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David B. Williams

David B. Williams is a self-taught artist of Ojibway ancestry. In 1977 he moved
from his home on the Garden River Reserve, Ontario to Vancouver to find work
as a writer and photographer. Later, his career path changes and he successfully
focused on a career in art.

Mr. Williams has developed an original style, combining graphic lines with
abstract, realism, stark geometry and bold vivid colours. In each of his pictures
he depicts the life cycles of nature by encircling various elements with fine
graphic lines.

Mr. Williams’s artwork is a representation of the closeness and devotion he
has with his family. He represents his children through symbols of the sun found
in the framing of each picture. The three red suns represent Mr. Williams’s three
boys and the yellow sun represents his daughter.

Since 1978 Mr. Williams work has been displayed through Canada, the
United States and England. Mr. Williams has been residing in Winnipeg, Mani-
toba and continues to delight his many fans with his works.
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Editors’ Comments

This Special Edition focuses on The State of the Aboriginal Economy

that has been in the works for a number of years. Following the

release of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP)

final report in 1996 which spoke about burgeoning Aboriginal econ-

omies that were at the same time both self-contained and working

effectively within the larger Canadian and provincial economies,

the journal editorial board determined that it is time to try and

offer some useful insights into the heart of economic activity that

is flourishing at every level within First Nations, Métis, and Inuit

communities.
We wanted to offer a glimpse into Aboriginal economic activity

that is, for all intents and purposes, ill-understood if at all recog-

nized by the vast majority of Canadians. In this journal, our work,

and in our classes, we (including our colleagues and students) are

documenting history in the making in an age where many Indige-

nous communities are moving forward to fiscal freedom in their own

terms. While this often involves reconciling the rhythms of the

Canadian economic system with community-based initiatives, many

Aboriginal business leaders perceive this action to be valid and

the only way that people with the freedom to choose can do. The

reconciliation includes establishing home-based businesses, entrepre-

neurial endeavors, developing products and selling services to com-

munities that rely on band-owned businesses and co-operatives.

Many of the same philosophies have also been successfully utilized

by communities seeking to tap into global technology markets and

developing culturally appropriate, sustainable businesses. In a word,

Aboriginal communities are doing what makes sense and taking on

projects that are manageable.
All of our journal issues to date have expanded upon these

trends and this sense of movement, and this one is no different. We

recognize the importance of history, offer some of the personal

insights of our Economic Development winners and then give the
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academic insight into a variety of topics to peak interest and stimu-
late debate.

In our opinion, there is no one way to engage this dynamic and
constantly changing topic. Rather, we must approach The State of
the Aboriginal Economy from different vantage points in order to
begin to make sense of the new and evolving ideas and processes
currently emerging; and each one is more exciting than the next. It
takes courage to make a difference when all around are saying “it
can’t be done” and “you aren’t doing it right”. The voices here can
now be stilled.

Editors’ Comments
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Editors’ Introduction

From the perspective of the 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal
Peoples (RCAP), the most extensive and expensive commission in
Canadian history and the most comprehensive and credible account
of Aboriginal peoples in Canada, there is an urgent need to support
self-government and community-based initiatives that help the
rebuilding of Aboriginal economies:

Self-government without a significant economic base
would be an exercise in illusion and futility.... What mea-
sures need to be taken to rebuild Aboriginal economies
that have been severely disrupted over time, marginalized,
and largely stripped of their land and natural resource
base? ... Under current conditions and approaches to eco-
nomic development, we could see little prospect for a
better future.... [A]chieving a more self-reliant economic
base for Aboriginal communities and nations will require
significant, even radical departures from business as
usual.1

In this section, we find that not only are significant and radical
departures occurring from business as usual in Aboriginal communi-
ties across Canada, but that the trend was taking place well before
the Royal Commission made its recommendations in 1996.

In the first piece, Wendy Featherstone documents the value
of Aboriginal partnerships in her overview of Northern Resource
Trucking (NRT) and the Northern Resource Trucking Limited
Partnership (NRTLP). The NRTLP was signed in 1994, but was
initially a partnership that involved Kitsaki (the economic develop-
ment arm of the Lac La Ronge Indian Band) and Trimac Transpor-
tation. Northern Resource Trucking, which is now 71% Aboriginal
and Northern Saskatchewan community-owned, focuses on training
and employing Aboriginal peoples in northern Saskatchewan. The
success of NRT, Featherstone argues, is based on its competitive
approach to business and the importance of realizing profits. NRT’s
approach, in turn, fuels training and employment and contributes to
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community development in meaningful and beneficial ways. The
NRTLP is a partnership model other industries located in or near
Aboriginal communities should consider.

Following the NRT piece, Gaye Hanson shares an interview she
did with her father, Bill Hanson. In the interview, Mr. Hanson — an
honoured “leader and trailblazer of Cree ancestry” — provides his
insight, ideas and vision on Aboriginal economic development he
gained over decades of work in the field, including 30 years in a
leadership position with the Inter-Provincial Association of Native
Employment (IANE). Bill is particularly interested in understanding
better the differences between members of the Aboriginal commu-
nity who want to maintain a traditional lifestyle and individuals and
organizations that have opted for acculturation into ‘modern-day’
society.

As is the tradition in previous issues of JAED, this section
then honours the winners of CANDO’s nationally recognized Eco-
nomic Developer of the Year awards. In the two back-to-back arti-
cles that build on interesting and intimate interviews with the award
winners, three authors profile the 2003 and 2004 recipients. In the
first piece, Cheryl Cardinal highlights the 2003 winners, including
the Membertou Corporate Division, owned by the Membertou First
Nation, Nova Scotia (Business Category), and Mark Wedge (Individ-
ual Category), a visionary leader who was presented with the Indi-
vidual Award for the work he did in the Yukon and across Canada
as a member of the Carcross/Tagish First Nation, Yukon Territories.
The Membertou Corporate Division interview was conducted with
organizational representative Bernd Christmas. The 2004 winners,
profiled by Teresa Callihoo and Sara Cardinal, include Piikuni Wind
Power (Business Category). based out of the Piikuni First Nation,
Alberta, and Chief Lawrence Paul (Individual Category) of the
Millbrook First Nation, Nova Scotia.

The articles in this section show in no uncertain terms that the
leaders and community businesses and organizations profiled are
involved in anything but ‘business as usual’. While business must be
run in effective and profitable ways, and leaders must manage the
affairs of their institutions and organizations in a professional and
responsible manner, it is clear that innovation and creativity is an
important key to the success of Aboriginal partnerships and commu-
nity ventures that impact the communities and people involved in
meaningful ways. Furthermore, the stories reinforce the feeling for
many of us involved in Aboriginal economic development that con-
sistency and commitment are necessary requirements if we hope to
impact change for the communities in ways that are meaningful,
beneficial, and successful.

Editors’ Introduction

2



If you have any stories you would like to share with us about
your organization, or a leader, manager or community change agent
that is making a significant — even radical — difference in the field
of Aboriginal community and economic development, we would like
to hear from you!

Note

1. Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP), Final Report. Vol. 2.
Part 2. Restructuring the Relationship (Ottawa: Minister of Supplies and Ser-
vices, 1996), p. 775.

Editors’ Introduction
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NORTHERN RESOURCE TRUCKING

Wendy Featherstone

Northern Resource Trucking (NRT) is a true
partnership that developed in response to the
need for the uranium mines to provide benefit
to the people of northern Saskatchewan where
they mined. Originally, it started with Trimac
Transportation and the Lac La Ronge Indian
Band through its economic development branch,
Kitsaki. The Chief and Council of the Band rec-
ognized an opportunity to provide transportation
to the mine sites, but they lacked the experience
and capital to provide the level of service and
safety that the mines required. Trimac Transpor-
tation knew that they could provide the trucking
services, but being a Southern company, would
not be in the running for the contracts available.

Kitsaki bought in with 51% ownership, and
Trimac had 49%. The partnership proved suc-
cessful. Trimac provided the experience in truck-
ing and Kitsaki provided the knowledge and
ownership of the North. A training program was
established to provide the training and experi-
ence from Trimac to the members of the band,
and NRT began.

The competitive nature of the trucking
industry made it difficult for NRT to meet the
goal of training and developing northerners
while providing the lowest price for transporta-
tion to the mines. Since Cameco, the uranium
mining company NRT originally hauled for, had
an interest in delivering benefits to the north,
NRT’s proposal to broaden its base of owner-
ship, in return for a longer-term contract was
accepted. In 1994 Northern Resource Trucking
Limited Partnership (NRTLP) was formed when

Kitsaki and Trimac sold 41% of NRT to other
northern Aboriginal and Metis communities.
NRTLP’s ownership now consists of:

• Lac La Ronge Indian Band . . . . . . . 30%

• Trimac Transportation Systems. . . . . . 29%

• First Nations of Black Lake,
Hatchet Lake and Fond Du Lac . . . . 20%

• Clearwater Dene Nation . . . . . . . . . 3%

• English River First Nation . . . . . . . . 3%

• Community of Buffalo Narrows . . . . . 3%

• Community of Ile a la Crosse. . . . . . 3%

• Montreal Lake Cree Nation . . . . . . . 3%

• Peter Ballantyne First Nation . . . . . . 3%

• Community of Cumberland House . . . 3%

Because NRTLP has 71% northern owner-
ship dividends from the company’s profitable
operation flow directly to northern communities.
The initial cost of the investment was set up as
a loan to for each of the respective development
corporations, and has been paid back directly
through the profits of the company. This process
enabled northern groups with little or no money
to make a major investment that would give
them access to jobs and dividends.

In addition to their return on investment,
northern communities have access to well paying
jobs that allow people to remain, if they choose,
in their home communities. Since 1994 NRTLP
has paid over $34,000,000 in wages, salaries
and leased operators payments to residents of
Saskatchewan’s North. These wages tend to be
spent in their home communities. This allows
further economic development at the community
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level because there is more money available for
service sector businesses to start up. This is a
very important aspect of community develop-
ment and NRTLP has been proud to contribute
to the process.

Another benefit to the north is that NRTLP
purchases fuel, meals and hotel rooms in north-
ern communities. This in itself will not be
enough to start new businesses but it certainly
gives existing businesses a boost.

Positive examples of Aboriginal people suc-
ceeding are valuable. In NRTLP we have First
Nations and Metis communities partnering with
North America’s largest bulk transportation
company to do business with the world’s largest
publicly traded uranium mining corporation.
The prestige of being involved in NRTLP gives
northern aboriginal groups role models for their
people and allows them better access to financ-
ing for other ventures. If an Aboriginal group
can show its banker a successful business ven-
ture, with a partner like Trimac, doing work
for a customer like Cameco, it enhances their
profile and gives them credibility. NRTLP is the
type of partnership that will allow further partic-
ipation in the economy for northern Aborigi-
nal people. This is of tremendous benefit in a
province like Saskatchewan, where the growing
Aboriginal population has to be integrated into
the economy or we will face dire economic con-
sequences.

Another direct benefit of participating in
NRTLP is our training program. Since 1994
NRTLP has trained over 90 northerners and
spent over $1.4 million in this process. Our
training program takes people who have no
qualifications other than a desire to be a truck
driver and gives them the training necessary to
achieve their goal. The process takes over one
year, starting with a 7 week course to attain a
Class 1A license. Then there is a 10 month, in
cab, training period where the trainees drive
with leased operators or company drivers and
learn to handle the various commodities that
NRTLP hauls. After achieving proficiency the
trainees become Junior Drivers. They then have
to drive by themselves for another 6 months
or until they achieve the desired level of profi-
ciency. Once the final certification is achieved
the successful Junior Driver becomes a certi-
fied driver and is eligible to become a leased
operator, company driver or leased operator
driver.

Our focus on trainee retention has changed
over the years as opportunities for the people of
our communities have grown. We are hard
pressed to compete with the wages in the min-
ing and petroleum sectors, however we have
provided a solid base of knowledge and experi-
ence that our trainees can use to move ahead.
Many other companies, including those in the
mining sector, the Department of Highways and
the RCMP, have recognized the value of our
training program. NRT trainees have become a
sought after commodity, which in itself is of
value to our partnership. Even if trainees didn’t
stick with NRT, the training they received was
valuable and they are earning a wage and con-
tributing to the economy. Putting people into
the marketplace with a new skill is a victory for
our partners and a direct benefit to the north.

The formation of NRTLP heralded a new
era of cooperation between northern communi-
ties and the mining industry. NRTLP has given
northern communities a chance to benefit from
the mining development going on around them
and has given them a vested interest in that
development. It has allowed mining development
to proceed without some of the blockades that
affected the forestry industry.

The reason that the mining industry was
allowed to develop free from some of the prob-
lems that beset the forestry industry is because
most of the communities in the north received a
direct benefit from the uranium mining industry.
Through community ownership, NRTLP has
been able to deliver direct benefits to northern
communities.

The reason behind NRT’s success is that is
run as a trucking company. It is privately owned,
and profitable. Without profit, NRT fails.
Nobody would get trained, no benefits would
go to the partners, and it would cease to be a
trucking company. NRT cannot provide work
that is not sustainable, or training that is not
viable, and it must operate under the same basic
principles of any other trucking company. While
it is a community owned company, the exper-
tise that has been developed has been in truck-
ing, not in community or economic development.
The economic development lessons have been
learned by our partners, and have been
expanded and honed in even more limited
partnership ventures.
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INTERVIEW WITH BILL HANSON
JULY 16, 2005

Gaye Hanson

Bill Hanson is a leader and trail blazer of Cree
ancestry who has worked in the field of Aborigi-
nal economic development for many years. He
is the author of Dual Realities — Dual Strategies:

The Future Paths of Aboriginal Peoples’ Develop-

ment and has held workshops and delivered
lectures throughout Canada. Bill is a teacher
and advocate for providing options for develop-
ment that take advantage of all of the benefits
of mainstream society while providing effective
alternatives for those Aboriginal people who
choose a more traditional path.

Gaye Hanson is Bill’s daughter, the second of
four daughters. She is a management consultant
who works in many areas of Aboriginal health,
social and economic development. With degrees
in nursing and public administration and a back-
ground in senior positions in the public sector,
her most important learning has been from her
parents who have taught her how to live and
think creatively and independently.

GH: Please tell me about your background in
Aboriginal Economic Development?

BH: I have always being concerned with employ-
ment, economic development and the total
development of the Aboriginal people. By total
development of Aboriginal people, I am refer-
ring to the efforts to regain their legitimacy
and their own sense of where they fit in

society. I worked for many years in Aboriginal
employment and see the overlap with economic
development. From economic development,
comes the possibility of employment opportuni-
ties which also provides the means to improve
the quality of life for everyone within the com-
munity. I worked at that for many years, and it
wasn’t actually until I retired from government
and the institutionalized approach to Aboriginal
peoples’ development that I suddenly realized
that the lack of recognition of the duality of
Aboriginal lifestyle is our main obstacle to effec-
tive development. It never really came together
until, actually until six months after I left the
public service. Then I realized that this duality
of lifestyles has confused us and continues to
confuse us today. We’d like to put everything
into little packages ..... housing, community
development, education and we are experts in
every one of these fields but we don’t have the
expertise to put them all together. That really
undermines the total impact of what we are
doing. It affects the quality of life, because you
are going to a community as a government rep-
resentative and saying “okay I want to talk
about employment”. I fly in there to talk about
employment and I want to talk employment.
The community representatives say “no, no, no,
what we want to talk about is health”. I say
“well that is not my expertise”. They say “well,
why can’t you, you are government, why can’t
you do it?” As a result, the relationship of
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trust and the credibility of the people is com-
promised. We have to develop the capacity to
respond to where the community is and what
their issues are and see how it all links into the
total development of the community.

GH: From the perspective of looking back fifty
years, what have we done right in Aboriginal
economic development? Can you think of some
bright spots that we could build from?

BH: There’s no doubt that progress has been
made. I mean, if we accept the fact there is
over two million Aboriginal people, you know,
with some degree of Aboriginality, certainly
there are examples of success in practically all
regions of Canada. A review of Aboriginal Busi-
ness Development Webpages and other sources
clearly indicates progress. But you have to look
at what contributed to the success — the price
of success. We have rewarded the winners
who have internalized the norms of the Euro-
Canadian market-oriented society. In addition to
opportunities that flow from economic or busi-
ness ventures, these individuals also have greater
opportunities in higher education, access to tech-
nical training and employment in the private and
public sectors. Provided they’ve got the expertise
and the connections, they can make it. As a
society, we continue to invest several million
dollars in economic development annually across
the country with little evidence that the symp-
toms of social, economic and psychological dis-
tress obvious in most First Nation/Aboriginal
communities have been alleviated. At the same
time, not recognizing these people that are tak-
ing advantage of these opportunities are not the
people that are being incarcerated or spending
their lives on and off social assistance. These
are not the people that are suffering from of
distress of all kinds and who are passing the
problems on to their children. There are lots of
Aboriginal people who are making it in the
white man’s world, or the industrial market-
place and we need to applaud that success. So,
in a sense, on paper it looks good. Strategies,
programs and services that are required to sup-
port people coming into the mainstream society
are there. Many Aboriginal people are trained
and motivated. They are drawn to urban centres
and mainstream opportunities in the search for
power, prestige and position. Every program
possible is available at the moment, and they

are all working. No question about it. We don’t
need to preach any more about that.

GH: Where have we fallen short of your dreams
for advancement?

