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Abstract


Indigenous Peoples in Canada have shown great strength and resilience in maintaining their cultures and ways of life to date in the face of settler colonialism. Centering the Water crises within Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination, we explore the impacts these crises have on community members. Particularly, the continuous failure of the Canadian government to end the Water crises in remote Indigenous communities, Star Blanket Cree Nation, is investigated in this paper. What implications have these Water governance gaps had on Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination? We adopted an Indigenist theoretical framework to guide the study. Additionally, a community-based participatory research approach was adopted. To achieve our research goals of investigating the implications of the current Water crises for Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination, specific methods of sharing circles were used to gather knowledge from community members, Elders, and knowledge keepers. The research findings strongly highlight the strength and resilience shown by remote Indigenous communities in the face of the current Water crises and continuous government failure. Solving the current Water crises will involve remote Indigenous communities taking charge of their own Water governance through Indigenous-led Water governance systems. Additionally, taking steps to rebuild trust through genuine reconciliation will be key. Therefore, listening to remote Indigenous communities and taking collaborative action are fundamental.
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1. Introduction


The Canadian government needs to meet its deadline of ending Water advisories (we use the terms drinking Water advisories to mean messages issued to warn People not to drink Water that is unsafe) within Indigenous communities by 2021 [1,2]. We use the term Water advisory (either short-term or long-term) to refer to the problems with quality of drinking Water. Following this, a new deadline has been set to end long-term Water advisories within Indigenous communities by 2026 [3]. Coupled with climate change impacts on Water sources, the lack of progress in ending the long-term Water advisories means remote Indigenous communities like the Star Blanket Cree Nation, under a long-term Water advisory since 2007, will continue to struggle to attain safe drinking Water. About ten First Nations communities live under drinking Water advisories in Saskatchewan [4]. Studies show that the Canadian government has a history of failing Indigenous Peoples (we use the term Indigenous People to refer to First Nations, Inuit, and Métis [5,6]. The continuous forms of broken promises create mistrust and do not demonstrate genuine efforts toward achieving reconciliation with Indigenous communities.



Reforming Water Governance from and within Indigenous Communities


Evidence shows that Canada has a decentralized Water governance system or regime where both the federal and provincial governments assume different responsibilities regarding Water governance [7,8]. In line with this governance framework, the provincial and federal governments maintain ownership over all Water in Canada [8,9]. Indigenous Peoples’ Water rights fall under the federal government’s responsibility [10]. Predominantly, Water governance regimes within Indigenous communities have focused on Western frameworks, resulting in the current Water crisis within Indigenous communities [8,11]. The Canadian government has implemented several legal reforms to address these challenges. Since the introduction of the Safe Drinking Water for First Nations Act in 2013, several efforts have been made by the Canadian government to enhance Indigenous communities’ access to safe drinking water. Evidence shows that CAD 5.6 billion have been committed to improving access to safe drinking water [12]. Following this, 144 long-term Water advisories have been lifted, and 270 short-term Water advisories have been prevented from becoming long-term [12]. Additionally, about 948 Water and Water treatment plants were constructed and upgraded to benefit 591 communities [12].



However, as studies show, despite the millions in investment, these efforts have been unsuccessful in enhancing access to safe drinking Water for all Indigenous communities [10,11]. Some scholars attribute this failure largely to the overreliance on Western science and Water resource management frameworks and ignoring Indigenous Peoples’s Water ontologies and epistemologies [11].



Many reasons for the lack of progress in ending long-term Water advisories within Indigenous communities include inadequate funding, regulatory gaps, and insufficient resources to support Water management [2]. However, we investigate this lack of progress in Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. Hurlbert [13] observes a space that exists within Water governance to promote Indigenous sovereignty. Studies show collaborative Water governance structures often emphasized by the Canadian government “are not necessarily compatible with the self-governance goals of Indigenous People” [14] (p. 2). Given this context, the Canadian government has currently taken steps to reform Water governance within Indigenous communities. The Canadian government is finally acknowledging the critical role of Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance with the introduction of Bill C-61: First Nations Clean Water Act to “recognize and affirm the inherent right of First Nations to self-government about Water, source Water, Drinking Water, Wastewater and related infrastructure on, in and under First Nation lands” [15] (para. 3). However, this bill still has gaps and may fail to center Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance as it does not clearly define the nature of Canada’s relationship with First Nations [16]. Studies show that some Indigenous communities were not consulted by the Federal government [17]. At the National Gathering of Elders last year (November 2023), most Communities and Elders registered their displeasure with the bill, indicating the Federal government was only transferring its responsibilities to Indigenous communities. This concern was re-echoed by the Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations, which states the bill misses the mark and does not advance true reconciliation with Indigenous People [16]. Therefore, there is a need for further research and engagement with Indigenous People.



Using the Water crises within a remote Indigenous community, Star Blanket Cree Nation, we highlight how Water governance and Indigenous sovereignty are interconnected. Evidence shows when we center Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance; it moves the discussion beyond Water justice, where governments think allowing Indigenous People jurisdiction over their Water is the right thing to do, to seeing it as “a necessity for their own legitimate and sustainable Water management” [18] (p. 2). Studies show it is important to understand that “Indigenous Peoples being original inhabitants of the Land never consented or ratified European ownership of territory or sovereignty over them” [9] (p. 73). In line with this, it is argued, “Land, and sovereignty over Land, is at the heart of the relationship between Indigenous Peoples and the Crown” [10,19] (n.p.). Water is a way of life for Indigenous Peoples and critical for their sovereignty and self-determination. Despite several attempts to erase their culture and separate them from the Land and Water through settler colonialism [20,21,22,23], Indigenous People have resisted and shown great strength by maintaining important cultural practices that connect them with the Land and Water including Language, ceremonies, fishing, trapping, and hunting. These cultural activities and ways of life are critical for their sovereignty and self-determination. Following this, Indigenous-led Water governance that promotes their jurisdiction over Water is key to maintaining these cultural practices. To Indigenous Peoples, Water governance goes beyond Water supply to maintain important cultural practices that enhance their sovereignty as nations [24,25]. In line with this understanding, anything threatening these important cultural practices has implications for Indigenous sovereignty. These understandings are critical for Water governance and policy decisions in Canada.



