
Why Canada needs a National Water Policy 
Water is vital to people’s health and livelihoods. In 
Canada, there is no national strategy to address ur-
gent water issues and no federal leadership to con-
serve and protect our water. The Federal Water Pol-
icy is more than 30-years-old and badly outdated. 

Canada’s economy is built on the myth of an abun-
dance of freshwater. In fact, only one per cent of 
freshwater in Canada is renewable. Water use and 
consumption in Canada will remain unsustainable 
unless protective measures are taken.

 
 
 
It is time for the Canadian government to implement a comprehensive  
National Water Policy that:

Establishes national enforceable drinking water 
standards. Canada does not have legally enforce-
able drinking water standards. In March 2015, the 
Council of Canadians reported there were at least 
1,593 drinking water advisories currently in place in 
Canadian municipalities, not including First Nations 
communities.  Several communities have endured 
drinking water advisories for years, and 90 Canadi-
ans die from water-borne disease every year.

There are many examples of water tragedies in Can-
ada. In 2000, seven people died in the community 
of Walkerton, Ontario when their drinking water 
was contaminated with E. coli. In 2001, more than 
7,000 people were made sick during a three-month 
period by parasite-infected water in Battleford, Sas-
katchewan. In 2005, people in Kasechewan, a Cree 
community in Ontario, were forced to evacuate 
their homes because of water contamination.

Indigenous communities in Canada have been af-
fected disproportionately by the water crisis. There 
are regularly over 100 Indigenous communities un-
der water advisories, with more than half of the ad-
visories in place for between five to 15 years. Shoal 
Lake First Nation No. 40, located in the Eastman Re-
gion of Manitoba and the Kenora District of Ontario, 
has been under a boil water advisory for more than 
17 years. Despite repeated government pledges to 
ensure First Nations have access to clean drinking 
water their water is still often contaminated. 

Recognizes water as a human right. Since July 28, 
2010, the United Nations has passed several reso-
lutions recognizing the human right to water and 
sanitation. Canada has endorsed this human right 
so it must now be recognized at every level of gov-
ernment. This will ensure that all people living in 
Canada, without discrimination, are legally entitled 
to safe, clean drinking water and water for sanita-
tion in sufficient quantities, and that inequalities in 
access are addressed immediately. The recognition 
of water as a human right will give communities 
lacking access to clean drinking water a legal tool to 
exercise this right. It will also provide legal recourse 
if a water source is damaged by industrial activities.

Rivière Saint-Maurice enters the St. Lawrence River at 
Trois-Rivières. Photo by Flickr user abdallahh, CC by 2.0



Respects Indigenous water rights. Canada was 
founded on the traditional lands of Indigenous peo-
ples. Indigenous peoples have occupied the lands, 
implemented their governance systems and laws, 
and have never relinquished rights to their lands 
and adjacent waters with the signing of treaties. 
Indigenous peoples’ rights to the waters must be 
respected by governments and industry alike. In-
digenous water declarations recognize the sacred 
responsibility of Indigenous peoples to protect 
the water rights of current and future generations. 
The Save the Fraser Declaration and the Kitchenu-
hmaykoosib Inninuwug Water Declaration prohibit 
industrial projects like tar sands pipelines and min-
ing from harming Indigenous peoples’ land and 
waters. Free, prior and informed consent must be 
obtained by governments and industry on activities 
affecting indigenous lands and territories.

Declares surface and groundwater a public trust. 
The declaration of surface and groundwater as a 
public trust will require the government to protect 
water for communities’ reasonable use. Under a 
public trust doctrine, community interest in water 
would take precedence over private use. Permis-
sion to extract groundwater under the public trust 
doctrine, for example, might be granted based on 
the ability to show how the community would ben-
efit for any proposed extraction. It may also lead 
to the creation of a hierarchy of use requiring that 
water use be allocated for ecosystems and basic hu-
man needs first, and not corporate needs such as 
large-scale industrial projects, or by bottled water 
companies.

