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Foreword
Paulette Tremblay, Ph.D., ICD.D., CAPA, Chief Executive Officer, Assembly of First Nations

One of the traditional teachings passed down to me from Mohawk clan mothers was that 
“everything happens in its time”. This Report, Pursuing Well-being: Lessons from the First 
Nation Poverty Action Research Project is being launched and shared at an important time 
in our history. Through a continuous evolving relationship steeped in destructive legacies of 
colonialism and assimilation, Canada and First Nations are now in a time of reconciliation. It is 
the time to address past wrong-doings, to engage in processes of healing, and for the first time 
to give voice to First Nations who have been invisible for far too long.

Through the structure of the research methodology, the research project team enabled First 
Nations to give voice to their realities in the places that they live. The diversity of the five projects 
and the constant change that was experienced within their environments are not surprising. 
The messages shared by First Nations resonated deeply with me and took me back in time as I 
grew up on reserve. While I am sure by mainstream standards I was poor, I did not know or feel 
poor as I grew up. Yes, I lived in a crowded house with an extended family; we did not have 
money; and no one in my family had much education or a degree - I am the first. However, I 
belonged to a loving family; worked hard to help with berry picking, gardening, hunting and 
fishing; and we shared whatever we could with others in our community. We practiced our 
traditions giving thanks for all the gifts that were provided by the Creator, Mother Earth and 
nature: we felt connected to all in our world.
 
For healing to become real and meaningful within First Nations, actions must be created and 
undertaken by those who must live with the results. First Nations must drive the direction and 
the research projects provide clear and compelling evidence of this. Passion, generosity, love, 
caring, and sharing are values that the First Nations demonstrated as they worked tirelessly to 
move towards health and well-being for their families and First Nations. 

The recommendations in the research Report reflect the direction that must be taken on a broad 
scale to move towards reconciliation, healing, and to enable First Nations to build capacity 
and take positive action to rebuild. This research Report is a step toward reconciliation and a 
must read. Congratulations to all involved in the Project.
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Introduction
Fred Wien, PhD., C.M., Principal Investigator, Professor Emeritus, Dalhousie University

It is in the nature of community-based, participatory research that one ends up in quite a 
different place from where one started, and this project is no exception. Our proposal to the 
Canadian Institutes for Health Research responded to a call for applications on (upstream) 
social determinants of Indigenous health, incorporating both a research and an action 
component. Our intent was to focus on poverty as one such determinant. Reflecting the 
literature, we thought about poverty largely in material terms and suggested that bringing 
about change in indicators such as income, employment and the like among First Nation 
individuals would be rewarded with improvements in levels of health and well-being.

Once we began to work with five First Nations located in different parts of Canada, we learned 
quickly enough that poverty was not a concept with which they felt comfortable, and indeed 
there is no term in Indigenous languages to express this idea. Neither did they wish to engage 
in research/action focused only on the poor within their communities. Instead, they articulated 
their own visions of the good life, defined in multidimensional (holistic) terms with an emphasis 
on balance and harmony among different dimensions. “Building our community together” 
was the title of one such plan, seeking to avoid targeting and stigmatizing a portion of the 
community. Furthermore, the strategies that emerged from within the First Nations focused as 
much on measures to strengthen the community as they did on action directed to individuals, 
and we think this represents an important insight for policy and practice.

At present, we know that in each province and territory there are some First Nations that have, 
over the past 20 years or so, been quite successful in making the transition to a more self-reliant 
economic base, reduced dependence on government transfers, improved educational 
outcomes and progress with respect to healing arising from the experience of residential 
schools. Indeed, in some areas, they serve as regional growth centres, employing the non-
Indigenous population as well as their own community members. Their examples are both 
inspirational and instructive, but many more are still struggling with the legacy of a colonial 
past, with a land and resource base that is but a small shadow of what once comprised their 
traditional territory, and in some cases with the additional challenges imposed by remote 
location. While much needs to be done in specific sectors, as the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission has set out – education, culture, and justice to name a few – much also depends 
on the capacity of individual First Nations to create an environment of hope, opportunity and 
support for individuals and families residing in their jurisdiction.
 
In working with five such First Nations, as anticipated we found that they have no difficulty in 
imagining a different future, and they are determined to drive change in the desired direction. 
The diversity in perspective and strategy among the First Nations is notable, reflecting in part 
differences in their environments and histories.

This account of the Poverty Action Research Project describes one approach to supporting 
this process, one where representatives of the academic sector and the Assembly of First 
Nations have combined to lend their resources to several First Nations seeking to improve the 
health and well-being of their members.
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Is this a useful model? We make several observations. The first is that all involved have found it 
to be a rewarding and productive experience, with the participating First Nations expressing 
the desire for the project to continue, if possible. Secondly, in addition to what has been 
accomplished in the five First Nations, there have been spread effects. A driver education 
project piloted at Misipawistik Cree Nation, for example, has now spread to other First Nations 
in the same region. In Quebec, the PARP model realized at Opitciwan is now taking root within 
the wider Atikamekw nation. Finally, the financial investment has been relatively modest in 
relation to the gains achieved, which include leveraging contributions from other sources 
and developing partnerships between the participating First Nations and other sectors (e.g., 
the partnership agreement between Eabametoong First Nation and the City of Markham). In 
short, this is a model of relatively small initiatives yielding larger benefits, driven by First Nations 
themselves but providing an opportunity for participants in addition to governments to make 
their contribution to reconciliation.

In reading the report to follow, one cannot escape the conclusion that many of the lessons 
from the PARP project come directly from the First Nations themselves, while others derive 
from the interaction between Indigenous and Western perspectives or from a deepened 
understanding of the different worlds we inhabit. This is another way of saying that we have 
been inhabiting what some have called the ethical space of engagement, and others have 
expressed as two-eyed seeing . It would not have been possible without the enthusiastic 
involvement of the participating First Nations, the Assembly of First Nations, and the somewhat 
unruly yet respectful group of academics, all of whom have worked so hard on this project.

1  Ermine, W. (2007). “The ethical space of engagement”. Indigenous Law Journal, 6(1), 193-203. See also Bartlett, C., 
Marshall, M., and Marshall, A., “Two-Eyed Seeing and other Lessons Learned within a co-earning journey of bringing 
together indigenous and mainstream knowledges and ways of knowing”, Journal of Environmental Studies and 
Sciences, 2(4): 331-340, 2012.
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Executive Summary
The Poverty Action Research Project (PARP) has its origins in the Make Poverty History 
Committee established by the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) in 2008. Academic members 
of the Committee in cooperation with the AFN subsequently applied for an action research 
grant to the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) and were successful with their 
application.

The project selected five volunteer First Nations from different parts of Canada, hiring a 
coordinator in each, undertaking background research, developing a profile and working with 
First Nation representatives in the development of a strategy to address upstream determinants 
of health and well-being. Subsequently, Project Team members within each region assisted 
where needed with plan implementation, supporting some initiatives with small grants. The First 
Nations participating in the project include Sipekne’katik First Nation (Nova Scotia), Opitciwan 
Atikamekw First Nation (Quebec), Eabametoong First Nation (Northern Ontario), Misipawistik 
Cree Nation (Manitoba) and T’ít’q’et (British Columbia).

