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Submitted to:  
 
Lis Mack 
Manager 
Partners FOR the Saskatchewan River Basin 
402 Third Avenue South 
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan  
S7K 3G5 
 
February 17, 2014 
 
Dear Lis Mack, Manager 
 
Re: Partners FOR the Saskatchewan River Basin First Nations Water Initiative  
 
Project Background: 
 
It is my pleasure to present this report to Partners FOR the Saskatchewan River Basin (PFSRB) 
(c/o Meewasin Valley Authority) in partial fulfilment of the Partners FOR the Saskatchewan 
River Basin First Nations Water Initiative. 
 
Project Methodology: 
 
The majority of work undertaken for this project was completed between October 2012 and 
January 2014. Information contained in this report is based on First Nation experiences 
respecting water issues in Treaty 4, 5, 6, 7 (Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba) specific to the 
Saskatchewan River Basin, see Table 1.  
 
The information contained in this report was gathered through a mix of site visits, open-ended 
personal interviews, telephone interviews, document review, group workshops and presentations. 
The First Nation communities have not been named. In addition, individuals from these 
communities cannot be identified for reasons of privacy. The information contained in this report 
is for the purpose of presenting a broad overview of First Nation issues, concerns and 
perspectives on water that is based on sample surveys within the Saskatchewan River Basin. The 
information contained in this report was collected by a non-First Nation, sole investigator, 
working on contract with limited budget and time allowance for use by “Partners FOR the 
Saskatchewan River Basin”. The information contained within this report is without prejudice.   
  

Submitted by: 
 
Robert Patrick 
Consultant 
715 Main St 
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 
S7H 0J9 
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Table 1: Study Areas (See Map below) 
 
Treaty Area Jurisdiction Watershed Area 
Treaty 7 Alberta Bow River, South Saskatchewan R. 
Treaty 6 Alberta North Saskatchewan River Basin 
Treaty 6 Saskatchewan North Saskatchewan River 
Treaty 6 Saskatchewan North Saskatchewan River  
Treaty 6 Saskatchewan North Saskatchewan River 
Treaty 4 Saskatchewan South Saskatchewan River (adjacent) 
Treaty 5 Saskatchewan Saskatchewan River 
Treaty 5 Manitoba Saskatchewan River 
 

 
Credit: J.R. Miller, Compact, Contract, Covenant: Aboriginal Treaty-Making in Canada (U of 
Toronto Press, 2009) and Articulate Eye Design, Saskatoon. 
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Treaty 7 History: 
Treaty 7 was a peace treaty made between two nations—the tribes of the Blackfoot Confederacy 
and Great Britain. The Blackfoot Confederacy included the Siksika, the Piikani (Peigan), the 
Kainaiwa (Blood)), the Tsuu T'ina (Sarcee), the Stoney (Bearspaw, Chiniki, and 
Wesley/Goodstoney). The Treaty is known as the Blackfoot Treaty due to the dominating 
presence of Blackfoots in the area resulting in Blackfoots being the primary focus of 
Government Officials at the time. Today, Blackfoot Crossing in Siksika First Nation 
commemorates this historic signing event.   
 
Treaty 7 Region:  
The Treaty 7 Region includes 130, 000 square kilometres of land south of the Red Deer River 
and adjacent to the Rocky Mountains (see Figure 1). Treaty 7 includes the Blood Tribe, Piikani 
Nation, Siksika Nation, Stoney Nations (Bearspaw, Wesley, Chiniki), and Tsuu T’ina Nation. 
 
Treaty 6 History: 
Treaty 6 was made between Great Britain and bands of Cree and Stoney First Nations. The treaty 
was negotiated and signed at Fort Carlton and Duck Lake in August, 1876 and at Fort Pitt in 
September, 1876. There were many subsequent adhesions to the treaty by individual bands well 
into the 20th century. The Indigenous inhabitants of this area are mainly Cree with some 
Assiniboine, Saulteaux, and Chipewyan. In 1876, the Government of Canada was mainly 
concerned with making a treaty with the Cree, the majority inhabitants of the Saskatchewan 
River country. These people had been concerned about the intention of the Canadian 
Government towards them ever since the Dominion had taken sovereignty over the North-West 
Territories from the Hudson's Bay Company (Beal, 2007). 
 
Treaty 6 Region: 
The area comprised by Treaty Six extends across the central portions of the present provinces of 
Alberta and Saskatchewan covering 310,000 square kilometres. Treaty Six is situated between 
the Athabasca and South Saskatchewan Rivers, east of the Rocky Mountains; in what is now 
Saskatchewan. The area extends roughly from a northern limit between 55° and 54° latitude to 
the South Saskatchewan and Qu’Appelle rivers (Beal, 2007). 
 
Treaty 5 History: 
Treaty 5, signed in 1875, included three Saskatchewan First Nations: Cumberland House, Shoal 
River, and Red Earth. Treaty 5 dealt mainly with the Manitoba area, and was unique in the fact 
that the Treaty Commissioner dealt individually with regional bands rather than with a large 
treaty area (Nestor, 2007). 
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Treaty 5 Region: 
Water was an important issue because the geographic region covered Lake Winnipeg as well as 
portions of several important rivers. During the negotiations of Treaty 5, Treaty Commissioner 
Morris used the strategy of separating the general idea of treaty from the issues of establishing 
specific reserves. In exchange for access to an area of approximately 160,000 square kilometres, 
the First Nations of Treaty 5 were to receive reserves of 160 acres per family of five, annual 
allowance of $5 per year per person, clothing and medals, articles for cultivation, education, and 
the right to hunt, fish and trap; they were to ban alcohol and to keep peace and order (Nestor, 
2007). 
 
Treaty 4 History: 
While negotiators for the British Crown struggled to contain First Nations’ demands, the strategy 
of the Cree and Saulteaux was to gain full compensation for their lands. Agricultural assistance, 
medical aid and other promises had been verbally made at earlier negotiations of the Numbered 
Treaties; however, these terms did not appear in the written text of Treaties 1 and 2. Records of 
the discussions proved that the Crown had indeed made promises beyond what the federal 
government initially planned: these omissions upset the First Nations, who responded by 
obstructing the surveying of land and the movements of settlers. While the issue of the “outside 
promises” was eventually resolved in 1875 through a revision of Treaties 1 and 2, the 
dissatisfaction over the Canadian government’s failure to recognize its treaty commitments set 
the backdrop for the negotiation of Treaty 4 (Stonechild, 2007). 
 
Treaty 4 Region: 
Treaty 4 represents 195,000 square kilometres of territory ranging from the southeast corner of 
present-day Alberta through most of southern Saskatchewan to west-central Manitoba. This 
treaty was negotiated between Treaty 4 First Nations and the British Crown in Fort Qu’Appelle 
on September 8, 1874 (Stonechild, 2007). 
 
Disclaimer: 
This report is not intended as a definitive explanation of all conditions affecting First Nations 
with respect to water and human health. Nor is this intended as a full and accurate description of 
the conditions experienced by First Nations with respect to the water. This report should not be 
interpreted as a full understanding of all the Spirit relations, human and ecosystem health 
conditions, and traditional knowledge and teachings related to water in, and of, First Nations. 
This report merely reflects a snapshot in time of one individual’s experience (non-First Nation) 
of water related stories and experiences for some First Nations in the Saskatchewan River Basin, 
Canada.  
 
Bob Patrick 
Saskatoon, SK 
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Introduction 
 
This report is divided into four sections. Part 1 introduces the “General Context” under which the 
land and water relationship has been affected for First Nations in Canada over the past 150 years. 
The second section, Part 2, provides the “Issues and Concerns” as presented by some First 
Nations in the region. Part 2 is presented as four sub-sections: “Water Rights and Traditional 
Knowledge”; “Access to Safe Drinking Water”; “Water Security”; and “Treaty 7 
Considerations”. The third section, Part 3, provides the “First Nations Water Perspectives” 
within the region. The final section, Part 4, offers broad “Recommendations” based on the many 
statements and observations that form the findings of this report.  

 
PART 1: General Context 
 
Part 1 of this report will provide general context and overview of water rights and access for 
First Nations in Canada. This section provides introductory, general information only and is not 
intended to provide a detailed account of the complex legal and institutional issues that face First 
Nation’s right to access safe water.   
 
In Canada, Indigenous, or First Nation, “place-making” is the result of the Indian Act (1876) that 
created, among other things, “Indian Reserves”, or institutional ‘islands’ of forced settlement 
(Patrick 2010). Over time, the lands surrounding these “Indian Reserves” have become used for 
urban development, recreation, agriculture, forestry, mining, and other land uses. While directly 
affected by such land use activity, First Nations in Canada have no control over adjacent lands 
and resources. Access to, and control over, lands and resources adjacent to ‘Indian Reserves’ is 
at the discretion of local and provincial governments. This jurisdictional conundrum is further 
complicated for First Nations as the federal government has authority over lands “reserved for 
Indians”. The onset of colonial occupation of the prairie in the mid nineteenth century initiated 
an insidious process that severed the long relationship to the land and water held by many First 
Nations in the region. This relationship included stewardship practices, hunting and harvesting, 
and landscape planning for resource management. It has been argued that the loss of access to 
land and water has contributed significantly to the “annihilation of both place and sense of place” 
for First Nations in Canada (Windsor and McVey 2005). Moreover, the imposition of 
colonialism has been shown to produce health disparities (Desbiens 2007; Frohlich et al 2006; 
Hanrahan 2003). In the words of Frohlich et al (2006) health disparities manifest from a long 
history of oppression and are inextricably linked to unequal access to resources, including 
education and training, as well as limited access to and control over lands and resources, 
including water. 
 
As of October 2013, 123 First Nation communities in Canada were under a drinking water 
advisory – approximately one in five communities (Health Canada, 2010). A drinking water 
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advisory is a preventative measure to protect public health from confirmed or suspected 
microbial or chemical contamination (Health Canada, 2009). Many First Nation communities 
have lived under these conditions for extended periods of time, including the residents of Yellow 
Quill First Nation just west of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.  Here a boil water advisory was in 
effect for over 10 years (Polaris 2008). A boil water advisory is issued after confirmation of 
water supply contamination with faecal pollution indicator organisms (Health Canada 2009). 
 
As an indicator of compromised drinking water quality, boil water advisories issued by federal or 
provincial health authorities for First Nation community water systems are 2.5 times more 
frequent than for non-First Nation communities. Community water systems are defined here as 
any water system with 2 or more water connections. While approximately 30% of First Nation 
community water systems are classified as high risk systems in Canada, the number of water-
borne infections in First Nations is an alarming 26 times higher than the Canadian national 
average (Eggerton, 2006).    
 
First Nation communities experience prolonged periods of boil water advisories lasting many 
years. Health Canada (2009) report that the average duration of all drinking water advisories 
reported between 1995 and 2007 (n=654) was 343 days, with the maximum duration lasting 
4,716 days, almost 13 years. The quality of drinking water available in Canada depends on who 
you are and where you live. If you are a First Nation, living on reserve, you are 26 times more 
likely to be exposed to a water-borne disease. Place and ethnicity are key determinants of public 
health in Canada as measured by access to safe drinking water. 

 
Living with long term boil water advisories is often the norm in many First Nation communities 
in Canada, a condition that would be intolerable in non-First Nation communities.  The response 
to these advisories may potentially lead to public complacency where officially unsafe drinking 
water becomes “the norm” in many First Nation communities. It has been shown that a lack of 
trust in tap water has created dependency on expensive bottled water, or worse, encouraged 
consumption of cola-based beverages with associated health impacts (Wescoat et al 2007; 
Hanrahan 2003). 
 
The following section provides greater detail specific to the study area of this project, the 
Saskatchewan River Basin in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba.  
 
PART 2: Issues and Concerns 
 
For ease of reference, issues and concerns relating directly to water for First Nations in the 
Saskatchewan River Basin are listed under 3 sub-categories: Water Rights; Access to Safe 
Drinking Water; and Water Availability and are shown in Tables 2, 3 and 4 respectively.   
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2.1 Water Rights, Traditional Knowledge 
 
The information presented in this sub-section is related to water rights and traditional knowledge 
(see Table 2). Treaty First Nations often state that the right to water was not surrendered at the 
time of treaty signing. In fact, the signing of Treaty entrenched the legal right to water for First 
Nations ‘so long as the grass grows and the river flows’. Another form of water right for First 
Nations refers to Aboriginal right, or inherent right as First Peoples, to water. Last, as the earliest 
occupiers of federal reserve lands, First Nations hold “First in Time, First in Right” (FITFIR) 
privileges as well as riparian right of access. Interviewees expressed concern that new and 
expanding industries such as agriculture and potash mining will use and consume large amounts 
of water, or contaminate water, or both, to the detriment of the First Nation. Water licensing 
agreements made by the Province in favour of these industries was seen to be a means by which 
First Nations Treaty, Aboriginal, and riparian right to water may be circumvented. This is a 
major concern of many First Nation communities. 
 
