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Letter from the Director 
 
Dear delegates, 
 
Welcome to the Canadian Indigenous Peoples Reconciliation Committee. My name is 
Semeion Wong, and I will be serving as your Director for your time at CAHSMUN 2018. I am 
currently a Grade 12 student attending McMath Secondary School in Richmond, BC. I have 
been involved in Model United Nations since Grade 10 - with my first conference being 
CAHSMUN 2016. Being involved in MUN has changed my life; it has helped me develop 
from a shy student who was apprehensive about talking in front of a class to being able to 
engage in heated debates with over a hundred people during committee sessions.  
 
However, the biggest gift that I have received from my time in Model UN is my 
comprehension and continued interest in many social and political issues around the world. It 
has made me more aware of the interests of smaller countries halfway across the globe in 
topics that I would never have thought about. Being forced to research a topic in depth has 
allowed me to see the world differently and understand the interconnectedness of the world 
and what faces us in the years to come.  
 
As you read this backgrounder, do your research and ultimately begin to debate these topics 
over the course of the conference. I hope that you will gain a deeper understanding of the 
topics at hand. I wish you the best of luck in your preparation for CAHSMUN 2018!  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Semeion Wong 
Director of the IPRC—CAHSMUN 2018  
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Committee Description  
 
The Indigenous Peoples Reconciliation Committee is a committee made of both government 
officials and members of indigenous communities from across Canada to solve current issues 
that arise within the indigenous communities. The purpose of this committee is to reconcile 
the damages of past actions from the government of Canada. Its goal is not just to understand 
the problems that arise as a result of the past, but also to remedy them and discuss viable 
solutions in order to help those in need.  
 
Although this is not a real-life committee within the Canadian government, nor is it a 
committee within the United Nations, it discusses issues that are very pertinent to Canadian 
society - issues that affect many Canadians from coast to coast and most likely beyond. Due to 
its unique nature, the Indigenous Peoples Reconciliation Committee and its actions would 
most likely set a precedence for other governments to connect and fix the wrongdoings of the 
past.  
 
The IPRC also seeks to come up with solutions that are new and innovative. In the past, the 
Canadian government has come up with solutions that have left both indigenous and non-
indigenous communities unsatisfied. This committee seeks to find the problems with past 
legislation and fix them to ensure that all of the resolutions passed by the committee are viable 
and realistic.   
 
Additionally, the IPRC wants to take into account those affected by the issues first. The goal is 
to ensure that all voices are heard - especially those that have not been heard in past 
discussions. The committee will aim to achieve this by emphasizing dialogue between all 
parties and ensuring that all parties have an equal say. The lack of a committee that 
emphasizes on these points has led to decisions made on without consultation with 
indigenous communities, resulting in impacts that were not necessarily to their benefit: the 
issues at hand continued to grow exponentially worse.  
 

Topic B: Access to Clean Water 
Overview 
 
In July 2010, the United Nations General Assembly ruled that having access to clean water is a 
human right.1 Unfortunately, about 130 First Nations reserves in Canada are under drinking 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
1 http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml 
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water advisories, meaning that the water coming out of their taps are not suitable for drinking. 
Many of these communities have water treatment plants but simply lack the resources to 
maintain them. The lack of access to clean water has led to international criticism - a Human 
Rights Watch report in 2016 uncovered children with skin disorders, people skipping baths, 
and deadly bacteria such as E.Coli in the water running through the pipes of these 
communities.  
 
This problem is not new either - some communities such as the Kitigan Zibi in Quebec has 
not had safe drinking water for over thirty years when uranium was first found in the water in 
1993.2 However, it took six years for the federal government to issue an advisory for the 
community. The situation is especially serious because uranium contamination cannot simply 
be boiled away. The citizens of this community and many others are constantly exposed to 
radiation that causes cancer from the lack of clean water and a sustainable solution for it.  
 