We heard from all five First Nations that they rejected the concept of poverty as defined in 
the mainstream society with an emphasis on income, employment and related measures. 
Instead, they approached the task from a much wider, holistic, perspective seeking to achieve 
the good life, one that included dimensions such as spiritual, mental, emotional and physical 
health and well-being; that stressed the idea of balance and harmony among the dimensions, 
and that showed a preference for “building our community together” rather than focusing on 
a disadvantaged subset of the community.

We have learned a great deal about how to engage effectively and with mutual respect with 
First Nations in this kind of project. This includes understanding the protocols that communities 
have for engaging with external groups, the importance of having the active involvement and 
support of the elected leadership, recognizing the strengths of First Nations and their leaders, 
appreciating the differences between academic and community worlds, and understanding 
the pressures they face on a day-to-day basis.

While our initial thought was that we would focus on individual level determinants and 
outcomes (e.g., reducing individual poverty and thereby improving health), the strategies that 
developed and that we helped to implement involved many initiatives that were directed to 
strengthening communities (e.g., undertaking surveys to improve decision-making; setting up 
an economic development corporation; piloting a different approach to providing services). 
While action at both levels is necessary, we have concluded that strategies to strengthen 
communities and nations have been relatively neglected as a mechanism for enabling First 
Nations themselves to address the health and well-being of their members.

References to history are pervasive in the narratives of the First Nations. They refer to events 
such as the loss of access to lands and resources, pervasive controls exercised through the 
Indian Act, a history of assimilative measures such as residential schools, and the harm arising 
from resource development projects such as hydro dams. These historical forces have left a 
legacy that sharply curtails what is possible to achieve through development strategies.
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Project Team and volunteers from the participating First Nations Meeting at White Point Lodge, Nova Scotia, 
May, 2017.

References to culture also arise frequently in First Nation narratives. There is a strong desire 
to revitalize, celebrate and apply Indigenous teachings, whether as part of a path to health 
and healing, an integral component to achieving success in education, or as a source 
of inspiration for new forms of governance. Culture may also be seen to be embodied in 
economic development strategies (e.g., the cultural tourism showcase piloted in one of the 
PARP First Nations), or as a factor in balancing resource developments with environmental 
protections.

The five First Nations chosen to participate in the project differed from each other in being at 
different points in their development journey, having achieved different levels of institutional 
development and facing challenges that varied from moderate to severe. Would they all 
be in a position to take advantage of a project such as this? We found that they could all 
make progress toward achieving their goals, no matter their initial starting point. We found that 
external supports, even if modest in scale, can be quite helpful to the development trajectory 
of the First Nations. The project also demonstrated the role that entities other than governments 
-- for example, the academic and non-governmental sectors -- can play in support of the 
development efforts of First Nations (e.g., the partnership agreement linking Eabametoong 
with the City of Markham).
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In working with the elected leadership and their senior staff in the five First Nations, one can 
readily see the importance of their role and the strengths they bring to the task, leadership 
qualities that are not often buttressed by high levels of formal education. In that light, we note 
that supports for leadership development, such as executive training, are quite limited. We 
also observed the importance of stability in leadership. For example, one of the First Nations 
has experienced three elections for Chief and Council with a fourth on the horizon, arising from 
the two-year cycle mandated by the Indian Act. The Chief and some Councillors changed 
in each cycle. Other First Nations have approved a longer term between elections or have 
re-elected incumbents on each occasion. Stability of leadership is important because we 
know from case studies of First Nations that have made a successful transition from colonial-
induced dependence to self-reliance that such a transformation takes from 15 to 20 years to 
accomplish, even under favourable conditions.

While many commentators talk about separating politics from business, we submit that the 
issue is more to understand the appropriate roles of the political and business sectors. The 
political leadership is central to many decisions that affect the environment and resources for 
economic development -- such as, overcoming internal divisions, developing strategic plans, 
putting in place a qualified civil service, enacting by-laws and regulations, and dealing with 
external government and private sector interests. Yet they do not have the time or sometimes 
the technical expertise to make decisions on day-to-day matters of economic development, 
where in any event, decisions made on political grounds are not helpful. In this context, we 
were pleased to work with Eabametoong First Nation in helping to establish an economic 
development corporation to serve the community.

Undertaking action research with First Nations is different from the norm. While appropriate 
ethical practices are spelled out in Chapter 9 of the Tri-Council Policy Statement on Research 
Ethics, the policies and practices of the national research granting councils and the universities 
have not fully adjusted to these differences. Thus, we found that some terminology that 
resonated with the Granting Councils, such as “intervention research” and “poverty”, were 
not welcomed by the First Nations. Some culturally based practices in the First Nations, such as 
providing gifts to recognize the role of elders, ran up against the financial accountability rules 
of the universities. In addition, community-based research is much more dynamic than what 
is implied by mainstream research and ethics procedures, requiring more flexibility to adjust to 
community-driven change. Finally, neither “Chapter 9” nor the ethics processes followed by 
universities are able to take on a review of the “action” component of a project in addition to 
its research dimensions, thereby potentially leaving First Nations vulnerable. We conclude that 
change needs to come from the top -- that is, from the Granting Councils -- as the universities 
do not have the freedom they need to respond to these issues.

Our overview report concludes with a number of recommendations directed to governments, 
Granting Councils and universities. These include the idea of funding support for First Nation 
development, improving the capacity of government to respond to proposals that are holistic 
in nature, and providing support for leadership development.

Appendices list the members of the national Project Team as well as First Nation volunteers.
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1. The Poverty Action Research Project

PARP has its origins with the Make Poverty History Expert Advisory Committee (MPH) established 
in 2008 by the Assembly of First Nations(AFN). Composed of leading Indigenous and non-
Indigenous academic personnel from across Canada, the Committee was mandated to 
review available statistics on First Nation poverty as a fundamental determinant of health, 
map out a program of research on the topic, and advise the AFN on strategies for dealing 
with the issue.

In 2009-10, the Institute of Aboriginal Peoples Health (IAPH), Canadian Institutes of Health 
Research (CIHR) invited proposals for action-oriented research projects designed to address 
social determinants of health in Indigenous communities. Members of the MPH Committee in 
partnership with the AFN decided to apply and, in June 2010, were advised that the proposal 
was successful in a highly competitive application environment.

The proposal envisaged the Project Team working with five volunteer First Nation communities 
from across Canada. It set out a common process:

• Engage a part-time First Nation-based coordinator

• Undertake background research on the history of the First Nation; use secondary data and 
key informant interviews to develop a profile

• Work with First Nation representatives to develop a multi-year strategy to address poverty as 
a determinant of health

• Have Project Team members located within the same geographic area offer to work with 
the First Nation in the implementation of the plan as needed

• Offer modest annual funding to the First Nation to support action projects

While the project had these common process features, it did not set out a common strategic 
path to be taken by each First Nation. Instead, since PARP used a community-based action 
research approach, it was left up to each First Nation working in conjunction with Project Team 
members from each region to develop its own approach to community development. As a 
result, there is considerable variation in approach not only in what was done but also in terms 
of how it was done and who the main participants were.

