
How Canada Underdeveloped Water Infrastructure on First Nations 
 
Pat Reavy introduced Dr. Brittany Luby who is a professor from the Faculty of 
History at the University of Guelph. Her topic was “How Canada Underdeveloped 
Water Infrastructure on First Nations”. Dr. Luby is the author of “Drowned: 
Anishinabek Economies and Activism during the Post-War Hydroelectric Boom 
1950-1975”, a dissertation funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada.  She is also a published poet.  
 
Dr. Luby explained that, pre-1867, reserves were established to benefit both 
Indigenous peoples and colonial settlers.  Unfortunately, The Indian Act of 1867 
was created without input from Indigenous peoples and significantly 
compromised self-governance of reserves. To this day, despite numerous 
revisions of this act and introduction of other legislation such as the Safe Drinking 
Water for First Nations Act (SDWFNA), major barriers remain for First Nations 
leaders to independently plan, finance, and construct the infrastructure necessary 
for clean drinking water on reserves. Alarmingly, the SDWFNA is penalty based. 
Dr. Luby shared a quote from Human Rights Watch, 2016 calling on the 
government to: “Reform or repeal problematic portions of the SDWFNA including 
provisions that could render First Nations financially liable for past government 
failures and ensure that all legislative measures taken to address the water crisis 
are supported with the necessary resources and funding to secure effective 
implementation”. Dr. Luby spoke about the importance of Bill C-230 as it relates 
to the environmental racism that Indigenous peoples have faced with respect to 
access to safe drinking water and increased exposure to environmental hazards, 
in general. Bill C-230 “requires the Minister of the Environment, in consultation 
with representatives of provincial and municipal governments, of Indigenous 
communities and other affected communities, to develop a national strategy to 
promote efforts across Canada to redress the harm caused by environmental 
racism”. The Bill passed a second reading in March of this year. She says that it is 
not perfect and requires amendments. She urged club members to read it and to 
think about it. The Conservative party has voted against the bill because it is not 
action oriented. She said that this is a fair critique but that the party needs to be a 
driver of the action.  She said that we all need to push for amendments to make it 
a better Bill.  
Members asked how we can best advocate for change. Dr. Luby suggested that 
we access the website www.openparliament.ca to track the voting on Bill C-230.  

http://www.openparliament.ca/


If our MP has voted “yes”, let him know why we support his vote.  If “no, talk 
about the pros of this Bill and ask why he voted “no”. Dr. Luby will send our club 
more information about the Bill and give us questions, etc. that we can ask our 
MP.  
Barb Collier thanked Dr. Luby for a “stunning and passionate” presentation.  
Pat Reavy reminded members to consider purchasing coffee from Birch Bark 
Coffee Co, which donates a portion of proceeds to help buy water purifiers for 
Indigenous families who don’t have access to clean water.  
 
 