BH: The problem is that the success we have
had only addresses part of the overall problem.
The difficulty is that we’re putting on a “band-
aid” but it is not stopping the bleeding in the
other parts of the system. So, we have to now
have to shift our focus to those Aboriginal peo-
ple choosing a different path and that are not
responding to current programming. Don’t try
and apply those strategies and programs and
services that are working for the culture of the
Aboriginal person over to solve some of the
more traditional people in the traditional com-
munities. Right away, you will confront their
goals, challenge their aspirations and make
impossible demands on their capabilities. We
have no right to do that. On the other side,
when we have to interface with the more tradi-
tional people, probably Granny or people like
that, that speak their own language. And we
have to start with, okay, where are you going?
Again, that is why it is important to understand
the difference in the lifestyle characteristics
between the change oriented and more tradi-
tional people. You go down to see Granny as
she is the expert. In other words, she sees all of
this coming together, housing, the health, the
nutrition and other things. She can tell you how
to work with the people. She is the only expert
that can do that. If you don’t talk to Granny,
if you come in from outside and disturb the
community dynamics; the traditional people pull
back. They won’t tell you anything except what
you want to hear. They will not get involved.
They just defend themselves against all outsid-
ers. Outsiders to their lifestyle and way of see-
ing the world include the Aboriginal people
from university that try to go back and help
their people.

GH: So you are saying that there is a whole
group of Aboriginal people not served by the
current programs and services. Can you tell me
more about that?

BH: Yes, that’s right. What we are saying to tra-
ditional people both in the city and in rural and
remote areas is “you will get no programs and
or access development opportunities that are
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well suited to you — the only option is welfare.”
And we are telling the families and their chil-
dren every day that “you will not qualify for
programs and services until you meet the norms
of the modern day society.” Little wonder that
they say back to us “to hell with that” and they
walk away because they feel that they can’t do it
— they cannot pay the price of giving up ties to
the socio-cultural past. The traditional people
are a collective, which differs from the notion of
individual success. To choose acculturation, they
have to break out of that, they have to cut the
ties, and the thinking that goes with that, and
walk away. Not everyone can do that. As a
result, there are no viable options available to
them. There are no options available at the
more traditional end of the spectrum. Main-
stream society holds back the access to any
forms of rewards offered by society and release
is conditional on acculturation. No acculturation
— no access.

GH: And we somehow have to provide opportu-
nities with them while they are not having to be
forced into a process of acculturation. How can
they stay connected to traditional values and
lifestyles, and still have opportunities?

BH: On one hand, make sure that we do not
dismantle programs and services for those choos-
ing acculturation. We need to help them on the
journey to where they are going — into banking,
the professions — all those things we have to
continue to do. On the other hand, we need to
invest the same degree of resources doing new
things differently. Where are these traditional
people? They are caught up in the cycles of life.
There is a time and a place for everything.
There is spirituality, connection to the land and
the authority of the collective. In the traditional
values system, an individual person cannot come
in and tell me what to do, not even the Chief.
That is why the democracy in the mainstream
sense, falls apart. We have to accept a different
way of thinking, a different lifestyle and a differ-
ent way of making decisions. The challenge is to
develop programs and services that are effective
on the traditional end of the spectrum. We have
to start where they are.

GH: If the problem is not having enough food
in the cupboard, then that is where you start.

BH: Yes. But there is resistance to alternative
forms of programming. The general public is
asking the question of “why are Aboriginal
people different?” They are different. They are
beginning their journey and where they are
today is different. We have problems seeing the
unique characteristics of the traditional Aborigi-
nal person. We get preoccupied with this Euro-
pean, Euro-Canadian concept. People say “we
are immigrants — my father came from middle
Europe and lived with the cattle in the house
and pretty soon his kids were doctors and law-
yers.” The immigrant ethnic groups left their
history, their roots and their basic culture over
in some foreign land. They covered over their
roots and packed what they wanted to bring of
their history and dropped their suitcase over
here in Canada. What they brought was a mere
distillation of their past ethnic identity. With
that they were able to carve out a very positive
image to give their children, their next genera-
tion. These children, often born in Canada don’t
know the history of the blood, sweat and tears
experienced by their ancestors. For Aboriginal
people, it is all right here. All of the history,
the roots, the culture with both the good and
the bad is all here in Canada.

GH: What was one of the most successful
Aboriginal development projects that you were
involved in and what made it successful?

BH: In one community, we used the Dual Reali-
ties — Dual Strategies concept to plan housing
development. Traditional people do not think
of housing in a form of a subdivision and
prestige values of the size of the house. What
the traditional person says is “I want my house
put over there. I want it over there by that
meadow over there.” And the housing staff
member says “okay, who should live in the other
houses around you?” The traditional person says
“my granny’s house should be over there, and
my older sister’s house over there.” In other
words, they put up their own housing arrange-
ments in a flexible social configuration. Okay,
who is the most important in this little mini
band housing setup? Well, there’s granny’s
house. Older daughter lives right there. What
happens is that the whole collection of ten
or twelve houses, or whatever, becomes their
“home.” Everything and everyone in the
extended family is all connected — like a ball of
made up of pieces of wool, where it is all tied
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together. The connections cannot be disrupted
without destroying the whole.

GH: Your concept of Dual Realities — Dual
Strategies has been used to guide economic
development in many places in Canada. How
would you see it being used from this time for-
ward?

BH: The concept is used like a compass in your
mind — it affects what you see when you look at
things. You don’t practice it so much as it
envelops your whole body and soul and makes a
difference in how you look at the world. The
community dynamics that can be understood by
using the concept exist wherever in the world a
market oriented society imposed itself and its
structured institutions on an indigenous way of
life, their tribal homeland and ways of doing
things. We have the same problems in Saskatch-
ewan that are being experienced throughout the
world. Right now in Iraq, the leaders have simi-
lar complex problems. They have a bunch of
change oriented Iraqi people planning to set up
a government and a democracy. They think in
similar terms to acculturated people throughout
the world. It is people who are at the next level
that are living lives based on subsistence, agri-
culture or horticulture that are saying “no way,
I’m not going to change. I’m going to fight you
and I’m going to kill you if it takes a hundred
years. We will, and we will win.” There is no
question they will win. Whenever one society of
part of a society pushes out a tentacle of the
market oriented society including the industrial
orientation and ethnic control rural and remote
regions like reserves, some people will accept
it and the others will curse the colonizer. Those
selling the market driven changes say “we’re
coming in to create jobs.” I ask — “who gets
the jobs?” And they say “well, get an educa-
tion, get a Grade 12 and then you might get a
job.” You can look at statistics, the majority
of Aboriginal, First Nation people don’t have
Grade 12. Why isn’t the current education level
sufficient to prepare people for a more accultur-
ated life. It is because the education they are
receiving is inferior. Most of the teachers have
very little math, science, or physics background.
Other than the Aboriginal teachers, many teach-
ers are only in the rural and remote communi-
ties because they have to gain some experience.
Traditional people also use dropping out of
school as a way of resisting acculturating forces.

GH: Why do some economic development
ventures fail to meet the expectations of govern-
ment officials and local economic development
staff?

BH: What happens is that government officials,
again outsiders, want to bring change to the tra-
ditional people and to bring them across the
spectrum of acculturation in order to satisfy the
objectives of their program. They want to prove
success of the program. For example, the offi-
cials work with the community level officials to
buy a grocery store and they turn the store over
to a local manager. Who is the local manager?
Usually, it is somebody associated or aligned
with those in power. As soon as that decision is
made about the local manager, it is likely that
one part of the community will not agree with
the appointment as reflecting who they might
trust. The half a million dollar market that you
were serving before, now becomes much smaller.
One third of the community residents may be
traditional and they may react to the appoint-
ment by those in power by saying “no way,
I’m not going to deal with that store anymore
because that person belongs to “them” and does
not reflect “us”. The communities have what I
call three mini bands. The traditional, marginal
and change-oriented are all controlled by differ-
ent groups of people. They have different life
styles and value systems and due to historical
differences are unlikely to support each other’s
business ventures. This dynamic can seriously
affect the success of locally owned or operated
businesses.

GH: You have been involved in leadership
with the Inter-provincial Association of Native
Employment (IANE) for the past thirty years or
so. Please share your thoughts about the link
between Aboriginal Economic Development and
labour force development or employment.

BH: I know that everybody says “Bill, can’t you
look at this in a more simple way.” There is no
simple way because it is tied up in the minds,
the hearts and souls of Aboriginal people. All
of the time I was working in employment with
the federal government in Northern Manitoba,
employers would hire based on my advice and
my personal credibility. I talked to people like
INCO (mining company). They would say “Bill,
we believe what you are saying about hiring
Aboriginal people. I can see where what you are
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talking about could save us a lot of money on
turnover because we have the labour force here
and they want the jobs. Many of them have
proved to us they are qualified and they are
motivated, steady and all that. So what can we
do?” I recommended that they move families in
groups of three or four so that they could set
up support systems for each other, like the
immigrants did. The result was good — the fam-
ily might be living in Thompson but the report I
got back was that Joe and Mary felt more com-
fortable and were more likely to stay in Thomp-
son because they could look out their window
and across the alley and see the light on in her
sister’s kitchen.

GH: What motivated you and others to launch
IANE?

BH: It was the mid seventies and the labour
shortage was being managed with plans to
increase the immigration of foreign workers. So
we said let’s try and talk. Let’s get together. We
do not want money and we don’t want to get
government involved here as sole sponsors. We
want to work with concerned people, industry,
business, union, government agencies that are
closely tied to the problem and create a process
where they can sit down and talk with Aborigi-
nal communities. I said, “okay let’s talk across
the table. What are the jobs that are coming
down the tube? What qualifications do they
need? On the other side, how many people
do you have that can do this?” That is how the
dialogue and the organization got started. We
said to business that “we like the approach
you are taking — we will all take a business-
like approach.” We are talking about qualified
Aboriginal people that are going to enhance
your work place and that are going to contrib-
ute to the bottom line. We committed to the
recruitment of Aboriginal people that have the
values, skills and abilities to work in harmony
with the other acculturated people across the
country. The purpose was to employ more
Aboriginal people that were a good fit for the
industrial workplace, not to set more traditional
people up for failure. That’s where the eco-
nomic development went through a sort of sec-
ondary, back door way of saying, if we can put
these people to work, it is going to benefit all
of the communities. Every venture we’ve got out
there, whether it is housing or economic devel-
opment, or community development process can

benefit the whole community if we develop the
appropriate strategy.

GH: Are there any other kind of unique charac-
teristics or considerations for economic develop-
ment in an urban environment?

BH: Well I think that we are seeing a lot
of problems and limited effective program-
ming. One idea that I have proposed is that of
Granny’ Credit Union. I was doing a workshop
for the police academy in Regina. They were
telling me, “you have to understand the people
we are talking about.” I said “here’s a question
— how do you reduce crime rates in the core
area of our urban centres? Drop it 30, 40, 50%
in the matter of a couple of days?” I had all
kinds of responses. I said “what are their needs?
There needs are daily, their goals are daily,
their responsibilities include care and security
for the extended family.” Then I said “what
would happen if we could slow down the pace
and allow these people to draw one-thirtieth of
their disposable part of their income every day
through Granny.” Right now, if you look at
crime, crime on payday is highest. Family vio-
lence, assaults, alcohol related problems goes on
early and then, over the last half of the month,
drops off. For four or five days after a monthly
cheque, there is mayhem down there related
to too much money. Towards the end of the
month, petty theft and prostitution goes sky
high.” And everybody says, “that’s right, that’s
exactly what is happening down there and flow-
ing money differently could make a big differ-
ence and provide opportunities for small scale
business development.”

GH: What would suggest for a reserve based
community that want to develop something for
the traditional neighbourhood?

BH: We need to start by sitting down with the
people. Don’t bring in any outsiders. Just have
an easy going unassuming facilitator sitting down
to talk to people. Suggestions will come up.
Someone might say “What if we brought some
plywood in here, brought some tools in here, say
for example, twelve little basic tool boxes, and
give them to Grandpa over there to take care
of. What you guys do is when you want to fix
your houses, the plywood is under lock and key
and is available to you by talking to Grandpa.
So you guys decide which one of you twelve will
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look after the tool boxes tomorrow, if that is
when you decide to start.” The facilitator may
also say to them “Then what will happen is at
the end of the day, you’ll get paid ten bucks
an hour. If you work eight hours, it is eighty
bucks at the end of the day. But no commit-
ment for work tomorrow. Each morning, the
first 12 people to show up will get the boxes
and the work for the day.” All of a sudden what
happens to the community then is when you go
back a week later people are saying “how come
your house doesn’t leak any more?” They say,
“Granny fixed it. Granny went up there tarred it
up with the help of another person.” They have
never seen that before in their neighbourhood.
Again, at their own pace, and a self selecting
group, gets paid every day. Pretty soon they are
making windows and doors. Pretty soon you say,
okay, how about furniture? Immediately there is
a change in the neighbourhood at very little cost
and they are getting involved. So, now, at the
same time, you are getting this money starting
to circulate a little bit more. Aunt Harriet, as
well, is sharing in the economic benefit by open-
ing a part time hamburger stand in the back
room of her house. Someone else is cutting
hair and the money is soaked up daily in the
community.

GH: So rather than going with the grand plan,
and a big business plan and everything, you are
looking to these little sort of nubs of ideas and
helping them to grow.

BH: Yes. What is needed really in support of
small scale community economic development is
a person who would sit on an old stump and
keep his thoughts to himself. His job is to be a
facilitator for problem solving. When they say
“how are you going to do that?” He says “well,
that is your problem. I’m just here to help with
the arrangements, just to help find the kind of
the boards you need, and get the nails you
need, and make sure the tool kits are put back
over there with the elder under lock and key
and the money is paid to you at 5 o’clock. I
know how to fix the roof, but I’m not going
to do it, you’re going to do it because your
kids want you to do it.” What is the benefit?
You have got some economic activity but most
importantly, the community is building pride.
For the first time in the life of that neighbour-
hood, people are saying “I did not know John
could do that!” So he takes on a useful role in

the whole social, cultural configuration. Then
the rest of the reserve is watching him.

GH: Self selection is a basic principle in your
approach to economic development and employ-
ment. How does self selection operate and why
is it so fundamental to success?

BH: I describe it by saying “if you are going
out hunting, who would you take with you?”
A person will respond by saying “I would take
a person I can trust. A person that I know
something about. I know their skills. I know
how they are connected to the community — the
social, cultural relationships, the networking, all
that.” By respecting the power of social net-
works and asking people to use their knowledge
to self select compatible groups of people, the
employer can build on the strength of existing
relationships and help groups to expand their
social and cultural world to include a new loca-
tion and employment. In other words, does a
new employee’s wife know a brother, sister or
other people that are going the same path.
Bring them in and talk to them. If you hire
according to their advice, you have two and
soon you have five of them. These five employ-
ees and their families are self selected. In other
words, they all support one another. Soon there
is a very strong collective that, it works. It just
takes off.

GH: Your Cree name means “pathfinder”, what
has been your experience of being a trail
blazer?

BH: Again, I suppose that is where the whole
complicated process of perceiving something and
learning to act on your instincts. When I quit
government, I said “that’s it, no more”. I was
frustrated with the lack of long term vision. A
very small number of us had the concept of
how all the pieces come together over the long
term. To be able to look at a child and see its
lifetime unfolding. To see how education and
health affects employment and economic develop-
ment. We failed in so many ways because we
could not see the immensity, the complexity, the
diversity within the challenges related to Aborigi-
nal peoples’ development. And I speak of, you
know, being a pathfinder. I try to clear the path
for both side of the duality. The best example of
the two extremes is this story. You go to the
industrial market, modern day elder, and say
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“how much money do you want for the land?”
They say “fifty million dollars, because all that
land is worth fifty million dollars.” Go down to
the other end, to the reserve, and talk maybe
to Granny, who speaks her own language and
ask the same questions. She might say “Why
would we sell Mother Earth? I’ll tell you what,
I’ll talk to all the fish, all the birds, all the
animals here, even the little beetle that is under
that leaf over there. When they tell me the price

to charge you, I’ll let you know.” I have had
many challenges and my commitment remains to
make sure the voices of the traditional people
are heard. They are saying “we can’t climb
your concrete mountain ..... we can’t take our
extended family away from the land on such a
journey ..... we can’t take our elders up that way
..... so we’ll walk around your mountain and
when we meet on the other side we are both
better people.”
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Miskum Maskanow

‘Pathfinder’

You cannot lead until you have found your direction, purpose and commitment
to forge a path for others. The Cree definition of this quality is Miskum

Maskanow (Pathfinder).

The elements of forging a path for others embraces commitment to serve a belief
in collaboration, the ability to be a spokesperson and an effective organizer —
one who generates a democratic participatory environment and an atmosphere of
collegiality. But perhaps above all these attributes, one must have a clear sense
of vision.

Miskum Maskanow had a vision of aboriginal people having the same opportuni-
ties for employment as other Canadians. Of their right to self determination that
would lead to creating self sufficiency and therefore strengthening community life.

Miskum Maskanow’s vision was and is to educate employers on the availability
of a human resource pool that was ignored far too long. Conversely, he played a
pivotal role in getting us to empower each other and ourselves to send a mes-
sage to employers about our availability for the employment market. Miskum
Maskanow may have been the one to coin the phrase “Organizations begin to
change only when individuals begin to change”. He also may have been the one
to realize that “life is like a dog sled team — if you aren’t the lead dog, the
scenery never changes”.