In selecting the five First Nations, it was decided to begin by bringing the opportunity to 
participate to the attention of all who were AFN members, which resulted in a mailing to 633 
First Nations across the country. Some 80 responded, expressing their interest and more than 40 
followed through by providing more detail about their First Nation, its challenges and vision for 
moving forward. The “final five” were selected using a process that avoided “cherry-picking” 
First Nations but meeting a range of criteria such as varying degrees of remoteness from urban 
areas and inclusion of a French-speaking First Nation, among others.
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2. The Five First Nations 2  

Sipekne’katik First Nation in Nova Scotia

Sipekne’katik First Nation is the second largest Mi’kmaq community in Nova Scotia. Formally 
known as the Shubenacadie Band of Indians, it includes Indian Brook Indian Reserve (IR) #14, 
New Ross, Pennal, Dodd’s Lot, Wallace Hills and Grand Lake.  Sipekne’katik First Nation has 
2,588 Band members, with approximately 1244 members residing within the First Nation and 
1344 members residing off reserve.  The largest is Indian Brook located 68 kilometres from 
Kijipuktuk (Halifax) and 29 kilometres southwest of Truro.

An initial activity was the development of a strategic plan, ultimately called “Building Our 
Community Together: The Poverty Action Plan of the Shubenacadie First Nation.” It is grounded 
in historical research, in a large number of key informant interviews, secondary data analysis, 
input from Advisory Committee members, and meetings with agency and department heads. 
Several open community meetings were also held. Once developed, the strategic plan was 
approved in principle by Chief and Council and many of its provisions have been implemented. 
Current activities include the development of a household survey, a project piloting a more 
integrated approach to providing services, and an initiative to address transportation barriers 
faced by residents.

2 Information about the PARP First Nations is derived from Jennifer S. Dockstator, Frederic C. Wien, Jeff S. Denis, Gérard 
Duhaime, Mark S. Dockstator, Charlotte Loppie, John Loxley, David Newhouse, Warren Weir, Wanda Wuttunee, 
“Insights for Community Development in First Nations: The Poverty Action Research Project”, forthcoming, 2018.

Location of Five First Nations participating in PARP
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Building Our Community Together: The Poverty Action Plan 
of the Sipekne’katik First Nation

Opitciwan First Nation in Quebec

Opitciwan is part of the Atikamekw nation comprised of three communities: Manawan, 
Wemotaci and Obedjiwan-Opitciwan.  Atikamekw means “whitefish” and refers to the species 
of fish the people have eaten for ages.  Opitciwan was formerly located at the tip of Mékiskan, 
a site that is accessible by water and is one hour by canoe from the spot that the community 
occupies today.  In 1920, the Gouin Dam flooded the community causing the families to move 
closer to the bay.  The people settled slowly in the territory where the rising rivers meet, hence 
the name “Opitciwan,” which means “the meeting place of the rising rivers.”

Services to
family & 

community

Business
development

Employment 
and training Governance

Education for
children
& youth
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Opitciwan is located in the heart of the Province of Quebec north of the Gouin Reservoir in 
the region of La Mauricie.3

Early in its existence, Opitciwan’s Nikaniw Committee decided to rally the largest possible 
number of people and organizations in activities relevant to the fight against poverty.  The 
committee has planned and directed its actions toward the well-being of children, family 
support, and the transmission of traditional knowledge to the youth. Toward this goal, it has 
pursued activities, not without difficulty, by mobilizing human, material and financial resources.  
For example, the Family House has been developed by the Women’s Association and the 
Nikaniw Committee. Family House activities include a community kitchen that brings parents 
together, a room equipped with children’s toys, conference-at-luncheons, breakfasts for 
parents, workshops on healthy lifestyle habits and early childhood development with maternal 
and child health intervenors. The Nikaniw Committee has also established the Ocki Matcatan 
program. The program holds activities in which young people learn traditional skills like making 
tents or other utilitarian objects (such as canoes, baskets, etc.), beginning with the harvesting 
and processing of the base materials (e.g., moose hide, birch bark, etc.) to the sale of products. 
The program contributes to the retention of students in Mikisiw High School, the transmission of 
traditional knowledge, and family support through generational bridging. A breakfast program 
was also implemented at the elementary and high schools.

An excursion organized by the project Tapiskwan, at Opitciwan.

3   Retrieved October 7, 2016 from: http://povertyaction.ca/community/opitciwan-qc.
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Mother and Child at the Opitciwan’s Family Centre.

Eabametoong First Nation in Northern Ontario

Eabametoong First Nation (EFN; also known as Fort Hope) is located on the north shore of 
Eabamet Lake, 360 kilometres north of Thunder Bay, Ontario.  EFN is a member of the Nishnawbe 
Aski Nation and the Matawa Tribal Council and is a signatory to Treaty 9.4  Eabametoong is a 
traditional name, which in Anishinaabemowin (the Ojibway language) means “The reversing 
of the water place.” Each year, due to water runoff, the flow of water from Eabamet Lake into 
the Albany River temporarily reverses. 

Today, EFN has approximately 2,400 Band members, of whom about 1,300 live on reserve 
with the balance living in Thunder Bay, Geraldton, and other surrounding communities. EFN is 
accessible year-round only by air with flights operated by two airlines. During recent years, the 
“winter ice road season” is shortening due to climate change.  Residents maintain these roads, 
which enable travel to Thunder Bay (16 hours), Pickle Lake (9 hours), and other surrounding First 
Nations.

4   Source for information presented is the first part of this EFN Profile:  http://eabametoong.firstnation.ca/.
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The PARP research team takes its direction from EFN’s Chief and Council.  For example, Chief 
and Council sought PARP’s assistance in establishing an Economic Development Corporation 
seeking to separate Band politics from business yet remaining consistent with the Band’s vision 
and strategic goals.  Additionally, Chief and Council asked PARP to pursue a local economic 
development project with and for Eabametoong, specifically a Cultural Tourism Showcase 
Capacity Building Project, with a pilot successfully implemented in the summer of 2017. Both of 
these initiatives received community support at Band meetings.

Canoeing to the summer culture and language camp.
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Misipawistik Cree Nation, Manitoba 

The Misipawistik Cree Nation (MCN) is located on the northwestern shore of Lake Winnipeg 
where the mouth of the North Saskatchewan River enters Lake Winnipeg at Grand Rapids 
400 kilometres north of Winnipeg. Traditionally, people from the Misipawistik Cree Nation 
have considered their community the geographic centre of Manitoba.  As of 2012, the total 
membership is 1,753, with 34% under the age of 15 years, of whom 20% are under 5 years of 
age.

An Aerial View of Misipawistik Cree Nation.

PARP’s advisory group set the name and vision for the project: E’Opinitowak, meaning ‘giving 
a hand up,’ terminology chosen in preference to ‘poverty’ which the advisory group strongly 
objected to as they do not feel that this is an accurate depiction of the state in which they live. 
The advisory group determined that the youth should be the focus of their collaborative efforts 
with PARP to help the MCN increase employment and improve living standards. The ‘youth’ 
in MCN, and in other First Nations, include teenagers as well as those in their twenties, and 
sometimes in their early thirties.  As a result of the group’s vision. the PARP research co-leaders 
have secured donations of computers for the Adult Education computer lab as well as hockey 
equipment for use by youth so they can enjoy their refurbished arena. Both were secured from 
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available provincial programs which were, until then, unknown to the MCN. 

Other initiatives E’Opinitowak has pursued in collaboration with PARP are projects oriented 
toward youth that have been locally designed and delivered. While small in scale and low cost, 
these projects have been cost-shared and have reached large numbers of MCN members. 
Deepening the revival of culture has been important, as has a focus on employment and 
strengthening the resource economy of MCN. Examples of projects include a life-skills/canoe 
adventure course, the living spirit Lake Keepers program which brought together youth and 
elders, and an initiative to facilitate community members in obtaining their drivers’ licenses.

