. However, a litany of problems such as overcrowded homes, suicides 
and suicide attempts and forest fires have altered priorities and the feasibility study is 
now expected to be completed by May 2018. The design stage will be expedited to 
meet the November 2020 deadline. 
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
 
Capital equipment – estimated costs, sources of funds, and contract mechanisms 
Due to the delayed feasibility study, there is insufficient data on current conditions of the 
public water system to complete a Background Needs Report. This has delayed the 
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Interim Report Stage, which would have provided an analysis and recommendations for 
addressing whether repairs, upgrades or a new construction project would be best for 
addressing water system inadequacies for Nibinamik. Because of this, the costs and 
scope of the project cannot be estimated until the feasibility study is completed. 
However, the Department considers that the water system built in 1997 is relatively new 
and upgrades the current system would be both more suitable and more affordable. 
 
Perspectives of the Nibinamik community 
Chief Johnny Yellowhead was appointed in November 2017. The next council elections 
are in November 2019.  The Department has conducted numerous meetings during the 
development of the project, and approval of the accelerated approach and use of a 
membrane from the Nibinamik community is pending. While the First Nation has been in 
discussions with the Department for many years, Chief Johnny Yellowhead has stated 
that progress over the last year has been slow.  

Perspectives of other governments 
The Governments of Ontario and Canada, through the Ontario Clean Water and 
Wastewater Fund and the Circuit Rider Training Program, are strongly supportive of 
improving the reliability of drinking water as well as training and mentoring operators to 
retain the capacity to operate, service and maintain their water systems. This is likely to 
contribute to the longer-term solution through investing in human capital and ensuring 
the self-reliance of the community. There are no municipalities near enough to 
Nibinamik to be affected, although Infrastructure Ontario will fund First Nations 
proposals to build an east-west road connecting Webequie and Nibinamik to the 
provincial highway system. 

Human capital, regional institutions, and moral authority  
Nibinamik shares with many similar communities the challenge of recruiting and 
retaining qualified water plant operators. The Circuit Rider Training would address this 
issue, but funds only 80 per cent of First Nations operations and management costs and 
is insufficient to properly retain qualified water treatment operators. The Matawa First 
Nations Management is hoping for a similar expedited process as the Eabametoong 
First Nation. The Nibinamik First Nation community will have limited capacity to 
implement its own infrastructure projects in the future unless it is able raise their own 
source of revenue. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Nibinamik will no longer be on a boil-water advisory in 
mid-2020, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Complete the feasibility study swiftly. A design-build mechanism, overseen by the 
federal government with agreement from the community, or a similar expedited 
process is likely required to ensure on-time project delivery. 

2. In the long-term, support community-based approaches where First Nations take 
on leadership roles to implement their own infrastructure projects. 
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