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Introduction
Resource development and climate
change increases concerns regarding
safe water for Indigenous people within
Canada. The numerous drinking water
advisories show that water security is a
challenge for Indigenous communities
(Canada, 2020). While definitions of
water security vary, they usually center
on the concept of a reliable supply of
safe water (quantity and quality) (Cook
and Bakker, 2012). A research study was
completed to characterize the
consumption of water and water-based
beverages and identify the perception
of water consumption in Indigenous
communities from the Northwest
Territories (NWT) and Yukon, Canada,
with the aim to increase understanding
of water security issues in sub-Arctic
communities with a further goal of
supporting public health efforts to
promote clean and safe water and
improve health by helping people to
increase their water consumption.

Methods
As part of a larger research program (Ratelle
and al., 2018a; 2018b), data were used from
a 24h dietary recall survey (n=162), health
messages survey (n=150), and exposure
factor survey (n=63). To further investigate
initial survey findings, a focus group was
conducted with Elders during an on-the-land
camp. Free and informed consent was
obtained from all participants prior to data
collection.

Results and Discussion
Consumption of water-based beverages was 0.9L/day on average
(winter), mainly tea and coffee. Of the 81% of respondents
consuming water-based beverages in the previous 24h of the
survey, 33% drank more bottled water than tap water. In the
NWT, 2.4% of respondents had consumed untreated water the
previous day (winter), 4.5% of Yukon respondents mentioned lake
or river water as a main source of their drinking water overall
through the year.

Chlorine smell was the main factor reported to limit
consumption of tap water. Participants with concerns about
chlorine in their water were drinking more water from the land
(untreated) (p˂0.05). Focus group participants indicated that
traditional knowledge impacts both the perception of water and
consumption. Traditionally, there was low consumption of water
in areas with no filtered water , and instead drinking broth or tea
was promoted as healthy. Current public health advice
recommends choosing plain water as a main beverage.

Drinking water is an alternative to sweetened beverages.
Stronger collaboration with Indigenous partners is required to
effectively promote treated tap water as people’s drink of choice.
It is also important for Western science to acknowledge the
potential nutritional benefits of broth and traditional teas as
healthy choices, along with their cultural value.

Conclusion
Regardless of access to safe tap water, Indigenous communities
will continue to consume water from untreated sources for
cultural and spiritual practices. Increased protection of source
water can improve drinking water quality, while also supporting
reconnection with the land for Indigenous people. Health risk
assessments should consider the importance of untreated water
to northern Indigenous communities.
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We were encouraged not to drink too much water. I am 
still trying to figure it out. There must have been a 
reason.{…} All doctors are saying drink a lot of water 
and it’s healthy. The Dene people our age – and I don’t 
know about the young people – we didn’t grow up like 
that. In the wintertime, it’s a broth. Yes, a lot of that 
stuff, but water directly, no .” –Walter Bezha

Table 1. Water consumption and diet information from a 

24h recall from participants aged 16 and over residing in the 

Northwest Territories 

Men Women All

n 80 82 162

Drank any water-based beverage 

(%)

80 83 81

Sources of water (%)a

Drank at least 1.5L of water (all 

sources of water) (%)

19 20 19

Drank water from the land (%) 4 1 2

Drank more bottled water than tap 

water (%)

24 43 33

Drank more tea/coffee than water 

(%)

45 34 40

Quantity of consumed water (L)-

Mean a

All water sources together (all of 

the below)

1.15 1.19 1.17

Tap water 0.20 0.28 0.24

Bottled water 0.24 0.42 0.33

Untreated water from the land 0.021 0.004 0.012

Tea/coffee 0.71 0.50 0.60

Diet b

Added sugar in their water-based 

beverage (%)

59 76 67

Average of added sugar in the 

water-based beverage (g)

95 106 100

Average of added sugar in the 

water-based beverage on total 

added sugar of the day (%)

53 52 52

Table 2. Water sources from the Exposure factor survey 

in the Yukon (%) (n=63)
Statements Men Women All
In the last year, did you drink 

untreated water from the lake, 

the river, the snow or the ice:
Rarely or sometimes 48.1 47.2 47.6
Often 22.2 16.7 17.4

In the last year, was your main 

source of drinking water:
Bottled water 11.1 2.8 6.3
Tap water 85.2 88.9 87.3
Lake/river 3.7 5.6 4.5

Table 3. Results from the health perception survey in 

NWT and Yukon (%)
Statements NWT

(n=87)

Yukon

(n=63)
Identified: Have concerns about 

chlorine in water

62.1 61.9

Identified: Have concerns about 

metals or heavy metals (mercury, 

lead, uranium or other)

87.4 74.6

Typed down: Water as a source of 

other items that may impact the 

amount of contaminants she/he is 

exposed to

5.7 0.0

“I would rather drink snow water than tap water or 
bottled water. {…} It’s fresher. Tea is clear. When you 
make tea with tap water, it’s just really black and it 
has a film on top when you make tea. It has a film on 
top. I prefer to drink snow water. {…} We’ve always 
used snow. I prefer to use snow water for tea and for 
drinking. I can’t change that, I guess. It’s been all my 
life” -Camilla Rabisca

https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1562856509704/1562856530304

