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Water is Life: The fatal links between 
water infrastructure, COVID-19, and 
First Nations in Canada
 
By Jaida Beaudin

AS OF JANUARY 26, 2021, there were 57 long-term drinking water advisories in 39 First 
Nations across Canada — 54 percent of these Bands have been under an advisory for 
longer than ten years. While water quality issues on reserves have long made headlines, the 
connection between water infrastructure and the outbreak of COVID-19 in First Nation 
communities is less known.

In a year-long investigation into water on First Nations, a consortium of university students 
and journalists led by the Institute for Investigative Journalism (IIJ), has found a correlation 
between COVID-19 outbreaks and cistern water systems. Our research reveals that outdated 
policies don’t fix modern problems. 

Cisterns are a type of water infrastructure that is often used in rural and remote locations, 
like reserves. They are large tanks located outside the homes that are filled weekly with 
treated potable water from the water treatment facility by delivery trucks. Fifteen percent of 
First Nation households rely on cisterns. Of those, many have expressed concern over the 
quality and quantity of water they are receiving.

Focusing on Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta, the IIJ’s research revealed that 
communities with cisterns experienced approximately twice the risk of COVID-19 outbreaks 
compared to communities with piped water systems. While statisticians reviewed and 
verified the analysis, which was completed with the aid of ArcGIS technology, federal and 
provincial offices were unable to provide statistics or confirm the data. An in-depth study 
by academic researchers is called for in order to explore these preliminary findings and 
determine causes. 

First Nation communities with cisterns have experienced roughly double 
the incidence of COVID-19 infection.

In other words, the water “crisis” was compounded by the pandemic, but it must be 
understood as a long-term health and safety issue that can no longer be put off for later. Later 
is here, now. 

CISTERNS AREN’T THE SOLUTION, BUT A LINK TO THE ROOT PROBLEM 

The water crisis for First Nation people living on reserves is a direct result of systemic racism 
embedded in Canadian colonial policy. It has led to complicated challenges that have proven 
difficult for communities and governments to solve.
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https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1506514143353/1533317130660#dataset-filter
https://www.concordia.ca/artsci/journalism/research/investigative-journalism/projects/clean-water-broken-promises.html
https://globalnews.ca/news/7656235/lack-of-funding-for-piped-water-on-first-nations-in-sask-means-some-on-reserves-cant-drink-from-their-taps/
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/water-plants-first-nations-water-pipes/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-the-mmiwg-inquiry-cannot-be-allowed-to-fail/
http://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/ni-mmiwg-interim-report.pdf


Researchers have found that cisterns can be affected by multiple issues and sources of 
contamination, such as sources in the water delivery tanks, the cistern’s structural integrity, 
organic infiltration, rodents, and snakes. Cisterns and the water delivery truck can also be 
compromised if general maintenance is overlooked due to the high demand on the water 
delivery system.

Where the federal government has supported water infrastructure, it has tended to fund 
construction or repair of water facility treatment plants, rather than providing basic 
infrastructure, like piped household water systems — instead, they build cisterns. The 
reasoning behind this seems to be that the wide dispersal of homes makes piped water delivery 
costly; however, this reasoning ignores the fact that providing clean drinking water has 
long-term health and economic advantages, such as preventing the spread of infection, like a 
COVID-19 outbreak.

COVID AND CISTERNS

The IIJ has identified that COVID-19 outbreaks correlate with the usage of cistern water 
systems.  Cisterns typically hold up to 1,600 litres of water — a quarter of what a family of four 
uses in a week when they have access to piped water. As such, households that rely on cisterns 
are forced to conserve water, which impedes their ability to follow public health guidelines that 
call for increased handwashing and household cleaning during an outbreak of an infectious 
disease. 

The IIJ’s data revealed that among First 
Nations in the four provinces with a population 
of less than 1,500 and a housing density of 3.5 
to 4 people, more than half experienced an 
outbreak of COVID-19. 

This data could point to several causes, one of which is 
overcrowding in housing. In 2016, a quarter of on-reserve 
First Nations lived in crowded housing. Moreover, one 
in five band members live in a home in need of major 
repairs. Overcrowding exacerbates the shortage of water 
and makes it harder to conserve water and keep quarantine or self-isolation standards. 

