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Standing Committee on Public Accounts

Thursday, April 29, 2021

● (1100)

[English]
The Chair (Mrs. Kelly Block (Carlton Trail—Eagle Creek,

CPC)): I call this meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number 28 of the Standing Committee on
Public Accounts.

The committee is meeting in public today and is being televised.

Pursuant to Standing Order 108(3)(g), the committee is meeting
today to study “Report 3—Access to Safe Drinking Water in First
Nations Communities—Indigenous Services Canada” of the 2021
reports 1 to 5 of the Auditor General of Canada.

Today's meeting is taking place in a hybrid format, pursuant to
the House order of January 25, 2021. Therefore, members may be
attending in person in the room or remotely by using the Zoom ap‐
plication. However, I understand that everyone is attending virtual‐
ly today, so for those of you who are, I will just go through a few
reminders.

Interpretation services are available for this meeting. You have
the choice, at the bottom of your screen, of either “Floor”, “En‐
glish” or “French”. Before speaking, click on the microphone icon
to activate your own mike. When you are done speaking, please put
your mike on mute to minimize any interference. When speaking,
please speak slowly and clearly.

Unless there are exceptional circumstances, the use of a headset
with a boom microphone is mandatory for everyone participating
remotely.

Should any technical challenges arise, please advise the chair.
Please note that we may then need to suspend a few minutes, as we
need to ensure that all members are able to participate fully.

If the members agree, I'd like to take about five minutes at the
end of the meeting for a bit of committee business.

Now I'd like to welcome our witnesses. Joining us today from
the Office of the Auditor General are Karen Hogan, Auditor Gener‐
al of Canada, and Glenn Wheeler, principal. From the Department
of Indigenous Services, we have Christiane Fox, deputy minister;
Joanne Wilkinson, senior assistant deputy minister, regional opera‐
tions sector; Chad Westmacott, director general, community infras‐
tructure branch; and Jennifer Esdaile, director, strategic water man‐
agement.

I will now turn it over to Ms. Hogan for five minutes.

● (1105)

Ms. Karen Hogan (Auditor General of Canada, Office of the
Auditor General): Madam Chair, thank you for this opportunity to
discuss our recent report on access to safe drinking water in first
nations communities. Joining me today is Glenn Wheeler, the prin‐
cipal who was responsible for the audit.

Reliable access to safe drinking water is vital to the health and
well-being of all, including the people living in the more than 600
first nations communities across Canada. Many of these communi‐
ties have lived for a long time without the assurance that their
drinking water is safe.

In 2015, the federal government committed to eliminating all
long-term drinking water advisories on public water systems on
first nations reserves by March 31, 2021.

Overall, Indigenous Services Canada has not provided the sup‐
port needed to ensure that first nations communities have ongoing
access to safe drinking water. In fact, in December 2020 the minis‐
ter acknowledged that the department was not on track to meet its
March 31 target.

We found that since the federal government's 2015 commitment,
there have been a total of 160 long-term drinking water advisories
on public water systems in first nations communities. As of
November 1, 2020, 60 remained in effect in 41 first nations com‐
munities, with almost half of the advisories having been in place for
more than a decade.

In addition, we found that some long-term advisories were lifted
only as a result of interim measures that did not fully address the
underlying deficiencies. For some of these water systems, long-
term solutions were not expected to be completed until 2025.

[Translation]

The audit team also found that Indigenous Services Canada's ef‐
forts have been constrained by an outdated policy and formula for
funding the operation and maintenance of public water systems.
The department had not amended the funding formula since it was
first developed 30 years ago. Until the formula is updated, it is un‐
clear whether recent funding increases will be sufficient to meet
first nations' water infrastructure needs.
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The department has been working with first nations to provide
first nations communities with drinking water protections compara‐
ble to other communities in Canada. However, we found that there
is still no regulatory regime in place 15 years after we first recom‐
mended it.

The federal government emphasizes the importance of reconcili‐
ation and the renewal of a nation-to-nation relationship between
Canada and indigenous communities that is based on the recogni‐
tion of indigenous rights, respect, co‑operation and partnership. In‐
digenous Services Canada must work in partnership with first na‐
tions to develop and implement lasting solutions for safe drinking
water in first nations communities. This is a key component of rec‐
onciliation.

Over the last few decades, many of my predecessors have raised
concerns about programs that failed to effectively serve Canada's
indigenous peoples. I am very concerned, and honestly disheart‐
ened, to find myself reporting a long-standing issue that is still not
resolved. Access to safe drinking water is a basic human necessity.
I don't believe anyone would say that this situation is in any way
acceptable in Canada in 2021.

We made five recommendations to Indigenous Services Canada,
and the department has agreed with all of them.

Madam Chair, this concludes my opening remarks. We would be
pleased to answer any questions the committee may have.

Thank you.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Hogan.

We will now go to Ms. Fox for five minutes.
[Translation]

Ms. Christiane Fox (Deputy Minister, Department of Indige‐
nous Services): Thank you, Madam Chair.
[English]

Good morning, everyone.
[Translation]

I would like to acknowledge before I begin that I am on the un‐
ceded traditional territory of the Algonquin people.

Thank you to the committee for having me.

The Government of Canada has made it a top priority to ensure
that all first nation communities have access to safe, clean and reli‐
able drinking water.

The department has welcomed the Office of the Auditor General
of Canada's report on the issue of safe drinking water in first na‐
tions communities, and shares her commitment on the issue. The
report includes five recommendations, each of which aligns with
actions the government is taking to ensure every first nation com‐
munity has access to clean water.

The department remains committed to implementing the action
plan, working in partnership with first nations and following the
transformation agenda.

Let me begin by noting that the impact of COVID‑19 in the past
year cannot be understated. The pandemic has delayed the comple‐
tion of infrastructure projects across the country, including projects
aimed at addressing long-term drinking water advisories. The
health and well-being of first nation community members remains
our top priority.

First nations are leading the response to protect their communi‐
ties from COVID‑19. In some cases, this has had an effect on get‐
ting equipment and resources into communities, especially in re‐
mote and northern areas.

The government recently announced significant investments to
continue work aimed at lifting long-term drinking water advisories,
to continue supporting water and wastewater infrastructure invest‐
ments, and to support the operation and maintenance of water and
wastewater systems.

With the combined investments made as part of budget 2019 and
the $1.5 billion in additional funding announced by the department
in December 2020, by 2025, Indigenous Services Canada will have
increased the annual funding it provides first nations to support the
operation and maintenance of water and wastewater systems by al‐
most four times.

The increase in operations and maintenance funding has already
started flowing directly to first nations, with 2020‑21 operations
and maintenance top-ups having been provided.

In addition, budget 2021 committed $4.3 billion over four years
to support infrastructure projects in first nations, Inuit and Métis
Nation communities, and $1.7 billion over five years to cover the
cost of operations and maintenance of community infrastructure in
first nations communities on reserve.

● (1110)

[English]

Working with indigenous partners, these investments will make
significant strides in closing gaps between indigenous and non-in‐
digenous peoples, support healthy, safe and prosperous indigenous
communities, and advance meaningful reconciliation with first na‐
tions, Inuit, and the Métis nation. These investments will support
continued action on infrastructure and clean water.

The long-term drinking water advisory commitment was made to
address drinking water issues and concerns on reserve. Partnering
with first nations, the government has collectively taken a number
of important actions that have improved drinking water on reserve.

In November 2015, there were 105 long-term drinking water ad‐
visories on public systems on reserves across the country. Since
then, 58 long-term drinking water advisories have been added. First
nations, with support from Indigenous Services Canada, have lifted
106 long-term drinking water advisories. In addition to that, 179
short-term drinking water advisories at risk of becoming long-term
have been lifted, ensuring clean drinking water to first nations.
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Initiatives are well under way to address the 52 remaining long-
term drinking water advisories in 33 communities.

Long-term solutions are under way in all cases where interim
measures were put in place to provide communities with clean
drinking water as soon as possible.

The department also continues to support a first nations-led en‐
gagement process for the development of that long-term strategy.
We will continue to work to ensure that funding is available to
commit towards these important water projects and address the
long-term needs of communities.

In alignment with the Office of the Auditor General's recommen‐
dations, the government will continue to work with first nations to
conduct performance inspections of water systems annually and as‐
set condition assessments every three years to identify deficiencies.

Still, we realize more work needs to be done. The government
values input from the OAG and other observers, and we will con‐
tinue to work in concert with first nations partners to improve water
infrastructure on reserve and support access to safe, clean and reli‐
able drinking water.

In closing, we remain committed to clean drinking water because
it is about building a sustainable foundation that ensures first na‐
tions communities have that access to drinking water now and into
the future.

Meegwetch. Nakurmiik. Marsi. Thank you.
● (1115)

[Translation]

Thank you.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Fox.

We will now go to our rounds of questioning, starting with our
six-minute round.

Mr. Webber, you have six minutes.
[Translation]

Mr. Luc Berthold (Mégantic—L'Érable, CPC): I have a point
of order, Madam Chair.
[English]

The Chair: Go ahead, Mr. Berthold.
[Translation]

Mr. Luc Berthold: I want to bring an important point to the wit‐
nesses' attention. I think my fellow members will agree with me.

We received the department's action plan only an hour before to‐
day's meeting. Frankly, that isn't enough time to properly review
the plan, so we may very well ask questions that are already cov‐
ered in the action plan.

I also want to make the Indigenous Services Canada officials
aware that we need more time to consider and examine their an‐
swers. I would ask them to bear with us if we ask questions about
the action plan, because we likely will.

Madam Clerk, could the committee ask the witnesses and depart‐
mental representatives who will be appearing next to adhere to a
more reasonable time frame, so we have time to read the action
plan before the meeting.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Berthold. I know that our
clerk works diligently to get the information that we need to you in
a very timely way. As the chair, I take your point as well.

Go ahead, Mr. Webber, for six minutes.

Mr. Len Webber (Calgary Confederation, CPC): Thank you,
Madam Chair.

Absolutely, I can concur with Mr. Berthold on that. To get the in‐
formation sooner would certainly help.

I thank Ms. Hogan and Ms. Fox for their presentations today.

Ms. Fox, you talked a bit about the budget, and that was some‐
thing that I jumped into. I sifted through the budget and found that
on page 265 it says there's “$1.7 billion over five years to cover op‐
erations and maintenance costs of on reserve community infrastruc‐
ture in First Nations communities.” You mentioned the number of
billions of dollars going into community infrastructure as well, but
that could be a hockey arena or anything other than a water treat‐
ment facility.

