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SERPENT RIVER 7 DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 
SUMMARY 
 
• Serpent River is located 50 km east of Sault Ste. Marie and can be directly 

accessed via the TransCanada Highway 17; it also has a population of 345. The 
reserve has been off of its long-term water advisory since November 8, 2017.  

 
• After replacing the initially installed filtration membranes in November 2017, the 

plant is now producing safe drinking water, although operating at low capacity; this 
is due to an imbalance in the chlorination levels.  
 

• To ensure the long-term sustainability of the plant, a de-chlorination plant must be 
built, ideally within the next 3 years. Investment in plant operator training and 
maintenance needs must be met to ensure long-term sustainability. 

 
• The interim implementation challenge is to improve plant operators’ access to 

training and maintenance resources; finalizing the funding commitment for the de-
chlorination plant is also needed.  

 
• Since Serpent River has a functioning water treatment plant, it is one of the least 

likely communities to be at risk for being on a boil water advisory in mid-2020. 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
Since November 8, 2017, Serpent River has had a safe and operational water treatment 
plant. The Department invested $11.9 million (from 2015-17) to fix the treatment 
filtration membranes for Serpent River’s newly constructed 2015 water treatment plant 
(which cost $12.3 million). The plant uses surface water from Georgian Bay and has an 
expanded distribution system. Although producing consumable water, the plant is 
currently operating at low-capacity due to lack of chlorine neutralization; the Department 
has promised to fund this project in 2018. The current strategic challenge lies in meeting 
plant operator training and maintenance needs. The reserve benefits from the moral 
authority of Chief Elaine Johnson and the Ojibway governance structure.  
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Capital equipment – estimated costs, sources of funds, and contract mechanisms 
To ensure that the plant will be able to safely operate in the long-term, a de-chlorination 
system must be built to neutralize residual chlorine in the intake surface water from 
Georgian Bay. The current estimate to upgrade the plant is around $200,000-$250,000. 
Ideally, the de-chlorination plant should be built within the next 3 years to ensure that 
the plant continues to safely function. Estimated plant operation and maintenance costs 
with the new filtration membranes are around $202,000 per year. 
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Perspectives of the Serpent River community  
Chief Elaine Johnson served a prior 2-year term (2015-17) and was recently elected for 
another 2-year term in November 2017. Chief Johnson and Serpent River’s band 
council have demonstrated exceptional leadership capacity in managing the membrane 
repair contracts, in both a domestic and international capacity. It is likely that they will 
amend their contribution agreement to manage the building of the de-chlorination 
system. Public statements in local and national newspapers (Mid-North Monitor and 
Globe and Mail) also support this likelihood. Serpent River’s Employment and Training 
Unit has also expressed interest in developing on-reserve operator retention strategies. 
 
Perspectives of other stakeholders 
The Government of Ontario provides operator training and maintenance support 
through initiatives like the Indigenous Drinking Water Projects Office and cross-
collaborative projects with Indigenous organizations such as Ontario First Nations 
Technical Services Corporation. The closest municipality to Serpent River is the town of 
Spanish (18 km away); it may be possible to establish a Municipal Type Agreement with 
Spanish if needed in the long-term. The Ontario Clean Water Agency (OCWA) played a 
key role in providing strategic technical expertise in modifying the initial filtration 
membranes; they remain committed to ensuring the long-term sustainability of the plant. 
  
Human capital, regional institutions, and moral authority 
Serpent River benefits from a close relationship with the North Shore Tribal Council, 
which provides annual Level I training seminars and operator ‘best practice’ forums. The 
Circuit Rider Training Program has also been effective in attending to training needs on 
the reserve. The reserve Land and Resource Manager has expressed interest in 
enrolling his team in technical and maintenance courses at Sault College. Collaboration 
with neighbouring Spanish and Sault St Marie could also aid with training and standard-
setting. Serpent River has enjoyed stable leadership over the last 12 years from former 
Chief Isadore Day and current Chief Johnson; it is likely the community will continue to 
benefit from sound governance in ensuring the plant’s long-term sustainability. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Serpent River’s water treatment plant will continue to 
successfully operate in the long-term, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to: 

1. Finalize funding for the construction of the de-chlorination plant.  
2. Invest in the plant operator training efforts of OCWA, the North Shore Tribal 

Council, and the Circuit Rider Training Program to create a viable and 
sustainable Indigenous-centered training support network. 

3. Examine how the new Indigenous Skills and Employment Training program can 
be used to help support operator training needs.  

In addition, once the de-chlorination plant is built, it may be prudent to establish an 
electronic chlorination sensor system to notify remote operators when chlorine levels 
are out of the acceptable range. 
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