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Introduction and Background Information 

Core Content 

The Indigenous Awareness Training session can be used as part of an onsite orientation or it may serve other 

purposes and other audiences. The core content of this session has been extensively field tested – from Calgary 

boardrooms to front-line staff in the Athabasca Oilsands to right across Canada and into the USA. It has been 

developed by Holly Fortier to be inclusive, covering a range of topics in a respectful, insightful and informative 

way. 

Targeted Participants 

This Participant Guide is for a full-day Indigenous Awareness Training workshop for managers, supervisors, 

contractors and worksite personnel. While the Indigenous Awareness Training presenter will be offering an 

Indigenous perspective, the Participant Guide is intended to provide complementary tools and resources to help 

project personnel better understand Indigenous-related issues and contexts. 

Facilitator - Holly Fortier  

HOLLY FORTIER, a Cree/Dene from Ft. McKay First Nation, Alberta, was born in   
Treaty 7 Territory and was fortunate to be raised by cultural leaders, academics, and 
activists. She owns a business that specializes in the development and delivery of 
Indigenous Awareness Training.  

Some of Holly's clients include government agencies, non-profit organizations, schools, 
banks, police and fire departments, industry councils and corporations. To date, 
thousands of people across Canada have participated in her training sessions.               
In the recent past, she has also participated in projects involving traditional land use 
studies, special places mapping, elders and community members’ interviews, film 
production, and community event planning. Also, Holly has a proven facilitation 
background addressing topics such as cultural awareness, family violence, child abuse, 
drug and alcohol education, bullying, anger management and conflict resolution.  

Holly has been involved in the Alberta film industry since the early 1990’s, particularly in Indigenous-based 
productions such as North of 60. Other film credits include The Assassination of Jesse James with Brad Pitt, 
Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee and, most recently, The Revenant.  

Holly is a volunteer with the Calgary Stampede Indian Princess Committee and also, the No Greater Love 
music festival on the Stoney Nakoda Nation. 

Holly is the recipient of the 2016 Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women, Esquao Award for 
Culture.  

Contact Information:  

holly.fortier@shaw.ca 

www.nistoconsulting.com    or     www.hollyfortier.ca 
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Proposed Objectives for the Session 

Upon completion of this session, you as a participant will have had the opportunity to: 

1. Examine and discuss an Indigenous perspective on:  

a. The land and peoples in the region prior to European contact. 

b. The history, relationships and conflicts of the post-contact period, and their legacies.  

c. Indigenous culture, spirituality, customs and traditions.  

d. Opportunities and challenges for building productive relationships with Indigenous managers, 

workers and community members connected to a project. 

e. How an understanding of Indigenous history, culture and communications styles can enhance 

working and community relationships on a project.  

2. Identify and appreciate the implications of challenges to meeting a project’s goals in the area of 

Indigenous Awareness: challenges that include resistance and miscommunication, misjudging 

criticality and the need for intervention, complexities of interpretation, and management of sensitive 

issues. 

3. Increase your awareness of Indigenous issues in order to assist others to do the same.  

4. Consider how to build relationships by meeting people halfway, on new ground. 

 

Every culture has a story…today is the Indigenous story. 

Holly has created this training program based on the wisdom and teachings passed on to her by her family, 

elders, co-workers, community members and friends. The information presented is true to what she has 

learned and true to her own understanding of Indigenous history, culture and beliefs. Each topic discussed 

is a general overview of a teaching. It must be stressed that interpretations and practices may vary from 

community to community and from teacher to teacher. Additionally, each theme has layers and depth 

beyond what can be addressed in a one day workshop.  

Holly feels blessed and honoured to be able to share her story and teachings with you. 
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Why Indigenous Awareness Training? 

In order to help projects meet their commitments, project implementers provide personnel with Indigenous 

Awareness Training. This training is based on the following premises: 

 Understanding the ways diverse Indigenous populations lived before European contact is important for 

clarifying Indigenous rights and territorial interests. 

 Learning about the complex, sophisticated and entrepreneurial nature of traditional Indigenous societies 

highlights the expertise and experience Indigenous partners bring to a project.  

 Being familiar with the laws and treaties finalized over the past several centuries is key to 

comprehending the regulatory processes that impact projects.  

 Recognizing past injustices is a necessary step in working effectively with healing communities.  

 Being aware of the beliefs, practices and traditions of the Indigenous Peoples impacted by a project 

promotes interest and respect.  

 Addressing cultural differences, especially those related to communications and expectations, will make 

a project a more positive experience for all employees and contractors.  

 

 

 

While the Indigenous Awareness Training facilitator offers you an Indigenous perspective, the Participant 

Guide has been developed to supplement what you hear and experience. It is not intended to be a study 

guide, research paper or definitive reference. And in no way should it be approached as “teachings”. 

Rather, it is hoped that the insights, opinions and facts presented provide a starting point for a more 

detailed exploration of Indigenous issues.  

Remember: The best resources for learning about Indigenous culture and traditions are Indigenous 

Peoples themselves. 
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Being Aware of Definitions 

 Status Indian: Any First Nations person, living on or off reserve, registered as an Indian with the 

federal government. The Indian Register contains data such as the birth, death, marriage and 

divorce dates of all registered Indians. It also tracks the re-location of Indigenous Peoples to 

different bands. The practice of listing Indigenous names began in 1850 to record the names of First 

Nations Peoples eligible for treaty rights. The formal Indian Register was created by an amendment 

to the Indian Act in 1951.  

 Non-status Indians: Individuals who lost their status as Indians due to enfranchisement (giving up 

one’s Indian status in exchange for citizenship and the right to vote). Or women and their children 

who lost their status due to marriage to non-status men.  

 Bill C-31 Indians: In 1985, the federal government allowed individuals who had lost their status to 

apply to have it restored. Bill C-31 also allowed for children of mothers who married non-status men 

to be registered as Indians for the first time.  

 Inuit: Indigenous Peoples of Canada’s northeast (called Eskimos in the past). The Inuit were never 

part of the Indian Act. 

 Inuvialuit: Indigenous Peoples of Canada’s northwest (called Eskimos in the past). The Inuvialuit 

were never part of the Indian Act. 

 Innu: Indigenous Peoples of northern Quebec and Labrador. The Innu were never part of the Indian 

Act. 

 Métis People: The organizations representing Métis people in Canada have differing criteria about 

who qualifies as a Métis person. The Congress of Aboriginal Peoples (www.abo-peoples.org) 

defines Métis as "individuals who have Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal ancestry, self-identify 

themselves as Métis and are accepted by a Métis community as Métis". The Métis National Council 

(www.metisnation.ca) defines Métis as "a person who self-identifies as Métis, is of historic Métis 

Nation ancestry, is distinct from other Aboriginal Peoples and is accepted by the Métis Nation".  

 Treaty Indians: Indigenous Peoples whose ancestors signed a treaty. 

 Band: A group of Indigenous Peoples who use and share lands set apart for them by the 

Government of Canada. Bands are also called First Nations. 

 Band Chief and Council: A leader and counsellors who are elected to govern the Band for a set 

period of time. 

 Hereditary Chief: A leader who inherits his or her power. In some Indigenous cultures, a hereditary 

governance system runs side by side with the elected system imposed by the Indian Act. 

 Traditional Territory: The land originally occupied or used by a First Nation’s ancestors. Most 

members of First Nations have the right to hunt, fish and trap on traditional lands in any season.  

 Reserve: Land set apart for the use and benefit of a Band. It cannot be privately owned by the Band 

or its members. 
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Aboriginal Rights and the Duty to Consult (Background Information) 

In Canada, there are two types of rights enjoyed by Indigenous Peoples – those that are defined by treaties 

and land claim settlements (treaty rights), and those defined by the common law (generally referred to as 

“Aboriginal rights”). Section 35 of the Constitution Act 1982 (see below) protects both kinds of rights. 

“Aboriginal rights” in the common law sense are effectively the rights for Indigenous Peoples to pursue the 

traditional aspects of their cultures (traditions and customs practised prior to European contact). These 

rights are currently being defined through court processes.  

Constitution Act 1982 

PART II 

RIGHTS OF THE ABORIGINAL PEOPLES OF CANADA 

35. (1) The existing aboriginal and treaty rights of the aboriginal peoples of Canada are hereby 

recognized and affirmed. 

(2) In this Act, "aboriginal peoples of Canada" includes the Indian, Inuit and Métis peoples of 

Canada. 

(3) For greater certainty, in subsection (1) "treaty rights" includes rights that now exist by way of 

land claims agreements or may be so acquired.  

(4) Notwithstanding any other provision of this Act, the aboriginal and treaty rights referred to in 

subsection (1) are guaranteed equally to male and female persons. 

Aboriginal Title:  

An Aboriginal property right to land. Section 35 (3) of the Constitution Act, 1982 affirms that Aboriginal title 

may exist whether or not there is a treaty in place.  

Infringe:  

To breach or violate 

Duty to Consult: 

If either common law or treaty-based Indigenous rights may or will be infringed, the Crown has the duty to 

consult with the affected Indigenous groups. This means there is no duty to consult on the part of project 

and industry proponents. However, the procedural aspects of consultation can be delegated to them by the 

Crown. In Alberta, the Government, including agencies such as the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER), has 

passed along those procedural elements of consultation to industry.  

Under section 21 of the Responsible Energy Development Act (REDA), the AER has no jurisdiction with 

respect to assessing the adequacy of Crown consultation associated with the rights of Aboriginal Peoples 

as recognized and affirmed under Part II of the Constitutional Act, 1982. The Aboriginal Consultation Office 

(ACO), created by the Alberta Government in 2014, works closely with the AER to ensure that consultation 

required for applications made to the AER occurs prior to any AER regulatory decision. Concerns or 

statements received by the AER from Indigenous groups or individuals must be provided to the ACO.     

Duty to Accommodate: 

If either common law or treaty-based Aboriginal rights will be infringed, the Crown may have the duty to 

accommodate. This means seeking compromise and reconciliation. Industry has no duty to accommodate, 

but industry may play a role in any accommodation. 



 

 

 

 

Indigenous Awareness Training 
 

Page 10 of 112  Indigenous Awareness Training ~ Nisto Consulting Inc. 

On May 16, 2005, the Government of Alberta adopted the Government of Alberta’s First Nations 

Consultation Policy on Land Management and Resource Development. In the Policy, Alberta makes the 

commitment to consult with First Nations where land management and resource development have the 

potential to adversely impact First Nations rights and traditional uses of Crown lands. As manager of the 

consultation process, Alberta will delegate some project-specific activities to Proponents.  

It is Alberta’s intention that the activities delegated to Proponents will be conducted within the existing 

regulatory framework and timelines. To help maintain those timelines, Alberta strongly encourages 

Proponents to begin notifying First Nations early on when planning their projects and, where possible, 

consulting with First Nations before applying for government approvals. Likewise, where appropriate, 

Alberta may encourage Proponents to initiate discussions with First Nations at the program level so that a 

broader, more integrated understanding of area development can be shared. 

– Alberta’s First Nations Consultation Guidelines on Land Management 

and Resource Development (www.aboriginal.alberta.ca/571.cfm) 

 

Landmark Decisions 

Sparrow Decision (1990) 

Ronald Sparrow, a Musqueam, was charged with using a driftnet longer than permitted while fishing in the 

lower Fraser River, BC. In 1990, the Supreme Court of Canada overturned Sparrow’s conviction by ruling 

that the Constitution Act 1982 provides a strong measure of protection for Aboriginal rights and that 

regulations that infringe the exercise of Aboriginal rights must be justified. The Court in this landmark case 

established a code for interpreting section 35 of the Constitution Act 1982: 

 Aboriginal and treaty rights evolve over time and must be interpreted in the context of today’s 

world. For example, hunting rights do not extend only to the bow and arrow but also to modern 

hunting rifles.  

 An Aboriginal right is not absolute; it may be infringed for reasons such as resource conservation 

and management.  

 After conservation goals are met, Aboriginal people must be given priority to fish for food, social 

and ceremonial purposes.  

 Section 35 must be interpreted liberally. 

 The Government has a duty to consult with Aboriginal people when the Crown’s actions will 

infringe Aboriginal rights.  
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Van der Peet Decision (1996) 

In the Van der Peet decision, the Supreme Court focused on the applicability of the Sparrow decision. Van 

der Peet was charged with commercially selling fish that had been caught without a commercial fishing 

license. The Supreme Court acquitted Van der Peet and established the criteria for determining if an 

Aboriginal practice is an Aboriginal right. According to the Supreme Court, Aboriginal rights: 

 must be integral to the distinctive culture of an Aboriginal society. 

 must have been a practice prior to contact with European society. 

 must be fundamental to the Aboriginal way of life (e.g., hunting, fishing, trapping, gathering).  

 may include commercial activity if it was important to the Aboriginal society before European 

contact. 

 are not necessarily related to a particular piece of land. 

Delgamuukw Decision (1997) 

The Delgamuukw decision determined that Aboriginal title is a sub-category of Aboriginal rights and is 

protected by section 35 of the Constitution Act 1982. Aboriginal title is a right to the land itself and not just a 

right to hunt, trap and fish. When dealing with Crown land, the Government must consult with and perhaps 

compensate First Nations whose titles are affected. “Aboriginal title is, therefore, in substance, a right to 

territory and encompasses exclusive use and occupation.” (Delgamuukw Case, Canadiana Encyclopedia) 

In order for Aboriginal title to apply, Aboriginal People must prove they had exclusive occupation of the 

territory at the time of European contact; this proof can be in the form of oral evidence. According to the 

Supreme Court, Aboriginal title: 

 includes the right to use land in traditional ways. 

 can only be transferred to the Crown.  

 includes the right to use lands in modern economic ways as long as the nature of the use reflects 

traditional values. 

 is held collectively and applies to the past, present and future (implying the need for sustainable 

development). 

The court was also clear that negotiation is preferred over litigation to resolve issues between Aboriginal 

Peoples and the Crown.  
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Powley Decision (2003) 

In 1993, Steve and Roddy Powley killed a bull moose outside Sault Ste Marie, Ontario. They tagged the 

moose with a Métis card and a note “harvesting my meat for winter”. The Powley's were charged with 

hunting moose without a license and unlawful possession of moose. In 2003, the Supreme Court ruled that 

members of the Métis community in and around Sault Ste. Marie have an Aboriginal right to hunt for food 

that is protected by section 35 of the Constitution Act 1982. The Powley case also established a legal 

definition of “Métis.” According to the decision, the term "Métis" refers to distinctive peoples of mixed 

ancestry who developed their own customs, practices, traditions and recognizable group identities 

separate from their Indian, Inuit and European ancestors. The term "Métis" does not refer to all individuals 

of mixed Aboriginal and European ancestry. 

Haida Nation Decision (2004) 

The provincial Crown transferred to a logging company the exclusive right to harvest trees in an area over 

which the Haida Nation claimed Aboriginal title and rights (no treaty was in place). The Haida challenged 

the decision on the basis that there was no consultation on the part of the Crown or the logging company. 

The Supreme Court ruled: 

 The Crown has a duty to consult and, if appropriate, accommodate Aboriginal Peoples where 

Aboriginal interests may be affected by the Crown. 

 Proven rights are not required (can be possible rights).  

 The duty to consult is based on the Honour of the Crown (the crown must always act honourably 

when dealing with Aboriginal Peoples).  

 The Crown must consult when it has knowledge of the existence of potential Aboriginal rights and 

is considering actions that could negatively impact these interests. 

 Consultation level is proportionate to the strength of the Aboriginal claim and potential 

infringement.  

 The consultation process and depth of process is important. 

 A third party (the logging company in this case) does not have to consult or accommodate when 

seeking government approval to undertake activities on Crown land. 

 The Crown must balance Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal rights and interests.  

 The Crown may not always meet Aboriginal expectations.  

Taku River Decision (2004) 

A mining company sought approval from the BC government to re-open a mine and construct an access 

road which would pass through Taku Tlingit-claimed traditional territory (part of treaty negotiations). The 

Taku Tlinglit were part of the Environmental Assessment process and were consulted throughout. When 

the recommendation for approval was issued, the Tlinglit opted to submit their own dissenting minority 

report. The BC Government acted on the recommendations of the majority. The Supreme Court ruled that 

the Taku Tlinglit had been full participants in the EA process and their concerns had been accommodated.  
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Mikisew Cree Decision (2005) 

The Government approved a winter road which was to be partially built on Mikisew Cree reserve land. The 

Mikisew Cree argued that the road violated their Treaty 8 rights to hunt and trap and that they had not been 

consulted regarding the decision. The Crown argued that Treaty 8 had a provision for the “taking up” of 

land for settlement, mining, lumbering, trading or other purposes. The Supreme Court overturned the 

approval by ruling: 

 The Crown failed to consult with the Mikisew Cree when it had a duty to do so. 

 The Crown has the right to “take up” land but it has an obligation to act honourably. 

Dene Tha’ (2006) 

The final 15 km of the Mackenzie Gas Pipeline is planned to run through Dene Tha’ Treaty 8 territory in 

Alberta. The Dene Tha’ were not invited to be part of the Joint Review Process. As a result, they claimed 

the Crown had violated its duty to consult. The Crown argued that the review process was separate from 

construction and did not require consultation. The Supreme Court rejected these arguments and ruled that 

a review process was directly tied to the future building of the pipeline; therefore, the duty to consult arose 

when the review process was being considered.  

Will Goodon Decision (2008) 

In 2004, Will Goodon, a Métis hunter, shot a duck near the Turtle Mountains in Manitoba. Although he had 

an official harvesting card from the Manitoba Métis Federation, Will Goodon was charged with not having a 

provincial hunting license. The court ruled that forcing Goodon to get a hunting license violated his 

constitutional rights as an accepted member of an identifiable Métis community that has continuously 

practiced hunting and fishing and, therefore, enjoys constitutional protection. The decision gives Métis 

people the right to hunt without a provincial license in their traditional areas in Manitoba (most of southern 

Manitoba).  

Gitxaala Nation vs Canada (2014) 

The Federal Court of Appeal struck down the Government of Canada’s order requiring the National Energy 

Board to issue Certificates of Public Convenience and Necessity (CPCNs) allowing the Northern Gateway 

Project to proceed. The regulatory approval process and the Government’s decision to approve the 

Northern Gateway Project had been challenged by the Gitxaala Nation and a number of other First Nations 

along the proposed pipeline corridor. The majority of justices concluded that the Government’s order and 

the CPCNs should be struck down on the basis that Canada had not adequately fulfilled its duty to consult 

in the period between the National Energy Board’s recommendation that the project be approved and the 

Government’s order to the National Energy Board to issue the CPCNs. The case indicates that 

amendments to the National Energy Board Act in 2012 did not diminish the requirement for adequate 

Crown consultation and may, in fact, have made fulfillment of the requirement more dependent on the 

Government’s direct action and less on the National Energy Board’s process. Partly in response to this 

decision, the Government of Canada announced on November 29, 2016 that it was ordering the National 

Energy Board not to issue the CPCNs for the Northern Gateway Project, killing the Project. 
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Tsilhqot’in Nation vs British Columbia (2015) 

On June 26, 2014 the Supreme Court of Canada released its much-anticipated judgment on Aboriginal 

title, Tsilhqot’in Nation v British Columbia, 2014 SCC 44. The case, also known as the Roger William case 

after the Chief who first advanced it, affirms Aboriginal title to the Tsilhqot’in Nation over a large tract of 

land in British Columbia (more than 1,700 square kilometres). In her judgment, Chief Justice Beverly 

McLachlin set out the test for Aboriginal title in the case of semi-nomadic indigenous groups, a question 

which had never been directly answered by the Court. This decision is expected to have a major impact on 

resource development in British Columbia and anywhere else in the country where Aboriginal groups have 

not entered into treaties or executed land claims agreements; at issue particularly is the impact it will have 

on the Northern Gateway Pipeline.  
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Section 1: Before the Newcomers 

 

"The ancestors of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples lived on this continent long before explorers 

from other continents first came to North America. For thousands of years before this country was 

founded, they enjoyed their own forms of government. Diverse, vibrant Aboriginal nations had ways of 

life rooted in fundamental values concerning their relationships to the Creator, the environment, and 

each other, in the role of Elders as the living memory of their ancestors, and in their responsibilities as 

custodians of the lands, waters and resources of their homelands." 

– Forward from “Gathering Strength Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan” 

(1996) 

 

"Ask yourself: Do you know the name of the Native people in whose territory you live? You may not 

realize it, but your home is built on land that has been occupied and used by Native people for 

thousands and thousands of years. Most people in Canada do not perceive themselves as newcomers 

to an ancient land that was civilized by people thousands and thousands of years before the French, 

British and others arrived. This is a serious problem in our society. What it means is that most 

Canadians do not know the history of their own country; they are in the dark about the past and the 

present, because after all, we create the present based on our understanding of the past." 

– Taiaiake Alfred (www.nfb3.ca) 

 

General Information 

 ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Indigenous’ are terms that can be used to describe First Nations, Métis, or Inuit 

Peoples. 

 Indigenous Peoples were the first peoples in North and South America (there is evidence humans 

occupied North America as long as 20,000 – 40,000 years ago). 

 Land Bridge Migration Theory: The first Indigenous Peoples came to North America (Alaska) from 

Asia (Siberia) as early as BCE 35000 via a temporary land bridge called Beringa.  

 Creation Theory: Indigenous Peoples originated in North America and have never lived anywhere 

else. All Indigenous groups have some form of creation story.  

 Christopher Columbus arrived in a well established and very old world. Researchers have 

estimated the population of the Americas (North and South America) to have been as high as 112 

million, which was one-fifth of the world’s population and more people than lived in Europe at the 

time. The Indigenous population of North America is thought to have been around 18 million.  

 Indigenous Peoples were able to survive by living completely off the land and adapting to the 

changing climatic conditions and specific environmental contexts (mountains, plains, deep forest, 

high arctic, coastal regions, etc.). 
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 Indigenous Peoples can be studied according to the geographical region they inhabited before 

contact with the European community, according to cultural practices, and according to language 

groupings.  

Regional Approach 

 

© 2000 The applied History Research Group 

Cultural Approach 

 

© 2000 The applied History Research Group 
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West Coast Region Indigenous Peoples 

Tsimshian, Salish, Kwakwaka'wakw, Haida, Nuu'chah'nulth, Heiltsuk, Nisga'a 

 Most populated region (up to 30 different Indigenous groups). 

 Inhabitants depended upon the ocean and rivers for survival 

and were gatherer-harvesters rather than nomadic. 

 West coast populations lived in villages in cedar bighouses that 

accommodated large extended families. 

 Travel was by cedar dugout canoes that could hold up to 50 

paddlers.  

 Potlatch was the main celebration. 

 Carved story poles (totem poles) were placed at the front 

entrance of the family longhouse to honour clan 

accomplishments. The raising of a story pole was a major life 

event for a clan chief. 

 The West Coast Region Indigenous Peoples had a well-defined social and political structure 

consisting of clans with hereditary chiefs, a caste system, slaves, social status hierarchies and 

task specializations.  

 Warfare was common and battle gear included wooden helmets and visors, chest plates, armour 

made from bark, and protective coverings fashioned from several layers of hides.  

 This region had an extensive and elaborate trade network based on processed fish oil and 

products produced by the region’s highly skilled artisans.  

 

Potlatch: 

A ceremony and social custom 

practiced by Aboriginal Peoples 

on the northwest coast of North 

America. Potlatches were held as 

celebrations and mourning, and 

brought different villages and 

tribes together. The events could 

last several days and involved the 

exchange of gifts, with the status 

of the gift giver increasing with 

the generosity of the gifts given to 

others. The potlatch was banned 

from 1884 to 1951. 

- Canada in the Making 
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Arctic Region Indigenous Peoples 

Igloolik, Baffin, Sadlemiut, Hudson Bay, Netsilik, Mackenzie, Caribou, Copper 

 The Thule People, ancestors of today’s Inuit, are thought to have 

settled across the Canadian Arctic, moving east from Alaska, 

starting around one thousand years ago. 

 “Inuit” means “people” (in the past the Inuit were called ‘Eskimos’ 

by the non-Indigenous populations which means ‘eaters of raw 

meat;’ this name is considered derogatory). 

 The Inuit were nomadic hunters who lived in igloos in the winter 

and in whalebone/wood/sod dwellings in the summer. They 

hunted caribou and ocean mammals, and caught fish. 

 The Inuit travelled by dogsled and by kayak. 

 Games were popular as a way to pass the long dark days – many of our games today originated 

with the Inuit.  

 The Inuit used Inuksuit to mark important places or to provide directions.  

 The Inuit political structure was defined by temporary band associations consisting of family units. 

Band leadership changed often and was based on the ability to ensure a successful hunt.  

 The Thule Peoples aggressively defended their territory and the limited amount of food available. 

They considered the Chipewyan to be their enemies and waged protracted warfare against them.  

 Trade was extensive across the north and involved materials such as soapstone, jade, iron, 

copper, ivory and bone. 

 

Inukshuk, (singular of 

Inuksuit): 

Means "in the likeness of a 

human." They are monuments 

made of unworked stones that 

are used by the Inuit for 

communication and survival. 

The traditional meaning of the 

inukshuk is "Someone was 

here" or "You are on the right 

path." 

-Inukshuk Gallery 

"There is an Inuit story of one old man who was left in an igloo with two dogs and little else as his 

family moved on, but he wasn't ready to die just yet. As the story goes, he defecated outside, let 

it freeze and made it into a knife.  