Studies project a 25% and 55% rise in the population and economy of Canada, respectively, by the year 2050 and, coupled with climate change, these changes are predicted to impact profoundly Canada’s Water resources [26]. Particularly, for Indigenous communities, evidence shows Canada’s economic expansion, including resource development and climate change, will exacerbate already existing Water challenges within Indigenous communities [27,28]. As we indicated above, about ten First Nations communities are under Water advisories in Saskatchewan as this paper is written [4]. The research community, Star Blanket Cree Nation, has been under a long-term Water advisory since 2007 [29].



Advancing Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination can help address the current Water crisis within Indigenous communities. There are recommendations that to understand the Water crises within Indigenous communities, we must begin to examine these crises against Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination [13,30]. Indigenous sovereignty is grounded in traditional knowledge and practices, spiritual ways, culture, Language, and relationships with Land, Water, and Mother Earth [31]. Embedded in Indigenous cultural practices are sacred and holistic rules and laws that determine the sustainable use of the gifts from Mother Earth, including Water [13]. These sacred and holistic rules and laws ensure equitable access to safe drinking Water for all creations. There is a strong understanding within Indigenous cultures that all creations, including our nonhuman relatives, are critical to their survival. For example, nonhuman relatives, including plants and wildlife, provide the necessary food and medicines to survive. Given this understanding, these important cultural practices, including hunting, fishing, trapping, and traditional medicine, depend on living well with the Land and Water [32,33,34].



Following this, respecting and living sustainably with Mother Earth helps enhance Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination [13,30,35]. Against this background, anything threatening Indigenous Peoples’ sacred relationships with Land and Water, including the current Water crises, has implications for Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. Evidence shows we cannot solve the current Water crises without recognizing and respecting Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty, including their treaty and Land rights [13,30]. Indigenous sovereignty invites us to respect Indigenous Water ontologies that view Water not as a resource but as sacred and a relative, to which we owe the responsibility to protect [36].



Studies on Indigenous Water have called for recognizing Indigenous Water ontologies and epistemologies in Water governance [13,24,31,36,37,38,39]. Centering Indigenous Water ontologies is critical to decolonizing Water governance. Yet, little has been achieved in increasing Indigenous Peoples’ involvement in Water governance and decision-making within communities like the community of Star Blanket Cree Nation. The lack of respect for Indigenous Water epistemologies infringes on Indigenous knowledge sovereignty needed to “strengthen Indigenous knowledge systems and their transmission according to Indigenous governance structures” [40] (p. 9). Indigenous Treaty rights cannot be respected without recognizing Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Doing. According to Elections Canada [41] (para. 9), Indigenous treaty rights are “Agreements between specific groups of First Nations, Métis or Inuit and the Crown (Federal Government) that recognize certain rights, such as rights to Land and resources”. As Datta and Hurlbert [30] observed, the signing of treaties to share the Land and resources with settlers does not mean Indigenous Peoples agree for their own sovereignty to be subsumed under settler governance structures. Given this, studies argue that the current Water governance structures have contributed to the Water crises within Indigenous communities [24,42]. The recognition of holistic Indigenous Water governance structures is crucial for the promotion of Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination.



Following an Indigenist theoretical framework and community-based participatory research approach [43], our study objectives were to advance Indigenous Water reconciliation, enhance access to safe drinking Water within remote Indigenous communities, and promote Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. We have situated our positionality in demonstrating what brings us to this research and the epistemologies that inform our work with remote Indigenous communities. Next, we outline our theoretical frameworks, showing how we collected data and collaboratively interpreted our findings. This is followed by our results, discussion, and conclusion sections, showing the broader implications of our findings. This study received ethical clearance from the University of Regina’s Research Ethics Board.





2. Researcher Positionality


We are a team of community-based researchers who engage in ethical Indigenous research. Our longstanding respectful and reciprocal relationships with Indigenous communities inform all our work. Our main goal is to promote Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination through research. Studies argue that self-determination is the key to closing Indigenous inequities [44]. Particularly, this research will help address the Water crises within remote Indigenous communities by highlighting community-led Water management and protection. The research will benefit the community by enhancing access to safe drinking Water while promoting Indigenous-led Water governance.




3. Theoretical Frameworks and Methodology


We used an Indigenist theoretical framework to learn the implications of the current Water crises for Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination from community Elders and knowledge keepers. The Indigenist theoretical framework upholds Indigenous ways of knowing and doing, including the worldviews and cultural practices [45]. These frameworks fit well with the community’s cultural knowledge-sharing [46]. Using these theoretical frameworks also highlights the community’s position in the research as initiators and co-investigators [46]. This approach helps to guide our explorations of the current Water crises within an Indigenous community by centering Indigenous Knowledge in the research, promoting accountability to the community and our relationship with it, and enhancing respect for the community’s spiritual Water ontologies [47].



The Indigenist theoretical framework creates the space for honouring Indigenous cultural practices, including Language, hunting, fishing, trapping, and medicine picking, which play important roles in enhancing Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. Therefore, living respectfully with Mother Earth and Water is important for maintaining these important cultural practices. Using the Indigenist framework allows us to understand our responsibility toward Mother Earth and the sustainable use of the gifts she provides, including Water [43].