First Nation reserves were often established in areas with limited or poor access to sufficient 
supplies of water. Poor water quality is another legacy of federal “Indian Reserve” creation. High 
salinity of groundwater as well as arsenic, uranium and other naturally occurring contaminants 
compromise water quality and create water treatment technology challenges (where such 
technology exists) for First Nations.  Uncertainty breeds fear. As new concerns about water 
quality are raised in these communities there is growing distrust of water and the health of not 
only humans but of other organisms dependent on water such as fish, game animals, water fowl 
and domestic animals. The safety of traditional food is now being questioned at a time when 
traditional foods have been promoted as a healthier food source as compared to processed 
western foods. The lack of information dissemination to local communities certainly contributes 
to uncertainty about water quality, which fuels further fear about human health.  
 
Throughout the study area (Saskatchewan River Basin) the separation of First Nations onto 
reserves of relatively low and disbursed population restricts economies of scale in relation to 
water infrastructure such as water treatment plants and water distribution systems. This presents 
an immense challenge for First Nations respecting the financing of water infrastructure. Without 
sufficient population and density of development economies of scale to support municipal 
standards of water infrastructure simply can not be met. As a result, First Nations water 
infrastructure is poorly developed in most reserves. This includes drinking water distribution 
systems, drinking water treatment plants, waste water collection and treatment, and other 
infrastructure. 
 
The health of water is a concern for community members, in particular Elders. Many Elders 
understand water to be a life form, noting that water is our first environment, in the womb. Water 
is life, and with all life forms, water may take on different characteristics. Water may be lively or 
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tired; sick or healthy. Additives to water, according to many Elders, may change the physical 
characteristics of water. One example is the use of chlorine, or chloramines, as a disinfectant. In 
western science the use of chlorine to kill bacteria is normally seen as a logical, healthy, practice. 
But for some First Nations the addition of chlorine to kill bacteria will also kill the water. The 
view is that chlorine is indiscriminate; it kills the water, all life, including humans. Fear of 
chlorinated, processed water, has led some Elders to gather water by more traditional means 
from sloughs, ponds and other ‘natural’ settings.  
 
Lack of a reliable, local water source is another concern of First Nations in the study area. In 
some communities it was practice to transport water over long distances using a pipeline. This 
occurred where local water supplies were no longer viable for a variety of reasons. A poor 
quality water source or a limited supply of water sometimes resulted in the importation of water 
in a pipeline or truck from an adjacent community.  This practice reduced local self sufficiency 
and raised water supply dependency on inter-community or even inter-basin transfers from a 
neighbouring water source. At the same time, this practice raises uncertainty regarding water 
quality, especially for elders where chlorinated municipal water is piped to a First Nation.  Such 
practice raises questions about local water security. As well, this was noted to be an expensive 
practice as the First Nation was billed for the water.   
 
In one First Nation (Treaty 6, Saskatchewan) there were strong voices of opposition to 
unregulated recreation activity on a sacred lake. The healing waters of the lake and the water 
spirits themselves were not being respected by power boat operators and others that came to the 
lake for recreation. 
 
In all study areas it was reported that young people were not learning the importance of water. 
The lake waters were being taken for granted and the young people did not understand water in 
the ways of the Elders.  Issues and concerns related to water rights and traditional knowledge are 
listed for reference in Table 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



First Nations Water Initiative 
 

9 
 

Table 2: Water rights, Traditional Knowledge 
 

WATER RIGHTS, TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 
ISSUE CONCERN 

Water rights - The right to water of sufficient quantity and quality 
was not surrendered at time of Treaty 
- Aboriginal right to water is an inherent right of First 
Peoples 
-FITFIR privileges and riparian right to water as 
original, first occupants of land (Reserve land, Treaty 
land)  

Reserve system limited physical access 
to water 

-Creation of reserves often concentrated First Nation 
populations away from ready access to reliable water 
sources 

Isolation of reserves limits economies 
of scale 
 

-Reserves separated population groups making water 
infrastructure more costly on per capita basis, eg. 
Water treatment plants.   

The water is not healthy -The use of chlorine to disinfect drinking water seen 
by some Elders as a poison to all life, including 
humans. 
-Agricultural practices on-reserve, on Treaty Land 
Entitlement areas and adjacent farm lands including 
spraying, pesticides, is impacting water quality  
 

Source of water, trust in water 
treatment technology,  

-Drinking water piped into a First Nation community 
not as trusted as local water sources 
- Fear of what may be in the water. For example, smell 
of ammonia, chlorine, and other chemicals. 
-Community uncertainty over the type of technology  

Protecting healing waters, sacred waters 
 

-Sacred lake water not respected by uncontrolled 
recreation activities (Manitou Lake) 

Need for greater water awareness, more 
teachings about water as life 

-Young people not learning about water safely, 
traditional values on water, respect for water 
-A role for Elders to play in the community 

 
2.2 Access to Safe Drinking Water 
 
The information presented in this sub-section relates to access to safe drinking water (see Table 
3). Several First Nation communities in Treaty 5, Treaty 6 and Treaty 7 voiced concern over 
upstream land use activities. The activities were often related to the petrochemical industry 
(Treaty 5, 6) or urban development (Treaty 7). Fear of unknown contaminants raised local 
suspicions about water quality in their local community. There was a strong perception that local 
water was contaminated, but there was little knowledge of what those contaminants might be. 
Many people suggested the need for monitoring and testing local waters to determine water 
quality. In one community (Treaty 5) Elders were told by government health officials to not eat 
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fish more than once per week as the fish contained high levels of mercury. This was very bad 
news for the Elders who had previously been told by the same health officials to eat fish for 
dietary reasons. Fish is also a traditional food source for the community. After this advice was 
given by the government health authority the community had uncertainty over the accuracy of 
this warning. This situation only added further confusion and uncertainty the community 
regarding the health of the waters. 
 
In the observed First Nation communities of this study, production wells were not securely 
fenced. As a result, humans, wildlife, and domestic animals are freely able to access the 
immediate area around the production well. The area around many of the well-heads was often 
not bermed, so that surface contaminants or flood water could collect at the well-head. Several 
communities reported regular flooding around the well-head during spring melt. 
  
In some communities there was concern that young people were not aware of their water source. 
It was reported that more awareness of the water source would be helpful. This could occur in 
school and with public signage within the community. Water education in public schools and to 
households would be a help. 
 
Several communities expressed interested in completing a land use plan. A land use plan would 
identify all existing and future land uses. This would be an important first step in protecting 
water resources and developing future priority goals for a community. Off-reserve land uses 
were a common concern in most communities. The fear of unknown upstream land uses and the 
impact on water quality was a worry to community members. Not knowing the long term effects 
of potential chemicals is a very real concern. The lack of communication with upstream 
industrial users and government is also part of the worry. On-reserve land uses were also noted 
to be a concern. Bulk fuel storage, oil and gas wells, and former land uses were all noted as 
possible contamination sources.   
 
Agriculture was noted to be a concern to communities within Treaty 4 and 6. The expansion of 
grain farming over many First Nations and adjacent Treaty Land Entitlement (TLE) lands is a 
concern. Lease lands are not required to report chemical usage, so there is a lack of information. 
Best farm practices may not be followed. The perception is that farming activity is fairly 
unregulated with a high potential to contaminate local source water.  
 
First Nation communities in Treaty 4 and 6 are affected by Canadian Pacific or Canadian 
National rail routes. Past practices are believed to have deposited deleterious substances along 
the rail lines. Some of this material is viewable today including creosote timbers, the legacy of 
rail-side creosote treatment activity. Past water filling locations on First Nations land has also 
left a legacy of dangerous materials in ground. This includes open water pits, uncapped water 
pipes, water towers, and deteriorating structures. These very same rail routes today present 
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additional problems with the potential for derailment of dangerous cargo, including petroleum 
products. This is an emerging problem in all Canadian communities with real threat to drinking 
water supplies.  Highway routes also run through First Nation communities, with potential for 
dangerous cargo spills. 
 
Illegal landfills and the dumping of household garbage were identified as a concern in the study 
area in a number of communities in Treaty 4 and 6. Rather than transport garbage and other solid 
waste to the designated landfill it was evident in some communities that illegal dumping of white 
goods, automobiles and household waste was taking place. The condition of official on-reserve 
landfills was not well documented or understood in the community. In all cases landfills were not 
secured with locked gates, fences and an operator. Separation of waste was not common practice 
in most landfills.    
 
Abandoned wells are one of the larger concerns on First Nations. Groundwater wells that once 
served now abandoned homes and farms are common in First Nations. Most of these wells are 
unmarked and very few have been properly decommissioned. These wells provide a conduit for 
contaminants (organic, chemical) to the groundwater as well as a potential hazard for children 
and animals. In some instances the addition of Treaty Land Entitlement Lands included former 
homesteads and farms where abandoned wells remain unmarked. These uncapped wells pose a 
significant risk to water quality for all First Nations within the study area.   
  
An infrastructure deficit is being faced by many First Nations with a potential impact on water 
quality. Sewage lagoons were reported to be in need of replacement. In some cases new lagoons 
were built, but at a large financial cost to the First Nation. The funding arrangement to help pay 
for new infrastructure through Aboriginal and Northern Development Canada (AANDC) may 
take several years for approval. In addition, water treatment plants are aging in some 
communities and will need replacement. Ownership of this infrastructure has now been 
transferred to the First Nation, placing Chief and Council not only financially responsible for 
needed upgrades or replacement but also legally liable for the safety of the processed potable 
water. Taking over this responsibility will require financial, technical and human capacity. 
Mapping abandoned wells, decommissioning wells, as well as improving drainage and security 
around water treatment plants and production wells will require financing beyond what many 
First Nation communities can afford to pay.   
 
In some communities in the study area the processed water from the water treatment plant was 
not always trusted. This was the result of several factors, including a mistrust in the source water, 
uncertainty over the treatment process, dislike of chlorination, and in some cases lack of trust in 
the operation of the water treatment plant. Qualified First Nation water treatment plant operators 
were observed throughout the study area. In some cases the water treatment plant was somewhat 
dated and in need of upgrade or replacement. Again, this would be a significant cost to the First 
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Nation, even with cost sharing from AANDC. In other instances the water treatment plant was 
undersized as a result of growth and development in the community. 
 
Processed water from the water treatment plant is commonly delivered to homes by a water 
delivery truck. This is another significant cost to the First Nation. Perhaps the greatest reason 
reported for not trusting the processed drinking water was the condition of the holding tanks 
(cisterns) at many homes. Reports of cracked and broken cisterns were common. Broken tanks 
allow for the entry of animals and ground contaminants. It was also reported that there was often 
no maintenance program to clean and inspect the tanks annually.  The disbursed pattern of 
housing on many First Nations has prohibited the construction of a conventional water 
distribution system. In these cases a water delivery truck is necessary. Water distribution systems 
do exist where on-reserve housing takes the form of a conventional subdivision pattern. Most 
communities surveyed have a mix of homes served by the community water systems as well as 
homes served only by an in-ground cistern. In several communities it was suggested that a low 
pressure water system connecting the more isolated homes could replace existing cisterns. See 
Table 3 for details regarding access to safe drinking water.  
 
Table 3: Access to Safe Drinking Water 
 

ACCESS TO SAFE DRINKING WATER 
ISSUES CONCERNS 

Distrust of water quality in some 
communities 

-Upstream land use activities in another jurisdiction 
-General fear of unknown, industry upstream (Alberta 
petroleum industry) perceived to be harming drinking water 
quality   

Lack of wellhead protection -Production wells typically not fenced, no signage to advise 
public. No restriction of animals, humans, from wellhead. 

Lack of local awareness of 
water source 

-No signage to advise public.   