He killed one dog, used the meat to feed the other dog and himself. Then he used the bones and 

the guts to make a sled and a harness and from the skin he made a coat. He hitched the 

remaining dog to the sled and rode off to rejoin his family." 

– history.cbc.ca/history 
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East Coast Region Indigenous Peoples 

Mi'kmaq (Micmac), Maliseet, Beothuk 

 The Indigenous Peoples in the East Coast region depended on the ocean for food as well as on 

caribou and other migrating mammals. 

 East Coast Region Indigenous Peoples lived a semi-sedentary existence. 

 Houses on the coast were permanent and built on stone foundations.  

 Inland camps comprised domed or conical dwellings made from bark or reed mats attached to a 

circular framework of poles. These structures were called wigwams.  

 Transportation was provided by birch bark canoes. 

 One of the East Coast Region groups, the Beothuk people, became extinct in the early 1800s as 

a direct result of the establishment of European communities.  

 

Great Lakes Region Indigenous Peoples 

Iroquians (Huron, Petun, Neutral, Erie, Mohawk, Oneida, 
Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, Tuscarora), Algonquians 
(Ojibwa, Odawa, Potawatomi) 

 The Great Lake Region Indigenous Peoples were extremely 

successful agriculturists.  

 They were semi-sedentary, moving about every 10 years to 

allow cultivated lands to re-generate. 

 The Hurons built their villages inside palisades (11 meters high 

in places) to protect themselves from the Iroquois – wars 

between the Huron and Iroquois were common. Villages 

consisted of large bark-covered wooden frame longhouses. 

Some palisade villages accommodated as many as 1000-1500 

inhabitants. 

 There was no inherited or hierarchical-based leadership in 

these communities. Instead, leadership came in the form of  

groups formed according to social alliances.  

 Social and political organization was based on matrilineal clans. 

Wampum: Made of white and 

purple Atlantic coast seashells, 

had considerable value to 

Aboriginals in eastern Canada for 

ornament and ceremony and to 

non-Aboriginals for currency, 

particularly in the 17th and 18th 

centuries. Wampum was 

threaded on string or woven into 

belts and sashes. Particular 

patterns symbolized events, 

alliances and people, and 

wampum was used to form 

relationships, propose marriage, 

atone for murder or ransom 

captives. 

- The Canadian Encyclopedia 
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The Iroquois Confederacy (a group of 6 First Nations) was formed in the 1100s and still continues 

today. It established a constitution known as the ‘Great Law of Peace’, according to which all 

decisions had to be debated and approved by two bodies before being given final approval by the 

council leader. Decisions taken had to be consensual and were recorded in symbols on a beaded belt 

called wampum. (The Constitution, still in use today, was only recorded in written form in 1880. This 

political structure was adopted by the American Colonists when they achieved independence from 

Britain (see Of Interest – Impact of the Iroquois Confederacy on the US Constitution in this document.) 

 Women (the Clan Mothers) appointed the chiefs and could unseat them if required.  

 War could be declared by a nation but only if by consensus of the elders and Clan Mothers. 

 The tribes of the Great Lakes Region traded corn from their vast reserves as well as cornmeal, 

beans, maple syrup, squash and tobacco. 

 

Plateau Region Indigenous Peoples  

Ktunaxa (Kootenay), Dakelh (Carrier), Okanagan, Secwepemc (Shuswap), Stl'atl'imx, 
Nlaka'pamux (Thompson), Tsilhqotin (Chilcotin), Salishan, Dene-thah, Gitksan, 
Athapaskan 

 Plateau Region Indigenous Peoples lived together in large bough or bark covered pole frame 

lodges designed to house extended families.  

 Winter dwellings, pit houses, were semi-underground and accessed through the roof. Moss lined 

the floors to provide insulation from the cold.  

 The Plateau Region Indigenous Peoples were semi-nomadic, packing up their houses to be re-

used in other locations.  

 Food sources included berries, wild vegetables and roots, large forest mammals such as caribou 

and deer, water fowl, buffalo along the Rocky Mountains, and fish (especially salmon). 

 Canoes made from cottonwood or pine provided a means of transportation; dugout canoes from 

the West Coast regions were often acquired through trade.  

 The Plateau Region Indigenous Peoples lived in bands that were established and dissolved 

depending on seasonal requirements. Chiefs were appointed or hereditary. A council of elders 

assisted the chief (the chief’s decision-making powers were extremely limited).  

 Warfare was conducted over access to fishing areas, resources which brought economic 

prosperity and trade-based alliances.  

 Trade with the West Coast and Alaska region was extensive and included the export of dried 

berries, tanned skins, mountain goat wool, Fraser River preserved salmon, copper, jadeite, and 

moccasins.  
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Plains Region Indigenous Peoples 

Sioux, Blackfoot, White Clay, Assiniboine, Plains Cree 

 The Plains Region Indigenous Peoples were nomadic and followed the migration of the buffalo.  

 The people lived in tipi camps which could be packed up and moved with relative ease. Dogs and 

horses were used to haul the collapsed tipis on a wooden framework called a travois.  

 The buffalo was central to Plains Region Indigenous Peoples’ survival; every part of the buffalo 

was used to produce food, shelter, clothing and utensils. 

 Before the arrival of the Europeans, it is estimated there were more 

than 60 million buffalo on the North American prairies. By 1880, with 

the introduction of the repeating rifle, millions of buffalo had been shot 

for sport, for their coats and for their bones (fertilizer). In the United 

States, the government encouraged the slaughter of buffalo in a 

documented effort to force Indigenous Peoples to sign treaties. "Let 

them kill, skin and sell until the buffalo are exterminated. Then your 

prairies can be covered with speckled cattle and the festive cowboy" 

(Canada A People’s History, CBC).  

 The buffalo hunt was a highly structured undertaking that culminated 

with the buffalo being driven over cliffs. 

 The social structure of the Plains Region Indigenous Peoples was 

based on societies and clan systems, each having leaders who were 

experts in hunting, spirituality, governance, war, policing, and 

education. Women were regularly consulted for their wisdom based 

on the belief that women are sacred beings. 

 The Plains Region Indigenous Peoples traded pemmican and hides as far east as the Great 

Lakes and as far south as New Mexico.  

 

Pemmican: 

Dried buffalo meat, 

grease, berries, and herbs 

were prepared by the 

women who pounded the 

mixture into a powder that 

was then combined with 

hot, melted buffalo fat. The 

resulting product was a 

high protein food that was 

easily transportable for the 

travelling hunter or warrior. 

Packed tightly in sewn skin 

bags, pemmican would 

remain edible for years. 

- University of Calgary 

Applied History Tutor 
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Western Sub-Arctic / Canadian Shield Region   

Athapaskan or Dene (Chipewyan, Dogrib, Hare, Dunne-za, Gwich’in, Tutchone, Tahltan, 
Dakelh), Algonquians (Naskapi, Ojibwa, Cree, Odawa, Algonquin, Innu or Montagnais)  

 Some Western Sub-Arctic / Canadian Shield Region Indigenous Peoples followed the bison or 

caribou (nomadic) and others lived a semi-sedentary lifestyle in villages.  

 Some groups used wigwams made from skins stretched over a pole framework, resembling a 

hive, for shelter. Fir boughs insulated the floors, and some groups dug down below the frost level 

to provide more warmth during winter months. Other groups lived in tipis.  

 Dogs (hauling packs and pulling sleds) were used to move housing from site to site.  

 The Western Sub-Arctic / Canadian Shield Region Peoples hunted large mammals (caribou, 

moose, black bear, bison) and birds, fished, and gathered fruit and plants. Some groups also 

cultivated temporary plots (pumpkin and corn). 

 According to archaeologists, the Woodland Cree have been in the Athabasca region since about 

1400 C.E (having migrated west from what is now central Canada). They moved south to the 

Wood Buffalo area after contact with the Whiteman due to the fur trade.  

 The Chipewyan Peoples were nomadic hunter gatherers who followed the caribou and buffalo. 

Their territory extended from Hudson Bay to the Great Slave Lake in Alberta.  

 The Chipewyan Peoples were enemies of both the Woodland Cree and the Inuit. 

 Modes of transport included birch bark canoe, toboggan, snowshoe and backpacking. 

 Communities were organized around bands which formed groups as required for hunting, fishing 

and trapping parties. These groups were based on limited numbers of extended families, limited 

because of the need to protect fish and wildlife from being over-exploited. In the summer, the 

groups came together to socialize, pick berries, make canoes and snowshoes, and tan hides. 

 The Western Sub-Arctic / Canadian Shield Indigenous Peoples had no social hierarchies; group 

and band leaders were appointed with decisions dependent on the approval of the group or the 

group’s representatives.  

 Guerrilla-style wars were waged for hunting territories, women and goods, as well as for revenge. 

 Trade occurred throughout the region and beyond with meat and herbal medicines being the most 

commonly bartered goods.  
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In Summary 

 Indigenous Peoples were flexible, adaptable and able to survive. 

 Indigenous Peoples were here long before the "Whiteman" arrived; the Europeans came onto 

Indigenous land when they set foot in North America.  

 There were many different groups of Indigenous Peoples in North America before the Europeans 

arrived, each with its own distinct language, culture, economic system, spiritual beliefs, 

organizational structures, values, rituals, regional challenges and political processes.  

 With the passage of time, some Indigenous groups merged with others, some migrated to new 

territories, some were defeated in protracted warfare, some invented life-altering new 

technologies, and some adopted ideas and practices from other communities. Like any peoples in 

the world, Indigenous societies evolved and developed.  

 Indigenous Peoples interacted with each other and often had non-written agreements or treaties 

addressing alliances, trade, hunting and fishing rights, and 

warfare.  

 Indigenous communities were highly functional, self-sufficient, 

self-reliant and self-disciplined.  

 Indigenous Peoples had and have a relationship with nature 

based on stewardship, reverence and spiritual connection.  

 Indigenous Peoples viewed and continue to view water as a 

sacred trust. First Nations have centered their existence on 

water. 

 Indigenous societies did not have formal centralized 

governments; instead, they functioned according to long-

standing traditions, making collective decisions at the family, 

clan, village/group, and nation levels.  

 Indigenous societies operated as cooperatives, spreading workloads and sharing resources.  

 Indigenous Peoples were proud warriors with well developed military capabilities and 

technologies. 

 Indigenous Peoples were innovative. Some of their inventions: 

o story pole o longhouse o kayak o toboggan 

o snow goggles o sled runners o glue o parka 

o igloo o canoe o lacrosse  o dart game 

 The name Canada comes from the Mohawk word “Kanata”, meaning “our home”. 

Early Euro-Americans voluntarily 

adopted methods, lifestyles, artifacts, 

and ideas from the indigenous 

people, often in order to survive. 

Indians in the Americas provided half 

of the modern world’s domesticated 

food crops, numerous herbal 

medicines, clothing, transportation 

pathways and modes, crafts and 

artifacts, hygiene methods, and 

thousands of words including place 

names and ideas of governance 

that blended ideals of rugged 

individuality with concern for the 

common welfare. 

- Idarious (The Vast Influence of the Iroquois) 
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Section 2: Impacts of Contact (Indigenous Studies 101) 

 

“Colonization can be defined as some form of invasion, dispossession and subjugation of a peoples. 

The invasion need not be military; it can begin – or continue – as geographical intrusion in the form of 

agricultural, urban or industrial encroachments. The result of such incursion is the dispossession of 

vast amounts of lands from the original inhabitants. This is often legalized after the fact.” 

– Professor Emma LaRocqu (www.nfb3.ca)  

 

"Sadly our history with respect to the treatment of Aboriginal people is not something in which we can 

take pride. Attitudes of racial and cultural superiority led to the suppression of Aboriginal culture and 

values. As a country, we are burdened by past actions that resulted in weakening the identity of 

Aboriginal Peoples, suppressing their languages and cultures, and outlawing spiritual practices. We 

must recognize the impact of these actions on the once self-sustaining nations that were desegregated, 

disrupted, limited or even destroyed by the dispossession of traditional territory, by the relocation of 

Aboriginal people, and by some provisions of the Indian Act. We acknowledge that the result of these 

actions was the erosion of the political, economic and social systems of Aboriginal people and nations." 

 –Forward from Gathering Strength Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan (1996) 

 

"Ignoring the past and the voices of Native people is what ‘colonialism’ is all about. Colonialism is the 

disconnection of Native people from the land, their history, their identity and their rights so that others 

can benefit. It is a basic form of injustice in the world, and has been condemned as a practice by the 

United Nations. Yet, we have never acknowledged that Canada was built as a colonial country and that 

it is, in fact, still colonial in many ways." 

– Taiaiake Alfred (www.nfb3.ca) 
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Taking of Land: The Colonialists 

 The first newcomers: 

o Leif Ericson, Viking, set foot in Newfoundland in 1001 AD.  

o Christopher Columbus, sponsored by Spain, arrived in the Americas in 1492. 

o John Cabot, sponsored by England, arrived in Newfoundland in 1498. 

o Martin Frobisher, sponsored by England, arrived on the northeast coast in 1576.  

o Jacques Cartier, sponsored by France, arrived in Newfoundland (1534) and Montreal (1535). 

o John Guy, sponsored by England, established the first European colony in Canada (1610).  

o Samuel de Champlain, sponsored by France, travelled to present day Quebec (1603) and 

after several return visits, established the colony of New France.  

 Between 1676 and 1759, treaties were signed with east coast Indigenous groups to ensure their 

peaceful co-existence with the new colonialists settling the area. These treaties guaranteed 

Indigenous Peoples hunting and fishing rights, freedom of trade and on-going materials provision 

from the Crown in exchange for non-interference with European settlement plans.  

 Other treaties signed (1676-1759) guaranteed support to the British by specific Indigenous groups 

(or neutrality in regard to those groups working with the French) in the more than one hundred 

years of fighting between the British and the French. Between 1759 and 1812, treaties were also 

used to establish Indigenous alliances during the American War of Independence, and post-

independence skirmishes between the Americans and the British. Indigenous Peoples held 

considerable power in determining the outcomes of colonial conflicts due to their knowledge of the 

land and well-respected fighting abilities.  

 After the defeat of the French by the British in 1759, it was necessary for the British to seek peace 

with those Indigenous groups that had aligned themselves with the French. This was especially 

important in light of the Indigenous contribution to the fur trade which the British sought to take 

over. Deals made with Indigenous Peoples included promises of habitation, and the freedom to 

trade and to pray in their own chosen manner. 

 In 1763, the British (King George III) issued the Royal Proclamation which formed the cornerstone 

of all future agreements with Indigenous Peoples in Canada. It is recognized as the first 

Indigenous rights document in Canada. 

The purpose of the Royal Proclamation: 

o To ensure a smooth transfer of power in what is now Quebec from the French to the English. 

o To encourage Indigenous Peoples to be loyal to Britain. 

o To define the borders of Quebec and the British-controlled American colonies.  
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o To establish a vast First Nations country that would protect Indigenous Peoples and their 

cultures from the encroachments of the European settlers.  

o To introduce a set procedure for opening up Indigenous land in the future for non-Indigenous 

settlement. 

o To stop the wars and chaos that were occurring due to tangled allegiances, overlapping trade 

arrangements, blurred territorial boundaries and fraudulent land deals (in the words of the 

Proclamation, British interests were, prior to 1763, responsible for "great fraud and abuses" in 

obtaining land from Indigenous Peoples, abuses that had caused the latter "great 

dissatisfaction").  

o To recognize that Indigenous Peoples were the rightful owners of the land and that this land 

had to be officially ceded to or purchased by the newcomers. 

The provisions of the Royal Proclamation:  

o Much of the North American interior was reserved for the "Nations or Tribes with whom We 

are connected" as "their Hunting Grounds."  

o The government had the obligation to expel all non-Indigenous Peoples illegally occupying 

Indigenous lands.  

o Only the Crown could purchase land from Indigenous 

Peoples (no private treaty land deals could be struck). 

o All negotiations with Indigenous Peoples were to be 

conducted publicly by the Crown. 

o Any land not officially ceded to or purchased by the Crown 

was Indigenous land. 

o Indigenous groups were addressed as Nations.  

 The Royal Proclamation caused anger on the part of American 

colony land speculators. This was intensified when the British 

used the Quebec Act of 1774 to push the boundaries of Quebec 

south into Indigenous lands. The Quebec Act also re-affirmed 

the position of the Crown as the only agent legally permitted to 

purchase Indigenous lands. The inability of American 

speculators to negotiate private land deals on territory they saw 

as their own was one of the causes of the American Revolution.  

Aboriginals placed great faith in 

oral agreements and in the 

seriousness of promises made 

and sealed by sacred ceremony. 

As a result, they assumed that 

conditions worked out during 

discussions with the newcomers 

would be captured in the pacts 

they were asked to sign, and that 

all commitments agreed to would 

be honoured. This was not to be 

the case, however. Many 

promises were never even 

recorded and those that were, 

were often considered non-

binding by those in charge – 

nothing more than expedient and 

inexpensive ways to remove 

Aboriginals from their lands. 

- Summary of ideas in the Report of the 

Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 

(Stage 2: Contact and Cooperation) 
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 The Niagara Treaty 1764, formed an alliance between Britain and the Iroquois Confederacy, the 

Algonquin Nation and the Huron Nation. The commitments made by Britain to 24 Indigenous 

groups were carefully recorded on wampum belts. As part of the treaty, the British promised 

annual presents such as high quality blankets, tools, and pelts for "as long as the sun shone and 

the grass grew, and the British wore red coats." This promise was recited for decades at the 

annual gifting ceremony. Although the material articles were important to the Indigenous groups, it 

was the symbolic act of sharing which made the exchange so important. In 1836, the government 

broke the terms of the agreement by deciding to issue gifts only to those Indigenous Peoples 

considered most deserving.  

 The Treaty of Fort Stanwix 1768, was the first major land 

transfer treaty signed after the Royal Proclamation. Fur traders 

in Pennsylvania (one of the Thirteen Colonies) sued the British 

for damages incurred during Indigenous battles with settlers. 

The British compensated the colony with land taken from Indian 

country. This pushed the Indian country border west to the 

banks of the Ohio. The British reimbursed their allies, the 

Iroquois, with land in New York while other tribes not so loyal to 

the British received no replacement territory, a source of 

bitterness for decades after.  

 Toward the end of the 1700s, British policy began to shift. 

France was defeated and the Americans had declared 

independence in 1776. British-Indigenous alliances were no 

longer as important as they had been. The central and Eastern 

Canadian fur trade was waning and land was now needed for 

agriculture, mineral extraction, and lumber. This led to a move 

away from the protectionism of the Royal Proclamation to a 

more arrogant and exploitive attitude on the part of the British.  

 The Treaty of Paris 1783, created an international border 

between the newly formed United States and the British colony of Québec. This treaty completely 

ignored promises made by Britain to their Indigenous allies. It also blatantly disregarded 

provisions contained in the Treaty of Fort Stanwix. There were no Indigenous Peoples present at 

the negotiations or signing despite the fact it was their lands being divided and distributed. The 

Treaty of Paris established the US boundary along the Great Lakes, effectively cutting Indigenous 

territory in half (a sizeable portion now owned by the Americans). This betrayal devastated those 

Indigenous Peoples who had remained loyal to the British.  

 Fearing reprisals, the Governor of Quebec, Frederich Hadimand, offered two parcels of land on 

the “Canadian” side of the line to Iroquois wishing to flee American control (this is now the Six 

Nations Reserve near Brantford). Hadimand was able to do this by claiming the deal exempt from 

Royal Proclamation terms which had not anticipated American land ownership issues.  

The concept of land ownership 

was completely alien to the 

Native peoples. From an 

Aboriginal cultural and spiritual 

perspective, land cannot be 

bought or sold. They saw 

themselves as the spiritual 

guardians of the land, not its 

actual owners. Land was 

considered a gift from the Creator 

or Great Spirit, and its resources 

were to be used for survival 

purposes only. Thus, the concept 

of 'surrendering' land was one 

that caused great confusion 

within Aboriginal communities, 

and may have contributed to 

further injustices against the 

Aboriginals. 

- Canada in the Making 
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 During the century following the Royal Proclamation, the colonial governments of North America 

signed many treaties with Indigenous Peoples as a way of maintaining loyalty (Indigenous Peoples 

viewed treaties as pledges of allegiance to Britain) and acquiring lands for non-Indigenous 

settlement. Indigenous groups surrendered their land in exchange for money, gifts, and small 

reserves, usually unsuitable for hunting, fishing, or cultivation. As part of the treaty terms, annual 

payments were to be made to the Indigenous groups. In some cases, blank treaties were used. 

Indigenous chiefs signed their tribes' land rights away on a blank document to which terms were 

added after the fact.  

 Due to the large influx of British Loyalists (those American colonists who had supported Britain 

during the war of Independence), land was in demand. This resulted in two decades of poorly 

drafted treaties and a plethora of promises made to Indigenous Peoples which never materialized. 

 In 1794, Lord Dorchester directed that all further treaty negotiations should be conducted "with great 

Solemnity and Ceremony according to the Ancient Usages and Customs of the Indians."  

 In 1836, Sir Francis Bond Head decided to alter the existing policy of assimilating Indigenous 

Peoples into Euro-Christian agriculturist culture. Instead, he negotiated treaties (Bond Head 

Treaties) whereby Indigenous groups displaced by settlers would be moved to the island of 

Manitoulin where they would be isolated from “civilization.” The three tribes already living on the 

island were expected to accommodate the new groups with no 

compensation or assistance. The treaties were initially accepted 

by Britain but eventually overturned when objected to by British 

human rights activists.  

 When minerals were discovered in the Great Lakes region, Crown 

representative, William Robinson, persuaded Indigenous leaders 

to relinquish to the British Crown all surface and sub-surface 

mineral rights on 50,000 sq. mi. of land (Robinson Treaties, 

1850). In exchange, Indigenous groups received 21 smaller 

reserves to be held in trust by the government, lands which could 

never be sold; a £4000 lump sum payment; and £1100 in annual 

payments. The affected Indigenous Peoples were given hunting 

and fishing rights in their ceded territories as long as they did not 

interfere with lumbering, mining, or settlement activities. This was 

the first time such rights were included in an Indigenous treaty.  

 Between 1850 and 1854, the colonial government negotiated 14 

treaties (now called the Douglas treaties) with First Nations 

Peoples on Vancouver Island. These negotiations were 

conducted by James Douglas of the Hudson Bay Company. The 

Douglas Treaties were the result of conflict between the Company 

and local First Nations’ communities. 570 km2 of land were given 

up by Firsts Nations Peoples in exchange for small reserves, 

cash, clothing, and the right to hunt and fish on ceded, 

unoccupied territories. Although the word ‘treaty’ was never used 

by Douglas, the Supreme Court of Canada has ruled that these 

land agreements were in fact treaties.  

Many communities were forcibly 

re-located from traditional locales 

to tiny reserves that had little 

resources to ensure the 

continued survival of the 

community; but, these relocations 

opened up traditional territories 

for non-Native resource use and 

allowed Aboriginal people to be 

more easily administered by 

government. Communities were 

sometimes moved to non-existent 

‘new villages’ where they were 

left to freeze and starve. 

Oftentimes ‘tribes’ were created 

as different – and often 

adversarial – cultural groups were 

forced to live together. The term 

‘chalk-board promise’ was coined 

by Aboriginal groups after Indian 

Agents made elaborate promises 

and then, when the community 

was moved, erased the text of 

their promises from the 

blackboard and burned the 

original village. 

- Darien Thira (Beyond the Four 

Waves of Colonization) 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=A1ARTA0003654
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 In 1867, Canada became a nation. According to the British North America Act (1867), the 

responsibility for Indigenous Peoples and the land reserved for them fell to the new Canadian 

government. (The BNA Act was negotiated with no input from Indigenous groups.)  

 One of the first things the Government of Canada did was to purchase Rupert’s Land and the 

Northwest Territories from the Hudson's Bay Company. Part of the transfer agreement stipulated 

that the Canadian government would assume responsibility for the "protection" and "well-being" of 

the region's 35,000 Indigenous Peoples. Since Indigenous Peoples had to be compensated for 

any land taken by the government, a series of treaties was negotiated (1871-1877) for what are 

now the prairie provinces and northern Ontario. The Robinson Treaties were used as the model 

although western Indigenous groups demanded somewhat higher settlements, and expectations 

increased with each treaty signed. These treaties are referred to as #1 to #7 of the so-called 

‘numbered treaties.’  

 Treaties #1 - #5 are considered land cession treaties, the purpose of which was to secure territory 

for Canadian settlement and industrialization. In exchange for surrendering their land, promising 

not to drink alcohol, and agreeing to a law-abiding existence, Indigenous groups received small 

reserves (one sq. mi. of land per family of 5, or 160 acres per person depending on the treaty 

signed); cash; annual allowances for blankets and tools; farming assistance; schools; hunting and 

fishing rights on all ceded lands as long as they did not interfere with lumbering, mining and 

settlement activities; and the promise of a yearly census to facilitate remunerations. The 

government, in turn, retained the right to build roads, buildings and other infrastructure on reserve 

lands. Of interest is the fact that the government was at the same time offering European settlers 

160 acres of prairie land free of charge if they agreed to farm it.  

 Treaties #6 and #7 were settlement treaties that responded to the need for law and order. These 

treaties contained most of the same terms as the first five numbered treaties with one important 

distinction. Treaty #6 had an implied provision for health care and offered assistance in the event 

of “any pestilence” or “general famine.” Although some Treaty #6 chiefs tried to resist signing, they 

eventually capitulated when buffalo stocks became severely depleted and small pox ravaged their 

populations.  