Bill and Rose Hanson, it has been a singular honour that you have passed
through our lives’ journey. On behalf of all IANE members, we thank you and
ask the Creator to walk close to both of you with the mantle of good health,
quiet peace and happiness.

C. Willy Hodgson
May 2001

Regina Saskatchewan
Presentation to Bill Hanson



CANDO ECONOMIC DEVELOPER OF
THE YEAR AWARDS 2003

Utilizing Traditional Knowledge to Strive
towards Unity

Cheryl Cardinal

Introduction

Each year at the CANDO Conference, the Eco-
nomic Developer of the Year is awarded to
those individuals who exemplify what most
Aboriginal Communities should be striving for.
In some cases, the approach that is taken by
each individual, business, or community is differ-
ent but it seems to work well within the struc-
tures that they have in their communities across
the country. No one approach is better than
another but how each community makes it work
is really what makes these awards special. You
get the chance to see the approach that commu-
nities across Canada are doing to improve the
status for their citizens.

In 2003, the Economic Developer of the
Year Awards was presented in Whitehorse at
the 10th Annual CANDO National Conference
& AGM. The Business Category Award was
accepted by Bernd Christmas on behalf of the
Membertou Corporate in Nova Scotia. The
recognition award winner was Air North Charter
& Training Ltd & Vuntut Development Corp.
Mark Wallace Wedge a member of the

Carcross/Tagish First Nation in the Yukon
Territories accepted the Individual Award. The
recognition award winner was Richard Alfred
Dickson.

The interviews below offer a glimpse of
each award winner’s strategies concerning Eco-
nomic Development.

Membertou Corporate Division†

2003 Business/Community Economic

Developer of the Year

The Membertou Corporate Division, owned by
the Membertou First Nation in Nova Scotia,
have many accomplishments that can be exam-
ined. Under the leadership of Chief Terrance
Paul and his Council, they were able to take a
vision of where they want their community to be
and make it a reality. The Membertou Corpo-
rate Division has improved accountability issues
within First Nations communities and is also
the first Aboriginal community to get ISO
registration. These high standards set by the
Membertou Corporate Division have helped this
community move from destitution to a commu-
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nity that is held in high regard by its members,
the Aboriginal community, the various levels of
government and the global market. This progres-
sive organization has created a community based
on the pillars of sustainability, conservation,
innovation and success. This interview was con-
ducted with Bernd Christmas, Chief Executive
Officer with the Membertou Corporate Division.

KM: You talk about government funding essen-
tially. Could you talk about that and
Membertou’s plan to get off of government
funding?

Bernd Christmas (BC): Well I see, back again
in 1995 a conscious decision was made by the
band that had to get rid of dependency on
government funding because the government
funding is basically tied to agreements, financial
services agreements, or financial transfer
arrangements, most of these lay out what an
Indian band is basically going to do. They tie
the social programs, health programs, and all
their developments to these agreements. I don’t
think it takes rocket science, if you get rid of
the purse that is basically feeding you and tell-
ing you what to do and you get rid of that then
low and behold you are free! So that is basically
the idea we are going to break away from gov-
ernment funding reliance.

Right now we rely to the tune of seven
million dollars on a forty-four and a half mil-
lion dollar operating budget. We want to get
rid of that and live those phrases that I said
“self determination” and “self governance”. I
can honestly tell you what can that government
do after that. Other than the usual, you have to
follow the law. But from a First Nation govern-
ment perspective, this is going to allow you to
honestly achieve the goals that you want to do
as a community.

CC: Who were the main motivators in persuad-
ing the community to become self reliant? How
did the leadership persuade the community to
strive for self reliance?

BC: It goes back to the Chief and Council. Our
Chief has been elected twenty straight years
and he had that vision for many, many years
now. But has always been in the situation
where he couldn’t get the right people in place
to help him with that. He and the Council work
extremely well together. It’s a democracy. Just
because he is the Chief he can’t do everything

on his own. He has to listen to what the Coun-
cil says too. I think that this just shows
the maturity of where they are and most of
those men and women on our Council have
themselves been re-elected ten years on average
straight as Councillors so you have this Corpo-
rate memory of what it was like way back: how
destitute everyone was, no jobs, it was the com-
munity against the Council, the community
against the administration, the Council against
the administration. It was a just terrible situa-
tion and nothing was being done.

So, I would really credit Chief Terrance
Paul and his Council for taking that bold step.
It was a hard political decision to make. To
basically say, “No we are not going to do this
any more”, “no don’t come to us for the ball
team funding or hockey team funding”, we have
to start moving our community forward.

KM: Can you talk about global business and
where it’s at right now?

BC: On global business opportunities,
Membertou is involved in quite a few different
sectors. Aerospace sector we have partnered
with Lockheed Martin to build twenty-eight heli-
copters to hopefully be supplied to the Canadian
military. Their partners along with us include
two French companies, one called Talus and
another called NH Industries. You saw their
corporate structure. They are involved with com-
panies such as Daimler Chrysler, France’s
Airbus and the list goes on and on. That oppor-
tunity is but a six billion dollar contract that we
are looking at between Membertou and
Lockheed Martin. And it allows us to branch
into other things which include the joint straight
fighter program in particular its in the trillions
of dollars and on the Canadian military side,
you are looking at eighteen billion dollars worth
of defense contracts that are coming up in the
next number of years for various things which
goes from retrofitting ships to radar systems and
goes on and on and on. Lockheed Martin will
have us busy with that.

On the oil and gas sector, we are involved
with companies like ATCO, the ATCO Group,
Logistics, ATCO Midstream, ATCO Pipeline to
explore options on the ground, in the Maritimes,
on shore, off shore, Gas development. The
Sodex’ho Canada, the world’s largest food ser-
vice company, providing catering services to oil
and gas rigs that are located off the shores
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of Nova Scotia and Newfoundland and been
involved in drilling vessels catering to those
types of ships; Universities, Acadia, St. Francis
Xavier; and whole host of different hospitals
that we are looking at doing business with them.

Then on the fishing side, Membertou has
partnered with a company called Clearwater
whereby we provide and market our food prod-
ucts around the world market under our name.

And, lastly, what we call the financial ser-
vices with Grant Thorton, we have developed a
unique model to try to market our know-how
and experiences that we have learned over the
last five-six years to go from that terrible situa-
tion to where we are now and still growing.

And then that also leads into something
else which we have personally developed with
our own in house staff is the ISO 9001 2000
registration where we are now actually starting
to help other First Nations right across the
country to become ISO registered. So there are
sort of four sectors that we are involved with.

CC: A lot of the First Nations organizations that
I have seen out there are trying to separate
band politics from business. You mentioned ear-
lier that your Chief had a role to play in taking
the first initial steps to becoming self reliant.
Does your Chief have role in the organization
and if so, what role does he have?

BC: What we have done is by placing structure
which includes the ISO process and management
systems and by putting in business structures
that normal global companies utilize on a daily
basis, we have been able to combine that and
increase the education capacity of the govern-
ment of Membertou, the Chief and Council,
so they fully understand how it all works. So
they almost take a role where they become the
Board of Governors. They are first and foremost
“a Band Government” but have adopted Board
of Governors type techniques. So the Chief, he
plays a major role in ensuring that both on the
social side and business side everything is taken
care of but he does not venture into social pro-
grams, program and services delivery or the
business of the band and start micromanaging
things.

We have come to understand, and he has
come to understand, as the lead political person
that there is a whole array of things happening
all at once at the band level. By him coming in
and potentially creating favouritism for one per-

son, he is going to have a negative effect on
the whole system. So, he has to figure out
how to engage within the parameters set out;
the parameters of budgeting, the parameters
of business plans, the parameters of strategies
developed for the delivery of services and pro-
grams to the community. So that is his role.
And the Council again, they get involved in it as
well. So our structure is the Chief and Council
look over at we’ll call it the “30,000 foot level”
and the administration, the people that they
have hired, such as myself as the CEO, I report
directly to them and all of the staff, they all
report to me. So it’s a typical model that you
have seen run everyday in the business world.

CC: ISO Registration. You have indicated that
you were helping First Nations achieve ISO
certification “free of charge”. How many First
Nations communities have you helped and has
there been an outpouring of communities that
have wanted to pursue the ISO registration or
have seen the successes of your community and
wanted to contact you? Are these communities
regional, national or international?

BC: Yeah, it’s national right now. Right across
the country, from British Columbia, to Saskatch-
ewan, Ontario and the Atlantic provinces have
all engaged us somehow. And started to talk to
us about that. I think when they talk about free
is we will do the initial presentation and all this.
We have a business that deals with ISO registra-
tion its something that we could never do on a
free basis. It doesn’t make sense. What I think
they meant by that, it’s that if people call us up
we will give them a presentation on how ISO
works generally right and then maybe if they
want we’ll point them in a certain direction
to seek more information. Communities have
wanted to engage us and get our templates for
ISO Registration. We have very unique tem-
plates that are unique to the band and the
uniqueness of band governance that are different
than business templates that are normally ISO.

CC: And those templates incorporate indigenous
values, beliefs, and traditions?

BC: Yes that is what they do. That is why we
are in an amazing position because we have
been able to figure out and have worked all the
scams that go on in First Nations governance.
We know them all. So we have been able to
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adopt them and most importantly try to figure
out how to. We had a serious problem where
our language was almost virtually wiped out
because of a move by the government to remove
our kids in 1964 to off-reserve schools. And we
had a school there. And then in 1999–2000, we
built a school, brought in our language, now we
have a new generation of speakers and you can
see the big gap of Mi’kmaw speakers in the
younger generation. You incorporate that into
the ISO management systems that culture, the
language, the history is important and that is
not used I can assure you that is not the type of
stuff that you will see in the regular ISO tem-
plates that are provided or are used to get a
business or another government register.

KM: Our last question is a two part question.
First, being nominated for this award of Eco-
nomic Developer of the Year — what does that
mean to you? And the second part, what do you
think about the CANDO Conference and its
focus on economic development?

BC: To be nominated we are obviously very
excited about that. It is recognition by our peers
for the most part of the work that we have
done over the last year, I guess to some extent
over the last five — six years, so we are obvi-
ously excited about that and our political leader-
ship is happy about that and obviously our team
of employees are happy that everything that they
have done has basically started to shine through
and being recognized by other people. We were
never in a position to be at this level before
and now it’s nice to start to reap the benefits of
all that work that is gone.

On the CANDO Conference itself, you have
a proactive business approach, a mindset to
engaging the global market place and that
means also in dealing with governments, domes-
tic governments, like Canada, provincial govern-
ments, and almost just as important in engaging
other First Nations. We would love other First
Nations to start wanting to do business with us,
we encourage that and forums like CANDO
allow us to let them hear what we are involved
in and if they are interested, we would like to
do business with them.

Mark Wedge‡

2003 Individual Economic Developer of

the Year

Mark Wallace Wedge is a member of the
Carcross/Tagish First Nation in Yukon. Wedge’s
formal entry into the realm of economic devel-
opment occurred in 1984. His focus towards
improving his nation utilizing his traditional and
cultural values has led him towards the ultimate
goal — happiness. Wedge utilizes his traditional
values to help his community out of its turmoil
into a self-governing nation with a constitution
that embodies their traditional values, beliefs
and customs and most importantly is supported
by the members of his community. Wedge is a
Board Member for the Four Mountains Resort
project, located in the Carcross/Tagish tradi-
tional territory. Wedge also has an upcoming
book he co-wrote titled, Peacemaking Circles:

from Crime to Community. Wedge utilizes his
traditional values and beliefs to assist in moving
his community from violence into prosperity.

NH: What does De-she-than mean?

Mark Wedge (MW): The De-she-than is our
clan and it means the End-of-the-trail-people.
Before we were from Angoon. We are Da Ka
Tlinget in the Yukon. The Da ka Tlinget inter-
married with the Tagish people. That clan De-
she-ton came inland with the intermarriage that
occurred. Before that it came from Angoon,
before that it came from Basket Bay. When
they started moving to Angoon. Another name
originated. An-goosh-skew is named after that
migration — Angoon is the Tlinget capital of
the world. When they were moving to Angoon
another name originated, named after that
migration: Angashoo (Ang=Nation) (Goosh-
OO=a large group moving together, like a
migration). Angashoo is the name originated
when the De-she-than moved from Basket Bay
to Angoon — and that was the end of the trail.
That name Angashoo as carried through because
what we do is our names are carried with the
clans, they are clan names. They belong to a
clan pool. Mathew Fred who just passed away a
couple of years ago but he was at a Potlatch
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over here and that is when he gave me that
name and that was one of his names — he
wanted that name to be inland also. So
Angashoo is one of my names. That is where
the De-she-than and the end-of-the trail a per-
son that is how that name came there.

NH: What other clans are there?

MW: There is a whole number of clans. When
you look at the Tlinget clans that are on the
coastal area, the Tlinget go from quite far down
south and far up north — when the Tlinget
moved inland and intermarried with the Tagish
people they became Da ka Tlinget. Da ka
means people who came up and looked over the
mountain and then moved over there. There are
a number of communities: Atlin, Teslin,
Carcross that form part of this Da ka nation. In
our community of Carcross there are six clans.
De-she-than is one of them Duckloa…. (Mark
listed all of them in their traditional language)
which are divided into the wolf and crow inland
and eagle and raven on the coast. It is the male
and the female. It is the opposites that need
each other to survive.

NH: You have animal clans as well?

MW: Each of the clans has crests — those crests
are animals that belong to the crests. The de-
she-than primarily owns the Beaver. There is a
story in that with our national anthem cause our
national anthem is also about that. There are
crest songs. There is a totem or an icon that is
often associated with these animals. We have
what we refer to as the “ke do keh ka,” the
man behind the damn. There is a great teaching
around that. It’s like the Medicine Wheel, in
different aspects, there is a huge teaching
around it. There is a life long teaching behind
it. Same with that the “split tailed beaver” is
our crest and using it here.

NH: Is your clan system part of your governance
structure?

MW: Governance — What is governance?
CANDO is about governance. That is exactly
what governance is about: trust. Is it not?
According to our clans, this document talks
about this. There are three key players. It is
called “The prosperity of humankind”, presented
in Oslo — the Bahai International Community

presented this paper. There are three
protagonists; there is the individual, there is the
community (or the collective) and institutions ...
Transformation is key and critical. It is what
CANDO is about. It is about acquiring knowl-
edge and using spirituality and values. There is
an innate sense of right and wrong within every
individual that has to be nurtured. That is the
transformation that needs to be based on our
cultural traditional values, which are the essence
of our spirituality. It is that foundation that
starts a movement with the individual. If you get
a number of individuals that format the commu-
nity, what tends to happen is you get into con-
flicts and dispute. In most of our traditions and
cultures talks about how to resolve conflict and
dispute, justice when taken to the communal
level. The purpose of justice is to create unity.
Unity, which is critical to the well being of the
community — creates the cohesion, starts creat-
ing prosperity and well being. What is important
then in order to govern — the community puts
its collective trust into institutions or groups of
people. So when we talk about our clan, there is
a system and a process that the trust of the
individuals express as a collective clan and it is
put into leadership.

One of the questions that you asked was,
“What is an Executive Council member?” what
we did when we started our self-government,
although we don’t have a final agreement we
are implementing self-government. That is
expressed through our constitution. What we
recognize is that the way the Department of
Indian Affairs — the Indian Act set up the First
Nation’s governance structure was not
combatable — it did not reflect our culture val-
ues our clan values. What we did as a commu-
nity (we talked about this) we need to begin to
use our traditional values and our traditional
governance systems in our modern day gover-
nance. Each of those clans asks somebody to
hold the clans trust. Whether it is Executive
Council, it is like a Chief and Council system.

It is like a chief but we don’t use that
word. The word that we use is (in traditional
language) Ke-sha-ka dene; literally it means
“head-man-standing-up.” Traditionally those roles
were male. Now those are problems we are
experiencing with contemporary human rights
issues with these roles. We know that many
other communities are experiencing this. It is
important to understand the reciprocity of the
role between the female and the male — in
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these governance models. We have clan matri-
archs that hold a very sacred responsibility as
well as an administrative one, it is the ying and
yang, the wolf and crow, it is the reciprocity that
needs to be held. What happens is men often sit
on these as representative for the administrative
part of it. The clan mothers are the backbone.

There is a book that my aunt wrote —
Angela Sydney with the anthropologist Julia
Cruikshank — “My stories are my wealth.”
Because she was asked [his aunt] in today’s cul-
tures people will leave their acquisitions to their
children — which their accumulated wealth is left
to their children. Part of the things that we
started DNV is that we recognized that there
was not acquired wealth in the Aboriginal com-
munity that could be passed on. Acquired
wealth that would be transferred on — as a fam-
ily wealth. As an Aboriginal community we did
not have that acquired wealth. Aboriginal Busi-
ness Canada provided the wealth so that Aborig-
inal People could access to put Aboriginal
people on more of a level playing field. My aunt
was asked about this — what would she pass on
to her children? She did not have any cash any
equity! What will you leave your children? She
thought about this and she responded by saying
that, “I don’t have a lot of things but my stories
are my wealth that is what I will leave them.”
Inherent in the stories is a value system again
engrained that leads to well being which is
prosperity.

NH: How about this new book?