Lack of land use planning 
 

-Many communities lack a land use plan, some land uses may 
impact water quality especially industrial use, and oil and gas, 
but also residential, sewage treatment, etc. 

Off-reserve land use -Land use off reserve with potential to impact local source 
water 

On-reserve land use activities -Fuel stations, recycling and solid waste transfer stations, 
agricultural activities 

Legacy land use activities -Former land uses may impact water quality, storage of 
hazardous materials, contaminated soils   

Agricultural impacts -Adjacent off-reserve farm lands may not be following best 
farm practices; Treaty Land Entitlement (TLE) lands and 
private lands may be impacting local water quality 

Diesel and other fuel storage -Fuel storage on farm and in community may not be safe, 
concern about past spills, future spills 

Road and rail transportation -Former practices along rail route of dumping creosote 
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ACCESS TO SAFE DRINKING WATER 
ISSUES CONCERNS 

routes timbers, diesel fuel dumping along rail lines. Currently rail 
lines shipping bulk fuels through many First Nation 
communities are unregulated.  
-Road and highway transport of bulk fuels a concern. 

Abandoned wells -Many communities have numerous abandoned wells legacy 
of older homes, former residences. Most are not 
decommissioned. Some are hazardous to humans and 
animals. These old wells are a conduit to the aquifer. 

Lagoons -New lagoons have liners, but old lagoons are a problem for 
First Nations 
-In one case a neighbouring town’s lagoon is on the First 
Nation, and is in bad condition 
-Lagoon drainage into water course raises concern on First 
Nation   

Unmanaged landfills -Many landfills are unmanaged, no control over what has 
been dumped in the past 

Un-lined landfills -Older landfills sometimes unlined, long term contaminants 
leaching to groundwater, or overland flow to surface water 
supplies 

Illegal garbage pits -Unknown contaminants in illegal dump sites in First Nations, 
potential long term source of contaminants  

Livestock, horses, domestic 
animals 

-Lack of fencing, bylaws to control and limit access of 
animals from water sources.   

High cost of water treatment -High dependency on water treatment in all communities. 
Some technology is aging, high cost of replacement. Low 
population served, high cost per capita for treated water.  

Reliance on water treatment 
technology 

-Water treatment technology not always suited to raw water 
quality.  
-High operation and maintenance costs, chemicals and 
materials are expensive. 
-Operators need regular training 

The federal department, 
AANDC, contribution 
agreements do not include 
source water protection 

-It was reported that AANDC fund only capital projects but 
not drinking water protection plans including well-head 
protection plans 

Taste of chlorine 
 

-Some Elders prefer not to drink chlorinated water delivered 
to homes. 

Fear of uranium, arsenic in 
water 

-Concern over arsenic and uranium in water sources, 
especially groundwater 

Household cisterns -Trucked water is delivered into cisterns. Poor condition of 
household cisterns leak water and allow entry of animals, 
contaminants 
-Households do not trust cistern water, instead use bottled 
water for water consumption 
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2.2.1 Site Tours 
 
Community tours were made in Treaty 4, 5, 6, and 7. Water related concerns vary between the 
various treaty areas and between surface and groundwater sources of water supply. For surface 
water supply areas the concerns were linked to upstream industrial activities in Alberta that are 
perceived to affect the raw water downstream. Another concern was the general accumulation of 
upstream activities (industrial, urban, agriculture) throughout the Saskatchewan River Basin 
(including the South and North Saskatchewan River) and headwaters in Alberta.  A range of 
potential, and unknown, impacts from upstream urban, agriculture, industry, and recreation were 
a stated concern. Finally, the affects of flooding on water quality was also stated as a concern 
affecting water quality. As a result it was not uncommon to hear people state their general 
distrust of the local drinking water and the health of water generally. Within the communities 
there were reported concerns with the long term availability of surface water supplies (Treaty 6, 
Alberta). The deteriorating condition of household cisterns reduced the level of trust in tap water. 
Trucked water is expensive to deliver from a treatment plant to an individual home, particularly 
when the cistern water is not consumed. Bottled water was commonly reported in many 
communities as the only safe source of drinking water. The growth in housing and development 
in Treaty 6 is also placing pressure on existing infrastructure and raises questions about the long 
term availability of source water supply. The security of water supply infrastructure was noted to 
be a concern. Open public access to well-heads and reservoirs is a security concern. The lack of 
fencing also allows access by wildlife and domestic animals. All water treatment plants were 
locked and secured. In all treaty areas uncapped and abandoned wells offer potential for 
contamination of groundwater and are a significant concern to the condition of groundwater 
quality.   
 
2.3 Water Security 
 
The information presented in this sub-section is related to water security (see Table 4). 
 
First Nation treatment plant operator retention was reported to be an issue in Treaty 6, 
particularly in First Nation communities that are in close proximity to towns and urban centres. 
First Nation water operators are paid less on reserve than working for an adjacent municipality. 
The funding arrangement with AANDC pays operators less than the municipal rate. This 
condition has seen First Nation water treatment operators change jobs to work for an adjacent 
municipality. Water security would be a problem should any First Nation lose their qualified 
treatment plant operator. Several years of course work and work experience is needed to become 
certified as a water treatment plant operator. 
 
Trucked water is one of the main forms of household water delivery. Often two trucks are 
running seven days a week to deliver water. This raises questions should road conditions such as 
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a flood or other natural event disrupt a road network to prevent delivery. Truck breakdown or 
road accident could also prevent delivery.  
 
The water treatment system approach is highly dependent on funding from AANDC. These 
funds are increasingly limited. It was reported that AANDC funding was now “match” funding 
with downloading of treatment plant operation and maintenance to the First Nation. This will 
continue to be a large financial drain on the First Nation. 
 
Climate change will continue to raise water security challenges in many communities. In a 
Treaty Six community a lake source has significantly retreated, retreating approximately 75 
meters in the past 10 years. Water depths continue to drop raising the potential for blue-green 
algae and the proliferation of associated toxins. The water intake continues to be impacted with 
the lowering of the lake level. At some point the existing water intake will need to be relocated. 
The intake is located approximately 50 meters from the existing shoreline.  
 
Not all homes in a community are connected to the water distribution system. Residences store 
water in a cistern. This is a common practice in rural communities, particularly for First Nations 
that are served by water treatment plants and water trucks. Cisterns require annual cleaning, and 
a program that supports this practice. Not all homes undergo regular cistern cleaning. As a result, 
water is often purchased in large jugs and used in households for cooking and drinking water 
purposes. The cost of water jug is $5.00 and lasts, on average, about 2 weeks. 
 
Climate change has also seen the increased intensity of seasonal flooding. One community was 
hugely impacted by the Alberta flood of June 2013. Flooding poses a risk not only to property 
damage and risk to human life but also to cisterns and private wells providing drinking water.   
 
Population growth and new housing raise another issue around water security. In one community 
approximately 150-200 new homes have been constructed in the past 10 years.  At present about 
1400 people live on reserve, 2900 members in total. Waste water for most homes is controlled 
on-site with septic systems. Two primary wastewater lagoons are located in the community, 
liquid waste hauled by truck.  Some older homes have a “shoot out” system, with no septic field. 
Infrastructure will need to keep up with new housing developments. This community is looking 
for a new water source, perhaps transferring water from as much as 50 km away. This will be 
costly, but necessary with falling lake supply levels and rapidly increasing demand. 
 
Distrust of the upstream industrial users of water was reported. The actions of industry are seen 
to be impacting local water quality. Of the monitoring reports that are undertaken, few get back 
to the community. There is an ongoing fear that industry in Alberta is unregulated and polluting 
the downstream communities with mercury and other contaminants in the Saskatchewan River 
Basin. Municipal sewage dumped upstream of First Nations communities continues to pose a 
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risk to downstream First Nations. While technology has proven to be effective in waste water 
treatment there are instances where this technology has failed (North Battleford, 2001).  Some 
First Nations in the study area remains uncertain of the surface water quality where upstream 
urban development makes use of sewage effluent discharge into a river. The introduction of new 
industries, such as potash, oil sands, oil and gas raises new concerns. See Table 4.    
 
Table 4: Water Security 
 

WATER SECURITY 
ISSUES CONCERNS 

Treatment plant operator retention 
 

-Water treatment plant operators paid by First Nation 
and AANDC earning significantly less than adjacent 
municipalities. Retention of skilled operators is a 
problem 

Trucked water -High cost, vulnerabilities during transport, potential 
for contamination 

Dependency on AANDC -Fixed federal funding tied to contribution agreement. 
Non infrastructure related costs not covered. Money 
not always spent on things most needed 

Dependency on water treatment plants -Required high cost, energy, skills, building security, 
capital costs 

Climate change/Climate variability -50 metre retreat in 10 years of lake shoreline, loss of 
water source  
-looking for a new water source (50 km away) 
-decreased lake level 
-risk of blue green algae, toxins 
-Lake water intake will need to be relocated, cost? 

Bottled water - Long history of bottled water use in many 
communities; large household bottles (5 gal.) 
delivered to household for drinking/cooking 
-On reserve processed water not always trusted, used 
for non consumptive purposes  

Housing, population boom  
Oil/gas jobs  

- Not enough water supply,  
- Need for an alternate source, pipeline? 
- Availability of water may limit economic 
development 
- Current residents at risk of losing source of water 
- Strain on water treatment plant, truck delivery 
- Uncertain funding to grow infrastructure   

Flooding -Well contamination 
-Mobilization of ground contaminants 

Animal carcasses -Hunting season, carcasses left on ground 
Future potash mine -Uncertainty, fear of potential water contamination 
Needed for broader relationship 
building at local level with other groups 

-First Nations not always aware of adjacent land use 
conversions that may impact water quality 
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WATER SECURITY 
ISSUES CONCERNS 

Jurisdictional fragmentation, uncertain 
who speaks for water 
 

-Many agencies oversee different aspects of water 
-First Nation leadership not always sure who to talk 
with about water issues  

Aging infrastructure -Condition of water cisterns, lack of maintenance 
-Condition of septic systems, lack of maintenance 
-Sewage ground infiltration  

No back-up water source -Single water sources, no back-up water sources in the 
event of contamination 

 
 
2.4 Treaty 7 Considerations 
 
The information contained in this sub-section is specific to Treaty 7 (Alberta) and reflects issues 
that are unique to Treaty 7. These issues include water governance, water rights, and legal 
concerns regarding right of access and compensation.  
 
2.4.1 Treaty 7 Water Governance 
 
In 2009 the Grand Chiefs of Treaties 6, 7, and 8 requested the establishment of a water sub-table 
under the Protocol Agreement to Government Relations. This governance structure was 
established in the face of increasing uncertainty respecting water allocations. Water issues are 
unique to each Treaty area. For that reason water sub-tables have been established by Treaty area 
in Alberta. The Water Sub-table for the Treaty 7 First Nations was created 8 April 2010. The 
Treaty 7 Chiefs and the Minister of Environment set the strategic direction for the Water Sub-
table. The Treaty 7 Water Sub-Table is a forum for Treaty 7 First Nations, Alberta Environment, 
Sustainable Resources Development, and Aboriginal and Northern Development Canada 
(AANDC) to discuss “overarching water issues, shared priorities, best practices, policy matters 
and possible areas of alignment”.  
 
A Technicians Committee for the Treaty 7 Sub-water Table was mandated to produce a joint 
work plan for the Minister and Treaty 7 Chiefs. The purpose of the Technical Committee is to 
facilitate discussions on how to develop water management agreements for First Nations. The 
Technical Committee was created 22 April 2010. The work of the Technician’s Committee has 
three main goals: 
 

1. To discuss individual First Nations water needs assessment and to share ideas, best 
practices, and information on water needs assessment process 

2. To undertake research into how First Nations have reached agreements with Alberta on 
how water is used, and to identify problems in current system 
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3. To arrive at a draft water agreement suitable to each First Nations’ water needs and to 
Alberta 

 
Based on the terms of reference (June 6, 2012), the budget set for the Treaty 7 Water sub-table 
provided $100,000 for operations of the sub-table. The Technician’s Committee is expected to: 
 

1. Complete a water needs assessment for each Treaty 7 First Nation 
2. Complete a draft water agreement between the First Nation and Alberta 
3. Assist in preparation of water agreements between each First Nation and Alberta. 