 Treaties #8 - #11 (Fort McKay, Athabasca Chipewyan, Mikisew Cree, Ft. McMurray, and 

Chipewyan Prairie First Nations are addressed in Treaty #8) were signed between 1899 and 1921 

(Treaty #8 was signed in 1899). They were responses to the discovery of resources and the need 

to remove title from potentially profitable lands. The terms of these treaties were similar to the 

other numbered treaties except that Treaty #8 allowed for family-based reserves. The Indigenous 

Peoples signing these treaties were not easily convinced to do so; it was now evident that 

nomadic Indigenous groups were not adapting to farming, starvation and poverty were all too 

common, hunting and fishing rights had been reduced with each treaty signed, and the annual 

census was rarely conducted. Thus, it was with grave doubts that Indigenous leaders finally 

agreed to the terms offered.  

 In the late 1800s, the Lubicon Cree were missed by Government of Canada agents registering 

First Nations for Treaty #8 settlements. As a result, they continued their traditional way of life, 

never relinquishing their Aboriginal rights. In 1939, the Lubicon were recognized by the federal 

government and promised a reserve, a promise that never materialized. 



 

 

 

 

Indigenous Awareness Training 
 

Indigenous Awareness Training ~ Nisto Consulting Inc.  Page 31 of 112 

In the 1970s, oil and gas activity began on traditional Lubicon lands. According to Amnesty 

International in 2008, “The value of oil and gas extracted from Lubicon lands is now estimated to 

exceed $14 billion. The Lubicon have not shared in any of this wealth” (Canada: Threats to the 

land and way of life of the Lubicon Cree, Oct. 2008). 

United Nations human rights bodies have several times expressed their concern that the rights of 

the Lubicon Cree have been left unprotected while high impact oil and gas, and forestry 

operations have been allowed to be conducted on Lubicon traditional lands.  

Today the Lubicon are seeking a reserve on part of their traditional land, funds to set up viable 

community infrastructure, recognition of their right to administer their own government and 

services on the reserve, and fair compensation for income generated on their lands. Five rounds 

of negotiations have been conducted with the federal government, the last breaking down in 2003. 

The Lubicon are also fighting a proposed pipeline project slated for their territories.  

 Reasons treaties were introduced by the British before the late 1700s: 

o to ensure peaceful Indigenous group co-existence with colonialists 

o to form military alliances during European (and later American) conflicts 

o to expand the fur trade 

o to provide a vehicle for ‘Christianizing’ and ‘civilizing’ Indigenous Peoples. 

 Reasons treaties were introduced by the British and Canadian Governments after the late 1700s: 

o to free up land for new European settlers and industrialization 

o to isolate Indigenous Peoples from ‘civilized’ society 

o to gain access to valuable natural resources 

o to avoid the brutal and protracted Indian Wars that America 

had experienced 

o to address chaos, lawlessness, and the American whiskey 

trade in the West 

o to acquire land for transportation routes 

o to provide a vehicle for ‘Christianizing’ and assimilating 

Aboriginals 

 Why did Indigenous leaders sign treaties?  

o to protect Indigenous culture 

o to protect their peoples and their lands from settlers 

o to ensure the survival of their people 

o to transition to a new way of life when continuation of an existing way of life became impossible 

The purpose of the treaties, in 

Aboriginal eyes, was to work out 

ways of sharing lands and resources 

with settlers, without any loss of their 

own independence. But the 

representatives of the Crown had 

come to see the treaties merely as a 

tool for clearing Aboriginal people off 

desirable land. To induce First 

Nations to sign, colonial negotiators 

continued to assure them that treaty 

provisions were not simply agreed, 

but guaranteed to them - for as long 

as the sun shone and the rivers 

flowed. 

- Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
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o to establish what they thought would be a partnership 

o to secure concessions while negotiation was still possible  

o to address the reality that in the long run, they would lose their lands to settlers no matter what 

they did  

o to avoid what had happened in the US (the aggressive and deliberate decimation of Indigenous 

populations through protracted Indian Wars, starvation and slaughter) 

o to avoid starvation due to the eradication of the buffalo and other game 

o to receive assistance with agricultural methodologies and equipment  

o to receive cash payments 

o to acquire status and legal protection 

o to avoid further intimidation by the Northwest Mounted police 

o to receive education and medicine  

o to protect themselves from the American whiskey trade 

o to avoid wars for which they had neither the resources nor the numbers of healthy warriors 

required. 

 There are 3100 reserves (2011) and 617 First Nations Communities (2014).  

 

The Atlas of Canada,Historical Indian Treaties 2007 (www.atlas.nrcan.gc.ca) 

http://www.atlas.nrcan.gc.ca/
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Of Interest – Impact of the Iroquois Confederacy on the US Constitution  

 The English-speaking Europeans and Iroquois of the mid-18th century were on relatively friendly 

terms. This included an alliance to prevent the French from entering the region (Iroquois lands 

comprised much of what is now New York state, resulting in daily contact with British colonists).   

 Many English leaders and statesmen attended the Iroquois Confederacy Treaty Councils in order 

to solve problems and address points of contention. These councils were made up of 

representatives from the six Confederacy nations known as the League of Six Nations (the 

Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca and Tuscarora nations, the latter joining in 1722). 

The Iroquois Confederacy Nations referred to themselves collectively as Haudenosaunee. 

 The Haudenosaunee was governed by a council of 50 chiefs, with each of the 5 founding 

members of the confederacy represented by a delegation of 8-14 members. Each of these 

positions was hereditary within a matrilineage. The individual tribes and villages were governed by 

councils of their own sachems (grand chiefs) and chiefs.  

 The decision-making process was extremely democratic. The Onondaga introduced a topic and 

offered it to the Mohawk for consideration. When a decision was reached, they passed it to the 

Seneca. A joint decision was announced to the groups across the fire for deliberation. When 

these groups reached an agreement, they reported to the Onondaga Council Leader. If he 

agreed, the decision was unanimous. If not, the negotiation process began again with the 

Mohawk. If unanimity were impossible, the matter was set aside and the fire covered with ashes. 

At the conclusion of a session, the acts of the council were recorded on belts of wampum. 

 Benjamin Franklin, representing the state of Pennsylvania at these Councils, eventually published 

26 Treaty Council accounts which were widely read at home and abroad.  

 Franklin's contact with the Iroquois influenced his ideas for a new form of government – 

federalism, equality, natural rights, freedom of religion, property rights, etc. Franklin took the 

Iroquois concept of unity to Albany in 1754. Several Iroquois leaders attended the Congress to 

solidify an alliance against the French and to help devise a plan for a union of the colonies. During 

the debates, Franklin stressed the fact that the individual nations of the Confederacy maintained 

internal sovereignty, managing their own internal affairs without interference from the Grand 

Council. Franklin’s Albany Plan proposed that each colony would govern its internal affairs and 

that a Grand Council consisting of a different number of representatives from each colony would 

provide for mutual defense.   

 In 1775, treaty commissioners from the Continental Congress met with the chiefs of the Six 

Nations. The visiting Iroquois chiefs were formally invited to attend the independence debate 

conducted by the Continental Congress. 

 In 1988, the 100th U.S. Congress passed a concurrent resolution acknowledging the contribution 

of the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy to the creation of the U.S. government. 

 Of note: The Great Law of Peace (The Iroquois Confederacy Constitution developed in the 

1100’s) features five arrows bound together as a symbol of unity of the original five nations; the 

seal of the United States has an eagle clutching a bundle of 13 arrows (the 13 original colonies). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mohawk_nation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oneida_tribe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Onondaga_%28tribe%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cayuga_nation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seneca_nation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuscarora_%28tribe%29
http://www.haudenosauneeconfederacy.ca/lawofpeace.html
http://www.haudenosauneeconfederacy.ca/symbols.html
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Taking of Lives: Disease 

"By 1900, the population of all Indians in North America was below 1 million from a pre-contact 

estimate of 18 million. In some cases, diseases decimated up to 93% of the population. To put this loss 

into perspective, if you assume the current North American population (i.e. Canada and the United 

States) is 330 million, a similar population decline at present would leave approximately 20 million 

people alive." 

– Calvin Helin, Dances with Dependency 

 

"The contagions that arrived with European explorers burned their way across the entire continent from 

the southern to the northern hemispheres over a 400-year period, killing up to 90% of the continental 

indigenous population and rendering indigenous people physically, spiritually, emotionally and 

psychically traumatized by what we now recognize as a profoundly deep and unresolved grief. The 

debilitating effect of grief was the result of unremitting losses that just kept happening, giving no respite 

in between little understood and horrific forms of death, because people were quite literally consumed 

by disease right before the eyes of their families and villagers." 

– Cynthia C. Wesley-Esquimaux (The Intergenerational Transmission of 

Historic Trauma and Grief) 

 

 Indigenous populations lacked immunity to the infectious 

diseases brought by the European settlers (tuberculosis, 

scarlet fever, influenza, measles, chicken pox, diphtheria, 

small pox, syphilis, cholera).  

 The population of Indigenous Peoples in Canada before 

the arrival of the newcomers is estimated to have been 

500,000 to 2 million. By 1871, that number had dropped 

to about 100,000. By 1900, the population of all 

Indigenous Peoples in North America was below 1 million 

from a pre-contact estimate of 180-225 million.  

 The first recorded major outbreak of an infectious disease in Canada and the United States 

occurred between 1616 and 1619 in Massachusetts. Algonquin tribes in the area were reduced 

from an estimated thirty thousand to three hundred. Many believe the disease was smallpox. 

 Although it is impossible to know the exact number of Indigenous Peoples killed by European 

diseases, it is recognized that smallpox was the deadliest by far. The total incubation period is 

only 12 days, at which point the infected individual has either died or recovered, and only after 

infecting many others.  

 Most of the disease transmission from Europeans to Indigenous Peoples was accidental; 

however, there is some evidence that it may have been intentional on the part of some authorities. 

“The skin lesions caused by smallpox similarly spread microbes by direct or indirect body contact 

(occasionally very indirect, as when U.S. whites bent on wiping out ‘belligerent’ Native Americans 

sent them gifts of blankets previously used by smallpox patients." (Diamond, Guns, Germs and 

Steel, The Fates of Human Societies, Norton, 1998, p. 199) 

Europe possessed biological weapons 

that fate had been stacking against 

America for thousands of years. Among 

these were smallpox, measles, influenza, 

bubonic plague, yellow fever, cholera, 

and malaria – all unknown in the 

Western Hemisphere before 1492. 

- Ronald Wright, Stolen Continents: The “New 

World” Through Indian Eyes 
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However, as Fenn (2000) puts it in the authoritative Journal of American History, “Our 

preoccupation with Amherst has kept us from recognizing that accusations of what we now call 

biological warfare – the military use of smallpox in particular – arose frequently in eighteenth-

century America. Native Americans, moreover, were not the only accusers. By the second half of 

the century, many of the combatants in America's wars of empire had the knowledge and 

technology to attempt biological warfare with the smallpox virus. Many also adhered to a code of 

ethics that did not constrain them from doing so. Seen in this light, the Amherst affair becomes 

not so much an aberration as part of a larger continuum in which accusations and discussions of 

biological warfare were common, and actual incidents may have occurred more frequently than 

scholars have previously acknowledged.“ (Journal of American History, vol. 86, no. 4, March, 

2000, p. 1553) 

Lord Jeffery Amherst was the commanding general of British forces in North America during the final battles of 

the French and Indian war (1754-1763). He also played a strong part in the shaping of Canada by helping 

General Wolfe capture Quebec City and Montreal from the French. Amherst was military Governor of Canada 

from 1760 to 1763). 

The evidence that suggests a possible "germ warfare" tactic during this war consists entirely of postscripts 

attached to the ends of two letters from Colonel Henry Bouquet during Pontiac's Rebellion:  

Colonel Henry Bouquet to General Amherst, dated 13 July 1763:  

P.S. I will try to inoculate the Indians by means of Blankets that may fall in their hands, taking care however not to get the disease 

myself.  

Amherst responded to Bouquet, in a letter dated 16 July 1763:  

P.S. You will do well to try to Inoculate the Indians by means of Blankets, as well as to try Every other method that can serve to 

Extirpate this Execrable Race.  

A third letter on 26 July 1763 from Colonel Bouquet acknowledges receipt of the approval:  

Sir, I received yesterday your Excellency's letters of 16th with their Inclosures. The signal for Indian Messengers, and all your 

directions will be observed.  

- T.J. Nelson, Smallpox, Indians, and Germ Warfare  

(http://brneurosci.org) 

 

 The devastating effects of European diseases upon Aboriginal populations greatly weakened their 

efforts to resist colonization. For example, in 1784 a smallpox epidemic killed 90% of Chipewyan. 
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Taking of Economic Independence: The Western Fur Trade 

"Almost everywhere, Native peoples met fur traders long before they encountered other Europeans. 

Because the traders came to do business with the Native peoples, who also profited from the 

exchange, the relationship between the European traders and the Native peoples was one of equals. 

The fur traders had no desire to conquer the Native peoples, or to change their ways of life or beliefs. It 

was a case of mutual dependency – the traders bought furs, which Native peoples could get relatively 

easily, and they sold goods, such as metal hatchets and pots and glass beads, which Native peoples 

wanted. The history of western Canada was, in a sense, part of the ’business plan’ of the large fur 

trading companies. The fur traders were not colonialists. They had no desire to settle permanently in 

the lands in which they traded. They were economic imperialists – and wanted to exploit the land for 

profit." 

– Michael Cranny, Crossroads: A Meeting of Nations, 1998 

 

"A Blackfoot chief named Crowfoot had fought many battles for his people. But alcoholism was an 

enemy he could not defeat. ‘The whisky brought among us by the traders is fast killing us off. We are 

powerless before this evil. We are unable to resist the temptation to drink when brought in contact with 

the white man’s water. Our horses, buffalo robes and other articles of trade go for whiskey’.” 

– Chief Crowfoot (The Whiskey Trade, Canada, A People’s History) 

 

 In the late 1500s wide brimmed felt hats made from the under-fur of beaver became extremely 

fashionable for affluent men in Europe. Since beaver was nearly extinct in Europe, the fur trade 

took hold in Canada where beavers were plentiful. Since the fur trade was the driving force for 

European exploration and subsequent development of Canada, many historians have observed 

that Canada is the only nation to have been founded on a fashion 

statement.  

 In the 1600s, the Government of France supported the fur trade in 

New France (St. Lawrence River valley) by granting monopolies to 

traders. In return, the traders were to facilitate settlement in the new 

colony and the conversion of local Indigenous groups to 

Catholicism. 

 Despite agreements to develop agricultural plots in the new colony, 

male settlers often left farming to pursue the lucrative north-western 

fur trade. This was illegal in that all French traders were required to 

purchase licenses – a way for the French colonial government to 

prevent young male settlers from abandoning their commitments to 

New France. These ‘coureurs de bois’ bought furs or fur robes from 

the Aboriginals to re-sell to the traders. They very often met First 

Nations women who became their economic and life partners. The 

coureurs de bois were eventually replaced by the ‘voyageurs’, 

adventurers hired by the small groups of wealthy merchants who 

came to control the French fur trade. The mixed race children that resulted from the French-Indian 

(primarily Cree) partnerships came to be known as Métis.  

"The Savages say the beaver 

is the animal well-beloved by 

the Europeans. I heard my 

Native host say one day 

jokingly, 'Missi picoutau 

amiscou. The Beaver does 

everything perfectly well: it 

makes kettles, hatchets, 

swords, knives, bread. In 

short it makes everything.' He 

was making sport of us 

Europeans. He remarked, 

‘The English have no sense; 

they give us twenty knives like 

this for one Beaver skin’." 

- Champlain and the Fur Trade 

(www.uppercanada history.ca) 
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 The First Nations Peoples were integral to the fur trade. Without their skills, knowledge and products 

(e.g., birch bark canoes, moccasins, pemmican, snow shoes, medicines), the fur trade could not 

have thrived. First Nations Peoples and later the Métis served as guides, trappers, negotiators, 

healers, basic survival experts, transport authorities, middlemen in the procuring and re-selling of 

furs, and warrior allies who fiercely defended specific routes and company interests. These early 

entrepreneurs exchanged furs for Iron Age technologies that made their lives easier - axes, knives, 

needles, awls, pots, glass, cloth. They also traded for small luxury and status-enhancement goods 

such as beads and other decorative items. Later came firearms which radically changed hunting and 

warfare practices, and alcohol (wine, brandy, whiskey and rum) that destroyed entire societies.  

 In 1670, the British became involved in the Canadian fur trade with the launch of Hudson Bay 

Company (HBC), an enterprise which was granted the exclusive right (by the King of England) to 

exploit all the territories draining into the Hudson Bay (1.5 million sq. miles). This vast territory, 

named Rupert’s Land, included what is today northern Québec and Ontario, all of Manitoba, most of 

Saskatchewan, southern Alberta and a portion of the Northwest Territories, and Nunavut. HBC 

served as the de facto government, making laws, building forts, negotiating with First Nations 

Peoples, and administering territories. 

 HBC built a headquarters on the south end of Hudson Bay (York Factory) and forts around Hudson 

Bay. Then they waited for Indigenous trappers and middlemen (usually Cree) to arrive with furs. The 

French Canadians, on the other hand, travelled by canoe to negotiate ‘at source’ and to intercept the 

movement of furs to HBC posts.  

 The Cree were one of the first Indigenous groups to enter the fur trade (1600s) and they came to 

play a very central role. They were the “brokers,” travelling to more remote areas to acquire furs for 

European traders. The Cree eventually aligned themselves with Hudson Bay Company and moved 

west as the Company’s economic activities expanded. “The evolution of a new band structure 

among the Cree, the ‘Homeguard,’ whose activities as provisioners and employees for the Hudson’s 

Bay Company and intermarriages with Hudson’s Bay Company personnel set them apart from their 

migratory hunter-cousins in the interior” (Manitoba History, Number 10, Autumn 1985).  

 The well armed Cree often battled the Chipewyan in an effort to prevent them from trading directly 

with the Europeans (the Cree preferred to have the Chipewyan sell to the Cree). A shaky peace was 

eventually implemented in 1715. Through their acquisition of guns, the Chipewyan eventually gained 

control of the fur trade in the Athabasca area. When the Chipewyan/Dene took furs for trading to 

Churchill on Hudson Bay, they traded some of these goods for more furs 

on their return home. As a result, European goods reached northern 

Alberta well before the Europeans themselves.  

 In 1779, the Northwest Company was formed (Scots, Americans, French 

Canadians) to compete with HBC, especially in the west. The 

"Nor’westers" continued the outreach approach introduced by the French 

as well as implemented the wintering system (inland agents participated in 

decision-making and profit sharing). The Northwest Company also allowed 

marriage of any of its employees (mainly French Canadians and Scots) to 

Indigenous women, usually Cree. This created sizeable Métis populations 

(French Canadian father and Indigenous mother, or English/Scottish father 

and Indigenous mother) in what are now the prairie provinces.  

Agnes Deans Cameron 

(1910) observed that 

"When a Frenchman 

marries an Indian woman 

he reverts to her scale of 

civilization; when a Scot 

takes a native to wife he 

draws her up to his." 

- Northwind Dreaming: 

The Europeans 

(www.AlbertaSource.ca) 

http://www.abheritage.ca/alberta/fn_metis/glossary.html#chipewyan
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 The competition between HBC and the Northwest Company caused both companies to push further 

and further west. In 1778, Peter Pond built a fort south of Lake Athabasca. In 1788, Fort Chipewyan 

was established on the south shore of Lake Athabasca and then moved to its current location in 

1797. Fort Chipewyan became one of the most successful fur trading operations in Canada. 

 Fort MacKay was established as a HBC trading post in 1820 and Fort McMurray in 1870. 

 As the fur trade expanded west, Indigenous communities also became pivotal as suppliers to the 

trading posts and storehouses. Food and clothing items and medicines were traded in the same way 

beaver pelts were.  

 As the number of forts grew across the region, prices of fur fell, trading goods decreased in value, 

alcohol and tobacco use increased, open hostility between the rival companies became murderous, 

and pressures rose on Indigenous trappers to support one company exclusively. Because the 

Northwest Company had far less central control, its employees were particularly vicious in their 

coercion of Indigenous traders.  

 In 1821, HBC and the Northwest Company merged under the name HBC and had its monopoly 

extended to the Pacific Ocean and north to the McKenzie River. Costs were cut, staff dismissed and 

many posts shut down. Métis Peoples released from employment formed communities across 

western Canada, especially along the Red River in southern Manitoba. They survived by hunting 

buffalo, trapping, farming, and doing ‘contract’ work for HBC.  

 Between 1821 and 1850, HBC became very profitable again. During this time, the company 

arranged for medical supplies and other support to be provided to First Nation trappers during 

periods of hardship. This served to increase Indigenous dependency on HBC.  

 In 1850, HBC lost its fur trading monopoly, resulting in a 

marked increase in competition.  

 Whiskey was first introduced to the Plains Indigenous Peoples 

(those in the southern parts of Alberta and Saskatchewan) in 

the mid 1800’s by the fur trade, particularly the American fur 

traders. This whiskey, called ‘Whoop-Up Juice,’ was made 

from distilled alcohol mixed with chewing tobacco, red pepper, 

soap, molasses, and red ink. Whiskey traders used this highly 

addictive and inexpensive brew to make huge profits from 

vulnerable Indigenous groups. The violence and social 

dysfunction that resulted, in conjunction with the disappearing 

buffalo herds and devastation from diseases such as small 

pox, led to the eventual signing of numbered treaties. 

 In the latter half of the 1800s, silk hats replaced fur hats as 

fashionable in Europe, drastically reducing the demand for 

beaver pelts.  

 In 1870, Rupert’s Land and the responsibility for its Indigenous inhabitants were transferred to the 

newly formed Dominion of Canada with no consultation with Indigenous Peoples. 

“The Indian People inadvertently 

became dependent on European 

goods for their own survival,” states 

Blair Stonechild, a Cree who heads 

the department of Indian Studies at 

the Saskatchewan Indian Federated 

College in Regina. “Some goods such 

as knives and kettles made life easier, 

but soon items such as traps and 

rifles became necessary to ensure the 

economic and political welfare of 

Indian groups and so-called 

‘traditional enemies’ among Indians 

developed.” 

- Peter C. Newman, Company of 

Adventurers, 2005  
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Impact of the Fur Trade 

The fur trade: 

 brought new diseases which had tragic consequences (small pox caused the death of more than 

80% of the Chipewyan/Dene and 25% of the Sub-Arctic Region Cree). 

 encouraged cooperation between the newcomers and Indigenous Peoples, and, for over two 

hundred years, engaged Indigenous Peoples as valued and skilled partners. 

 introduced a new economic system in which Indigenous groups exploited their resources for 

goods they were unable to produce (manufactured goods). Traditionally, trade had not been 

conducted for economic gain. To some extent, this made them dependent on the Europeans and 

threatened self-sufficiency. This was especially true of those groups which gave up their 

traditional lifestyles to pursue trapping and commerce.  

 violated the Indigenous spiritual view of hunting by promoting the systematic harvesting of nature 

for material gain.  

 created the Métis (mixed blood) culture which often resulted in Europeans being absorbed into 

First Nations families and communities. The Métis and their descendants became the major 

operators of the fur trade.  

 did not have as its goal settlement, religious conversion or Indigenous assimilation. It was a 

corporate enterprise that recognized Indigenous populations as very capable and experienced 

entrepreneurs.  

 forced Europeans to adopt Indigenous lifestyles and culture (including the eating of pemmican 

which became vital to the fur trade) and to adapt Indigenous trading practices and networks. The 

Canadian fur trade used the “Made Beaver” currency standard which assigned value to other furs 

and trading goods in terms of prime beaver pelts. Indigenous traders refused to use money as a 

currency standard in that money was of no value or practical use to them. In addition, gift giving 

and celebrations became a central part of European trading protocols. 

 resulted in First Nations Peoples aligning themselves with the various fur trade players and 

nations. This often created intertribal warfare when trading factions sought to protect their markets 

and territories.  

 caused shifts in migration hunting-gathering patterns. For example, the Chipewyan moved from 

the tundra region to the boreal forest (beaver habitat) in order to participate in the fur trade.  

 allowed the Christian missionaries to access western and northern Indigenous groups 

(missionaries followed the routes opened by the fur trade). 

 created an Indigenous arms race in that those groups with guns could exercise power and control 

over those without European weapons.  



 

 

 

 

Indigenous Awareness Training 
 

Page 40 of 112  Indigenous Awareness Training ~ Nisto Consulting Inc. 

Instructions sent by London to Fort Albany 

Governor Anthony Beale in 1713: 

Trade as little brandy as possible to the Indians, 

we being informed it has destroyed several of 

them. 

- Our History: business (www.hbc.com) 

Letter from George Simpson, Governor of 

the Hudson's Bay Company, 1822: 

The Plain Indians are a bold, independent race, 

Dress entirely in Skins and with them Tobacco 

and Spirits are the principal commodities, a Quart 

of Mixed Liquor will at times procure more 

Pounded Meat and Grease than a Bale of Cloth, 

indeed our whole profit in that Trade is upon those 

articles, and if Provisions were paid for in Dry 

Goods they would eat up all the gains of the Fur 

Trade.  

- Public Archives of Canada, Selkirk Papers, vol. 24 

 introduced alcohol and encouraged tobacco use which led to serious addiction problems for some 

Indigenous populations. HBC traded extremely high-proof alcohol diluted with coloured water for 

furs and pemmican. Also available was cheap 

brandy and rum, and later whiskey. Alcohol was 

used not only as an inexpensive trade good, but also 

as a ‘gift’ to make trade negotiations easier.  

 seriously depleted the populations of fur-bearing 

animals. The advent of the gun led to over-hunting 

which eventually threatened Indigenous access to 

the European goods they had come to depend upon. 