The first thought was to open the minds of our youth.  We thought it made more sense 
to help them deal with any issues that they may be having.  Awaken the Spirit and 
Traditional Teachings addressed these subjects and issues.  This is the third year having a 
local Sundance for our people.

Many projects took place throughout various areas in the community.  Many were food 
insecure specific.  The youth were taught how to fish, make bread, make salsa and jams, 
raise chickens …

Decline in proportion of youth on assistance 
Misipawistik Cree Nation, 2015-17
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T’ít’q’et, British Columbia

T’ít’q’et (formerly the Lillooet Indian Band), situated adjacent to the town of Lillooet, is 
approximately 254 km northeast of Vancouver, BC. T’ít’q’et is one of eleven communities within 
the St’át’imc Nation that share a common language, culture, history and territory. T’ít’q’et 
currently has 394 registered members. The Band has seven reserves, including the main reserve 
Lillooet IR #1 and a shared reserve with the Bridge River Indian Band. 

Through PARP,  T’ít’q’et has undertaken a number of projects, one of which is the preparation 
of a Community Heath Survey Report to further understand the health and well-being of 
the community and contributing to the development of an Economic Strategic Plan. A 
second project undertaken through PARP is a synthesis of impacts of climate change and an 
introduction to management strategies used by First Nations in response to climate change.  
The Upper St’at’imc Territory, in particular T’ít’q’et has expressed concerns in relation to the 
effects of climate change on their lifestyle; specifically, on agriculture (or farming) and food 
security, fishing, hunting, logging, food gathering, and traditions and culture. 

Project Leaders at T’ít’q’et.
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3. First Nation Conceptions of Well-Being5 : Balanced Development6 

“You won’t find anything of interest here: we are all rich” Older man at Opitciwan

Rejecting “poverty” in favour of holistic conceptions of development

Mainstream approaches to defining and measuring poverty tend to emphasize the material 
aspect, relying heavily on levels of income in absolute terms – is it sufficient to buy a given 
basket of goods and services -- or in relation to the income of others. Indices that have 
been constructed with broader names still adhere closely to measures such as income or 
employment – for example, the United Nations Human Development Index (income, education, 
life expectancy) and the Community Well-being Index compiled by Indigenous and Northern 
Affairs Canada (income, education, employment and housing).

5 This segment is based on an article published by Jeffrey S. Denis, Gérard Duhaime, and David Newhouse, 
“Indigenous Conceptions of Well-Being: Rejecting Poverty, Pursuing Mino-Bimaadiziwin”, Journal of Aboriginal 
Economic Development, Volume 10, Number 2, pp. 124-146.
6 This section begins a series of observations derived from the PARP project about First Nation conceptions, aspirations 
and insights into the development process. An influential early statement of some of these ideas is found in Indian 
Tribes of Manitoba, Wahbung: Our Tomorrows, Manitoba Indian Brotherhood, 1971.

Economic Development Leaders at T’ít’q’et’s Community Garden.
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By these kinds of measures, there is a lot of poverty in First Nation communities (see chart 
above) but the concept was not embraced in our five participating communities. We were 
told that Indigenous languages do not contain terms that can directly translate into “poverty”. 
If people feel poor in the mainstream sense, we were told, it is because it is a condition that 
was imposed on First Nation peoples through colonization and through government responses 
to deprivation that prioritized the provision of “welfare” over that of rebuilding First Nation 
economies and societies.

Instead, First Nation conceptions are much broader than material deprivation:

(Source:Statistics Canada, 2016 Census, Low Income Measure, catalogue 98-400-X2016173)

Prevalence of Low Income Among First Nation and Canadian Families

Income Dimension 
Prevalence of low income 
before tax in 2015 for economic 
family members

Prevalence of low income after 
tax in 2015 for economic family 
members

First Nations 
34.1% 17.5%

29.7% 14.2%

All Canadian

“What makes me feel rich is being in the woods with my grandson and seeing the big 
smile he has running around on the land, looking at the trees, the berries, the road 
we walk, the air we feel, the whistling of the wind on my face, the chirping of the 
birds, whatever we see on the land; that’s richness for me; that’s happiness” --- EFN 
community member.

“For Anishinaabe people, the good life does not mean making money, buying things, 
or winning awards. Rather, it has to do with taking care of yourself, your family and 
your community. It is showing love by performing acts of kindness. It is having the 
courage to be honest with ourselves and with others. It is getting wisdom through years 
of listening to others and learning from our mistakes. It is being generous to our family 
and community without expecting anything in return. It is living life as a kind, humble 
member of the community. This is the idea behind The Good Life, Bimaadizwin.”

2014 State of the Band Address, Mille Lacs Band, Chief Melanie Benjamin, Feb 11, 2014 
(Source: http://millelacsband.com/wp-ontent/uploads/2014/02/inaa_february2014.
pdf)

At Sipekne’katik, for example, the strategy document is called “Building our Community 
Together” and includes elements that range from community services to culture, education 
and training, strengthening governance, and employment and business development.

What is not so clear is whether governments are able to respond in a similarly integrative 
manner, or whether the divisions within and between departments mean that a holistic plan 
emerging from the communities is necessarily shunted off in six different directions with little 
assurance that the implementation of the plan as a whole can be supported.
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The idea of balance and harmony

First Nation conceptions, then, are not only broader but capture the idea as well of achieving 
balance and harmony, as illustrated in the medicine wheel conception represented in the 
following chart:

Dimensions of Well-Being within a 
Four Directions Model 

•    Governance 
•  Education 

•  Social support 
•  Safety/security 

•  Environment 
•  Economy 
•        

•  Culture 
•  Ceremonies 
•  Spirituality 

Spiritual Physical 

Mental Emotional 

Well-being at multiple levels

Conceptions of the good life often go beyond individual considerations to capturing the well-
being and future of the community and nation:

The Indigenous dream includes protecting Indigenous sovereignty, honouring 
treaties, and retaining decision-making control and environmental stewardship 
of Indigenous lands… Indigenous nations want “viable economies” and are 
“committed to improving the material standard of living of their peoples,” but not 
at the expense of “group identity, political autonomy, and freedom of cultural 
choice.”
 In Cornell, 1987, American Indians, American Dreams, and the Meaning of Success, 
p.63

Finally, we found a reluctance on the part of the First Nations to develop strategies for addressing 
“poverty” that would serve to identify, isolate and stigmatize a portion of the community. At 
the Misipawistik Cree Nation, the preferred term was “E-Opinitowak”, meaning lifting ourselves 
up, empowering the community and promoting self-reliance.
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4. Building Relationships 7

While our project was responding to each First Nation’s request to be involved, nevertheless 
“we came from away” and had to develop a mutually respectful and supportive relationship. 
This was easier if our Project Team member already had a well-established relationship with the 
First Nation, but that was not usually the case.

What did we learn about building relationships?

• It is crucial to have the active involvement and support of the Chief, Council and senior 
staff. It is not possible for an external group to proceed if that is not the case. Indeed, we 
were almost thrown out of one First Nation when the relationship was not, initially, what 
it should have been. Projects such as ours need to respect the leadership and decision-
making structures within the First Nation and seek broad support for the initiatives being 
proposed.

• First Nations often have a culturally-based protocol for building relationships. Initially, it 
might involve sharing a meal and gifts as part of a process of getting to know each other. 
Longer-term, it means taking active measures to care for and strengthen the relationship 
through clear communication, regular visits to permit face-to-face interaction, as well as 
listening, flexibility, effort, patience and understanding.