Following the Indigenist theoretical framework, we used a community-based participatory research approach (CBPR) to guide the study. The CBPR approach allows for the collaborative designing of the study with the community [48], promotes ethical research by upholding the community’s cultural protocols [49], and addresses power relations within research [50]. According to Datta et al. [51], the CBPR empowers participants and promotes knowledge ownership in the research process. The CBPR guided the research through a Community Knowledge Council (CKC). The CKC consists of community members from the Star Blanket Cree Nation, including Elders and knowledge keepers. They ensure all our projects with the community are culturally informed and follow community protocols. Following this, the community’s Community Research Assistant (CRA) facilitated the research. The CRA recruited co-researchers with the research team through posters and word of mouth from the 1 June 2023 to the 30 August 2023.



3.1. Methods


In line with the Indigenist theoretical framework and CBPR methodology, we used sharing circles and deep listening methods to collect knowledge from seven community members, including Elders and knowledge keepers from the community of Star Blanket Cree Nation. Through these methods, we learned from community members the implications of the current Water crises for Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. The sharing circles allowed for the respectful sharing of stories and experiences relating to the Water crises [52,53]. The sharing circles also enhanced holistic healing by allowing the co-researchers to share from their hearts, minds, bodies, and spirits [53,54]. Studies show that the Water crises within Indigenous communities negatively impact health and wellness [55]. Our use of sharing circles, therefore, created a space for healing. The offering of tobacco, prayers, and smudging were cultural protocols followed by this research. Importantly, informed consent was sought from the co-researchers both orally and written before the sharing circle. Having received permission from the CKC, the research team and the recruited CRA contacted the seven community members, including Elders and knowledge keepers, explained the research objectives to them and received written consent to participate in the study. Again, a verbal review of the key elements of the consent form occurred before the sharing circle to provide space for all co-researchers to renew their consent to participate in the sharing circle. There were no minors who participated in this research.




3.2. Data Analysis Processes


We used a collaborative story-learning data analysis process, engaging our co-researchers in the analysis process. Following our Indigenist research framework and the CBPR methodology, this was done to ensure equality was maintained throughout all stages of the research [56]. The collaborative process prevented our voices from dominating those of the co-researchers [57]. We first adopted a thematic analysis approach to analyze the data by “identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” [58] (p. 6). Following this, we transcribed the recorded stories. For us to meaningfully capture the community members’ views and ensure accuracy, we sent the transcripts back to the co-researchers for review. The next stage was manual coding and deductively categorizing codes into sub-themes. Some codes include sovereignty, self-determination, trust, rebuilding, respect, Mother Earth, holistic, epistemologies, culture, and Indigenous-led, among others. Manual thematic analysis was adopted to allow for critical thinking and understanding of the flow of our learning and to organize stories into themes. The coding and categorizing of codes into sub-themes were performed to reduce the data size for the collaborative analysis process. Nine sub-themes emerged from this process, including looking after Mother Earth, Indigenous Epistemologies of Water, Rebuilding Trust, Reconnecting with Culture, Trusted Water Sources, Rebuilding Indigenous Governance Systems, Health Risks, Caring for Mother Earth, and Collective Effort.



The above sub-themes were sent to all seven co-researchers for member checking. After this, the sub-themes were presented to a Community Research Advisory Committee (CRAC) for further analysis. The presentation allowed the co-researchers to participate in the data analysis process. The researchers and CRAC further categorized the sub-themes under major themes. The collaborative analysis process found four major themes, including Water Crisis and Destruction of Indigenous-Gendered Governance Structures, Water Crisis and Health Implications, Solutions through Respect for Water, and Water Governance Implications for Sovereignty and Self-determination. For example, the sub-themes of Looking after Mother Earth, Indigenous Epistemologies of Water, Rebuilding Trust, and Reconnecting with Culture were categorized under the broader theme of Water Governance Implications for Sovereignty and Self-determination. Again, the sub-theme of Trusted Water Sources was also categorized under Respect for Water. Figure 1 shows a summary of the Water crises within the Star Blanket Cree Nation community and the community-led pathways to addressing these crises. The figure is in two parts: the first part of the figure depicts the threats to the community’s water resources; the second part of the figure highlights the pathways to address these threats.





4. Results—Water Challenges and Land-Based Solutions


From the stories the Elders and knowledge keepers shared, we learned that the current Water crises emerged due to the lack of recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ jurisdiction over Land. These crises have implications for Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination. The Water crises negatively impact all the important cultural practices that promote Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. Following this, the co-researchers reported different ways the current Water crises impact their sovereignty and self-determination. This was seen in Water Crisis and Destruction of Indigenous-Gendered Governance Structures, Water Crisis and Health Implications, Solutions through Respect for Water, and Water Governance Implications for Sovereignty and Self-determination. Indigenous sovereignty is drawn from their knowledge, spiritual ways, culture, Language, and relationships with Land and Water. Following this, the co-researchers reported anything that destroys the sacred relationship with, and respect for, Mother Earth and Water as having implications for Indigenous sovereignty. The current failures to end long-term Water advisories within Indigenous communities are due to the lack of recognition for Indigenous sacred ways and respect for Mother Earth. These Water crises also reflect the lack of progress in advancing Indigenous Water reconciliation. We found the current Water crises within remote Indigenous communities like the Star Blanket Cree Nation cannot be addressed without respect for Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination. We found Indigenous People exercising autonomy over the governance and control of Water using their sacred Water ontologies can help maintain the cultural practices that support their sovereignty.