Page 245 of the budget indicated “new investment of over $18
billion over the next five years, to improve the quality of life and
create new opportunities for people living in Indigenous communi‐
ties.” It also said, “These investments will support continued action
on infrastructure”, and then mentions “and clean water”, which is
nice to see in the document. On page 248, it says there's $125 mil‐
lion over four years, beginning next year, “to continue to support
First Nations communities' reliable access to clean water and help
ensure the safe delivery of health and social services on reserve.”

None of these three points that I bring up really specify what
type of money is going directly into water and water treatment.
Have you any idea of what money you're getting in this new budget
that is targeted specifically for water and water treatment in indige‐
nous first nation communities?

Thanks.
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Ms. Christiane Fox: First, I would say the following. Since
2016 we have invested $4.27 billion. That is directly to repair water
and waste-water infrastructure and support the effective manage‐
ment and maintenance of water systems on reserve. I would also
note that in the fall economic statement, there was a commitment
that is very specific to water operation and maintenance. In Decem‐
ber of 2020, $1.5 billion was announced. That includes $616.3 mil‐
lion over six years, with about $115 million ongoing. That is direct‐
ly for the operation and maintenance of water infrastructure in com‐
munities. That money is very dedicated to that activity. We have a
series of budget announcements over the last five years that have
very specific and direct funding for water infrastructure.

With respect to budget 2021, you are correct that there is $4.3
billion dedicated to infrastructure, but it's infrastructure at large,
and it is distinctions-based. We will have to work with first nations
leadership, the Inuit and the Métis nation to have a distinctions-
based strategy in order to dedicate funding to infrastructure priori‐
ties. In that there will be water infrastructure.

I would say that in terms of the very specific funding that I think
will have a huge impact on our ability, it's this O and M money that
we received in both budget 2019 and the fall economic statement
that really allows us to pursue the important work of the critical in‐
frastructure as well as the operation and maintenance training needs
of communities to be able to respond. It's about getting the systems
in, but it's also about getting the expertise to manage the system and
to monitor the system. That can really be about job creation. It's
about the transformation agenda whereby first nations leadership
and the community can take ownership of that water system. We
want to work very closely with them on that.

With regard to the $18 billion dedicated to indigenous priorities,
that touches the next year of COVID supports that will continue. It
touches health transformation, anti-racism, infrastructure, gover‐
nance; it's kind of a long list. We'll be working with our partners to
work through budget 2021 and marry it with previous investments
with, as I said, a starting point of over $4.2 billion for water infras‐
tructure.
● (1120)

Mr. Len Webber: Great.

You mentioned that this is a huge amount of money, obviously.
It's $4.2 billion. Do you think that is a sufficient amount of money
to alleviate the problems in these first nations communities and re‐
serves?

Ms. Christiane Fox: I think we have seen over the last few
years a continued commitment towards addressing these water
challenges. This has not been an exercise of just lifting drinking
water advisories. Obviously, that is a very focused part of our de‐
partment and our mandate, but really it's about that long-term strat‐
egy.

Will more investments be required into the future? I can't say that
this is enough to solve everything forever, but I think what we're
seeing is dedicated funding for infrastructure and, in addition to
that, for operation and maintenance. I can't stress how important
that is, especially as we look at new technologies in water. How do
we sustain the shifts and the advancements to have better operating
systems in communities?

We will keep working through it with communities, with first na‐
tions leaders, to see what solutions work for their communities and
how we can empower them and support them in making the right
decisions.

I would just note that a big part of the focus in this—

The Chair: Thank you.

Ms. Christiane Fox: Sorry.

The Chair: I'm sorry. We are over time.

Mr. Len Webber: Thank you, Ms. Fox.

The Chair: Perhaps you could make your observation in another
answer.

We will now go to Mr. Longfield for six minutes.

Mr. Lloyd Longfield (Guelph, Lib.): Thank you.

Perhaps Ms. Fox could complete her thought there. It's along the
lines of some of the questioning I had as well.

Ms. Christiane Fox: Okay. Thank you.

We have a program here at Indigenous Services Canada called
the circuit rider training program—namely, how do we actually de‐
velop the skill set within communities to develop a workforce that
can do that very important operation and maintenance? Through
that program, we try to develop that skill and capability and provide
the tools required for communities to manage their projects. We
work with first nations leaders and communities directly as well as
with other organizations. How can we empower youth through
skills, learning and training so that they can be part of the solution?
How can we empower women so that they can be part of the solu‐
tion?

I would just note that this program, with the O and M funding we
got, can really expand and build. It has that reliability over the long
term.

● (1125)

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: Thank you.

You mentioned the women. Quite often in indigenous communi‐
ties the women are the water watchers, the ones who take care of
the water. It's important to have them involved, as well as the
youth.
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I'm thinking of a round table I had with some grand chiefs in my
last term at the beginning of all this. I remember Chief Madahbee
saying to us, “We need operating and maintenance.” There was an‐
other comment from another grand chief who said, “We're getting
these systems given to us from Ottawa, but they're not the right sys‐
tems. You're not listening to our elders. You're putting septic fields
where we know there are flood plains. If you would work with us,
we could tell you better solutions.” One treatment plant actually
added contaminants to the water because it wasn't being maintained
properly. That was one of the examples, so there's the whole train‐
ing piece.

Could you comment, Ms. Fox, on the importance of nation-to-
nation discussions, and how they're actually very practical in terms
getting to the right solutions at the right time to serve the communi‐
ties in the way they want to be served?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Thank you for that question.

I think it is absolutely a foundational part of our work. It can't be
about the federal government coming in and giving solutions or
prescribing one particular system over another. It has to be about
partnership and about indigenous leadership making decisions that
are best for their communities.

We've really tried to take a community-by-community approach.
Through our action plan, we really try to have the communities tell
us what their needs are and what some of their priorities are. That
can't be unique to water. As you know, when we have conversations
with leadership, there are other priorities they address. How do we
empower them?

I think the decision-making is key. It's not for us to lift a long-
term drinking water advisory. It's not for us to prescribe a contrac‐
tor. It's not for us to decide on the systems. We really want to sup‐
port, and that support has to come with funding. It has to come with
a commitment to work in partnership, but ultimately we want in‐
digenous leaders and first nations leaders within communities to
make the decisions that are best for their communities, and we are
there to support them in doing that.

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: That is why our budgets are increasing as
we find different needs, things that we maybe didn't consider, that
they're bringing forward to us.

I wanted to touch on the band council resolutions. Band councils
will come to us with resolutions, particularly during COVID, and
say, “We really don't want you in our community. We'll tell you
when you can come in.” That has limited some of our construction
projects and changed some of our schedules.

Could you talk about the process of band councils giving us reso‐
lutions and how we're respecting those resolutions?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Absolutely. That's an excellent question.

COVID-19 obviously has been our number one priority in this
department over the last year. We have been working in lockstep
with indigenous leaders to partner with them and to support them in
the very important decisions they make to protect their communi‐
ties.

Band council resolutions are a way that they demonstrate to us
that they've made a decision about the safety and security of their

communities. That has sometimes meant a shutdown of the com‐
munity. They've requested some supports at times for perimeter se‐
curity to manage the flow in and out of their communities, and at
times it was the difference between the protection of a community
against an outbreak in order to have a healthy community.

We have been very responsive to band council resolutions to re‐
spect the decisions that indigenous leaders have made. That has
meant that some of the construction season of last year was impact‐
ed. It was impacted not just because of those decisions, which were
very important as we face a third wave in this country and have to
be extremely vigilant in how we manage it, but also in terms of just
getting equipment in and out.

As a department, we have to think about how we manage both
the pandemic response and the support we're giving to communities
in the summer season coming up, while trying to advance some of
these very important water projects and other infrastructure
projects.

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: Okay, thanks.

I have quick one in terms of retaining the operators that we're
training.

Up in the NAN at Sioux Lookout, they have been losing opera‐
tors to the local paper mill, which was paying more money. What
are we doing to try to retain operators?

● (1130)

Ms. Christiane Fox: At the end of day, it's definitely up to the
first nations leadership to decide on the salary structure for operator
salaries. What the operation and maintenance funding does is pro‐
vide more money to communities. It provides 100% in terms of that
formula we have in order to fully support O and M in communities.
As a result of this funding, communities are empowered to pay
salaries that are greater than what they had been, and then retain
that talent, retain that skill and develop it. I think that's part of the
strategy, absolutely.

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: Thank you very much.

Thank you, Madam Chair.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Fox.

We will now go to Mr. Blanchette-Joncas for six minutes.

[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas (Rimouski-Neigette—Témis‐
couata—Les Basques, BQ): Thank you, Madam Chair.

Welcome to the witnesses.

Good morning, Ms. Hogan. It's always a pleasure to see you.

I have to tell you that, back in February, I almost felt sick when I
read your report. I have that same feeling today; it came back as I
listened to your opening statement. Your findings are appalling. In‐
digenous Services Canada is very slack, it would seem.
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I won't beat around the bush. Instead, I will get straight to the
point. Before we get into the details, I want to discuss some of your
findings and recommendations. You pointed out that your office
first conducted an audit on the specific issue of access to drinking
water more than 15 years ago, back in 2005. The department has
had time to get things ready. It's safe to say that the issue has been
on your office's radar for almost 20 years.

My question is straightforward. Do you feel the department takes
the role of the Office of the Auditor General seriously?

Do you think the department has a corporate culture of offering
up mea culpas every five, 10 or 15 years? In other words, is it just
riding out the storm, while carrying on business as usual until the
auditor general's next report comes out?

Ms. Karen Hogan: You're right.

We conducted an audit on safe drinking water in indigenous
communities in 2005. We followed up in 2011, and again just re‐
cently, as per the report tabled in the House of Commons in Febru‐
ary.

Although progress has been made during that time, the depart‐
ment did not meet its commitment to lift all drinking water advi‐
sories. We found two things in particular during this audit: a regula‐
tory regime had not been developed, and more importantly, the
funding formula had not been updated for some 30 years.

As a result, the funding formula is outdated and does not meet
the immediate needs. We found that it had not kept pace with ad‐
vances in technology, which has a direct impact on water system
operator capacity. Despite the progress that has been made, the de‐
partment's failure to update the formula since it was developed
some 30 years ago is not the way to ensure adequate funding for
operation and maintenance.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you for that clarifica‐
tion, Ms. Hogan.

I realize you can't speak as freely as I can about what is obvious
to both of us, so I will rephrase my question.

Your office conducted an audit in 2005 and another one in 2011.
You submitted a report this year. Yet again, you are disappointed
with the lack of significant progress. It's clear that the department's
actions do not necessarily live up to the promise the government
made to first nations. Every single time, you have made clear and
specific recommendations. Despite agreeing with those recommen‐
dations, the department has never managed to implement them once
and for all.

