
An agenda  
for change

RES’EAU-WaterNET’s AGM 2017 suggests growing 
momentum and hope for small, rural and indigenous 
communities in Canada – but much work remains to be done. 

Close to one hundred participants met in Victoria, BC May 26th–May 27th, 2017 for RES’EAU-WaterNET’s 
IMPACT 2017 conference. The annual event highlights the latest trends in small water systems research 
while providing updates on the network’s research and its Community Circles approach to collaborating 
with small and off-grid communities to solve water issues. 

The following are key highlights of the presentations and discussions that took place. 



Q1: What are the most important objectives that 
need to be accomplished for RES’EAU go forward 
(for small systems and First Nations)?

Recommendations: 

1)  Hone lessons learned into clear directives and strat-
egies, while keeping a steady focus on underserved 
small communities as a raison d’etre. 

2)  Focus on practical applications of knowledge for First 
Nations. 

3)  Examine how to foster First Nations to take direct role 
in water. 

4)  Continue the Community Circles approach to R&D 
collaborations. 

5)  Focus on developing passive treatments. 
6)  Increase personal engagement within small commu-

nities with targeted, regular communications efforts; 
also, showcase successes to a national audience. 

Soundbites: 

The biggest challenge going forward is ensuring we 
don’t repeat the same mistakes. We all know about 
Walkerton, but in New Zealand Havelock North (their larg-
est waterborne outbreak) was almost an exact rerun. We 
never seem to learn from our mistakes. Can we? Yes. Do 
other industries? Yes like aviation or railroads. But, people 
are scared to volunteer that they made a mistake – we 
need a governance piece that allows this massive step for-
ward. Let’s not repeat the same mistakes. – Donald Reid

Involving First Nations in this research is beneficial. 
We see the benefits. Keep in mind the outcomes – how 
does [your work] practically benefit First Nations, how will 
it be implemented, how will it impact their daily lives? 
How will it impact their health and safety, which is in a 
critical stage today? – Irving Leblanc

Looking Ahead for Small Water Systems: 
Building a Compelling Case About What  
Needs to Change
Panel discussion featuring, from right: Donald Reid, Drinking Water Quality Regulator, Government of Alberta; Ted 
Molyneux, Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada; Irving Leblanc, Assembly of First Nations and Vice-Chair of 
RES’EAU’s Board of Directors; Irfan Gehlen, KWL Consulting Engineers; France Lemieux, Health Canada; Wendy Ryan, 
NSERC; and Moderated by Brent Alspach, Arcadis. 

RES’EAU’s core funding through NSERC’s Strategic Network program ends in 2019. With that in mind, we seized the 
opportunity to ask some of our frequent collaborators about what the future holds for small systems, and for the net-
work. Panel members were asked five questions by moderator Brent Alspach of Arcadis. Here’s what they had to say.
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Q2: What are the critical knowledge gaps?

Consensus:

1) How to capitalize on knowledge gained to create 
lasting impact. 

2) Understanding small community priorities. 
3) For First Nations, understanding the knowledge  

they need, their awareness of key issues, training 
required etc. 

Soundbites:

We need to understand the value of human factors 
that come into play…making sure people have 
ownership of that [new] system, and that they can go 
forward with it on their own. That needs to be one of 
the things we [understand better], and then [we need] 
to translate that into a model for other small systems 
and communities.” – France Lemieux

What needs be improved is our researchers’ under-
standing of community priorities. It’s a critical gap we 
can’t lose focus of.” – Irfan Gehlen 

Q3: What resources are needed to close those  
knowledge gaps?

Consensus:

1) Appropriate funding and time to bring solutions  
online.

2) Courage to think and act outside our professional 
silos and circles.

3) Well-documented knowledge gaps to prioritize re-
search.

4) More effective governance structures.