The continuous failure of the Canadian government to fulfill its treaty promises to Indigenous Peoples has eroded trust. This is manifested in the inability to provide safe drinking Water for Indigenous communities. We found this mistrust is further exacerbated by the failure to center Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance regimes. Government bureaucracy and red tape have also led to unnecessary delays in addressing Water challenges within Indigenous communities. In addition, current Water governance systems marginalize Indigenous communities and their worldviews. All these have further created mistrust between Indigenous People and the Canadian government. Following this, we observed that community members do not even trust some of the Water treatment plants provided by the Canadian government to end the long-term Water advisories.



4.1. Water Crisis and Destruction of Indigenous-Gendered Governance Structures


Reclaiming Indigenous women’s leadership roles is critical to maintaining Indigenous People’s sovereignty and self-determination. An important outcome that emerged from the sharing circle was that, traditionally, women played leadership roles within Indigenous communities, including protecting Water. Community members reported Indigenous women are life-givers. Following this, Indigenous women have sacred connections with the Land and the Water. They are the protectors of Water and holders of traditional knowledge and culture. Indigenous women play a significant role in protecting the Land and Water. Commenting on Indigenous women’s leadership roles in Water protection, one of the Elders said,




I really think our People, especially the women, have to take the lead in Water decision-making because the women have a lot to do with Mother Earth. The women are the ones who more or less take care of Mother Earth and Water. More women should come to the understanding that this is very important in our livelihood. And not only that but having a connection to the Land helps us to secure our children and unborn generations. In that line of thinking. Also, there are different rights that women carry in order to look after the Land. They come with gifts that help our community so that we can continue to live a good life and walk a good life. That is why I feel that more People in our community, especially our women, should start understanding and having that awareness to make things right (Co-researcher 2, Indigenous Woman Elder).





We found restoring Indigenous women’s leadership role over the governance and control of Water using their sacred Water ontologies can help maintain the cultural practices that support their sovereignty. The community members reported that the current Water crises within Indigenous communities further highlight how settler colonialism destroyed Indigenous governance structures and marginalized Indigenous women. The destruction of traditional gendered governance structures has huge implications for Indigenous People’s sovereignty and self-determination. As one of the Elders observed,




co-researcher 2 spoke about women taking the lead; it will still not make a difference because they no longer think of us as the life-givers. That is their way of thinking. Now, you are just one of the People; the ladies are not the leaders anymore. We try to care for our families and keep getting pushed down daily. How do we make a difference if we are constantly being pushed down the next step, or controlled? That is why our government is controlling us, and now we have to depend on them for everything. Because we are so used to it: even back then, we still did things for ourselves (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Rebuilding Indigenous-gendered governance systems is key to addressing the Water crises within Indigenous communities. Part of the reason why previous efforts, including legal frameworks, have failed in solving the Water crises within Indigenous communities is the lack of recognition for Indigenous-gendered governance frameworks. For the new Bill-C61 to succeed, it must focus on rebuilding Indigenous-gendered Water governance systems. Indigenous women’s leadership over Water can help enhance access to safe drinking Water and restore important cultural practices, including hunting, fishing, trapping, and medicine picking.



The destruction of Indigenous governance systems is further compounded by the Canadian government’s failure to respect Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination. The current patriarchal Water governance regimes imposed on Indigenous communities do not do much to advance Indigenous self-determination. The Elder echoed this by stating that,




We [women] are all supposed to be the caregivers, the life-givers that way, but they don’t care. Get back there where you belong with your peers. It is very hard when you are dealing with our government, that top man that is supposed to be higher up, but I don’t think he is higher up because the only one that is higher up is the creator, not some man. I get discouraged; I always think about this, and I get so mad. I always think we shouldn’t be told what to do. We should be given because we are here; the creator put us here. And Mother Earth, to look after our children and grand babies, all those that are important to us. We are to look after their nourishment, to make them grow up to be respectable children, and we expect the government to treat and give us all those things that we were always told by our great grandfather (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





The current Water crises invite the Canadian government to make meaningful efforts toward achieving Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination; this is crucial if reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples is to be achieved. Indigenous governance structures must be respected.




4.2. Water Crisis and Health Implications


The Water crises within Indigenous communities have implications for their health and wellness. The lack of access to safe drinking Water further compounds the health inequities remote Indigenous communities face. Following this, centering Indigenous sovereignty in Water governance allows for addressing these health inequities since Indigenous sovereignty addresses social equity and justice. Commenting on some of the health risks associated with unsafe Water, an Elder said,




When we wash our vegetables, we use water. We have E. coli on the plants that we eat, salads, and even our fruits that are on top of them because they won’t wash them (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





We found even traditional water sources were polluted and posed a health risk to the community. The community members reported these natural sources of drinking Water, including sloughs and springs, were easily accessible. However, Land use activities including chemical runoff from farms have polluted these Water sources. According to a community member,




In addition to the Water in the sloughs, is it going to cause cancer? For example, coming down here I realized there were chemicals being applied. We rent out our Lands to the farmers. All that is polluting our Water sources. We have pig farms on either side of our reserve. When they drain out their farms, it goes directly into our valley (Co-researcher 4, Indigenous Knowledge Keeper).