MW: How about it? (laughs). It’s all based on
everything. The question about just because it’s
spiritual? That is what they did. What they did
is they recognized that there were people that
influence a whole community perspective that
created this huge conflict. And they drew them
in and some of them didn’t come but they drew
them in. Some of those groups that they put
together wouldn’t be in the same room together.
Then what they did, they started a training pro-
cess that talked about how we were going to
work together. We did this training, dispute res-
olution, this is some of the stuff that we do in
dispute resolution. But, we couldn’t call it train-
ing. They didn’t necessarily want to do training.
What was interesting was we actually did it with
the school and it was really interesting. We held
the training in the school, we had the little
chairs and everyone had to sit in the little chairs

in the school. There were elders, children, and
their substitutes they were sitting there all
together. It was not as if you could train some-
body. It was broad training. But what happened
from those people, it began a process for people
to start working together. That’s about unity. It’s
quite impressive.

When they started working with a group, it
doesn’t change over night, people would actually
get into fights, a couple of times one of them
would leave. It’s called a caucus. The caucus
would talk about it and say, “oh well we better
go and get them back”. So somebody would
have to go down and say, “We need you” and
brought the person back. And that’s the interest-
ing stuff. When you actually see this stuff being
applied, it’s easy to talk about it but harder to
do. So when you actually get in the middle of it,
it’s hard. It’s not exclusivity and that is the stuff
that creates unity.

So, things that we are talking about — this
project and the Four Mountain Project that is
happening — could not happen if working
together didn’t happen. Sure we could do the
consultant work to do all of the stuff, but the
community process that created unity. Even
before we started the whole Four Mountain pro-
ject, the first thing that we did was we got the
whole community together, citizens and every-
body, we invited them to a Circle, we passed a
feather around to sit. We had already run it
through our Elders Council who were supportive
of the project. They all sat there, “why did you
ask us,” and we told them that it involves you.
They asked whether we had the money and we
told them that the money is the easy part to
get. We can get the money to start a project but
if you are not in support with us or working
with us here, it will end down the road. So we
actually started the community process and that
is part of the process of negotiations; this is the
process on how you create unity. Without that,
you don’t have anything.

We started in our clan structure and our
Constitution about fifteen years ago cause our
community was literally torn apart. There was
violence. That is what people said under the
clan system, things like this didn’t happen. So
we said, let’s go back to our clan system. And
we started asking for it to be prepared with our
Constitution. Within a year, the way it happened
was that not everyone wanted it, so we said, if it
not, then we have to bring something in that
will bring us unity.
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NH: So how did you get those people to want
it?

MW: We kept talking about it and working with
it so it was time to bring it up. Some people
would say let’s use the clan system. Some peo-
ple kept wanting to go back to their culture and
their roots. Trying to realize that, have this dia-
logue about what the clan system means this
and it was actually an on-going consultation on
this is what the clan system means. It took
about six years to implement the constitution.

NH: I understand things according to the Indian
Act. In the Yukon, there are not bands but
communities. What was the relationship with
DIAND before — how did you go from DIAND
to this?

MW: We are an Indian Act Band just like all
the others. We still are but we are different.
They opened up the Indian Act; they amended
it, to say that you can not only have the Indian
Act band but a Custom Election and a Constitu-
tion. So we moved from a custom election to a
Constitution as part of an Indian Act band. We
are still an Indian Act band, it’s not until we get
a final agreement. We are self governing. We
will be self-governing, although we have always
maintained that we are self-governing anyways.

NH: So as self governing people, an autonomous
nation, what does that mean? If you mean, self
governing as an autonomous sovereign nation,
how do you see that mindset or understanding
fitting into a self government agreement that
works within the framework?

MW: Our self-government agreement is actually
built around the constitution. We have negoti-
ated that backbone of that constitution, is this
involvement of the community process of getting
the clans. So what we have is an Executive
Council that have been asked to represent the
De-she tan clan. This is what the six members
of the Executive Council do.

The elders appoint of those six council
members, a Chief of the Ke-sha-ka dene. Any-
one of those Council members can act as the
Deputy Chief — they are all deputy chiefs. The
Ke-sha-ka dene is the spokesperson for the First
Nation — the Chief. Our constitution is actually
taking the clan system and adjusting it trying to
accommodate things that we talked about like

human rights — to try to make sure we fit in
the acceptable perceptions of human rights
according to Canada. Canada is signatory to
those United Nations covenants. We are negoti-
ating; it’s our legal agreements within Canada,
the recognized legal agreements, that is why we
have had to negotiate in such a manner that
was acceptable to our people and acceptable to
Canada. That becomes part of the basis of self
government.

Self government — these are the types of
powers and laws that we have. Moves along sim-
ilar types of things, it talks about whether the
individual laws, law of the individual; these are
the land based laws, what are the elected based
laws, who has the responsibility, so our constitu-
tion basis itself is something like that is a given.
Those are all based on traditional values. Our
vision statement for the community is our Con-
stitution and we see it as six major areas. Our
vision is how we are going to look after the
land — we see ourselves as guardians of the land
not owners of it.

NH: So you don’t have an agreement yet? So
what type of relationship would you like to see
with the territory and then, the Government of
Canada?

MW: Well, I think the first thing is to get to
back to where we were talking about prosperity
is really where it’s at. It’s to be a sense of well
being in the community, its healing; it’s all of
these things that we need to feel good about
ourselves, just to be happier, that is what ulti-
mately the whole purpose of this thing is to be
happy. It’s not about money. It’s not about dissi-
dence. But we know that in order to be happy
to work with other governments, we need a rela-
tionship so what we have done is we have
changed the way that we conduct things.

Instead of saying, can you give us this
money or this type of thing even in our negotia-
tions we have tried to change our approach
where we get to the point of we educate and
work with governments, and other organizations
and individuals to say let’s work together. And
what they do that because nobody can ada-
mantly expresses anybody’s interest unless they
feel that they want to or they are part of it.

So that is our strategy, is not to ask for
stuff but to create the willingness and desire for
other governments to work with us. And it will
be their interest and our interest that where we
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talk about resort where can there be conflict.
Other business organizations were going to fol-
low them in an inclusive manner that will bene-
fit everyone. We know that we don’t have
enough citizens to fill employment requirements
for this resort so we work with other First
Nations to say what we want to done is have
First Nations to have first opportunity to employ
and do that work. We have started resource
training. It’s the plan.

Summary

Each of the Award Winners has utilized their
traditional values to move their community into
prosperity. In Membertou, a community vision
fostered by Chief Terrance Paul and his Council
who wanted to move out of destitution into a
thriving community resulted in success. Having
his community remain in debt and community
members living in destitution is not what the
Chief envisioned for the future generations. The
leadership wanted more for their people, for
their community and with this drive pushed
them into one the leading authorities of change.
They have revived their culture and their lan-
guage so that many generations beyond this
leadership will know who the Miqmaw people
were and are. This vision will carry into the
future.

In the second case, Mark Wedge was part
of a greater picture. The vision of something
better than violence in their community and dis-
parity was a main driving force for happiness
and unity. Wedge utilized their cultural and tra-
ditional values to strive for community unity that
allowed the community to become the driving
force guiding community development. In this
instance, this is characterized by the community
creating a constitution and their proactive work
toward establishing self government. Common
goals included “working together,” and as a
community the people created the vision and
expressed the drive to work through individual
differences so the community could work as one.
Mark Wedge exemplifies that working together
does not happen over night but when his com-
munity worked together, they worked towards
unity and happiness.

The approach that each community has
taken is different. We have to recognize that
each of the Economic Developer of the Year
Award Winners have different communities in
different parts of the country. But the magic
they found was always there—it resided within
the communities. The focus of the community
and direction given by leadership has led these
two Award winners to be recognized by their
peers at the 10th Annual CANDO National
Conference & AGM in Whitehorse, Yukon.
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CANDO ECONOMIC DEVELOPER OF
THE YEAR AWARDS 2004

Teresa Callihoo and Sara Cardinal

Introduction

The 2004 Economic Developer of the Year
Awards were presented in Fredericton at the
11th Annual CANDO National Conference &
AGM. Both award recipients demonstrated the
importance on capitalizing on resources found
within the community. The Business/Community
Category Award was accepted by William Big
Bull on behalf of Piikuni Wind Power. Chief
Lawrence Paul of Millbrook First Nation in
Nova Scotia accepted the Individual Award.

Business Category Winner†

William Big Bull, Piikuni Wind Power

The Weather Dancer I is the culmination of
many years of research, hard work and deter-
mination. It is also a tribute to the Piikuni
Nations’ ability to utilize their natural resources,
in this case wind power. The Weather Dancer I,
which officially opened in October 2001, is a
single 900 KW turbine producing 2,960 mega-
watt hours of electricity each year, with the
ability to meet the electrical needs of 450
households. This environmentally conscious pro-
ject has built on the capacity of the Nations
Utilities Corporation, balancing their desire for
economic growth with traditional concerns for
nature. William Big Bull, Energy Manager,
discusses the development.

TC: The Weather Dancer I was built in partner-

ship with Epcor. Can you explain why you

decided to partner with Epcor? How was this

partnership formed?

William Big Bull (WBB): When we started there
weren’t a lot of people in the wind power indus-
try. We had spoken with some main people but
we got a lukewarm response, they didn’t seem
interested in working with us. When we spoke
with Epcor they were the most receptive to our
ideas and to the project, which made them the
best fit. They were also interested in a green
power contract, as they needed to extend their
services to include green power. We were able
to negotiate with them and ended up with a
joint venture.

TC: The turbine seems to be an excellent exam-

ple of balancing the use of natural resources

with sustainability, how important is that?

WBB: The focus was to establish a change in
our way of thinking. We wanted to utilize tradi-
tional and technical knowledge while maintaining
the least amount of impact on the land. We are
not a resource rich nation, but we do have a lot
of wind. Therefore, we could tap into a resource
that was readily available to us, using the wind
seemed like a natural fit.
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TC: Can you explain the cultural significance of

the name Weather Dancer?

WBB: The name comes from our Sundance cer-
emony. On the last day of the ceremony, the
medicine people break fast after four days and
build a lodge. Because it is a part of ceremony,
it represents our traditional and spiritual ways.
The centre pole of the lodge is like the turbine,
looking to the natural elements for support,
guidance and prosperity.

TC: What were some of the key components in

this development?

WBB: There were three main components. The
first is capacity to use the land base by creating
less imposing developments. The turbine itself
doesn’t take a very big footprint to stand on and
creates a lot of use for a very small piece of
land. Secondly, we were able to use technical
land instruments to create access to the land,
through section 28.2 [of the Indian Act]. And
lastly, the strongest feature is that it is a renew-
able energy generator. We already have our own
Rural Electrification Association (REA) called
Peigan REA. The Weather Dancer added gener-
ation to our system; it increased the value of
our system and improved the profile of our
company. It gives us the capacity to deliver
energy to our customers.

TC: What was the biggest lesson learned in this

development?

WBB: The strongest lesson learned was that
these things can work but there is a proper way
to go about development. It has taken us ten
years to appreciate the complexities of this pro-
ject. I would recommend that people do their
homework and know all the facts. The project
does not just develop on its own, so you have to
be prepared for the long haul.

TC: What are the future development plans?

WBB: We are currently discussing a 300-mega
watt project.

TC: What does being a CANDO Economic
Developer of the Year Award Winner mean to
you?

WBB: It means that people are listening and
that we’ve done a good job. I was really hum-
bled by it, for our office it proves that as First
Nations we can step out front and use some-
thing from the natural world. It shows our peo-
ple that there is opportunity. It was a very good
feeling to be recognized.

TC: Do you have any other comments?

WBB: A lot of First Nations want to get into
the business but we need organization and advo-
cacy to help them, to empower communities
when projects come and to show that there is
support in government, in communities and in
leadership to let projects move ahead away from
political institutions. I would encourage anyone
working on a renewable energy project to have
strength and perseverance.

Individual Category Winner‡

Chief Lawrence Paul, Chief of

the Millbrook First Nation

Chief Lawrence Paul has been the leader of his
community for almost 22 years. During his ten-
ure as the leader of the Millbrook First Nation,
he has assisted in the growth of the community
economically. The community is prospering with
future plans for economic development. Chief
Paul discusses how the community has changed
over the years and tried to work towards the
eventual goal of economic self-sufficiency. Chief
Paul discusses these developments, the necessity
of them and the future plans of the Millbrook
First Nation.

SC: Ok, what made you decide to get into poli-
tics and economic development?

Chief Lawrence Paul (LP): Before that I used
to work for the Federal Government, I was a
Band Councillor from 1969 to 1973. I worked
for the Department of Indian Affairs starting in
1975 and I was in economic development. But, I
saw a lot of problems with the whole program
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at that time. There wasn’t the follow up that
was required, or feasibility studies. So when I
was done, I worked for the Union of Nova Sco-
tia Indians for five years in the field of eco-
nomic development and pretty well had the
same problems there with assisting Native busi-
ness people in Nova Scotia to get started on a
business. There was a lot of information that
was lacking, for the kind of business they
wanted to go into. I used to tell them that, you
have to have the location, you have to have a
population, and you have to have so much com-
petition of the sort of business you’re going
into. There are many, many pieces of the puzzle
you got to put together when you go into busi-
ness. You have to have feasibility studies. A lot
of that was lacking.

So, in 1984, I decided to go after Chief of
the Millbrook First Nation because we were
stagnating. You see, in the Atlantic here, First
Nations weren’t going anywhere, and I decided
at that time that I would start working towards
putting things in place for starting the develop-
ment of the highway. We had a lot of work to
do and feasibility studies were done, we asked
other people in different parts of the country
how they did it and then we put together our
economic development committee, there were
four councillors on that, an accountant and our
lawyer. So we used to do the negotiating for our
prospective tenants. But we had to designate
land for lease. Millbrook was the first band in
the Atlantic to make land for lease. Then of
course, we had to go through the education pro-
cess with our prospective clients, to tell them
that the land that we had for lease on the
Millbrook First Nation and the lease you signed
with us was just as binding legally as if you
signed it with anybody from Toronto, Montreal,
Calgary, Vancouver, downtown Halifax or with
any non-Indian. Our leases are just as binding;
you have to do the education process on that so
that they have nothing to worry about putting
their money into businesses on First Nations. So
it was a long process.

SC: Yes, it sounds like it. How close are you to
accomplishing the dream of having an economi-
cally self-sufficient community?

LP: I’d say we’re quite a few years down the
road yet. We just got the small toll road now.
The band ourselves, we have probably invested
about 8 million dollars in projects on the

Millbrook First Nation, and our satellite First
Nation in Cole Harbour. Of course we invested
a lot of money and what I find; it is very diffi-
cult for our prospective clients to build their
own buildings. Usually, they want the band to
build the building and they sign a long term
lease with us. But, we get lease money for our
land and rent for our building and our tax
breaks. It’s a good investment for the future.
But it strings you out kind of thin. It is part of
the financial concern when you have to build
the buildings. I don’t know how other First
Nations fair out in other parts of Canada but I
know down here in the Atlantic, it seems to me
that they want the First Nations to build the
buildings. The leases they enter into are 40-year
leases, 50-year leases up to 99 years. But, it gets
your planning kind of thin when you have to
build building after building.

Of course, we’re in partnership with Gen-
eral Dynamics on the helicopter projects, in
2006 we’re going to build a seven or eight mil-
lion dollar building down in our satellite First
Nation in Cole Harbour which is at the Halifax
municipality and that is another thing we have
to build, then we lease the building and the
land to General Dynamics Sikorsky. So it’s a
good venture for the future, but it’s hard, it
takes quite a bit of your money to finance these
buildings. You know as I said it is a good
investment for the future after everything is paid
for. All the money is cream of the crop.

SC: Okay, how many economic initiatives are
ongoing in your community at this time?

LP: How many economic ventures? Right now
we are building an interpretive centre there
down there, with a museum we want to have a
gift shop, mini theatre and tracing the history
back of the Mi’kmaq Nation back to time imme-
morial. We are going to have a forty-foot statue
of our legend Glooscap out in to power centre
site with a flaming torch in his hand and we will
have the illusion being fire coming out of the
torch. And we feel that would be a major tour-
ist draw, not only for the Millbrook First Nation
but the Tourist Association. In our partnership
with them, they’re going to manage the buildings
for us, the interpretive centre because they’re
experts at it. So we will have a mini theatre
there and we’re going to the government to pro-
mote all the tourist attractions in the province
of Nova Scotia, including the other twelve First
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Nations what they have to offer. So we think it’s
going to be a major draw for tourism because
we’re located along one of the busiest highways,
I think it’s the busiest highway in Nova Scotia.
All the tourists are going to pass our site, and
they’ll be able to come in and see all the tourist
attractions as they pass through Nova Scotia.
The gift shop is not only going to sell Native
handcrafts, it will sell all handcrafts from all seg-
ments of society in Nova Scotia. One of the
main ones is the Bluenose. It is not just going
to be just native crafts; it is going to be all
handicrafts that are native to Nova Scotia.

SC: What have been the keys to success for
your communities’ ability to establish viable
businesses?

LP: Well the keys to our success are our Eco-
nomic Development Committee, my band coun-
cil and most important of all, the support of my
people, of what we’re doing. They realize what
we’re trying to do, we’re trying to plan for the
future of our people. But the problem was, over
the years a lot of First Nations never did that
and they never planned for the future of their
people but the non-Indians did. They planned
for what things to leave to their children, their
grandchildren, things like this. But we as Native
people never did that and we were stagnating by
a certain time. We entered into economic devel-
opment, free enterprise and going for the
almighty dollar, same as everybody else. We get
a little flack from the municipality governments
because they feel that we’re taking clientele
away from them and billions of dollars out of
their pocketbooks, municipality and municipal
people. We’ve always said, “get used to us”,
we’re in the field of economic development, of
free enterprise, we’re here to stay, we’re not
going to go away so get used to us, because
we’re going to be here.