I would be willing to accept the COVID‑19 pandemic as an ex‐
cuse, but the government's commitment dates back to 2015. There
was no pandemic then. I realize that it did slow things down, but it
does not account for the extent of the failings identified in your re‐
port.

Mentally, do you feel assured that this is the last time you will
have to prod the department like this, or is it a lost cause?

Your office produces reports, they end up on some shelf and you
have to do it all over again every five, 10 or 15 years.

Ms. Karen Hogan: It grieves me to see that the problem still
hasn't been fixed. It is a long-standing issue, so I can't give you any
assurances.

The deputy minister can speak to the department's commitment
on the matter. I can promise, however, that we will be watching.

Making sure every community in the country has access to safe
drinking water is paramount. I hope I'm not back here in a few
years having to report the same shortcomings. It is really incumbent
on the government and the department to keep their commitment
and to work with first nations communities.

● (1135)

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Ms. Hogan.

I would like to discuss the fact that the risk ratings for water in‐
frastructure remained unchanged; that was one of your findings
based on the risk assessments.

In the 2014‑15 fiscal year, the department's annual assessment
revealed that 304 of the 699 assessed water systems, nearly 50%,
were either high or medium risk. Five years later, despite the strong
commitments that had been made, nothing had changed. In the
2019‑20 fiscal year, 306 of the 718 systems were still rated as high
or medium risk, so roughly the same percentage.

What must the government and the department do to reduce the
risk of major deficiencies in the water systems?

Ms. Karen Hogan: The department has a program to assess the
condition of water systems, which it measures by assigning a risk
rating. You're right that the risk ratings have not changed, so ap‐
proximately 43% of water systems are still assessed as high or
medium risk.

That does not necessarily mean water advisories will be issued,
but it does point to deficiencies in system maintenance or a lack of
qualified and certified water system operators. The department uses
it as a barometer.

The situation is a clear sign that the funding formula is outdated.
Until it is updated, it will be hard to determine whether the level of
funding provided is enough to meet the needs.

The first thing the department should do is update the funding
formula so that it takes into account new technologies, gaps and
needs. It's not just about operational requirements. It's also about
keeping—

[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Hogan. I'm sorry; I was
muted and trying to get your attention.

We will now move to Ms. Ashton for six minutes.

Ms. Niki Ashton (Churchill—Keewatinook Aski, NDP):
Thank you, Chair.
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The Prime Minister and the Minister of Indigenous Services
promised to eliminate drinking water advisories on reserves by
March 2021. They failed, and it's first nations that are paying the
price.

The government has blamed COVID, climate change and every‐
one but themselves. This type of dishonest and cynical politics
helps no one and it certainly doesn't eliminate boil water advisories.

The Auditor General report that we're discussing here today has
been clear on the reasons for this failure, and I want to highlight
particularly the way they point to the lack of funding to retain staff
and the lack of a regulatory regime that still wasn't in place 15
years after it was recommended. Quite simply, this is another exam‐
ple of this government saying the right things but not backing them
up with action and the same kind of urgency they give when big oil,
for example, needs money for a pipeline.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been devastating for first nations.
It has laid bare the lack of investment in first nations communities
by successive Liberal and Conservative governments, leaving these
communities to fend for themselves. We must do better, and we can
do better.

I want to acknowledge that what the Auditor General report has
made clear is that first nations need more than just empty words
and symbolic commitments when they're consistently left with bro‐
ken promises, particularly on something as fundamental a basic hu‐
man right as access to clean drinking water.

First nations need access to clean drinking water immediately.
I'm pleased to join you in this committee today to really get at what
needs to be done for us to get there, for first nations to see that real‐
ity take place.

My first question is to the Auditor General.

I am wondering if you can expand on why a sufficient regulatory
regime wasn't in place. I'm thinking of first nations like Garden Hill
in our region, which actually is not even on the list of boil water
advisories. It is a first nation that received investment for its water
treatment plant after the H1N1 crisis, which hit that community
hard. However, we know—and this was exposed by a CBC report
in 2019—that by the time water gets to homes in the community, it
is not drinkable.

How is it that Garden Hill First Nation, and presumably others,
have fallen through the cracks and don't even make it to this list?
How did we get to this point? What can be done to ensure that com‐
munities like Garden Hill get the help that they need?
● (1140)

Ms. Karen Hogan: One of our first audits back in 2005 on this
issue did raise a concern about a regulatory regime, and we have
seen that some progress has been made since then. I think I need to
back up just to explain what's in a regulatory regime.

Typically there's an act, which is the legislation and the law, but
then there are also guidelines that accompany it. It's those guide‐
lines that really show you how to operationalize.

What we found in this audit is that the act has been in place for a
few years, but the guidelines are still not finalized. Many first na‐

tions communities, and we noted this in our report, questioned how
the act was put together, noting a lack of a meaningful engagement
and consultation, and perhaps that's the reason why some of the
guidelines are not finalized yet.

Why this is really needed is it helps define roles and responsibili‐
ties and provide clear accountability when something goes wrong.
It defines minimum service levels in order to be able to identify
when water is no longer safe and what advisory needs to be put in
place. It's really about ensuring that the first nations communities
have the same protections that other communities across the coun‐
try have, but they have to be able to set that, because they have
their right to self-govern. They have to be able to be actively en‐
gaged in setting what those regulations should look like. That is one
of the key steps, in addition to the funding formula, that's needed in
order to help advance this and lift those boil water advisories on a
more long-term, sustainable basis.

Ms. Niki Ashton: Thank you.

My next question is to ISC.

We have heard repeatedly, including today, a favourite Liberal
buzzword, “partnership”, as in “work in partnership” with first na‐
tions. I want to bring up Tataskweyak Cree Nation, which is also in
my region. They've struggled without clean drinking water for
years, yet ISC, Indigenous Services Canada, wasn't even testing
their water for the contaminants that were making people sick, forc‐
ing the first nation to pay out of pocket for the work that ISC re‐
fused to do. Due to Canada's failures, they launched a class action
lawsuit and have spoken about their fear of government reprisals
for doing this.

They're now taking their complaint to the UN, and I'm proud to
support their efforts in doing so, but it didn't need to come to this.
When asked about these failures, a spokesperson for ISC said, “In‐
digenous Services Canada...has supported the community in the re‐
pairs and upgrades to their water treatment centre to ensure water
quality continues to meet approved guidelines.” The water that
makes them sick continues to meet approved guidelines.

This type of disrespect is far too common. In a meeting between
ISC and Tataskweyak Cree Nation in their community, an ISC offi‐
cial took a sip of water to demonstrate that the water was clean,
seemingly ignoring the many community members who had rashes
or were otherwise sick.

Does water that you won't test properly, that we know makes
people sick, continue to meet approved guidelines? If yes, why is
ISC maintaining that these guidelines are accurate? What good do
they serve outside of public perception? We know that the first na‐
tion has been clear that the water makes them sick. Why is ISC
continuing this charade?
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The Chair: I am very sorry, but we have gone over your time.
Perhaps, Ms. Ashton, we can come back to get an answer during
your next round of questioning. Thank you.

We will move on to our five-minute rounds, starting with Mr.
Berthold.

[Translation]
Mr. Luc Berthold: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I want to give the witnesses a heads‑up: I'll be asking a lot of
questions, so it would be appreciated if they could keep their an‐
swers as brief as possible. That will help us get the answers we are
looking for.

Ms. Hogan, in your audit, you did not assess the impact of the
long-term drinking water advisories on the health of the affected
populations.

Was that deliberate? Is that something you could have examined?
Ms. Karen Hogan: You're right. That wasn't part of our audit.

We could have hired health experts to help us with that assess‐
ment, but we felt it was more important to focus on what the federal
government had done to meet its March 31 target.

● (1145)

Mr. Luc Berthold: Had the report contained real data on the
health of individuals who had experienced the long-term effects,
perhaps it would push the government to respond more quickly.
That's a suggestion for your next audit. It could save us another
15‑year wait before seeing further results.

You weren't able to visit first nations communities because of the
pandemic. Might that have changed your findings?

Ms. Karen Hogan: When we conduct an audit involving first
nations, we usually like to visit communities to gain a better under‐
standing of the problems, and to identify the needs and concerns. It
may have changed how we interacted with first nations communi‐
ties, but I don't think it would have changed our audit findings.

Mr. Luc Berthold: For the second time in two weeks, you have
said you were disheartened. I just want that to be clear, Ms. Hogan.

Ms. Fox, was your department consulted in 2015 when the gov‐
ernment came out and said that it was going to fix all the problems
by 2021?

Ms. Christiane Fox: I wasn't with the department then. I started
in September 2020, so I don't know whether the subject was dis‐
cussed in 2015.

Mr. Luc Berthold: Would you be able to get back to the com‐
mittee with that answer? I'm interested in finding out about any ad‐
vice that may have been issued on the likelihood of achieving the
target.

When I was a mayor, the city had to deal with a drinking water
issue. It took 10 years to fix, so I find it hard to believe that the
government thought it could actually identify and fix all of the
problems that existed in 2015 by 2021.

I just received the department's detailed action plan. What is your
new target date for eliminating all the short- and long-term drinking
water advisories?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Thank you for your question.

I should point out that the plan has to take into account not just
long-term advisories, but also short-term advisories.

A total of 179 short-term advisories have been lifted.

Under our strategy, the action plan targets long-term situations.

We are being very transparent about the work we are doing to ad‐
dress the existing advisories in the 33 communities. The details of
the work and the progress made are all posted on a public website,
because—

Mr. Luc Berthold: Forgive me for interrupting, but I just wanted
to know—

Ms. Christiane Fox: You wanted to know whether we had a tar‐
get date, did you not?

Mr. Luc Berthold: Yes, precisely.
Ms. Christiane Fox: I can't give an exact date because, as you

pointed out, some things can be planned in advance of a specific
deadline, but others can be delayed. What I can tell you is that the
department is 100% ready to work with all 33 communities to elim‐
inate the long-term advisories.

Mr. Luc Berthold: My understanding is that, as a politician, in
government or anywhere, it's very risky to set a deadline for an is‐
sue of this nature, which involves so many variables. It can take
twice as long to build a plant in some parts of Canada than in areas
near ports and equipment.

Ms. Christiane Fox: True, but setting a goal sometimes gets
people engaged and motivated to work towards it. The department
is continuing to work with the goal of meeting the deadlines. We
still have work to do.

The minister said in November that we wouldn't meet the dead‐
line. However, I think that we're in a good position to fulfil our
goal, given our funding, the team in place, our relationship with the
communities, the partnership created and the transparency of our
approach.

There's work to be done and we're being challenged, but we want
to work in a partnership.

