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RNAO Proposed Resolution: Access to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation

Whereas the United Nations Human Rights Council has recognized that access to safe water and sanitation are
human rights, and that these are directly tied to human health outcomes;

Whereas gaps in regulations leave many rural Ontarians without water protection and over a dozen communities in
Ontario without access to safe drinking water, many of which are Indigenous communities;

Whereas privatization of municipal water and sanitation services turns water into a commodity to be sold for profit
and reduces quality, transparency, and accountability while increasing health, social, and financial costs to citizens;

Therefore, be it resolved that

RNAO will work with partners such as the Council of Canadians, David Suzuki Foundation, and the Ontario Public
Health Association to lobby the Ontario government to secure ongoing public funding for water infrastructure and
enhanced protections against pollution and over-extraction for the ongoing sustainable provision of safe drinking
water and sanitation for every resident in Ontario.



Background

Nurses have a critical role in promoting the health of the environment. The Canadian Nurses Association asserts
that protecting and promoting environmental health is within the ethical and practice mandate of nurses.! Access to
clean water and sanitation is connected to well-defined health outcomes, including infectious disease and exposure
to toxic contaminants such as lead and mercury.2 Moreover, access to water and sanitation is an equity issue in
Canada with gaps largely affecting rural, Indigenous and marginalized Ontarians. .34

The United Nations General Assembly recognized the right to safe drinking water and sanitation explicitly after
enshrining this right in binding international law alongside the Human Rights Council in 2010.34 While the
Canadian government has endorsed this right, it has yet to be enshrined in legislation.4 More than twenty long-term
drinking water advisories are currently in place in Ontario and most have been in place for over a decade. ® Drinking
water is protected in Ontario by municipal water quality standards that protect water systems, however, rural
Ontarians that utilize private wells are not protected? and are at risk of contamination and loss from industrial
activity. Climate change places additional pressures on water systems due to extreme weather, such as flooding
and droughts, that could further place the rights to safe water and sanitation at risk.®

Water protection is an urgent issue in Ontario and is threatened by pollution, privatization, and over-extraction.?
Bottled water companies extract water at rates of 25 billion litres per day at a much lower cost than paid by Ontario
residents,” and a moratorium on new and expanding groundwater extraction is set to expire in 2020.8 Furthermore,
industries are currently able to outbid municipalities for access to water resources.” Water safety and sanitation
systems are at risk from poorinfrastructure and industrial activity.® The impacts of industrial pollution can last for
generations; arsenic pollution in Cobalt and mercury in Grassy Narrows are tragic examples of the persistent
legacy of lapses in water protections with devastating health implications.'® In December 2019, Royal Assent was
given to Ontario Bill 132 that cut pollution fines and removed municipal groundwater protections from aggregate
mining.'" Water protection is a pressing issue today and nurses in Ontario must use the precautionary principle to
ensure stringent regulations are in place to protect water today and in the future.! Water is a public good that must
remain so under the protection of governments at all levels; nurses, as voices for health, are well-positioned to
lobby and ensure that safety, access, conservation, and sustainability are governments' top priorities.
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