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INTRODUCTION 

In late 2024 the Department of Education Culture and Employment undertook a water testing program 

with support from the Department of Infrastructure, as well as two Yellowknife School Boards.  

On May 27, 2025, staff and parents/guardians with children in two Yellowknife schools received a letter, 

informing them that elevated levels of lead had been detected in drinking water in these facilities.1  

After this information was released, concerns were raised regarding the appearance of a delay between

when the testing results were received and when relevant parties were notified. Concerns were also

raised regarding communication challenges between the Department of Education Culture and

Employment and the Office of the Chief Public Health Officer. 

I was retained to investigate this situation, and to: 

• Provide a timeline of events, including actions taken and decisions made, leading up to the May

27th letter;

• Identify procedural gaps and issues, including communication issues and challenges; and

• Make recommendations to address the issues identified.

As I was specifically directed not to make findings of fault; I have not identified any individuals in the 

narrative portion of this report. I have identified position titles or the sources of information if this 

information is relevant to my findings.

Respectfully submitted this 2nd day of July, 2025 by:

Cayley Thomas, B.A., LL.B., LL.M. 

Thomas ADR, 

Yellowknife, NWT 

1 A copy of this letter can be found on the Yellowknife District Education Authority No. 1 web page at 
https://www.yk1.nt.ca/ ci/p/9251. 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

The Department of Education Culture and Employment (“ECE”) has overall responsibility for education in 

the Northwest Territories.  Capital planning for school facilities is handled within the Corporate Services 

Branch of ECE, but ECE does not maintain or operate the schools. 

The Department of Infrastructure (“INF”) is responsible for the facility operations and maintenance of 

NWT schools; except schools falling under the authority of Yellowknife Catholic Schools (“YCS”) and 

Yellowknife Education Division No. 1 (“YK1”).  

YCS and YK1 operate and maintain nine schools. All the schools are located in Yellowknife. The two

schools identified in the May 27, 2025 letter, as having elevated levels of lead in their drinking water, 

were schools operated and maintained by YK1. 

The Office of the Chief Public Health Officer (the “OCPHO”) is administratively located within the 

Department of Health and Social Services (“DHSS”). The Chief Public Health Officer supervises the

Environmental Health Unit, which provides expertise and leadership to the Government of the 

Northwest Territories, non-governmental organizations, and the public. Their expertise covers 

interpretation of the Public Health Act and Regulations, policies, and procedures related to public health, 

including drinking water. 

The Maximum Allowable Concentration (the “MAC”) for lead in drinking water in Canada is .005 mg/L.

In 2018, individuals from the ECE and DHSS identified the need to test schools annually for lead in

drinking water. Initial planning and costing estimates were prepared by ECE and INF for a “spot 

sampling” project; however, this project did not proceed.
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INVESTIGATION PROCESS 

I interviewed 12 individuals during this investigation: 

I conducted in-person, confidential, one-on-one interviews with each individual.2  During the interviews, 

I asked each person to; provide information about their involvement in the testing program, identify 

issues they observed, and tell me what they would do, or recommend be done, to avoid similar issues in 

the future. 

In addition to conducting interviews, I also reviewed documentary evidence (much of which consisted of 

internal e-mail communication) related to this situation. Where information was unclear, or appeared 

inconsistent with information provided from another source, I requested clarification from the 

individuals involved. 

2 Staff from the OCPHO were interviewed as a group; at the request of the OCPHO
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NARRATIVE TIMELINE OF EVENTS 

Based on interviews and my review of documentation related to this situation, I believe the following 

narrative accurately sets out the steps taken, and decisions made, leading up to the May 27th letter.  A 

point form timeline of events is also attached, as an Appendix to this Report.  

Planning: 

In early 2024, the , ECE, became aware that lead had been detected 

in the drinking water in Yukon schools. Although ECE is not responsible for the operation and 

maintenance of schools, ECE reached out to INF, YK1 and YCS to see if there were any records related to 

testing for lead in drinking water.  INF provided information regarding the 2018 spot sampling program 

that was never implemented.  

In October 2024, the  requested, and received, approval to conduct 

single sample testing of NWT schools, based on the methodology developed for the 2018 testing 

program. Because the estimated cost for conducting the tests and compiling the results was less than 

$8,000.00, and this was seen as a pro-active step towards addressing an operational gap, ECE funded this 

activity internally, and few questions were asked.  

The individuals involved in this activity did not consider this initiative a “pilot project” or a “testing 

program”. It was seen, by both operational and managerial staff in ECE and INF, as an “information 

gathering process” or “preliminary research” to be used for future decision making. For this reason, and 

because no project plan was created, I have referred to the ‘testing program” as an “initiative” in this 

report.  

To the extent that there was a plan for the testing initiative, the plan was: 

• INF would procure water sample kits from a commercial lab, distribute the kits, submit the water

samples, and compile the results for ECE;

• INF would obtain one water sample from each of the schools it maintained; YCS and YK1 would

obtain samples from each of the schools they maintained; 3 If any test results seemed high, they

would be re-sampled and re-tested; and

• Once all the results were received, next steps would be determined by ECE.