 
The Terms of reference for the Technician’s Committee note that the main focus of the 
Committee shall be on “practical water matters leading to the water agreements” and not 
necessarily on: 

• Treaty rights 
• Constitutional matters 
• Natural Resources Transfer Agreement 
• Any litigation over water rights 
• Jurisdiction of on-reserve water resources 
• Alberta’s review of its water allocation system 
• Development of the South Saskatchewan Regional Plan   

 
2.4.2 Treaty 7 Water Sub-Table Work plan (April 2012 – March 2013) 
 
The aim of the work plan is for Treaty 7 First Nations and Alberta Environment and Water to 
work in partnership to address Treaty 7 First Nations current and future water needs (see Table 
5). The Minister and Chiefs will provide the strategic direction for the water sub-table.  
The Minister and Treaty 7 Chiefs met 18 June 2010 and identified the following items as areas of 
concern and on-going discussion at the Minister and Chief level: 
 

1. Develop options for a model to address Treaty 7 First Nation water needs and water 
security.  

2. The Treaty Right to water – reconcile traditional knowledge, universal human right, 
Federal, Provincial and First Nation jurisdiction over water resources and source water 
protection through water management planning. 

3. The need to identify water outside the SSRB crown reservation to ensure water security 
4. The First Nation jurisdiction of on-Reserve water resources.  
5. The integration of cultural and community perspectives into enhancing Alberta’s water 

allocation management system review 
6. Water quantity issues to be addressed first, and then water quality issues. 
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7. Provide recommendations on the FITFIR principle (First in Time, First in Right) 
principle 

8. Provide recommendations on the water transfer system 
9. Meet with representatives from each treaty based water sub-table 

 
To achieve the aim outlined above, the work plan will focus on the following goals to be 
completed by March 31, 2013: 
 

Goal 1: Identify First Nation Water Needs 
Goal 2: Create First Nation Water Apportionment/Management Agreement 
Goal 3: Individual First Nation Water Agreements 

 
 Table 5: Treaty 7 First Nations Water Needs Assessment 
 
First Nation Water Needs Assessment 
Tsuu T’ina Tsuu T’ina began work on the needs assessment in March 2008, submitted draft 

report in Feb 2009; final report 22 April 2010. Alberta Environment and Tsuu 
T’ina will schedule a meeting to discuss final report  

Blood Tribe In December 2009 the Blood Tribe started their water needs assessment and 
submitted their final report 20 December 2010. 

Siksika 
Nation  

In December 2009 Siksika Nation started their water needs assessment and 
submitted their final report 30 January 2011. 

Stoney 
Nations 

The Stoney Nations have expressed an interest in conducting a water needs 
assessment for their communities. Discussion between the AESRD, AANDC and 
the SN are underway and it is anticipated that Stoney Nation will commence 
their assessment in 2012/13 fiscal year. 

Piikani 
Nation 

The Piikani Nation received a water allocation in 2003 with the Oldman Dam 
settlement. The Piikani Nation has expressed an interest in conducting a water 
needs assessment for their community and will commence in 2012/13 fiscal year. 
Expected completion March 2013. 

(based on Terms of Reference, June 6, 2012): 
 
2.4.3 Treaty 7 Water Security 
Treaty 7 First Nations have secured water through various means over past decades. These 
means are summarized below. Water licenses and agreements are shown in Table 6. 
 

1. By taking water that is required. Much of this could fall within the Water Act’s provision 
for a statutory right for household and traditional agricultural use (1,250 cubic meters and 
6,250 cubic meters per year respectively) 

2. The federal government applying for, and receiving, licenses on behalf of First Nations 
3. Individual band members or on-reserve businesses applying for and receiving licenses. 
4. Negotiated settlements of various disputes. 
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5. Alberta Environment issuing licenses to First Nations and holding them in trust in order 
to provide an administrative accounting for water being used or that could be used. 

 
Table 6: Water licenses and Agreements 
 
First 
Nation 

Current Water Licenses with Treaty 7 
First Nations 

Existing Water 
Agreement 

Existing 
Water 
Licenses 

Piikani 
 

Agreement reached in 2003 with 
province and federal governments on 
several matters, including a water 
allocation in 2003. The agreement 
provided an allocation of 35,000 acre 
feet, which the First Nation may use on 
its present reserve or anywhere else in the 
Oldman basin on land it acquires and 
converts to reserve. No projects have yet 
to be constructed to utilize this water.  

Piikani Oldman 
Dam Settlement 
Agreement 
(all water uses) 

Agricultural 
licenses 

Siksika Alberta Environment issued in the 1970s 
or 1980s two “interim” licenses for 
irrigation of approximately 5,000 acres. 
The irrigation is result of 5 agreements 
between Siksika and the federal 
government in early 1900s. The extent of 
use is not known. There is some 
irrigation. AESRD no longer issues 
‘interim’ licenses. In 2010 the Siksika 
Nation came to an agreement with the 
provincial and federal governments on 
several matters, including a water 
allocation of 35,000 acre feet. 

Siksika Bassano 
Dam Settlement 
Agreement – all 
water uses 

Irrigation 
licenses 

Blood The Blood Tribe is a large water user due 
to irrigation projects at Mataki Farms 
(Belly River) and the Blood Tribe 
Agricultural Project (BTAP) which uses 
water from the St Mary Project main 
canal. BTAP has a water license to 
irrigate 25,000 areas of land. ANAC 
applied for the water license on behalf of 
the Blood Tribe.   

St Mary Dam – 
for irrigation only 

Individual 
band 
members 
only 

Stoney Recently applied for, and was issued, a 
water allocation for the new casino on 
Highway 40. This was granted under the 
Crown Reservation (Bow, Oldman and 
South Saskatchewan River Basin Water 

None List of 
licenses with 
Stoney 
Nations 
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First 
Nation 

Current Water Licenses with Treaty 7 
First Nations 

Existing Water 
Agreement 

Existing 
Water 
Licenses 

Allocation Order). Other water use on 
reserve not believed to be licenses under 
the Water Act.   

Tsuu 
T’ina 

Redwood Meadows residential 
development has a controversial Water 
Act license applied for, and granted. 
Arrangements exist with the City of 
Calgary for some water servicing east 
side of reserve. Other water use on 
reserve not believed to be licenses under 
the water act.  

None 
City of Calgary 
water servicing 
agreement 

Band 
corporation 
applied for 
license – 
Redwood 
Meadows. 

  
 
2.4.4 Water Rights of the Stoney Nakota Nations and the Piikani  
 
The following section outlines the stated water rights from both the Stoney Nakota Nations and 
the Piikani Nation. The Piikani water issues are further detailed below.  
 

2.4.4.1 Water Rights of the Stoney Nakota  
 
Communication with Stoney Nakota Nations (SNN) provided information regarding 
water rights.  The consultant was provided with a copy of a Powerpoint presentation 
made to the Canadian Institute of Resources Law (dated November 6, 2009) entitled 
“Water Rights of the Stoney Nakota Nations”.  Specific issues concerning water rights of 
the Stoney Nakota Nations have been summarized from the above mentioned 
presentation. 

 
1. The Stoney Nakota Nations remain free to continue to make use of as much of the 

waters as they had in the past. The Stoney Nakota Nations understood from the time 
of Treaty that waters would be left for their use. 

2. The creation of the Stoney Nakota Nation reserves implies ownership of the river 
banks. 

3. Right to hunt and fish under Treaty 7 implies a positive source of protection of the 
water that sustains the habitat where fish and game live. 

4. Treaty 7 provided necessary instruments for the “encouragement of agricultural 
practice among Indians”. Sufficient water to sustain these initiatives is implied. 

5. Treaty 7 confirms Aboriginal rights to the beds of water, including the Bow River. 
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6. If any rights were transferred to the province as a result of the 1930 Natural 
Resources Transfer Agreement (NRTA) and amendments, these rights did not include 
those waters or waterbeds appurtenant to Indian Reserves. 

7. Three hydro electric dams are located on, or partially on, the reserve lands of the 
Stoney Nakota Nations (Horseshoe, Kananaskis, and Ghost) 

8. The Horseshoe Dam is entirely on Stoney Nakota Nations reserve lands. The bed of 
the Bow River, all waters and water power rights are vested in the Crown in right of 
Canada. All money payable under agreement related to power generation are payable 
entirely to Canada for benefit of the Stoney Nakota Nations. 

9. The Kananaskis Dam is partially located on Stoney Nakota Nations reserve lands. 
The bed of the Bow River and Kananaskis River, all waters and water power rights 
are vested in the Crown in right of Canada. All money payable under agreement 
related to power generation are payable in proportion to the amount of reserve land 
occupied by the operation to Canada for benefit of the Stoney Nakota Nations versus 
provincial land occupied by the operation. 

 
These nine items outlined above are the stated water rights of the Stoney Nakota Nations 
as of November 2009. 

 
2.4.4.2 Water Rights of the Piikani 
 
According to the Piikani “The Old Man River is Sacred”. Water is life giving. Sacred 
teachings and cultural beliefs of the Piikani are based on water. Asserted rights to water 
are established given the many uses of water and the duration of water use by the Piikani.  

 
In the present time, the Piikani draw water from the Oldman River and pump it to the 
Water Treatment Plant where it is treated and then distributed for domestic use within the 
community. The Piikani identify the importance of clean and healthy water for the 
present and future generations. The Piikani Nation realize many tributaries and sources of 
water contribute to the Old Man River. It is the Piikani interest to fully utilize and 
maximize this reliable and natural resource for its socio-economic stability.  

 
2.4.5 Old Man Dam Settlement Agreement 
 
The Piikani Nation Elders have always ensured the spiritual connection to the Oldman, with 
teachings that have been passed from one generation to the next. In 1981 the Piikani and the 
Lethbridge Northern Irrigation District (LNID) entered into an agreement called the 
‘Headwork’s Agreement”. The purpose of the agreement is to supply the irrigation needs of 
Southern Alberta. In 2002 this agreement was included in the Settlement Agreement (for the 
Old Man dam construction on Piikani land) between the Piikani, Alberta Government, and 
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the Federal Government. Within the parameters of the ‘Settlement Agreement” the Piikani 
Nation has retained its “right’ to the Oldman River.  The Settlement Agreement between the 
Piikani Nation, Alberta and Federal governments provided the capacity for the Piikani Nation 
to develop infrastructure through a Piikani Nation “TRUST” Entity. Water impacts and 
issues of the Piikani Nation are shown in Table 7. 

 
 

    Table 7: Piikani Nation water impacts and issues 
 

Impacts on the Piikani Nation Piikani Water Issues 
Recreation use of Oldman River is lost LNID Permit (Agreement) 
The Oldman River has become a canal Piikani Nation Water Rights Case 
Negative effects of construction of the 
Oldman River Dam on fish, trees, 
vegetation, animals 

Piikani Nation 2002 Settlement Agreement 

All water for domestic use now needs 
to go through a water treatment plant 

Piikani Nation Water Allocation (35,000 acre feet) 

 Piikani Nation F.E.I.A. Studies 
Piikani Nation Water Needs Assessment (AB) 
Piikani Nation Environmental Health  
Piikani Nation Water Treatment Plant 

 
The Piikani Nation has not developed the infrastructure to its potential as per the Settlement 
Agreement. The LNID Agreement which provided much needed capital is now locked up in 
the larger Settlement Agreement. The Settlement Agreement is fraught with legal issues. To 
date the Piikani Nation has not been able to access funds for the Economic development 
initiative portion of the Settlement Agreement. 
 
 
2.4.6 Summary: 
 
The initial purpose of this project was to integrate an aboriginal perspective from First 
Nations in the three treaty areas of Alberta into the State of the Saskatchewan River Basin 
Report (PFSRB 2009). The funding arrangement provided by The Calgary Foundation 
limited the breadth of the project to Treaty 7.  It became obvious to the contractor that 
personal interviews with Treaty 7 members were unlikely to take place given the conflict and 
uncertainty around water issues between Treaty 7 and the Alberta Government.  
 
Through the use of publically available information provided by the Treaty 7 First Nations 
Water Sub-table, the Stoney Nakota water rights documentation, and online information from 
the Treaty 7 Management Corporation and Siksika Nation, it was possible to identify many 
of the broader scale water issues affecting Treaty 7 First Nations at this time. Similar to other 
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Treaty 7 First Nations, the Piikani have a long connection to the rivers of this region. The 
teachings and spiritual connection to water continues to define the Piikani. The Oldman Dam 
has had a great negative impact on the river and on the Piikani. The Settlement Agreement 
has yet to provide any socio-economic benefits to the community. In the interim, the Piikani 
and the Oldman River continue to suffer the impacts from the construction of the Oldman 
River Dam.   