Soundbites:

We need to work on finding the funding and 
showing that we are using it well. We just don’t have 
enough funding in Canada.” – Ted Molyneux

Peer organizations are important for First Nations 
operators to engage each other, but we currently 
only have two, in BC and Ontario. Also, tribal councils 
that provided tech support have had funding slashed, 
so we really need to provide tech support at the tribal 
council and regional levels – this will ensure First Nations 
solutions.” – Irving Leblanc

[RES’EAU] needs resources to find the right partners 
and support the right collaborations. The key is to 
have resources to pick what you need, and not to try to 
solve everything at once.” – Wendy Ryan

The Evolution of 
Creating Change
Prof. Madjid Mohseni, RES’EAU’s scientific 
director, opened the discussion with a reflec-
tion on the network’s evolution. When it was 
launched in 2009, the focus was on technolo-
gy development, he noted. Quickly, however, 
it became apparent that the perspectives of 
water operators and the communities they serve 
were as important as tech R&D – and perhaps 
even more significant. This factor informed the 
development of RES’EAU’s Community Circle 
platform, which puts communities and end-users 
at the heart of collaborative R&D process with 
academic researchers, industry, regulators and 
other stakeholders. 

Along the way, network investigators published 
more than 150 papers in peer reviewed journals; 
trained more than 120 Highly Qualified Person-
nel; and conducted proof-of-concept tests to-
ward the commercialization of several emerging 
technologies such as electrocoagulation, vacuum 
UV, ion exchange and more. Collaborations 
also grew beyond Canadian borders to include 
American, Japanese and European partners. 

“The network really became a conduit for in-
dustry and researchers to come together, and 
in the context of small systems we were able to 
encourage them to serve small systems and link 
them with universities,” Dr. Mohseni said. “The 
question now is, how can we capitalize on these 
successes and continue the momentum? How do 
we help more than one community at a time?”
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Q4: What are the obstacles to marshalling the  
resources we just talked about? 

Consensus:

1) More flexibility is needed from funding organizations 
regarding allocation of funds.

2) A chronic lack of funding in general. 
3) Government decision making process does not nec-

essarily fund much needed /more urgent projects. 
4) Must raise the profile of RES’EAU and its successes in 

a larger advocacy effort. 

Soundbites: 

We can plan and debate all kinds of way of doing 
[these things we’ve discussed], but when it comes 
down to doing it, it requires resources. We never 
have enough funding, but what we do with the funding 
we have is equally as important. That’s the role of the 
Community Circles – to amplify the impact and the value 
funding can have for socially and technologically sustain-
able outcomes – Irving Leblanc

Q5: What should a successor organization to 
RES’EAU do to further the goals that RES’EAU  
has established?

Recommendations:

1) Focus on risk reduction – the issues are becoming 
more complex.

2) Raise awareness of the value of water and communicate 
water’s impact on the health and safety outcomes of 
Canadians. 

3) Increase respect and support for water operators and 
professionals to attract more people to the profession. 

4) Emphasize collaboration and truly understanding 
marketplace before developing and selling any  
technologies.

5) Foster primary and secondary school education about 
the value of water as a human right.
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Articulating the New Market Space – Preparing 
Young Professionals for the Job Market
Panel discussion featuring representatives of industry (Gerson Neiva, Opus Internatinal; George Thorpe, BI Pure Water 
and RES’EAU BOD; Freda Leong, Associated Engineering; Travis Pahl, Urban Systems); academia (Dr. David Reckhow, 
University of Massachusetts Amherst; Dr. Edward McBean, University of Guelph; Dr. David Wilkinson, UBC), and gov-
ernment (Danny Higashitani, Asset Management, Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada; and Donald Reid, Drinking 
Water Quality Regulator, Government of Alberta). Moderators were Sean McBeath (HQP) and 
Pranav Chintalapati (HQP).

RES’EAU has fostered the careers of young researchers since our inception – more than 120 Highly Qualified Personnel 
have worked with us since 2009. As the community health issues faced by small, rural and First Nations communities 
grow as a priority for researchers, industry and regulators, the market for skills uniquely suited to problem-solving in 
this unique context has evolved. 

A detailed summary of the session is available by clicking here. 

To provide guidance for students working towards a 
career in water, the perspective of water professionals 
spanning all corners of this market was explored in a 
panel discussion at IMPACT 2017. Panellists, including 
professionals from the research, consulting, manufac-
turing and government sectors, explored a number of 
issues, including:

• Leveraging know-how to stay ahead

• Important skills to highlight on resumes and CVs

• Necessary skills to develop, not taught in university

• Aligning academic and social endeavours with careers 
aspirations

Key comments and recommendations for young  
professionals and students included:

• Gaining expertise with so-called soft skills such as 
technical and lay writing techniques, problem-solving 
and time-management strategies, business acumen 
including analytics and more. 