Through debating this topic, delegates will be able to explore varying facets of the issue, 
including the economic limitations and logistical barriers, and gain a larger understanding of 
Canadian politics. The topic touches on the historical reasons behind the existence of First 
Nations reserves as well as the challenges different levels of government face when building 
and maintaining new infrastructure. This topic will allow delegates to understand a decade's 
old problem in First Nations communities and the long-terms impacts of this issue.  
 

Timeline 
 
1630s - The first Aboriginal reserve is established by the French to settle down nomadic 
groups and convert them to Catholicism.3 
 
1763 - King George III signs a royal proclamation to declare all land West of the Appalachian 
Mountains territory of the Indigenous Peoples.4  
 
1876 - The Indian Act is passed giving the governing power and land titles of reserves to the 
Federal government and away from Indigenous governments.  
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
2 http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2017/03/21/safe-drinking-water-canad_n_15528554.html 
3 http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/aboriginal-reserves/ 
4 Ibid. !
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1951 - The Indian Act is repealed and amended for the first time in consultation with 
Indigenous leaders to allow for the practice of their customs and cultures such as the 
potlatch.5  
 
1985 - The Indian Act is repealed again, making it more inclusive to different Indigenous 
groups and allow more people to gain status.6 
 
2006 - An expert panel commissioned by the Federal government rules that the lack of access 
to clean water be a result of "general underfunding."7   
 
October 2015 – A group of 90 First Nations communities write an open letter to the leaders of 
Federal parties to encourage them to commit to ending the water crisis across Canada.8  
 
March 2016 - The Federal Liberal party pledges 1.8 billion dollars to indigenous communities 
across Canada to solve the clean water crisis over the next four years.9 
 
July 2017 - The Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs announces that the First Nations 
community with the longest standing water advisory will have their advisory lifted by Spring 
of 2018.10  
 
August 2017 - The Ministry of Indigenous and Northern Affairs is split to have two ministers 
responsible: Carolyn Bennett as the Minister of Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern 
Affairs, and Jane Philpott as the Minister of Indigenous Services, allowing the federal 
government to focus more on quality of life in these communities.11  
 

!  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
5 http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/indian-act/ 
6 Ibid.  
7 https://www.amnesty.ca/our-work/issues/indigenous-peoples/indigenous-peoples-in-canada/the-right-to-water 
8 https://canadians.org/sites/default/files/Commit%204-
7B%20for%20water%20in%20Indigenous%20communities.pdf 
9 http://globalnews.ca/news/2594230/federal-budget-2016-liberals-to-spend-billions-on-programs-for-aboriginal-
peoples/ 
10 http://www.newswire.ca/news-releases/government-and-first-nations-work-to-end-drinking-water-advisory-at-
neskantaga-first-nation-637063803.html 
11 http://nationalpost.com/news/politics/trudeau-splits-indigenous-affairs-in-biggest-cabinet-shuffle-since-forming-
government!



CAHSMUN 2018  IPRC Backgrounder B 5 
!

Historical Analysis  
 
The Creation of Reserves and the Indian Act of 1876 
To understand the current water crisis across First Nations reserves in Canada, it is crucial to 
understand the creation of such reserves. The earliest reserves in Canada were created by the 
French in the 1630s to settle down nomadic indigenous groups and convert them to 
Catholicism. In the royal proclamations of 1761 and 1763, King George III wanted to ease the 
tensions between the indigenous peoples and the settlers so he declared that all the land west 
of the Appalachian Mountains belonged to the indigenous people paving the way for treaty 
negotiations to occur.12 However, the rapid move to settle across the land overlooked the 
rights of the indigenous peoples to negotiate as equals with the settlers for land. As a result, 
land was stolen and appropriated from their owners, leading to prolonged land claim 
discussions that have lasted for generations. 
 