We cannot build Indigenous Water resiliency without returning traditional Water sources to safer levels. Reclaiming Indigenous sovereignty and jurisdiction over Water is critical to addressing some of the health issues emerging from unsafe drinking Water. Polluted sloughs/wetlands can have severe health impacts as these also serve as sources of drinking Water for wildlife. This can, therefore, impact hunting and food sovereignty within the community. As we indicated, cultural practices, such as hunting, trapping, fishing, and medicine picking, are critical to the community’s self-determination. As one of the Elders concluded,




we need to understand what we can do to save whatever Water that we have: our sacred Water. So that we can save that and look at the causes and effects and damages. The Water left; how do we preserve that? We have local farmers pumping in all kinds of insecticides and all that. We don’t want that; we see it in our wildlife already. Our traditional foods are affected by that, and so is our health. Long ago, we didn’t have diabetes because we lived off the Land. We knew which wildlife we could eat that made our bodies healthy. And now, we are afraid to eat things that our bodies require (Co-researcher 7, Indigenous Woman Elder).





To address the health risks emerging from the Water crises, the Elders emphasized the need to care for Mother Earth. A much broader approach, encompassing Land use activities must be adopted to end the Water crises within Indigenous communities. When Water governance is centered on Indigenous sovereignty, it allows for adopting a holistic approach to protecting Water. It was reported Land use activities, including agricultural activities, will have to be re-examined within the community. Against this background, an Elder noted,




I don’t even know if we can go back to our ways a long time ago. When we used to drink our Water out of the sloughs and whatever. They are now contaminated by farms and pesticides. We don’t even know what kind of chemicals they are using to spray. We hear People say the fish has mercury in it; where did the mercury come from; you know? Even sewage was going into our Water (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Acknowledging it will take different stakeholders to address the Water crises within their community, the Elders and knowledge keepers emphasized adopting a collective effort to address their Water crises. We found the community, government, farmers, and other stakeholders must work together to enhance access to safe drinking Water. Legal reforms in Water governance must adopt holistic and comprehensive solutions to address the Water crises. Commenting on the urgency of the collective effort, the Elder once again stated,




I can’t see a solution unless we all work together with the government and all the People that are so concerned about what is happening to Mother Earth. Now, I can see it is kind of a bit too late because I can see all the damage has already been done; how do we make it better if we keep adding more things to Mother Earth? Destroying her, destroying our Water, and killing our fish (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Following this, another knowledge keeper noted, “I think too Indigenous People have to be able to communicate with the ones who are causing the damaging effects on their ecological systems” (Co-researcher 6, Knowledge Keeper).



Previous efforts to solve the Water crises in remote Indigenous communities like the Star Blanket Cree Nation have not worked because they did not bring all stakeholders together. The centering of Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance is critical to rebuilding trust between Indigenous communities and the Canadian government. Trust is critical to ending the current Water crises within Indigenous communities. The continuous marginalization of Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance will not help build trust with Indigenous People. Again, the politicization of Water governance leads to delays in responding to Indigenous Water needs. These delays impact the holistic health of community members. Commenting on this, an Elder stated,




Even our Water treatment plant now wants the best, but we don’t get the best. We just get what is available and even with that, we have to beg for it. We have to beg for our money. Sometimes we don’t get it. The government says we have good drinking Water but we don’t. Maybe they do not use First Nations (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Some community members observed even the treated Water provided within their community was still contaminated. This further created mistrust that the community was given substandard Water treatment plants. The mistrust has resulted in community members not wanting to let go of old habits of buying Water. To create trust, the Elder observed,




Give us good drinking Water; don’t give us something that is just gonna be there to shut us up: that is the way I look at it. We are getting a new Water treatment, oh right on: you have good Water but that is not all you still have; like (Co-researcher 3) said, she still has that habit of buying Water because we are so scared: you can’t drink tap Water. It is contaminated and all that (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





In Trust, a second Elder stated,




Then again when we look back, how bad the government made us look. Like giving us drugs: we abused them the same as when they are giving us drinking Water; is it safe? Is it the same as drugs; is it safe? The same drinking Water is like taking the same drugs (Co-researcher 4, Indigenous Woman Elder).





We also found Indigenous People drawing on their sacred Water ontologies to protect Water, creating the space for self-determination. To center Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance also calls for reconnecting with culture. Important cultural practices promote Indigenous sovereignty, including Language, ceremonies, hunting, trapping, fishing, and medicine picking. Regarding Water, Indigenous cultures respected and viewed Water as sacred. Water is a part of the community’s way of life and culture. There was a deep understanding within these cultures that Water and other gifts from Mother Earth must be protected and used in a good way, and within this culture were also laid the teachings of living well with community members by respecting the Elders and all. From the community, we observed one cannot live well with Water if one does not live well with community members; the two are intertwined. This Wahkohtowin principle informed the utilization of the gifts from Mother Earth, understanding that we must use these gifts sustainably so as not to harm our relatives, including nonhuman relatives. The community members reported these cultural practices are critical to their health and wellness. Unfortunately, residential schools have separated community members from this important culture. Following this, centering Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance will create the space to reconnect community members with their culture, including Language- and Land-based practices. According to one of the Elders,




You know, talking about how we lived back in the day. How we respected what was given to us, what Mother Earth had to nourish us like our Water, food, vegetables, and how we see things grow. We want that, we want to see it flourish and become abundant so that we can live that healthy lifestyle. But nowadays, because of the way our residential schools or days schools or whatever. How do we grow from that? Because we were taught when we were growing up to be good. But with the residential school, we learned how to be mean and disrespectful to each other. How our Language was bad, that it was the devil’s Language they used to say. When you talk about our natural resources like our Water and how we live here, they try to take that away and say that is not the way we should live. We should live the way they wanted us to live. Some of us have come to the realization that we can’t live the life I was told to live. I have to go back to live in a humble way, respectable Wahkohtowin. All those things that our teachings were made of. When you are talking about clean drinking Water, we want clean drinking Water, we want to clean Mother Earth. We don’t want her destroyed by man-made things. Because that is how we destroy our own livelihood (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Situating Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance allows for a broader rethinking of Water governance and a focus on sustainability in general. Indigenous-led Water governance and holistic Indigenous worldviews are crucial in addressing the current Water crises within Indigenous communities.