 
PART 3: First Nations Water Perspectives 
 
First Nations perspectives on water will be presented in this section of the report. 
 
These perspectives were gathered from interviews, round circle discussions, site visits and 
workshops with various First Nations from within the Saskatchewan River Basin between March 
2011 and February 2014. As well, documents ranging from technical reports, First Nation 
websites and government materials were also reviewed. While these perspectives accurately 
reflect what was reported they do not reflect all the perspectives that are held by First Nations. 
To that end, the perspectives listed below should be considered a partial discovery and not a full 
and complete list. These perspectives encompass a snap shot in time collected by a single 
investigator. 
 
3.1 Planning 
 
The concept of planning was reported by First Nations in the study area as something that they 
had been doing for a very long time. The First Nations also supported the continuation of 
planning in their communities. This support for land use planning also included drinking water 
protection planning. It was commonly recognized that past land practices were not always in the 
best interest of the environment. New land uses may also be a threat to water supplies. Therefore 
planning was seen as a proactive way to protect existing water sources. Planning may also serve 
as leverage for provincial and federal funding to correct past and present land use practices that 
negatively impact water quality or quantity. 
 
3.2 Water and Health 
 
The connection between water, human health, and nature was made very evident. Without 
healthy waters a community will not be healthy. Reliance on traditional food will improve the 
health and traditional culture of community. But without good, safe water, this link to the land 
will be broken. The addition of chemicals from agricultural spray, new industry, fracking, potash 
mining, highway and railways spills, will affect water and human/ecosystem health in a variety 
of ways if not practiced properly. First Nations in the study area recognize that the land and 
water have not always been treated well. Illegal dump sites and the deposition of deleterious 
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materials on First Nations land is recognized as a problem. First Nations in this study noted 
many illegal dump sites containing items from old television sets to refrigerators.  Constructed 
landfills from the past, some sanctioned by INAC (now AANDC) are at capacity, remain 
unregulated, are poorly constructed, and often were poorly located adjacent to water ways or 
wetlands. Sewage lagoons are another on-reserve risk to water quality. Many sewage lagoons are 
in need of replacement, some are not lined, and several were reported to be operating beyond 
capacity (Treaty 6). In some cases, lagoons were not properly located or were built into low 
wetland areas. Some homes were reported to have “shoot-out” systems where raw liquid sewage 
was allowed to run from a septic tank onto the open ground. The First Nations are now 
responsible for replacement of this infrastructure, a cost that is difficult to address for many First 
Nations. This, along with the replacement cost of landfills and water treatment plant upgrades 
will only add to the infrastructure gap for many First Nations in the study area. Hazardous goods 
transportation through First Nations communities by rail and provincial highways is a known 
risk to human health, safety and water quality.   
 
Climate uncertainty and the increase of climate extremes were discussed in all communities. The 
increasing potential for floods poses a risk to water supply, human health, and the safety of 
infrastructure. Increased incidence of flooding was noted in all Treaty areas visited.   At the same 
time, longer term water levels in lakes were noted to be lower than in the past. In at least one 
community this poses a threat to future water supplies. 
 
Generally, the perceptions of drinking water are that tap water is unsafe for consumption. Even 
where advanced water treatment is in place, water quality is not always trusted. For some, the 
taste of chlorine renders water poisonous, for others the poor condition of water cisterns renders 
water unsafe. Others feel that the source of the water (surface or groundwater) is not reliable. 
The use of bottled water is all too common for First Nations, this despite the cost of bottled water 
and the investment in advance water treatment systems in the past. Tap water was simply not 
trusted in many communities visited. 
 
3.3 Changing water environment 
 
Many of the First Nations reported that the water environment was undergoing significant 
changes as a result of human impacts, in particular climate change. Lower lake levels were 
reported in Treaty 6 (Alberta) that threatened water security in the immediate time period. 
Extreme flooding was experienced in Treaty 7 (Alberta, summer 2013). As well, throughout the 
study area there were reports of flood cycles followed by drought cycles in back-to-back years. 
Upstream developments in the Saskatchewan River Basin were seen to be impacting negatively 
on First Nations. Communities dependent on fish stocks were being told to limit consumption of 
fish due to potential mercury poisoning. Communities expressed fear of water quality simply 
because of uncertainty about water quality given the intensity of petrochemical industries 
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immediately upstream.  A First Nation community expressed concern about a wood products 
facility and the wood treatment process that was discharging waste water adjacent to the First 
Nation.   
 
3.4 The agencies that control and manage water are not communicating with First Nations 
 
It was commonly mentioned by the First Nation communities that the agencies that manage 
water within the Saskatchewan River Basin could do a better job of communicating with the 
First Nations of this region. The fragmentation of authority between federal and provincial 
jurisdictions has not been helpful for First Nations. First Nations within the basin report they 
have been “left behind” when planning initiatives of the province and the federal government 
have been initiated. First Nations would prefer to be involved early in any planning or 
management activity. It would be beneficial for any planning or water management initiative to 
include First Nations from the outset.   
 
PART 4: Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations are provided based on the findings of this study. These 
recommendations are aimed at further developing a meaningful and productive relationship 
between Partners FOR the Saskatchewan River Basin and First Nations within the Saskatchewan 
River Basin. The timing and broad area coverage of this study enabled this initial contact with 
First Nations to provide an overview of some of the main water-related issues.  
    
4.1 Source Water Protection Planning in First Nations 
 
This research project has identified opportunities to build further relations with First Nations in 
all Treaty areas (Treaty 4, 5, 6, 7). It is strongly recommended that a source water protection plan 
be initiated by Partners FOR the Saskatchewan River Basin immediately within the study area. 
Technical Services Alberta Group (TSAG) has indicated their willingness to partner on a source 
protection project with Robert Patrick in the spring of 2014. The process of source water 
protection plan development would engage Elders and Youth, create “Water Champions” in the 
community and look for opportunities to respect and include Traditional Knowledge into source 
water protection planning. Water infrastructure and the needs of the community respecting 
access to secure water supplies could be addressed through such a plan.  
    
4.2 Inclusion of First Nations in Water Governance 
 
Many of the concerns that First Nations have around water quality and water security revolve 
around uncertainty and fear. First Nations are uncertain about the aging infrastructure in their 
communities, uncertain about funding arrangements from AANDC, uncertain about the 
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downloading of services and the change to federal contribution agreements, uncertain about 
upstream land use activities and local transportation hazards, and uncertain about the impacts of 
climate change and emerging land use activities such as intensive agriculture, oil and gas 
developments, and gas fracking. To help stem their concerns, it is recommended that non-First 
Nation organizations make stronger efforts to include First Nations in water policy initiatives, 
water governance, and water-related education and information dissemination opportunities. 
Activities such as policy forums, conferences, workshops and educational opportunities must 
include an invitation to First Nations. Better communication, relationships, and trust are all 
necessary between all institutions of water governance and First Nations in the Saskatchewan 
Basin to address real and perceived risks concerning water quality and water security.  
  
 4.3 Next steps 
 
During the field study for this project several communities expressed an interest in developing a 
source water protection plan, including a First Nation in Treaty 6 (Alberta). This expression of 
interest opens an opportunity for collaboration and partnership to build trust, reciprocity, and 
knowledge sharing (both Traditional Knowledge and Western Science). At a minimum, it is 
recommended that a source water protection planning process be initiated in this First Nation at a 
time that is convenient for the First Nation, preferably in 2014. A community in either 
Saskatchewan or Manitoba, or both could also be approached to determine interest in a similar 
source water protection planning project.  A source water protection guide and template have 
recently been published by AANDC for use by First Nations to help facilitate plan making with 
First Nations. This guide and template should be used for the purpose of developing a source 
water protection plan in at least one community within this study area. The development of a 
source water protection plan could be supported through graduate student research at the 
University of Saskatchewan under supervision of Dr. Robert Patrick, University of 
Saskatchewan. 
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Appendix A 
 
Appendix A contains a brief historical background on the creation of Treaties 4 through 7, as 
well as information on the First Nations groups who were impacted by these treaties and the 
government officials who were in charge of the negotiations.  This is, of necessity, a brief 
background into the events and does not cover all of the concerns of either the First Nations or 
the Government of Canada. 
 
Historical Background 
 
The Royal Proclamation (1763) recognized First Nations as rightful occupiers of their hunting 
grounds until they were ceded to a government authority. Furthermore, the British North 
American Act (1867) vested the responsibility of First Nations and First Nation lands with the 
federal government. These documents had great effect on the Canadian government’s dreams for 
nation building. In 1871 a transcontinental railway was promised as part of the terms for bringing 
British Columbia into Confederation. However, due to the Royal Proclamation and the British 
North American Act the railway could not be built until First Nations rights were addressed. In 
response, during the 1870s the Canadian government would systematically pursue treaty making 
with the tribes of the North-West to settle First Nation rights and to secure land along the route 
the railway would take (Taylor, 1985). 
 
In 1870 the western region of British North America, situated between the Great Lakes and the 
Rocky Mountains, was purchased from the Hudson’s Bay Company by the newly confederated 
Dominion of Canada.  Between 1871 and 1877 the first seven of the “numbered” treaties were 
completed.  These treaties were completed more quickly than the Government had originally 
wanted because of pressures from First Nations groups.  As soon as the Canadian Government 
officials arrived in the North-West, they were approached by the First Nations, who were asking 
about treaties.  Once treaties had been concluded in Manitoba, groups further west asked when 
treaties would be made with them.  This pressure continued until 1877 when all seven of the 
“numbered” treaties had been concluded (Taylor, 1985). 
 
The Canadian Governments desired to make treaties with the First Nations to avoid the 
possibility of “Indian” wars similar to that seen in the United States because of the adverse 
effects that the wars would present to the settlement and development of the North-West.  
Treaties were utilized since they had become a major component of the traditional First Nations 
policy derived from the Royal Proclamation of 1763.  This policy had served the Government 
well in settling the other parts of Canada (Taylor, 1985). 
 
The most recent precedents, in the Government’s view in 1870, were the Robinson Treaties of 
1850.  These treaties effected the extinguishment of the First Nation title of the region described 
in them and in return provided the First Nations with certain benefits.  The Robinson Treaties 
provided the First Nations, in addition to reserve lands, an initial cash gratuity, a cash annuity, 
and they were to be allowed “the full and free privilege to hunt over the territory now ceded by 
them, and to fish in the waters thereof”, except on land sold or leased and subsequently occupied 
(Taylor, 1985). 
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The Government intended that the number treaties designed for western Canada should be 
similar, if not identical, to the Robinson Treaties.  In the essential principles they were, however, 
the western First Nations groups managed to extend the scope of their treaties to provide for 
schools and agricultural assistance, in addition to other modifications demanded by the First 
Nations.  These modifications were made on the field by the Government commissioners who 
negotiated the various treaties (Taylor, 1985).   
 
First Nations groups were concerned that they would lose their territory to settlers, lose their 
ability to earn a living because of the diminishing game supply, and lose control over their 
territories.  They also sought guarantees of assistance should settlement and development destroy 
their accustomed means of survival (Taylor, 1985). 
 
The First Nations people were also aware of the consequences faced by aboriginal populations in 
the United States from railway building and settlement.  Although few of these problems had yet 
to spread from eastern Canada, some of the worst elements from the American frontier were 
already arriving in western Canada.  This included the presence of American traders who 
maintained fortified posts and carried on illicit trade in arms and liquor.  These fears were behind 
the desire to arrange protection in the form of treaties (Taylor, 1985). 
 
Treaty 4 
 

 
Glenbow Museum Archives, NA-5338-1, Treaty 4 parchment signed 1874  
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Treaty 4 Brief History: 
 
While negotiators for the British Crown struggled to contain First Nations’ demands, the strategy 
of the Cree and Saulteaux was to gain full compensation for their lands. Agricultural assistance, 
medical aid and other promises had been verbally made at earlier negotiations of the Numbered 
Treaties; however, these terms did not appear in the written text of Treaties 1 and 2. Records of 
the discussions proved that the Crown had indeed made promises beyond what the federal 
government initially planned: these omissions upset the First Nations, who responded by 
obstructing the surveying of land and the movements of settlers. While the issue of the “outside 
promises” was eventually resolved in 1875 through a revision of Treaties 1 and 2, the 
dissatisfaction over the Canadian government’s failure to recognize its treaty commitments set 
the backdrop for the negotiation of Treaty 4. Canada sent the Hon. Alexander Morris, 
Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West Territory, David Laird, Minister of the Interior, and 
William Christie, retired Hudson Bay Company factor, along with an escort of militia to Fort 
Qu’Appelle on September 8th, 1874, to conduct negotiations on behalf of the British Crown 
(Stonechild, 2007).  
 