• Industry and government speakers noted that private- 
sector jobs are available for good candidates, but 
those from academia noted the scarcity of openings 
and fierce competition for those that become available. 

• Job-seekers must do a better job to “sell” themselves 
on CVs and in person, and demonstrate a breadth of 
expertise and problem-solving skills, as well as outside 
interests. 
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http://www.reseauwaternet.ca/files/2017-RESEAU-AGM-Panel-Discussion-Summary.pdf


Keynote:  
Is Canada Ready for  
Reconciliation? 
Bob Chamberlain, Vice President of the Union of BC 
Indian Chiefs and chief of the Kwicksutaineuk-ah-kwaw-
ah-mish First Nation is no stranger to First Nations water 
issues. In 2005, he led a much-publicized, years-long ef-
fort to force the federal government to improve housing 
and drinking water in the small Gilford Island community. 
“I found it amazing that in 2005 a community in Canada, 
one of the places that is the envy of the world, didn’t 
have drinking water,” he noted.

Mr. Chamberlain stressed that many barriers impede 
progress on drinking water, including fiscal challenges, 
an onerous seven-stage capital approval process, lengthy 
test-runs of new systems and technological obstacles. 

More recent events – from the federal government’s 
apology for the residential school system to the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission and Canada’s official 
adoption of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples in 2016 – offer hope for the future, he 
suggested. 

“I think Canadians now are becoming more aware of the 
reality of the First Nations experience in Canada. This 
is something that has been absent for 180 years. Be-
cause it has been a systematic, racist, oppressive regime 
targeting the families of First Nations people. It is an 
inescapable truth that Canadians have had hidden from 
them. But when you consider some of the [more recent] 
things that have happened in government, Canada… is 
now placing itself where it needs to be to recognize the 
human rights of First Nations. Not just aboriginal rights, 
but human rights… I want to believe that the path for 
reconciliation for Canadians is under way.” 

Keynote:  
Step Out of the Cave 
and Collaborate
Donald Reid, Drinking Water Quality Regulator for 
the Government of Alberta, challenged delegates and 
guests to tear down barriers to collaboration within their 
professions and networks to achieve the level of change 
needed in small water systems. 

“We have to understand and acknowledge many inter-
dependencies across a whole spectrum of disciplines to try 
and appreciate the diversity of knowledge required to 
address even apparently simple issues around the water 
cycle,” he said. 

“Failure to appreciate the limitations of knowledge sty-
mies our ability to know how the world really works. We 
can’t know everything because we are the slaves in our 
intellectual caves, our intellectual bubble… Collaboration 
is no longer a strategy of choice, but one of intellectual 
survival. And by inference, it is absolutely necessary for 
the continued survival of human society.”
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Jim Brown, former chief operator for Lytton First Nation 
and an advisor to the network, spoke to attendees about 
his work with the First Nations’ Operators Water Net for 
British Columbia & Yukon Territories (FN OWN BC & YT). 

“When we talk about drinking water in indigenous com-
munities, we often talk about the operators – how they 
need education, and how we can improve their work-
manship and level of responsibility. But, we can’t forget 
that the operators are not solely responsible for the safe 
operation of any system. The engineers and contractors 
need to do their jobs properly, as well. RES’EAU has 
worked to train future water professionals who under-
stand these shortcomings, so that in the future each 
perspective will be better understood by all players.”

A Word from 
the Operators



Community 
Circles Update 

RES’EAU Research Scientist Candace Cook presented 
an overview of progress in three Community Circle projects, 
highlighting how meaningful community engagement 
has been key to success. 

•  A new water source investigation for Kluskus Village 
(pop. approximately 64) in the Lhoosk’uz Dené Nation 
focused on nearby Tony’s Lake as the most feasi-
ble option to replace two deep groundwater wells. 
Subsequent study concluded that Tony’s Lake will not 
be able to provide sustainable source water for the 
village, and that new groundwater wells are required. 
Community consultations are underway to determine 
next steps. 

