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The Dene Nation held a National Environment and Water Summit in Yellowknife during the month of November, themed “Putting a Face to the Water Crisis”. This was an excellent opportunity for the PSAC to gain more information about the growing water concerns within First Nations, Inuit, and Métis communities, as well as the infringement of privatization on the rights of Canadians.
Representatives from the PSAC included Jean-François Des Lauriers, Regional Executive Vice President of PSAC North; Kim Bailey, Executive Assistant to the North REVP; Sean Glavine, Regional Representative; and Heidi-Ann Wild, Regional Political Communications Officer for the North.
Current Situation on Water

Environmental scientists and legal experts from across the country attended the Summit to explain the dire situation being faced by communities across the globe in regards to the water crisis. Presenters stated that global greenhouse gas emissions are being produced at an alarming rate, depleting the protective ozone layer and warming the planet. Communities around the world that depend on streams and rivers fed by glaciers are running out of water from these sources due to rapid glacier melt. It is projected that the world population will double in size by 2050, with several cities across the globe drying up by 2030. Additionally, warmer temperatures are melting the polar ice, which assisted in deflecting some of the sun’s rays. Melting of the polar ice will assist in causing exponential increases in temperature, and thus, increasing threats to water supply. 
The Canadian government is not taking action. 
Alberta tar sands: a snapshot
Tar Sands are considered by many environmental scientists to be the most destructive project globally. In Canada, the Alberta tar sands are considered by environmentalists to be irresponsible development due to their increasing threat to water supply. Not only are they the second largest tar sands in the world (next to Saudi Arabia), but they also represent the largest consumption of water in the Athabasca River basin. It takes between 2 to 5 barrels of water to produce 1 barrel of oil. Currently they are producing one million barrels of oil a day, drawing enough water out of the Athabasca River to sustain a city of two million people for a year. The majority of the water they are using for extraction cannot be reused due to severe contamination, and is pumped into some of the world’s largest toxic waste holding dikes. Due to corporate influences, there are no regulatory processes protecting the Athabasca River.
Some of the Chiefs gave examples of alarming health concerns that have arisen in their communities over the past few decades, attributing it to pollution from tar sands development in their regions. Citizens of the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation communities have been rapidly dying of rare and unusual cancers. People living in these communities, as well as the medical professionals who are treating them, believe that the toxic by-products from the tar sands are polluting the water in the region and making people sick. Testing of moose in the area revealed 460 times the normal rates of arsenic found in their bloodstreams, and major abnormalities were found in aquatic life within the lakes and rivers. Although health authorities have expressed growing concerns over this situation, Health Canada has been continually deflecting requests by First Nations to conduct investigative health studies and had refused a community-based monitoring program.  A week after the Summit, Alberta’s environment Minister committed to the program. First Nations groups have voiced skepticism about this commitment based on the government’s past failures to deliver. 
Issues arising from the Alberta tar sands will soon be shared with the North. Because it takes 3 barrels of water to produce 1 barrel of oil from the tar sands and with the effects of global warming, the Athabasca River is steadily decreasing in flow. Yet oil corporations, aided by the Canadian government, would like to increase oil production to 5 – 6 million barrels of oil a day by 2030. Because water from the Athabasca region flows north, contributing to water systems in the Northwest Territories, development in Alberta is quickly becoming a northern issue.

A Political Commodity
With water poisoning and depletion quickly becoming a global crisis, water is becoming a commodity in hot demand. Although Canada is richer in water resources than some other parts of the world, environmental scientists are stating that Canada does not have a surplus, which they say is a myth being propagated by governments. Despite that 80 communities in Canada have to boil their water, Canada is reaping profits by sending clean water across the boarder, selling it internationally. Due to rapid water depletion in other areas of the world, such as Africa and Asia, the demand is increasing. Because water is in such demand, questions are arising over who is going to control this commodity. Currently the corporations are dominating the conversation.
The formation of international water councils is being heralded by governments as tending to the impending crisis. However, these councils are comprised of corporations, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and have little interest in protecting the rights of public citizens to their water. Rather, they are limiting the vision of people’s relationship to water as being subsistence only. There is no indigenous representation on these councils; invitations are often sent out last minute, making it difficult for indigenous peoples to gather funding for attendance. Not surprisingly, these water councils are encouraging governments to privatize water. 
Canada is currently attempting to implement legislation that will undermine the ability of the public to fight for their rights to water and make legal battles obsolete. By cutting the Court Challenges Program, the Conservative government has effectively removed another resource that the public could use to challenge the government and assert their rights.
First Nations Rights

Considering the current situation with water across the globe, there is a lot of debate going on about ownership between the federal, provincial, and territorial governments, and First Nations. The position of the Canadian government is that they own the water on reserves, and First Nations communities are required to apply for licenses to access it. Although debates about water are ongoing, water in Canada is already being signed away in Free Trade Agreements without First Nations consent.

There was a lot of discussion at the Summit about the need for First Nations to ensure that their rights to jurisdiction are enforced. Because treaties make reference to water, jurisdiction over water can be asserted through the recognition of Aboriginal Treaty rights under Section 35 of the Canadian constitution.Treaties are also an excellent tool on international ground, being that self-determination is an internationally recognized right. However, questions are arising about how to implement international treaty rights in relation to water. Although an international treaty study was pushed for at the Geneva Convention, Canada lobbied against it.
A main point was emphasized at the Summit that Aboriginal people are mistakenly referred to by governments as ‘stakeholders’. It was strongly agreed that this reference needs to be corrected. Aboriginal people are not stakeholders; they are owners of the land under Treaty, which should be strongly asserted in all dealings with government and corporations.
Recommendations & Action
On the last day of the Summit, elders and chiefs requested more discussion around proposed actions and solutions. It was unanimously agreed that traditional knowledge must play an important role in determining the impacts of climate change, as well as finding solutions to the crisis we are now faced with. While western science is still developing, traditional knowledge is thousands of years old. This knowledge needs to be used now, while the elders are still present to share their wisdom.

In addition to a much needed change in approach, Aboriginal rights need to be asserted and respected. There needs to be a push for the resolution of Treaty Rights, and a call to action for the adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which will also have implications for water jurisdiction.
Many of the presenters came forward with recommendations. The NWT Minister for the Environment and Natural Resources, the Honourable Michael Miltenberger, mentioned the need for a national water strategy, especially considering that there are currently in excess of 100 First Nations communities at risk for clean water shortage. Until these critical issues are worked out, the Pembina Institute recommends a temporary suspension of tar sand development to implement environmental frameworks. Because water flows north from the tar sands, there should be a northern river basin study, including an analysis of both air and water. The Wilson Research group also recommends that Canada should withdraw from trade agreements.
There was also discussion about developing a Royal Commission on Water. However, many felt that the process would be too long and wouldn’t be independent enough from the federal government. Alternatively, it was considered that an independent, self-funded Indigenous Commission on Water be developed, based on the need for a unified voice to speak out on the current crisis. A resolution (see attached) was put forward at the Summit calling for the creation of this entity, stating that its membership be inclusive of all Indigenous peoples in Canada. Chiefs, lawyers, and attending participants all agreed that Aboriginal people need to develop their own declarations on water and assert them. This could be done through the proposed Indigenous Commission.
There are some tough battles ahead, and it was agreed that this is a critical time for solidarity between Aboriginal peoples, non-governmental organizations, and allies from the private sector. Jean-François Des Lauriers made a commitment at the Summit that the PSAC will stand in solidarity with Aboriginal peoples in their fight to assert their rights.
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