Mr. Luc Berthold: So, all this—

[English]
The Chair: Thank you very much. That is the end of your time,

Mr. Berthold.

We will move on to Mr. Sorbara for five minutes.
Mr. Francesco Sorbara (Vaughan—Woodbridge, Lib.):

Thank you, Chair

Thank you to the Auditor General for the report.

I have lot of questions.
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Just to Mr. Berthold's earlier comment, I spent a lot of time last
night reading through all the documents, including Mr. Webber's
comments on the funds and programs that we've committed to the
indigenous community across Canada in the budget that we recent‐
ly introduced. I'm very happy to see the continuing investments, of
course. I would have loved to have received this detailed action
plan last night to have been able to review it a little more extensive‐
ly. I have gone through it now, so I'm going to go to that right now.

Just on the O and M side, is the 100% commitment in the fund‐
ing formula in place today for the indigenous communities?
● (1150)

Ms. Christiane Fox: Yes, it is in place today.
Mr. Francesco Sorbara: Okay, so there's no cost-sharing, as in

municipal, provincial or federal sharing. Is it all in place?
Ms. Christiane Fox: Correct.
Mr. Francesco Sorbara: Thank you.

In paragraph 2.3, where you break out a number of items in nu‐
merical amounts, what is the annual commitment to O and M? It's
going to be growing as more water advisories are lifted and more
water treatment plants and purification systems come online, so I
would love to know what the annual commitment is if someone
could come back with that. I was trying to go through the numbers
and I would love to get to where it says what we are spending and
investing in ensuring that indigenous communities have safe and
clean water systems.

That's great to hear, because that is a big thing that was pointed
out in the AG's report.

Second, holistically, with the budget commitment that we recent‐
ly introduced, approximately $42 billion is being invested into the
indigenous communities across Canada, so it's great to see that, and
I just wanted to point that out. That includes the $11 billion from
the prior government.

On the payments to the individuals running the water treatment
plants, is that a decision by each of the indigenous communities
themselves to make, or is that in partnership with the federal gov‐
ernment?

Ms. Christiane Fox: In terms of the water operators and the
salaries for the water operators, it is the decision of the communi‐
ties to make and to establish the rates. However, obviously, with the
increase in O and M that we can give to the communities, they have
the ability to have competitive salaries in their communities.

To answer your question around the yearly basis, in 2021 O and
M is $338 million, I believe, and by 2025 we're going to be at
about $400 million per year on O and M.

Mr. Francesco Sorbara: In regard to the contracting, putting out
the bid and the request for proposal for these treatment plants, obvi‐
ously there is an economies of scale perspective. Does that happen
from the federal government and it is then turned over to the in‐
digenous community so that each indigenous community doesn't
have to develop its own expertise in order to do this? Is it done
through a partnership? Can you describe that process?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Yes, absolutely. Thank you for the ques‐
tion.

It definitely is a partnership process. At the federal government,
we do not want to be selecting contractors for indigenous commu‐
nities. We would like the indigenous leadership to make those
choices. However, we do want to work with them. If they require
supports, information or additional capacity to work with contrac‐
tors, we're absolutely prepared to do that, but at the end of the day
we really want them to be making the decisions that are best for
them.

Mr. Francesco Sorbara: I am a numbers person. I like to think
about the world in that sort of sense. On page 4 of your introducto‐
ry remarks, you said there were 105 long-term drinking water advi‐
sories in November 2015. Obviously, more have been added as we
go along, and some have been taken off. There were 106 lifted.

When we introduce interim measures, which obviously mean
that water can be consumed, and so forth, are they lifted and then
counted as lifted advisories, or are they put in a separate bucket of
projects that are still ongoing? How do we account for that when
we use interim measures?

Ms. Christiane Fox: If there is an interim measure, yes, it could
lift the water advisory. What we try to do is work with communities
to make sure that if the interim measures are in place and we lift the
advisory, we still work with them on the longer-term solution. I
think what this additional funding allows is for us to do that work
with them.

Mr. Francesco Sorbara: Okay.

Finally, on the resources dedicated to lifting all the water advi‐
sories, obviously COVID-19 has delayed many things on the con‐
struction side, even in terms of going to certain communities be‐
cause we don't want the COVID-19 virus or any of the variants
there, but are the resources sufficient to lift the remaining long-term
water advisories?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Yes. We have a long-term commitment of
funding of O and M. It's for capital infrastructure and for O and M
funding, and I would say that the O and M funding is key because it
allows us to track and monitor and avoid deficiencies in the long
term.

Mr. Francesco Sorbara: Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Sorbara.

We will now go to our two-and-a-half-minute round, starting
with Mr. Blanchette-Joncas.

● (1155)

[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Madam Chair.

My first questions are for Ms. Fox.

Good morning and welcome to the committee, Ms. Fox.
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I suppose that it isn't very pleasant for you to appear before the
Standing Committee on Public Accounts today. We know that the
Auditor General tabled a less than glowing report in Parliament on
your organization's work to meet the basic need of providing safe
drinking water to indigenous communities. This basic need is more
than vital. You'll agree that the report speaks for itself.

I know that some progress has been made and that many initia‐
tives have been put in place to address the issue. I just want you to
clearly state whether you find it acceptable that, for over 10 years,
communities have had to boil their water on a daily basis before
consuming it.

Ms. Christiane Fox: Through its action plan, the department is
committed to ensuring the elimination of all long‑term advisories
so that people can access safe drinking water. This drives us to take
action and continue the work. We want to ensure that communities
aren't under advisories. We completely agree that all Canadians
should have access to safe drinking water.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: I understand, Ms. Fox, but
10 years is a long time. I still find it difficult to read all the findings
of the Office of the Auditor General. Most campgrounds provide
better service than the services available to some indigenous com‐
munities.

I'm trying to understand. I agree that the COVID‑19 pandemic
slowed down some activities. However, at what point did your de‐
partment already know, even at the start of the pandemic, that the
work would slow down significantly?

In December 2020, the government offered a mea culpa to miti‐
gate the situation before the submission of the Auditor General's re‐
port. The government knew that the report would be scathing. I
can't imagine that you didn't know about this until December 2020.
The pandemic had been going on for almost a year.

When did your department realize that the pandemic would slow
down some of your ongoing work?

Ms. Christiane Fox: I think that it should be noted—
[English]

The Chair: I'm sorry. It's going to have to be very short answer.
[Translation]

Ms. Christiane Fox: It is important to note that in March 2020,
the department was beginning to think about the effects of the
COVID‑19 pandemic. We did a reassessment, over the summer,
when the second wave seemed to be diminishing. We thought that a
decrease in cases would allow us to begin work.

However, the arrival of the third wave in September and October
had a much more pronounced impact in indigenous communities.
We were thinking about acceleration strategies, but when we saw
the number of cases and closures in the fall, we realized that we
were not going to meet the timeline.
[English]

The Chair: Ms. Ashton, you have two and a half minutes.
Ms. Niki Ashton: Thank you.

I'd like to ask Indigenous Services Canada to respond to the real‐
ity of Tataskweyak Cree Nation. Again, here's my question. The

first nation has been clear that the water in their community is un‐
drinkable, yet ISC maintains that guidelines are being met. If yes,
why are you maintaining guidelines and what good are they if they
are making people sick?

Ms. Christiane Fox: First of all, you raised a question in your
last intervention around whether or not we would penalize people
who are taking legal action. I would say categorically no, we would
not. We respect the right of indigenous groups to take the decisions
that they need to take for their communities.

In terms of the water, the guidelines we have are based on sci‐
ence, and we want to work in lockstep with communities. If people
feel that the water is unsafe, not only will we do the testing, but we
will also work with our environmental health officers and look at
what we can do.

If there are things happening in the community that require
health interventions, it also becomes not just a water issue; it be‐
comes the health supports for that community. We would continue
to provide support based on science for the guidelines, but also, in
recognition that something is happening, we want to work in part‐
nership with the leadership to address that.

Ms. Niki Ashton: Well, I would urge you to do so. Something is
happening, and the first nation has made it clear that going to court
is not their number one choice. What they want is clean drinking
water now. Let's be honest: Canada is able to deliver that. Political
will is what we need to see.

I want to go back to the Auditor General and ask her about an‐
other first nation in our region, Shamattawa.

Shamattawa First Nation has had a long-term boil water adviso‐
ry, a housing crisis and a tuberculosis outbreak, and was on the na‐
tional news because of its devastating COVID-19 outbreak before
Christmas. It was so serious that the military had to step in, in full
force. Few communities in this country have had to bear the brunt
of Canada's failures like Shamattawa First Nation.

Can you expand on how the housing crisis in particular affects a
community's capacity to deliver safe drinking water and what needs
to be done to get at these crises together?

● (1200)

The Chair: Could we have a very short answer, Ms. Hogan?.

Ms. Karen Hogan: I guess what I would add to that really
quickly is that we have studied all of these issues that many first
nations face. When there is a housing crisis, there is overcrowding
in homes and, as we've seen throughout the pandemic, that just
makes situations worse.
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The only thing I would say about drinking water is that the pub‐
lic systems are those that serve five houses or more. There are so
many systems in first nations reserves that are operated by first na‐
tions or by the homeowner, and this is where training is so impor‐
tant, so that the communities can take care of drinking water in all
their systems going forward, not just the public ones.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Ashton.

We will now go to our next round of questions. It's a five-minute
round, and we're starting with Mr. Lawrence.

Mr. Philip Lawrence (Northumberland—Peterborough
South, CPC): Thank you very much.

My first question will be for the Auditor General. I just want to
make sure that I understood something. I want to clarify it.

It seems 43% of the systems are at risk. Is that correct? Also,
what exactly does “at risk” mean?

Ms. Karen Hogan: The reference is to a process that Indigenous
Services Canada has whereby they do an annual risk assessment of
the state of a water system, and 43% of them have been rated as
high or medium risk, meaning that they likely haven't had their
maintenance done or they perhaps don't have trained operators.

There's a set of criteria that allows the department to rate the
state of a system. Forty-three per cent of them have rated “high”,
which is an indication that perhaps there will be water advisories.
It's at least an indication that you need to pay attention to those sys‐
tems because maintenance is likely not happening the way it should
be happening.

Mr. Philip Lawrence: One thing that came across in the report
to me, and maybe you can confirm this or correct me, is that it
seemed that you were a little concerned that the government was
focusing too much, perhaps, on getting short-term solutions, but not
focusing on the long term, such as making sure there were enough
operators, etc. Is that a correct thing to be pulling out from your re‐
port?

