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On that day 10 years ago, the United 
Nations General Assembly recognized 
water and sanitation as fundamental 
human rights.

Canada joined this international con-
sensus in 2012, however, successive fed-
eral governments have failed to provide 
a framework or legislation to imple-
ment or enforce these rights. COVID-19 
has made it even clearer that universal 
access to safe, clean water and adequate 
sanitation must be a reality to all.

The Council of Canadians has been 
integral in the advocacy at the inter-
national level to recognize the right to 
water and is working with water jus-
tice activists and communities across 
Canada and around the world to real-
ize this right. With the help of Council 
chapters and supporters, we have been 
working to hold the federal govern-
ment accountable to its commitment 
to end drinking water advisories in 
First Nations, resist the push to privat-
ize water and wastewater services, and 
protect water from extractive projects, 
large and small. In the absence of fed-
eral leadership, we continue to build a 
grassroots movement to recognize and 
implement the human right to water at 
the local level through the Blue Com-
munities Project, which is now more 
than 80 communities strong.

We still have a lot of work ahead of us 
to make water and sanitation acces-
sible to all. More than 100 First Na-
tions communities still live without 
safe, clean drinking water. Despite the 
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CELEBRATING 
10 YEARS OF 
THE HUMAN 
RIGHT TO 
WATER
By Vi Bui

Council of Canadians Water Campaigner Meera Karunananthan (right) and former 
campaigner Anil Naidoo (left) joined Maude Barlow at the United Nations on July 
28, 2010 when the human rights to water and sanitation were confirmed.

end all long-term drinking water ad-
visories by 2021, many communities 
are still on drinking water advisories 
while having to navigate government 
bureaucracy, band-aid solutions and 
inadequate funding for training, oper-
ations and maintenance.

DANGEROUS LEVELS OF LEAD
Last year, reports of dangerous quan-
tities of lead in drinking water across 
major Canadian cities shone a spot-
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structure and the uneven patchwork 
of drinking water standards across 
provinces. Meanwhile, municipali-
ties and Indigenous communities are 
struggling to secure adequate funding 
to maintain and upgrade their water 
and wastewater infrastructure or ser-
����#� 
���� ���	������ �	� ���7�����#�
�	���������)�����������!�����������-
nerships to fund their projects. The 
federal government, while having 
made encouraging investments in wa-
ter infrastructure and services, is pro-
moting water privatization through 
the Canada Infrastructure Bank.
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human rights to water and sanitation 
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time we fully implement this right at 
all levels of government. The federal 
government can take a leadership role 
by focusing its policies and resources 
to enshrine the human rights to water 
and sanitation into legislation. This 
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to address the drinking water crisis in 
First Nations, putting in place and en-
forcing national drinking water stan-
dards, providing public funding for 
communities to repair and upgrade 
their water and sewage infrastructure 
and services, and working across juris-
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At the same time, the federal govern-
ment must respect Indigenous rights 
and develop water policies with Indig-
enous nations as equal partners. These 
policies must uphold Indigenous titles, 
governance structure and law.

We are proud to stand alongside Council 
	��$����������
�
�������������	������
as we continue to protect every commu-
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water and adequate sanitation.

Moving forward, we will build grass-
roots power and work with our chap-
ters and allies to push for the imple-
mentation of the human rights to 
water and sanitation at the federal lev-
el. At the same time, we will continue 
to expand the network of communi-
ties committed to protecting water as 
a human right and commons across 
Canada and around the world through 
our Blue Communities Project.

We look forward to working with you 
all to make universal access to water 
and sanitation a reality.
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