SC: And, what are future development plans for
the Millbrook First Nation?

LP: Well, the next thing we’re looking at after
this is a mall. We have some interested clients
we have to talk to now because we need an
anchor store. We have several small businesses I
want to locate up there but they don’t want to
have stand alone buildings, they want to be in
the mall. But, construction of the mall is some-
time in the future. Not too distant future I

hope. At first before you construct the mall, you
have to have potential clients, at least a feasibil-
ity study, got to make sure your getting enough
money per square footage to pay off what you
borrowed and make a small profit at the same
time.

SC: What does winning the CANDO Economic
Developer of the Year Award mean to you and
your community?

LP: I was very proud to receive the CANDO
award, not only for myself, but also for the
Millbrook First Nation as a whole and for the
other people of the Mi’kmaq Nation. Because,
for the simple reason, as it’s always been said,
you know you can lead by example. That
Millbrook started, and then Membertou started,
down there in Cape Breton. Now other bands in
Cape Breton are kind of looking at what we did
and their going forward and doing the same
thing we did, leasing land and going in the field
of economic development. So, our First Nations
are flexing their muscles down here in the
Atlantic looking at what Millbrook accomplished,
what Membertou accomplished and what other
bands in New Brunswick are starting to accom-
plish now, the Woodstock Band and other bands
down here in Nova Scotia are looking very
closely at economic development, free enter-
prise. I think its good, to have some successes,
when you do things yourself as Native people.
Before we always were told what to do and this
is how to do it. And usually most of these pro-
jects went belly up. When we’re doing it our
self now, we’re having success, as long as we
don’t leave any stones overturned before we sign
the agreements. Then we’re going to make a
profit.

SC: And one last question. What advice would
you have for communities trying to get into eco-
nomic development?

LP: Well, advice that I have for communities
trying to get into economic development, they
have to have a location, they have to have a
very progressive economic development commit-
tee, they have to have legal advice, they have to
have accountant advice and they usually have to
have a feasibility study. They have to look at the
population of the area, probably 40 or 50 mile
area. The major highways are important, rail-
roads are not so important now, because a lot
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of them are shutting down but I mean locality, I
think there’s more things in economic develop-
ment when you go forward. One is apply, the
other one is market, and the other one is loca-
tion and the other one is advertising. Very
important components of an economic develop-
ment venture. You have to have that, to pro-
mote. You have to let people know what you
have.

SC: Well, that concludes all of my questions.
Thank you Chief Paul.

End Note: I spoke with Chief Paul after we
completed the interview, and he said something
that really struck me. He told me that there is a
great sense of accomplishment for those that are
involved in these economic development ven-
tures. They were proud that they could not only
help their people but that they could also help
society in general by creating jobs for everyone.
That was what seemed to me, to be the most
important aspect of the economic development,
the ability to help your people, and the pride in
knowing that you were apart of planning for
your community’s future. For First Nations to
succeed in economic development, they need
leaders that believe in what their doing, commu-
nities that believe in their leaders. Millbrook
First Nation is a prime example of a community
that believes in its leadership and a leadership
that is trying to help their community and plan
for its future.

Summary

Being that the Piikuni community was not as
resource rich as some First Nations, they had to
try a different approach to economic develop-
ment. The result was a partnership with Epcor
to develop a wind power source. The community
has also recently partnered with ATCO to work
on a joint dam project to produce hydroelectric
power along the Old Man River in Alberta.

Chief Lawrence Paul saw that there was a
lot missing in their approach to economic devel-
opment. When he got involved in politics and
economic development it was to help his com-
munity and as well share in doing something
that would have a lasting impact. The decision
to lease their land to try and foster growth has
allowed the community to grow and prosper
and continue to work towards the goal of self-
sufficiency.

Both of these winners have shown what can
be achieved when partnerships are formed, the
use of the resources of the community when the
communities believe in their leadership and they
have a strong drive to succeed. The ingenuity
of harnessing the wind to generate power and
profit is something that must be recognized.
Economic development has always been an ave-
nue through which First Nations people can
become self-sufficient and work towards being
self-reliant. The steps that have been taken by
Chief Lawrence Paul and the Millbrook First
Nation as well as William Big Bull of Piikuni
Wind Power have started moving them towards
having economically self-sufficient communities.
As well, they have gained the knowledge that
they are planning for their communities’ future,
helping their communities achieve something
and as well, leaving their communities a legacy
to follow.
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Editors’ Introduction

When the Journal of Aboriginal Economic Development (JAED)
delivered its call for papers asking for researchers to interrogate the
idea of The State of the Aboriginal Economy, the guest editors were
expecting a wide array of responses. Our expectations were based on
a number of observations. In recent years for instance the numbers
of Aboriginal entrepreneurs Canada-wide have grown. This is one
aspect of economic growth within “the Aboriginal economy”. Also,
several Aboriginal communities in their attempts to encourage eco-
nomic development have developed “Buy Aboriginal” programs pro-
moting local support for community-based businesses, another facet
of “the Aboriginal economy”. But what is the Aboriginal economy?
What components fuse and deviate within this process known as the
Aboriginal economy? Does the Aboriginal economy stand peripheral
to the Canadian macro-economy? Or is it hopelessly/sufficiently
intertwined within that larger economy? These were but a few of
the questions fuelling our desire to expand on the idea of Aborigi-
nal economy — in sum the call for papers was admittedly as much
a way for us to determine how researchers are currently engaging
the concept of Aboriginal economy and its current condition as it
was to deliver to our readers academic discussion examining its
vagaries.

Frank Tough’s article “From the ‘Original Affluent Society’ to
the ‘Unjust’ Society’” provides an account of the literature on the
economic history of Native people in Canada, and highlights some
of the areas in which scholars have either neglected the roles that
Native people have played in the Canadian economy or have over-
simplified the economic relationships between Natives and Whites.
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The thematic emphasis of this review relies on commercialization
and the processes in which the market system shaped Indian/White
relations. Tough’s review examines a variety of data sources, empiri-
cal studies, and methods while making the case that numerical data
is needed for reconstructing past economies and that it is vital for
conceptual clarity.

Yale Belanger traces the economic development of the
Opaskwayak Cree Nation (OCN) located nearby The Pas, Manitoba.
Belanger highlights how after years of economic marginalization fol-
lowing the near-collapse of the Cree traditional economy resulting
from hydro-electric development projects the Band Council became
economically proactive at the end of the 1960s. Beginning with the
Band Council accepting responsibility for a handful of devolved fed-
eral programs and establishing a small trucking business, the OCN
economy has consistently grown during the last thirty-five years to
include a casino, a luxury hotel, and a shopping mall, among other
business, and has become one of the region’s largest employers.

Isobel Findlay and John Russell consider the questions of what
has been achieved in Aboriginal economic development, how success
is measured, and what barriers persist. Specifically they examine the
colonial history of mainstream accounting measures and assesses ini-
tiatives associated with the triple bottom line — economic, environ-
mental, and social performance measures. Specifically, Findlay and
Russell consider what triple bottom line reporting might offer
Aboriginal economic development and what Aboriginal values and
practices might add to thinking on the triple bottom line to make
such measures more supportive of sustainable futures for all of us.

Ralph Matthews and Nathan Young turn their attention to
Aboriginal community of Lax Kw’alaams, a small Aboriginal commu-
nity in north-western British Columbia. A recent turnaround in its
local economy has occurred resulting from innovative land and
resource management practices, as well as the entrepreneurial pur-
suit of new tenure rights and markets for product. Juxtaposing sta-
ples and dependency theories with Lax Kw’alaams economic success,
Matthews and Young challenge accepted orthodoxies about rural
development.

In his essay “The Cultural Backdrop for Economic Develop-
ment Activities in the Western Hudson Bay Region,” Brock Junkin
stresses the need to take into consideration and integrate into fed-
eral economic development policies and initiatives an understanding
of the cultural characteristics of the region’s Aboriginal populations.
Due in part to the fact that traditional Aboriginal views on eco-
nomic development do not always lend themselves to traditional
western views on economic development, Junkin argues that past
bad experiences resulting from these inherent differences could have
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been avoided and that future development initiatives involving the
Inuit and First Nations must consider Aboriginal perspectives if they
are to be successful.

Christina Dowling provides a thoughtful critique of the work of
Stephen Cornell and Joseph Kalt, co-founders of the Harvard Pro-
ject on American Indian Economic Development. As she herself
admits, “the project has become something of a benchmark for cur-
rent discussion of First Nations economic development.” But as her
discussion illustrates, perhaps academics have been too quick to
embrace Cornell and Kalt’s frameworks and conclusions, which have
in many instances gone uncritically accepted.

Finally, anthropologist Martin Whittles profiles the economic
and political response of Inuvialuit communities, organizations, and
peoples, to changes in their renewable resources (specifically
Muskoxen, Caribou, and White Fox furs) and corresponding
harvesting activities.

The articles in this section provide important clues to the
questions posed in our call for papers. Overall, we are provided
with additional information that the Aboriginal economy is indeed
interesting, unique, diverse, and growing. Further, we are assured
that many people, organizations, and communities involved in the
Aboriginal economy are becoming very successful and are extremely
competitive. The activities of those involved are intimately grounded
in a larger historical reality: a political and cultural reality that has
shaped and reshaped the formation and structure of this economy.

While some of the economic activities that are covered occur in
isolated communities — seemingly unaffected by the global economy,
other activities are obviously closely connected and dependent on
larger economic and political-cultural environments and networks.
And, increasingly, leaders, managers, economic development officers,
and community members, among others, are strategically promoting
change in local, regional, national, and global economic systems.
Most important, not only are these players actively involved in the
varied economic systems, they are also proactively challenging and
redefining them.

Editors’ Introduction
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FROM THE “ORIGINAL AFFLUENT
SOCIETY” TO THE “UNJUST SOCIETY”

A Review Essay on Native Economic History
in Canada

Frank Tough

On the face of it, the vicious poverty that
grips our people presents one of the most
complex human problems that any society
might face. But the very fact that the
problem was man made argues that the
solution does not lie beyond man.1

Harold Cardinal, 1969

Introduction: Defining the Problem

Sometime between the period in which Marshall
Sahlins’ hunters and gathers subsisted in an
“original affluent society,” and Harold Cardinal’s
account of the Indian struggles in an “Unjust
Society” the economic security of Indian societ-
ies had deteriorated. Despite the potential for
greater material production made available by
European markets and technology, Indian econo-
mies became impoverished. What actually hap-
pened during those years has not been looked at
too closely. Native American economist Ronald

L. Trosper concluded that “The economic his-
tory of American Indian communities remains
largely untouched by scholars, in spite of the
fact that so much of the motivation behind
European expansion was economic.”2 Moreover,
mainstream economic history pays scant atten-
tion to the roles that Native people played in
the economic history of Canada.3 Consequently,
the field of Native Studies has had little to draw
upon.

Sahlins’ Stone Age Economics, a seminal
piece in economic anthropology, has strongly
influenced ethnohistory.4 He made the case for
a substantivitist analysis of hunters and gathers,
arguing that the ready made models of orthodox
business economics (formalism) were inappropri-
ate. His construction of a model of the domestic
mode of production, in which labour power was
under used, technology was not fully engaged,
natural resources remained untapped, and pro-
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duction was for use, not profit, became the basic
substantivist approach to “hunters and gathers.”
He also showed that these societies were afflu-
ent, a material plenty existed, and that mobility
was required to maintain production. Affluence
existed because the amount of labour required
to secure a livelihood was minimal. Further to
his analysis, exchange (reciprocity) was a compo-
nent of culture and not behaviour. If we take as
a given that Indian economies at the time of
contact were affluent, in which material needs
were readily available and that the domestic
mode of production was based on egalitarian
relations, then we really must wonder what pro-
cesses occurred to modify these economies.5

However, these are not issues that typically
interest ethnologists and ethnohistorians, and in
fact, often amount to a not uncommon denial of
economic problems.

Sahlins’ economic anthropology has helped
us appreciate the economy of hunters/gathers,
but he did not provide a means to use a
substantivist perspective to fully comprehend the
integration of the labour and land of hunters
with the expanding European economy. Where
did this vicious poverty come from? Or were
Indians merely left behind? Or is contemporary
poverty culturally relative, as one anthropologist
suggested to me? (In part due to different,
culturally-determined consumptions priorities.)
To date, there is no clear and comprehensive
explanation of the economic foundations of the
Unjust Society. In many respects, the more
recent historical writing has tended to eschew
economic concepts. This new history has focused
on misguided government policies, usually in
cultural or political/legal terms, to provide a
description of Indian/White relations. Most sit
comfortably with the cliché, that Indians were
not passive victims of exploitation during the
fur trade. Once the conclusion has been reached
that exploitation did not exist, a leap in faith
is not required to postulate that the fur trade
was a mutually beneficial arrangement. (After
all, neither side sought to destroy the other;
presumably this is why the trade endured.)
Similarly, the necessary corrective emphasis on
“human agency” by many historians, can easily
over compensate, such that, a kind of exculpat-
ing of colonialism results. This is particularly
problematic and noticeable when economic
concepts are dismissed.6

In “That Other Discipline: Economics and
American Indian History” Trosper offered a

cautious defence of the use of economics in
Indian history, suggesting that objections to
formalist economics have misled historians.
Trosper argued that a number of problems
should be considered which would help to
explain why Europeans came to dominate
the continent.7 His suggestion to use the concept
of price ratios to look at the changing balance
of power would seem to make good sense.8 He
also stated that the situation of open access
resources, an economic problem, should be
examined with respect to Indian history.
He pondered: “Quite possibly the vulnerability
of the hunt to open-access destruction was
much more important than the nature of Indian
culture.”9 Trosper suggested that efforts should
be directed towards answering “a major ques-
tion of Indian economic history: the causes of
dependence.”10 Yet he was critical of some of
the proponents of dependency arguing for dis-
tinctions between “the market” and commercial
capitalism, colonial commodity markets or mer-
cantilism. Regarding the fur trade, he asked
“Why did the trade between Indians and Euro-
peans lead to economic growth for Europeans
and dependency for Indians?”11 (The expedient
way to answer this question is to plead that
dependency did not ensue from the fur trade.)
Thus, Trosper identified a number of prob-
lems in Indian economic history that have a
broad relevance to the desire to create historical
understandings of contemporary situations. The
other problem that is evident in the Canadian
literature is a general unwillingness to employ a
social science mode of thought.

For most of the span of Indian/White rela-
tions, the commercial capitalist market has
been the most enduring institution. The market
was ahead of any legal/administrative “frontier”
which came with agricultural settlement. In fact,
market impulses, like infectious diseases, visited
Indian bands in advance of the traders, mission-
aries or treaty commissioners; and long before
the police, Indian agents, teachers, farm instruc-
tors, or social workers appeared. The extent to
which economic forces facilitated these agents of
European expansion has not been a focus of the
revisions to the old Indian history. Instead, the
economic history of Native people has been a
piecemeal enterprise. Apparently, we are sup-
posed to believe that adverse changes to Indian
society came as a result of the spread of White
agents of assimilation, not economic havoc of a
long-standing unequal integration with mercantil-
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ism. This review will employ the problem of
“commercialization” as a unified approach to the
literature related to Native economic history.
Commercialization refers to the process in which
aspects of daily life increasingly fall under the
influence of exchange value. More and more,
needs or wants become satisfied by market-
related activities. Increasingly, with the produc-
tion of goods for the market, life is subjected
to “commodification.” In a rather provocative
manner, David Newhouse has confronted
directly more contemporary aspects and conse-
quences of commercialization in “Resistance is
Futile, Aboriginal Peoples Meet The Borg of
Capitalism.”12 He asserted that “the idea that
we can somehow participate in capitalism with-
out being changed by it is in my own view
wrongheaded” and this review will provide some
of the historical contours of the relationship
between capitalism and Native people.13 (After
all, historians and anthropologists continue to
insinuate that historical participation in the
mercantile fur trade was without significant con-
sequence for Aboriginal peoples.) By concep-
tualizing the changing relationships between
Aboriginal peoples and Europeans in terms of
four stages (separate worlds, contact and co-
operation, displacement and assimilation, and
negotiation and renewal) Kelly Lendsay and
Wanda Wuttunee have also indicated the
relevance of economic history to development.14

The relevance of economic history is not so
obvious to those focussed on the immediacy of
community economic development. While the
writing of academic economic history may not
serve the short-term needs of Aboriginal com-
munities, some of the results are relevant to
today’s Aboriginal and treaty rights litigation.
With respect to recognition of economic rights,
courts require historical evidence of subsistence
and commercial practices in Aboriginal times or
at the time of treaty negotiations. Beyond the
interesting legal questions concerning 18th cen-
tury treaties, the dispute with the Marshall deci-
sion concerns Indian commercial imperatives.15

It is not always possible to predict when aca-
demic research will in fact have applied out-
comes. For example, Arthur Ray’s pioneering
work on HBC accounting books was not initi-
ated by some need to find evidence for a treaty
rights argument, but in fact, these historical
records and his analysis are valuable evidence
for understanding Aboriginal and Treaty rights.16

Both empirical and conceptual work in the area

of economic history can have a relevance to
contemporary concerns. This review provides a
basic introduction to Canadian Native economic
history.