Ms. Karen Hogan: We did highlight in the report that many of
the long-term drinking water advisories that were lifted were lifted
by interim measures. We did note, however, that some of those sys‐
tems had long-term plans, but that they would not be in place until
about 2024 or 2025. Just lifting an advisory doesn't mean you've
fixed the underlying issue, and that's why it's not a cookie-cutter
approach across communities. Each community needs to have its
unique long-term sustainable solution, and we shouldn't just be fo‐
cusing on lifting advisories, but on getting those long-term solu‐
tions in place.

Mr. Philip Lawrence: To be clear, I think this as well was pulled
out in the other question, but I want to make sure I have it right. In
2015, 43% of the systems were high risk, and in 2020, there were
also 43% that were high-risk systems. Is that correct, or do I have
that incorrect?

Ms. Karen Hogan: For high or medium risk, you have that cor‐
rect at 43%.

Mr. Philip Lawrence: Okay.

I know everyone here, especially including the folks who are se‐
nior bureaucrats, want to make sure this is taken care of. One thing

has bothered me a little bit. I saw a dissonance between your report
and the reaction of Ms. Fox. You used the harshest language I've
seen so far in any of your reports when you said “disheartened”.
What degree of confidence do you have in the government eventu‐
ally eliminating all drinking advisories, as I know everyone here
desperately wants to have happen?

Ms. Karen Hogan: I'll say that I'm disheartened for first nations
communities because so many of us across the country take for
granted that when this meeting's over, we're going to walk over to
the tap to pour ourselves a glass of water, and so many communi‐
ties can't do that. That's really what saddens me about all of this.

I can't give you assurances. I do think that's where the depart‐
ment needs to demonstrate, through their action plans and the up‐
dating of the funding formula, that they're going to work in collabo‐
ration with first nations communities to address this issue and not
just, as I mentioned earlier, focus on lifting long-term or short-term
drinking water advisories but on finding those long-term sustain‐
able solutions and making sure that first nations have adequately
trained operators and good long-term operating and maintenance
funding.

● (1205)

Mr. Philip Lawrence: Thank you.

I'll go over to you, Ms. Fox. I will let you comment on the Audi‐
tor General's comments right there. Rest assured that I believe
110% that your intentions are good and that you work, I'm sure,
hours and hours to try to solve these issues, but I see a dissonance
and I'm not sure why. Do you realize the issue here and why Cana‐
dians are concerned?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Absolutely, I realize the issue. Absolutely,
I am committed to it, and absolutely, the department is committed
to it. There is no doubt.

The conversations that we are having with our partners and also
with the OAG take very seriously the recommendations that they've
brought to us and how it can help inform the way forward. We have
a responsibility to do this well and over the long term, and this de‐
partment's mandate is to actually transform all of our services into
the leadership of indigenous communities. To do that, we have to
get ourselves ready for that transformation and empower indige‐
nous leaders to take on a system that is fully operational and run‐
ning well.

There is no doubt that we are 100% committed to this. We have
regular discussions with the partners within our team to make sure
we are making progress, that we are working collectively to make a
difference, that we are—

The Chair: Thank you very much. We are over time.

We will now move to the next questioner, Mr. Blois, for five
minutes.
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Mr. Kody Blois (Kings—Hants, Lib.): I'm going to pass my
time to Ms. Yip, but I'll come back in the next round, Madam Chair.

The Chair: Thank you.
Ms. Jean Yip (Scarborough—Agincourt, Lib.): Thank you,

Madam Chair.

Thank you, everyone, for all your hard work on this topic. I al‐
ways feel particularly saddened that our own indigenous communi‐
ties do not have the same rights to safe drinking water as the rest of
us, so this is important work.

My first question is to Ms. Hogan. It concerns your comments
about feeling “disheartened” about these programs. What do you
think is the most important recommendation?

Ms. Karen Hogan: I want to tell you that all of our recommen‐
dations are important recommendations. I do think addressing the
funding formula is a key one, being able to ensure that there's a sta‐
ble base of funding not only for building the infrastructure but also
for its operation and maintenance. You can have a state-of-the-art
facility, but if you don't maintain it, eventually there's going to be a
problem down the road. That operating and maintenance funding is
linked to the ability of first nations communities to attract and re‐
tain trained and certified water system operators, and also to have a
backup operator.

What we found in our audit is there were many systems—I think
26%—that lacked a trained and certified operator, and then 56%
lacked a backup operator. Those are really fundamental to main‐
taining access to safe drinking water. If I had to pick one out of all
of them, I would focus in on that funding formula to make sure that
it's updated and meets the needs and new technologies that commu‐
nities need.

Ms. Jean Yip: Do you think that there are enough resources or
thought put into having these maintenance contracts to ensure that
these water operators will be there and be continually trained, and
perhaps have outside support come as well to do more training and
support?

Ms. Karen Hogan: I believe that's why one of my comments
earlier on was that until the funding formula is updated, it's difficult
to determine if the additional commitment of funding will be suffi‐
cient to meet the current needs of the first nations communities. I
think it's also something that will need to be monitored going for‐
ward. It's not going to be a one-and-done solution to make sure that
the ongoing maintenance and operating funding is adjusted. Cur‐
rently it's only adjusted for inflation, but not for other things, and
that's why that funding formula update is pretty key to helping sup‐
port the solution for this situation.
● (1210)

Ms. Jean Yip: Did the OAG work with the first nations leader‐
ship for this audit at all?

Ms. Karen Hogan: During our planning we did have some con‐
versations with first nations communities. As we mentioned earlier,
we try to always visit them, but because of the pandemic we were
unable to do that. We have some difficulties trying to do so virtual‐
ly with them, but it is always our objective to make sure that we
consider the points and opinions of first nations communities when‐
ever we do any audit work that affects them.

Ms. Jean Yip: Were you able to speak to any of the band lead‐
ers?

Ms. Karen Hogan: I think I'm going to ask Glenn Wheeler to
talk about that since he would have been there from start to finish,
and he'd be able to give you more details on it.

Mr. Glenn Wheeler (Principal, Office of the Auditor Gener‐
al): No, we were unable to speak to individual first nations during
this audit, as the Auditor General has mentioned. We typically do
that, but the reality is that a lot of first nations were dealing with
COVID and the impact of COVID during the time period of our au‐
dit and it didn't make sense for us to do that detailed work or con‐
sultation we would typically do with first nations. We did speak
with the Assembly of First Nations, however, and some of their ex‐
perts to get their views on water.

Ms. Jean Yip: It wasn't possible to do virtual meetings with
them?

Mr. Glenn Wheeler: It wasn't possible in this audit. However,
when we did some earlier planning before COVID—we did long-
term planning on where to focus future audit work—we did visit a
number of first nations and their water treatment plants and spoke
to their water treatment operators and their band managers to get a
sense of what the issues were, but that was before we formally
started this audit.

Ms. Jean Yip: Ms. Fox, how many short-term water advisories
are there, and how can the department prevent these short-term wa‐
ter advisories from becoming long-term ones?

The Chair: I will need you to provide a very short answer,
please.

Ms. Jean Yip: The time goes fast.

Ms. Christiane Fox: I was just looking at my chart. We've lifted
179 short-term advisories, and then I'm going to have to get you the
precise number for the active ones. I don't want to mislead you. I'll
get you the precise number of how many short-term are active right
now.

Ms. Jean Yip: Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Ms. Christiane Fox: I'm sorry; it's nine. Nine is the answer. It's
here.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Yip.

We will now go to our next round of questioning, which is six
minutes, starting with Mr. Lawrence.

Mr. Philip Lawrence: Thank you very much.

I want to go back to you, Ms. Fox, in the line of questioning we
were on.

We had the pledge to have all drinking water advisories done ini‐
tially by this spring. What is the recalibrated goal, now that the
government has acknowledged that obviously we won't be achiev‐
ing that goal?
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Ms. Christiane Fox: As I mentioned, there are 33 communities
that still have 52 long-term drinking water advisories. We're going
to continue to work very closely with them.

What we're looking at in the short term is what kind of progress
can be made over the next few months, especially taking into ac‐
count the spring and summer construction. Obviously, with COVID
still very present in a number of communities, we're looking to see
what can and can't be done and what types of security measures
could be put in place by way of rapid testing and other types of sup‐
ports that we could provide, if communities decide that they want
to proceed with construction or maintenance.

I can tell you that we remain committed to it. I can tell you that
we have an action plan for each of the 33 communities, but it would
be premature for me to put a time frame on this today, given that
we're still living in the midst of COVID.

I really want to make sure that we have conversations with first
nations and that they tell us when they feel that it's the right time to
adjust or fix or build, or whatever process and step they're in.

Mr. Philip Lawrence: Thank you, Ms. Fox.

On the bigger scale, as I discussed with the AG, we were at 43%
being at high or medium risk. Will we, in the next five years, get
down to zero? Everyone here wants to get to zero, and I know prob‐
ably you most of all want to get there.

We need to know for the indigenous communities out there when
we will be at zero for high- to medium-risk situations.

Ms. Christiane Fox: First of all, it might be helpful for the com‐
mittee to know that in terms of the risk rating, we look at very spe‐
cific points for the risk rating of a system: the water source, the sys‐
tem design, the system operation and maintenance, the operator
training and certification, and the record keeping and reporting.
Those are the high-level metrics by which we measure a high-risk
or a medium-risk system.

As we look at the recommendations of the OAG and at the bud‐
get investments over the last cycles, we have to see how we address
these so that we bring the number down.

The high-risk number has come down. High risk right now is at
about 15% of projects, and you noted the 43% figure for high and
medium. As we look at long-term solutions and not interim solu‐
tions, we see fewer projects of a high-risk nature. As we look at
more funding for operators and maintenance and they're active in
the communities, we again reduce the risk factor.

We'll continue to monitor.
● (1215)

Mr. Philip Lawrence: Thank you.

I'm concerned. I understand that your intentions are good, but
words like “commitment” and “engagement” and “investments”
don't cut it for people who right now cannot get clean water. We
need commitments in terms of times and deadlines, etc.

On that note, I'd like to cede the rest of my time to Ms. Ashton
for her questioning, as I think it's been great and critical.

Ms. Niki Ashton: Thank you very much to my colleague for
that.

My question is to the Auditor General. I want to raise the issue of
Red Sucker Lake.

Red Sucker Lake has a water treatment plant that was construct‐
ed in 1995. We know that the infrastructure in Red Sucker Lake
First Nation to deliver dependable clean drinking water is simply
not where it needs to be. In fact, when Red Sucker Lake was deal‐
ing with the COVID-19 outbreak before the end of December, it
took the Canadian Forces to come in and identify clearly that hav‐
ing only one water truck to service the community was not only not
adequate but was actually contributing to making people sick with
COVID-19.

