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SHOAL LAKE 40 DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 

SUMMARY 
 

 Shoal Lake 40 (population 288) is on a peninsula on the Ontario-Manitoba border 
and has been on a boil water advisory for over 20 years. Water infrastructure 
development will benefit from the increased access to neighboring Winnipeg and 
Kenora that Freedom Road (expected completion by 2019) will offer. 

 

 Pumping stations constructed contrary to Ontario’s provincial standards for water 
treatment in the mid-90s will be replaced by a new plant based on a design 
proposed in 2011. Shoal Lake currently has three trained operators. 

 

 The 2011 slow-sand water treatment plant design is being fast tracked through the 
feasibility stage and expanded to serve the entire population. Access to expertise 
and resources of the Bimose Tribal Council HUB can mitigate future problems. 

 

 The key implementation challenge facing Shoal Lake 40 is securing a contractor 
on a realistic budget given the highly competitive seller’s market for infrastructure 
work in the area and ensuring there is sufficient budget available if costs increase. 

 

 Shoal Lake is unlikely to be on a boil water advisory in March 2021 due to strong 
leadership, media salience, and the access that Freedom Road will provide. 

 

 
BACKGROUND 
The band’s desire for complete self-sufficiency means Shoal Lake seeks its own water-
treatment system, rather than being integrated in a Municipal Type Agreement with 
neighboring reserves. Shoal Lake 40’s drinking water goals are tied to a broad strategy 
of self-governance and ending the social, political, and economic isolation and 
disenfranchisement of the community. 
 
The Ontario Region advanced target of mid-2020 for eliminating boil-water advisories 
will face the challenges of securing capital for a water treatment plant expected to cost 
well over the initially estimated $15 million and ensuring that personnel are identified 
and trained as water operators to succeed the current staff. Shoal Lake benefits from 
strong leadership and a stable and well-articulated Anishinabeg governance structure. 
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Capital equipment – estimated costs, sources of funds, and contract mechanisms 
Based on the expected costs of the 2011 plant and economic projections, it is estimated 
the water treatment plant alone will cost well over $15 million in addition to construction 
and maintenance costs. A portion of the budget could be put to use in the short term 
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before the completion of Freedom Road to train additional personnel who would be able 
to achieve a Class 2 License before plant completion. Shoal Lake 40 has already 
exercised considerable capacity and initiative in financing, contracting, and managing 
the construction of Freedom Road and have thus demonstrated their ability to receive 
and put government funds to work. 
 
Perspectives of the Shoal Lake 40 community 
Chief Erwin Redsky views Shoal Lake 40’s isolation and lack of infrastructure as a 
human rights violation. The band is frustrated by a long history of government inaction 
and lack of support from neighbors. Land annexed from Shoal Lake by the City of 
Winnipeg to build an aqueduct continues to be a point of conflict. Road access and 
clean drinking water are seen as key solutions to the problems affecting the reserve. 
The community looks to the City of Winnipeg to honour their Tripartite Agreement to 
extend economic opportunities to Shoal Lake. 
 
Perspectives of other governments 
The City of Winnipeg receives drinking water piped in from Shoal Lake and has a strong 
base of local activist support for the reserve. Winnipeg Mayor Bowman (the first 
Indigenous mayor of the city) may not be seeking re-election in 2018, potentially closing 
the political window of opportunity for Shoal Lake. Nearby First Nations communities not 
on the boil water advisory such as Shoal Lake 39 may feel left behind if development in 
Shoal Lake 40 outpaces their own communities. As one of the longest boil water 
advisory communities and an object of media attention, Shoal Lake 40 has strong 
attention and support on both Federal and Provincial levels. 
 
Human capital, regional institutions, and moral authority 
Shoal Lake 40 benefits from close proximity to Winnipeg and Kenora. The Bimose 
Tribal Council HUB can respond to water systems crises remotely by shutting off broken 
lines and deploying teams of operators to fix issues. Shoal Lake 40 is well situated to 
acquire spare parts and contract services in an emergency. The opening of Freedom 
Road could either increase the access of off-reserve band members to the community 
or cause a brain drain effect of people leaving. Demographics need to be closely 
monitored between 2019 and 2021. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Shoal Lake 40 will no longer be on a boil-water advisory 
in March 2021, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Invest in the Bimose Tribal Council HUB and circuit rider training program. 
2. Closely monitor the procurement phase of plant development and be prepared to 

face higher than initially expected costs and media and strong community 
reactions to any further delays. 

In addition, it may be prudent to frame the water project as part of a broader strategy of 
economic development and Indigenous self-governance.  
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