The gun also caused a rapid reduction in food 

supplies in some regions.  

 made some (not all) Indigenous groups dependent 

on European technology and products such as guns, 

cooking pots, knives, cloth, and sewing needles, 

making it difficult to return to a more labour-intensive 

traditional lifestyle. As long as there was a demand 

for furs (beaver, otter, mink, fox, bear, bison, 

deerskin) and the industry infrastructure support the 

Indigenous population could provide, there was a 

mutual dependency between the fur traders and their 

suppliers. When the fur market collapsed, the 

Indigenous populations were left struggling to regain 

the balance that had once characterized their pre-contact societies.  
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Taking of Promises and Scrip: The Western Canadian Métis Story 

 The Métis People are a distinct nation of Canada’s 

Indigenous Peoples born of a mixture of European and First 

Nation bloodlines (primarily Cree, Ojibwa and Salteaux 

mothers and French, Scottish, Irish and English fur trader 

fathers). The story of the Métis as a unique culture is, for 

the most part, the story of the fur trade. Since the Métis 

were familiar with both First Nations and European cultures, 

they became a bridge between the Europeans and First 

Nations involved in the fur trade. The Métis worked as 

guides, interpreters, negotiators, suppliers and front line 

administrators. By the end of the 19th century, the Métis 

lived across central and western Canada, and their Historic 

Homeland comprised parts of Ontario, Alberta, 

Saskatchewan, Manitoba, British Columbia, and the 

Northwest Territories. Métis culture reflects the dual 

heritage of the Métis People. The Métis language, Michif, is 

a grammatically complex language derived from Cree and 

Métis French. 

 In the mid-1800s, more than 10,000 Métis People were settled in the Red River region (southern 

Manitoba) which was then Rupert’s Land administered by HBC. In 1869, HBC sold Rupert’s Land 

to the Dominion of Canada without any consultation with the Métis or First Nations inhabitants.  

 Before the Red River lands were officially transferred, the Government of Canada sent a surveyor 

to stake out lots on Métis occupied territory. This resulted in the Red River Resistance led by the 

relatively unknown Louis Riel – specifically, the capturing of the administrative centre of Fort Gary 

and the establishment of a provisional government. Riel was elected president, and he named the 

new territory ‘Manitoba’ (an area 100 miles square in today’s southern Manitoba). Riel and his 

followers were willing to agree to the annexation of Manitoba by the Dominion of Canada if the 

Métis were guaranteed the right to speak French and educate their children in French, practice 

Catholicism, and have their land claims recognized.  

 In 1869, a group of Protestant settlers from Ontario twice attacked Fort Gary and were defeated 

each time. One of the captured attackers, Thomas Scott, was tried for treason and convicted by a 

military tribunal appointed by Riel. Scott, a fervent and aggressive anti-Catholic Orangeman from 

Ontario, was executed March 4, 1870 at Fort Gary. This action excited controversy and cost Riel 

the support of his Protestant followers, including those of mixed heritage.  

 In May, 1870, the Canadian government agreed to set aside 1,400,000 acres for Métis land 

grants. (Negotiations were conducted with Riel’s representatives since he was wanted for 

murder.) This promise of land became sections 31 and 32 of the Manitoba Act (1870) which 

created the ‘postage stamp’ province of Manitoba.  

With their mixed traditions and 

command of both European and Indian 

languages, the Métis were logical 

intermediaries in the commercial 

relationship between two civilizations. 

They adapted European technology to 

the wilderness, through innovations 

such as the Red River Cart and York 

Boat, making it possible to transport 

large volumes of goods and supplies 

to and from the far flung outposts of 

the fur trade. As people of mixed 

ancestry increased in number and 

married amongst themselves, they 

developed a new culture, neither 

European nor Indian, but a fusion of 

the two and a new identity as Métis. 

- History of the Métis People  

(www.turtle-island.com)  
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 The extinguishment of Aboriginal title is a reference to the Royal Proclamation (1763) in which it 

was stated that Aboriginal-occupied land could not be used by non-Aboriginals unless first ceded 

by its occupants to the government.  

And whereas it is expedient, towards the extinguishment of the Indian Title to the 

lands in the Province, to appropriate a portion of such ungranted lands, to the extent 

of one million four hundred thousand acres thereof, for the benefit of the families of 

the half-breed residents, it is hereby enacted that, under regulations to be from time 

to time made by the Governor General in Council, the Lieutenant-Governor shall 

select such lots or tracts in such parts of the Province as they may deem expedient, 

to the extent aforesaid , and divide the same among the children of the half-breed 

heads of families residing in the Province at the time of said transfer to Canada, and 

the same shall be granted to said children respectively, in such mode and on such 

conditions as to settlement and otherwise, as the Governor General in Council may 

from time to time determine. (section 31, Royal Proclamation 1763).  

 Section 32 of the Manitoba Act confirmed title to those Métis who already occupied land in 

Manitoba (the Métis comprised approximately 85% of the population in Manitoba). However, 

certain cultivation criteria had to be met to prove occupancy.  

 The Métis had originally hoped to lay claim to the long narrow 

tracts of land they occupied fronting the river and creeks in 

the area. The intention was to create an official Métis 

community. This was disallowed in favour of crown land 

across western Canada, plots to be allotted using the scrip 

system to individuals rather than groups. Scrip was a 

government-issued certificate that entitled the bearer to 

receive 160 acres of land (land scrip) or $160 in cash to be 

used to purchase crown land (money scrip). Because of legal 

wrangling and government delays, land was not actually 

distributed to the Métis until 1876. By then, about two-thirds of 

eligible Métis in Manitoba had migrated westwards due to the 

large influx of settlers from Ontario into Manitoba. (The 

government allowed European farmers to settle in Manitoba 

before Métis land claims were surveyed and addressed.) 

Even established river lots had not 

been secure: out of ninety-three Métis 

claims, eighty-four were rejected out of 

hand because of insufficient 

cultivation. Five claimants who had 

houses considered to be adequate 

and who had cultivated at least five 

acres received forty-acre grants; four 

who had cultivated ten acres received 

eighty acres. 

- Olive P. Dickason, Canada's First 

Nations: a History of Founding Peoples 

from Earliest Times, p. 296  
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 In 1879, The Dominion Lands Act was passed which outlined how the scrip system would be 

extended to Métis in the Northwest Territories (the current Alberta, Saskatchewan and northern 

Manitoba). The Dominion Lands Act was not implemented until 1885 when the following 

stipulations were passed: 

1. To each halfbreed head of family resident in NWT ... the lot or portion of land of 

which he is at present time in bona fide and undisputed occupation ... to the extent 

of 160 acres; if said land he is in bona fide occupation of is less than 160 acres, 

the difference to be made up by an issue of Scrip redeemable in land at the rate of 

$1 per acre; those halfbreeds not in bona fide occupation of any land shall be 

issued Scrip for $160 redeemable in land. 

2. To each child of a halfbreed head of family … the lands he is at present in bona 

fide and undisputed occupation ... to the extent of 240 acres; any difference to be 

made up by an issue of Scrip redeemable in land … if not in bona fide occupation 

of any land, such child to be issued Scrip redeemable in land for $240. 

 Meanwhile, in 1884, the impoverished and landless Métis asked Riel to return from his exile in the 

United States to assist with their struggle to obtain their promised territory. The construction of the 

new railroad, decline in the fur trade and rapidly disappearing buffalo herds had convinced the 

Métis that their very survival was at stake. Riel returned to Canada and proposed that European 

settlers, First Nations and Métis remain independent in the Northwest Territories but form a 

central governing committee. Petitions, signed by all parties, were sent to Ottawa demanding that 

Métis settlers be given title to the lands they occupied. But the government refused to negotiate.  

 In desperation, the Métis joined forces with the Plains First Nations, who also saw their way of life 

threatened by the expansion of European settlements. In 1885, a series of Métis uprisings 

(supported by Chief Poundmaker and Chief Big Bear) occurred near the Métis settlements of 

Batoche and Duck Lake. In response, the federal government sent well armed troops using the 

newly built railway system, and the Northwest Rebellion was brutally crushed. Riel surrendered 

and was charged with high treason. He was later found guilty by an all English-speaking 

Protestant jury, and hanged in Regina in November 1885. His execution caused outrage in 

Quebec and parts of Manitoba, and ended Quebec’s support of the Conservative Party.  

 Immediately following the Rebellion, the federal government began preparing for scrip distribution 

by sending scrip commissioners to register eligible Métis. 

 The scrip system was to prove disastrous for the Métis: 

o The scrip commissions failed to register all Métis eligible for land. 

o The system had no mechanism to prevent the transfer of scrip notes to non-Métis. This 

allowed speculators (including the chartered banks) to buy scrip notes for much less than face 

value then re-sell them for significant profits to incoming European settlers.  

o Often the land given to the Métis was isolated, great distances from other Métis settlers, or 

lacking in resources. This resulted in the Métis selling their land for very low prices.  
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o Much of the Métis community did not understand English or the laws behind the scrip system. 

As a result, the Métis did not fully comprehend what it meant to sign away permanently their 

inherent right to the land they occupied. They also faced challenges completing the English 

language paperwork – many signed with an X. 

o The majority of Métis chose scrip money which meant they had to compete against European 

settlers if they wished to purchase land.  

o There were no safeguards to prevent fraud or scrip “flips.” Speculators often forged scrip 

documents, misrepresented themselves as having powers-of-attorney, or convinced low 

literacy level Métis of the need to use expensive intermediaries in scrip transactions with the 

government.  

o The government decision to allocate scrip to individuals rather than groups robbed the Métis 

People of the opportunity to build a permanent community. The Métis, like the First Nations 

People, lived collectively, sharing resources and decision making.  

o It has been estimated that out of 14,849 money scrip notes issued, 12,560 (almost 85%) may 

have gone to speculators. Out of 138,320 acres of land scrip issued in northwest 

Saskatchewan, only 1% actually went to Métis claimants. (The Virtual Museum of Métis 

History and Culture, www.metismuseum.ca)  

o Despite the fact that it was well known that the Métis People were being exploited by the 

speculators, the Canadian Government did little if anything to address the situation.  

 In 1938, the Government of Alberta passed the Métis Population Betterment Act which set aside 

12 (later reduced to 8) colonies for Métis Settlement Associations. These colonies (about 5050 sq. 

km. in total) are all located in northern Alberta.  

 In 1982, the Métis were recognized in the Constitution Act, 1982 as one of the three Aboriginal 

Peoples of Canada.  

 In 1990, the Government of Alberta passed the Métis Settlement Act which transferred Métis 

settlements titles to the Métis people. The Alberta settlements are the only constitutionally 

protected Métis lands in Canada. 

 In 1992, Louis Riel was recognized as a Founding Father of Manitoba by the Province of 

Manitoba.  

 In 2007, Louis Riel Day (a province-wide holiday) was declared in Manitoba.  
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Métis Settlements of Alberta 

  
www.ualberta.ca  
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Treaty 8 and Scrip 

 Because there were so many Métis in the Athabasca area, the Federal government found itself 

having to deal with both Métis and First Nations rights to land. Instead of determining who was 

Métis (eligible for scrip provisions) and who was First Nations (eligible for treaty provisions), all 

First Nations in the Treaty 8 catchment area were offered a choice of reserve land, land scrip, or 

money scrip in exchange for extinguishment of Aboriginal title. Métis were offered scrip. 

 Those who chose scrip had a choice of land scrip (240 acres) or money scrip ($240). The money 

scrip could not be used for cash; it had to be exchanged for crown land. Initially, scrip certificates 

could not be transferred. 

 The Métis lobbied the government to make the scrip transferable, arguing that scrip was only 

valuable if it could be sold for cash. (The Métis might have believed that they would always be 

able to live on crown land, making the cash scrip option more enticing.) The government, 

desperate to finalize Treaty 8 negotiations, agreed to the terms.  

 European speculators, wanting to purchase more valuable land in the south, quickly snapped up 

the scrip notes, paying on average $50 to $79 for the $240 notes. Only at Peace River did 

speculators pay more than $100. (Scrip, www.albertasource.ca) 

 Also on hand were merchants eager to capitalize upon the influx of cash in the region. (It must be 

remembered that Hudson Bay Company had operated using a non-cash-based system. This 

meant that money transactions were not an everyday reality for Aboriginal Peoples in the 

Northwest Territories.) 

 As a result of the unregulated scrip system, many Métis in what is now northern Alberta were left 

without land, entitlement, or any form of collective representation. Within a decade, they were 

some of the poorest people in Canada. 

 

Glenbow Museum Archives (NA-2839-4) 
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Taking of Dignity: The Indian Act 

"In Canada, First Nations have been subjugated, segregated and in some cases, completely 

annihilated by racist policies and assumptions. In the five hundred years since contact with Europeans, 

First Nations Peoples have been subject to overtly racist and assimilationist policies (Henry, Tator, 

Mattis & Winston, 1995), they have been segregated in reserves, their children have been taken from 

them and their governments, traditions and ceremonies have been regulated and banned. The 

relationship between Canada and the First Nations Peoples has been marked by social, economic, 

political and cultural oppression. Some specific examples of racist policies towards First Nations 

Peoples are denial of the right to vote, prohibition from purchasing land, outlawing spiritual ceremonies, 

forced relocation and segregation on reserves, restrictions on civil and political rights and expropriation 

of land (Indian Act of 1876). The socio-economic problems that are so pervasive for First Nations 

Peoples today are a direct result of this history of racism and exploitation." 

– Canadian Race Relations Foundation (Legalized Racism) 

 

 The Indian Act, 1876 consolidated and extended many previous laws addressing Indigenous 

Peoples. This allowed the Government of Canada to have a standardized approach to Indigenous 

policy. The Indian Act formalized the Government’s paternalistic and discriminatory (in many 

cases, racist) approaches by treating Indigenous Peoples as uncivilized children in need of a firm 

hand. It must be noted that not all Indigenous Peoples were part of the Indian Act (this is 

especially true of Canada’s northern and western populations).  

 The Indian Act of 1876 and changes made from 1876 to 1951: 

o gave control of Indigenous affairs to a Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, which was a 

cabinet position. This made Indigenous Peoples wards of the state.  

o imposed a definition of Indian status, a move which robbed Indigenous Peoples of the 

opportunity to define themselves. According to the 1876 Act, a status Indian was 1) any male 

of Indian blood belonging to a band; 2) any child of such person; and 3) any woman who was 

currently or in the past married to such a person. The Indian Act denied Indian status to the 

Métis. 

o defined under what circumstances Indigenous Peoples would be required to give up their 

Indian status and acquire Canadian citizenship: 1) marrying a non-Aboriginal man if one were 

an Aboriginal woman (an Aboriginal man did not lose his status if he married a non-Aboriginal 

woman); 2) receiving a university degree; 3) becoming a doctor, lawyer, or clergyman; 4) 

being away from the reserve for four years or more (this impacted veterans returning from 

World Wars I and II who came back to no recognized status); 5) voting in a Canadian election 

(until 1960 when all Indigenous Peoples were given the right to vote in federal elections). 

o imposed the Band system of elected chiefs and band councils, who served for three years, 

had limited bylaw powers, and were accountable to the federal government. This system was 

in opposition to customary Indigenous self-governance structures and led to class divisions 

and rivalries, replacing traditional communal approaches.  

o ordered reserves to be surveyed and divided into lots for individual use. This promoted 

individualism amongst Indigenous Peoples by greatly reducing communal use of lands.  

http://www.metisnation.ca/who/index.html


 

 

 

 

Indigenous Awareness Training 
 

Page 48 of 112  Indigenous Awareness Training ~ Nisto Consulting Inc. 

o prevented Indigenous Peoples from owning land, thus making bank loans and credit almost 

impossible to get. 

o made government permission a requirement for opening a bank account. 

o prohibited gambling. 

o banned traditional Indigenous ceremonies such as the Sun Dance and potlatch (until 1951). 

o encouraged divisiveness by rewarding informants (the government paid informants half the 

fine value levied against a convicted offender).  

o made the government responsible for Indigenous estate probate.  

o prevented Indigenous Peoples from drinking in public taverns (until 1951).  

o made the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs responsible for all non-Aboriginal Peoples 

living on reserves.  

o gave the government power to expropriate portions of reserves for roads, railways, and other 

public works, as well as to move an entire reserve away from a municipality if it were deemed 

expedient. 

o required prairie Indigenous Peoples to have official permission before appearing in 

Indigenous “costume” in any public dance, show, exhibition, stampede, or pageant. 

o gave the government the right to lease out uncultivated reserve lands to non-Indigenous 

Peoples if the new leaseholder would agree to use the lands for farming or pasture. 

o prohibited anyone, Indigenous or otherwise, from raising monies for Indigenous legal claims 

without special permission from the Superintendent General. This prevented Indigenous 

Peoples from pursuing land claims until the Act was amended in 1951. 

o directed pool hall owners to prevent entrance to an Indigenous person who “by inordinate 

frequenting of a pool room either on or off an Indian reserve misspends or wastes his time or 

means to the detriment of himself, his family or household.” 

o instituted a pass system that required Indigenous Peoples to obtain a visa signed by an Indian 

agent to leave their reserve. This visa described when they could leave, where they could go, 

and when they had to return. (The pass system was never made into law, and as a result, 

was never legal – although it was enforced well into the 1940’s.) 

o introduced a pass system for non-Indigenous Peoples entering reserves to sell goods.  
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o placed the administration of Band monies entirely in the hands of non-Indigenous Peoples. 

o forced Indigenous Peoples to get Indian agent permission to sell the crops they had grown 

and harvested, and the animals they had raised on reserve land.  

o gave the Indian agent control over who would receive food vouchers when poverty and 

starvation were at critical points.  

o allowed children to be removed from parents deemed “unfit”; 

these children were then adopted out to non-Indigenous 

families around the world.  

 The 1969 White Paper proposed to abolish the Indian Act and 

replace it with ‘equality’ with mainstream society. First Nations 

unanimously rejected the proposal, seeing this kind of equality 

as the end of their distinct identity. Instead, they opted to pursue 

a legal battle to solidify their status as Peoples or nations within 

Canada. In 1982, the Constitution Act recognized "existing 

Aboriginal and treaty rights." 

 

The relationship between the 

government and Aboriginals is 

trust-like rather than adversarial, 

and... contemporary recognition 

and affirmation of Aboriginal 

rights must be defined in light of 

this historic relationship.  

- Supreme Court of Canada 

R. v. Sparrow (1990)  
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Taking of Identity: Policy of Assimilation 

"Our Indian legislation generally rests on the principle that the Aborigines are to be kept in a condition 

of tutelage and treated as wards or children of the state... It is clearly our wisdom and our duty, through 

education and other means, to prepare him for a higher civilization by encouraging him to assume the 

privileges and responsibilities of full citizenship." 

– Annual Report of the Department of the Interior (1876) 

 

"Following Confederation, the Indian Act and related regulations were to become the primary legislative 

tool whose ultimate purpose was the social re-engineering of Canadian Indians into brown-skinned 

white men." 

– Calvin Helin, Dances with Dependency 

 

 After 1820 when Indigenous Peoples were no longer required as allies and warriors, it became 

necessary to deal with them in a strategic and official way. This was especially true as European 

settlements pushed west, requiring more and more Indigenous lands. The answer put forward 

was assimilation (the Europeanizing of Indigenous Peoples). The Government’s assimilation 

policies were based on four assumptions: 

o Indigenous Peoples were inferior peoples. 

o Indigenous Peoples were unable to govern themselves. 

o Treaties did not have to be honoured. 

o European values and ideas must be forced upon those in need of uplifting. 

 The reserve system, originally established to protect Indigenous Peoples, eventually became a 

way to control them. By taking away Indigenous access to what had always been their lands, 

forcing them to exist on set territories “usually of inadequate size and resources” (Highlights from 

the Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples), imposing land tenure, and breaking 

the traditional connection Indigenous Peoples had with Mother Earth, Indigenous Peoples 

became disempowered and dependent. 

 The Act to Encourage the Gradual Civilization of the Indian Tribes (1857) was the first Act to 

encourage enfranchisement (the voluntary giving up of one’s Aboriginal status to become a full 

colonial subject). Those Indigenous Peoples "of good character," as determined by a non-

Indigenous board, who agreed to forfeit their status were allowed to vote, receive title to 50 acres 

of reserve land and remain eligible for Band payments. Enfranchisement was viewed as a 

privilege by government officials and a means to promote assimilation and civilization. As 

expected, there were few Indigenous Peoples who agreed to the terms. 
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 The British North America Act (1867) made "Indians, and Lands reserved for the Indians" a 

subject for government regulation. This gave the central government tighter control of Indigenous 

Peoples for the purpose of assimilation by making Indigenous Peoples dependent on the 

Government. Prime Minister John A. Macdonald confirmed this when he announced that his new 

government would "do away with the tribal system, and assimilate the Indian people in all 

respects with the inhabitants of the Dominion." 

 In 1876, the first Indian Act was passed. This Act and its amendments addressed Indigenous 

Peoples as children in need of protection and clearly had as its goal the eradication of traditional 

values, lifestyles, and cultures. Enfranchisement became compulsory for university graduates, 

elected band councils replaced traditional governance structures, communal land use was 

discouraged, and important cultural practices and artefacts were banned. 

 The residential school system played a key role in the government’s assimilation strategy. Church 

and government leaders decided that Indigenous Peoples could be civilized by taking children 

from their families and teaching them to be European. Children were denied access to Indigenous 

languages, dress, food, spiritual beliefs, and cultural practices. They were taught to see their way 

of life as inferior and undesirable. This “communicated and instilled worthlessness, shame, 

isolation, hopelessness, a lack of belonging, internalized self-hatred.…The legacy of residential 

schools left a sense of not fitting in anywhere, not with their own culture and families, nor in the 

rest of Canada.” (The Child Abuse Survivor Monument)  
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Taking of Souls: The Residential School System 

“This episode reveals what has been demonstrated repeatedly in the subsequent events of this century: 

the capacity of powerful but grievously false premises to take over public institutions and render them 

powerless to mount effective resistance. It is also evidence of the capacity of democratic populations to 

tolerate moral enormities in their midst.” 

– Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996  

 

"Perhaps the most detrimental effect of the Residential schools was the children's loss of all ability to 

speak their own language – effectively breaking the means of communication and traditional 

knowledge sharing between parents and their children. Furthermore children were taught at school that 

their culture was somehow inferior and not worth preserving. As a result, the residential school 

disrupted the passing of traditional beliefs, skills, and knowledge from one generation to the next, and 

deliberately separated the children from their heritage by encouraging them to resent it and embrace a 

more European outlook and belief system." 

– Virtual Museum Canada 

 

"While some had less negative experiences than others, many of the children and youth never had the 

opportunity to learn to be a parent, to develop a sense of personal or cultural identity, or in many cases, 

to receive a basic education. They were also denied the chance to develop their self-esteem, leaving 

them vulnerable to crisis, addiction, suicide, and the risk of repeating the neglect and abuse in their 

turn. This is now commonly called ’residential school syndrome’ and many individuals and groups are 

working hard to respond to its multigenerational impact." 

– Darien Thira, Through the Pain: Suicide Prevention Handbook 2000 

 

 Before 1840, there was no education policy for Indigenous 

Peoples as the government had little interest in the 

education of Indigenous children. The few schools that did 

exist were run by Church organizations.  

 After studying conditions on reserves, Charles Bagot 

released the Bagot Commission Report in 1842. The report 

informed the Government of Upper Canada that Indigenous 

Peoples needed to acquire "industry and knowledge" 

through a European-based education system.  

 In 1847, the Reverend Egerton Ryerson, Superintendent of 

Education for Upper Canada, published a report outlining his recommendations for the 

establishment of residential schools in Upper Canada. "The education of Indians consists not 

merely of training the mind but of a weaning from the habits and feelings of their ancestors and 

the acquirements of the language, arts and customs of civilized life." He also recommended that 

“schools, preferably manual labour ones, be established under the guidance of missionaries.”  

As more became known about the 

extent of sexual abuse within the 

school system, some have 

suggested that the residential school 

system was nothing short of 

‘institutional pedophilia.’  

- Tait, Fetal Alcohol Syndrome Among 

Aboriginal People in Canada: Review and 

Analysis of the Intergenerational Links to 

Residential Schools, 2003  
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 In 1874, the federal government began funding religious 

groups to operate schools for Indigenous Peoples. At this 

time, children were punished for speaking their own languages 

in an effort to force them to adopt English or French as their 

first language.  

 In 1876, Nicholas Davin published the Davin Report in which 

he recommended that four denominational industrial boarding 

schools be established. "If anything is to be done with the 

Indian we must catch them very young." According to Davin, 

"The influence of the wigwam was stronger than the influence 

of the school.” 

 In 1881, the first residential school was opened in Ontario. Three prairie schools followed in 1883. 

Eventually, residential schools existed from Nova Scotia to the Arctic although most were in the 

west and the north. New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island were the only provinces not to have 

had schools (children from these provinces were sent to Nova Scotia). By 1930, there were 80 

schools; 60% operated by the Roman Catholics, 25% by the Anglicans, and 15% by the United 

Church/Methodists. All schools split their days between classroom education and manual labour, 

with children rarely progressing beyond grade 6. Note: In 2016, 

five schools in Newfoundland and Labrador operated by either 

the International Grenfell Association or the Moravian Church 

were added to the official list of residential schools.  