This essay will initiate an assessment of the
literature that actually seeks to explain the eco-
nomic relationships between Natives and Whites.
This review is not a detailed empirical study of
a particular aspect of Native economic history or
a demonstration of the immediate relevance of
economic history. Instead, the present-day need
for an accessible account, summary and analysis
of the existing economic history literature and a
critical evaluation of this disparate body of work
will be addressed by this essay. By summarizing
and reviewing this disparate literature, a rough
chronology of Native economic history can trace
major changes. Innovative studies using interest-
ing data sources and methods will be high-
lighted. The examination of economic history
before 1870 will focus on the fur trade to
consider exchange relations, racial stratification,
credit, and resource management problems. The
period following 1870 will consider how the
social overhead of the fur trade became a gov-
ernment responsibility. A number of empirical
studies of Native participation in frontier labour
markets and reserve agriculture will be summa-
rized.17 Out of necessity it will not be possible
to review all studies that might touch on consid-
erations of economic life.18 Similarly, the state
sponsored socio-economic studies of Aboriginal
communities of the 1950s and 1960s, followed by
the studies of the mixed economy in the 1970s,
which have now become historical in nature,
cannot be considered here.19 Land is seen as
a factor of production by economists, however,
the economic dimensions of claims or use and
occupancy studies are well beyond the scope of
this essay.20 This review also reflects the current
literature’s geographical emphasis on the fur
country of Rupertsland.21 The focus will be on
studies that consider economic life as a sub-
ject of history. Finally, the aversion to using
numerical data will be examined, in light of
some potentially underutilized primary data and
methodological confusion.

The Fur Trade —

A Racial Partnership?

In Canada, trade was the rationale for much
of the Indian/White contact over several centu-
ries. The nature and consequence of exchange
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relationships are a matter of some disagree-
ment. For some, the fur trade merely sustained
a slightly altered Aboriginal economy; those
holding this viewpoint contend that until 1945
Natives remained in a contact phase.22 A few
others recognize that the early passive trade
which began as a trade of European manu-
factures for old clothes (castro gras) led to a
steady commodification and commercialization
of Native life. In 1974, Ray’s Indians In The Fur

Trade and Bishop’s The Northern Ojibwa And

The Fur Trade encouraged a new look at the
fur trade — in particular a consideration of the
Indian involvement in the fur trade.23 Ray’s
study reconstructed exchange relations, patterns
of consumption, ecological adaptations and
resource problems. Most significantly, he con-
nected the reserve adjustments of the treaty era
to the preceding two centuries of trade: “the
resource bases upon which these specialized
economies developed were destroyed due to
over-exploitation” and thus “out of economic
necessity, rather than intensive political and mili-
tary pressure, the Indians agreed to settle on
reserves ...”24 Ray’s early work demonstrated the
shrewdness of Indian trade captains, explained
the trade ceremony as a mixture of Indian reci-
procity and European commercial exchange,
substantiated sensible and rational Indian con-
sumer behaviour, and documented European
modifications to their manufactures in order to
suit Indian needs in a northern environment.25

Debate on the nature of the exchange rela-
tions between traders and Indians is one of the
more “hotly” contested issues in the early aca-
demic literature on the trade. E.E. Rich, who
wrote the classic history of the Hudson’s Bay
Company, in his major statement on Indians,
focused on differences between Indian and
European economic behaviour. He stated that
“there was no escaping the conclusion that in
trade with Indians the price mechanism did not
work.”26 Indians would not respond to an
increase in prices by supplying more furs, rather,
they would only bring down to the Hudson Bay
coastal posts what they needed in order to pur-
chase a year’s supply of necessary goods along
with tobacco and spirits. He noted some price
variation, but argued that neither side adjusted
prices “in accordance with the laws of supply
and demand.”27 Rich employed market-oriented,
neo-classical terminology, such as the equation
of profit pursuit with economic motivation, and
thus, found that there was “a persistent reluc-
tance to accept European notions or the basic
values of the European approach.”28 For Rich, a
distinction needed to be a made between the
European and the Indian; he judged Indian
behaviour as improvident because “it meant that
the Indian did not react to the ordinary Euro-
pean notions of property nor to the normal
European economic motives.”29 Basically, the
Indian did not operate as a rational economic
(i.e., profit maximizing) man; simply put, Indians
did not make the appropriate responses to the
forces of supply and demand in what should
have been a market economy. It is fashionable
to dismiss the wording of Rich’s argument as
Eurocenteric, but in fact, his use of economics
greatly oversimplified what was going on in the
trade.30

The view that Indian integration with the
fur trade cannot be explained by mainstream
economics suggests that other motivations had to
be found to account for the nature of Indian
participation. Rotstein used an institutional anal-
ysis of trade and politics based on selected pub-
lished primary sources to argue a rather peculiar
theory of Indian involvement in the industry.
His argument presupposed a severe pre-contact
hostility between tribes, the notion that Indians
were extremely territorial and that tribal alli-
ances constituted political institutions; all of
which recast European market trade into a non-
market trade. To show the dominance of politics
over trade, that is gift exchange over market
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exchange, Rotstein provided assorted descrip-
tions of the calumet (pipe ceremony), gift giving
and trade ceremonies extracted from published
primary sources which were then taken quite lit-
erally. Rotstein agreed with Rich, Europeans
and Indians were very different when it came to
trade; Europeans were concerned about profits,
fluctuating prices, markets, and had the tendency
to carry out economic transactions impersonally.
As far as Indian-European relations were con-
cerned, Rotstein claimed that the market system,
lacking the political framework and stability
associated with the markets in Europe, did not
arrive in the Indian New World with European
contact.31 Taken together, Rich and Rotstein
asserted that trade relations could be understood
largely in political and cultural terms. However,
given that mercantile companies thrived when
they monopolized long distance trade, Indians
were not really participating in idealized markets
in which supply and demand provide guidance.

The notion that Indian involvement in the
fur trade was essentially non-economic fits very
well with the argument that very little change
occurred to Indian society as a result of several
hundred years of the fur trade. On the empirical
level, the Rich/Rotstein thesis simply lacks sup-
port. The Hudson’s Bay Company account books,
along with standard historical sources combined
to form evidence for Ray and Freeman’s argu-
ment which refuted some of the well established
academic views about the trade. Their study con-
sidered the Official Standard, Factor’s Standard,
Comparative Standard and Overplus (a form of
profit) and uncovered the essential features of
this mercantile barter form of exchange.32 Rich
had argued that the inflexible English traders
used fixed standards. He had also believed that
Overplus was simply derived by short measuring
certain trade goods when trading with Indians.33

Give Us Good Measure demonstrated convincingly
that this simply was not the case. Indian eco-
nomic strategies made use of competition
between trading concerns. Ray and Freeman
reconstructed the long-term profitability of the
HBC. Accounting and trade data were presented
as simple line graphs — trends over time were
displayed clearly. Competition clearly reduced
Company profit margins. The spatial features of
the fur trader’s exchange network were critical;
price variability was linked to the spread of com-
petition. Ray and Freeman were able to present
a comprehensive interpretation of the fur trade
by using both numerical and narrative sources

and by organizing the relevant historical data in
a precise spatial and temporal matrix. This study
encouraged the use of HBC accounting records
by a few other scholars.34 Their interpretation
demonstrated how a European mercantile com-
pany adapted to a barter situation, how Indians
adjusted to a market system and how an Indian
middleman system spatially extended mercantile
spheres of influence.

Although this study by Ray and Freeman is
cited, it is Ray’s least appreciated argument
about the fur trade.35 The inductive quality of
Give Us Good Measure created a detailed and
accurate reconstruction of exchange procedures
as developed up to 1763. Clearly, the terms of
reference employed by Rich do not provide ade-
quate theoretical concepts to explore the shifting
power relations in the industry, nor was Rich
concerned about such matters.36 Ray and Free-
man’s recognition that Indian participation in
the mercantile fur trade was mediated by behav-
iour has important implications. Ray and Free-
man’s empirical results reveal the limitation of
using the substantivist approach when trying
to understand the interdependence of hunters
and merchants. The incremental evolution of
the market in the subarctic, the significance of
Indian commodity production to Canadian eco-
nomic history and Indian participation in the
emerging world economy can only be pursued
once it has been made clear that trade rela-
tions were essentially economic, or at the very
least politics and culture did not consistently
override economic trajectories. However, evi-
dence of the economizing behaviour of shrewd
Indians can be misleading, or can limit an eco-
nomic analysis. Mainstream economics (formal-
ism) does not capture the deeper effects of an
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unfolding commercialization. An understanding
of Indian economic behaviour in terms of
responses to competitive prices does not require
the total acceptance of mainstream economic
thinking that focuses solely on the actions of
individuals attempting to maximize gain in an
idealized, anonymous market.

Native economic history could gain a fuller
understanding of the production of fur as a
monocrop export commodity from Polanyi’s
insights about the general development of the
market system. Polanyi made a distinction
between a market economy and a market pat-
tern. “Market economy implies a self regulating
system of markets; ... it is an economy directed
by market prices and nothing but market prices”
and can be contrasted to “the market pattern”
which “being related to a peculiar motive of its
own, the motive of truck or barter, is capable of
creating a specific institution, namely, the mar-
ket.”37 The motive to truck or barter is indi-
cated by the extension of the middleman trade
system in the fur trade. The same Indian partici-
pation in competitive markets, in which reciproc-
ity, political alliances, or the Company’s tradition
of paternalism, failed to act as a barrier to the
development of market, can best be explained
as a market pattern, but not as a full-fledged
market economy. Markets for labour, land and
money needed to exist to create the self-regulat-
ing, full-fledged market economy. In the fur
trade, a pure capitalist labour market did not
exist; the direct buying and selling of wage
labour was muted by paternalism (in which an
interdependence develops because a shortage of
labour along with a monopoly of employers
necessitates a more personal relationship and
the employer bears the direct costs of maintain-
ing labour.) A market for land did not exist
before Indian treaties.38 During the fur trade,

both monopolistic and competitive exchange
practices fit the concept of a market pattern.
The mercantile fur trade should not be con-
ceived exclusively, in either substantivist or
formalist terms, but instead as a “mercantile
market pattern.” The political and cultural
aspects of the trade, along with the incom-
plete nature of the price system, can be
accommodated by Polanyi’s concept of a market
pattern.39

When market relations dominated Indian/
White relations, commercialization fostered eco-
nomic specialization. A division of labour —
suited to the needs of the fur companies — was
one result. The concept of class has been readily
used in social history, but in Native history, even
the mere existence of classes is scarcely
acknowledged. In order to export fur, the trans-
port and post system created a rather compli-
cated economy with specialized roles, in contrast
to Watkins’ pronouncements. Wage employment
was an important aspect of this economy, and
over time, an increasing proportion of the
workers were Native. Carol Judd’s research, too
often overlooked, gave original consideration of
ethnic, racial and class dynamics of the eco-
nomic history of Rupertsland. She demonstrated
that the HBC used ethnic competition to control
the labour force and explained how economic
circumstances affected the recruitment of labour
for the fur trade.40 In “Native labor and social
stratification in the Hudson’s Bay Company’s
Northern Department 1770–1870,” Judd related
the conditions of Native labour to the struc-
ture of the industry. With the restructuring that
took place after the monopoly in 1821, Natives,
“Halfbreeds” in particular, were trapped in the
lower ranks of the Company’s hierarchy. Judd
concluded: “For the first time in the history of
the fur trade ethnic derivations, ‘class,’ and sta-
tus were intertwined.”41 Her archival research
generated a number of interesting observations;
for example, Natives tended to settle near larger
posts to work at seasonal wage labour, especially
boat work, rather than trap. Judd also demon-
strated that “Racial stereotyping that eventually
doomed most natives to the lowest rungs of fur-
trade society became fully developed only after
1821.”42 The Native sons of HBC officers were
blocked by rigid racial stratification. The pecu-
liarities of the fur trade labour meant that Judd
found it difficult to apply the usual socio-
economic definitions; the dominant character of
the HBC hierarchy meant that class “would con-
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form more closely to social stratification by
employment.”43 We should know that economic
roles corresponded to race: generally Indians
produced fur in the bush and did some sea-
sonal wage labour; the Metis were commercial
hunters, petty traders and wage labourers; and
Whites held contracts for general and skilled
labour, were managers, and of course, stockhold-
ers.44 Judd’s research concerning racial stratifica-
tion identified the HBC as an institution that
initiated racism across vast areas of the country.
From the beginning until the mid-20th century,
the Company’s policy tried to keep a cheap
labour force largely confined to the bush. The
existence of racial stratification is counter-
factual evidence for the theory that the fur trade
was a mutually beneficial partnership between
merchants and Natives. Ron Bougeault used a
deterministic structuralist argument to state
that: “Native peoples’ modern history has as its
basis class exploitation and oppression.”45 And
not unexpectedly, labour struggles occurred in
the fur trade. Glen Makahonuk discussed forms
of labour protest in the fur trade, however, he
did not specify the role of Native labour in this
resistance.46 Given the level of detail in the
archival records, good prospects exist for devel-
oping Native economic history by considering a
Native labour history.47

In terms of understanding economic history,
the system of credit used by fur companies has
to be seen as a key feature of the commercial
interface between hunting and exchange. Very
few studies have specifically examined this topic,
yet it was a common practice in the trade.
Morantz looked at credit in the James Bay
region and found that the Cree were not “a
coerced or controlled labour force, with debt
being the agent of this control.”48 Indeed, the
Company often wished that it could do away
with the credit system; Morantz thus assumed
that Indian trappers exerted enough muscle to
maintain the credit system, and therefore it must
have been to their real advantage. The problem
with this conclusion is evident when the entire
system of exchange relations is examined. Ray
found that “The standards [prices] of trade that
it [HBC] used to value goods and furs allowed
for a very considerable gross profit margin.
Indeed, it could be argued that the standards
not only served to underwrite the credit/gratuity
system, but that they increasingly made it neces-
sary.”49 Significantly, Morantz indicated a simi-
larity between European ideas of debt and

Indian customs of reciprocity: “As a system of
obligation it also conformed perfectly with the
Cree expectations of sharing and looking out for
one another.”50 Morantz concluded: “On the
whole, the company was never able to establish
a true relationship of indebtedness: the Cree
could and did take their furs to other posts.”51

Be that as it may, Ray showed that: “Under
normal conditions there were several advantages
that native peoples and the Hudson’s Bay Com-
pany derived from this arrangement. Indians
counted on receiving the equipment and tools
that they needed to hunt and trap regardless of
their current economic or health circumstances.
In this sense credit provided an economic safety
net for native and trader alike since both of
them depended on regular returns. In addition,
company traders used the debt to establish a
claim on some or all of an Indian’s future
returns.”52 As with other primary industries
based on small producers, credit served to main-
tain production. The use of credit in the fur
trade, is not unlike the means by which pre-cap-
italist, paternalistic economies extracted, on a
sustained basis, a surplus. In fact, when the
Cooperative Commonwealth Federation govern-
ment attempted to establish a fur marketing
board in northern Saskatchewan, its plans failed
to provide credit to trappers, thereby generating
opposition from Native producers.53

A more sophisticated approach to the fur
trade developed when Ray made use of Pent-
land’s concept of “personal labour relations” (a
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scarcity of both labourers and employers) or
paternalism as a means for understanding eco-
nomic changes in the subarctic. The incomplete
nature of the price system, the seasonal nature
of work and the personalized relations are ele-
ments of a paternalistic economy. The debt sys-
tem was part of the social overhead of the fur
trade, and with the emergence of competi-
tive fur prices and treaty money, the personal
labour relations began to break down. Thus
Ray’s examination of the economics of the
credit/debt system identified the situation that
created the seemingly drastic upheavals of the
early 20th century. He concluded: “As Pentland
had noted in his analyses of other areas of Can-
ada, the personal labour relations system born
of the pre-industrial age did not work once com-
petitive labour markets developed. In the north,
however, the situation was very complex. Until
the government provided the economic aid that
native people sorely needed, the Hudson’s Bay
Company had to continue to carry some of the
social costs of the trade.”54 Nonetheless, a gen-
eral reluctance to consider Native integration
with commercial markets means that economic
concepts required to re-interpret Native history
are very undeveloped. The need for seasonal
credit in order to produce did not cease with
the end of the HBC monopoly. In The Unjust

Society, Harold Cardinal recounted a typical
story of an Indian trapper waiting all day to
meet with the Indian Agent because “Now the
time for trapping has come again, and he would
be working and off relief for a few months if
his traps were favoured and the fur prices were
good. But he needs a loan, some money for
traps. All the Indians know that the agent is
empowered to disburse funds for traps, but all
the Indians also know that this is a discretionary
power.”55 Finally, the trapper was told he will
get a voucher: “He knows that the agent kept
him waiting just to show him who was boss, but
he knows there was no other way he could get
the traps he needed to go to work again.”56 The
assumption of the social overhead of the fur
industry (i.e., outfitting producers) by the state
was not without political consequences for
Native producers. Clearly Morantz and Cardinal
are interpreting the consequences of credit rela-
tionships very differently.