These are catastrophic implications. The AG report referred to
how, in many cases, ISC seemed to rely on short-term solutions
such as water trucks—and not enough of them—to solve water ad‐
visories. What we saw with Red Sucker Lake is that this is not
what's needed.

What is keeping Indigenous Services Canada from making the
investments necessary to ensure that communities don't have to rely
on unsafe water practices, as in the case of Red Sucker Lake?

Ms. Karen Hogan: I acknowledge that when so many communi‐
ties have to deal with short-term and long-term drinking water advi‐
sories and all these temporary measures, they lose confidence in
their water system, and that is definitely something that needs to be
reversed and addressed.

All I can tell you is what we found in our audit, which showed
the department's lack of the ability to meet its commitment. I linked
it to the lack of a regulatory regime and issues with the funding for‐
mula, and hence inappropriate funding to those communities.

Your more pointed question, as to why it has taken so long to ad‐
dress those matters, will have to go to the department.

Ms. Niki Ashton: Let's turn it to the department.

In the case of Red Sucker Lake, why has it taken so long—and
frankly, the presence of the Canadian Forces—to say that what
they're facing is downright unsafe?

The Chair: Give a very short answer, please.
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Ms. Christiane Fox: In situations like Shamattawa and Red
Sucker Lake, in COVID we have been working in lockstep with
community leadership to support them during this pandemic. As
you noted, COVID has pointed to the lack of housing and some of
the other socio-economic gaps that exist.

We are committed to working with Red Sucker Lake and
Shamattawa and to using these investments to address long-term
solutions for the community.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Ashton.

We will now go to Mr. Blois for six minutes.
Mr. Kody Blois: Thank you, Madam Chair, and thank you to the

witnesses for their testimony today.

Obviously, this is a very serious situation. It has a lot of legacy,
as we know from the Auditor General's report. I look to exhibit 3.2
in the hopes that we are making a difference. I know that's cold
comfort to communities that don't yet have access to clean drinking
water, but there has been marked improvement. Our hope is that we
can continue with this work to be able to get there.

My first question is to Ms. Fox.

Help me understand the role of Indigenous Services Canada as it
relates to the operation and the actual capital on indigenous com‐
munities. I know some indigenous communities use own-source
revenue. They have some of their own operations internally. Is the
expectation that the federal government provides 100% of the nec‐
essary capital, or is there some working partnership there at all?
● (1220)

Ms. Christiane Fox: Thank you for the question.

I think it's really important to flag what the role of Indigenous
Services Canada is. The role is actually to work with leadership of
indigenous communities to make determinations about what they
need to support their communities.

Sometimes water is at the top of that list, for very obvious rea‐
sons. Sometimes there are other priorities. It could be a school con‐
struction build or a housing project. Rather than sort of dictate, we
have to listen and ask what those priorities are that they have identi‐
fied.

Yes, there may be some communities that say they would use
own-source revenue to do various types of infrastructure, but I
think our commitment to first nations communities for water infras‐
tructure is that we can provide 100% of the capital. We can provide
that 100% for O and M to allow them to do those projects in the
quickest way possible and from a long-term perspective, but it is a
partnership, so the decision can't come from our department. The
decision has to come from the first nations leadership.

That's how we guide our work. It's for eventual full transforma‐
tion.

Mr. Kody Blois: Okay.

I want to take you to exhibit 3.3, Ms. Fox, where we have some‐
where between 15 to 20 long-term advisories that have been in
place for 15 years or longer, if I read the graph correctly.

Intrinsically, to me this is not necessarily just a money issue.
This is capacity. This is geography. There are a whole host of
things. I know that even in my own riding in Nova Scotia, there are
communities that, because of colonization, were located in areas
and terrains that were not desired. Is it fair to say that in some of
the communities, part of this issue with some of these long-term ad‐
visories is actually finding quality water to provide to the commu‐
nity, or is it just the infrastructure? Can you speak to that a little
bit?

Ms. Christiane Fox: I think there are real complexities with
some of these systems. It does not take away from the importance
of doing it and for the quick action that is required to address them.

Where a first nation community is located in the country will
have an impact on the water source, the availability of contractors,
the availability of people to get up there. There's a different scale.
There are some that are probably easier in nature than others, but
absolutely there are different levels of complexities.

Mr. Kody Blois: I want to go to paragraph 3.38. I think you
might have touched on this with Mr. Lawrence, but it's just so I'm
sure.

At that point in November 2020, there were 60. There was a
commitment to try to eliminate at least 33. Did I hear that 27 have
been eliminated since November 2020? Is that fair?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Were 27 eliminated since November? No,
not quite. I believe that in the November report, about 96 had been
lifted, and as of March there were 106. Those are the data points
that I have in terms of lifts.

Mr. Kody Blois: Maybe I could ask for a submission, because I
don't want to spend too much more time. Paragraph 3.38 in the Au‐
ditor General's report says that as of November 20, there were still
60 in effect and that the department thought that up to 33 would be
eliminated by March 31, 2021.

If you could get that information to the committee, I would cer‐
tainly appreciate it.

The Auditor General's report, Ms. Fox, also talks about how one-
third of water that's used in communities is not through the public
utility model, in the sense that it is coming from wells and other
sources. I know that's generally the domain of the local indigenous
community.

As quickly as you can, is there any programming in place there?
Is it part of your mandate and that of the department to support out‐
comes in that space?

Ms. Christiane Fox: The focus is on public utility. If ever there
would be conversations about needs outside of that, we are always
talking to communities about their needs, but the program is fo‐
cused on public utility.

Mr. Kody Blois: Thank you.

I want to go to the Auditor General.
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Ms. Hogan, we've talked a lot about regulations, and I've had the
chance to look through the actual legislation from 2013. With re‐
spect, it's relatively straightforward, and it's a relatively short act.
Why is it that regulations matter?

You talk about policies, and I don't even think the department is
in disagreement, but help me understand, as a parliamentarian, why
regulations matter, especially if we're looking to try to address
things.

You know, even ministers then have to gazette. They have to
amend regulations. Why can't this just be a set policy in working
with indigenous communities? Why does it have to be in regulatory
form to be the most effective?

Ms. Karen Hogan: I'm not a lawyer, but I'm going to do my best
at explaining why all of this matters.

The act, as you say, is rather short. That's the legislative frame‐
work, and the regulations are really how you operationalize that.
They will set, then, the minimum standards, the minimal threshold
for water. They will set defined service levels, defined accountabili‐
ties when something goes wrong, such as who needs to take action.
It's really how you operationalize the legislative framework that's
outlined in the act. That's the fundamentals. That's needed because
first nations communities need that hook, like every other commu‐
nity, in order to make sure that they know what level to target and
what to do when those standards aren't met. It is just a fundamental
way to give the same protections that the rest of the country has.
● (1225)

The Chair: Thank you very much.
Mr. Kody Blois: Thank you.
The Chair: We will now go on to Mr. Blanchette-Joncas for six

minutes.
[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. Fox, there has been some discussion about how things are
going. I listened carefully to you when you talked about transparen‐
cy and collaboration. Those are all good things. We really hope that
the action plan, as well as all the recommendations in it, that you
accept today will bear fruit.

I am trying to get a better understanding of what the collabora‐
tion is all about. The report notes that there are problems with the
legislative framework. In particular, a lack of consultation is men‐
tioned. Drawing a parallel between consultation and collaboration
is self-evident. The lack of collaboration and consultation goes
back to the design of the Safe Drinking Water for First Nations Act
in 2013. Eight years later, no changes have been made.

How do you explain the fact that your department has never tak‐
en action to actually change the legislative framework to improve
the situation?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Thank you for the question.

Indeed, the act has been in effect since 2013. There are a lot of
questions about the regulations and the need to change them. How‐
ever, I must say that our first nations partners do not agree with the

elements of the bill that was tabled in 2013 that led to the creation
of the act.

We are willing to work with them. Once we develop a bill with
them, there may be a way to work together on the regulations. The
fact is, we don't want to do it on our own. Legislation of this nature
must be developed jointly. To do that, we are willing to work with
our first nations partners.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: So you're starting from the be‐
ginning, so to speak. The government made this commitment in
2015. There were 160 long-term drinking water advisories in first
nations communities. The government said it was going to fix ev‐
erything by March 31, 2021. Then the COVID‑19 pandemic broke
out.

We understand the situation, but do you think the government
would really have been able to achieve its goal of getting this all
done by March 31, 2021, had the COVID‑19 pandemic not oc‐
curred?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Even in the early spring of 2020, we were
still trying to find ways to achieve that goal by working on the ac‐
tion plan with the communities. That was still our goal. We real‐
ized, especially during the summer and early fall, given the third
wave, that our challenges would be more numerous. That's when
we thought we would need more time. The realization that we
needed long-term solutions, not just short-term ones, meant that the
timelines were pushed back.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: I want to understand the situa‐
tion well, Ms. Fox. The problem has a cause. What was unrealistic,
the goal or the timelines?

We can set the COVID‑19 pandemic aside. Indeed, the Auditor
General's report notes that even before the pandemic, some projects
were slowing down and many were already behind schedule. So the
pandemic cannot be blamed.

Is it incompetence, an unrealistic goal? What is the problem?

We can redo action plans and meet again in 5, 10 or 15 years, but
I for one do not want people to have to continue to live in precari‐
ous and unacceptable conditions.

Ms. Christiane Fox: I agree with you. We have the same goal,
which is to ensure that everyone has access to safe drinking water.

We were doing our job with timelines, community realities and
construction seasons in mind. We were still working hard to meet
the March 2021 target.

Unfortunately, 52 long‑term drinking water advisories remain in
place in 33 communities, but we are committed to doing everything
we can to lift them.
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I want to emphasize that the work isn't just about long‑term advi‐
sories. We have lifted 179 short‑term advisories and, as a result,
several communities have not been put in a difficult position in the
long term. I don't want to minimize the effort required to eliminate
the 179 short‑term advisories.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Ms. Fox, I'm trying to under‐
stand what happened in your organization. At one point, you de‐
scribed the situation and noted that the March 31, 2021, deadline
would not be met.

At what point did you realize that?
Ms. Christiane Fox: In our discussions over the summer and

fall of 2020, we recognized the impact of the COVID‑19 pandemic.
During the second wave, which took place from October to January
in first nations communities, all our attention was consumed by the
pandemic. During that time, there were 5,000 cases in on‑reserve
communities, and the entire team was dedicated to dealing with the
issues related to the pandemic.

That's when we realized it would have been irresponsible to
bring construction workers into the communities. We were making
every effort to protect the physical and mental health of people in
the communities that were really affected by the crisis. We had to
ensure there was access to food and isolation centres. That became
our main focus because of our commitment to first nations commu‐
nities.
● (1230)

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: According to your depart‐
ment, the reason—
[English]

The Chair: Thank you. I'm sorry, Mr. Blanchette-Joncas; you
basically have seven seconds left.¸

We will now move on to Ms. Ashton for six minutes.
Ms. Niki Ashton: Thank you.