Treaty 4 Region: 
 
The treaty ceded over 121,000 square miles (313,388km2) of territory ranging from the southeast 
corner of present-day Alberta through most of southern Saskatchewan to west-central Manitoba 
(Stonechild, 2007). 
 
Cree 
 
The term “Cree” is derived from the French renderings (Kristineaux, Kiristinous , Kilistinous) of 
the Ojibwe term Kinistino. The proper term in the Plains Cree language is nêhiyawak. The Cree 
occupy a large area of Saskatchewan, from the northern woodlands areas to the southern plains. 
While being one people, there is a great variation amongst the different regional groups. One of 
the main differences is in terms of dialect, of which there are three main ones: “th” Woodlands, 
“y” Plains, and “n” Swampy Cree. There are also important differences in terms of culture. For 
example the Sun Dance is practiced only in the southern areas. Despite those variations, the Cree 
are bound together by a shared collective memory, worldview, religious practices, and 
experience of colonialism (McLeod, 2007). 
 
The Cree of the woodland and northern areas entered into Treaty through later adhesions. There 
was less pressure for European settlement in their territories, and as a result they were able to 
maintain their traditional hunting and trapping much longer than the southern Cree. The Cree are 
today the most numerous Indigenous group in Saskatchewan (McLeod, 2007). 
 
Saulteaux (Anishinaabe/Ojibwe/Plains Ojibwe) 
 
The Saulteaux, the Plains Ojibwe or Nahkawininiwak in their language speak a language 
belonging to the Algonquian language family. The Algonquian people can be found from 
Newfoundland to the Rocky Mountains and from Hudson Bay to the southeastern United States. 
The name Saulteaux is said to come from the French word saulteurs, meaning People of the 
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Rapids. This name refers to the location around the St. Mary’s River (Sault Ste. Marie), where 
French fur traders and the Ojibwa met to trade in the late 17th century. Amongst some storytellers 
there is a migration story that predates contact with the people of France and England. It relates 
the movement of the people to the west, where they began to settle alongside their neighbours, 
the Lakota and Dakota, developing alliances which allowed for peaceful coexistence. It was 
during the fur-trade rivalry between the French and English that these alliances were broken 
(Asikinack, 2007) 

 Historical Context 

The first three western treaties had been completed by 1873 and now the route was clear for a 
transportation route to the North-West and for settlement into a small portion of that newly 
acquired territory.  The government perspective in Ottawa was that the completion of Treaties 1 
through 3 was sufficient for the time being since railway construction had not yet begun and 
there were no large scale settlement planned.  Ottawa wanted to keep down the expenditures 
until they could be matched by revenues (Taylor, 1985). 
 
While this policy may have been suitable for the politicians, it did not take in consideration the 
concerns of the aboriginal population.  The aboriginal population was concerned about the 
declining bison population.  They were also concerned about the  intrusions  being made into 
their territory before any treaties had been undertaken.   The Canada-United States Boundary 
Commission survey party was working its way west along the international boundary and was 
still in the field in 1874 when the North-West Mounted Police started their march west (Taylor, 
1985).   
 
Alexander Morris was appointed the Lieutenant-Governor of Manitoba in 1872 and during the 
summer of 1873 Morris had successfully concluded Treaty 3 with the Saulteaux.  Morris was 
aware of the unrest that was forming in the west as well as the causes of the unrest.  The First 
Nations and Métis were concerned about the declining numbers of bison and the presence of 
American traders who maintained fortified post on Canadian soils and carried on an illicit trade 
in arms and liquor.  The First Nations had seen the treaties made with the groups who inhabited 
the southeastern portion of the territory and wondered why they were not being offered the same 
protection from the Queen against loss of land and livelihood.  Morris’s solution to the pending 
problem was two fold: to make treaties with the western groups and to send the proposed 
mounted police force into the region to remove the illicit traders and to keep the peace.  Morris 
recommended that the treaties should be completed before the police were sent out.  If not, 
carefully selected messengers should precede the police to explain to the inhabitants why the 
police were coming.  Otherwise the First Nations groups would think that they were going to 
have their land taken away from them without compensation (Taylor, 1985).   
 
Morris was given permission to enter into negotiations with the Cree, Assiniboine, and the 
Saulteaux, and he along with the other commissioners, David Laird (Minister of the Interior) and 
W.J. Christie (retired Hudson’s Bay Company), arrived at Fort Qu’Appelle on September 8th , 
1874 with an escort of militia under the command of Lt. Col. Osborne Smith.  Morris was 
reluctant to have someone appointed from the Hudson’s Bay Company because he believed it 
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was important to emphasize the distinction between the Government and the Company.  
Subsequent events proved him correct (Taylor, 1985). 
 
Actual negotiations did not start until September 12th for a number of reasons.  Some of the First 
Nations chiefs were not yet present and the bands were not willing to negotiate until more 
consultations had taken place amongst themselves.  The First Nations were also not willing to 
enter into negotiations until the scheduled meeting place was moved off of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company reserve land.  The First Nations did not feel that they could speak freely on Company 
land.  The First Nations camp was located about one mile away from the militia camp.  A 
compromise was made in that the conference tent was moved off the Company’s ground and 
positioned midway between the militia camp and the First Nations camp (Taylor, 1985). 
 
Much of the discussion over the next several days was related to the Hudson’s Bay Company and 
its relationship with the First Nations and the land.  The First Nations were concerned about the 
land that had been allotted to the Company without the bands being first consulted.  They were 
also concerned about what the First Nations saw as the Hudson’s Bay Company “selling” land to 
the Canadian Government which did not belong to Company, but instead belonged to the First 
Nations.  After much discussion, the terms of the treaty were agreed to on September 15th 

(Taylor, 1985). 
 
The provisions of Treaty 4 are essentially the same as those of Treaty 3, with some minor 
differences: 
 

o Four headmen were allowed to each band instead of three. 
o The chiefs and headmen were to get as the initial present an amount equal to their annuity 

instead of the $12 as stated in Treaty 3. 
o Under Treaty 4 only $750 annually was to be expended for “powder, shot, ball and 

twine” while Treaty 3 had provided for $1500 annually for the purchase of “ammunition 
and twine for nets” (Taylor, 1985). 
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Treaty 5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Library & Archives Canada Western Treaty No 5 IT 287 item #7 signed page  
 
Treaty 5 Brief History: 
 
Treaty 5 originated in two historical processes of Canadian history and now overlaps the 
provinces of Saskatchewan, Manitoba and Ontario. The southern part of Treaty 5 was negotiated 
in 1875, largely as a result of the insistence of the Saulteaux and the Swampy Cree First Nations 
that resided within the Lake Winnipeg region.  These groups wanted to have their aboriginal 
rights and Title to land recognized by the Government of Canada.  These rights had been 
affirmed in the Royal Proclamation of 1763 (Ray, Miller, and Tough, 2000).  
 
The Adhesion to Treaty 5 was signed in 1876 and pertained to the Swampy Cree First Nations,   
now members of Prince Albert Grand Council and referred to as the Cumberland House Cree 
Nation, Red Earth Cree Nation, and Shoal Lake Cree Nation.  If the proposed treaty had been 
confined to Lake Winnipeg, the Swampy Cree bands on the Saskatchewan River would have 
been located on un-ceded lands situated between Treaty 5 and Treaty 6.  A result of this would 
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have been that the rights of steamboat navigation would have been unclear and this right of way 
was a priority for the Canadian Government (Ray, Miller, and Tough, 2000). 
 
Treaty 5 dealt mainly with the Manitoba area, and was unique in the fact that the Treaty 
Commissioner dealt individually with regional bands rather than with a large treaty area. In 
exchange for access to an area of approximately 100,000 square miles (258,998km2), the First 
Nations of Treaty 5 were to receive reserves of 160 acres per family of five, annuities of $5 per 
year, clothing and medals, articles for cultivation, education, and the right to hunt, fish and trap; 
they were to ban alcohol and to keep peace and order (Nestor, 2007) 
 
Treaty 5 Region: 
 
Water was an important issue because the geographic region covered Lake Winnipeg as well as 
portions of several important rivers. During the negotiations of Treaty 5, Treaty Commissioner 
Morris used the strategy of separating the general idea of treaty from the issues of establishing 
specific reserves. The area of land included within Treaty 5 extends from the lower part of Lake 
Winnipeg up to The Pas as well as a small portion of north-eastern Saskatchewan (Nestor, 2007). 
 
Swampy Cree 

The Cree language is spoken in several dialects over a very large geographical area in Canada. 
The Swampy Cree dialect as a whole is known as the “N” dialect, differences between the 
eastern and western Swampy Cree, in Ontario and Manitoba regions are quite great and the 
differences are substantial. Plains Cree or the “Y” dialect is spoken in southern Saskatchewan 
and through central Alberta. The Woods Cree, sometimes referred to as the Rock Cree, is spoken 
in Manitoba and in north-eastern Saskatchewan; it is referred as the “Th” dialect. The Cree 
language is also spoken in parts of north-eastern British Columbia, the Northwest Territories, 
and in the state of Montana (McLeod, 2007). 

The Cree of the woodland and northern areas entered into Treaty through later adhesions. The 
Swampy Cree First Nations signed the Adhesion to Treaty 5 in 1876.  There was less pressure 
for European settlement in their territories, and as a result they were able to maintain their 
traditional hunting and trapping much longer than the southern Cree. The Cree are today the 
most numerous Indigenous group in Saskatchewan.  Swampy Cree is spoken by the members of 
Red Earth First Nation, Shoal Lake First Nation, and Cumberland House Cree Nation. The 
Swampy Cree refer to their language identity as ‘néhinawak’ (McLeod, 2007). 

Saulteaux (Anishinaabe/Ojibwe/Plains Ojibwe) 
 
The Saulteaux are related to three Ojibwa groups in Ontario: the Ottowa, near Georgian Bay; the 
Missassauga, on Manitoulin Island; and the Potawatomi who lived along Lake Huron.  These 
three groups often united during the summer, engaging in fishing, gathering maple syrup, berries 
and wild rice together.  They would also have used these summer meetings for ceremonies and 
marriage.  During the winter, these groups went their separate ways, hunting moose, caribou, elk, 
beaver, bear, deer, and rabbits.  The Ojibwa followed the fur trade as it expanded west.  The 
Saulteaux expanded into Saskatchewan sometime after 1750, quickly adapting to the plains way 
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of life.  Unlike the majority of the other bands in Saskatchewan, the earliest Saulteaux tended to 
camp near trading posts like Fort Pelly (Scott). 

Historical Context 

Treaty 5 originated in two historical processes of Canadian history and includes parts of the 
provinces of Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and Ontario. The southern part of Treaty 5 was negotiated 
in 1875, in large part due to the insistence of the Saulteaux (also known as the Chippewa or 
Ojibwa) and Swampy Cree First Nations, residing within the Lake Winnipeg region.  These 
groups wanted to have their Aboriginal rights and Title to land, which were affirmed in the 
Royal Proclamation of 1763, recognized by the Government of Canada. The region of Treaty 5 
included portions of southern Manitoba (from the lower part of Lake Winnipeg up to The Pas), 
as well as a small area of north-eastern Saskatchewan.  The First Nations and the Government of 
Canada had different reasons for entering into the treaty making process (Ray, Miller, and 
Tough, 2000).  

For the First Nations, the fur trade with the Hudson’s Bay Company in this area had declined to a 
great extent, and with the deployment of steamboats, many of the First Nation men in the area 
were now unemployed. The signing of Treaty 5 meant the assurance for First Nations that their 
Aboriginal rights, including the right to occupy unsurrendered lands, which were affirmed in the 
Royal Proclamation of 1763, would be maintained. In addition, Treaty guaranteed First Nations 
certain benefits, in perpetuity, in exchange for maintaining the peace and sharing their lands and 
resources with the newcomers to their territories. Furthermore, in changing from a fur trade 
economy to that of an agricultural economy, a number of the First Nations in this area requested 
reserve land, in the southern region of Treaty 5, land that could be used for farming (Ray, Miller, 
and Tough, 2000).  