Creates a national public water infrastructure fund. 
Decades of cuts in infrastructure funding, coupled 
with the downloading of several programs and ser-
vices to municipal governments, have resulted in 
a municipal infrastructure deficit. The Alternative 
Federal Budget estimates the cost of replacing and 
maintaining water, wastewater and stormwater 
systems in Canada to be $97 billion.  Communities 
across the country are in desperate need of mon-
ey to pay for water pipes and filtration systems. In 
2009, the Harper government created PPP Canada, 
a program that explicitly promotes the privatization 
of public services by only providing funding to pub-
lic-private partnerships (P3s) in water and waste-
water, transportation and communication services. 
Water is a public health and safety concern and is 
best managed, regulated and financed by public sys-
tems that are accountable to the community. When 
for-profit interests control drinking water, quality 
decreases and costs increase. Money is needed to 
ensure municipal infrastructure is rebuilt to provide 
publicly-owned and operated water infrastructure, 
not the failed P3 model that was promoted and 
funded by the former Harper government.

Provides a strategy to address water pollution. Al-
though regulating water pollution falls largely un-
der provincial jurisdiction, the federal government 
is responsible for protecting fish-bearing waters 
through the Fisheries Act and controlling toxic sub-
stances under the Canadian Environmental Protec-
tion Act. 

Deomstrators march against the now defeated Dump 
Site 41 proposal in Simcoe County, ON.



 
A strategy is needed to address the following water pollution concerns:

Ending extreme energy projects. Extreme energy 
is a group of new energy extraction methods that 
require more water and resources and are more 
destructive to the environment and surrounding 
communities.  Examples include tar sands devel-
opment, hydraulic fracturing (fracking), mountain 
top removal mining and deep water drilling. Bans 
on fracking, tar sands expansion and new tar sands 
pipelines are needed if communities are to protect 
their waterways from pollution. 

Reinstating changes to environmental legisla-
tion. The 2012 omnibus budget bills implemented 
sweeping changes to environmental laws and re-
moved critical safeguards for water protection. The 
Canadian Environmental Assessment Act was re-
placed with a new act that eliminated 3,000 federal 
environmental assessments. The former Harper 
government also gutted the Fisheries Act and re-
moved protections for 99 per cent of lakes and riv-
ers by overhauling the Navigable Waters Protection 
Act.

Removing Schedule 2 from the Fisheries Act. Lakes 
that would normally be protected as fish habitat by 
the Fisheries Act are being redefined as “tailing im-
poundment areas” in a 2002 schedule added to the 
Metal Mining Effluent Regulations of the Act. Under 
this schedule, healthy freshwater lakes lose all pro-
tection and become dumpsites for mining waste. 
Canada is the only industrialized country to allow 
this practice.

Funding for national standards for sewage treat-
ment. The federal government passed national 
wastewater regulations in June 2012, but failed to 
allocate any funding of the more than $20 billion 
that is needed for municipalities to complete the 
upgrades. 

Banning bulk water exports. Canada and the Unit-
ed States share interconnected water systems. In 
recent years, right-wing think tanks in both the 
United States and Canada have floated proposals 
to export water from Manitoba and Quebec. Bulk 
water exports and diversions would leave water 
vulnerable to environmental depletion and to inter-
national trade challenges that could permanently 
open the floodgates for even more harmful water 
withdrawals. 

Excluding water from NAFTA and all future trade 
agreements. Under the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA), water is defined as an invest-
ment and a service. This protects the right of for-
eign investors to consume vast and unsustainable 
amounts of water to extract oil from the tar sands, 
to bottle ancient glacier water and groundwater, 
and to dump toxic waste into lakes. If a corporation 
is granted permission to export water anywhere in 
Canada, it becomes a tradeable good under NAFTA, 
and other provinces will have to grant similar ac-
cess to corporations seeking water export rights. 
Only a clear exclusion of water from NAFTA and the 
Canada-European Union Comprehensive Economic 
and Trade Agreement (CETA), as well as other trade 
agreements, will avert this threat.

A tar sands tailings pond.
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Take Action for a National Water Policy!
Contact Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and federal party leaders and tell them Canada needs a National 
Water Policy now!

Prime Minister Justin Trudeau     pm@pm.gc.ca, 613-947-0310 (fax)    

Conservative Party Leader (Interim) Rona Ambrose rona.ambrose@parl.gc.ca, 613-996-0785 (fax)

Green Party Leader Elizabeth May    elizabeth.may@parl.gc.ca, 613-996-0850 (fax)

New Democratic Party Leader Tom Mulcair   thomas.mulcair@parl.gc.ca, 613-947-0868 (fax) 

All letters to party leaders can be sent to:    House of Commons 
       Ottawa, Ontario 
       K1A 0A6

For more information about the Council of Canadians’ water campaign call us toll-free  
at 1-800-387-7177, or visit our website at www.canadians.org/water.

Council of Canadians activists demand Canada 
recognize the human right to water.