Again, we observed that Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination were critical to returning the community’s drinking Water to safer levels. Reconnecting Indigenous Peoples with their culture, including Language, and relationship to Land and Water, is crucial to maintaining sovereignty and self-determination. We cannot continue to impose Water governance on Indigenous communities without recognizing their Water epistemologies. As nations, Indigenous communities have continuously advocated for Indigenous-led Water governance to be upheld. These would allow Indigenous People to have jurisdiction over their Water. This can enhance their sovereignty and self-determination. Indigenous communities know that the current Water regimes cannot advance their sovereignty and self-determination. Acknowledging the challenges with current Water governance regimes within the community, an Elder concluded.






We can no longer go back to those old days when you can just walk up to a slough and get a pail of clean drinking Water and take it home so others can drink from it (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





It emerged that promoting Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance will lead to creating hope and reawakening communities. The Canadian government’s continuous failure to honour its treaty promises has made community members less critical of whatever is provided to the community, including Water. As an Elder went on to observe,




I don’t know, I don’t remember, and we are so caught up and our minds get tired: our brains get tired of thinking so much of the good things and the bad things that we don’t care anymore. Like we don’t care what kind of Water we are drinking. Some of us do but other ones say we don’t care. Is there something that is given to us? What have they given to us? We don’t know whether it is safe. It is like a can of pop and Water and I think someone will take pop because it is sweet. But for the body, I will take the Water. They give us what they want to give us. To keep us quiet. Our Water treatment plant, we will upgrade the Water treatment plant so you can have good drinking Water. Because this and that goes into the Water and we drink it. We don’t know how much chlorine is in there, how much whatever they put in there. Anyway, let’s get your Water cleaned, but if your Water comes out smelling or discoloured, like Co-researcher 3 said. Be satisfied we gave you that, the government again, take it or leave it (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Indigenous sovereignty will place Water back under Indigenous Peoples’ jurisdiction. Hence allowing Indigenous communities to take charge of their Water. This means communities will have a voice in what chemicals are used to treat the water within their communities. Drawing on their traditional knowledge to protect Water, Indigenous people create the pace for self-determination by helping maintain important cultural practices like Language.




4.3. Solutions through Respect for Water


Acknowledging Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination means respecting Water and viewing Water as a gift from Mother Earth. It was reported we cannot solve the current Water crises within Indigenous communities without developing respect for Water and Mother Earth first. Respecting Water means we have a responsibility to protect it. Only when we respect Water can we protect it as a gift from Mother Earth. Part of this comes with re-examining how our Land use activities affect our Water sources. Safe Water sources are crucial to ending the Water crises within Indigenous communities. Indigenous Water epistemologies can promote trust in Water sources. We found a Water source is a place that community members identify with. There was trust that the Water was safe and pure. According to an Elder,




You know when a baby is born, it is pure: that was how our Water was. When you think about that and you look back on our childhood, wherever there was Water you drank it. You just used your hand to drink the Water. Now, we can’t even do that. That Water tasted so good than what we have now. You know when you taste Water, you want to know where the Water comes from. We got accustomed to those tastes, it was always nice and cold. There was nothing in there, there was no grease stuff in the Water. Even our fish: where is our fish now? They are dead. What caused that? (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





The lack of respect for Water and access to safe drinking Water sources is impacting negatively on community members. Even normal daily activities like having a cup of coffee are being impacted by the Water crises. According to an Elder,




Even when we are drinking coffee, we have to look to see if there is something on top of it. Back in the day, we didn’t have to worry about these things. That is how we respected that Water (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





To respect Water, one Elder observed this must happen through ceremony. According to the Elder,




It must come with a ceremony; it has to come with Elders who are knowledgeable about the Water systems and where it comes from. We need to be able to come together and speak about the ways it was done long ago. Years ago. And bring that to the forefront. So that we can learn to use Water in a better way. Because we’re missing that point like Water just isn’t Water to us; it is a living entity. And there’s a spirit in that Water that gives us life. The things that we need in life for our bodies, for nourishment, and so we have to bring the whole issue to ceremony (Co-researcher 5, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Situating Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance will create the space to respect the Water.




4.4. Water Governance Implications for Sovereignty and Self-Determination


Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination border on Indigenous Peoples’ survival. Water governance must go beyond supply to focus on protecting the Land and Mother Earth. Given that sacred Indigenous Water epistemologies do not inform current Water governance regimes, Water governance structures within Indigenous communities have taken a narrow approach focusing on supply and failed to protect Mother Earth and the Land. As a result, this adversely affects Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination. As we found, Indigenous communities have autonomy over the governance and control of Water by drawing on their traditional knowledge, resource management, and cultural practice; observing Water protocols and Language, living well with Water, and restoring Indigenous women’s leadership in Water governance, among others, can promote self-determination. Ending drinking Water advisories must be closely linked to protecting Indigenous communities from Land-use activities that continue to pollute their Lands, like agricultural runoffs. We cannot protect Water resources if we do not protect the Land. For example, Indigenous People depend directly on the Land for their traditional food and medicine. Following this, if the Land is polluted, their food sources become unsafe, and this impacts their food sovereignty. Indigenous-led Water governance systems take a broader and more holistic approach to protecting the Land as a whole. Indigenous People know their sovereignty and self-determination are intertwined with living sustainably with Mother Earth. To enhance their sovereignty and self-determination, the community members reported we must urgently rethink Water governance to focus on looking after Mother Earth. Following this, one of the Elders said,