3 Schools that were recently constructed or significantly renovated were not included in this plan. 

ECE

ECE
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• The YK1  contacted the  of Range Lake North School and Ecole William

McDonald Middle School, and asked them to send out  letter through the e-mail distribution

system. This correspondence was sent out in the early hours of May 27, 2025.

After May 27th, two rounds of additional testing were been done. It was reported in the press that only 

results from Ecole William McDonald Middle School exceed the MAC for lead in drinking water, and that 

steps are being taken to address this situation.  

YK1 YK1
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Project Planning 

The major procedural issue identified during this investigation was lack of a written project plan for 

sampling and testing the drinking water in schools. Had a project plan been developed: 

• The objective of the testing initiative would have been apparent to the OCPHO when they asked

for information in December 2024; and Health Canada’s recommended procedures and

protocols for testing drinking water in schools could have been shared and considered; and

• A communication plan, and/or a plan to respond to and mitigate risk, would have been in place,

prior to the receipt of test results that exceeded the MAC for lead in drinking water.

Recommendation: 

1. Prioritize the development of a coordinated approach for annual testing of drinking water in

all NWT schools:

ECE should oversee the development of a project plan which includes consultation 

with representatives from YK1, YCS, INF and the OCPHO. This plan should include: 

i. Clearly identified objectives, roles and responsibilities (including financial

responsibilities);

ii. Sampling/testing protocols and procedures;

iii. Protocols and procedures to respond to and mitigate risk, if test results exceed

the MAC for lead in drinking water; and

iv. A communication plan, to ensure appropriate information is relayed to the

appropriate individuals or organizations in a timely manner.

Communication Regarding Health Implications of Lead in Drinking Water 

There were numerous delays communicating and taking steps to address the YK1 school test results 

before May 27, 2025.  The most significant were delays of:  

• Over a month to inform YK1 that additional testing was required for three schools, and an

additional month to re-sample the water in these three schools; and

• Over three months to flag the issues to ECE management, and to inform the OCPHO that both

tests and re-tests for several YK1 schools exceeded the MAC for lead in drinking water.

Many factors contributed to this situation. Based on the information available to me, however; I came to 

the conclusion that the root cause of these delays was failure, at multiple levels, to adequately 
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understand the objective of the testing initiative, and identify concerns with the 

methodology.  

• Miscommunication regarding re-sampling - On April 30, 2025, the OCPHO alerted ECE to the

public health concerns and recommended further testing in the two schools. Rather than set

out their expectations regarding next steps, OCPHO provided a document that summarized

practices and protocols from various jurisdictions and invited ECE to use this information as a

reference for future testing.

• Miscommunication regarding next steps - Inability to identify the next steps prompted the

meeting on May 21, 2025.  After this meeting, the OCPHO followed up by providing what

they felt were appropriate resources, including links to plain language educational material

on the US EPA website.  ECE and YK1 felt “overloaded” by the volume of material provided,

and still were not sure what next steps the OCPHO was recommending. The appropriate next

steps to address the potential health risks in the schools were only determined after senior

ECE management spoke directly with the  on May 26, 2025,

and discussions regarding the interpretation of the resource materials continued for several

more days.

These communication challenges could be avoided in the future if educational information is provided 

separately from concise recommendations or directions.  

Recommendations: 

5. Any outstanding tests or re-tests should be conducted in the fall of 2025, in accordance with

the direction, or under the supervision, of the OCHPO.

6. The OCPHO and ECE should meet, face to face, to discuss options and best practices for testing

water in the future.  ECE should draft a plain language document and share it with INF and

YK1/YCS.

OCPHO
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Prioritize the development of a coordinated approach for annual testing of drinking water in all NWT

schools:

ECE should oversee the development of a project plan which includes consultation with 

representatives from YK1, YCS, INF and OCPHO. This plan should include: 

i. Clearly identified objectives, roles and responsibilities (including financial

responsibilities);

ii. Sampling/testing protocols and procedures;

iii. Protocols and procedures to respond to and mitigate risk, if test results exceed

the MAC for lead in drinking water; and

iv. A communication plan, to ensure appropriate information is relayed to the

appropriate individuals or organizations in a timely manner.

2. ECE should invite OCPHO to make an educational presentation for ECE, INF and YK1/ YCS on health

issues related to lead in drinking water.

3. Any time human health implications are identified as an issue in a program, project or initiative,

involving a school, daycare, or educational facility, the issue should be “flagged” and immediately

brought to the attention of management.

4. ECE should clarify the roles and responsibilities, and lines of communication, between ECE and

YK1/YCS, regarding operational and maintenance issues, including ongoing responsibility for sampling

drinking water, testing, and taking actions to mitigate risks to staff and students.

5. Any outstanding tests or re-tests should be conducted in the fall of 2025, in accordance with the

direction, or under the supervision, of the OCHPO.

6. The OCPHO and ECE should meet, face to face, to discuss options and best practices for testing water

in the future.  ECE should draft a plain language document and share it with INF and YK1/YCS.














