
RES’EAU-WaterNET’s Community Circles 
initiative places community operators at 
the heart of the innovation cycle, incorpo-
rating their insights at the earliest stages 
of the problem-solving process. We work 
with communities to identify the key 
challenges they face, and to design and 
execute research to produce knowledge 
and technologies suited to their individual 
needs. We then pilot test promising new 
solutions under real world conditions, and 
integrate community feedback into our 
refinement process.

Lytton First Nation has been a great 
partner for RES’EAU as we work to identify 
ways to involve small, rural and First Nations 
communities in research on new, affordable 
and sustainable water treatment systems. 
Researchers, students, engineers, and 
industry partners have been grateful for 
the opportunity to connect with and learn 
from the community – it’s been an enlight-
ening experience that has informed our 
overall approach to working with commu-
nities across the country. 

RES’EAU’s work focused on engaging 
band members and local water operators 
to understand the community’s challenges 
and determine needs for upgrading the 
local water system. This included improving 
water intake and treatment as well as 
the local reservoir. Project partners also 
included Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada (AANDC), BI Pure 
Water, KWL and Lillooet Contracting.

A water sampling program was undertaken  
to assess water quality and determine 
seasonal variability. Potential technologies 
– including bag, cartridge and self-cleaning 
filters, ion exchange, activated carbon and 
UV systems – were then tested for three 
months using the network’s state-of-the-art 
Mobile Water Treatment Pilot Plant. Upgrades 
were made to the water intake, and the 
design and construction of a water treat-
ment plant and water storage have been 
completed. Along the way, local operators 
were consulted to ensure the end goal was 
always top of mind. 

The success of the entire process hinged on 
meaningful community engagement, which 
included interviewing elders and water 
operators, holding talking circles and com-
pleting questionnaires with stakeholders 
and organizing a workshop for operators. 
As you will see by reading on, we didn’t 
execute the community engagement piece 
quite as well as we had hoped.   

Completing  the  CirCle  
Lytton First Nation and RES’EAU partnership proves communities have a central role to play in problem solving –  

and that even making mistakes can enable us to achieve positive synergy in the innovation process

“For any project to be  

successful you really have to have  

a good team, but you also need to 

have a good champion from the  

community or a dedicated group  

of individuals from the community. 

[Here], they have a truly  

dedicated group of individuals  

who are participating.” 

– Jim Brown, Level II Operator,  
Maintenance Manager and Lead  

Operator, Lytton First Nation, speaking at 
RES’EAU’s 2015 AGM in May



As part of our community engagement 
activities, we also worked with partners 
including Nlaka’pamux Nation Tribal Coun-
cil/ShchEma-mee.tkt Project, Stein Valley 
Nlakapamux School, Lytton Elementary 
School and Hannah C/Reel Youth Produc-
tions to engage Lytton’s youth to learn 
about their local water situation, the Nicke-
yeah IR 25 Project and the broader RES’EAU 
program. After holding an information 
session and a one-day workshop for youths 
to learn about their local water situation, 
youth were given a tour of the local water-
shed and treatment plant to learn about 
the challenges of water management and 
sustainability. They then summarized their 
experience and learning by creating short 
videos about water in their community.

Sometimes, “celebration” and “frustration” 
exist as opposite sides of the same coin. 

Open, regular communications among com-
munities and all stakeholders and a holistic 
approach to problem solving are at the heart 
of RES’EAU’s Community Circle program. 
After years of work with Lytton with in-depth 
consultations at every step of the technol-
ogy testing and implementation process, 
youth engagement exercises and more, the 
RES’EAU team was satisfied with the comple-
tion of the water treatment upgrade project. 

When we returned to Lytton for a commu-
nity celebration in July, however, we were 
met a new set of issues raised by several 
community members. While most people 
were satisfied with the quality of the drink-
ing water, our overall approach and the fact 
that a new system had been funded, it turns 
out that not as many community members 
were aware of the need for and benefits of 
an upgrade as we had thought. The timing 
of some of the work during the upgrade had 

also interrupted water availability, preventing 
some local gardens from being planted on 
time. Now that the new system was in place, 
some residents were also reporting water 
shortages for irrigation. 
It became clear to us that the wider communi-
ty had not been made aware of the project, or 
had only received limited information about 
isolated aspects of it. The council lacked the 
communications resources to keep everyone 
in the loop, but the RES’EAU team continued 
to act on the assumption that they had. 
The invaluable lesson for RES’EAU is that sup-
port is required to keep an entire community 

engaged and informed, before, during and 
after a project’s completion. Funds and re-
sources must be allocated to each Community 
Circle project to support frequent updates, 
appropriate communications and outreach 
in our partnering communities, and those 
mechanisms must be built into the projects 
at the earliest stage. Only then will an entire 
community be truly engaged. 

There is sTill work To be done – 
waTch for updaTes coming soon!

Back in 2013, RES’EAU invited a team of 
seven fourth-year UBC students to design 
a community water treatment system for 
Nickeyeah Reserve No. 25 as part of a final 
project. The group met with engineers from 
AANDC to understand the community’s 
needs, travelled to Nickeyeah to meet with 
local system operators and discussed the 
validity of their proposed solutions with 
technical experts at BI Pure Water. They also 
attended a provincial symposium for BC 
First Nations water operators to gain added 
end-user perspective. The goal was to add 
an additional layer to the fourth-year design 
project all chemical engineering students 
must do at UBC. 

“For me, the best part was getting to visit 
the community and talk to the operators 
to see what they wanted and what kinds of 
systems they were comfortable using,” one 
of the students, Elliot Nash, said at the time. 
“In engineering, we are taught that there is 
always a “right” answer. But on this project, 
we had to meet with different engineers and 
consultants to talk about what was possible 
and affordable, and everyone had different 
opinions about what would work and what 
wouldn’t – everyone had their own right 
answer.”

Best laid plans: 
Even mistakes are an integral component of true innovation