Now, I can see it is kind of a bit too late because I can see all the damage has already been done. How do we make it better if we keep adding more things to Mother Earth? Destroying her, destroying our Water, and killing our fish. The Water was so scarce a couple of years back there, even our food source: there was nothing there to survive. People are destroying Mother Earth with fires; all these add to when we take Mother Earth into our bodies that destroys everything. We have to look after Mother Earth. They are gonna do everything, non-First Nations People gonna destroy the Water (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Centering Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in Water governance allows for a broader view of protecting Water and Mother Earth. To protect and manage Water, we must focus on protecting Mother Earth and the Land. Evidence from the sharing circle shows community members would want Water governance to take a more comprehensive approach than is currently done. Centering Indigenous Water ontologies in Water governance provides the space to adopt a more holistic approach. Another important reason we must situate Indigenous sovereignty in Water governance is that it allows for recognizing holistic Indigenous epistemologies of Water. We observed Indigenous Peoples’ Ways of Knowing and Doing to inform their sovereignty and self-determination. Indigenous Water epistemologies are critical to protecting and living well with Water. These epistemologies view Water as sacred and used in ceremonies. We found the failure to center Water governance around Indigenous sovereignty has led to mistrust that the Water crises can ever be solved within their communities. One of the Elders observed,




Water is sacred; we use those in ceremonies. We use those to nourish our bodies, to keep us surviving. You know we can fight the government; we can fight the big boss, but we are not gonna win because they are still gonna destroy us. Look at the food prices: that were predicted, that was prophesied by the old People. That food is gonna be gone and scarce. I can see it now. If you don’t see it, your children will see it, they used to say. That is why our old People used to say look after our Mother Earth. I remember we used to have enough Water to drink; we didn’t need to worry about what was in it. We got accustomed to it and, all of a sudden, you can’t drink that Water. It is very scary, and I don’t think it is gonna get any better. We were on a boiled Water advisory for years. We are still on it; we don’t even know if it is gonna go away. That is my story, and I am sticking to it (Co-researcher 1, Indigenous Woman Elder).





We observed that focusing on Water supply alone in current Water governance systems will not enhance access to safe drinking water within Indigenous communities. We must equally incorporate the holistic Indigenous principles of environmental sustainability that focus on protecting all the ecosystems within remote Indigenous communities.



Commenting further on the challenges with Western Water governance systems, one of the Elders observed,




I was just telling my partner here about our research. We have a big lake on our reserve. There’s a tap that opens where the next community and their whole subdivision have access to our Star Blanket Water. Now, there was an agreement in place where the next community is supposed to give us payment regarding using our Water. I think that agreement is being followed, but on a more cultural or traditional side. Water is for everyone and so we’re kind of stuck in between. How do we conserve the Water that’s ours and share it with other people who need it just as much as we do. So, we’re caught up in that whole area. You know that Water doesn’t really belong to us but the creator, it belongs to everybody who needs to use it. So, you know, we get caught up in the whole policy thing. We can’t really put a government policy into the Water. That’s natural and it’s a natural resource for all human beings, all plant life, all animal life, and so it’s very hard to put that into policy when you have this belief system (Co-researcher 5, Indigenous Woman Elder).





Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination are strongly connected to the Land and Water. Understanding this, Indigenous cultures highlight the need to live sustainably with Mother Earth. Therefore, we cannot solve the current Water crises within Indigenous communities without addressing the Land-use activities that threaten their Water sources.





5. Discussion and Relational Learning Reflections


The findings from this study invite us to rethink Water governance within remote Indigenous communities. Our findings also have broader implications for decolonizing Water governance through the recognition of First Nations jurisdiction over Land and Water, including gendered Indigenous Water governance. Studies show to decolonize Water governance, the Canadian government must utilize Indigenous frameworks and stop over-relying on Western frameworks like the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development in 2021’s Principles on Water Governance [10]. We have touched on some of these frameworks, including Indigenous-gendered governance systems and respect for Water. We cannot address access to safe drinking Water within remote Indigenous communities, or advance Water reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples without recognizing Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination [13,30]. Fundamental to Indigenous sovereignty is Indigenous Knowledge and way of life, including important cultural practices of Language, fishing, hunting, trapping, medicine picking, and ceremonies which all are strongly connected to Water. Therefore, relations with Water shape Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination. Indigenous People emphasize respect for Mother Earth as being key to their self-determination. The lack of access to safe drinking Water impacts everything that is needed for Indigenous Peoples’ survival. As Hanrahan, Sarkar, and Hudson [59] (p. 270) highlighted, Water insecurity is linked to “poverty, food insecurity, men’s health, and mental health”. Following this, Wilson et al. [42] argued that current governance structures have contributed to the Water crises within Indigenous communities. Similarly, Chief et al. [24] (p. 31) conclude, “Existing resilience frameworks aim to co-manage resources and keep Indigenous People within an unjust and colonial system”. As Datta and Hurlbert [30] observe, current settler governance structures have often aimed at subsuming holistic Indigenous governance systems. Resisting this, Indigenous People are beginning to introduce their own governance systems based on their Ways of Knowing and Doing to take charge of their lives [60,61]. The recognition of holistic Indigenous Water governance structures and epistemologies is crucial to their sovereignty and self-determination.