 An order-in-council was passed in 1892 which implemented a 

grant system. The government would give $110-$145 per 

student per year to the church-run schools and $72 per student 

in the day schools.  

 In 1907, Chief Medical Inspector Dr. P.H. Bryce informed the 

Department of Indian Affairs that residential schools had a death 

rate of 30-50%. The same report stated that Indian children were 

being deliberately exposed to tuberculosis and other 

communicable diseases, and then left to die unattended by 

school staff. When nothing was done, he published The Story of 

a National Crime: Being a Record of the Health Conditions of the 

Indians of Canada from 1904 to 1921. It is estimated that more 

than 50,000 children died in residential schools.  

 A document published in 1914 shows that Dr. Bryce’s findings 

were acknowledged by Duncan Campbell Scott, Superintendent 

of Indian Affairs, in one of Scott’s essays. “It is quite within the 

mark to say that fifty per cent of the children who passed through these schools did not live to 

benefit from the education which they had received therein.” Scott further stated, “It is readily 

acknowledged that Indian children lose their natural resistance to illness by habituating so closely 

in the residential schools and that they die at a much higher rate than in their villages. But this 

does not justify a change in the policy of this Department which is geared towards a final solution 

of our Indian Problem." 

While many staff tried to be good 

instructors and parental 

surrogates, the institutional setting 

and the volume of work defeated 

the best of intentions. Impatience 

and correction too often gave way 

to excessive punishment. Almost 

universally, the way the schools 

operated prevented staff from 

providing the emotional support 

that children needed. Some of the 

staff were sexual predators, and 

often the emotional distance was 

made worse by the cultural 

denigration that missionaries 

inflicted on their students. Native 

languages were forbidden in most 

operations of the school, 

aboriginal ways were disparaged 

and the Euro-Canadian manner 

was held out as superior. 

- Residential Schools, Canadian 

Encyclopedia 

What government and church 

records do show … is that the 

deaths were primarily due to the 

policy of paying churches on a per-

capita basis to run the schools. 

Numerous letters indicate that 

because of the funding policy, 

churches would admit sick children 

and refuse to send ailing ones 

home. Pleas to the department for 

more funding fell on deaf ears. 

- Globe and Mail, April 24, 2007 
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 In 1910, the residential schools policy shifted from assimilation to segregation. Indigenous 

children were to be taught basic skills (practical rural living) rather than vocational and industrial 

subject matter.  

 In 1920, Duncan Campbell Scott, stated to a Parliamentary committee, “I want to get rid of the 

Indian problem. Our object is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not 

been absorbed into the body politic, and there is no Indian question and no Indian Department." In 

that same year, residential school attendance for all Indigenous children between the ages of 7 

and 16 became compulsory. Those parents, who did not send their children voluntarily, had 

children forcibly taken away by Indian agents.  

 In 1928, Alberta passed the Sexual Sterilization Act (BC passed similar legislation in 1933) which 

allowed “mental defectives” attending residential and Industrial training schools to be sterilized 

with consent. In 1939, the Act was changed, dropping the requirement for consent. The 1939 

amendment also targeted “individuals incapable of intelligent parenthood,” a common stereotype 

held by mainstream society about Indigenous populations. Although Alberta’s Indigenous 

population was between 2% and 3% of the total population during the lifespan of the bill (1928-

1972), Indigenous Peoples comprised 6% of all sterilization cases on record – only about 861 

records survive, more than 4000 files having been destroyed by the Alberta government in 1988 

(NAHO Discussion Paper Series, No.4, March 2006, p. 15). During the last few years of the bill, 

that percentage climbed to 25%. (February 3rd, 2005, The Racist Past of a Canadian Hero, 

Ottawa Express). In 1945, Dr. C. M. Hincks, General Director of the Canadian National Committee 

for Mental Hygiene, wrote a report that included the recommendation: “There is a special 

indication for sterilization in connection with physically attractive moron girls prior to discharge 

from residential school [for mental defectives]." (Sterilization Cry, Time Magazine, Dec. 17, 1945) 

 In 1945, 9149 students were enrolled in residential schools but only 100 in grade 8 or higher. It 

was also reported that over 40% of the teaching staff had no professional training, and some had 

not even graduated from high school. 

 In the 1950s, residential school policy once again shifted to assimilation. The Department of 

Indian Affairs began to close residential schools and encourage Indigenous students to become 

part of mainstream education. In 1958, it was recommended that the residential schools system 

be shut down. 

 In 1969, the Government of Canada took over all residential schools and began the process of 

turning them over to individual Bands. There were 52 schools and 7704 students to be addressed. 

Blue Quills residential school was the first to come under Band control (1970). 

 By 1979, there were only 12 residential schools remaining with 1,899 students in total.  

 During the 1980s, students and former students began to reveal the horrific physical, 

psychological, and sexual abuses they had endured in the schools. 
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 In 1996, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples not only condemned the residential school 

system and the abuses that occurred but made the tragedy a Canadian responsibility. 

No segment of our research aroused more outrage and shame than the story of the 

residential schools. Certainly there were hundreds of children who survived and scores 

who benefitted from the education they received. And there were teachers and 

administrators who gave years of their lives to what they believed was a noble 

experiment. But the incredible damage – loss of life, denigration of culture, destruction of 

self-respect and self-esteem, rupture of families, impact of these traumas on succeeding 

generations, and the enormity of the cultural triumphalism that lay behind the enterprise 

– will deeply disturb anyone who allows this story to seep into their consciousness and 

recognizes that these policies and deeds were perpetrated by Canadians no better or 

worse intentioned, no better or worse educated than we are today.  

– Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996). Report of the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. Volume 1: Looking Forward, Looking Back. 

 

 The Settlement Agreement was finalized in 2006. It proposed funding for the Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation, the implementation of a Truth and Reconciliation program and a Common Experience 

Payment. The Common Experience Payment became available to all the former students of 

residential schools (except those in Newfoundland and Labrador) on September 19, 2007.  

 On June 11, 2008, Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologized, on behalf of the sitting Cabinet, for 

the establishment of the residential school system and the profoundly negative consequences that 

resulted (see next page).  

 Former residential school students in Newfoundland and Labrador were excluded from the 2007 

settlement and subsequent 2008 apology by Prime Minister Stephen Harper due to the fact that 

Newfoundland and Labrador did not become a Canadian province until 1949. These survivors 

became eligible for a settlement in September 2016 and received an apology November 24, 2017 

from Prime Minister Trudeau. 

 On October 7, 2017, the Supreme Court upheld a lower court ruling that said the sensitive 

material collected for the independent assessments should be destroyed after 15 years, though 

individuals could consent to archival preservation of their stories.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_Residential_Schools_Truth_and_Reconciliation_Commission
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prime_Minister_of_Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephen_Harper
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cabinet_of_Canada
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Prime Minister Harper’s Apology to Aboriginal Peoples (June 11, 2008) 

Mr. Speaker, I stand before you today to offer an apology to former students of Indian residential schools.  

The treatment of children in Indian residential schools is a sad chapter in our history.  

In the 1870s, the federal government, partly in order to meet its obligation to educate Aboriginal children, 

began to play a role in the development and administration of these schools.  

Two primary objectives of the residential schools system were to remove and isolate children from the 

influence of their homes, families, traditions and cultures, and to assimilate them into the dominant culture.  

These objectives were based on the assumption Aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were inferior and 

unequal. Indeed, some sought, as it was infamously said, “to kill the Indian in the child.” Today, we 

recognize that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has caused great harm, and has no place in our 

country.  

Most schools were operated as ‘joint ventures' with Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian or United churches.  

The government of Canada built an educational system in which very young children were often forcibly 

removed from their homes, often taken far from their communities.  

Many were inadequately fed, clothed and housed. All were deprived of the care and nurturing of their 

parents, grandparents and communities.  

First Nations, Inuit and Métis languages and cultural practices were prohibited in these schools.  

Tragically, some of these children died while attending residential schools and others never returned home.  

The government now recognizes that the consequences of the Indian residential schools policy were 

profoundly negative and that this policy has had a lasting and damaging impact on Aboriginal culture, 

heritage and language.  

While some former students have spoken positively about their experiences at residential schools – these 

stories are far overshadowed by tragic accounts of the emotional, physical and sexual abuse and neglect 

of helpless children and their separation from powerless families and communities.  

The legacy of Indian residential schools has contributed to social problems that continue to exist in many 

communities today.  

It has taken extraordinary courage for the thousands of survivors that have come forward to speak publicly 

about the abuse they suffered.  

It is a testament to their resilience as individuals and to the strength of their cultures. Regrettably, many 

former students are not with us today and died never having received a full apology from the government 

of Canada.  

The government recognizes that the absence of an apology has been an impediment to healing and 

reconciliation.  

Therefore, on behalf of the government of Canada and all Canadians, I stand before you, in this chamber 

so central to our life as a country, to apologize to Aboriginal Peoples for Canada's role in the Indian 

residential schools system.  
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To the approximately 80,000 living former students, and all family members and communities, the 

government of Canada now recognizes that it was wrong to forcibly remove children from their homes and 

we apologize for having done this.  

We now recognize that it was wrong to separate children from rich and vibrant cultures and traditions that it 

created a void in many lives and communities, and we apologize for having done this.  

We now recognize that, in separating children from their families, we undermined the ability of many to 

adequately parent their own children and sowed the seeds for generations to follow and we apologize for 

having done this.  

We now recognize that, far too often, these institutions gave rise to abuse or neglect and were 

inadequately controlled, and we apologize for failing to protect you.  

Not only did you suffer these abuses as children, but as you became parents, you were powerless to 

protect your own children from suffering the same experience, and for this we are sorry.  

The burden of this experience has been on your shoulders for far too long. The burden is properly ours as 

a government, and as a country.  

There is no place in Canada for the attitudes that inspired the Indian residential schools system to ever 

again prevail.  

You have been working on recovering from this experience for a long time and in a very real sense, we are 

now joining you on this journey.  

The government of Canada sincerely apologizes and asks the forgiveness of the Aboriginal Peoples of this 

country for failing them so profoundly. We are sorry.  

In moving towards healing, reconciliation and resolution of the sad legacy of Indian residential schools, 

implementation of the Indian residential schools settlement agreement began on September 19, 2007.  

Years of work by survivors, communities, and Aboriginal organizations culminated in an agreement that 

gives us a new beginning and an opportunity to move forward together in partnership.  

A cornerstone of the settlement agreement is the Indian residential schools truth and reconciliation 

commission. This commission presents a unique opportunity to educate all Canadians on the Indian 

residential schools system.  

It will be a positive step in forging a new relationship between Aboriginal Peoples and other Canadians, a 

relationship based on the knowledge of our shared history, a respect for each other and a desire to move 

forward together with a renewed understanding that strong families, strong communities and vibrant 

cultures and traditions will contribute to a stronger Canada for all of us.  

God bless all of you and God bless our land 
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Each of the seven flames in the circle of the TRC's logo 
represents one of the Seven Sacred Teachings - Truth, 
Humility, Honesty, Wisdom, Respect, Courage, and Love. 

 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada was established in 2008 under the terms of the 
Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement. The Commission was mandated to:  

 Reveal to Canadians the complex truth about the history and the ongoing legacy of the church-run 
residential schools, in a manner that fully documents the individual and collective harms 
perpetrated against Aboriginal Peoples, and honours the resilience and courage of former 
students, their families, and communities 

 Guide and inspire a process of truth and healing, leading toward reconciliation within Aboriginal 
families, and between Aboriginal Peoples and non-Aboriginal communities, churches, 
governments, and Canadians generally. 

 
 
Excerpt from the Preface of the Final Report: 

"Canada’s residential school system for Aboriginal children was an education system in name only for much 
of its existence. These residential schools were created for the purpose of separating Aboriginal children 
from their families, in order to minimize and weaken family ties and cultural linkages, and to indoctrinate 
children into a new culture—the culture of the legally dominant Euro-Christian Canadian society, led by 
Canada’s first prime minister, Sir John A. Macdonald. The schools were in existence for well over 100 
years, and many successive generations of children from the same communities and families endured the 
experience of them. That experience was hidden for most of Canada’s history, until Survivors of the system 
were finally able to find the strength, courage, and support to bring their experiences to light in several 
thousand court cases that ultimately led to the largest class-action lawsuit in Canada’s history.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada was a commission like no other in Canada. 
Constituted and created by the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement, which settled the class 
actions, the Commission spent six years travelling to all parts of Canada to hear from the Aboriginal people 
who had been taken from their families as children, forcibly if necessary, and placed for much of their 
childhoods in residential schools. The Commission heard from more than 6,000 witnesses, most of whom 
survived the experience of living in the schools as students. The stories of that experience are sometimes 
difficult to accept as something that could have happened in a country such as Canada, which has long 
prided itself on being a bastion of democracy, peace, and kindness throughout the world. Children were 
abused, physically and sexually, and they died in the schools in numbers that would not have been 
tolerated in any school system anywhere in the country, or in the world.  

But, shaming and pointing out wrongdoing were not the purpose of the Commission’s mandate. Ultimately, 
the Commission’s focus on truth determination was intended to lay the foundation for the important 
question of reconciliation. Now that we know about residential schools and their legacy, what do we do 
about it? Getting to the truth was hard, but getting to reconciliation will be harder. It requires that the 
paternalistic and racist foundations of the residential school system be rejected as the basis for an ongoing 
relationship. Reconciliation requires that a new vision, based on a commitment to mutual respect, be 
developed. It also requires an understanding that the most harmful impacts of residential schools have 
been the loss of pride and self-respect of Aboriginal people, and the lack of respect that non-Aboriginal 
people have been raised to have for their Aboriginal neighbours. Reconciliation is not an Aboriginal 
problem; it is a Canadian one. Virtually all aspects of Canadian society may need to be reconsidered."   
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Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Calls to Action 

In 2015, the Residential School Truth and Reconciliation Commission released a document called “Calls to 

Action.” The document contains 94 specific recommendations for action by all levels of government, 

primarily, as well as by religious institutions, social justice organizations, businesses, Indigenous Peoples’ 

organizations, and others. The actions are specific and often detailed.  

They are organized under two general headings:  

 “Legacy,” which provides calls for action on the specific damages and losses experienced by 

Residential School survivors, families and communities; and  

 “Reconciliation,” which provides calls for action to promote reconciliation between Canada’s 

Indigenous citizen population and Canada’s governments and other citizens of all other 

backgrounds, including measures addressed to educating immigrants and new citizens.  

The calls for action under the heading “Legacy” deal with issues relating to child welfare, education, 

language and culture, health, and justice. The section on “Reconciliation” calls on Canadian governments 

and parties to the Settlement Agreement to adopt and implement the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples (see below) as the framework for reconciliation, as well as specifying actions 

aimed at promoting reconciliation to be undertaken by churches, businesses, the media and others. Many 

of the actions address the well-being of Indigenous youth. Others are focused on assuring that the truth 

about the Residential Schools and their legacy continues to be investigated, and is acknowledged and 

commemorated in public life and memory. 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

The “United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples” (UNDRIP) was adopted by the UN 

General Assembly in September 2007. By October of 2014, Canada was the only nation remaining with 

specific objections registered against the UNDRIP. Shortly after the 2015 federal election, the new 

government announced it would implement the UNDRIP as part of its effort to rebuild working relationships 

with First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Peoples. The federal government waived all its objections to the 

UNDRIP in May of 2016, and in April 2017 made it clear that this specifically included removal of the 

objection to the requirement for the “free, prior, and informed consent” of Indigenous Peoples where 

proposed laws and activities could affect their rights. As a UN General Assembly Declaration, UNDRIP is 

not legally binding under international law, but the Canadian Government has expressed its intention to 

work with Canada’s Indigenous Peoples in accordance with it. How Canada’s now unqualified adoption of 

the UNDRIP will be implemented remains to be seen. 
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Taking of Children: Child Welfare Apprehensions 

"In 1955, there were 3,433 children in the care of British Columbia’s child welfare branch, and less than 

one per cent of the total number were of Aboriginal ancestry. Over the next three decades, the 

proportion of Aboriginal children in care in many Canadian provinces rose dramatically so that, by the 

conclusion of the ’1960s, approximately 30 to 40 percent of legal wards in the child welfare system 

were Aboriginal status children’ (Bennett, 2005:19). By the late 1970s, about one in four status Indian 

children could expect to be removed from their homes for most of their childhood, a figure that climbs to 

one in three if non-status and Métis children are included. In Saskatchewan in the late 1970s, it was 

estimated that 66.8 per cent of children in care were Aboriginal. By the early 1980s, about 40 to 60 per 

cent of all children removed from their natural families in western Canada were First Nation or Métis." 

– Suicide Among Aboriginal Peoples in Canada, The Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation Research Series (2007) 

 

 In 1951, a change to the Indian Act allowed 

provincial child welfare services to be extended 

to First Nation Peoples living on reserves. 

Before 1951, child welfare departments and 

Children’s Aid Societies did not operate on 

reserve lands.  

 Following the amendment to the Indian Act, 

large numbers of children were apprehended, 

especially those returning from Residential 

Schools which were beginning to be phased 

out. These forced removals were in part the 

result of a lack of understanding on the part of 

government staff of the role of the extended 

family in First Nations communities. (Aunts, 

uncles, grandparents, and cousins are as 

important as and even more important than 

parents in the daily life of Indigenous children. 

And unofficial adoptions within extended 

families are very common. This means that 

many people, including community members, 

are part of the parenting process, a model 

which might initially appear neglectful or 

uncaring to those unfamiliar with the culture).  

 So many Indigenous children were apprehended in the 1960s that some territories were left with 

no children at all. This phenomenon was called the “60’s scoop,” and is unique in the annals of 

adoption. In many cases, children were literally scooped from their homes without the knowledge 

or consent of their families or communities.  

 Since child rearing is a shared responsibility, the placement of children outside the community 

impacted large numbers of individuals within the community. It also left generations of Indigenous 

Peoples with no parenting skills and no parental role models to emulate.  

Aboriginal child welfare wards are overrepresented 

in Canadian penitentiaries. A 1990 study of 

Aboriginal prisoners in a Prince Albert penitentiary 

found that 95 per cent of them were products of 

group or foster care. Graduates of the child welfare 

system also make up a significant portion of street 

kids and sexually exploited youth in Canada  

- Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996a 

The overall pattern continues to be dispossession, 

denial of historical rights and patronizing control. 

Canadian society, with our self-appointed "mission" 

to improve the health, education and well-being of 

Afghans, has not even come close to securing those 

same essentials for our first nations citizens. The 

living situations, health conditions and social 

deprivation of many aboriginal Canadians are 

abysmal even by Third World standards. Under such 

circumstances, among tormented, dislocated and, 

most fundamentally, disempowered people, pain 

and suffering are transmitted from one traumatized 

generation to the next. 

- Gabor Maté Special to Globe and Mail Update February 5, 2008  
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 Apprehended children were placed in non-Indigenous group and foster homes which led to loss of 

identity and self-respect. It also denied these children the opportunity to learn their own languages 

and cultures.  

 According to the Department of Indian and Native Affairs, a total of 11,132 status Indian children 

were adopted between 1960 and 1990 (70% to non-Indigenous homes). However, the number is 

probably much higher due to the fact that non-status Indian children were not tracked. 

 Along with feelings of grief, rage, violation and helplessness, Indigenous communities who lost 

their children also suffered profound guilt and public shame.  

 The forced removal of Indigenous children by child welfare authorities is still very much in 

evidence. According to the Assembly of First Nations, more First Nation children are in state care 

today than at the height of the residential school system - 3 times as many or 27,000 children. 
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Indigenous Studies 101: The Fallout 

 The overall suicide rate among First Nation communities is about twice that of the total Canadian 

population; the rate among Inuit is still higher – 6 to 11 times higher than the general population. 

From the ages of 10 to 29, Indigenous youth on reserves are 5 to 6 times more likely to die of 

suicide than their peers in the general population. Over a third of all deaths among Indigenous 

youth are attributable to suicide. (Suicide Among Aboriginal Peoples in Canada, The Aboriginal 

Healing Foundation Research Series, 2007) 

 There are just over 3,400 Indigenous men and women making up 23% of the country's federal 

prison inmate population. In other words, while Indigenous people in Canada comprise just 4% of 

the population, in federal prisons nearly one in four inmates is Métis, Inuit, or First Nations. There 

has been an almost 40% increase in the Indigenous incarcerated population between 2001/02 

and 2010/11. Additionally, Indigenous inmates are sentenced to longer terms, and spend more 

time in segregation and maximum security. They are less likely to be granted parole and are more 

likely to have parole revoked for minor problems. (CBC News March 7, 2013) 

 41% of women in prison in Canada are Indigenous. (Adult Correctional Statistics in Canada, 

2010/2011) 

 Indigenous offenders now comprise 46.4% of the Prairie Region inmate population. In 2013: 

o At Stony Mountain Institution in Manitoba, 389 out of 596 inmates – 65.3% of the 

population – were Indigenous;  

o At Saskatchewan Penitentiary, 63.9% of the population was Indigenous; 

o At the Regional Psychiatric Centre in Saskatoon, 55.7% of the count was Indigenous;   

o At Edmonton Institution for Women, 56.0% of the population was Indigenous. 

 Indigenous offenders tend to be younger than their counterparts. In 2013, 21.3% of all federally 

incarcerated Indigenous offenders were 25 years of age or younger as compared to 13.6% of 

non-Indigenous offenders. (Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2013) 

 About 75% of adults involved in correctional services have not completed their secondary school 

education, compared to about 33% of non-Indigenous inmates. (The Daily, June 6, 2006, 

www.statcan.gc.ca) 

 In 2009-10, of young offenders convicted for assault, about 25% of Indigenous youth were sent to 

jail, compared with less than 15% of non-Indigenous youth. Similar discrepancies exist for theft 

and possession, and break-and-enter crimes. (The Star, June 9, 2013) 

 For young offenders and adults alike, the reason they’re in jail often isn’t the original sentence, but 

rather their inability to comply with conditions placed on their release. (The Star, June 9, 2013) 

 Indigenous Peoples are overrepresented in the urban homeless population. For example, in 

Edmonton, Indigenous Peoples comprise about 6% of the overall population, but 43% of the 

homeless. (Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, Canada’s Performance 2005) 
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 As in previous years, a disproportionate share of admissions to youth correctional services in 

2013 / 2014 involved Indigenous youth. For the nine reporting jurisdictions, Indigenous youth 

accounted for 41% of all admissions while representing 7% of the youth population in these 

same jurisdictions. The disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth was more 

pronounced among girls. Indigenous girls accounted for 53% of female youth admitted to the 

corrections system, whereas 38% of males admitted were Indigenous youth. (Statistics Canada, 

2014)  

 Half the foster children in Canada under the age of 14 are Indigenous, according to the 2011 

National Household Survey.  

 One in four children in First Nation communities live in poverty. That’s almost double the national 

average. (Assembly of First Nations Fact Sheet, 2011) 

 Children under 14 make up 28% of the Indigenous population, compared to just 16.5% of the non-

Indigenous population, the National Household Survey shows. But other research suggests fewer 

than half of those children will graduate from high school. (2011 National Household Survey)  

 Today, 27,000 Indigenous children are in foster care – triple the number in residential schools at 

peak enrolment. (The Toronto Star, July 28, 2008) 

 Indigenous children are less likely to be living in a family with both parents compared to non-

Indigenous children, 49.6% and 76% respectively. The same goes with single parent homes. 

Indigenous children are more likely to live in a single-parent home, 34.4% compared to 17.4% of 

non-Indigenous children. (2011 National Household Survey) 

 In 2011, 10,525 Indigenous children (2.7%) lived in skip-generation families (families with one or 

both grandparents but no parents present. This was the case for only 0.4% of non-Indigenous 

children aged 14 and under. (2011 National Household Survey) 

 Indigenous Peoples are 3.5 times more likely to be victims of spousal violence. (The Ontario 

Birchbark, July 2006) 

 A 2011 census by Statistics Canada lists 57 distinct First Nations languages. The majority of 

those have less than a thousand speakers, most of whom are elderly. In British Columbia, a 2010 

report described all of the province’s 32 Indigenous languages as endangered, with three having 

no known living speakers. Of the Iroquoian language family to which Ontario’s Six Nations 

languages belong, Mohawk has 545 speakers, Cayuga has 240, and Oneida has only 180. 

(Canada's History, December 2015) 

 21% of Indigenous Peoples reported to have suffered violence at the hands of a current or 

previous partner compared to 6% of non-Indigenous people. (The Daily, June 6, 2006, 

www.statcan.gc.ca) 

 According to the 2009 General Social Survey (GSS) on Victimization, nearly 67,000 Indigenous 

females reported being a victim of violence in the previous 12 months. The rate of victimization 

among Indigenous females was close to three times higher than that of non-Indigenous females.  
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 In 2014, the RCMP released a report on their "National Operational Review" on the issue of 

"Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women" which amounted to 1181 women total - 164 missing 

and 1017 murdered. The core conclusion of the report was that "Aboriginal women" were over-

represented in the numbers of murdered and missing. (www.ammsa.com/content/missing-and-

murdered-indigenous-women-and-girls) 

 Indigenous female victims were most often murdered by an acquaintance (30% compared to 19% 

non-Indigenous female victims). Specifically, Indigenous females were more likely to be murdered 

by a casual acquaintance (17% compared to 9% non-Indigenous female victims) or by someone 

with whom they had a criminal relationship (7% compared to 3%). (RCMP: Missing and Murdered 

Aboriginal Women, 2014). 

