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Water, water everywhere but not a drop to drink!
The causes of clean-water insecurity for the Indigenous peoples of Canada.

Imagine living in a state of uncer-
tainty about whether your drinking 
water is contaminated, whether 

this essential source is safe for you 
or your loved ones to use. This is the 
reality for many Indigenous commu-
nities across Canada.

Clean-water security consists of 
access to sufficient clean water and 
safe waste-water management. Ac-
cess to clean and affordable water 
should be a basic right for every Ca-
nadian, regardless of heritage, skin 
hue, or address. Why is this access 
not possible for every Canadian? The 
effects of clean-water insecurity are 
myriad and well documented and in-
clude infections, mental and physical 
stress, diabetes, and dental caries.1 

Canada is called a first-world 
country, but within Canada parity in 
living standards does not exist. Within 
this first world, many subpopulations 
of Indigenous peoples live in a fourth 
world.1 This fourth world is defined as 
a place where subpopulations of a de-
veloped country live, in marginalized 
and substandard living conditions, 
similar to that of a developing coun-
try. Bradford and colleagues state that 
provincial water regulations, such as 
they are, do not apply to Indigenous 
communities, and that the complex 
interdepartmental regulatory struc-
ture hinders safe delivery of clean 
water, as well as forcing local com-
munities to pay 20% of the costs for 
infrastructure, operations, and main-
tenance, including monitoring water 

safety and assuring availability of 
trained personnel.2

It is estimated that people living 
on reserve are 90 times more likely to 
lack running water than other Cana-
dians.3 Boyd notes that the “disparity 
between water quality on and off re-
serve in Canada has been criticized by 
the UN Committee on Economic and 

Social and Cultural Rights, the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
and the Auditor General of Canada.”4 
Boyd also comments that there are no 
national standards for drinking water 
in Canada; rather, there are guidelines 
for provinces to apply as they see fit.4 
Because of the Canada Labour Code, 
Health Canada has installed water 
treatment systems for their employees 
(sent to provide health care for local 
peoples) so that they can have access 
to safe drinking water in, ironically, 
Indigenous communities with poor 
water quality.4

Poor infrastructure and poverty 
are seminal causes of clean-water 
insecurity. Many Indigenous commu-
nities are in remote and isolated loca-
tions. Sarkar, Hanrahan, and Hudson 
found that in remote Indigenous com-
munities, people often rely on bottled 
water even though it is expensive and 
sporadically available, because the 
potable water dispensing units are 
often broken, the chlorine needed for 
processing the water has run out, and 

This article is the opinion of the Environ-

mental Health Committee, a subcommit-

tee of Doctors of BC’s Council on Health 

Promotion, and is not necessarily the opin-

ion of Doctors of BC. This article has not 

been peer reviewed by the BCMJ Editorial 

Board.

there are high operating costs with in-
consistent funding from government.1 
What is also concerning is the fre-
quent use of sugary drinks as a cop-
ing mechanism for the lack of clean 
usable water, even though sugary 
beverages lead to higher incidences 
of diabetes and dental caries in an al-
ready vulnerable population.1

As a first and fundamental step 
in improving water quality for our 
Indigenous fellow citizens, Bradford 
and colleagues suggest a database of 
health-outcome data linked to indica-
tors of safe drinking water to house 
and the evaluation of the effects of 
water insecurity.2 Indigenous peo-
ples remain marginalized and suffer 
disproportionate adverse health out-
comes. The health effects of clean 
water insecurity are another example 
of the marginalization of Canada’s 
Indigenous peoples. It is time to en-
sure everyone in Canada has access to 
clean, safe drinking water. 

—Charuka Maheswaran, MD
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The effects of  
clean-water insecurity  

are myriad and well 
documented and include 
infections, mental and 

physical stress, diabetes, 
and dental caries.