5.1. Indigenous Water Epistemologies’ Implications for Sovereignty and Self-Determination


We found the current Water challenges within Indigenous communities reflect a lack of recognition of Indigenous epistemologies, and therefore sovereignty and self-determination. Given that Indigenous worldviews promote sovereignty and self-determination, making space for Indigenous Water epistemologies is critical. Indigenous sovereignty confronts the idea of Western worldviews dominating Indigenous sacred views about Water [32,62]. This is seen in the lack of respect for Indigenous Land and Treaties rights including holistic Water epistemologies [63]. As Bradford et al. [26] (p. 269) observed, “Indigenous People have traditionally had a lack of voice, and little participation or significant representation at higher political points of authority to influence or sanction laws of Water protection, regulation and enforcement on traditional territories”. Consistently, there has been a lack of recognition for traditional Indigenous governance structures and Treaty rights by the Canadian government [14,31]. Lack of recognition occurs even when these holistic governance structures prove effective in managing and protecting the sacred gifts from Mother Earth including Water [64,65]. This lack of recognition for holistic Indigenous governance structures has implications for Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination. Particularly, a lack of respect for Indigenous Water epistemologies infringes on Indigenous knowledge sovereignty that is needed to “strengthen Indigenous knowledge systems and their transmission according to Indigenous governance structures” [40] (p. 9). Following this, Karim, [66] (para. 1) observes, “Indigenous Sovereignty arises from Indigenous Traditional Knowledge, belonging to each Indigenous nation, tribe, and community”. Indigenous Knowledge, including holistic Water ontologies, provides the structures for achieving sovereignty and self-determination. As Karim, [66] (para. 2) noted, “Traditional Indigenous knowledge consists of spiritual ways, culture, Language, social and legal systems, political structures, and inherent relationships with Lands, Waters, and all upon them”. It involves Indigenous Peoples having jurisdiction over the Land and Water and respect for Mother Earth. The centering of Indigenous sovereignty in Water governance can lead to the recognition of Indigenous sacred Water epistemologies that promote respect for Mother Earth.




5.2. Reclaiming Gendered Indigenous Governance Structures


Another important finding is that recognizing traditional Indigenous governance structures is key to promoting Indigenous sovereignty in Water governance. Addressing access to safe drinking Water and promoting Indigenous sovereignty will involve reclaiming women’s environmental leadership roles in Water protection. Settler colonialism has destroyed Indigenous matriarchal governance structures, leading to the dominance of patriarchal systems of governance. Patriarchal Water governance systems have impacted negatively on Indigenous women’s roles in Water protection [59]. Evidence shows that Indigenous women traditionally played leadership roles in protecting and managing Water for their communities [60,67,68,69,70,71,72]. Studies show “…Indigenous women share a sacred connection to the spirit of Water through their role as child bearers, and have particular responsibilities to protect and nurture Water” [67] (p. 1). Current Water governance regimes have marginalized Indigenous women who are at the forefront of Water protection and management [67]. Following this, situating Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination within Water governance will allow for restoring Indigenous women’s place in Water governance. Acknowledging women’s roles in Water protection, Schaffer [71,72] highlights the importance of prayers from grandmothers that can help purify Mother Earth, including Water. These prayers provide the foundation for respectful, sustainable Water governance.




5.3. Rebuilding Trust in Water Governance through Indigenous Sovereignty


The research findings also determined that Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination can contribute to rebuilding trust between remote Indigenous communities and the Canadian government. Combined with historical government policies including residential schools and the Indian Act, current failed promises to provide clean drinking Water have led to mistrust between Indigenous Peoples and the Canadian government [6]. According to Deer [5], Indigenous People feel disappointed and not respected by the Canadian government. The [community], for example, has been under a Water advisory since 2007 [29]. However, it took the community several years of negotiations before the Canadian government approved a new Water treatment plant. Community members indicated they had to practically ‘beg’ for a new Water treatment plant so that they could have access to safe drinking Water. Government bureaucracy has led to delays in responding to Indigenous Peoples’ Water needs and does not help build trust. Delays such as these make Indigenous People also doubt the genuineness of the Canadian government in achieving reconciliation. This mistrust has implications for addressing the Water crises within remote Indigenous communities. We found community members do not even trust the Water from the treatment plants yet. The current Water crises further highlight the failure to respect Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. Indigenous-led Water governance systems will be a great step toward rebuilding trust. Indigenous-led Water governance systems centered on holistic Water epistemologies have been highlighted as key to addressing the Water crises within remote Indigenous communities and rebuilding trust over time [13,30,55]. Again, access to alternative community funding can help address settler Land use activities, including agriculture, that continue to pollute traditional Water sources within Indigenous communities. This will also help address the Water crises within Indigenous communities. Solving the drinking Water crisis requires self-determination and autonomy over the governance and control of Water, which draws on traditional knowledge, resource management, and cultural practice. Attempting to impose a colonized Western Water governance system on (the community) or expecting (the community) to emulate the Water governance practices of a settler society have failed miserably over the last decades. These findings are consistent with [18,28,53,73].



This article addressed the current Water governance gaps within remote Indigenous communities. Adopting an Indigenist theoretical framework, we re-examined the implications of these Water crises on Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-determination. Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination are strongly connected to the Land and Water. The capacity of Water governance systems to maintain important cultural practices, including Language, hunting, fishing, trapping, medicine picking, and ceremonies, will enhance Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. The current Water crises further highlight the challenges Indigenous People must face due to the continuous process of colonialism. Irrespective of all these challenges, Indigenous communities in Canada have shown great strength and resilience over the years in maintaining important Water cultural practices critical to their sovereignty. Addressing the current Water crises within remote Indigenous communities, we found that situating Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination in the current Water crises allows us to truly appreciate the extent to which these crises are impacting remote Indigenous communities. The Water governance gaps reflect the continuous lack of recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ sovereignty and self-governance.
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Figure 1. Star Blanket Cree Nation Water Crisis and Transformative Path Forward. 
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