 When taking population differences into account, it was found that Indigenous Peoples were 10 

times more likely to be accused of homicide than their non-Indigenous counterparts. (The Daily, 

June 6, 2006, www.statcan.gc.ca) 

 Rates of violent crime committed on reserves are eight times higher for assaults, seven times 

higher for sexual assaults, and six times higher for homicides than rates in the rest of Canada. 

(The Daily, June 6, 2006, www.statcan.gc.ca) 

 The residential school system has contributed to high rates of alcohol abuse among those who 

attended the schools and those parents and community members who had their children removed 

to attend schools. (The Indian Act was modified in 1951 to allow alcohol on reserves). The 

residential school system has further contributed to alcohol abuse among subsequent generations 

of Indigenous Peoples, including women of child-bearing age. (Caroline, L. Tait, 2003, Fetal 

Alcohol Syndrome Among Aboriginal People in Canada Review and Analysis of the 

Intergenerational Links to Residential Schools)  

 According to a National Native Addictions Partnership Foundation report (2002), virtually all 

studies of First Nation and Inuit respondents show rates of problem gambling far higher than the 

general population and suggest that “gambling is often seen as a ‘replacement addiction’ for 

abstaining, former alcoholics.” (The Addictive Behaviours Among Aboriginal People in Canada, 

2007) 

 In 2011, the unemployment rate among Indigenous Peoples aged 25 to 54 living off-reserve was 

12.9%, while the unemployment rate for non-Indigenous Peoples the same age was 7.3%. 

(Centre for the Study of Living Standards, 2012) 

 The life expectancy of First Nation citizens is five to seven years less than that of other non-

Aboriginal Canadians, and infant mortality rates are 1.5 times higher than those among First 

Nations. (Assembly of First Nations Fact Sheet, 2011) 

 Tuberculosis rates among First Nation individuals living on-reserve are 31 times the national 

average. (Assembly of First Nations Fact Sheet, 2011) 



 

 

 

 

Indigenous Awareness Training 
 

Indigenous Awareness Training ~ Nisto Consulting Inc.  Page 65 of 112 

In Summary (from the Truth and Reconciliation Committee's Final Report) 

For over a century, the central goals of Canada’s Aboriginal policy were to eliminate Aboriginal 
governments; ignore Aboriginal rights; terminate the Treaties; and, through a process of assimilation, 
cause Aboriginal Peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, social, cultural, religious, and racial entities in 
Canada. The establishment and operation of residential schools were a central element of this policy, 
which can best be described as “cultural genocide.” Physical genocide is the mass killing of the members 
of a targeted group, and biological genocide is the destruction of the group’s reproductive capacity. Cultural 
genocide is the destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a group.  

States that engage in cultural genocide set out to destroy the political and social institutions of the targeted 
group. Land is seized, and populations are forcibly transferred and their movement is restricted. 
Languages are banned. Spiritual leaders are persecuted, spiritual practices are forbidden, and objects of 
spiritual value are confiscated and destroyed. And, most significantly to the issue at hand, families are 
disrupted to prevent the transmission of cultural values and identity from one generation to the next. In its 
dealing with Aboriginal people, Canada did all these things.  

 Canada asserted control over Aboriginal land. In some locations, Canada negotiated Treaties with 
First Nations; in others, the land was simply occupied or seized. The negotiation of Treaties, while 
seemingly honourable and legal, was often marked by fraud and coercion, and Canada was, and 
remains, slow to implement their provisions and intent. On occasion, Canada forced First Nations 
to relocate their reserves from agriculturally valuable or resource-rich land onto remote and 
economically marginal reserves. 

 Without legal authority or foundation, in the 1880s Canada instituted a “pass system” that was 
intended to confine First Nations people to their reserves. 

 Canada replaced existing forms of Aboriginal government with relatively powerless band councils 
whose decisions it could override and whose leaders it could depose. In the process, it 
disempowered Aboriginal women, who had held significant influence and powerful roles in many 
First Nations, including the Mohawks, the Carrier, and Tlingit. 

 Canada denied the right to participate fully in Canadian political, economic, and social life to those 
Aboriginal people who refused to abandon their Aboriginal identity. 

 Canada outlawed Aboriginal spiritual practices, jailed Aboriginal spiritual leaders, and confiscated 
sacred objects. 

 Canada separated children from their parents, sending them to residential schools. This was done 
not to educate them, but primarily to break their link to their culture and identity. In justifying the 
government’s residential school policy, Canada’s first prime minister, Sir John A. Macdonald, told 
the House of Commons in 1883: 

It has been strongly pressed on myself, as the head of the Department, that 
Indian children should be withdrawn as much as possible from the parental 
influence, and the only way to do that would be to put them in central training 
industrial schools where they will acquire the habits and modes of thought of 
white men.  

To the Commission, reconciliation is about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Peoples in this country. In order for that to happen, there has to be 
awareness of the past, acknowledgement of the harm that has been inflicted, atonement for the causes, 
and action to change behaviour. We are not there yet.   
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Today’s Government and Its Relationship with Indigenous Peoples 

In the autumn of 2017, the federal government published its “Principles respecting the Government of 

Canada’s relationship with Indigenous peoples.” (http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/csj-sjc/principles-principes) 

The Government has made it clear in its introduction of these principles, that they are intended to reflect 

Canada’s obligations under its Constitution, as well as under the “United Nations Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples”, and in accordance with the spirit of reconciliation.  

In summary, the Government of Canada recognizes that: 

1. All relations with Indigenous Peoples need to be based on the recognition and implementation of 

their right to self-determination, including the inherent right of self-government. 

2. Reconciliation is a fundamental purpose of section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982. 

3. The honour of the Crown guides the conduct of the Crown in all of its dealings with Indigenous 

Peoples.  

4. Indigenous self-government is part of Canada’s evolving system of cooperative federalism and 

distinct orders of government. 

5. Treaties, agreements, and other constructive arrangements between Indigenous Peoples and the 

Crown have been and are intended to be acts of reconciliation based on mutual recognition and 

respect. 

6. Meaningful engagement with Indigenous Peoples aims to secure their free, prior, and informed 

consent when Canada proposes to take actions which impact them and their rights on their lands, 

territories, and resources. 

7. Respecting and implementing rights is essential and that any infringement of section 35 rights 

must by law meet a high threshold of justification which includes Indigenous perspectives and 

satisfies the Crown’s fiduciary obligations. 

8. Reconciliation and self-government require a renewed fiscal relationship, developed in 

collaboration with Indigenous nations that promotes a mutually supportive climate for economic 

partnership and resource development. 

9. Reconciliation is an ongoing process that occurs in the context of evolving Indigenous-Crown 

relationships. 

10. A distinctions-based approach is needed to ensure that the unique rights, interests and 

circumstances of the First Nations, the Métis Nation, and Inuit are acknowledged, affirmed, and 

implemented. 

 

  

http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/csj-sjc/principles-principes)
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Reorganization of Federal Ministries Dealing with Indigenous Peoples 

On August 28, 2017, the Government of Canada took one of its first major steps under the new principles 

guiding its relationship with Indigenous peoples, the dissolution of the Department of Indigenous and 

Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), in a staged process.  

The duties of the department will be split, and two new ministries created to accomplish the formation of 

two new departments to replace INAC. The Minister of Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern 

Affairs will guide the Government’s work to create a new relationship with Indigenous Peoples. A key part 

of this Minister’s mandate is to lead a consultation process to determine how best to replace INAC with the 

two new departments. “The Minister will also be tasked with better whole-of-government coordination on 

our nation-to-nation, Inuit-Crown, and government-to-government relationships, to accelerate self-

government and self-determination agreements based on new policies, laws and operational practices, and 

to develop a framework to advance a recognition of rights approach that will last well beyond this 

government.” (http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2017/08/28/new-ministers-support-renewed-relationship-indigenous-peoples) 

The new Minister of Indigenous Services will work to improve the quality of services delivered to First 

Nations, Inuit, and Métis Peoples. The Government stated that, “Over time, one fundamental measure of 

success will be that appropriate programs and services will be increasingly delivered, not by the 

Government of Canada, but instead by Indigenous Peoples as they move to self-government. At the 

conclusion of this consultation, services currently delivered to Indigenous Peoples by other departments 

shall be considered for transfer into the new department (e.g. health delivery).” 

(http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2017/08/28/new-ministers-support-renewed-relationship-indigenous-peoples) 

The Government stated that the dissolution of INAC is one step toward ending the Indian Act, noting that 

“the pace of transition will also require the leadership of Indigenous communities themselves.”  

The new Ministers are members of the Working Group of Ministers on the Review of Laws and Policies 

Related to Indigenous Peoples, announced in February, 2017. This body is intended to help guide and 

support the Ministers’ work. The Working Group is specifically tasked with the review of laws and policies 

on order to ensure that the Crown is meeting its constitutional obligations with respect to Aboriginal and 

treaty rights; adhering to international human rights standards, including the United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples; and supporting the implementation of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission’s Calls to Action. 

This Working Group will engage Indigenous leaders, youth, and experts as it assesses and recommends 

changes to laws and policies that will meet Canada’s constitutional obligations and international 

commitments, and advance reconciliation. Foundational to the review, will be the recognition of the rights 

of Indigenous peoples in all federal laws, policies, and operational practices that impact First Nations, Inuit, 

and Métis Peoples. 

 

  

http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2017/08/28/new-ministers-support-renewed-relationship-indigenous-peoples
http://pm.gc.ca/eng/news/2017/08/28/new-ministers-support-renewed-relationship-indigenous-peoples
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Section 3: Spirituality, Culture, Traditions & Customs 

"The Indigenous philosophical perspective was intimately tied to survival. In turn, survival was 

intimately connected to nature and what were viewed as precious gifts yielded up from land and 

resources. The intense philosophical view of nature grew out of the realization that mankind was 

almost totally dependent upon Nature’s grace for survival. In the indigenous view, the position of 

mankind in the cosmos was one of relative insignificance. In varying degrees of complexity, rituals 

arose to remind tribal people that their existence was dependent upon nature (referred to by some 

indigenous groups as the “Creator”) and that a substantial degree of humility and very careful 

stewardship was required in dealing with land and resources." 

– Calvin Helin, Dances with Dependency (2006)  

 

Spirituality 

 There is no one spiritual tradition common to all Indigenous Peoples; however, certain elements 

can be found in the majority of Indigenous belief structures.  

 Three prevailing beliefs are that the Great Spirit created the Earth and its people, the Earth is the 

mother of all life, and all forms of nature have spirits that must be respected.  

 Another widely held belief is that water is life, a basic element of survival and healing. Moving 

water cleanses; it is the tool the Creator uses to purify the Earth.  

 There is a reverence for the environment and a conviction that human beings have a sacred trust 

to protect and care for the earth.  

 Ceremonies of thanks are an important part of all Indigenous cultures. 

 Traditional Indigenous spirituality involves no intermediary; there is a direct connection between 

the person and the spirits.  

 Beliefs and practices are passed from generation to generation via elders. 

 Indigenous Peoples believe that an individual’s spiritual beliefs must be respected. 
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Seven Traditional Teachings 

 In many Indigenous cultures, there are seven traditional teachings: 

o Respect (for the Creator, the Earth and elders) 

o Wisdom (the importance of the knowledge shared by the elders) 

o Humility (everyone is part of the circle of life where there are no hierarchies – we are very 

small when we see ourselves in the context of creation) 

o Honesty (when trust is broken, the relationship is severed) 

o Bravery (amazing feats that are above and beyond what is expected) 

o Truth (having the courage to seek spiritual realities) 

o Love (greatest teaching of all – to accept others as they are and to offer everyone our 

kindness and support)  

 There is also a rule that any decision made must be considered in terms of how it will impact 

community members 7 generations into the future. This means decisions cannot be made quickly 

or in isolation. 

 

Medicine Wheel (Plains First Nations) 

 Medicine wheels (sacred hoops) are historical man-made stone formations constructed by Plains 

First Nations Peoples. A medicine wheel consists of a pile of stones (the hub or center) from 

which stone ‘spokes’ radiate to connect with an outer stone ring (like a bicycle wheel). Each stone 

in a medicine wheel has a special meaning. The medicine wheel (although southern Alberta and 

U.S.-based) is very helpful when trying to understand Indigenous spirituality in general terms. 

 The largest and most southern medicine wheel is the Big Horn Medicine Wheel (Wyoming) which 

is more than 2500 years old and measures 12 metres in diameter. Alberta, however, has about 

65% of all known medicine wheels which suggests medicine wheel-based ceremonies were 

important to Plains Indigenous Peoples.  

 A medicine wheel represents the circle of life and is used to convey traditional spiritual teachings.  

 There are four directions (north, south, east, west) represented by the medicine wheel. In some 

Indigenous cultures, Mother Earth (down) and Father Sky (up) are included. In yet other traditions, 

a seventh dimension, a Spirit presence, is added. 

 

basic four-part medicine wheel 
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 The medicine wheel is based on the premise that the four elements (Earth, Air, Fire, Water) share 

sacred connections with all living things. These connections to nature must be nurtured, 

respected, protected and preserved. In other words, human beings must never seek to dominate 

their environment; in the circle of life, human beings are only a very small part of a much larger 

web of existence. The challenge offered by the medicine wheel is to achieve and maintain 

balance in one’s life.  

In many Indigenous teachings, the number 4 is sacred. For example, there are: 

o 4 directions (north, east, south, west) 

o 4 elements (air, fire, water, earth) 

o 4 seasons (spring, summer, autumn, winter), 

o 4 stages of human life (childhood, adolescence, adulthood, eldership years) 

o 4 races (yellow, red, white, black) 

o 4 archetypes (warrior, healer, visionary, teacher) 

o 4 states of awareness (awakening and stamina, passion and love, understanding and 

integrity, wisdom)  

o 4 aspects of being (physical, spiritual, emotional, mental) 

o 4 needs (shelter, clothing, water, food) 

o 4 parts of the day (morning, mid-day, afternoon, night) 

o 4 societal relationships (family, community, nation, world) 

o 4 types of creatures (walking, swimming, flying, crawling) 

o 4 sacred plants (sweetgrass, cedar, sage, tobacco) 

 In the Plains First Nations belief system: 

o East is represented by the colour yellow and is associated with air, awakening, the warrior, 

spring and childhood.  

o South is represented by the colour red and is associated with fire, passion, the healer, 

summer and adolescence.  

o West is represented by the colour blue or white and is associated with water, understanding, 

the visionary, autumn and adulthood. 

o North is represented by the colour green or black and is associated with earth, wisdom, the 

teacher, winter and old age. 

 The medicine wheel depicts in a visual way the interconnectedness of all living creatures. It 

teaches human beings how to live in spiritual, emotional, physical and mental balance.  

 The sacred teachings of the medicine wheel apply to the individual, the community, the nation and 

the world.  
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 By walking the medicine wheel (always in a clockwise direction to follow the path of the sun), 

human beings learn to confront themselves, to move toward their futures by considering how their 

actions impact themselves and others.  

 The Medicine Wheel is a very challenging walk toward enlightenment and inner healing. Everyone 

must walk the Wheel in his own way in his own time. Individuals are expected to support each 

other but it is a strong First Nations’ belief that one must not judge how others live their lives.  

 

Circular Seating 

 All First Nation ceremonies take place in a circle. The circle represents the life force and the inter-

relatedness of life. It also reflects wholeness and continuity, a strong reminder of the impact one 

life has on other lives. A circle does not allow any individual to be prominent or dominant; 

everyone is equal.  

 In a talking circle, participants pass a talking stick, eagle feather or other sacred object in a 

clockwise direction to indicate who may speak. When an individual exercises his or her right to 

address the circle, everyone must listen intently and respectfully without interrupting. A talking 

circle is not used for debate and confrontation. Rather, it is an opportunity to reflect and speak 

from the heart. Because talking circles help participants seek honesty, truth, courage, wisdom, 

humility, trust, respect and love, they can be used to heal emotional and spiritual wounds.  

 

Indigenous Prayer 

 In Indigenous culture, prayers are an important component of ceremonies and gatherings. An 

opening prayer thanks the Creator for the gift of life, and asks for assistance in achieving the 

goals associated with the event.  

 No matter what one’s religious beliefs, it is important to respect the prayer and its spiritual 

significance.  

 

Death and Funerals 

 Funeral and mourning practices vary from group to group and family to family.  

 Since many Indigenous Peoples are Christian, funerals and burial practices are determined by the 

Church and family to which the individual belongs.  

 Funerals are often community events and it is expected that family and community members 

attend (family members include the immediate family in addition to grandparents, aunts, uncles, 

cousins and close friends). It is not uncommon for Band offices and businesses to close for 

funerals and mourning days.  
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 Indigenous Peoples do not have a word for good-bye. 

 Many Indigenous Peoples will not give consent for an autopsy to be performed.  

 Traditional practices may include: 

o burial after 4 days 

o burial with personal possessions, including a medicine bundle, tobacco, pipe, eating utensils, 

food and other special personal items 

o intense mourning for 5-10 days and general mourning for 1 year 

o the lighting of a sacred fire 

o the burning of clothes 

o the giving away of possessions 

o the cutting of mourners’ hair 

o coffin viewing in the home 

o a wake to celebrate the life 

o a feast to end mourning after a period of one year. 

 

Elders 

 Elders are determined by age, wisdom and life experience. Although a younger person who has 

gained exceptional wisdom and life experience may become an elder, it is not common. 

 Elders may be men or women. 

 Elders must be recognized by the community as such. 

 Traditionally, it is the responsibility of elders to pass on knowledge. This is done using modelling 

and storytelling. 

 Elders are the perpetuators of the culture; they guide and advise their people based on their vast 

experience and wisdom, and strong understanding of rituals and practices.  

 Elders lead the traditional ceremonies and they may be specialists in areas such as traditional 

healing and wellness, spirituality, and community development.  

 The word ‘elder’ is not a synonym for ‘senior citizen.’ An elder has an esteemed position in the 

Indigenous community. Their advice is sought and valued.  

 Elders are expected to lead balanced and healthy lives in order to serve as examples for the 

community. 
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Indigenous Medicine 

 Health and wellness are achieved by balancing and harmonizing the four human elements 

(physical, mental, emotional and spiritual).  

 In the Indigenous holistic view of health and wellness, the mental, spiritual and emotional aspects 

of a person’s inner being are as important as the person’s physical condition. 

 Purification rituals such as sweat lodges, smudges, talking circles and teachings from Elders play 

an important role in facilitating healing.  

 Indigenous healers assume the combined roles of physician, psychologist, counsellor and spiritual 

advisor.  

 Healing is a ‘calling,’ the foundations of which are passed from one generation to another. 

 Herbs, shrubs, and trees are used to restore the spirit as well as to cure a number of illnesses. 

Indigenous traditional knowledge is now becoming part of mainstream medical practice.  

 

Dress 

 Both men and women may wear their hair long and uncut. Hair may also be braided.  

 Medicine bundles may be worn. A medicine bundle contains materials prescribed by an elder 

when an individual wishes to be protected. The contents of the bundle are burned to enable the 

individual to communicate with the spirits. A medicine bundle is considered sacred and must not 

be touched by anyone but the person wearing it or the prescribing elder. If the bundle must be 

examined by police or security agents, the owner should be asked to open the pouch and display 

the contents.  

 The four sacred herbs are sometimes worn pinned to clothing. 

 Elders may have sacred items or badges pinned to their clothing or displayed in other ways. 

 On special occasions, men may wear clothing decorated with beads or quills, fringes and 

feathers. Women may wear dresses decorated with beads or ribbons. Moccasins and leggings 

are often part of traditional dress. 

 Sacred objects used when ceremonial dress is required include shields, weapons, eagle feathers 

and fans.  

 Métis may wear the Métis Sash. This is a woven wool belt about three metres in length that was 

traditionally worn to hold one’s coat closed. The sash is red (historical colour), blue and white 

(Métis Nation flag colours), green (growth and fertility) and black (darkness of Métis history). 
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Smudging Ceremony 

 Smudging is an integral part of First Nation culture and is seen as a way to promote spiritual, 

mental and physical healing. Through the ceremony, negative thoughts and energy are released, 

facilitating health, wellness and clarity of thought. 

 Smudging is a cleansing ceremony performed by First Nations Peoples across North America. A 

sacred material (sage, sweet grass, juniper, fungus or cedar) is burned in a natural vessel such as 

an abalone shell.  

 The person conducting the smudge may fan the smouldering herbs with an eagle feather to keep 

the smudge alive. The smudge is performed in a circle with the sacred bundle moving in a 

clockwise direction.  

 Each participant in the smudging ceremony interacts with the wafting smoke in a personal way, 

seeking its healing and purifying powers. Most commonly, participants cup their hands and move 

the smoke towards their body as if drawing water from a river.  

 At the conclusion of the ceremony, the sacred ashes are returned to Mother Earth.  

 Braided sweet grass symbolizes the interweaving of the body, mind and spirit.  

 The eagle feather also has a special spiritual significance; it is from the bird that flies the closest to 

the Creator. 

 Those who do not wish to smudge remain respectfully in the circle and quietly signal their 

intention not to participate by directing the smudge bundle to the person on their left. No stigma is 

attached to not taking part.  

 

Sweat Lodge 

 The sweat lodge is a place for spiritual, mental and physical healing, a place to seek guidance 

from the Creator and Mother Earth. The purpose of the sweat is to purify one's mind, body, spirit 

and heart. 

 Sweats can be used in conjunction with other cultural events or as “stand-alone” spiritual and 

healing ceremonies. 

 Sweat lodges are constructed of aspen or willow saplings bent and lashed to form a dome shape. 

Traditionally, the lodge was covered with animal hides; now, blankets, plastic, carpet or canvas 

are used. The lodge represents the darkness, moisture and security of the womb. 

 The entrance usually faces east to signify the beginning of a new day, the dawn of wisdom, and 

spiritual rebirth. 
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 Participants purify themselves before entering the lodge by smudging (see Other Indigenous 

Ceremonies). They may also choose to fast, pray and meditate for 24 hours before the ceremony, 

and they should avoid alcohol, drugs and caffeine.  

 The entrance to the lodge is low which forces participants to enter on their knees. This is taken as 

a sign of humility and an abandonment of social hierarchies. During the ceremony, individuals sit 

cross-legged in a circle, backs to the lodge walls.  

 Participants remove all metals that can detract from healing (jewellery, glasses, false teeth, etc.). 

 In many cultures, a menstruating woman is not allowed to sweat because she is too powerful (she 

is already engaging in a natural purification process).  

 Heated stones are brought from the sacred fire into the centre of the lodge where the sweat 

leader pours water on them. Prayers are offered while the steam produces its healing powers.  

 Participants pray, ask for guidance from the Creator and seek forgiveness.  

 A sweat typically comprises four sessions of 15 to 45 minutes each. The first is a recognition of 

the spirit guides; the second focuses on the acquisition of courage, honesty and endurance; the 

third seeks knowledge and wisdom; and the fourth centers on the growth needed for spiritual 

healing to occur.  

 Modesty is practiced in the lodge – participants wear comfortable clothing such as shorts and 

loose skirts.  

 Sweats can be men only, women only or mixed. 

 

Vision Quest  

 The vision quest is a very sacred ritual undertaken by both men and women.  

 The purpose of a vision quest is for the participant to seek enlightenment from the spirit world. 

This guidance comes in the form of dreams or visions which must be interpreted by an elder.  

 The vision quest begins with a fast followed by a stay in the wilderness of up to four days. During 

this retreat, the participant meditates and reflects, waiting for the vision to materialize. The 

location of the vision quest is a sacred site or a place of special importance to the participant. 

 The person’s reaction to the vision and its symbolism determines how successful he or she may 

be.  

 Vision quests are used when a person must make an important decision or when there are life 

issues to contemplate. 
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Pipe Ceremony 

 The Pipe Ceremony is used for prayer and for ceremonies. Participants sit in a circle. Smudge is 

first burned for purification. Tobacco or kinnickkinnick is then smoked from the pipe as it makes its 

way around the circle in a clockwise direction.  

 The Pipe Ceremony is used to: 

o send prayers to the Creator  

o make requests to the spirits 

o open meetings or ceremonies 

o heal relationships 

o solidify decisions (agreements finalized by the smoking of the pipe are considered sacred) 

o purify users. 

 When not in use, the bowl and stem are separated and carried by the pipe holder (an honoured 

and respected position). 

 

Tobacco 

 For many Indigenous groups, tobacco is a sacred plant. It is used in decision making, to purify the 

inner self and to communicate with the Creator. Traditionally, tobacco was burned in a pipe or in a 

fire. The smoke was allowed to waft upwards, taking prayers to the Creator. 

 Tobacco is used as an exchange; when offered tobacco, one opens himself or herself up to 

receive. 

 Tobacco is used during thanking ceremonies, prayers and rites of passage (births, weddings, and 

funerals) as a way to honour relationships. 

 Tobacco can also be placed on the ground, in water or in a sacred place as an offering of 

gratitude to Mother Earth.  

 Cigarettes and chewing tobacco are not connected to Indigenous spirituality.  
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Pow Wow 

 A pow wow is a modern ceremony. It is a large or small gathering during which dancing, singing, 

visiting, feasting, socializing and celebrating take place.  

 Trading and selling of arts and crafts can also be part of a pow wow.  

 Pow wows have no set format or structure; content and procedures are constantly evolving to 

reflect changes in Indigenous culture and society in general.  

 Pow wows are a way for Indigenous Peoples to celebrate their identity and strong sense of 

community.  

 

Naming Ceremony  

 Children have a naming ceremony when they are infants. The name they are given identifies them 

for legal purposes. 