In 1876, the government created the Indian Act, which took governing control from 
indigenous leaders and put the government in charge of indigenous affairs, with the exception 
of the Métis and the Inuit. The Act initially allowed for the government to oversee various 
aspects of the indigenous peoples’ lives, controlling their "Indian" status, land, resources, 
schools, wills, and more. The original act sought to erase indigenous culture and assimilate the 
indigenous people into the society of the settlers. For example, people who earned university 
degrees would lose their “Indian” status and were prohibited from practicing their traditions.  
 
The Indian Act of 1876 also outlined the use of residential schools, where indigenous children 
were taken away from their families and forced to lose their culture through assimilation. 
Many survivors of residential schools reported suffering emotional, sexual, and physical 
abuse, the impact of which affects them and their families even today. The practice of using 
residential schools lasted from 1879 to 1996, when the last residential school in Canada closed 
its doors. Only in 2008 did the government officially apologize for its actions.13  
 
Amendments to the Indian Act  
In the 1950s, amendments were proposed by the government to remove some of the most 
restrictive parts of the Indian Act. However, the indigenous people rejected these 
amendments, as they had not been consulted in the process of creating these amendments. It 
was at this time that the government started to discuss with First Nations groups. In 1951, the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
12 Ibid.  
13 http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/background-the-indian-act-1.1056988!
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Indian Act was overhauled removing some of the most restrictive and oppressive policies. 
However, the amendments also created more limitations, particularly indigenous women.14 
 
The Trudeau government of 1969 proposed a White Paper which declared that it intended to 
eradicate the use of “Indian” status and the Department of Indian Affairs to assimilate 
indigenous peoples into Canadian society. However, due to dissent and outrage from the 
indigenous population, the government quickly renounced its decision. Later on, in 1985, the 
Indian Act was amended again with Bill C-31. This bill allowed for bands to have control over 
their member lists and allowed for individuals who had lost their status due to marriage to 
regain their status and rejoin their communities. 
 
To this day, the Indian Act is still in effect despite multiple calls from various groups to repeal 
and completely remove it. It still outlines various aspects of reserves, such as elections and the 
management of band resources. Although the Indian Act has not been abolished, various 
other acts have been passed to allow First Nations some form of self-governance.15  
 

Current Situation 
 
The lack of access to clean water has been linked to many problems within First Nations 
communities across the country. As of September 2017, there are 150 First Nations under 
water advisories south of the 60th parallel, not including communities in British Columbia 
and within the Saskatoon Tribal Council.16 This problem continues to hurt communities and 
individuals who have a right to clean and potable water. As it stands today, the longest water 
advisory has been in place for over 20 years and is not projected to be solved for another year. 
First Nations have had to adapt to this issue for almost an entire generation, leading to 
widespread health problems that have lasted for years.   
 
The Categorization of Water Advisories 
Water advisories encompasses all three different types of warnings issued by the government 
to local communities: boil water advisories (BWAs), do not consume advisories (DNCAs), 
and do not use advisories (DNUAs). These advisories may alternatively be referred to as water 
orders, such as a boil water orders (BWO), do not consume orders (DNCO), and a do not use 
orders (DNUO). These orders and advisories can be issued by the Municipal, Provincial, and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
14 http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/indian-act/ 
15 http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/aboriginal-self-government/ 
16 https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/topics/health-environment/water-quality-health/drinking-
water/advisories-first-nations-south-60.html!
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Federal government as well as the Chiefs and Councils of First Nation communities. Drinking 
water advisories are issued based on tests of the water done by the government to inform the 
affected population of water that is potentially unsafe or unsanitary.  
 