Water contamination has long-term effects on communities, even when systems are fixed. 
Due to historical water issues on reserves, there is still fear of contamination. As a result, most 
households get their drinking water from surrounding services. The IIJ notes this may mean 
multiple additional points of contact as a risk factor.

BROKEN PROMISES AND AN AUDITOR’S REPORT

In 2015, Justin Trudeau committed to ending boil-water advisories on First Nations reserves 
within five years. He has not kept that promise and his deadline has now been extended past 
March 2021. 

On February 25, 2021, Canada’s Auditor General released a report that revealed the federal 
government’s lack of commitment to resolving the long-term drinking water advisories on 
First Nation reserves. The report points out that it is unlikely that the March 2021 deadline will 
be met, forecasting that some long-term drinking water advisories will take years to resolve.

The main issues that constrain Indigenous Services Canada (ISC) are 
outdated policies and the inadequate funding formula for operation and 
maintenance of water infrastructure in First Nation communities. 
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6,400L

Typical amount of water 
held in a cistern

Typical amount of water 
a family of four on piped 
water uses in a week

1,600L

https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/11/5/1079
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/as-sa/98-200-x/2016021/98-200-x2016021-eng.cfm
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/canada-election-2015-justin-trudeau-first-nations-boil-water-advisories-1.3258058
https://www.thestar.com/politics/federal/2020/12/02/five-years-and-165-billion-later-ottawa-admits-it-wont-lift-all-first-nations-water-advisories-by-march.html
https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_202102_03_e_43749.html


These are things for which ISC has responsibility, but refuses to provide adequate 
resources for.

The Auditor General’s report lists many funding shortfalls from the Federal government. 
A significant one is the funding formula for operations and maintenance that make it 
challenging, if not impossible, to retain the specially trained water system operators required 
for these systems. These trained professionals working on First Nations water systems are 
paid 30 percent less than their counterparts in off-reserve water treatment plants. 

THE AUDITOR GENERAL CONFIRMED WHAT FIRST NATIONS ALREADY KNEW

Pulling together the Auditor General’s report, the data collected, and interviews conducted, 
the IIJ found that the Federal Government was more focused on short-term fixes than long-
term solutions. This is significant because interim fixes for smaller projects are prioritized, 
rather than finding the root problem to resolve the long-term drinking water advisories. 

The Auditor General’s report was particularly damning when it looked into the impact of 
inadequate quality and quantity of safe water on First Nations’ ability to weather the global 
pandemic. 

It is clear that First Nations are more vulnerable to infection, severe 
illness and deaths from COVID-19, due to overcrowding and poor housing 
conditions, pre-existing health conditions, limited health care access and, 
significantly, lack of access to an adequate supply of safe, clean drinking 
water. 

These are issues First Nations have been advocating to fix for decades that have fallen on 
unwilling ears.

THE WATER CRISIS IS A RACISM AND COLONIALISM CRISIS

Water security for First Nations is the responsibility of the Federal government. In the 
Constitution Act, 1982 section 91(24) makes Canada legally responsible for “Indians and 
lands reserved for the Indians.” 

It is important to make note of these powers because they reveal that the First Nations’ right 
to self-determination has been denied and the decisions made by the federal government on 
their behalf do not support First Nations’ autonomy, well-being, or safety. 

First Nations have endured at least 153 years of restrictive and paternalistic policies, with 
significant gaps that created social, environmental, and economic issues. The IIJ’s findings 
support calls for the Federal government to work collaboratively with First Nations to address 
these issues, especially when the severity of one long-standing crisis creates larger community 
issues such as a COVID-19 outbreak. 

CITATION: Beaudin, Jaida.  “Water is Life: The fatal links between water infrastructure, COVID-19, and 
First Nations in Canada” Yellowhead Institute. 10 March 2021. https://yellowheadinstitute.
org/2021/03/08/water-is-life-th…ations-in-canada/
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https://yellowheadinstitute.org/2021/02/10/ways-forward-in-addictions-programming-in-fort-simpson-northwest-territories-dene-gog%c7%abndie-voices-of-the-people-an-interview-with-kristen-tanche/ 
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See the full list of “Broken Promises” series credits 
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https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/cbdc979bf27642bfba51689ca3c180e8