Lieutenant-Governor Alexander Morris, on behalf of the Federal Government of Canada, 
provided more comprehensive economic rational for the negotiation and signing of Treaty 5.  
This treaty would gain and secure government access to the navigation rights to water, as well as 
to the timber rights, from the Lake Winnipeg region to The Pas, Manitoba (Ray, Miller, and 
Tough, 2000). Morris’ reasoning for a treaty covering Lake Winnipeg clearly demonstrates that 
agricultural development was not the sole concern of the government. Even at this early date, the 
potential resources of the boreal forest were attracting the attention of agents of the Crown. 
According to Morris, “The progress of navigation by steamer on Lake Winnipeg, the 
establishment of missions and of saw milling enterprises, the discovery of minerals on the shores 
and vicinity of the lake, as well as migration of the Northway House Indians, all point to the 
necessity of the treaty being made without delay” (Ray, Miller, and Tough, 2000).  

Cumberland House and Cumberland House Cree Nation 
 
Cumberland House is the oldest permanent settlement in Saskatchewan and western Canada. 
Historically, this settlement was centrally located in terms of water-based travel.  It served as a 
key transportation hub and supply depot during the fur trade era.  Situated on an island which 
separates Cumberland Lake from the Saskatchewan River, Cumberland House was established in 
1774 by Samuel Hearne for the Hudson’s Bay Company. Cumberland House was the company’s 
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first inland trading post.  In 1875, the Cumberland House First Nation, whose reserve lands are 
located southeast of the village, signed an adhesion to Treaty 5.  Between 1874 and 1925, 
Cumberland House was an important center for the steamboat traffic on the Saskatchewan River 
systems. The boilers from the S.S. Northcote, which was involved in the battle at Batoche in 
1885, are today situated in a park at Cumberland House (McLennan, 2007). 
 
After the Cumberland House Cree signed the adhesion to Treaty 5 in September of 1876, a 
reserve was surveyed in 1883.  The initial survey included an island – named Chief’s Island – on 
which the chief, a councilor and a number of the band’s members resided.  The band’s attempt at 
growing potatoes, cabbage, turnips, carrots, onions and lettuce was successful, but their grain 
production was not.  Band members still rely on hunting, fishing and trapping, while the forestry 
industry, tourism, guiding, and hunting camps contribute to their economic developing 
(Thompson, 2007).   
 
Shoal Lake  
 
The band included Saulteaux, Saulteaux-Cree, and Saulteaux-Orkney individuals when adhesion 
to Treaty 4 was signed September 24th, 1875.  The band was told that they would be relocated 
further west. A reserve was surveyed 145 km northeast of Fort Pelly in 1878; but when the agent 
visited it in 1880 the land was badly flooded, and he relocated the band nearer to Fort Pelly. 
From their part in the fur trade, most adult male members were experienced carpenters, 
blacksmiths, boat builders, and salt or lime makers—the solidity of their houses and shelters 
attested to this. Their initial years of re-establishment were hard, but improved through their 
agricultural endeavours. In 1905 and 1909, portions of their land were lost through surrenders, 
curbing further agricultural expansion (Thompson, 2007).   
 
Red Earth 
 
This region marked the territorial boundary between the Plains and Swampy Cree peoples, and 
Red Earth was the most northern Plains Cree community. An adhesion to Treaty 5 was signed on 
September 7th, 1876, and reserves were surveyed in 1884 (Red Earth) and 1894 (Carrot River). 
The Red Earth people were able to maintain their traditional way of life, supplementing it with 
gardens and livestock as the need arose. In the 1930s, however, drought caused a localized 
extinction of beaver and a drop in muskrat numbers, leading to the closure of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company store on Red Earth. This, along with the infringement of farmers along the Carrot 
River into their hunting grounds, forced band members to rely more heavily on their gardens, 
livestock, and wage labour (Thompson, 2007). 
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Treaty 6 
 

 
Library and Archives Canada Western Treaty #6 IT-297, item #1.   
 
Treaty 6 History: 
 
Treaty 6, between the Queen of Great Britain and Ireland and bands of Cree and Stoney First 
Nations, was negotiated and signed at Fort Carlton and Duck Lake in August 1876, and at Fort 
Pitt in September 1876. There were many subsequent adhesions to the treaty by individual bands, 
well into the 20th century. The area comprised by Treaty 6 extends across the central portions of 
the present provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan. The First Nations inhabitants of this area are 
mainly Cree (Plains and Woodland) with some Assiniboine, Saulteaux, and Chipewyan (Beal, 
2007). 
 
The treaty contained, with some variations, the standard written clauses of the earlier numbered 
treaties signed with First Nations: surrender of Indian land rights; provision of assistance in the 
transition to an agricultural economy; provision of reserves - in Treaty 6 the equivalent of one 
square mile per family of five; establishing schools on reserves; and annuities of $5 per person 
with more to chiefs and headmen (Beal, 2007). 
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Treaty 6 Region: 
 
Treaty 6 covers 121,000 square miles (313,388 km2).  In what is now Alberta, the Treaty 6 area 
is situated between the Athabasca and South Saskatchewan Rivers, east of the mountains; in 
what is now Saskatchewan, it extends roughly from a northern limit between 55° and 54° latitude 
to the South Saskatchewan, then Qu’Appelle rivers (Beal, 2007).  
 
Cree 
 
The term “Cree” is derived from the French renderings (Kristineaux, Kiristinous, Kilistinous) of 
the Ojibwe term Kinistino. The proper term in the Plains Cree language is nêhiyawak. The Cree 
occupy a large area of Saskatchewan, from the northern woodlands areas to the southern plains. 
While being one people, there is a great variation amongst the different regional groups. One of 
the main differences is in terms of dialect, of which there are three main ones: “th” Woodlands, 
“y” Plains, and “n” Swampy Cree. There are also important differences in terms of culture. For 
example the Sun Dance, is practiced only in the southern areas. Despite those variations, the 
Cree are bound together by a shared collective memory, worldview, religious practices, and 
experience of colonialism. In the 1870s, the Canadian government began to expand westwards 
and initiated a Treaty process with the Indigenous people, including the nêhiyawak. One major 
difference between the English and Cree accounts is that the latter understood the deal as 
tipahamâtowin (rent), whereas the former understood it as land surrender (McLeod, 2007). 

The Cree of the woodland and northern areas entered into Treaty through later adhesions. There 
was also less pressure for European settlement in their territories, and as a result they were able 
to maintain their traditional hunting and trapping much longer than the southern Cree (McLeod, 
2007).  

Stoney (Stoney-Nakoda, Nakota/da, or Assiniboine) First Nations 
 
This is a large and complex group of First Nations peoples.  Stoney seems to be the broad term, 
but some groups in Alberta call themselves Stoney or Stoney-Nakoda with some groups in 
Saskatchewan calling themselves Nakoda or Assiniboine. 

The Assiniboine were first encountered by Europeans in the woodlands and parklands, already 
adept canoe users in their role as trade middlemen. Communal bison hunting utilized dogs until 
horses were acquired. The Assiniboine utilized the bison pound to entrap and process much 
larger quantities than could be taken by single hunters. In the 17th century Assiniboine territory 
extended westward from Lake Winnipeg and the Forks of the Red and Assiniboine rivers into 
much of central and southern Saskatchewan (Reed, 2007). 

From the earliest descriptions, the Assiniboine allied with Algonquian-speaking Cree, and later, 
in the early to mid-19th century, with Saulteaux or western Ojibwa. Historical sources suggest a 
westward expansion of Assiniboine territory during the 18th century through the parklands of the 
central Saskatchewan River and into eastern Alberta. Population movements during the early 19th 
century shifted Assiniboine territory southward, and by 1840 three-quarters of the nation lived 
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along the Missouri in the area of northwestern North Dakota and northeastern Montana. By the 
mid-19th century Assiniboine territory extended east from the Moose and Wood mountains to the 
Cypress Hills, and north to south from the North Saskatchewan River to the Milk and Missouri 
rivers (Reed, 2007). 

By the last decades of the 19th century Assiniboine reserves were located in Montana and 
Saskatchewan within the larger region they had occupied during the previous century. In 
Saskatchewan, Assiniboine within Treaty 4 were the reserve bands of Pheasant’s Rump, Ocean 
Man, Carry the Kettle and Long Lodge, and Piapot’s Cree-speaking Assiniboine; and 
Assiniboine within Treaty 6 were the bands of Grizzly Bear’s Head and Lean Man, which often 
were known as the Battleford Stoneys (Reed, 2007).  

Saulteaux (Anishinaabe/Ojibwe/Plains Ojibwe) 
 
The Saulteaux, the Plains Ojibwe or Nahkawininiwak in their language speak a language 
belonging to the Algonquian language family. The Algonquian people can be found from 
Newfoundland to the Rocky Mountains and from Hudson Bay to the southeastern United States. 
The name Saulteaux is said to come from the French word saulteurs, meaning People of the 
Rapids. This name refers to the location around the St. Mary’s River (Sault Ste. Marie), where 
French fur traders and the Ojibwa met to trade in the late 17th century. Amongst some storytellers 
there is a migration story that predates contact with the people of France and England. It relates 
the movement of the people to the west, where they began to settle along side their neighbours, 
the Lakota and Dakota, alliances which allowed for peaceful coexistence. It was during the fur-
trade rivalry between the French and English that these alliances were broken (Asikinack, 2007) 

With the fur trade in decline, the disappearance of the bison, and the increase of settlers of 
European origin, the Saulteaux, along with other plains First Nations, began the treaty-making 
process with the newly developed government of Canada. The Saulteaux leaders signed, on 
behalf of their various bands, Treaties 1 and 2. Later, in 1874 and 1876, they were signatories to 
Treaties 4 and 6. These four treaties ceded to the government of Canada much of the land of 
southern Manitoba and southern Saskatchewan, as well as portions of Alberta (Asikinack, 2007) 

Chipewyan (Denesuline) 
 
The Denesuline, Dene or Chipewyan people occupy territory in northern Saskatchewan from 
Lake Athabasca in the west to Wollaston Lake in the east. The Athabascan First Nations 
Denesuline primarily live in three communities: Fond-du-Lac, located on the northeast shore of 
Lake Athabasca, Black Lake, and Wollaston. The northern Athabasca Basin consists of four 
Denesuline bands, and the northwestern Churchill River Basin accommodates the remaining 
four. The Athabascan region comprises the Fond-du-Lac, Hatchet Lake, Black Lake, and Stoney 
Rapids First Nation bands; and the Churchill River Basin includes the Buffalo River, English 
River, Birch Narrows, and the Clearwater River First Nations (Hay, 2007).  

The fort at Churchill River was established in 1717, and the Dene First Nations began direct 
trade with the European settlers. The Denesuline population of the Churchill River Basin 
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includes treaty First Nations, living in the community of Dillon, and non-treaty First Nations, 
living in the nearby settlements of St. George’s Hill and Michel Village (Hay, 2007).  

 
Glenbow Museum Archives NA-606-1, Drawing Saskatchewan Cree 1876 
 
Historical Context 
 
In 1876, the Government was mainly concerned with making a treaty with the Cree, the major 
inhabitants of the Saskatchewan River area. The Cree had been concerned about the intention of 
the Canadian Government towards them ever since the Dominion had taken sovereignty over the 
North-West Territories from the Hudson's Bay Company.  
 
There were, however, some unique differences in Treaty 6 than found in the other treaties, either 
before or after, as a result of the bargaining between Lieutenant-Governor Alexander Morris and 
Chiefs Mistawasis and Ahtahkakoop, who led the First Nations negotiators at Fort Carlton.   
 
These included:  
 

o a significantly increased agricultural assistance, in the form of animals and supplies, 
o a unique clause stipulating that a “medicine chest” be kept for the benefit of each band.  

What this clause actually meant remains controversial, but probably would 
resemble/signify what we now call “medicare”. 

o An entirely new clause, written at Fort Carlton, guaranteeing that if the First Nations in 
the treaty were “overtaken by any pestilence, or by a general famine,” that relief would 
be provided.  This clause was demanded by Red Pheasant headman (and later chief) 
Poundmaker (Beal, 2007). 