Long-Term Water Advisories 
Many water advisories have been in place for decades and governments at every level have 
failed to come up with a sustainable solution that will reaffirm Canada's commitment to the 
fundamental rights of every citizen. In the past, governments have tried to build new 
treatment plants, only to leave them behind once they are built without anyone to operate 
them, leaving the community with a brand new building and no clean water. This lack of 
human resources is a common occurrence around the country that becomes all the more 
peculiar since Canada has one-fifth of the world’s freshwater supply.17  
 
Between 2004 and 2014, over two-thirds of the First Nations communities in Canada had 
undergone some kind of water advisory.18 In fact, in the same period, 93% of New Brunswick 
First Nations had been under a water advisory, the highest percentage of First Nations groups 
without access to clean water in any province. Alberta follows suit with 87% of First Nations 
reporting some form of water advisory. The province with the lowest rate of water advisories 
was Manitoba, with 51%.19  
 
The most common water advisory reported were boil water advisories. However, many other 
causes may lead to boil water advisories, such as low pressure, faulty pipe connections, and 
improper filtration and treatment of water. These are a result of inadequate or unmaintained 
infrastructure due to a lack of long-term planning by the government. 
 
Proposed Solution from the Trudeau Government 
In 2016, the Trudeau government pledged to spend 1.8 billion dollars to solve the water crisis 
in the next five years, with 141 million dollars of that budget allotted towards the continual 
testing and monitoring of water quality.20 The budget included a plan to end the nation’s 
longest water advisory in the Neskantaga First Nation in 2018; nine million dollars are slated 
to be spent on improving and updating the water plant servicing the community. In an open 
meeting with the Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs, the Chief of the Neskantaga 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
17 http://www.wwf.ca/conservation/freshwater/ 
18 http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/bad-water-third-world-conditions-on-first-nations-in-canada-1.3269500 
19 Ibid.  
20 http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/first-nations-drinking-water-advisories-1.3982999!
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First Nation, Wayne Moonias, said that “for more than 20 years we have not been able to 
drink water from our taps or bathe without getting rashes."21  
 
However, critics are skeptical as to whether a mere five years is enough to solve a problem that 
has persisted for decades. The Federal NDP Indigenous Affairs critic pointed out in early 2017 
that in the year and a half since the government announced the plan, little progress has been 
made to indicate that the problem would go away in the remaining 3.5 years. This plan is not 
just met with criticism from political opponents. According to a report from the David Suzuki 
Foundation in February 2017, the Liberal government's five year plan to lift water advisories 
in communities all across Canada was "flawed," citing problems in the pacing, lack of 
transparency, and absence of long-term planning in the usage of funds.  
 
Although the government has pledged to spend a substantial amount of money to improve the 
water conditions on First Nations, many groups feel that the delay in solving problems to lift 
the water advisory is the main problem. One of the biggest obstacles is the long process to 
improve infrastructure and create a long-term solution. In an update in February 2017, the 
Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs, Carolyn Bennett, announced that it was part of 
her plan to “simplify the process” for First Nations under a water advisory.22  
 
Long-Term Effects 
A lack of clean water has consequences that go further than merely having to drink bottled 
water. Water is essential for everyday tasks such as washing the dishes, doing the laundry, and 
washing our hands. A report published by the Human Rights Watch found that many 
households had families who developed skin infections, eczema, or other skin problems from 
exposure to water. Others entirely avoid the water, instead, choosing to skip steps in 
maintaining their basic personal hygiene such as not bathing.23 One woman in Grassy 
Narrows First Nation found that her son had developed a skin disease that resisted most 
antibiotics available. As a result, she is forced to use large water jugs to bathe her son. This 
situation is similar to many other families across the country.  
 
Additionally, the lack of safe drinking water has been linked to the suicide crises in many First 
Nations across the country. Living in conditions where there is no steady access to clean water 
and sometimes safe housing takes a toll on mental health and leads to problems that will 
persist long after access to clean water is restored.24 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
21 http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/neskantaga-water-plan-1.4225889 
22 Ibid.  
23 https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/06/07/make-it-safe/canadas-obligation-end-first-nations-water-crisis 
24 http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/social-emergencies-summit-1.4038363 
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International Involvement 
 
The Human Rights Watch 
Various international groups have addressed the lack of access to clean water in Canadian 
First Nations in the past. The most vocal proponent of this issue within the international 
community is the Human Rights Watch, which has published a 90 page report on the issue 
and launched a campaign on "Canada's obligation to end the water crisis." In this report, the 
HRW outlines recommendations to the Canadian government to solve the issue, noting the 
proposed budget from the Trudeau government.   
 