 When the child becomes a young adult, he or she can be given a spirit name. This name comes 

from the ancestors and is used to communicate with the spirit world. It is said that the spirit 

recognizes a person’s spirit name. 

 Adults can also be given spirit names; thus, adults may have several names throughout their lives. 

 Some members of the community have the gift of naming. They may choose a name based on a 

dream or vision they have had about the person. They may also base the name on the individual’s 

personality or a noteworthy deed.  

 

Round Dance (also called Tea Dance) 

 A dance in which individuals dance side-by-side in a circle (modern wear as opposed to traditional 

attire is worn).  

 In the Cree version, the men use hand drums and sing. Participants hold hands and move 

sideways in a clockwise direction. In the Dene version, participants sing without drum 

accompaniment and dance without holding hands.  

 A round dance may be hosted by a family as a memorial to a departed family member or in 

celebration of such events as birthdays and anniversaries. Or it may be part of a community 

celebration. 

 Round dances are usually accompanied by a feast.  
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Métis Fiddle Music and Jigging 

 Métis style fiddle music reflects its Scottish, French, and Indigenous roots. 

 The fiddle carries the melody while rhythm is supplied by toe tapping or spoons. 

 Fiddle music accompanies lively dances called jigs which somewhat resemble Irish and Scottish 

step dancing. Some of the more traditional Métis dances are the Red River Jig, Duck Dance, 

Rabbit Dance, Waltz Quadrille, the Square Dance and Hook Dance. 

 Dancing and fiddling form an important part of Métis social gatherings.  

 

Sun Dance (Plains First Nations) 

 The sun dance is a way for First Nations men and women to prove that they are physically and 

spiritually ready to seek advice from the spirit world.  

 The sun dance is a celebration of prayer. 

 The sun dance is held during the summer solstice and usually lasts for four days.  

 Participants fast for the duration of the ceremony and dance every day well into the evening.  

 Purification rituals, prayers, costumes, body paint and singing are also important parts of the 

ceremony.  

 Drumming accompanies the sun dance, signifying the heart beat of life.  

 On the last day, dancers may choose to pierce the skin of their chest, back or upper arms with 

sharp sticks. These are attached with rawhide thongs to a central pole, around which the dance 

takes place. When the Sun Dance ends, dancers pull free of the thongs, causing the tearing of 

flesh.  

 Participants often experience intense visions during the sun dance. 

 The sun dance was banned by the Canadian government from 1875 to 1951. 
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Potlatch (West Coast First Nations) 

 The potlatch (which means ‘giving’) is a giving away ceremony of the Pacific Northwest Coast 

Indigenous Peoples, the purpose of which is to re-distribute and share wealth. 

 A potlatch is hosted by a family or leader to mark a special event such as a name-giving, birth, 

funeral or wedding. Potlatches are characterized by dancing, singing, spirituality and the giving 

away of wealth (blankets, food, kitchen items, linens, etc.) to family and friends.  

 One’s social status increases with the value of the goods given away.  

 The potlatch celebrates the non-materialism of the culture and the importance of sharing what one 

has.  

 Potlatches, which were seen by the Government and missionaries as being wasteful and 

uncivilized, were banned by the Indian Act in 1885. This only drove them underground. The Act 

was amended in 1951, once again making potlatches legal. 

  

Hunting, Trapping, and Fishing 

 Indigenous Peoples, including Métis, have the right to hunt, trap and fish for food because 

hunting, trapping and fishing for domestic purposes was an important part of Indigenous 

traditional culture. Such rights were formally recognized by the British Crown in the Royal 

Proclamation of 1763 which sought to protect Indigenous hunting grounds from European 

settlement.  

 It has been more difficult to establish in court that 

hunting, trapping and fishing for commercial purposes 

existed in First Nations and Inuit culture before contact 

with the Europeans.  

 In Canada, there are also treaty rights to consider. The 

terms of a treaty may give an Indigenous group the 

right to hunt, trap or fish for domestic or commercial 

purposes.  

 In the Prairie Provinces, First Nations signed treaties 

which ceded their Aboriginal title to the Crown in 

exchange for treaty rights. (Today, there are still legal 

disputes as to how some of these treaties should be 

interpreted.) In the Prairie Provinces, the Natural 

Resources Transfer Agreements, now part of the 

Canadian constitution, replaced commercial treaty rights. The Agreement provides that 

Indigenous people “have the right, which the Province hereby assures to them, of hunting, 

trapping and fishing game and fish for food at all seasons of the year on all unoccupied Crown 

lands and on any other lands to which they have a right of access.” 

While the types of Aboriginal rights in Canada 

may vary, the reason for Aboriginal rights 

does not. Aboriginal people have Aboriginal 

rights because they existed in Canada before 

Europeans arrived here (in the case of First 

Nations people) or before Europeans took 

control of Métis territories (in the case of the 

Métis). The test in Canada to establish an 

Aboriginal right is to show that an activity, like 

hunting or fishing for food or commercial 

purposes, was an integral part of the 

claimant's Aboriginal culture at the time of 

contact or effective control and is a question 

of fact.  

- Aboriginal Hunting and Fishing Rights 

 (Canadian Lawyers.ca)  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ceremony
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 Before The Constitution Act 1982, the Government of Canada could extinguish Aboriginal or 

treaty rights by simply passing new laws. After 1982, unilateral extinguishment was no longer 

possible. Now, the federal and provincial governments have a legal obligation to consult with 

Indigenous groups if they are intending to infringe Aboriginal or treaty rights. Indigenous groups 

must then agree to the infringement and receive adequate compensation. (This impacts resource 

companies which receive permits from the Crown that might be considered infringements on 

Aboriginal or treaty rights).  

 Where safety and conservation are issues, the Canadian courts have allowed the Canadian 

government to infringe Indigenous hunting, trapping and fishing rights but only if these 

infringements can be justified (e.g., hunting is not allowed on or near public highways).  

 Indigenous Peoples have first priority should conservation become an issue.  

 With the growth of industries like forestry and petroleum in the north, it is more difficult to convince 

new generations of Indigenous People to continue the lean tradition of hunting, fishing and 

trapping, when more lucrative employment opportunities exist. (The People of the Boreal Forest, 

www.albertasource.ca) 
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Section 4: Working with Indigenous Peoples Today 

"How do we work effectively with Aboriginal Peoples? Is there one process that we can use that will 

work in every situation? The short answer is, “No.” The process used in any given situation will change 

depending on the community and regional considerations on the table." 

– Robert P.C. Joseph and Cynthia F. Joseph, Working Effectively with 

Aboriginal Peoples 

 

Major Centres in the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo (Oil Sands Area) 

Fort Chipewyan 

 Fort Chipewyan is the oldest, permanently occupied community in Alberta. It was established on 

the south shore of Lake Athabasca in 1788 and moved to its current location in 1797.  

 Fort Chipewyan has about 1300 residents, many of whom are direct descendents of Canada’s 

original fur traders (Fort Chipewyan was one of the most successful fur trading operations in 

Canada). The three major resource-based activities in the Fort Chipewyan area are trapping, 

fishing and lumbering.  

 Fort Chipewyan is located beside Wood Buffalo National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

and Canada’s largest national park. The park was created to protect the area’s free-roaming bison 

herds and its large tracts of boreal forest.  

 Fort Chipewyan is only accessible by road in the winter via winter roads from Fort Smith and Fort 

McMurray. Otherwise, it is reached by boat in the summer or by air. 

 Fort Chipewyan is home to two first Nations groups, the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nations and 

the Mikisew Cree First Nations, as well as members of Métis Local #125.  

 Over the past few decades, the Fort Chipewyan community has been plagued with major health 

problems. In 2006, the town’s doctor and medical examiner, Dr. John O’Connor, went public with 

his findings of an unusually high rate of cancer and immune system diseases in Fort Chipewyan. 

The Government of Canada formally criticized Dr. O’Connor and reported him to the College of 

Physicians and Surgeons for raising undue alarm (the Alberta and Canadian Medical Associations 

unanimously supported Dr. O’Connor). The Province of Alberta countered with a statistical report 

(heavily criticized for not being peer reviewed) that showed higher than expected rates of various 

forms of cancers but rates that were not statistically significant enough to be considered 

“elevated.”  



 

 

 

 

Indigenous Awareness Training 
 

Page 82 of 112  Indigenous Awareness Training ~ Nisto Consulting Inc. 

 In 2007, the local health authority of Fort Chipewyan commissioned Kevin P. Timoney, an 

ecologist with Treeline Environmental Research, to conduct an independent study. His peer 

reviewed study concluded “that the town’s treated drinking water was safe, but found high levels 

of arsenic, mercury and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons in fish, which many people in Fort 

Chipewyan, especially members of its Native community, rely on for a substantial portion of their 

diet” (Study Finds Carcinogens in Water Near Alberta Oil Sands Projects, New York times, Nov. 9, 

2007). The Government of Alberta then changed its mind about the lack of need for further studies 

and in 2008 authorized the Alberta Cancer Board to investigate Fort Chipewyan concerns. In 

November 2008, leaders of the Athabasca Chipewyan and Mikisew Cree First Nations along with 

the Fort Chipewyan Métis local #65 rejected this report even before its public release on the 

grounds that researchers did not include the community or use context-appropriate research 

methodologies (Fort Chipewyan Rejects Alberta Cancer Board Study, CBC News, Nov. 10, 2008).  

 In February 2009, the report was released. The number of cancer cases in Fort Chipewyan was 

higher than expected and follow-up studies are being conducted. (Currently, there are disputes 

concerning Board membership and the role oil sand corporations should play.)  

Fort McKay 

 Fort McKay is about 55 km north of Fort McMurray and has a population of about 1000 people. 

 Fort McKay was established as a Hudson Bay trading post in 1870 and was originally known as 

Little Red River. In 1899, Fort McKay was named after Dr. William Morrison McKay, a Hudson's 

Bay Company doctor who was chief trader and factor at a number of posts before setting up a 

medical practice in Edmonton in 1898.  

 Fort McKay is surrounded by oil sands activity. As a result, the major economic driver is oil sands-

related activities, in addition to trapping and fishing.  

 Fort McKay is home to the Fort McKay First Nation as well as the Fort McKay Métis community 

(Métis Local #63). 

Fort McMurray 

 Fort McMurray is located 435 km northeast of Edmonton on Highway 63.  

 Fort McMurray (the largest urban centre in the Wood Buffalo region) began as a fur trading 

outpost established by Peter Pond in 1778. In 1870, the Hudson Bay Company opened a trading 

post on the site, which eventually became a key waterway hub for Arctic and Edmonton-bound 

transport. This post was named after Chief Factor William McMurray of the HBC.  

 Fort McMurray was closed as a HBC post in 1899 due to better trading at Fort McKay.  

 Today, the population of Fort McMurray is about 77 000 and the resident population of the 

Municipality approximately 80 000. 

 Fort McMurray is home to the Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation and the Fort McMurray No. 

468 First Nation as well as members of Métis Local 1935 and Métis Local 2020.  
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Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo 

 

Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo (www.rmwb.ca) 
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Treaty 8 Groups in the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo  

Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation 

 The Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation has 8 reserve areas in the Athabasca Delta and south shore 

of Lake Athabasca in and around Fort Chipewyan with a total land area of approximately 21 205 ha.  

 In December 2011, there were approximately 850 Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation members, 

most of whom live off reserve. 

 The Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation business group (named Acden) comprises more than 15 

businesses targeting management and recycling, manufacturing, janitorial services, ultrasonic 

industrial cleaning, safety products, camp catering, heavy equipment, transport, and 

environmental services. Currently, Acden has more than 1600 employees. 

 The Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation also has an Industry Relations Corporation (IRC), 

established to build relationships with industry.  

 The Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation derive economic benefits from their its proximity to the oil 

sands and its lucrative contracts with oil sands oil companies. To facilitate easy access, the 

majority of Athabasca Chipewyan businesses are located in Fort McMurray. 

Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation  

 Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation is an Athabascan speaking people which call themselves Dene, 

meaning "The People". The Chipewyan Prairie became the Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation in 

2005. 

 The Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation was the last Band to sign Treaty 8 (1922). 

 In 2013, there were approximately 840 Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation members.   

 The Chipewyan Prairie First Nation has 3 reserve areas comprising about 2670 ha. All are located in 

and around Janvier/Chard (100 km south of Fort McMurray). About 380 members currently live on 

the reserve in Janvier. 

 The Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation received about 2 428 ha of new land through Land Claim 

Settlements in 1997. They are now in negotiations for mineral rights in these additional lands where 

there are potential oil sands.  

 In June 2008, legal action was brought against the Alberta government by the Chipewyan Prairie 

Dene First Nation for the granting of mineral leases to MEG Corporation for phase 3 of its Christina 

Lake oil sands project. The Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation asked the courts to block approval of 

MEG’s project until there was “meaningful consultation” addressing the protection of treaty and 

Aboriginal rights.   

 The Chipewyan Prairie First Nation also has an IRC.  
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Fort McKay First Nation (Dene and Cree) 

 The Fort McKay First Nation has 5 reserves. In 2014, there were about 850 Fort McKay First 

Nation People, about half of whom live in Fort McKay.  

 The Fort McKay First Nation has approximately 6 440 ha of land. 

 Because Fort McKay is situated in the midst of oil sands activities, there have been great 

economic opportunities for the community. The Fort McKay Group of Companies (FMGC) 

operates several 100% Band-owned limited companies and is a partner in a number of joint 

ventures with external corporations. The FMGC is one of the most successful First Nation-owned 

enterprises in Canada, with annual revenues of more than $100 million from activities such as 

land reclamation, ore hauling, building construction and catering.  

 The Fort McKay Sustainability Department has successfully negotiated many environmental and 

socio-economic agreements with oil sands, forestry and mineral companies.  

 In 2006, the Quarry of the Ancestors was discovered near Fort McKay (see Appendix A).  

 The Fort McKay First Nation continues to hunt, trap, fish and gather along the Athabasca as it has 

for generations.   

Mikisew Cree First Nation 

 The Mikisew Cree have 9 reserves (6 440 ha), all adjacent to the municipality of Fort Chipewyan. 

In 2014, there were about 2 900 Mikisew Cree, almost all living off reserve.  

 The Mikisew Group of Companies includes the Mikisew Energy Services Group (MESG), 

businesses that deliver services to the oil sands, and gas, mining and forestry industry sectors 

(labour supply, environmental services, maintenance, drilling and coring, health and safety, 

materials handling and management, transportation). Mikisew companies, working on oil sands 

contracts, now provide hundreds of jobs and millions of dollars in revenue to the Band. 

 The IRC is a Mikisew Cree department that has been in existence since January 2001.  

 In addition to oil sands and forestry-related activities, the Mikisew Cree are avid hunters, fishers 

and trappers.  

 In 2012, a pair of omnibus bills, C-38 and C-45, made changes to Canada’s environmental, 

navigable water and fisheries laws in an effort to streamline and expedite approval of resource 

projects. The wide-ranging bill, removed federal environmental oversight on most of the lakes, 

streams and rivers in the Mikisew Cree traditional territory in northeastern Alberta. The Mikisew 

Cree took a stand against this unilateral action and launched a lawsuit seeking a declaration that 

Canada had failed to consult before changing those laws. In Jan. 2015, Federal Court Judge 

Roger Hughes ruled the federal government erred when it failed to consult with the Mikisew Cree 

before introducing the changes to parliament since those changes will clearly affect their right to 

use their traditional territory, particularly their hunting and fishing rights. 
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Fort McMurray No.468 First Nation 

 The Fort McMurray #468 First Nation has 4 reserve areas, totalling about 3 231 ha. Reserve #175 is 

located about 20 km east of Fort McMurray. The other three areas are located near Anzac on 

Gregoire Lake approximately 50 km southeast of Fort McMurray.   

 The Fort McMurray and Fort McKay First Nations were originally part of the same Band, but divided 

in 1942. 

 There are approximately 630 members, about two-thirds of whom live off reserve – mainly in Fort 

McMurray.  

 Fort McMurray First Nation, through its 100% owned Christina River Enterprises Ltd, engages in 

facilities management, water hauling, expediting, fleet maintenance, custodial services, site/road 

preparation, and reclamation activities.  

 Fort McMurray No. 468 has an IRC to promote economic development.  
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Treaty 8 Recent History 

 Treaty 8, signed in 1899, outlined the intention of the Crown to open up the lands in the north for 

settlement. Even at that time, it was well known by the Government that the land in question was 

rich with natural resources.  

 The Indigenous signatories agreed to “cede, release, surrender and yield up” their interest in an 

area of 324,900 square miles to the Dominion Government. In exchange, they were assured that 

their right to pursue their “usual vocations of hunting, trapping, and fishing” would continue. They 

were also promised agricultural and educational assistance. The only other benefits promised 

were a $12 per person signing bonus, a commitment to an annual treaty payment of $5 per 

person, a new suit for the Chief every three years as well as one for his councillors, a silver 

medal, and a flag. As a point of comparison, the Deputy Minister of Justice at the time earned 

$4,000 per year and other department employees were paid an annual salary of between $450 

and $2,600. (Human Rights in Canada, A Historical Perspective) 

 The treaty provided reserves of one square mile (640 acres) for each family of five who chose to 

live on the reserve. Those individuals who decided not to stay on as Band members were allowed 

to take 160 acres individually (a new condition not seen in previous numbered treaties).  

 In 1988, the Fort McKay, Athabasca Chipewyan, Mikisew Cree, Fort McMurray No. 468 and 

Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nations formed the Athabasca Tribal Council. All are signatories to 

Treaty 8. The purpose of the Council is to represent the collective interests of the region’s five 

First Nations. The result has been a partnership among the Tribal Council; the federal, provincial 

and municipal governments; and more than 20 businesses operating in the area. 

 In October 2003, after a protracted legal battle with the Government of Canada, the Fort McKay 

First Nation ratified a Treaty land entitlement settlement agreement addressing unfulfilled Treaty 8 

commitments dating from the early 1900s. The First Nation asserted that enough land was set 

aside for 105 individuals in 1915, but that it was entitled to additional land because another 54 

individuals described as "landless transfers" and "late adherents" joined the band after the date of 

the first survey in 1915.  

 The Treaty land entitlement gave the Fort McKay Nation $41.5 million in compensation for loss of 

land use and cash in lieu of their outstanding Treaty entitlement and agriculture benefits. It also 

awarded 20,000 acres of land, 8200 of which have oil sands deposits. The 8200 acres of oil 

sands owned by Fort McKay are surrounded by large projects such as Petro Canada's proposed 

Fort Hills oil sands mine; the Muskeg River Mine owned by Shell, Chevron and Western Oil 

Sands; and Syncrude Canada's Aurora mine.  

 To enable the Fort McKay Nation to become an oil sands producer, the Band pushed for the 

design and implementation of The First Nations Commercial and Industrial Development Act 

which was given Royal Assent in 2005. This Bill outlines the framework for the Fort McKay First 

Nation to use when entering into complex industrial partnership projects on reserve lands. The 

goal of this precedent-setting Act is to support economic development in First Nation 

communities. 
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 In 2005, the Mikisew Cree won an extremely important legal battle with the government of Canada 

over the interpretation of treaty rights. The case centered around a proposed road to run through 

Wood Buffalo National Park. The Mikisew Cree First Nation objected to the road on the grounds 

that it would interfere with their right to hunt and trap under Treaty 8. They used the argument that 

the Canadian Government had never conducted direct consultations with the Band about the 

impacts of the proposed road. After several appeals and reviews, the Supreme Court found that, 

in approving the proposed road, the Crown had failed to demonstrate an “intention of substantially 

addressing [Aboriginal] concerns... through a meaningful process of consultation” (para. 67). As a 

result, the Court overturned the Minister’s approval of the road. This decision was precedent 

setting in that it clearly established that while the Government has the power to authorize land 

uses which impact treaty rights, there is a duty to consult.  

 In December of 2008, the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation filed a court challenge to the 

province's system of granting land tenure. According to the challenge, a number of permits issued 

to oil sand players are invalid. “Selling off rights to explore the land without consulting area 

Aboriginals breached the Crown's duty to consult, say legal documents prepared by the First 

Nation.” (Canadian Press, December 11, 2008) If successful, the action could have far-reaching 

consequences for the way business is conducted in the oil sands.  

 Currently, the Beaver Lake Cree Nation, Enoch Cree Nation, Chipewyan Prairie Dene First Nation 

and Athabasca Chipewyan Nation are demanding the federal government protect the full ranges of 

woodland caribou in NE Alberta from any further industrial development by issuing an emergency 

order under the federal Species at Risk Act. According to a report by Dr. Stan Boutin, a leading 

caribou expert at the University of Alberta, woodland caribou are in steep decline in the area 

because of the cumulative effects of industrial development on caribou habitat, particularly by the oil 

and gas industry. According to Dr. Boutin's report, the East Side Athabasca River herd has declined 

by 71% since 1996.  
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Treaty 6 Involvement  

Heart Lake First Nation 

 The Heart Lake First Nation is a Treaty 6 Chipewyan First Nation with a population of approximately 

300 (October, 2010) of which about 40% lives off reserve.  

 The Heart Lake First Nation has three reserves totalling about 4 600 ha. The largest, Heart Lake 

167, is located 45 km from Lac La Biche (a town of nearly 3000, situated 220 km NE of Edmonton).  

 The Heart Creek First Nations is part of the six member Tribal Chiefs Ventures Inc., an advisory 

body formed in 1981 to establish individual and joint ventures of benefit to member First Nations. 

(The Heart Lake First Nation receives over 1000 new and ongoing requests from industry every year 

to engage in consultations.) Additionally, Heart Lake is a member of the Northeast Alberta Aboriginal 

Business Association which promotes Aboriginal business and skilled workforce development.   

 The Heart Lake First Nation engages in traditional economic activities as well as forestry, trade-

related and oil sands-based industries. 

Treaty 6 

 In 1876, many of the Cree and Stoney First Nations signed on to Treaty 6 (at Fort Carlton and Duck 

Lake in August, and at Fort Pitt in September). The treaty covered territories in what is now central 

Alberta and Saskatchewan.   

 Treaty 6 contained most of the same terms and conditions as the earlier numbered treaties – 

surrender of Indian land rights in exchange for assistance in the transition to an agricultural 

economy, provision of reserves, the establishment of schools on reserves, and annual government 

payments of $5 per person. 

 Treaty 6 also had two new provisions. There was a 'famine and pestilence' clause, which stated that 

the Crown would intervene in times of a national famine affecting the entire band. The treaty also 

agreed to place a medicine chest at each Chief's house, a clause which today has been interpreted 

to mean access to medical attention and supplies.  

 Many of the Chipewyan bands did not become involved in the Treaty 6 negotiations (their northern 

territories were not yet of interest to the Government). These groups would later be part of Treaty 8. 

However, one small group of Chipewyan living near Cold Lake did sign at Fort Pitt in 1876. Their 

leaders were Chief Kinoosayoo and headman Antoine Xavier. In 1877, during Treaty 6 adhesions, 

the Heart Lake Chipewyans led by Antoine Xavier received treaty payments. This group later 

applied for a reserve and was granted one but the Government failed to note under which treaty this 

was carried out. The reserve lands were surveyed as part of Treaty 8, and Heart Lake Chipewyan 

were recorded as having signed Treaty 8 on June 12, 1899. Treaty 8, however, was not negotiated 

until June 21, 1899. As a result, it is not known if Heart Lake First Nation actually signed Treaty 6 or 

Treaty 8. (To date, they are officially considered part of Treaty 6 even though they are on Treaty 8 

lands.)    
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Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada  
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Treaty 8 (Alberta First Nations) 

1. Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation 13. Loon River First Nation 

2. Beaver First Nation 14. Lubicon Lake Band 

3. Bigstone Cree Nation 15. Mikisew Cree First Nation 

4. Chipewyan Prairie First Nation 16. Peerless Trout First Nation 

5. Dene Tha' First Nation 17. Sawridge Band 

6. Driftpile First Nation 18. Smith's Landing First Nation 

7. Duncan's First Nation 19. Sturgeon Lake Cree Nation 

8. Fort McKay First Nation 20. Sucker Creek First Nation 

9. Fort McMurray First Nation 21. Swan River First Nation 

10. Horse Lake First Nation 22. Tallcree First Nation 

11. Kapawe'no First Nation 23. Whitefish Lake First Nation (Atikameg) 

12. Little Red River Cree Nation 24. Woodland Cree First Nation 

Treaty 6 (Alberta First Nations) 

25. Alexander First Nation 34. Louis Bull Tribe 

26. Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation 35. Montana First Nation 

27. Beaver Lake Cree Nation 36. O'Chiese First Nation 

28. Cold Lake First Nations 37. Paul First Nation 

29. Enoch Cree Nation 38. Saddle Lake Cree Nation1 

30. Ermineskin Cree Nation 39. Samson Cree Nation 

31. Frog Lake First Nation 40. Sunchild First Nation 

32. Heart Lake First Nation 41. Whitefish Lake First Nation (Goodfish)1 

33. Kehewin Cree Nation  

1 The Saddle Lake Cree Nation and Whitefish Lake (Goodfish) First Nation are administered separately but are 
considered one band under the Indian Act. 
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Independence of First Nations Heritage Community Foundation (www.edukits.ca) 

 
 
 

Slavey Nation Dene Tha' 

Beaver Nation Dene Zaa 

Stoney Nation Nakoda / Assiniboine 

Chipewyan Nation Dene Suline 

Sarcee Nation Tsuu T'ina 

Blackfoot Nation Siksika, Piikani, Kainai 
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Being Aware of Corporate Best Practices 

In order to establish lasting relationships with the Indigenous communities on whose territorial lands 

projects are situated, it is important to facilitate mutual trust and respect. Part of this process involves being 

aware of corporate best practices gathered from industry peers, Indigenous advisors and community 

development specialists. For example: 

 Encouraging non-Indigenous employees to learn and understand more about Indigenous 

Peoples. This might include attending Indigenous awareness training, sharing culture and 

traditions with Indigenous employees, participating in community-sponsored events and activities, 

and accessing recommended resources.  