• Engaging with First Nations involves recognizing their foundational strengths, including 
their resilience over centuries of time and in the face of enormous pressures. It means 
recognizing the talent and determination of First Nation leaders and activists who seek 
to improve the health and well-being of their First Nations. They make exceptional 
contributions while, in many cases, not having high academic credentials. Coming in with 
a focus on deficits is not appropriate and contributes to discouragement.

• Recognizing that we inhabit different worlds and that these differences need to be 
acknowledged. Academics, for example, are subject to ethics guidelines and financial 
regulations that constrain flexibility. Under pressure from promotion and tenure timetables, 
they may need to do research quickly and to publish the results of their work, yet this might 
not be in keeping with the need to establish trust with the First Nation over a long period of 
time and to follow the requirements of community-based participatory research.

• Understanding the pressures faced by First Nations and their leadership. We were impressed 
by the range, pace and severity of demands facing the First Nations and their leadership 
at any given time. They might be engaged in socio-economic assessments, impact 
benefit agreements, negotiations with the corporate sector (e.g., Ring of Fire), reporting to 
government, dealing with third-party management or coping with forest fires, water system 

7 This segment is based on the following published article: Dockstator, J.S., Eabametoong First Nation, Misipawistik 
Cree First Nation, Opitciwan Atikamekw First Nation, Sipekne’katik First Nation, T’ít’q’et, Lillooet BC, Duhaime, 
G., Loppie, C., Newhouse, D., Wien, F., Wuttunee, W., Denis, J.S., Dockstator, M. (Spring 2016).   Pursuing Mutually 
Beneficial Research: Insights from the Poverty Action Research Project.  Engaged Scholar Journal, 2(1), 17-38
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breakdowns, suicide epidemics or incidents of arson. Further disruption is caused by the 
two-year election cycles in effect in most of the communities. In the case of Sipekne’katik, 
for example, we have seen three different Chiefs and some councilors elected to office 
during the life of the project. Under these circumstances, the research-action project is not 
always a high priority, and Project Team members need to become proficient at “riding 
the pines” (e.g., adapting to circumstances, waiting for meetings, rescheduling them) or 
even coping with the fact that a meeting does not materialize at all. 

• First Nations are typically grappling with capacity issues, to varying degrees. 
For example, there is a constant need for professional development programs in Band 
administration. What is available is often insufficient given vacancies and turn-over rates. 
Information technology such as bandwidth may be rudimentary, making communication 
difficult; bad weather may interrupt internet and telephone connections; and the cost of 
travel to the communities in terms of time and money may be prohibitive. Eabametoong, 
for example, is a fly-in community poorly served by air services while travel to Opitciwan is 
an eight-hour journey over bad roads.
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Establishing Relations: Meeting with Chief and Council at Eabametoong.

5. Understanding Levels of Action

Individual and family level

When we think about improving health and well-being, it is natural to focus first on individuals 
and families, and to advocate for strategies and services that would improve their lives. If we 
take addictions as an example, one would want to see treatment programs in place, perhaps 
make methadone available, and so forth. Similarly, a principal approach to reducing levels of 
smoking is to focus on educating individuals about the harmful effects of tobacco when used 
in non-ceremonial ways. In the PARP project, a number of our community initiatives involved 
working at the individual level. In Mispawistik Cree Nation, for example, we supported a driver 
education/licensing project, and an initiative linking elders and youth in caring for the waters 
of the lake.

However, we are finding that the most effective strategies are multi-faceted. With respect 
to addictions, to continue this example, and in addition to educational efforts directed to 
individuals, First Nations are finding that action needs to be taken against drug dealers, the 
Band needs to have a well-developed human resource policy in place to deal with employees 
facing substance abuse issues, it is of great benefit for the Band to have own-source revenues 
available to support treatment and prevention programs, and it helps to break the addiction 
cycle if there are jobs available for those who complete their alcohol or drug treatment 
programs. Some of these measures are centered at the First Nation level in recognition that 
strategies that focus on individuals, while necessary and even essential, do not adequately 
respond to the situation and may not, either, be the most efficient and effective approach.
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Multi-Dimensional Perspectives of 
Well-Being 

•  Multiple levels of analysis: individual, 
family, clan/house/community, nation 

•  Multiple time points: past, present, 
future 

•  Multiple relationships: balancing 
physical, mental, emotional, and 
spiritual needs in relationships at all 
levels and for multiple time points 
(e.g., honouring ancestors, current 
peoples, future generations) 

First Nation level

As we worked with the five First Nations in the PARP project and learned from them about 
the strategies they wanted to pursue, it became increasingly evident that much of it had 
to do with strengthening communities. Along with abandoning the mainstream concept 
of poverty, this was also a significant conceptual shift for the project. Thus, we became 
involved in establishing an economic development corporation at Eabametoong as well as 
developing a policy that the First Nation could use in distributing gaming revenues accruing 
to the community. At T’ít’q’et, we undertook a survey of the health status of the population 
so that the leadership would have the advantage of a better information base for decision-
making, and at Sipekne’katik we are piloting a case management approach to providing 
services in the expectation that such an approach would be more effective in helping social 
assistance recipients transition into employment. 

This kind of First Nation-level action recognizes that, for strategies to be successful at the 
individual level, a much more supportive context is required.

Nation level

We use the term “nation” to denote a group of First Nations that group together in some way, 
sharing a common history, for example, having taken collective action or suffered together, 
and sharing important elements of culture such as language and ceremonies. The Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples estimated that there are some 60 nations identifiable within 
Canada. Many of them are tackling big issues together. They may be pursuing specific land 
claims, taking advantage of treaty entitlement monies, advancing court applications or political 
negotiations grounded in Aboriginal and treaty rights, negotiating impact-benefit agreements 
for resource development projects proposed for their traditional lands, and negotiating self-
government agreements in areas such as education, health or social assistance. 
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To the extent that these steps are successful, they improve the development prospects of 
their member First Nations by making a pool of capital funds available, expanding access 
to lands and resources, making investments possible in urban areas, improving control over 
decision-making, or increasing own source revenues. Our project did not engage at this level, 
however, because we set out from the beginning to work with individual First Nations, and 
also because nation-level initiatives are typically pursued by the elected leadership and their 
technical advisors such as legal staff. However, if such negotiations are successful and even 
more so if they are not, they require strong, well-organized First Nations for progress toward the 
good life to occur.

We have learned, therefore, that it is important to be clear about levels of action, to understand 
the strengths and limitations of each, and to achieve balance on this dimension as well. We 
have further concluded that more attention needs to be paid to work at the First Nation 
level than has typically been the case. Indeed, one of our Project Team members, Stephen 
Cornell, has commented on the individualizing effects of government policy. He notes that 
governments see Indigenous people as a persistent policy problem. In the CANZUS countries 
(Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United States) governments address Indigenous 
issues by focusing on Indigenous persons, believing that if you address enough individuals then 
the collective problem will be solved.

“So we get policies that are designed to close gaps – the gaps in employment, housing, 
health care, clean water, education etc. And those issues are critical. Closing those gaps 
is essential. It is outrageous that Indigenous children in the CANZUS states have less life 
expectancy than those in the mainstream …. We have to address these issues.

But I believe the approach is backwards. The collective, in fact – the nation, the community, 
the people, the tribe, whatever you call it -- the collective is the heart of the matter. Invest 
in the aspirations and well-being of peoples and the well-being of individuals will follow.