Many of the particular problems of fur
trade economics have been worked out concep-
tually in Ray’s “Periodic Shortages, Native Wel-
fare and the Hudson’s Bay Company 1670–

1930.”57 He argued that the flexibility, mobility
and reciprocity of pre-fur trade aboriginal
economies that allowed Indians to deal with
periodic shortages, were undermined. Moreover,
the trade increased the risk of food shortages
and resource problems which European traders
responded to by storing food surpluses at posts.
The spatial mobility of Native people was
reduced as trade was fixed at a post; credit
also necessitated reduced mobility. Trapping
favoured specialization, and the flexibility of the
Aboriginal economy was eroded. Credit and
commercialization affected reciprocity. Resource
management problems were created by commer-
cialization associated with the market. When
scarcity directed more effort towards hunting
and fishing and away from trapping, the HBC
provided flour to producers at well below cost.58

Ray noted that the Company’s conservation
schemes after 1821 emphasized a more individ-
ual approach to land tenure.59 The appeal of
this argument is not simply because attention
was drawn to some of the economic problems
that Native people faced in the fur trade, but
because Ray outlined a historical process — the
modern welfare society of the north is not
entirely a recent development — paternalism was
rooted in the fur trade. Paternalism was
required because “one of the most far-reaching
aspects of European expansion into the north
involved overturning basic aboriginal ecological
strategies.”60 The conditions that were required
for sustaining fur production necessitated the
creation of a paternalistic economy — cancelling
bad debts, gratuities, food assistance, aid to the
sick and destitute were a means to deal with
scarcity. Ray concluded that paternalism or the
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Company’s welfare system “was a necessary by-
product of several processes: economic special-
ization by native peoples, a concomitant decreas-
ing spatial mobility, European control of food
surpluses and the depletion of resources. Rein-
forcing these were the labour policies, wage
schedules, and standards of trade that assured
the Hudson’s Bay Company large gross profit
margins in good years under near monopoly
conditions.”61 Consequently, the use of the term
“independent production” to describe Indian
involvement in fur trade confuses the nature of
the relationship between Native trappers and
merchant traders.62 These producers were not,
even at the local level, independent of mercan-
tile credit arrangements and their production
was one contribution to numerous commodity
flows that made up a world system which was
dominated by European interests. Similarly, the
pronouncement that the fur trade was simply a
weak capitalist penetration obscures or denies
the manifestation of the resource and income
problems identified by Ray. The use of Pent-
land’s concept of paternalism demonstrates that
historical studies of the fur trade can insightfully
employ theory.63 Future research should consider
the concept of a paternalistic economy as a
means to examine the empirical data in the
archives.

With respect to the importance of the fur
trade, Patricia McCormack posited a conceptual
approach that considered the fundamental issues
related to commercialization (the articulation of
use-oriented and exchange-oriented economies)
in a study of the fur trade at Fort Chipewyan.64

McCormack employed the concept of domestic
mode of production (DMP) to show that
changes in lifestyles transformed the mode of
production. The Cree and Chipewyan “aban-
doned their aboriginal total economies and
became parts of the new, complex, social config-
uration that was the fur trade society of the
Fort Chipewyan region.”65 She sensed a central
problem which has alluded other social scien-
tists: the original domestic mode of production
was structurally opposite to the fur trade, but
merchant capitalism did not require direct con-
trol over the labour process in order to appro-
priate the surplus.66 Serious investigation into
changes of productive relations is not possible
with an adherence to the Rich/Rotstein/Watkins
perspective that simply defines the fur industry
as a politically motivated trade. The concept of
articulation was used to explain the intermeshing

of these two systems: “The points of articulation
between DMP and merchant capitalism in the
boreal forest at contact were the willingness of
Indians to produce furs and provisions for their
exchange value as well as to work for the trad-
ers more directly on an occasional basis, and the
willingness of Europeans to enter into a range
of social relations or transactions with the Indi-
ans including marital alliances, which tran-
scended the purely economic aspect of
exchange.”67 McCormack pointed to the passing
of the control of production from traditional
leaders to traders, the need for Indians to re-
organize material reproduction in order to sup-
ply furs and provisions, and the tendency of
wage labour and credit to individualize produc-
tion, especially when production was for
exchange purposes rather than communal needs.
Individualized relations were part of the fur
trade mode of production and this was reflected
in resource exploitation patterns and juridical
changes in access and control over certain
resources. McCormack successfully conceptual-
ized changes in the fur trade by employing a
domestic mode of production perspective and by
considering the articulation, through exchange,
with mercantilism. In many respects, Ray and
McCormack reached similar conclusions about
the historical processes, although the conceptual
terminology and data differ. This is considerably
more sophisticated than simply postulating that
commercial credit can be classified as reciprocity
or that mercantile capital was essentially benign.

While considerable primary research on
Indians and the fur trade has occurred in the
last thirty years, very little re-thinking of specific
research problems in Native economic history
has resulted. Empirical reconstructions of post
economies, transport systems, and inter-regional
resources flows reveal that the fur trade was a
rather complicated economy and not “primitive.”
Certainly by 1821, the fur trade was an industry,
and the narrow use of the term “trade” is mis-
leading.68 Patterns existed just the same:
exchange relations fostered a commercialization
of resources and resource management problems
necessitated closer integration. A paternalistic
economy evolved — the domestic mode of pro-
duction articulated with European markets, sub-
sistence activities and commercial pursuits
combined to create what is now referred to as a
traditional livelihood. Clearly, identifying the
commercial impulses in the fur trade is not a
matter of esoteric, academic debate. The inter-
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connections and concomitant changes to other
social, political and economic spheres of Native
life that came with progressively greater com-
mitments to commodity production cannot be
understood unless this relationship is recognized.
If the effects of producing and trading commod-
ities are ignored, then it will be difficult to dis-
cern Indian perceptions of their economic
circumstances with the onset of treaties. Claims
about the perseverance of culture deflect from
vital issues of income distribution, racial stratifi-
cation and exploitation. Because of racial iden-
tity and legal status, there is a marked tendency
by academic historians to see all aspects of
Native life as unique. However, many of the
basic economic problems that Native people
had to contend with are similar to the situations
of other primary producers in Canada’s staple
industries (e.g., restructuring, substituting labour
with capital). It may be readily apparent that
the intrusive assimilationist policies of the state
and mission dramatically affected Aboriginal
communities, but it does not follow that the
preceding fur trade was unobtrusive.

Economic Change Following

Confederation: An Era of Irrelevance?

In general, the post-1870 era marks a shift in
Indian/White relations, from economic (trade)
relations, to a more political relationship that
was inherent in the treaties and the Indian Act.
In this sense, the external interest shifted from
labour derived through exchange, to the future
value of the land and resources. Nonetheless,
not all Native people became economically irrel-
evant following the era of fur trade dominance,
and many participated in markets created by
frontier resource capitalism. In 1870, the surren-
der of the Hudson’s Bay Company’s Royal Char-
ter of 1670 paved the way for major political
and economic changes throughout the west and
north.69 With the surrender of its Charter and
the Transfer of Rupertsland, the Company
argued that it was no longer responsible for the
Native population. The economic problem of the
social overhead of the fur trade, which existed
because of the commercialization of the domes-
tic mode of production, became a political con-
cern following the transfer of Rupertsland. More
recent research on the post-1870 economy con-
cerns the transfer of the social overhead of the
fur trade from the HBC to the Dominion gov-
ernment. I have argued that: “Land surrender

treaties were the main mechanism for shifting
the social costs of the fur trade from the HBC
to the Canadian government.”70 In fact, the
value of annuities was equivalent to the cost of
outfitting an Indian trapper for the winter.
According to Ray, the HBC wanted to get “the
state to underwrite the social costs of the trade
without losing any of its influence over the
native peoples.”71 One of the most important
economic histories of the post-1870 era is
Arthur Ray’s The Canadian Fur Trade in the

Industrial Age. He provided: an analysis of the
changing structure of the industry, argued for an
economic context for treaties, outlined the prob-
lem that the state faced with spiralling relief
costs, and noted the hardship that came with
the imposition of game laws. For the period
after 1920, Ray documented that Native incomes
declined, purchasing power of annuities
decreased and the cost of trapping increased.
Moreover, the expenses associated with the
social overhead of trapping were exacerbated by
reckless over-exploitation carried on by White
trappers. In the non-treaty areas, Ray docu-
mented an unemployed “surplus” population at
Moose Factory in the 1890s.72 This need for
economic assistance aggravated tension between
government and the HBC. In this study, Ray
reconstructed the negotiations between the HBC
and the Canadian government over the manner
of paying the social overhead and the propor-
tions shared between the state and trading inter-
ests. Ray concluded “... the older paternalistic
fur trade, a hybrid of European mercantilism
and native reciprocal exchange traditions, was
crumbling by 1945, and the groundwork for the
modern welfare system so prevalent in the north
today was laid.”73 Clearly a political economy
approach is called for if we are to understand
more fully government policies towards Indians,
which is in my view preferable to efforts to
explain Indian policy simply from biographic
data and an analysis of the individual short-
comings of key civil servants.74

The focus on the “Spirit and Intent” of the
treaties has meant that the compensation Indi-
ans received for their title has not been consid-
ered in economic terms. Research has more
recently recognized that Chiefs approached
treaty talks with an economic agenda.75 Despite
Indian desires for a new economy, treaty rights
were also a means for sustaining a population in
the bush which was producing fur for the Hud-
son’s Bay Company. Evidently, the compensation

THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT VOLUME 4 / NO. 2 / 2005

FROM THE “ORIGINAL AFFLUENT SOCIETY” TO THE “UNJUST SOCIETY” 39



was not based on any sort of market valuation
of Indian lands or ongoing compensation for dis-
placement of their mode of life (livelihood).
This is in sharp contrast to the arrangement
made with the HBC for its claim to
Rupertsland; the Company received very signifi-
cant financial benefits. With fur prices remaining
low until 1900, the social overhead of the fur
trade was a problem, for the Company and
treaty supplies, annuities and relief acted as a
subsidy to the fur industry. Moreover, the HBC
benefited from Indian treaties because the annu-
ities were used to make purchases in the Com-
pany’s stores. Treaty money also introduced cash
into the north, which required the HBC to
adjust credit/debt and barter trade practices.76

On the prairies, the rations provided to Indians
served to expand the internal markets at a time
when the general lack of cash income was lim-
ited.77 Even the nature of the treaty relationship
between Indian nations and the Crown can be
better appreciated by examining the relationship
between the HBC and Indians in the fur trade
era.78 In this sense, an empirical and conceptual
reconstruction of the nature of the economic
relations between traders and Natives is a vital
context for understanding the meaning of Treaty
and Aboriginal rights.

Native economic history after 1870 is not
confined to the problem of the social overhead
of the fur industry. Throughout Indian contact
history, problems of resource management
occurred because of the commercialization of
resources, the migration of Indians to new areas
or the immigration of non-Indians to tribal
lands. Trosper noted that: “The spread of Euro-
peans across the North American continent pro-
duced a succession of open-access problems for
Indians and for Europeans, for several reasons.
First, the frontier was an area where no govern-
ment had effective control. Management of an
open-access resource is much easier when gov-
ernmental authority can be used. Second, the
mercantile and industrial revolution in Europe
provided increasingly effective weapons for hunt-
ing. Third, international trade provided the large
market needed to amplify hunting intensity to
levels which threatened resources.”79 However,
even with the establishment of government con-
trol, the economic circumstances of Native peo-
ple in western and northern Canada was very
much affected by changing property relations.
Little was done to use government policies to

protect the Native economy from open-access
exploitation.

The problem of the transition from common
property to open-access to private property was
described by Irene Spry in “The Tragedy of the
Loss of the Commons in Western Canada.”80

She looked at the near extinction of the buffalo
and encroachment upon land, hay, fish, water
and wood resources. Spry outlined the break-
down of the traditional system of resource man-
agement with the opening-up of the west: “The
old balance between a limited human use of the
gifts of nature held as common property by each
tribe and natural the regeneration of those gifts
was finally destroyed when they were thrown
open to all comers, including those intent on
commercial exploitation. The disappearance of
the buffalo was a classic instance of the “trag-
edy of the commons,” when a common-property
resource was transferred into an open-access
resource.”81 Another “cataclysmic change”
occurred with “the establishment of exclusive
private property instead of the traditional com-
mon property of the native peoples.”82 Private
property was a means to transform the west, but
also “it contributed to the economic degradation
of the original peoples of the plains and to a
new inequality in the economic and social sys-
tem.”83 The extent to which the move to the
labour market by Indians was a push, due to the
problem of diminished resources and restricted
access to resources, and not simply the pull of
cash incomes, needs to be investigated.

The early years of the freshwater commer-
cial fishing industry clearly illustrates many of
the general problems that Spry had raised, but
also an interplay between government policy,
markets, capital and property relations. With the
development of a foreign market for sturgeon
and whitefish, an externally-orientated commer-
cialization of lake fisheries occurred, which had
a differential impact on Native communities.
The early fishing industry was unregulated, and
so the prospects of depletion threatened Native
subsistence fisheries. Some Natives participated
in the commercial industry by selling fish or as
wage labourers. Tension between the Fisheries
Department and the Department of Indian
Affairs led to an effort to create policies which
would allow the commercial and domestic fisher-
ies to co-exist, yet with the increasing capitaliza-
tion of the industry, Native near-shore fisheries
and spawning grounds were encroached upon. In
terms of changing property relations, the right to
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fish which was understood as a treaty right by
Indians was not protected; an unregulated fish-
ery was thrown open. And the increasing use of
capital and the dominance of market relations
had the effect, in my view, of privatizing the
fisheries. The “privatization” was not so much
the result of a legal system of exclusive property
rights, but the economic power that came with
increasing levels of capital investment and con-
solidation of ownership. In other words, the
capacity to appropriate resources. These changes
were sanctioned by the government.84 While
Indians obtained some economic benefits, as
with the fur trade, the return to labour was
much smaller than the return to capital.85 Fol-
lowing the treaties, the natural wealth of
whitefish fisheries was converted into significant
commercial gains, but Natives could not obtain a
sustainable share of this wealth. Legally they
could not collect a rent nor could they engage
in the same level of harvesting as the American
financed companies. A buoyant market and
weak Native property rights created a situation
in which the economic future of Native commu-
nities was undermined. With the onset of
export-oriented commercial fishing, Natives were
not easily displaced, in fact, their protests
resulted in a licensing system that provided for
Native participation in the sturgeon fishery. Sig-
nificantly, the value of sturgeon was very high,
and consequently, the resource was over-
exploited. However, as with the demise of the
beaver in the competitive fur trade, over-fishing
cannot be attributed exclusively to the direct
actions of outsiders.86

The apparent absence of Indian involvement
in the grain economy that emerged following the
treaties has been one of the least understood
problems in Indian economic history. Sarah
Carter’s Lost Harvests addressed this problem,
thereby providing one of the most important
studies of Indian life in the early reserve transi-
tion period.87 The lack of a commercialization
of reserve life is an issue for economic history.
She critiqued the existing historiography con-
cerning Indian reserve agriculture, and found
that: “from the beginning it was the Indians that
showed the greater willingness and inclination to
farm and the government that displayed little
serious intent to see agriculture established on
the reserves.”88 In several respects, this is a
model for examining Indian policy; Carter pro-
vided an analysis of the treaty negotiations,
reserve selection, Indian opposition to govern-

ment policies, and shifts in government assis-
tance for agriculture. Relevant topics such as:
climate and technical problems, the general situ-
ation of prairie agriculture, relations and com-
parisons between reserve and homestead
farmers, the role of farm instructors, the plan to
subdivide reserves and land surrenders are dis-
cussed with great care. With respect to the per-
mit and pass system, Carter concluded: “Control
of Indian transactions through the permit sys-
tem, as well as control of their movements,
placed restraints above and beyond those they
shared with other farmers in the West.”89 Such
restrictions had a negative impact on commercial
agriculture. Carter is particularly skilful at con-
necting policy and ideology — illustrated by
Hayter Reed’s impractical aim of creating self-
sufficient peasant farmers that were forbidden to
use modern farm machinery.90 The basic process
that Carter identified can be summarized: Indi-
ans acquired skills and technology, the Depart-
ment of Indian Affairs provided assistance, and
reserve agriculture took hold, but since reserves
were competing with white farmers, the Depart-
ment of Indian Affairs advanced policies to
divide Indian and white farmers into non-com-
peting groups, which meant that between 1889–
1897 reserves suffered from “unprecedented
administrative involvement” and officials pushed
allotment and peasant farming policy “both of
which set extreme limits on Indian agricultural
productivity” and ultimately “as the policies
functioned to curtail the expansion of Indian
farming, Indians did not appear to non-natives
to be “productively” using their reserve land to
full capacity. This perception paved the way for
the alienation of much reserve land in the years
after 1896.”91 Of note was her comparison of
the Canadian government’s practices of favour-
ing White farmers at the expense of Indian
reserve agriculture to African agriculture under
colonial administration. Thus Indian farmers
were excluded from the expanding commercial
agriculture of the 1890s, did not regain ground,
fell further behind and became isolated. While
this study indicates an important means to cor-
rect the past, more numerical data should have
been used and the role of off-reserve Indian
farm labour is unclear. Carter did not seem to
consider the prospective that the Indian Affairs’
system of reserve agriculture was not entirely
irrational because it provided seasonal labour for
the settler (White) system of agriculture.
Nonetheless, an influential explanation has been
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established for “the role of Canadian
government policy in restricting and undermining
reserve agriculture.”92

In the post-1870 era, Native life continued
to feel the growing influence of the market.
However, with the expansion of frontier resource
industries, a number of new economic roles for
Native people were created. In this era, and
quite contrary to the field observations of the
ethnologists of the time, Native labour was inte-
grated with wage economies.93 In the Interlake
of Manitoba, Natives found work at commercial
fishing (summer and winter, as well as cutting
ice for freezers and cordwood for lake steam-
ers); at sawmills and in bush camps cutting
cordwood, railway ties, lumber and pulpwood;
on steamboats and docks; with surveyors, and at
railway construction. They also earned money
by selling senaca root, berries, potatoes and
handicrafts. New commercial enterprises created
new markets. Some Indians left reserves and
migrated to family farms to work at harvest
time. These new staple industries and markets
for Native products, along with reserve garden-
ing diversified Native economies considerably.
Incomes increased relative to the stagnant fur
trade. In fact, a very noticeable movement out
of the traditional fur trade and into new staple
industries occurred. Seasonal wage income was
more secure and lured Native energy away from
the fur trade. The descriptions of Native partici-
pation in new industries are often supported by
numerical data collected by the Department of
Indian Affairs. In this era, reserves functioned
as pools of more or less settled labour and
Natives were very mobile and actively sought
work. Many sawmills, fish stations and steamboat
landings were located on or near reserves.94 For
a number of decades gainful incomes were made
in the Interlake Manitoba, in contrast to the
destitution on the plains.