•  A drinking water system upgrade for Middle River in 
the Tl’azt’en Nation focuses on eight homes, only three 
of which are occupied year-round. Through collabo-
ration with the community, health authorities, govern-
ment and industry, RES’EAU developed a pilot project 
aimed at trialling new technologies and developing 
successful solutions. Band members actively participat-
ed throughout entire process, and were key in devel-
oping recommendations. The opinions and knowledge 
from local operators was also documented for imple-
mentation in the final design. 

•  New point-of-entry disinfection systems have been 
installed in two communities in Lytton First Nation, 
resulting in the lifting of long-standing boil water 
advisories. Ongoing monitoring of costs and perfor-
mances, particularly for the next freshet, will be part of 
a year-long follow-up study. 

Warren Brown, chief operator for Lytton First Nation, 
noted: “Working with RES’EAU for this project has been 
great – they’ve been helpful and there for us whenever 
we need them. We got [the community’s] trust because 
we do talk to them. We are totally up front with them.” 
Mr. Brown also said the level of trust among the community 
is so high that residents leave house keys with operators 
so water samples can be taken when homeowners are away. 

Warren Brown, 
chief operator for 
Lytton First Nation

Candace Cook, 
RES’EAU Research 
Scientist

Dr. Madjid Mohseni, 
Scientific Director, 
RES’EAU-WaterNET

An agenda for change



RES’EAU IMPACT 2017 welcomed Dr. Chad Seidel,  
technical director of the Design of Risk-reducing, Inno-
vative-implementable Small-system Knowledge (DeRISK) 
Center at the University of Colorado Boulder, as a guest 
speaker. DeRISK, RES’EAU and another U.S. EPA centre, 
Water Innovation Network for Sustainable Small Systems 
(WINSSS), together comprise a North American coalition 
working to improve water in small systems. 

He emphasized the importance of the human element in 
developing and integrating practical approaches for con-
sultants to be better positioned to help small communities. 

“These challenges that we face in addressing [problems] 
in small systems are, by and large, not limited by tech-
nical issues. They’re limited by human challenges,” he 
stressed. “The recent events of the last few years [in the 
U.S.] – whether you’re talking about the drinking water 
issues in Flint or the chemical spill in West Virginia or the 
brain-eating amoeba in Louisiana – every single one of 
those things was predominantly driven by failures in 
human systems, and very little if anything to do with 
failures in technical systems. 

“So, if we can do our best to keep the technical advances 
moving and further invest in addressing the human side 
of things, we’ll be able to not only prevent those issues 
in the future, but by doing so maintain the high-quality 
water that we have.”
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Back in 2015, RES’EAU made a commitment to maximize 
collaborations with two small water system research net-
works in the U.S. -- the Design of Risk Reducing, Innova-
tive Implementable Small System Knowledge (DeRISK) 
Center and the Water Innovation Network for Sustainable 
Small Systems (WINSSS) Center. Both are funded by 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency which, like 
RES’EAU’s core funder the Natural Sciences and Engi-
neering Research Council of Canada, recognized the 
urgent need to innovate to meet the unique needs of 
small, rural and indigenous communities. 

Network HQP have led the charge, with presence from 
RES’EAU, DeRISK and WINSSS at the 2017 North East 
Graduate Student Water Symposium. As well, RES’EAU 
and WINSSS HQP were on hand at both the 2016 and 
2017 WASH symposia at the University of Colorado Boul-
der (pictured: Sean McBeath and Pranav Chintalapati at 
this year’s WASH). Adding to the list is participation of 8 
students from US centres at RES’EAU 2017 AGM.  

Cross-Network 
Collaboration

Human Systems as  
Important as Tech in  
Preventing, Handling  
Water Crises

www.drinkingwatercenters.net


Poster Presentation Winners
(Pictured left to right after Irving Leblanc, RES’EAU Vice Chair):
First - Nargess Amini, Polytechnique Montréal
Second - Kai Song, UBC
Third - Reza Rezaei, UBC
Honorable Mention - Deanna Ringenberg, University of Nebraska-Lincoln (Water Innovation Network for Sustainable 
Small Systems [WINSSS])

HQP Presence
A large contingent of students and young professionals were on hand at RES’EAU IMPACT 2017, including eight stu-
dents from two small water system research centres in the U.S. (DeRISK and WINSSS).
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