The question is not how we make sure that the average Indigenous person has the same 
opportunities and advantages as the average non-Indigenous person has. The question 
instead is how we rebuild Indigenous nations that can provide their people with the 
opportunity to lead satisfying, productive lives without having to give up the land, the 
language, the culture, the kin relationships, that make them who they are.

I think we need fewer needs assessments and more aspirations-based assessments and 
programs -- programs that listen to the answers that nations give when they ask themselves 
what we want to be.

And yes, the answers mean we may not all look the same. We may not look like other 
Canadians. We may end up with diverse governments, diverse agendas, diverse goals. 
That is not a problem, I think that is actually a solution.

Our research evidence from the Harvard Project and the Native Nations Institute is clear. 
Government policy does better when it is designed not around individuals but around 
nations, communities, peoples, and the goals they have for their own futures”.

(Stephen Cornell video address to the PARP National Workshop, Ottawa, March 9, 2018).
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6. History and Culture are Everywhere

History

References to history are pervasive in the narratives of the First Nations. They refer to loss of 
access to traditional lands and resources as well as lack of control over lands, resources, and 
resource developments that occur there. They share a history of pervasive controls exercised 
through the Indian Act and through requirements of Ministerial permission; they have been 
subject to a history of assimilative measures culminating in the establishment of residential 
schools; and some have been vulnerable to the harm and disruption arising from the building 
of hydro dams and other resource development projects.

This shared history has contemporary legacies affecting development strategies in many ways. 
If current boundaries and barriers continue, for example, development prospects are sharply 
constrained because of a very limited land and resource base. Time and other resources need 
to be allocated to court proceedings and political negotiations to have treaty and Aboriginal 
rights recognized. Development strategies need to incorporate health and healing initiatives 
to cope with the legacy of residential schools and addiction issues. A certain level of suspicion 
exists toward outside initiatives given the history of externally-imposed efforts in the past, many 
of which have failed.

Culture

References to culture also arise frequently in First Nation narratives, sometimes in ways that 
are not so obvious. Certainly, we heard about a desire to revitalize, celebrate and apply 
Indigenous teachings, whether as part of a path toward health and healing or as an integral 
component in achieving success in education. These desires for cultural revitalization often 
require balancing with a strong church presence in some communities. We also noticed 
changes in governing institutions and decision-making practices as First Nations departed from 
the standardizing impositions of the Indian Act and reestablished forms of governance more in 
keeping with their traditions – for example, the constitution developed at T’ít’q’et.  We also took 
part in celebrations of culture geared not only to community members but also to the non-
Indigenous community, whether as expressed through the bridge-building motivations of the 
Sipekne’katik fishing derby or the cultural tourism showcase launched by the Eabametoong 
First Nation.

We found that references to culture are a pervasive element of the development strategies 
that emerged in the PARP, project, whether expressed in limitations on resource development 
strategies due to the desire also to protect the environment, or through the commitment to a 
balanced, holistic approach to development.

Researchers have welcomed the opportunity to learn from First Nation members and to express 
appreciation for their wisdom and insights rather than assuming that knowledge flows only the 
other way (respect for Indigenous knowledge).
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At T’ít’q’et, we have a family heads system. In the early 1990’s, people were dissatisfied with 
the INAC way of doing things. They wanted to get back to the more community-oriented, 
family heads system we used in the past, where [family designates] all sat together and 
discussed issues and made decisions. In the early 1990’s, a group worked together to try 
and get that system up and running again. We were finally able to do that in 2001-02. 
Originally there were 14 families each of whom appointed a family head ….

(Remarks from Dean Billy, T’ít’q’et, at the March 9, 2018 PARP national workshop).

Ocki- Matcatan Activities at the Mikisiw High School.
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7. Accepting First Nations Where They Are and Where They Want to Go, and 
the Role of External Supports

One of the questions that can legitimately be asked about a project such as PARP is whether 
First Nations at different points in their development journey can each benefit from the 
supports and resources the project offers. This question arose when we were making our 
initial selection of communities, when it became clear that one of the candidates had 
recently emerged from being formally in an emergency crisis situation. In this instance, we 
were advised that our efforts would likely be unsuccessful because of the many issues that 
still remained. 

In the end, we decided to build this question into the design of the project, deliberately 
choosing communities that were at different points in their development journey, with 
different levels of institutional development and facing challenges that varied from 
moderate to severe. Based on our experience, we conclude that each of the First Nations 
was able to benefit from the project, which was able to provide at least a modest assist in 
helping the First Nation reach the development goals that it had established for itself. What 
helps in achieving this understanding is the fact that the path is chosen by the community 
itself. We did not assume that there is only one set of goals in the development process, one 
path to reaching them, nor one set of indicators or milestones that a First Nation is required 
to exhibit. With appropriate leadership and determination from within and some external 
support, it is possible to make progress no matter the starting point from which the First 
Nation began.

The range of activities that PARP engaged in with the five First Nations was diverse. For 
example, the project was able to provide funds to employ a local coordinator part-time. We 
contributed some research to ground the development of the strategic plan (e.g., secondary 
data analysis; key informant interviews) and, sometimes, to provide systematic information 
to ground decision-making, such as a survey of the health status of the population at T’it’q’et. 
Individual members of the Research Team also contributed their expertise when needed, 
as with the development and incorporation of the Economic Development Corporation at 
Eabametoong. They also facilitated access to external resources using their own network 
of connections, as happened when donations of hockey equipment were made to the 
Misipawistik Cree Nation, at Opitciwan when financial contributions were leveraged from 
the provincial government and philanthropist organizations to support the school breakfast 
program, and an important partnering arrangement between Eabametoong and the city 
of Markham was negotiated. We were also able to provide small grants to carry out multiple 
projects that were part of a First Nation’s strategic plan. Finally, we note that the discussions 
around the strategic plan and its implementation provided one of the few opportunities 
that the leadership has to consider longer-term questions and strategies, a chance to break 
away from the day-to-day concerns and occasional emergencies that are so much a part 
of community life.

We are making two key points here. One is that external supports, even if modest in scale, 
can be quite helpful to the development trajectory of First Nations. On a broader scale, of 
course, communities will look to governments to provide resources. They will make the point 
that it is not enough simply to support the development of strategic plans but there must 
also be a commitment to providing resources to implement them. Secondly, we submit 
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that, when it comes to providing external supports, the latter do not always or exclusively 
need to be provided by governments. The academic sector has a role to play, as do the 
non-governmental and private sectors. This conclusion is particularly relevant in light of the 
mobilization of interest and commitment that has been stirred by the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, with many entities in Canada wanting to contribute to reconciliation but not 
being clear on how to do so.

Funds leveraged by the PARP Nikaniw Committee to Support Initiatives.8

8 Table and other Opitciwan photos were taken from : Gérard Duhaime, Stéphanie Chachai et Patrick Bacon. Projet 
de recherche-action sur la pauvreté à Opitciwan. Rapport d’activité 2012-2017. Opitciwan et Québec, Comité 
Nikaniw et Chaire de recherche du Canada sur la condition autochtone comparée, 74p. 2017.
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8. The Importance of Leadership and Continuity

In all five First Nations, the Chief, Council and their staff have a very prominent role in the life of 
their communities. It follows that a First Nation greatly benefits from strong, visionary leadership. 
We would go further to say that the leadership that is displayed -- both in dealing with the many 
pressures and challenges faced by the First Nation as well as making plans for the future – is not 
fully recognized and appreciated perhaps because in the mainstream we place considerable 
emphasis on formal educational and other credentials, which First Nation leaders often do 
not have. There may also not be a full appreciation of the fact that many of the institutional 
supports that mayors and other elected leaders in mainstream society can count on, such 
as industrial parks, chambers of commerce, legal and other personnel, charitable and other 
societies, a strong economic base, simply do not exist in most First Nations, thereby making the 
functions of leadership even more challenging.