The Human Rights Watch also outlines its research methodology in the report. They focused 
on five different communities that represent a range of people from various demographics 
with different water sources, interviewing 68 different people within these communities 
including residents and officials. The HRW also looked at existing data, reports, and policies 
within the Canadian government. In 2016, they submitted their report along with a letter to 
the Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs but were given no reply.  
 
The United Nations 
Although not explicitly addressing the issue in Canada, the United Nations passed legislation 
in June 2010 that recognizes the access to clean water as a basic human right.25 Through this 
policy, the government outlined the necessity of water and its contribution to living a healthy 
life. In fact, the Canadian government, in a letter in June 2012, outlined their affirmation of 
the right to water as a basic human right to the United Nations.  
 
The letter states that, "water and sanitation services should be physically and economically 
accessible on an equal and non-discriminatory basis” and “Canada undertakes to continue 
efforts towards the progressive realization domestically of the human right to safe drinking 
water and basic sanitation through national and subnational actions, with a particular 
emphasis on people living in vulnerable situations.”26 The latter excerpt is potentially referring 
to the water crisis on First Nations land across the country. 
 
In the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), the 
United Nations outlines and reaffirms that "States shall establish and implement assistance 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
25 http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml 
26 http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/CONF.216/12!
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programmes for indigenous peoples for such conservation and protection [of their 
environment], without discrimination."27 
 

Possible Solutions 
 
Long-Term Solutions  
One of the most significant issues is the lack of long-term planning. Often, water treatment 
plants are built without someone to maintain them or budgeting for long-term maintenance. 
Planning for malfunctions, repairs, or even training someone to acquire the skill set required 
to maintain the water plant is essential to ensuring that a community is sustainable in the long 
run. Safeguards should be put in place to protect the people from going through a cycle of one 
water advisory after another. This forethought would include planning out a method for 
communities to access the funds to maintain a water treatment system and creating better 
accountability measures against governments and other bodies involved. 
 
Creating Awareness 
Although those living without access to clean water are aware of their situation, others around 
Canada may lack the knowledge. Support from other groups such as Amnesty International, 
the Human Rights Watch, and other similar organizations will help create support and allow 
for the general public to be educated on the subject. Additionally, this also allows for medical 
professionals to be able to deal with the health problems that arise with the lack of proper 
water treatment. Creating more awareness within the general public may also make it easier 
for First Nations groups to negotiate with the government, as pressure from the people will act 
as an incentive, allowing for promises to be fulfilled. Although awareness will not be the final 
solution to the problem, it is a catalyst for solutions and the first step to creating a culture in 
Canada that recognizes and supports Aboriginal relationships without setting a double 
standard.  
 
Funding Allocation  
Although going down the route of increasing funding is something that has proven to be a 
slippery slope in the past, money is required to repair water treatment systems. The most 
important issue with funding is not the magnitude, but rather the appropriate allocation and 
usage. Delegates must ensure that the funding is used efficient and safeguards are put in place 
that ensures follow-through.  
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!
27 http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf 
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Speeding up the Process 
One of the largest hurdles for First Nations under water advisories is the process in which to 
apply for help; currently, the process is bogged with bureaucracy. The David Suzuki 
Foundation estimates that it takes about 5-10 years for the average community to have a water 
advisory lifted. Meanwhile, political interests change and residents of First Nations across the 
country suffer the consequences. Streamlining the process and ensuring that the process is 
efficient and productive is essential to ensuring that the basic rights of every citizen are 
protected.   
 