My question is to the Auditor General.

York Factory First Nation has now gone six weeks without clean
drinking water and has declared a state of emergency after their so-
called state-of-the-art water treatment plant that was built one year
ago failed them, forcing them, like TCN, to pay out of pocket for
both testing and clean drinking water. The chronic water shortages
have forced the school, the day care and the restaurant to close, and
they have been left without proper fire and emergency services dur‐
ing this pandemic right now.

I'm sure we can all agree that this situation is unacceptable.

In your report, you make reference to how woefully insufficient
funding to maintain water treatment plants has been. According to
the report, the ISC's operation and maintenance funding formula is
out of date. What is the government not doing that leads to commu‐
nities with so-called state-of-the-art water treatment plants being
without clean drinking water?

Ms. Karen Hogan: Unfortunately, I don't think I can speak
specifically to that community. I don't know where they would fit in
some of our findings. I'm not sure that even my colleague Glenn
could get there. If you want something more specific, we could

probably get back to you on that. I can point you to our overall
findings again and then refer you to the department for some more
specifics about that community.

I do acknowledge that all of this is very interconnected. Access
to safe drinking water has so many ripple effects through a commu‐
nity, and you rightly point out that it's unacceptable in Canada in
2021 for many first nations communities to be in this situation.

Ms. Niki Ashton: To the Auditor General again, I've referenced
multiple first nations in our region—Tataskweyak Cree Nation,
Shamattawa First Nation, Red Sucker Lake First Nation, York Fac‐
tory First Nation and Garden Hill First Nation—and those are in
our riding alone. This repeats itself across the country, and it
shouldn't have to be this way. It's something we regularly hear from
this government, but what the AG's report—your report—made
clear is that this government hasn't done the work, not just last sum‐
mer but over a number of years.

Now the government won't give us a deadline for when their
commitment to end clean drinking water advisories for first nations
by March of 21 will be complete. The briefing note sent quite late
this morning mentioned that you believe that long-term solutions
for some communities won't be in place until at least 2025. This is
an unacceptable failure by Indigenous Services Canada and this
Liberal government, but they haven't been willing to give an actual
timeline.

In your opinion, did this year's budget deal with the lack of fund‐
ing to solve the problem, or were there just more empty words from
this government?

Ms. Karen Hogan: I was very happy to see a renewed commit‐
ment for additional operating and maintenance funding in the fall
economic statement and in the budget, but as I mentioned in my
opening remarks, it is difficult to know if that funding will be suffi‐
cient, in our view, until the funding formula updates have been ad‐
dressed and taken care of. It shouldn't just factor in what the fund‐
ing formula believes now is the right funding for each first nation;
it should consider advances in technology and other factors. It
should also ensure that operator salaries can be addressed in that
bucket.

I think that until that funding formula is addressed, it is difficult
to know whether it will be sufficient.

● (1235)

Ms. Niki Ashton: Just quickly, this is a question for the ISC.

I've referenced numerous first nations in our riding that still don't
have access to clean drinking water. Is it acceptable that in 2021 in
Canada, a country as rich as ours, first nations continue to face this
situation?
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Ms. Christiane Fox: No, it is not acceptable. We believe all
Canadians should have access to clean drinking water, absolutely.
That's what pushes and motivates our department to work directly
with chiefs and councils to address these issues.

You mentioned York Factory. We have been in touch. We have
teams on standby 24-7 to take calls from indigenous leaders,
whether it be on water issues, fire, mental health supports or
COVID. In terms of York Factory, the water is back up and run‐
ning. However, the chief and council have decided that they want to
do additional testing before they turn it back on.

When issues arise, we want to be responsive and we want to
work in lockstep with them to try to address those concerns.

Ms. Niki Ashton: Finally, perhaps I could make a closing re‐
mark.

I really appreciate the work of the AG team on this issue. I would
like to point out, as was raised by other colleagues, the perhaps
veiled attack on the lack of response from first nations leaders. First
nations leaders have been fighting for their lives and the lives of the
members of their community. This idea that somehow the AG re‐
port is not fully legitimate because they didn't hear from them is so
wrong and it is an unacceptable attack, frankly. The chief of Red
Sucker Lake First Nation had COVID himself when he was fight‐
ing for a second water truck for his community.

The struggle is very real, and this is not the time to play political
games. I very much appreciate the work that's being done to ad‐
dress this human rights violation in Canada right now. First nations
deserve clean drinking water now.

Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Ashton.

We will move into our next round of questioning, starting with
Mr. Webber for five minutes.

Mr. Len Webber: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I had originally asked this question of you, Ms. Hogan, back in
March when you tabled the reports. It's about the hiring practices
on first nation communities.

Ms. Hogan indicated that it wasn't part of her audit, so I will ask
you, Ms. Fox, about what role the federal government has in the
hiring practices of first nation communities. I specifically asked
Ms. Hogan, so I'll ask you, Ms. Fox, whether or not any first nation
reserves have restricted water supply jobs to indigenous and band
workers only. If so, does this affect their ability to find qualified
people to fill these positions? Has this created any continuity issues
in the plants' operations?

Ms. Christiane Fox: I think what I would say is that the depart‐
ment is involved in terms of providing funding to first nations lead‐
ership, but it is the responsibility of the first nations to manage the
contract. Of course, through the terms and conditions of our fund‐
ing, there are certain requirements. We really try to offer that if they
need any types of supports in terms of the contract, such as setting
up the contract or in terms of contractors, we're happy to work with
them. Ultimately, however, the decision is theirs.

With respect to your question about the decisions on the water
maintenance operators, who they hire to do these supports is abso‐
lutely up to the chief and council. As I think I mentioned, the O and
M funding that is available now really allows them to give competi‐
tive salaries, to recruit youth and women in their communities, and
to really work with them, so the question is best placed with them.
Have they held back on hiring? I haven't been privy to that type of
information. I think now we can say that with investment, especial‐
ly that $1.5 billion of operation funding in the fall economic state‐
ment, they're really well positioned to hire the talent they need to
monitor their systems. Then through the department's circuit rider
training program, they can be supported through a group of learners
and facilitators to allow them to really have the impact in their
communities and on their systems.

● (1240)

Mr. Len Webber: Thank you for that. That leads to my question
here also.

First of all, there was a survey conducted by a consortium of uni‐
versities led by Concordia. They found that two-thirds of water op‐
erators on first nations reserves were earning lower than the median
wage of operators elsewhere, outside reserves. Sometimes they are
working for close to minium wage, often while on call 24-7. Many
of the operations operate this way in first nation communities, with
the safety of their drinking water reliant on just one or a few under‐
paid and overworked operators.

I know, as you indicated, that it's not your role to determine
salaries and such, but certainly with this new funding in place, they
can look at these wages, as you've indicated. I just think that it's in‐
credibly important that we look at retention. It was brought up by
Mr. Longfield and Mr. Sorbara as well. Retention seems to be a re‐
curring issue.

Again, it is up to the first nation communities, then, to determine
the wages and salaries. Would bonuses be much cheaper than the
costs associated with water advisories? It just makes sense to me to
pay them fair wages. Do you have any comments on that, Ms. Fox?

Ms. Christiane Fox: I think what I would say is that the invest‐
ments that we've made in budget 2019 and the fall economic state‐
ment about the O and M allow them to increase their wages. Now
we're at 100% of that O and M funding formula. I think it does,
with regard to your point, really give the chief and council the op‐
portunity to pay fair wages. If a community were to decide to kind
of supplement for performance, that would be entirely up to the
community. We would, obviously, be supportive of that.
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I also think it's important to note that the skills and training, and
the continued training and learning as new technologies come into
play, are really important. If O and M funding allows that, as new
water technologies emerge and as people can survey the water sys‐
tems remotely versus doing the testing more manually.... All of
those things are incorporated in this additional funding of O and M
to allow for that. It is up to the band and council to make those final
decisions. However, they need to have the funding to be able to do
that, and that's what we're trying to provide.

Mr. Len Webber: Thank you.
The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Webber.

We will now go to Mr. Fergus for five minutes.
[Translation]

Mr. Greg Fergus (Hull—Aylmer, Lib.): Madam Chair, since I
was absent for the bulk of this morning's meeting, I will turn the
floor over to my colleague Mr. Blois.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Fergus.

Go ahead, Mr. Blois.
Mr. Kody Blois: Thank you, Madam Chair.

Mr. Webber was hitting on this in terms of capacity, so my ques‐
tion is to the Auditor General.

You've looked at this issue. Clean water on reserves has been a
legacy issue you talked about in reports in 2005 and 2011. Is this
just a money issue, or is there more at play here in terms of how we
get it?

We talk about the budget allocations. I'm proud of the fact that
our government is stepping up to put more money on the table.
However, is money alone going to solve some of these challenges?

Ms. Karen Hogan: We didn't really address this in the audit.

In my opinion, money alone is not enough. Money is absolutely
needed when you make commitments or create laws and regula‐
tions. You need the funding to support the infrastructure, the invest‐
ment and the time that need to go with all of these things. It isn't
just about money, but money is definitely an important aspect.

One of the last things I would highlight is probably the training
that would then be needed to maintain those trained operators.
However, what we've seen across so many of our audits on indige‐
nous issues is that this is not unique to water treatment plants. It's
also the ability to attract and retain resources when it comes to
nursing staff, mental health practitioners. There are so many issues.
It's very interconnected in the north and on reserves with housing as
well, so it isn't just money. There's a much bigger, broader, more
comprehensive issue.
● (1245)

Mr. Kody Blois: “Capacity” is the word. “Capacity” seems to be
the word.

With that, Ms. Fox, just as a quick follow-up to Mr. Webber, he
mentioned—and I'll take his report at face value, because I don't
have it in front of me—that two-thirds of individuals who are work‐
ing in these spaces might be earning near or around minimum

wage. I have to assume that when Indigenous Services Canada puts
its block of funding to indigenous communities, it would not just be
on a basis of minium wage.

What type of accountability or what type of oversight, if any, do
we have to ensure that the block of funding is supporting certain
outcomes, such as improvement over minimum wage, or to ensure
that the money is in place to retrain these types of workers that we
need?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Thank you so much. It's a great question.

