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ABSTRACT 

 

 This research project was created through a partnership between the Anishnabe 

of the Gitchi Gami Environmental Programs, the Fort William First Nation Youth Council 

and Lakehead University.  Together 13 members of the Fort William First Nation 

participated in a photovoice project to document perspectives on source water 

protection.  Many First Nations communities are not involved in the creation of source 

water protection policy, which can increase the risk to drinking water supply.  Through 

the use of photovoice this research examines community perspectives about water and 

peoples’ connection to it.  This exploratory research examined three themes: 

jurisdictional issues, threats and Traditional Ecological Knowledge.  The use of 

photovoice is a positive way to increase involvement in and discussions about source 

water protection.  This method provides the opportunity for communities to examine 

source water protection from a science-based perspective, and share their knowledge, 

experiences and understanding of source water protection from a Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge perspective.    
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1. Problem Context 

1.1 Ensuring Safe Drinking Water  
 

 This study explores First Nations involvement in source water protection planning 

and provides recommendations for the development of policies and practices to allow 

the effective participation of First Nations communities in the management of drinking 

water in Ontario.  Due to isolation, absent legislation, lack of capacity, resources, and 

control, many First Nations Communities across Canada suffer from a lack of reliable, 

clean drinking water.  This has led to a mistrust of water management regimes in those 

communities (Brown and Hussain 2003; CESD 2005; CPHI 2004; Davies and 

Mazumder 2003; Hrudey et al. 2006; Eggertson 2008; O’Connor 2002). Coupled with a 

lack of capacity on the part of First Nation communities to engage in the protection of 

source water (INAC 2006; COO 2006), this lack of trust can lead to further problems in 

ensuring the health of citizens (O’Connor 2002).  Through the government’s use of 

neoliberal development policies and policies of assimilation, First Nations communities 

have not been able to effectively communicate or protect their interests.  For example, 

many First Nations suffer health problems as a result of dispossession of their 

traditional territories, lack of control over their environment, exposure to contaminants 

and the ill effects of development (Arquette et al. 2002; Mascarenhas 2007; Schell et al. 

2005).  The poor health of many First Nations communities is directly related to the loss 

of culture, traditions and way of life due to the dispossession of the environment they 

and their ancestors have depended upon since time immemorial (CPHI 2004; Richmond 

et al. 2004).   

The enquiry that followed the drinking water tragedies in Walkerton, Ontario and 

North Battleford, Saskatchewan have brought new attention to the issues surrounding 
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source water protection and its profound impact on health, the environment and the 

economy (CCME 2002).  Source water protection as defined by the Lakehead Region 

Conservation Authority (LRCA) “is action taken to prevent the pollution and overuse of 

municipal drinking water sources, including groundwater, lakes, rivers and streams.  

Source water protection involves developing and implementing a plan to manage land 

uses and potential contaminants” (LRCA 2010, G-35).  The Walkerton Inquiry raised 

awareness of the high potential for drinking water threats in First Nations Communities 

due in part to a lack of source water protection (Mascarenhas 2007). 

The inclusion of First Nations Communities, and a First Nations’ perspective, into 

source water protection regimes has yet to be addressed (COO 2007).  The practical 

methods for including a First Nations perspective is complicated by the fact that Native 

and non-native peoples have different worldviews (Overholt and Callicott 1982; Robyn 

2002) and differing meanings of the term ‘involvement’.  The use of more effective 

methods of inclusion, would allow Native cultures to enhance source water protection 

and provide a more holistic understanding of water (Ekins 1992; McPherson and Rabb 

1993).  There is the potential to provide native and non-native peoples with a social 

learning environment from which to develop a common vision for water management 

(Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007).  The current lack of involvement of First Nations communities 

in source water protection policy threatens drinking water supplies.  Through the use of 

photovoice methods and qualitative interviews this exploratory research will examine 

First Nations perspectives on water and develop themes, which seek to represent 

values.  The use of this method and the results it produces will demonstrate its 

applicability in involving First Nations communities in source water protection. 
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1.2 Objectives of the Research  
 

 First Nations communities are often left out of source water protection policy 

development for a variety of reasons.  Some of these reasons include issues of 

jurisdiction, competency, fairness, accessibility and culture (COO 2007).  The lack of 

effective involvement puts First Nations people at increased health risks as they are 

prevented from protecting their needs and interests.  The integration of Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge into source water protection policy offers opportunities to include 

First Nations communities and further create a more holistic perspective into the 

management of water resources.  In this paper Traditional Ecological Knowledge is 

defined as “indigenous systems of knowledge, as well as cultural practices and 

methodologies related to the production of knowledge based on traditional belief 

systems, relationships to the environment, and community practices” (COO 2007). 