In this context, we note that supports for leadership development, such as executive 
development and other kinds of training programs that would include the senior public service, 
are quite limited. Those that do exist may be offered in a format or location that makes them 
difficult to access.

A related issue is the matter of the stability of leadership. We know from case studies of First 
Nations that have successfully made the transition toward a more self-reliant, self-determining 
future that, not only is the quality of leadership crucial but so, too, is stability of leadership. 
Even when the conditions for making this transition are favourable – for example, leadership, 
locational advantages, access to capital and the like – we know that such a transformation 
takes at least 15 to 20 years to accomplish. One can imagine that an election cycle that 
occurs every two years strikes hard at the stability criterion if personnel change occurs every 
time. In fact, the period for getting things done is less than two years because several months 
of campaigning in advance of the election and several weeks to re-establish administrations 
in the aftermath further constrain the time available.

There are ways around the stability issue. Even in the Indian Act-mandated two-year election 
cycle, it is, of course, possible for leaders to be elected repeatedly and to implement a 
medium to longer-term community development strategy. It is unusual but not unheard of 
for the same Chief to be elected over three decades, as has happened in the two most 
economically successful Nova Scotia First Nations, for example (Membertou and Millbrook). 
First Nations also have the option of following a custom election scenario, or of opting to follow 
the First Nation Elections Act, both of which allow for longer terms (e.g., four years, similar to 
municipal governments). However, if the First Nation is strongly divided along family lines or if 
there is a lack of trust for other reasons, we find that the two-year cycle is still the preferred 
option because it means that any leaders who fall short of expectations can be removed from 
office in short order even though longer-term planning suffers.
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Eabametoong leaders signing cultural collaboration agreement with the City of Markham.
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9. Understanding the Appropriate Roles of Politics and Business

Beginning to report on their research in the 1990’s, the Harvard Project on American Indian 
Economic Development struck a responsive chord with American Indian and Canadian First 
Nations with their emphases on sovereignty (that is to say, just do it!), the need for a match 
between cultures and institutions, the importance of leadership and strategic planning, and 
the need for a well-developed civil service to carry out decisions. 

The Harvard Project also pointed out the difficulties that ensue if the political leadership gets 
too involved in making decisions that should better be made on economic rather than political 
grounds. This is likely to occur when the First Nation has Band-owned businesses and when 
economic development institutions are not well developed. From this arose the refrain that 
politics and business should be separated, but this short-hand formulation is both a misreading 
of what the Harvard Project had to say and also misunderstands the realities on the ground in 
First Nations. 

The issue is more to understand what the appropriate roles of the political and business sectors 
should be, rather than to work toward a separation. In the five PARP First Nations, we found 
that the political leadership, in fact, has a very important role to play in leading community 
and business development. Political leadership is central to so many decisions that affect the 
environment and resources for economic development, such as developing community visions 
and strategic plans, putting in place a qualified civil service, enacting by-laws and regulations, 
and dealing with external government and private sector interests, and more. At the same 
time, we found at Eabametoong, for example, that the elected leadership had far too much 
on its plate and was, perhaps, lacking the expertise that is required to make decisions on 
day-to-day matters of business development. For that reason, at the request of the leadership 
and following numerous community-wide meetings on the subject, we worked toward the 
establishment of an economic development corporation that would play the leading role 
in economic decision-making while still respecting the First Nation’s vision, strategic plan and 
accountability requirements, being accountable to the elected leadership through annual or 
semi-annual meetings and reports.

10. Implications for Universities and Granting Councils

The policies and practices of the national research Granting Councils, such as the Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC) are rooted in decades of mainstream research norms. These define what counts as 
research, what ethics review mechanisms and standards are required to be in place, how 
universities are to manage and be accountable for the research grants that are made to 
faculty, and so on. 

Research involving Indigenous people, on the other hand, follows a different trajectory, one 
that emphasizes community participation throughout the research process, recognition of 
the value of Indigenous knowledge as well as “Western” scientific knowledge, and avoiding 
research that is exploitative of communities and that fails to meet community needs. With 
respect to ethics, the major Granting Councils have responded by including Chapter 9 in 
the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS2), 
which sets out the culturally-appropriate parameters of conducting research in Aboriginal 
communities. 
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We are not alone, however, in finding that, in practice, many of the Granting Councils’ 
policies and practices are not in tune with the model of community-based research that is 
set out in Chapter 9. In particular, we found:

• Certain cultural expectations held by communities run up against financial practices of 
the universities as the latter endeavor to be accountable to the Granting Councils and 
also apply practices suitable for large organizations e.g., the difficulty in having certain 
kinds of expenses met, such as stipends for ceremonial practices; lack of respect for elders 
whose remuneration is considered to be a gift delivered in cash along with tobacco and 
not requiring of S.I.N numbers and the like; major time delays in providing reimbursement 
for expenses in an environment where participants expect to be reimbursed in cash and 
on the spot.

• Some language and other related practices are out of step with community involvement. 
For example, we applied for what was called an “intervention” research grant but 
“intervention” is not a comfortable term for First Nations who have had no end of external 
interventions that have been harmful. In addition, curriculum vitae and other forms have 
tried to fit all participants into an academic mold and fail to recognize the contribution 
and importance of community partners.

• Many First Nations have rebelled against research practices that involve students or 
other researchers determining the research agenda and then extracting information from 
them. They leave very little behind in terms of benefit, often not even returning results to 
the First Nation. Increasingly, First Nations demand that research respond to their needs 
and that there is a mutually beneficial exchange. In PARP’s case, that involved working 
with First Nations to develop strategic plans and then helping in their implementation, to 
the extent allowed by our human and financial resources. The “action” component is, 
however, an uncomfortable fit with the Granting Councils, raising questions about whether 
“implementation” is a part of their responsibility or, instead, something that governments 
should take on. Additionally, the Granting Councils are not set up to handle the financial 
and ethical implications of the action, as opposed to the research, components. In one 
case, we were told to take out of our ethics submission an action item that did not involve 
a research component. The result of this practice is that there was no ethical oversight of 
this element which could have had more potential for harm than is the case with more 
conventional research activities.

It is the federal granting councils which give the universities their marching orders when it 
comes to matters of ethical and financial accountability. Thus, change will have to come from 
the federal level, perhaps in the form of revised protocols to give the universities and other 
research bodies the guidance and flexibility they need to adapt their practices in order to 
accommodate research and action involving Indigenous peoples.
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11. Six Recommendations for Policy and Program Change

We conclude our report with six recommendations that follow logically from the content 
provided above. 

1. Funding support for First Nation development

• A nation-to-nation relationship means that First Nations know their needs best and have a 
say in direction-setting and deciding how to spend funding envelopes.

• That the federal government provide funding support for First Nation development that is 
respectful of First Nation perspectives, knowledge, protocols, distinctiveness and control. 
Such programming should also be informed by the contribution that can be made by the 
academic and NGO community.