After the treaty was signed, some of the bands chose to move to the reserves and began to 
receive the treaty agricultural supplies they had been promised.  Other groups refused to choose a 
reserve in an effort to negotiate better terms.  By 1879 the last of the great bison herds vanished, 
and in order to survive, the last of the holdout bands had to adhere to the treaty.  The most 
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determined holdout was Chief Big Bear.  When he finally signed in 1882 he had negotiated 
promises of additional treaty supplies (Beal, 2007). 
 
It was stated by Morris at the negotiations at Forts Carlton and Pitt that the First Nations were 
not compelled to move to reserves, that the treaty provisions were meant to be in addition to the 
First Nations usual way of life.  The right to hunt and fish, with some restrictions, was contained 
in the written treaty text (Beal, 2007). 
 
However, after the collapse of the bison herds in 1879, the increasing hunger among First 
Nations enabled the Canadian government to force the remaining bands onto reserves since only 
those First Nations who were actually settled and working for rations would receive food.  The 
loss of the bison was interpreted by the First Nations to be the “general famine” covered under 
the famine clause of Treaty 6.  The Canadian government did not agree, instead insisting that the 
distribution of rations was a matter of favour, not a treaty obligation.  In the matter of the treaty 
agricultural supplies, the materials were distributed in such a manner that many bands did not 
receive anything near the quality or quantity they were entitled to under the treaty.  The lack of, 
or the poor implementation of the provisions of Treaty 6 was one of the major reasons why some 
First Nations individuals participated in the North-West Resistance of 1885 (Beal, 2007). 
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Treaty 7 
 

 
Glenbow Museum Archives, ND-8-391, signed in 1877 
 
Treaty 7 History 
 
Treaty 7 was a peace treaty made between two nations—the tribes of the Blackfoot Confederacy 
and Great Britain. The Blackfoot Confederacy included the Siksika, the Piikani (Peigan), the 
Kainaiwa (Blood)), the Tsuu T'ina (Sarcee), the Stoney (Bearspaw, Chiniki, and 
Wesley/Goodstoney). The Queen of Great Britain and Ireland, Commissioner David Laird, 
Lieutenant Governor and Indian Superintendent of the North-West Territories, and commissioner 
James Farquharson Macleod, C.M.G., of the North-West Mounted Police acted on behalf of 
Great Britain. The Treaty is known as the Blackfoot Treaty due to the dominating presence of 
Blackfoot’s in the area resulting in Blackfoot’s being the primary focus of Government Officials 
at the time (“Treaty 7”). 
 
Treaty 7 Region  
 
The Treaty 7 Region includes 50,000 square miles (129,499km2) of land south of the Red Deer 
River and adjacent to the Rocky Mountains (see Figure 1). Treaty 7 includes the Blood Tribe, 
Piikani Nation, Siksika Nation, Stoney Nations (Bearspaw, Wesley, Chiniki), and Tsuu T’ina 
Nation (“Treaty 7”).  
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Blood Tribe (Kainaiwa Nation) 
 
The Kainai reserve is the largest reserve in Canada, located 200km south of Calgary. With 
reference to the name “Blood” this was the name given to then as a result of the Red ochre which 
they used on their faces and ceremonial objects. In the 1800s the Kainaiwa lived and hunted in 
what is now southern Alberta and northern Montana centered in the present day location of 
Lethbridge. The blood tribe administration office, including the Land Management Department, 
is located in Standoff, Alberta (“History”).  
 
Piikani (Peigan) Nation 
 
The Piikani Nation is located along Highway #3 midway between the towns of Fort MacLeod 
and Pincher Creek. Brocket townsite is located on the reserve. The Piikani were the smallest 
Blackfoot tribe to sign Treaty 7, but with the Blackfeet Tribe in southerly state of Montana they 
formed the largest tribe of the Blackfoot Nation. When the Piikani signed the Treaty they asked 
for the “Oldman River, the Porcupine Hills, and Crow Creeks” to be their home base given 
historic wintering areas and bison hunting areas. When the bison began to disappear the Piikani 
took up ranching. The Piikani are innovative and independent. They were the first band in 
Canada to demand a vote in provincial elections (1960s), the first to assume self administration 
of their reserve, and they continue to strive toward economic independence. In 1986 they took 
control of their education by establishing and building a high school in addition to the existing 
elementary school.  The Piikani speak the Blackfoot language. ("Piikani (Peigan) Nation"; 
"Welcome"; “Piikani Nation: The Oldman River is Sacred”). 
 
Siksika Nation 
 
Siksika Nation is located 60 km east of Calgary. The administrative centre for Siksika is located 
adjacent to the Town of Gleichen.  Siksika has approximately 6000 members as is part of the 
Blackfoot Confederacy which consists of the Piikani and Kainaiwa of southern Alberta and the 
Blackfeet in Montana State. The word Siksika means Blackfoot. The mission statement for 
Siksika is to effectively manage and preserve Siksika Nation lands, water and natural resources 
for the benefit of present and future Siksika nation members (“Siksika Nation”; “History of the 
Siksika”).  
 
Stoney Nation 
 
The main Stoney reserve is located along the Trans Canada Highway #1, midway between 
Calgary and Banff near the Morley townsite, on the Bow River. The Stoney Nakota Nation is 
composed of three bands: Bearspaw, Chiniki, and Wesley/Goodstoney. The lands that make up 
the Stoney homeland are in three separate locations. The Stoney Nation people are descendants 
of the great Sioux nations and prefer to conduct their tribal business in the Siouan mother tongue.  
These three Nakota Nations have aboriginal treaty rights going back more than one hundred 
years ("Bearspaw, Chiniki, Wesley Nakoda Nations (Stoney)"; Stoney Nakota Nations, 2003; 
“Culture”). 
 
 



First Nations Water Initiative 
 

17 
 

Tsuu T’ina Nation (Sarcee) 
 
The Tsuu T’ina nation is located immediately southwest of Calgary city limits. Tsuu T’ina 
means “a great number of people”. Descended from the Athapaskan-speaking people, including 
the Navajo and Apache of the south and the Dene and Chippewa of the north, the Tsuu T’ina 
culture is strong and has evolved into one that is unique to Athapaskan-speaking people ("Tsuu 
T'ina Nation (Sarcee)"; “Tsuu T’ina Nation: Culture”). 
   
Historical Context 
 
Treaty Seven was concluded in 1877. It was part of a series of treaties made between the 
Government of Canada and the First Nations of the West during a phase of treaty making 
spanning the decade of the 1870s that aimed to acquire control of Rupert’s Land. Treaty 7 was 
the last treaty signed in this phase of treaty making and another treaty would not be signed in 
Canada for more than twenty years (“Treaty 7”).  
 
First Nations Aims 
  
Numerous grievances and agendas brought the Chiefs of the Blackfoot Confederacy to the 
Treaty signing site of Blackfoot Crossing in September of 1877. The Blackfoot were aware that 
the Queen recognized First Nation possession of hunting grounds and that treaties were being 
made with other First Nations. In 1875 the first direct reference made to the Blackfoot about a 
possible treaty occurred. The chiefs requested a meeting with a Commissioner to stop the 
invasion of their territory until their rights were addressed with the Government. They were 
disturbed that white settlers were occupying their country taking the best locations for their 
settlements. They were also concerned that Métis and Cree aboriginal groups had been 
occupying their hunting grounds. 
 
The Negotiations 
 
A date for the negotiations of the Treaty was set for September 17th. Most of the First Nations 
involved were Blackfoot, Assiniboine and Stoney. The following day, one Blood chief and some 
Peigans had arrived, but many southern bands were not present. The Mounted Police were 
attempting to convince the Bloods and Peigans and other bands to go to the treaty which resulted 
in a two day delay of negotiations. During this time rations were issued to the First Nations, 
however some Chiefs refused to accept them until they heard terms the Commissioners were 
prepared to offer them. By September 19th, the main bands of Bloods had not yet arrived, and 
negotiations proceeded regardless. The general terms of the treaty were set out and have been 
summarized in the Treaty 7 Research Report by AANDC as follows: 
 

• For the first year, a bonus payment would be made of twelve dollars for every man, 
woman, and child, while thereafter and in perpetuity payments would be five dollars 
annually, with the minor chiefs or councilors receiving fifteen dollars, and chiefs twenty-
five dollars; 

• Reserves would be provided on the basis of five persons per square mile; Indians would 
have the right to hunt on unoccupied land, subject to the Queen's regulations; 
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• Two thousand dollars a year would be provided for the purchase of ammunition and, 
when not required for this purpose the government could, with Indian consent, spend it in 
some other way for the benefit of the bands; 

• Salaries would be paid for teachers to instruct the children; 
• At the signing, each chief and councilor would receive a suit of clothing and a 

Winchester rifle, while chiefs also would get a medal and flag. Thereafter chiefs and 
councilors would get a suit of clothing every three years; 

• Each chief and councilor would get ten axes, five handsaws, five augers, one grindstone, 
and the necessary files and whetstones. 

• When the Indians were settled, the government would provide two cows for every family 
of five persons or less, three cows for families with five to nine persons, and four cows to 
families of ten and over, as well as one bull for each chief and councilor. If a family 
wished to farm besides raising cattle, it would reduce its cattle allotment by one cow and 
receive instead two hoes, one spade, one scythe, and two hay forks. Three such families 
could collectively receive also a plough and harrow, with enough potatoes, barley, oats 
and wheat to plant the broken land. 

 

 
Glenbow Museum  Archives, NA-40-1, The Blackfoot Treaty (Treaty 7), 1877, Crowfoot speaking. 
 
The Government interpreted that in exchange for the above terms, the signatories were expected 
to cede all rights, titles and privileges to their hunting grounds to the Government of Canada. 
They also had to promise to live at peace with other First Nations, Métis, and whites, to obey the 
Queen's law, and to refrain from molesting anyone in the surrender territory.  
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The First Nations interpretation of the treaty terms are of course much different. Differing 
interpretations regarding the Treaty due to cultural differences and lack of proper interpretation 
at the signing has lead to confusion. A clear statement that the Blackfoot were knowingly giving 
away their entire hunting grounds is lacking. There is also no prior experience that would make 
such an action comprehensible to them. The Blackfoot were likely under the impression that they 
were making an agreement much like the ones they had been making for generations—they were 
only allowing newcomers to occupy a portion of their land. Testament to this theory is that the 
news of treaty caused neither surprise nor concern. Some Chiefs did not decide to attend at all 
only showing up when persuaded by the Mounted Police. It was likely perceived as a gathering, 
where friendship with the Mounted Police would be reaffirmed and promises would be made to 
live at peace. The Chiefs were namely hoping that action would be taken to halt the 
encroachment of the white traders and enemy hunters. Another issue regarding the legitimacy of 
the treaty is that the Blackfoot also had problems understanding the interpreters. At the time 
Chiefs complained about the absence of competent interpreters, while the difficulty in translating 
the terms (Dempsey, 1987).  
 
On September 20th the Chiefs were given the floor and some concerns and suspicions were raised 
regarding quality and quantity of goods they would receive, the Governments intentions to 
honour the treaty, and resource use in their territory and payment for this use. However, the 
Chiefs came forward to accept the treaty and they did so without a strong fight over the terms. 
On September 22nd the document was presented for the signatures of the chiefs (Dempsey, 
1987).  
 
Later Events and Contemporary Issues 
 
Complex issues regarding the signing and implementation of Treaty 7 remain today. At the 
signing of the treaty even the Chiefs who were there were unclear on what promises had been 
made. Over a century later, the interpretations regarding the intent and relevance of the Treaty in 
modern times remain debated (“Treaty 7”). 
  
Following the signing of the treaty, the decline of the bison leads to tough times and fear for the 
future of the Treaty 7 First Nations. Furthermore, the importance of land and reserve placement 
was realized soon after the signing. The Blood and the Sarcee rejected the lands that had been 
set-aside for them at the treaty, both groups relocating in the following years. There was also 
confusion regarding where the Blackfoot Reserve was located in relation to the railway. From 
the First Nations perspective the treaty has not been fulfilled in terms of rations, payment for the 
ammunition clause, and promises of fair treatment. Elders also recall that verbal promises were 
made which were never incorporated into the formal document of Treaty 7. Modern day issues of 
mineral rights, water allocation, land leases and property values prove problematic when applied 
to eighteenth century agreements (Dempsey, 1987). 
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