 Being sensitive to Indigenous values. This might include jointly developing strategies to address 

missed work time due to cultural and family demands. For example, introducing flex time, cultural 

leaves, job sharing, holiday banking, child care assistance, etc.  

 Recognizing the diversity of Indigenous culture and the variance in belief structures. It is important 

not to assume all Indigenous employees have the same views and feelings about Indigenous 

issues and identity. It is also important not to see Indigenous employees only in terms of their 

Indigenous heritage.  

 Realizing that not all Indigenous employees necessarily have the same needs just because they 

are Indigenous. Like non-Indigenous employees, Aboriginal employees bring their own 

experiences, attitudes, backgrounds, and skillsets to the workplace. These individual needs must 

be addressed by the workplace.  

 Establishing buddy systems for new Indigenous employees. Pair a more experienced Indigenous 

employee with a new employee to help the new hire learn to cope with work processes and 

expectations. Or, pair a young Indigenous new hire with a non-Indigenous ‘old hand.’ 

 Providing Indigenous employees with information about Indigenous support groups available 

(both inside and outside a project).  

 Promoting Indigenous networking within a company or across a project. This allows Indigenous 

employees to benefit from the experiences and support of others.  

 Developing a formal connection between Indigenous employee groups and senior project 

administration. Use this link to discuss Indigenous employment issues and retention strategies.  

 Establishing contacts with Indigenous organizations and communities within the region.  

 Encouraging Indigenous youth in the community to stay in school and pursue further education. 

This might include classroom resource visits by company experts, internships for young people, 

youth summer employment programs, field trip site visits for primary and secondary schools, job 

shadowing opportunities, work experience positions, etc. 

 Establishing clear benchmarks against which to measure Indigenous recruitment and retention 

success. It is important that these be realistic and incremental. 
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 Offering pre-employment training to Indigenous recruits and on-going skills training to those 

already employed. This provides greater opportunities for employment success and advancement. 

 Introducing mentorship programs for Indigenous employees wanting to move forward with their 

careers or to participate in training courses.  

 Attempting, where possible, to have members on the work crew from the same Indigenous group. 

This will make new hires feel more comfortable which is especially important if workers are 

required to live on site.  

 Engaging elders in the recruitment and retention of Indigenous employees and in the 

development and implementation of programs for Indigenous employees.  

 Hiring non-Indigenous personnel who are comfortable working with Indigenous team members. 

Or, identifying and assisting employees who need support and training to acquire this ease. 
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Being Aware of Cultural Differences at the Employee Level 

Bearing in mind that there will be significant variations within and across Indigenous cultures, supervisors 

should not be surprised to encounter the following traits and attitudes: 

Indigenous Cultural Traits and Attitudes Applications for Supervisors 

Communication: 

Silences are considered natural; they signify 

thinking and reflection – often there is no rush to 

start a conversation, fill conversational lulls or 

answer questions.  

Learn to be comfortable with speech that is 

punctuated with pauses. Resist the urge to “jump 

in”. Be absolutely sure the person has finished 

speaking before responding.  

Small talk is not part of many Indigenous cultures 

(there is no reason to talk if there is nothing 

significant to say). 

Be comfortable with silence (or be aware, at least, 

that an Indigenous person finds silence 

comfortable). Do not feel the need to keep the 

conversation going or to fill pauses with superficial 

banter. 

Personal exchanges and revelations only take place 

after a trust relationship is established. 

Open-ended questions may not elicit hoped for 

responses. Try using closed questions. If the 

individual refuses to respond, your questions may 

be considered too personal. Take the time to build a 

relationship before asking personal questions.  

Indigenous Peoples tend to speak softly and in a 

lower pitch. Cadence and tone are important.  

Listen carefully and attempt to match the speaker’s 

tone. Take your cues from the way the message is 

presented rather than from body language. (Body 

language cues may be less evident. Therefore, it is 

difficult to use non-verbal cues as communication 

signposts when interacting.) 

Indigenous culture is an oral culture. One’s word is 

considered a trust agreement not to be reneged 

upon.  

If you make promises to Indigenous workers or 

community members, they must be kept. Do not 

make a commitment you know you cannot keep; 

you will be held to your word.  

‘Please’ and ‘thank-you’ are not considered 

important words in most Indigenous cultures. 

Relationships are based on respect and the 

expectation that one person willingly helps another. 

Gratitude may be expressed through gifts or 

actions.  

Do not consider the absence of ‘please’ and ‘thank-

you’ rude, surly or disrespectful. Also, be gracious 

and accepting if you are thanked with a gift or a 

gesture.  
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Indigenous Cultural Traits and Attitudes Applications for Supervisors 

Some Indigenous groups are shy (especially youth) 

and may not feel comfortable interacting with 

supervisors.  

Have an open door policy and take the time to 

establish relationships based on honesty and trust 

with all Indigenous employees and contractors. 

Indigenous People show far less emotion (negative 

and positive) than their non-Indigenous 

counterparts.  

Do not misinterpret a non-enthusiastic response as 

a show of disinterest or negativity. Also, be on the 

alert for anger or frustration since it may not be 

openly displayed. 

Indigenous Peoples will generally avoid participating 

in conversations where there is conflict, antagonism 

or accusations. Avoidance may take the form of 

actually leaving the area.  

Avoid openly (and especially publicly) accusing 

Indigenous workers of errors or wrongdoing. And do 

not use a confrontational or accusatory approach. 

Avoid, as well, a confrontational style. Before 

jumping to conclusions, clarify (ensure your 

understanding of a situation is correct by getting all 

the information) and confirm (paraphrasing what you 

think the person means until he or she agrees that 

you have understood). This is especially important if 

your first reaction is to reject or ignore information, 

disagree with points being made, or become angry. 

Indigenous Peoples do not often offer praise or 

encouragement. A person is expected to do a good 

job so praise is unnecessary. 

Public praise may not be welcomed. Instead, 

express your satisfaction in private, avoiding 

overstatement. If you are unsure how to proceed, 

ask someone who knows the local culture.  

For many Indigenous Peoples, English is a second 

language. 

Here, as in many other contexts, plain English is the 

most effective way to communicate. Use jargon and 

technical terminology only in those contexts where it 

is appropriate to do so.  

Elders often answer questions with a story, 

especially if there are several aspects and overlays 

to consider.  

 

Don’t dismiss a story as an avoidance tactic. Stories 

may convey surprising insights once they are 

interpreted. Ask someone who understands 

Aboriginal culture to help you understand what is 

being said. Never take a story at face value, or as 

having none. 
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Indigenous Cultural Traits and Attitudes Applications for Supervisors 

We vs. I 

Traditional culture values the group over the 

individual.  

“We” may be used in place of “I” when Indigenous 

Peoples speak. Don’t immediately assume the 

plural form refers to a group. 

Individual competition to “get ahead” is not part of 

most Indigenous cultures. Since wealth and 

resources are shared, competition becomes 

irrelevant. Non-competitiveness also reduces the 

chance that someone less skilled will be made to 

feel insignificant.  

Indigenous Peoples may not be motivated by 

material gain in the same way non-Indigenous 

employees are. This should not be interpreted as a 

lack of ambition or commitment. Don’t rely on the 

promise of money to achieve results.  

Promoting oneself is considered distasteful. 

Everyone is as valuable as everyone else so there 

is no reason to try to distinguish oneself.  

 

Under-reporting of accomplishment and skillsets is 

common. Take the time to ‘dig’ further before 

deciding. This is especially true when employees 

are required to self-report. 

 

Non-Interference 

Indigenous people avoid conflict by refraining from 

criticizing or coercing others. This applies to child-

rearing as well.  

Avoid work and training situations where you 

request an Indigenous employee to criticize a 

colleague, especially publicly. Also, Indigenous 

mentors may be less likely to point out errors than 

their non-Indigenous counterparts.  

Independence is valued and promoted even within 

young children. Rules are not openly stated; 

individuals have the right to make their own choices. 

 

Avoid a rule-heavy approach. While rules and 

procedures are important, it should be clear why the 

rules are in place. Take the time to provide the 

rationale and facilitate employee buy-in. Be clear 

about consequences without using them as threats. 
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Indigenous Cultural Traits and Attitudes Applications for Supervisors 

Making Eye Contact 

Eye contact is not important in some Indigenous 

cultures. In other Indigenous groups, lowering one’s 

eyes may be a sign of respect. (In residential 

schools, eye contact with authorities was punished 

so there may be reluctance on the part of survivors 

to make eye contact.) 

 

Do not expect eye contact even during a group 

presentation. It is common for Indigenous 

individuals listening to a presentation not to observe 

the speaker. Do not consider lack of eye contact a 

sign of disrespect, insubordination or reluctance to 

engage. Do not insist on eye contact. 

 

Concept of Time 

Indigenous Peoples tend to think of time in terms of 

seasons, cycles or suns. Understandings of clock 

time may co-exist with a sense of time that is more 

flexible and personal. Time is not a commodity that 

can be lost or wasted.  

If employees are chronically late, ensure there are 

no root causes that require addressing – childcare 

challenges, family problems, health and wellness 

issues, etc. If practical, set up flex time work 

schedules. Some situations permit more flexibility 

than others. But what will almost certainly limit your 

flexibility in a situation is the assumption that 

lateness means a lack of interest or respect. When 

planning project implementation, be very realistic 

about task completion timelines to avoid time 

stresses. Include workers in these discussions 

where possible.  

Schedules may seem less important than they do in 

the Canadian mainstream – things should be done 

when the time is right. For many Aboriginal Peoples, 

it is not a concern if events or activities start late. 

The act of waiting for someone to arrive is 

considered a sign of respect.  

Discuss lateness and absence policies with staff, 

especially the impacts no-shows have on other 

workers. (Conversely, people may themselves rate 

these impacts according to their reading of the 

intent or attitude that the lateness or absence 

expresses.) Solicit input and suggestions from 

workers (group and individual) so there is buy-in to 

the policy. Establishing buddy support systems may 

also make it easier for workers to be punctual. 
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Indigenous Cultural Traits and Attitudes Applications for Supervisors 

Seasonal activities (berry picking, fishing, hunting, 

etc.) always take precedence since they are 

associated with survival and vital community 

traditions. 

Consider seasonal and cultural activities when 

planning staff allocation and down time for projects. 

Allow Indigenous employees to take holidays or 

personal leave days for these events. If possible, 

set up work schedules so extra hours can be logged 

and traded for “cultural days.” Family obligations are 

also of paramount importance; be prepared to 

compromise and find workable solutions. (Family is 

important, of course, for most of us. But Indigenous 

workers who fail to attend family or community 

events may be harshly judged.)  

Decision-Making 

Decision-making is consensual. People will feel that 

outcomes must be carefully considered since all 

decisions have long term impacts. There is little 

tolerance for finger pointing if the wrong decision is 

made; responsibility for outcomes is shared. 

 

Provide time when asking for decisions to be made. 

Wherever possible, use a group approach in which 

all participants take ownership and share 

accountability. Never allow a culture of blame to 

take hold in the workplace. 

 

Shaking Hands 

Handshakes may or may not be used as a form of 

greeting. If a handshake is initiated, it is usually 

much “softer” or less firm than in non-Indigenous 

cultures, especially where elders are concerned. 

 

Take your cue from the Indigenous person with 

whom you are interacting. If you are offered a hand, 

match the “grip” strength, even if it is much less 

rigorous than the way you usually shake hands. If 

no one makes a move to shake your hand, then 

proceed without a handshake.  
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Aboriginal Cultural Traits and Attitudes Applications for Supervisors 

Extended Family 

In all Indigenous cultures, families are valued 

greatly, including extended family members. Close 

family friends may also be considered part of the 

extended family. (Children are often raised by family 

members other than their birth parents; it is not 

uncommon for extended family members to “adopt” 

a child from within the extended family circle.)  

Family obligations and rituals are extremely 

important in Indigenous culture. For example, it is 

expected that individuals attend the funerals of not 

only immediate family, but also extended family, 

elders, and community members (if the community 

is small). This does not work with standard HR 

policies and must be addressed before the situation 

arises.  

Respect is shown to every family member, 

especially elders and children. 

If appropriate, involve elders in providing support to 

Indigenous employees experiencing difficulties.  

It is also not uncommon for an individual to have 

many grandparents, aunts and uncles, some of 

whom are not blood relatives. 

 

Be clear that in Indigenous culture, family 

structures, roles and titles can be different than in 

non-Indigenous cultures. This does not make them 

any less valid or the responsibilities any less real.  

 

Use of Humour 

Indigenous Peoples are known for their good sense 

of humour. Indigenous Peoples often use humour to 

address life challenges. (Indigenous humour can 

seem dry, ironic or even sarcastic.) 

 

It is a sign of trust if Indigenous Peoples include you 

in their joking and jibes. Don’t be offended. And 

don’t be afraid to use gentle humour when 

interacting with Indigenous workers or community 

members.  
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Indigenous Cultural Traits and Attitudes Applications for Supervisors 

Giving of Gifts 

In many Indigenous cultures, gifts are considered a 

sign of respect and of appreciation. In these 

cultures, gifts are expected and it is very important 

that culturally appropriate gifts be offered (e.g. 

tobacco, blankets, honoraria). In other Indigenous 

groups, gifts are interpreted as little more than 

bribes. Gifts are also used by Indigenous Peoples to 

seal an agreement or express gratitude. Re-gifting 

(even immediate re-gifting) is a common practice 

and indicates a gift has been well-received.  

 

Research must be conducted to determine what is 

appropriate in terms of gift giving. Never make 

assumptions! For example, a gift of a blanket in 

central and eastern Canada is considered an insult 

due to the small pox blanket controversy. A gift of a 

blanket on the prairies, however, is entirely 

appropriate. Also, do not be hurt or angry if your gift 

is re-gifted (even in your presence); consider it a 

compliment.  

 

Teaching and Learning 

Indigenous Peoples use storytelling, elder 

mentorship and modelling as their primary 

teaching/learning methods.  

 

Use modelling when training Indigenous workers; 

this means showing someone how to do something 

rather than telling the person how to proceed. 

Modelling should also involve skill demonstrations 

which then allow learners to master processes on 

their own.  

 

 

 

 

Always take the time to build relationships. Do not assume that what worked for 

one Indigenous group will work for another. Do your homework!!  
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Being Aware of the Statistics 

According to the 2011 National Aboriginal census data (Statistics Canada): 

 There were 1,400,685 Indigenous Peoples living in Canada in 2011. 

 The median age among the Inuit is 23 years old, First Nations 26, and Métis 31 – compared with 

the median age for the non-Indigenous community which is 41 years of age.  

 In 2011, there were more than 600 First Nations and over 60 First Nations languages in Canada. 

 The First Nations population increased 20% (232,385 people) between 2006 and 2011 compared 

with 5.2% for the non-Indigenous population. Indigenous Peoples are the nation’s youngest and 

fastest growing human resource.   

 Ontario and the western provinces combined account for an estimated 1,108,050 First Nations 

people, or 79% of this group’s total population. About 220,695, or 15.8%, live in Alberta.  

 Nearly 30,000 businesses in Canada are owned by Indigenous persons and half are in urban 

areas. (2006) 

 Nearly 50% of Indigenous Peoples in Canada live in cities rather than on reserves.  

 Indigenous Peoples have land claims that affect at least 20% of the Canadian land mass – a 

figure that is expected to rise in the next 15 years.  

 

 

Recommended Reading 

 Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF) archived website: www.ahf.ca  

 Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business (CCAB): www.ccab.com 

 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC): www.trc.ca 
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Some additional thoughts: 

 Indigenous men live about 4-6 years less on average than non-Indigenous men. Indigenous 

women live about 5-7 years less on average than non-Indigenous women. (The Star, June 10, 

2013) 

 If the gaps between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians were closed in terms of education 

and employment, the country’s gross domestic product would increase by $160 billion by 2017. 

(The Potential Contribution of Aboriginal Canadians to Labour Force, Employment, Productivity 

and Output Growth in Canada, 2001-2017, Centre for the Study of Living Standards, ,Nov. 2007) 

 

According to 2011 Alberta Aboriginal census and Alberta Labour Force Profiles 2011 data: 

 In Alberta, there are 220,695 Indigenous people, representing 15.8% of the total Indigenous 

population.  

 There are 116,670 First Nations, representing 13.7% of all First Nations people in the country, but 

less than 4% of the total population in Alberta. 

 The largest population of Métis is in Alberta (96,865) where 21.4% of all Métis in Canada live.  

 Edmonton is home to the second largest Indigenous population living in a metropolitan areas 

(18,210), the first being Winnipeg (25,970) and the third being Vancouver (15,080).Indigenous 

Peoples represent 3.6% of the total population of Winnipeg, 1.6% of Edmonton, and 0.7% of 

Vancouver. 

 Alberta is home to one of the youngest Indigenous populations in the country, with a median age 

of 23 years compared to 37 years for the non-Indigenous population. 

 More than 60% of the working age population of Alberta’s Indigenous people living off-reserve is 

between the ages of 25 and 64 years. 

 Edmonton economic region has the highest percentage of Alberta’s Indigenous population living 

off-reserve, at 37.0%, followed by the Calgary region at 21.3%, and the Athabasca-Grande 

Prairie-Peace River economic region at 16.3%. 

 The 11.1% unemployment rate for Indigenous people living off-reserve is higher than the 5.5% 

rate for non-Indigenous Albertans. 

 The unemployment rate for First Nations people in Alberta, at 12.2%, is 2 percentage points 

higher than the rate for Métis people, at 10.2%. 

 In 2011, 24.3% of Alberta’s Indigenous labour force living off-reserve had completed secondary 

education; 33.3% had attained post-secondary certificates or diplomas; and another 9.4% had 

earned university degrees.  
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Myth Breakers 

Transfer Payments 

These are federal government payments that were promised to Indigenous communities when lands 

and resources were taken as part of treaty agreements. 

The transfer payment amount was approximately $7.9 billion in 2013/2014. The money provides 

housing, education, healthcare, roads, waste and water treatment, and social services to about 630 

communities (services and infrastructure other Canadians get from provincial and municipal 

governments). 

Transfer payments: 

 Are administered by the communities (20% goes to federal government bureaucracy). 

 Are negotiated each year, using no formulas or rationale (done on a band-to-band basis).  

 Have had yearly increases capped at 2% since 1996 (First Nation population growth is 29%). 

 Are used for First Nations’ homes yet 90% of First Nation reserve homes are more likely to be 

without running water than the homes of other Canadians. (As of December 2016, there were 140 

“boil water” advisories in 90 communities.) According to a 2011 federal report, 45% of current 

houses require major repairs and 20,000 to 35,000 new housing units are needed (1 house can 

cost $250,000 to build on remote reserves).  

Education 

 The federal government provides money to First Nations’ communities for allocation to students 

wanting post-secondary education. Funds are limited so not everyone has access. 

 Non-status Indians and Métis students receive no post-secondary funding from the federal 

government. 

 Primary and secondary education is federally funded for children living on reserve. 

 Indigenous students on reserves receive about 25% less funding for their primary school 

education than Canadian children funded by provinces. 

Taxes 

 Status Indians and bands do not pay taxes on personal property situated on a reserve (over 50% 

of First Nations people live off-reserve and pay full taxes on personal property). 

 Status Indians do not pay taxes on goods/services bought at reserve business, or goods bought 

elsewhere and delivered to reserve – full taxes are paid on all other purchases.  

 Status Indians who work on a reserve do not pay income taxes on their employment income 

(there are high levels of unemployment on reserves so does not apply to many). 
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Treaty Annuity Payments  

 These are payments promised by the treaties paid annually by the federal government (amounts 

have not changed since 1875).  

 Paid to registered Indians who are members of bands that have signed historic treaties with the 

Crown - usually paid in cash at Treaty Day events. 

 Symbolic (to remind the Crown of its treaty obligations). 

o $5.00 in cash to each eligible band member per year 

o $25.00 in cash to each Chief per year 

o $15.00 in cash to a specified number of Band Councillors per year  

 In 2016, around 579,000 First Nation people were eligible to collect annuities stipulated in treaties 

signed between 1850 and 1921, according to the Government of Canada. 

 Last year, the department distributed around $1.9 million, at more than 360 treaty payment events 

nationwide. Still, more than $16 million in total annuity payments had never been claimed by the 

end of 2015. 

 Other provisions (depending on the treaty signed): 

o A suit of clothes every 3 years for each Chief and a number of Councillors 

o Ammunition for hunting rifles 

o Twine for nets 
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Appendix A: Canadians Unearth Wooly Mammoth 

CANADIAN PRESS - September 14th, 2006.  

EDMONTON — Oilsands activity has uncovered vast wealth of a different kind — a 10,000-year-old quarry 

rich with tools and weapons including a pristine spearpoint still smeared with the blood of a woolly 

mammoth.  

"It's got this echo of the Ice Age world," said Jack Ives, Alberta's provincial archaeologist, who described 

the find in a hearing before the province's energy regulator today. "There's quite a rich concentration of 

artifacts."  

The so-called Quarry of the Ancestors, which scientists suspect may be one of first places where humans 

put down roots in northern Alberta after the retreat of the glaciers, is found on an outcrop of hard, fine-

grained sandstone adjacent to the Albian Sands oilsands lease about 75 kilometres north of Fort 

McMurray.  

The $12.8-billion Albian Sands project is currently before the province's Energy and Utilities Board.  

The quarry was discovered in 2003 when Birch Mountain Resources, which quarries limestone in the area 

to make chemicals used in oilsands mining, conducted a routine archaeological survey prior to its own 

proposed expansion. The site's importance was evident almost immediately, said Nancy Saxberg, who 

conducted the field work. "We went into the woods and dug a couple of holes, and everywhere we dug a 

hole we found archaeological material," she said. Spearpoints, knives, scrapers, stone flakes and tiny 

micro-blades that would have been fastened to a wood or bone handle all began to emerge from the boreal 

loam. "People were prying this stuff out of the ground in chunks," said Saxberg.  

One investigator turned up a spearpoint still sharp enough to penetrate flesh. When tested, it contained 

traces of proteins that matched elephant blood. The only possible source would have been a mammoth, an 

animal thought to have died out more than 10,000 years ago. "It was pretty thrilling," Saxberg said.  

The site, spread out over a square kilometre, was so large that Saxberg said the normal archaeological 

practice of establishing the boundaries of a site had to be modified. "We couldn't define the sector because 

the sector was so freaking huge."  

As well as offering beautifully preserved examples of fine ancient craftsmanship, the Quarry of the 

Ancestors will provide vital clues to North America's human history.  

The soil at the site is unusually deep for the area, said Ives, allowing archaeologists to separate material 

from different time periods. "There appear to be opportunities to learn more about chronology," he said. As 

well, tools fashioned from rock known as Beaver River Sandstone have turned up at hundreds of sites in 

northern Alberta and Saskatchewan. The source of that stone has long been mysterious — until now. It 

came from the Quarry of the Ancestors. "There's a vast area in which this raw stone material was 

circulating," Ives said. Ives has assembled what he believes to be the outline of the area's history.  

People first started coming into the area about 12,000 years ago, as the glaciers gradually retreated north 

into what is now the Northwest Territories. People followed their retreat, passing through the quarry area 

as part of their nomadic rounds, stocking up on the excellent stone and hunting when game presented 
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itself. Human occupation was interrupted about 10,000 years ago when a massive flood from Glacial Lake 

Agassiz inundated the area.  

People returned as the floodwaters abated, this time sticking around instead of just passing through. The 

quarry was a centre of occupation for thousands of years.  

The depth of that history has thrilled members of the Fort McKay First Nation, on whose traditional land the 

quarry sits. "The community, especially the elders, found it to be very important to them," said Lisa 

Schaldemose of the Fort McKay band.  

Although band members are cautious about claiming the quarry's ancient toolmakers as ancestors, 

artifacts are on display at the band office and community gatherings have been held on the site.  

In an area where land access is increasingly complicated by oilsands leases, Schaldemose says Fort 

MacKay wants the quarry to be permanently available to its community for use as a gathering place. 

Everyone agrees the quarry, which is surrounded by oilsands leases, should be preserved.  

Birch Hills Resources, which owns the quarry rights, has chosen to expand elsewhere, said owner Don 

Dabbs. "We recognized the importance right off the top," he said. ``This area has had a very long history of 

being important to people."  

TransCanada PipeLines has rerouted one of its lines to avoid the site. Shell Canada has altered plans to 

put an overburden pile in the area.  

Ives's department is asking Community Development Minister Denis Ducharme to declare the site a 

provincial historic resource, which would preserve it. The Quarry of the Ancestors is irreplaceable, said 

Saxberg. "This is an example of an early, early time when people are staying in one place and getting to 

know the landscape and getting to know the resources that are there," she said. "It's part of the beginning 

where people are starting to identify with specific places. It's a really important time in the history of North 

America where people are figuring out where they belong."  
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www.allaboutshoes.ca 

www.amnesty.ca 
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www.treaty8.ca 

www.vch.ca/aboriginalhealth 

www. trc.ca 

www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/pubs/abo-aut/mmaw-fada-eng.htm 
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