2. Reform of administrative structures and procedures

• Government needs to have the administrative capacity to respond to strategic plans that 
are holistic in nature.

• Funding should be at least medium term in nature, and not reliant on project-by-project 
application and approval with onerous reporting requirements.

3. Support for leadership development

• Recognizing the importance of effective and sustained leadership (as well as existing 
strengths) the federal government should provide support for leadership development 
with particular attention to senior staff and elected leaders.

• Many First Nations, especially in northern areas, also struggle with limited infrastructure for 
effective operations e.g., access to internet; communication technologies. The government 
should support the development of adequate infrastructures

4. Multidimensional First Nation development

• Policy/program decisions about economic development must carefully consider the 
potential impacts on all other dimensions of value to First Nations. 

• Intervening on one dimension is likely to affect other dimensions because all are 
interconnected.

• The question is how to do this. What steps need to be taken, by whom, to ensure that 
development efforts enhance the capacity to “live well” in a holistic sense that is 
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Indigenous-based?
5. Community-based action research

• The Granting Councils are encouraged to support community-based action research 
that builds on community strengths and incorporates First Nation expertise, capacity, and 
knowledge. 

• Such projects may well be holistic in nature and therefore involve cooperation between 
CIHR and SSHRC.

• The Granting Councils should call for action research projects directed to community and 
nation-level determinants of health and well-being.

6. Adapting to Indigenous research

• We encourage the Granting Councils and universities to adapt their policies and 
procedures to accommodate Indigenous community-based research. This includes 
changing expectations about both financial and ethics procedures.

• It also requires a reassessment of how ethics procedures can be adapted to include both 
action and research components. 

• Projects need to have the flexibility to respond to changing community priorities and 
circumstances.

Capturing youth engagement in the Lake Keepers Project, Misipawistik Cree Nation.
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Appendix A: Project Team Members

• Stephen Cornell, Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development and  
  Udall Centre for Studies in Public Policy, University of Arizona

• Jeffrey Denis, Sociology, McMaster University

• Jennifer Dockstator, Project Director, National Centre for Collaboration in Indigenous 
  Education

• Mark Dockstator, President, First Nations University

• Gérard Duhaime, Canada Research Chair, Comparative Indigenous Conditions, 

  Sociology, Laval University

• Charlotte Loppie, Centre for Indigenous Research and Community-Led Engagement, 
  Faculty of Public Health and Social Policy, University of Victoria

• John Loxley, Economics, University of Manitoba

• David Newhouse, Indigenous Studies, Trent University

• Lars Osberg, McCulloch Professor of Economics, Dalhousie University

• Jonathan Thompson, Director, Social Development, Assembly of First Nations

• Warren Weir, Academic Administrator, Vancouver Island University: Cowichan Campus

• Judy Whiteduck, Director, Economic Partnerships, Assembly of First Nations

• Fred Wien, Professor Emeritus, Dalhousie University (project lead)

• Wanda Wuttunee , Native Studies  University of Manitoba
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Appendix B: Volunteers from the Participating First Nations
T’ít’q’et
Regional Advisory Committee Chief Kevin Whitney Co-chair

Dr. Charlotte Loppie Co-chair

Marilyn Napoleon Councillor

Mildred MacKenzie T’it’q’et member

Ernest Armann St’at’imc Nation member

Geri Collins Community Futures 
Development Corporation

Warren Weir Vancouver Island University

Community elders Marie Barney 

Nora Greenway

Doreen Copeland

Cora Billy

Doreen Whitney

Yvonne Scotchman 

Volunteers Matthew Davidson Food Security Project

Laureen Weget Whitney Photographs

Marlayna Pelegrin Youth

Sidney Scotchman Youth

Other Karen Hall Research Assistant

Dominique Sayeed Research Assistant

Janice Whitney Community Coordinator

Dean Billy Community Coordinator

Jeff Reading Academic Advisor
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Misipawistik Cree Nation
Advisory Group Members Alice T. Cook Elder 

Stella Neff Elder

Yvonne Ballantyne Councillor and Co-Chair

Edwin Ballantyne Councillor

Heidi Cook Councillor, Lands and Trusts Services

Lucy Robinson Member

Kim Izzard Member

Grant Stubson Member

Patsy Jacobson Member

Andrew Jacobson Member

Dorothy Hutchinson Coordinator

Shirley Jensen Coordinator

Academic Advisors Wanda Wuttunee University of Manitoba (Co-Chair)

John Loxley University of Manitoba
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Eabametoong First Nation
Elected Leadership Elizabeth Atlookan Chief

Steven Atlookan Councillor

Charlie Okeese Councillor, Interim Director, Economic 
Development Corp. Board

Wanda Sugarhead Councillor. Gaming Councillor. Gaming  
Revenue Fund Policy. Interim Director, 
Economic Development Corp. Board

Louie Sugarhead Councillor

Harry Papah Councillor

Ralph Shawinimash Past Councillor

Clara Wabano Past Councillor

Band Staff Stella Waboose  Band Manager

Paul Holcroft  Cultural Showcase Director

Courtney Slipperjack  Cultural Showcase Coordinator

Rochelle Slipperjack  Past Cultural Showcase Coordinator

Matt Wapoose Past Cultural Showcase Coordinator

Bertha Quisses Gaming Revenue Fund Policy

Mike Slipperjack Community Coordinator

Felicia Sagutch Community Coordinator

Advisors Andy Yesno Senior Advisor

Jennifer Dockstator Trent University

Mark Dockstator First Nations University

David Newhouse Trent University

Jeff Denis McMaster University
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Opitciwan Atikamekw FN
Nikaniw Committee Co-chairs Yvette Chachai Co-chair (1st) and Service Director

Gérard Duhaime Co-chair (1st)

Gerthie Chachai Co-Chair and Service Director

Serge Awashish Co-Chair and Service Director (1st)

Coordinators Stéphanie Chachai Coordinator (1st)

Claudette Awashish Coordinator

Jasmin Flamand Coordinator and Youth Center

Elected Representatives Martine Awashish Band Councillor (1st)

Martin Awashish Band Councillor (1st)

Clément Clary Band Councillor

Sonia Chachai Band Councillor

Service Representatives Hélène Weizineau Service Director (1st)

Denis Cleary Service Director (1st)

Richard Petiquay Service Director

Rémi Clary Service Director

Sonia Chachai Service Director

Gilbert Courtois Service Director

Other Representatives William Awashish Elder and former Chief

Simone Awashish Women Association

Annick Awashish Women Association 

Joey Awashish Youth Representative (1st)

Josée Chachai Family Center

Paula St-Pierre Sakihitokiwam, Childhood Center

Karine Awashish CSSSPNQL and CDEPNQL

Patrick Bacon CSSSPNQL (1st)

Note: 1st indicates a founding 
member of the committee
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Sipekne’katik First Nation
Current Steering Committee Keith Julian Councillor

Virginia Peter-Paul Councillor

Desirée Grantmyre Employment Coordinator

Denise McDonald PARP Coordinator

Past Steering Committee Rufus Copage Former Chief

Earl Sack Elder and Councillor

Debbie Thiebeaux Councillor

Ryan Julian Councillor

Michelle Glasgow Councillor

Tim Nevin Councillor

Glenn Knockwood Councillor

Cheryl Maloney Councillor

Mary Ellen Sylliboy Employment Coordinator
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