Partnership with Local Communities and Institutions  
Such partnerships may include creating relationships with local communities, educational 
institutions, or businesses. The privatization of water and introduction of businesses to the 
water provision process may prove to be beneficial in incentivizing faster and higher quality 
services for these Indigenous communities. In addition, First Nations communities could 
work with nearby communities and universities in helping raise awareness about their 
struggles. With misconceptions from both the general public and these specific Aboriginal 
groups, stereotypes must be overcome in order to establish productive relationships.   
 

Bloc Positions 
 
Federal Government 
The Federal government is heavily involved in the process of ensuring that water advisories 
are lifted. They are responsible for setting a budget and working with indigenous communities 
to understand where the individual problems lie within each community under a water 
advisory. It is in the best interest of the federal government to provide for their citizens and to 
ensure that their basic rights are being met. The federal government acknowledges that the 
access to water without discrimination is a basic right.  
 
Currently, the Federal government is in the second year of a five year plan to lift water 
advisories in First Nations across the nation. They have lifted 18, but more water advisories 
are being implemented than lifted, and more people are becoming skeptical of their ability to 
meet the five-year goal. The federal government is trying to work with indigenous leaders to 
streamline the process and provide support for communities that have been under water 
advisories for many years. 
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Provincial Government 
Provincial governments have the responsibility of administering health care for those who live 
within their jurisdictions. As such, provincial governments should be more concerned with 
the task of providing adequate healthcare in conjunction with the Federal government’s 
efforts to lift the water advisories within communities. Many residents under water advisories 
have issues with skin diseases such as eczema and chronic skin infections. 
 
In addition, provincial ministries of Indigenous Affairs should work with the federal ministry 
to ensure that there is cohesion in their strategies and to allow for smaller First Nations 
groups to voice their concerns and issues with regards to water and healthcare access. This 
multi-faceted approach will allow for a more cohesive plan that is tailored to each individual 
community.  
 
Indigenous Groups and Governments 
Indigenous leaders are integral in voicing the concerns of their communities to the federal and 
provincial government. They often open their doors temporarily for nonprofit organizations 
and researchers to assess the situation and allow the public to understand the crisis at hand. In 
the past, indigenous leaders have sometimes been forgotten in negotiations and should 
remember that they have just as much of a right, under international law, to a voice in 
discussions regarding their land and communities.   
 
Currently, other non-indigenous groups who have been under water advisories have had their 
situation highly publicized and fixed relatively quickly, while the problem within indigenous 
communities has been left unattended for years. Putting pressure and lobbying for quicker aid 
to ensure that promises are being followed through is key to ensuring that any solution passed 
will be more effective than previous solutions.  
 
Third-Party and International Bodies 
Although United Nations resolutions are not binding, putting the spotlight on the issue on an 
international stage will aid in putting pressure on the current government to stay true to their 
promises in providing access to clean water for indigenous communities around Canada. 
Other international bodies such as nonprofit groups have the power to put the issue in the 
spotlight and educate the rest of the population about the widespread issue within Canada as 
well by doing their research and speaking with residents and officials of First Nations. In 
many cases, these groups are able to present an unbiased and third-party viewpoint on 
pertinent issues, allowing for more equality and fostering of stronger relationships in the 
reconciliation process.  
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Discussion Questions 
 

1.)!Why has this problem persisted for so long? What systemic barriers exist that 
continually prevent access to clean water? What can be done to reconcile the delay in 
aid from the government?  

2.)!What have previous solutions to this problem entailed? What are the main problems 
with previous solutions? Is the current five-year plan effective, why or why not? 

3.)!Should there be more international intervention in this issue? If so, what can 
international bodies do to aid in the situation? 

4.)!How can First Nations group participate in the diplomatic process and advocate for 
solutions to the crisis? Should the youth of First Nations be more involved with the 
process? 

5.)!What can we do to prevent health issues like this from getting out of hand? What role 
do Provincial and Federal governments play in tackle the side-effects of the water 
crisis?  
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