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SLATE FALLS DRINKING WATER – IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
Advice for the Ontario Regional Director General 

 
DATE:  28 February 2018 
 
SUMMARY 
 
• Slate Falls is a road accessible community of 190 people located 120 km N of 

Sioux Lookout, in the Kenora electoral district, and until February 5th, had been 
on 11 Long-Term Boil Water Advisories since 2004. 

 
• The new centralized surface water system replaces 11 small systems, and 

services 50 households and the Band Office/ Clinic with clean drinking water.   
 

• Repairs completed were designed to supply the needs of the community for 10-
20 years.  

 
• The key implementation challenges are maintaining efficiency and sustainability 

of the drinking water system, and strategically employing the post construction 
budget.   

 
• Slate Falls was originally scored high risk overall, as equipment malfunction, 

inadequate disinfection and residuals produced turbidity in the water. 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
The Background Assessment note described the risk level of the original facilities as 
“high risk” (8.0+) in all four individual risk markers; source, design, operations and 
reporting (10.0), with an overall risk score of 8.0. The new system has been designed to 
meet federal criteria for drinking water quality. Initial tests and commissioning have 
been positive, allowing the department to lift all 11 Drinking Water Advisories. As the 
system is still in its infancy, it will take time to collect data and assess quality trends of 
drinking water, and its impacts on the reserve. In the interim, the system has been 
completed, and all households are receiving clear water through taps.  
 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Funding and Contract Mechanisms 
Funding received for the new water treatment plant was $11.6 million. With all 
infrastructure in place, and the system is expected to last 10-20 years, future budget will 
go towards operation and maintenance (O&M). The department distributes funding 
across the Ontario First Nations through a formula; based on population, remoteness, 
number of Boil Water Advisories, etc., that is that is subject to annual revision. 
Approximately 1.2% of the 2017-18 regional departmental budget will go to Slate Falls 
O&M (comparable to 2016-17). Slate Falls is responsible for strategic maximization of 
their budget allotment, and compensating their operators.  
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Perspectives of the Slate Falls Community 
The community has benefited from outstanding leadership and sound governance from 
Chief Lorraine Crane throughout the design and construction phases. The community 
wants a compliance body to be established, to ensure that the water system meets 
provincial standards, under Ontario regulation 170/03, which the First Nation prefers 
over Canadian drinking water standards. Providing the technology for data collection is 
also of great concern to Slate Falls, and seen as necessary to maintain the system 
properly, to avoid backsliding into more Boil Water Advisories.  
 
Perspectives of other governments 
Post construction and commissioning of the new system, the Ontario Ministry of 
Environment conducted a system inspection. The Windigo Tribal Council has 
encouraged this inspection to take place as they seek to reach provincial standards of 
drinking water. Jurisdictional issues persist here and in education and training of 
operators. Operators are trained through the Ontario Water and Wastewater 
Certification Office to run smaller systems, including municipal and rural type water 
systems. Training of this kind is not exactly aligned with the skills needed to run 
federally built systems.  
 
Human capital, regional institutions 
Currently Slate Falls has two provincially certified operators with little experience. The 
current initiative of Windigo is the HUB apprenticeship program, that provides 
mentorship and experience building opportunities for operators. A level 3 operator 
travels out of HUB to the communities monthly to ensure system integrity and operators 
are following procedures. Windigo currently receives funding for this program. Slate 
Falls needs two trained operators, but only one full-time operator. It is an inefficient use 
of funding and personnel to hire two operators full-time, especially when both are men. 
The men in many First Nations, including Slate Falls, hunt for the community. Given that 
female labour on reserve is more available, and females are more likely to remain on 
reserve, targeted training toward women represents an opportunity to increase 
efficiency and economic development on the reserve. Slate Falls recently signed the 
Shared Territory Protocol with First Mining’s Springpole Gold Project, with the intention 
of bringing more education, jobs and future opportunities for youth to the community.  
 
NEXT STEPS 
To increase the probability that Slate Falls will remain off the Drinking Water Advisory 
list, the Ontario Regional Office may wish to:  

1. Include First Nation language, values and land-beliefs into training and 
maintenance manuals, right now this isn’t present in education/documentation  

2. Provide Slate Falls with manuals for record drawing, and ad fill out  
3. Establish systems for data collection to ensure the longevity of systems 

In addition, it may be prudent to look into a third party training/ regulatory body instead 
of government run programs.  
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