Additional research is required to develop better methods of including First 

Nations communities in the development of source water protection policies.  The goal 

of this project is to build on local community knowledge, serve their interests and 

encourage widespread participation at all levels (Flicker 2008).  In order to progress this 

goal, an experiment using photovoice as a method of gathering perspectives on source 

water protection from the Fort William First Nation was used.  This research project has 

three specific objectives.  First, to create a photovoice project with the Fort William First 

Nation that, equitably involves community members and agencies in research that 

draws their personal knowledge and experience, and builds community capacity.  The 

second objective will be to determine the feasibility of this method as a tool to be used 

in source water protection policy development in First Nations communities.  Third, the 
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project seeks to explore Anishnabe perspectives concerning water and create a venue 

where Anishnabe people can share their views and issues regarding water security.   

The photovoice methodology was chosen for its ease of use by participants, its 

ability to empower people as researchers and allow them to speak about their 

perspectives, and the limits it puts on academics to bias the research direction 

(Castleden et al. 2008).  Photovoice also has the added effect of building community 

capacity to document, discuss and enhance decision-making (Wang 1998).   

1.3 History of the Fort William First Nation  
  

The interest of the Anishnabe of the Gitchi Gami Environmental Programs 

(AGGEP) in research and their past work mapping dumpsites and using photovoice on 

the Fort William First Nation made for an ideal partnership with Lakehead University.  

The Fort William First Nation is not currently part of the source water protection 

committee established by the Lakehead Region Conservation Authority even though its 

borders are located within the watershed.  The community’s close proximity to 

Lakehead University allowed for regular visits and meetings in the community, and 

allowed for greater and more intimate knowledge of the source water protection issues 

existing in the community.  This proximity also allowed for a number of land/water-

based fieldtrips and activities that further enhanced community knowledge and that of 

the researcher.  The following sections will provide a short history of the Fort William 

First Nation (FWFN) including how their water source changed over time and elaborate 

on past legislation and other aspects of government involvement in dealing with drinking 

water on the FWFN.  

The FWFN was interested in this project because the community is 

jurisdictionally linked with several ongoing municipal, provincial and federal water 
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management regimes that seek to ensure safe drinking water and the sustainable use 

of existing water resources in the regional watershed.  Yet the community of Fort 

William First Nation has yet to participate or be meaningfully involved in any of these 

decision-making opportunities.  For example, the majority of the Fort William First 

Nation now receives their water from the City of Thunder Bay via the Bare Point 

treatment plant, which is regulated by the province of Ontario.  There is an absence of 

participation of Fort William First Nation members in the Lakehead Region Source 

Water Protection Planning Process under the Ontario Ministry of the Environment’s 

Clean Water Act (2006); and there is an absence of participation in the Thunder Bay 

Remedial Action Plans under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement (GLWQA 

1987).  Each of these water management approaches, and the perspectives that 

implement them, have an influence on the treatment and supply of drinking water to the 

Fort William First Nation, the protection of source water and the elimination of drinking 

water threats from the watershed that encompasses the Fort William First Nation, and 

the remediation of human impacts that are concentrated in and around the Fort William 

First Nation territory.  It is therefore an opportune time for community members to 

communicate their worldviews and perspectives as they relate to water so that they may 

enhance the development of water management strategies that affect them. 

The ancestors of the Fort William First Nations (FWFN) people built the 

community along the north shore of Lake Superior near the mouth of the Kaministiquia 

River.  The current Fort William Reserve was conceived through the Robinson Superior 

Treaty of 1850 and established in 1853 (Figure 1.1).  As shown in Figure 1.2 there are 

currently a number of unresolved land claim issues concerning reserve lands taken, 

including frontage along the south of the Kaministiquia River (FWFN 2009).  The current 

reserve itself is 5815.1 hectares, located to the south of Thunder Bay (INAC 2009 c).  
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As of October 2009, according to Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, the FWFN 

has a registered on reserve population of 892 and an additional off reserve population 

of 969 (INAC 2009 b).   The median age of the population is 31.2 compared to the 

Ontario median age of 39.0.  The median income is $35,200 compared to the Ontario 

average of $69,159, nearly twice as much.  Overwhelmingly the language most spoken, 

and also the most common mother tongue of community members living on reserve is 

English.  There are, however, four percent of respondents with a mother tongue other 

than English or French (Statistics Canada 2009). 
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