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SANDY LAKE DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 

SUMMARY 
 

 Sandy Lake First Nation is a fly-in community of 3034 people, located 594km NW 
of Thunder Bay in the Kenora electoral district, and has been on a long-term boil 
water advisory since 2002. 

 

 The current water-sanitation facility in the community was built in 1992 but suffers 
from physical and structural issues that have led to its degradation over the past 
16 years. The plant has two operators, one with formal training. 

 

 The plan to meet the boil-water commitment is to currently in its early stages, as a 
feasibility study is currently being conducted by the department to find a long-term 
solution. The goal of the study is to find an interim solution by December 2018, 
and a long-term solution by March 2020. 

 

 The key implementation challenge facing Sandy Lake is that a new or upgraded 
system will be high in cost to both build and maintain. Being remote, getting 
materials to the community will be expensive. The community has a larger 
population than most other First Nation communities on long-term boil-water 
advisories in Ontario and will need a more advanced system that can service this 
amount of people.  

 

 Sandy Lake is one of the most likely of the First Nation communities in Ontario 
currently on a long-term boil water advisory to still be in that category in mid-2020 
for the above reasons. 

 

 
BACKGROUND 
Sandy Lake First Nation collects drinking water from the Severn River, and sanitizes it 
using a treatment plant built in 1992. This plant does not meet treatment and 
disinfection processes mandated by the federal government, nor does it have the 
infrastructural capacity to store enough water after treatment. 
 
A study done in 2011 determined that Sandy Lake’s drinking water system has a high 
overall risk of water contamination. Flaws in both design and structural capacity were 
identified as being the main risk factors. 
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Capital equipment – estimated costs, sources of funds, and contract mechanisms 
The department is undertaking a feasibility study on whether the current water-filtration 
system can be upgraded, or if it needs to be replaced. Although the feasibility study is 
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not yet complete, 2011 estimates suggest that upgrading the current plant to meet 
operational requirements would cost 38 million dollars. Getting the appropriate materials 
to the remote community and building appropriate piping to homes that do not currently 
have them will be costly. This funding would have to come in large part from the federal 
government, whereas the assembly of the plant and finding contractors would fall in to 
the jurisdiction of the Sandy Lake Chief and Council.  
 
Perspectives of the Sandy Lake community 
Chief Bart Meekis has been in office since April of 2013. The next council elections are 
in April, 2019. Sandy Lake and its Council are rarely given media attention and have not 
been outspoken about the long-term boil-water advisory. However, the Council has 
indicated to the federal government that it wants to participate in the feasibility study 
process and reach a long-term solution to the issue by the mandated 2020 target date. 
Working alongside the Council is particularly important in the case of Sandy Lake, as 
the First Nation has no official Tribal Affiliation. 
 
Perspectives of other governments 
The Province is a member of the Trilateral Steering Committee, which is made up of 
representatives of multiple First Nations (including Sandy Lake), the federal government 
and the provincial government. The goal of this committee is to end long-term drinking 
advisories in 26 First Nations communities by 2021. In this partnership, the Province 
(through the Ministry of Environment and Climate Change) seeks to provide technical 
resources and training to those who operate water-filtration plants. There are no 
municipalities near enough to Sandy Lake First nation to be affected by these water-
quality issues. 
 
Human capital, regional institutions, and moral authority 
Sandy Lake does not face an overwhelming challenge in training operators to run its 
water treatment plant. The community has a strong school system and access to 
training via the internet. The Circuit Rider Training Program is an effective tool that can 
provide operators with the skills to operate a filtration plant. Although isolated, Sandy 
Lake can work with both provincial and federal departments via remote meetings to 
ensure standards are met. Chief and Council have strong community support and the 
operational capacity to monitor water-treatment in the future. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Sandy Lake will no longer be on a boil-water advisory in 
mid-2020, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Assist the Chief and Council in finding reputable contractors to build a new or 
upgrade the current water plant when the feasibility study is complete. 

2. Ensure the public is aware of the health benefits clean water will provide to the 
community. Having been on a BWA for close to two decades, it is likely members 
of the community are skeptical to drinking non-bottled water. 
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