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October 27, 2005 is a day the people of Kashechewan

won’t soon forget. That’s when planes began arriving in

the tiny community 400 kilometres north of Timmins to

rescue the scores of residents who had fallen sick

because of a contaminated water supply. Eventually, over

800 people were evacuated.

Nor is the Kashechewan disaster likely to be the last.

People in many other isolated Canadian communities are

living with inadequate and malfunctioning water treatment

systems. A big part of the problem, according to

Professor Subhash Verma at Sault College, is recruiting

qualified water plant operators. “Some communities in

Ontario are isolated, and it’s difficult to get people to

want to move there.”

Professor Verma, however, has a potential solution:

water treatment plants that don’t require continuous

on-site supervision. Instead, a trained operator located in

a larger community could monitor water quality at several

smaller plants, using a two-way wireless link. Video

cameras with motorized mounts and zoom lenses would

enable the operator to scan gauges and controls at the
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Professor Subhash Verma inspects water

treatment equipment with Ceri Parker, a student

in the Environmental Technician program.
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remote locations, with computer screens and audio

channels providing additional feedback.

“This technology doesn’t replace someone physically

going to the plant if there’s a problem,” stresses

Professor Verma. “But it means that the main trained

operator doesn’t have to be permanently stationed in the

remote location.” If the operator detects a

problem, he or she could either alert

an employee at the site, or dispatch

a more-qualified technician.

Many Ontario communities

already use some degree of

remote monitoring to track

water quality, but

Professor Verma’s

technology would give

operators a more comprehensive

picture and more detailed information. “We’re using a more

advanced particle counter, for example, which should give

us a better idea if something is wrong with the water.”

A pilot installation—funded in part by the Ontario

Innovation Trust—has been thoroughly tested at the

Sault College campus, and the technology has been

rolled out to a test facility at the town of Desbarats, east

of Sault Ste. Marie. The

system won’t be ready

for wide-spread public

use for a few more years, but in the meantime, Professor

Verma says he’s also excited about how the project is

enriching the Environmental Technician program at the

College.

“We’re doing lots of great research here, but that’s

only half of it,” he says. “It’s also a great opportunity for

people to train to became operators in the future. This

hands-on environment is teaching them a lot.”
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