I think what is really important to note is again—and I've come
to this point a lot—that it's about that respectful relationship and it's
about indigenous leaders making those decisions. Of course, we
want to work with them because they will have skills and training
needs in their community for broader infrastructure, for water in‐
frastructure, and it's about working closely with them to empower
them to make those decisions and provide them with the resources
to enable that decision-making, because if you don't have—

Mr. Kody Blois: I just want to hammer down on this. You men‐
tioned your allocation of funding to indigenous communities. Sure‐
ly as part of that funding model, the actual amount that you would
allocate would take into consideration the number of employees
who might be needed per community and would surely not be
based at minimum wage. Is that a fair statement?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Yes, but at the end of the day we cannot
dictate what the salary will be for that worker in that community.

Mr. Kody Blois: Okay. That was my question.

Ms. Fox, you talked earlier about wanting to get to the point of
enabling indigenous communities to take even more leadership in
terms of departments such as water. You mentioned that Indigenous
Services will provide funding, and we talked about how we need to
increase that funding. There is capacity building. What, in your
mind, does enabling indigenous communities to have that final
leadership look like?

It seems as though we've already devolved a lot of that power,
outside of actual funding, to indigenous communities. Does that
look like raising their own source of revenue with their communi‐
ty? What does that actually look like in your mind?

Ms. Christiane Fox: Yes, I think that's an excellent question.
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It would be things like the environmental public health officers,
for instance, who do the testing. At this point right now, we're in a
process of transferring that responsibility and that funding from the
employees I have here in Indigenous Services Canada to funding
people in communities to take on those roles and provide that kind
of skills and training, so it's not limited to the operators. It's about
health transformation and working with communities so that the In‐
digenous Services Canada nurses now become nurses of the com‐
munity. It's all part of our overall governmental objective to trans‐
form those services, and water is one of them.

You are right that we are making progress towards that transfor‐
mation by empowering leadership to take on these responsibilities,
and I think we will continue to do that throughout our mandate
here.

Mr. Kody Blois: Thank you, Madam Chair, I think that might be
my time, although I wish I had more.

The Chair: Yes, you are right on time. Thank you so much, Ms.
Fox and Mr. Blois.

We will now move into our last round of questioning of two and
a half minutes, starting with Mr. Blanchette-Joncas.
[Translation]

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Madam Chair.

I will continue with questions for Ms. Fox.

Ms. Fox, earlier, I was trying to understand whether the govern‐
ment's goal of fixing all the problems before March 31, 2021, was
realistic before the pandemic.

From what I understand, the pandemic turned all plans upside
down. Is that correct?

Ms. Christiane Fox: In any infrastructure project, there are real‐
ities that mean there are sometimes delays. I can't say that there
were no delays before the COVID‑19 pandemic. There are always
projects that move a little faster or slower than others.

We were working closely with the committees to really under‐
stand the project and the timelines, and how we could make up for
any delays. That was the reality we were living with, even before
the COVID‑19 pandemic.

However, the COVID‑19 pandemic had a very significant impact
on the progress of some infrastructure projects, not just water
projects. As a result, we have had to rethink our timelines and real‐
ize that the closure of several communities necessitated extending
our deadline beyond March 31, 2021.

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Thank you, Ms. Fox. That an‐
swers my question.

The COVID‑19 pandemic exacerbated the situation, but there
were still delays before the pandemic.

In terms of the drinking water systems assessed that have the
same issues as in 2015, almost half of the systems are at high or
medium risk. A comparison of the 2019‑20 and the 2014‑15 reports
shows that, five years later, the situation is the same.

How is that there has been no improvement in five years?

● (1250)

Ms. Christiane Fox: First, I confirm that the department was
working through the summer and fall with the goal of meeting the
deadline. It was only in the fall that this changed, when the Minister
asked that work not continue based on that timeline. I just wanted
to clarify that.

In terms of the percentage of systems at risk, we saw reductions
in risk, especially for systems that were high risk. The percentage
was close to 20% at one point, based on our risk assessment sys‐
tem. In 2019‑20, that percentage was between 14% and 15%. The
number of systems that were high risk has been reduced.

There are still systems that are at risk, because some of them
aren't intended for long‑term use. They are temporary systems,
which are inherently higher risk—

Mr. Maxime Blanchette-Joncas: Ms. Fox, my question was
about high‑ and medium‑risk systems.

[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much.

We will now move on to Ms. Ashton for two and a half minutes.

Ms. Niki Ashton: Thank you.

First, I have a comment. I find it pretty rich when I hear Liberals
talking about how it's not just about money and it is about capacity.
I mean, where's the political will? It's pretty disrespectful to blame
first nations for not having clean drinking water. I have heard and
visited communities where first nations are doing everything they
can with what they've got to meet the need in their communities.
The stories right now in 2021, during a pandemic, are stories that
are inhumane and are reflective of third world living conditions, so
just to set the record straight here, what we are missing is political
will from this government.

I want to go to the AG to ask, based on their report, how devas‐
tating is it that so many first nations do not have access to clean
drinking water? Does this also connect with their—

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: On a point of order, this is really hard on
my ears. I can only imagine the trouble the translators are having.
It's very loud.

The Chair: Okay. Thank you very much, Mr. Longfield.

Ms. Niki Ashton: I love how passion, especially from women, is
often misconstrued as being just “loud”.

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: No. It's your mouthpiece, I think. It has to
go up higher.

Ms. Niki Ashton: Well, I'll take my cues from the techs, thank
you.
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To go back to the AG, when communities don't have clean drink‐
ing water, is it limiting in other ways in terms of their ability to pro‐
vide other services, whether it's opening up schools or expanding
health care services? We know that when there isn't enough access
to quality water in communities, there are a number of other domi‐
no effects.

I'm wondering if the AG could speak to that.
Ms. Karen Hogan: We definitely didn't look at all of those

domino effects in our audit, but I do agree with you. We did high‐
light the boil water advisory and what it impacts—fundamental
things like bathing your young children or preparing food. It re‐
quires a community to boil their water before they can do so. Not
having access to safe drinking water obviously has an impact on the
general health of any human being.

The ripple effect is definitely one that's there and one that will
impact generations of first nations. That's why it's so important to
find those long-term solutions as soon as possible.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Hogan and Ms. Ashton.

That brings us to the end of our questioning.

I would like to thank our witnesses for joining us today.

As well, thank you, colleagues, for all of your very good ques‐
tions.

I will now invite our witnesses to take their leave.
Ms. Christiane Fox: Thank you very much. Have a good day.
The Chair: You too.

Colleagues, you all should have received the revised calendar for
April and May. I know that our clerk and our analysts worked
quickly to get this into your hands so that you could take a look at
it. Are there any questions?

Seeing none—
● (1255)

Mr. Luc Berthold: Yes.
The Chair: Go ahead, Mr. Berthold.
Mr. Luc Berthold: I was trying to find my “raise hand” option.

For May 13, we will have the meeting....
[Translation]

I'll switch back to French.

On May 13, we will have a meeting with people who will ex‐
plain the cabinet confidences, and we will be looking at two re‐
ports. I suggested that we immediately schedule an extension of the
meeting until 2:00 p.m., which would make it a three‑hour meeting.
We could then plan our schedule accordingly.

Does everyone agree to proceed this way? I would like us to plan
for this meeting to be a little longer than usual. That way, we don't
have to extend the meeting by half an hour or 45 minutes at the
meeting
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Mr. Berthold.

I know that at times we do go over time. We try to keep it to a
minimum, given the pressures that are on our technicians and other
staff, because there are other meetings that need to begin when ours
ends.

I would ask the clerk to weigh in on our ability to extend a meet‐
ing by an hour on May 13, and then perhaps we can hear from our
colleagues as well on whether this will work with their schedules.

Mr. Longfield....

Oh, I'm sorry. Madam Clerk, would you like to go first?

The Clerk of the Committee (Ms. Angela Crandall): No,
please let Mr. Longfield go.

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: Thank you. That's where I was going as
well. I could have brought my hand down.

We looked at an hour. If we could still have our committee meet‐
ing in two hours, if that option is available, it would be wonderful.

The Chair: If I am understanding correctly, Mr. Longfield, we
have a two-hour meeting scheduled. Mr. Berthold is asking for an
additional hour, so we would be meeting for three hours.

Mr. Lloyd Longfield: Yes, exactly. I'm agreeing with Mr.
Berthold.

The Chair: Okay. Thank you.

The Clerk: If I may, Madam Chair—

The Chair: Please go ahead, Madam Clerk.

The Clerk: I have reached out to the law clerk's office, and he's
available for one hour. He has another meeting that's in conflict
with our meeting, but he can come during the first hour of the meet‐
ing. If Mr. Berthold is looking to extend the meeting so that we
have two hours for the draft reports....

Is that the case, sir?

[Translation]

Mr. Berthold, you want to extend the meeting so we can look at
the draft reports. Is that it?

Mr. Luc Berthold: I just wanted to make sure we had time to do
everything we had to do. We have two draft reports to look at, and
there is a one‑hour briefing to consider. I would suggest that we
start with the one‑hour briefing, which is extremely important. Af‐
ter that, we could continue until 2:00 p.m., if necessary and if we
run out of time.

However, I'd like us to schedule the extension right away so that
we don't have to do it on the day of the meeting in case we need
another 15 minutes to finish a report. It's easier to schedule, if we
know right away that the meeting is likely to be extended. I'm ask‐
ing if it's possible to do that. I'd also ask my colleagues to schedule
it so we can review the two draft reports that we'll be considering
on May 13.
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[English]
The Chair: I have seen a thumbs-up and I'm seeing heads nod‐

ding, so if we can work it out with the technical staff to be able to
extend our meeting, it looks as though our committee would want
to do that, Madam Clerk.

Go ahead, Mr. Sorbara.
Mr. Francesco Sorbara: I just want to say thank you, Chair, and

thank you to the clerk and the analyst, for rejigging our schedule to
make it work.

Concerning Mr. Berthold's idea—I think Mr. Longfield chimed
in as well—I'm in full support. This committee is very important to
me on many levels. First of all, I enjoy it, but secondly, the reports
from the Auditor General are very important in terms of how gov‐
ernment works and in terms of transparency and accountability. I
told my staff to always leave the hour before question period free in
case this committee needs to run overtime. I'm all for it.

● (1300)

The Chair: Thank you very much.
The Clerk: I will confirm with the services that the hour is avail‐

able. This far in advance, we should be able to arrange it. When the
notice is issued, if we have permission, I'll put it for the three hours.

The Chair: Thank you very much.

Colleagues, with that change, do I have a motion to adopt the re‐
vised work calendar?

Some hon. members: Agreed.

The Chair: Thank you very much. That's excellent.

I also want to let you know that the meeting on Tuesday will be
on the Canada child benefit with the Canada Revenue Agency.

Thank you very much, colleagues. Enjoy the rest of your day.

The meeting is adjourned.
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