During this era, the Indians of British
Columbia (BC) had a particularly interesting
economic history. Rolf Knight’s research demon-
strated that Indians played vital economic roles
in British Columbia.95 His pioneering work
showed that Indian history in the frontier era
is not simply a matter of dispossession and
marginalization, and certainly not irrelevance.
Our images of a dependent and passive popula-
tion were challenged; Knight found that “Indian
people in some regions have been more inti-
mately and longer involved in industrial wage
work than many Euro-Canadians from rural

areas.”96 Through descriptive accounts, he
looked at Indian economic history by highlight-
ing their roles as loggers, farmers and farm
labourers, cowboys, teamsters, commercial fisher-
men, cannery workers, longshoremen, freighters,
construction workers for infrastructure (railroads
and telegraph lines) mine labourers and coal
trimmers. Indians were involved in unions and
went on strike. Knight also considers the eco-
nomic activity of Indian cottage industries,
reserve agriculture, mission-sponsored activities
and Indian entrepreneurs. Ultimately, he con-
tended that “But the pride of most Indian peo-
ple might better be served by appreciating their
real history and contributions. One might remind
people that Indian workers also dug the mines,
worked the canneries and mills, laid miles of
railway and did a hundred other jobs. They
helped lay the bases of many regional econo-
mies.”97 This study described the roles that Indi-
ans played in BC primary industries (logging,
fishing, sealing, farming, mining and transport).
Significantly, and in contrast to what was gener-
ally accepted, Knight challenged the accepted
view that Native people were historically irrele-
vant after the fur trade. Knight’s Indians at

Work has often been seen as inspirational in
an intellectual sense, but much is attributed to
it beyond any substantive, theoretical or method-
ological contribution; and the second edition was
disappointing.98

Nonetheless, Knight’s work is often shunned
because he challenged the all too convenient
cultural myth that Indians do not make good
workers, and he accomplished this by writing a
labour history. Like many historical studies,
Knight’s evidence was descriptive and anecdotal,
however, numerical data seems to support his
interpretation of a Native labour history. James
Burrows made use of interesting numerical data
in “‘A Much-Needed Class of Labour’: The
Economy and Income of the Southern Interior
Plateau Indians, 1897–1910.”99 Burrows used
band-level income data from the Department of
Indian Affairs to compare the amount and
sources of incomes for various bands. He found
that agricultural wage levels for Indians were the
same as Whites and that the sources and values
of income demonstrate participation in wage
labour. Burrows concluded that: “The fact that
they [Indians] had nonetheless been able to
function at least for a period within the frame-
work of an economy based on wage labour
suggests, however, that their capacity to adapt
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to new social and economic realities was not
as limited as is frequently supposed.”100 Indian
involvement in fishing has been seen as a mere
extension of an Aboriginal activity, but Glad-
stone has provided a very detailed analysis of
the Indian situation in the British Columbia fish-
ing industry. He noted: “Relationships, defined
increasingly by the market rather than by cus-
tom, have become more impersonal” which sug-
gested a key difference between the Aboriginal
fishery and the complex commercial fishery.101

Much of the current research on British Colum-
bia concerns the Indian land struggle, but a
study of the interaction between the loss of land
and labour markets would also be useful.102

Further evidence of a dynamic Native eco-
nomic history was provided by John Lutz in
“After the fur trade: the aboriginal labouring
class of British Columbia 1849–1890.”103 Lutz’s
results are similar to Rolf Knight, further indi-
cating that “... aboriginal people were not
made irrelevant by the coming of settlement. In
fact, they were the main labour force of the
early settlement era, essential to the capitalist
development of British Columbia.”104 Well after
the advent of the gold rush, Aboriginal people
“remained at the centre of the transformed,
capitalist, economic activity.”105 Of note is his
information on large seasonal Indian migra-
tions to Victoria and the recognition of the spa-
tial unevenness of Native participation in wage
labour. And in a manner similar to Knight, Lutz
described Indian involvement in gardening, coal
and gold mining, sawmilling, fishing and canner-
ies, steamboating, hop picking, and sealing and
significantly, based his narrative on a diverse set
of sources. His historical evidence established
that Indians did not spend their wages in the
same way that Whites did. Lutz also entertained
the question of why Aboriginal people partici-
pated in wage labour: “It appears that the
same cultural forces that drew aboriginal people
into the fur trade continued to operate and
draw them into the wage and industrial labour
force.”106 Wages permitted the acquisition of
goods, and thus more Indians, not just the
chiefs, could sponsor potlatches. (And if so,
implies a type of cultural shift.) Increasing
incomes permitted potlatches with more partici-
pants and an increased volume of goods distrib-
uted. The ceremonial winter season did not
conflict with the demands for labour. In other
words, Indians on the west coast worked largely
so that they could potlatch. Nonetheless, the

potlatch was a ceremony that redistributed
material goods.

If Aboriginal employment was robust with
the onset of capitalism, occurring in an era of
relevance, why is it evident that Aboriginal com-
munities subsequently became economically mar-
ginal? Knight suggested that the downturn in
1929 explained the relative decline of the eco-
nomic position of Aboriginal communities.107

And Lutz noted that: “Increasingly, however, the
sawmills, the railways, the steamboats and other
large employers were anxious to have a year-
round and stable labour force so that seasonal
labour, the choice of large numbers of aborigi-
nal people, was becoming less compatible with
the demands of capitalism”108 which implies that
other sources of labour were found. Following
enforcement of restrictions, the number of blan-
kets distributed at potlatches diminished some-
what; however, indications of a continuation of
the ceremony make Lutz’s conclusion that:
“Ironically, the very cultural imperative that had
brought aboriginal people into the workforce
was outlawed because, due to changing circum-
stances, it was no longer sufficiently compatible
with the requirements of capitalism” wanting.109

A serious research issue for post-fur trade
Native economic history is to determine why
is it, if Native people actively participated in
new industries in various regions, that in later
years they found their communities economically
isolated?

One of the few efforts to provide a compre-
hensive and historical analysis of contemporary
economic situations of a nation is Wien’s
Rebuilding the Economic Base Of Indian Commu-

nities: The Micmac In Nova Scotia. Wien con-
trasted the economic security of life in the
Aboriginal period with the changes brought
about by the fur trade, settlement, industrializa-
tion, government welfare and centralization.
He argued that “... the fur trade economy was
less difficult for the Indians to cope with than
the settler economy that succeeded it.”110 The
Micmac (Mi’kmaq) were marginalized in the set-
tler economy. However, Wien showed that in
the industrial economy (1868 to 1940), Micmac
labour was important. Reserve agricultural activ-
ity increased between 1900 and 1920, as well,
Micmac laboured on non-Indian farms at har-
vesting time, migrated to western Canada for
farm work, travelled to Maine and New Eng-
land to harvest blueberries and potatoes, were
employed in the new manufacturing and process-
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ing industries, public construction projects
(canals and railroads), travelled for factory work
in New England, and were self-employed. Data
showed that wage labour was the most impor-
tant source of income from 1905 to 1945. Wien
stated: “The general impression that emerges
from accounts of the period is that the Micmac
struggled to earn a foothold in the prevailing
economy of the time.”111 But the Micmac
seemed to participate on the margin: more as
general labour than skilled labour or manage-
ment; mainly at short-term work and seasonal
harvesting requiring migration from place to
place; and their own businesses were small, self-
employed crafts. He stated that “... in compari-
son to the settler economy, there is considerable
movement away from the conditions of absolute
destitution that prevailed after the collapse of
the fur trade” and “... Indian people worked
very hard to maintain a fair livelihood for them-
selves and their families.”112 Apparently, in a
pattern similar to other regions, the Micmac
foothold in the economy did not endure. Relief
increased with the depression of the 1930s.
Wien also identified a process which probably
existed throughout Canada: “Beginning in the
1940s, the hallmarks of the new period are the
extensive intervention of the federal government
and the unparalleled use of welfare payments as
the main public policy response to the difficulty
the Micmac were increasingly experiencing in
the labour market.”113 The research on Indians
and regional labour markets demonstrates that
economic change was not a unidirectional
decline. Wien suggested a broader explanation
for the marginalization of Aboriginal communi-
ties and his study is also relevant for those
looking to interpret present circumstances with
the help of theory and economic history.

More work is needed on the extent of
Native participation in wage labour after 1870.
Nonetheless, as this review has summarized, in
Nova Scotia, Manitoba and British Columbia,
Native participation in regional economies is
more extensive than had generally been recog-
nized. Despite a body of work on the important
contributions that Indians made in relation to
settlement and the industrial frontiers of British
Columbia, old views are resilient. Robin Fisher
gruffly dismissed Knight’s work stating, by way
of self-defence of his second edition of Contact

and Conflict: “In fact, Knight modifies nothing
because he has proven nothing.”114 And Fisher
argued that Burrows’ study was too “thin a slice

of time and space” to provide any real support
for Knight’s thesis, and he compelled that: “We
need the cumulative results of more local stud-
ies such as Burrows, before we can reach broad
conclusions about the importance of Native peo-
ple in the labour force and the significance of
wage labour to the Native economy.”115 Such a
cautious inductive approach is quite appealing to
conventional historians. By diminishing the work
of others, Fisher holds to his original thesis that
Natives were economically irrelevant after the
fur trade. Apparently, the cumulative results of
local studies were not required to support his
original generalizations in Contact and Conflict.
He skeptically insisted upon a standard of proof
for others that his own work did not meet.
Justifiably, Dianna Newell in Tangled Webs of

History pointed out that Fisher continued “...
to defend his conclusion and declares that no
others have successfully challenged it are to me
signs of an ungenerous scholar who is out of
touch with his rapidly evolving field.”116

The Resistance to Numeracy in

Native History

Generally, Native history, and in step with its
mentor, mainstream history, shuns numerical
data, and many studies that concern some aspect
of economics of Native life choose not to collect
or examine such data. As a consequence, the
ability to apply and test fundamental economic
concepts are being fettered. In the absence of
precise concepts, we are left with indignation
about the policies of the state and claims about
Native agency devoid of any recognition or criti-
cism of structural limitations. In practice, some
academics purport that the colonizer’s “num-
bers” are inherently more ethnocentric than
the colonizers “words,” which turns out to be a
very convenient exemption for sidestepping the
tedious work required by numerical analysis.
Seemingly, Sarah Carter in Lost Harvests casually
and reluctantly appends a few bits of agricultural
data. Two little line graphs plot acres under cul-
tivation, but for some reason only about half the
available data for the period 1889 and 1897 are
employed.117 With respect to reserve agriculture,
the Department of Indian Affairs published data
yearly on: crop production, livestock, and farm
implements. If the claim that the potential of
reserve agriculture was perpetually thwarted
by government policies, then numerical evidence
should provide some insights about this process.
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In the case of Treaty Four and Treaty Six Sas-
katchewan bands, numerical data demonstrates
that between 1897 to 1915 the amount of land
under cultivation, the number of farm animals,
crop production and farm implements tended to
increase.118 These trends challenge the widely
accepted view that senior officials succeeded at
undermining reserve agriculture.119 The harvest
was not entirely lost, nonetheless, numerical data
exists that would enhance her argument.

With respect to the annual income data
from the Department of Indian Affairs, Stephen
High recommended: “Caution should be used in
analyzing these statistics as they represent a
European concept of revenue ...”120 Later he
declared: “The statistics are consequently no
more than a general estimate at best, and at
worst wishful thinking. Wishful thinking may

very well have been involved because the depart-
ment’s self-interest acted to minimize traditional
activities and to exaggerate the importance of
subsistence agriculture. These methodological
concerns may have, therefore, led many histori-
ans to ignore the Department of Indian Affairs
statistical data.”121 In fact, High provides no
support that traditional historians have ever
bothered to work with these data in order to
carefully determine whether or not the data pro-
vides a useful estimate of sources and values of
incomes, or whether the data is merely the dubi-
ous delusions of Indian Agents intending to
exaggerate the importance of subsistence agricul-
ture. He simply rejects the data, largely because
of its source. Any systematic biases in these data
would be worthy subject of inquiry and would
provide insights about the Department of Indian
Affairs’ view of things. In contrast to disclaimers
about the acceptability of this source, Arthur
Ray graphed this income data for the period
1922–1935 and found “the most striking picture
to emerge is that the aggregate incomes ...
declined over the period;” an exercise from
which we gained a new understanding of the
dire economic circumstances for Indians of
northern Canada.122 Moreover, studies by Beal
and Burrows made good use of the Indian
Affairs data, so in fact, the data has not been
universally ignored, and with proper use, it has
provided some regional insights which might not
otherwise be possible.123 Why Indian agents
would be so prone to exaggerate “subsistence
agriculture” in particular or how exaggerating
this particular source of income served the inter-
ests of the department is not made clear by

High, nor is it evident that the numerical data
provided by agents actually has this special bias.
Generally, the department’s interest was to dem-
onstrate the over-riding objective that Indians
were “self-supporting” and that relief costs were
not escalating unnecessarily. Becoming self-sup-
porting could be achieved by means other than
subsistence agriculture.

It is worth parsing out his argument in
detail because Stephen High expressed an
unquestioned sentiment among many historians
and because his argument, as conventional and
as acceptable as it might be to some, is seriously
flawed. Moreover, such an approach will impact
on the development of theory in Native Studies.
In particular, High claimed that my study of
Indian incomes in Manitoba suffered from “sub-
stantive methodological problems,” which speci-
fically means the use of the data was
inappropriate.124 For High, the use of Indian
Affairs data is objectionable because: (1) the
data was collected by non-Natives committed to
the assimilation of Natives; (2) of an inability of
the data to account for the monetary value for
subsistence activities; and (3) Indian agents
could not accurately determine the sources of
incomes for thousands of “Amerindians” living
on far flung reserves.125 In essence, he claimed
that Indian agents attempted to establish
Eurocenteric data they did not really acquire
(the unknown value of subsistence from far
flung reserves). If one infers, as High implied,
that “European concepts of revenue” (data
tainted by Eurocenteric biases) shed no light on
Native relations with the forces of capitalism or
their economic life, then how subsistence was
valued or the spatial unevenness of the
knowledge of agents are really beside the point.

The allegation that Indian agents exagger-
ated or positively skewed the value of subsis-
tence agriculture means that the values of other
sources of incomes (hunting, fishing and wages)
were diminished for reporting purposes. How
High learned this is unknown; he provided no
specific evidence or calculations for this asser-
tion. Similarly, alternative sources of economic
data were not offered in place of the Indian
Affairs data. And given that agents themselves
could not come to terms with the economies of
far flung reserves, how High knows with cer-
tainty that the hunting and fishing incomes were
miscalculated becomes a problem. While the
department promoted reserve agriculture, more
specifically on the prairies, officials were capable
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of describing regional economies and could
account for differences between desired policies
and how people actually made a living. For
example, Indian Agent J.O. Lewis noted that for
the agriculturally well-endowed St. Peters reserve
in 1907: “They do not make good farmers, but
are much sought after as labourers.”126 At
Berens River, Indian Agent S. Swinford was told
by one Indian “that it did not pay him to stay
home and bother with a garden, as he could
make so much more money in other ways, and
he could buy his potatoes in the fall.”127 Even
for the Manitowapah Agency, a region somewhat
endowed with better agricultural resources than
the fur country, agriculture was not character-
ized as the dominant source of income until
1914.128 Since agents reported on the various

ways that Indians made a living, High’s insinua-
tion that they cooked the books in favour of
subsistence agriculture is only a suspicion.

Nonetheless, consideration must be given to
the limitations of a source. Did Indian agents
and other officials have the capacity to provide
reasonable estimates of Indian income? Could
the average Indian agent discern the sources of
incomes obtained by Indians? High’s assertion

about the difficulty of data collection should not
be taken at face value. A number of reserves
were grouped into regions known as agencies.
Indian agencies did not have insurmountably
huge populations as alleged by High; for exam-
ple, a number of agencies existed in the Treaty
Four territory: one of the larger agencies,
Touchwood Hills had a population of 868 in
1900.129 This would amount to a much fewer
number of families. Estimates of individual fam-
ily incomes could provide a basis for knowing
the incomes of each reserve, and agency totals
could be calculated from reserve totals. In treaty
areas, at the minimum, an annual visit to each
reserve was required to pay each Indian an
annuity, and thus, agents were in contact with
the Indian population. Not only did agents
provide reports on each band, but Inspectors
of Indian agencies, to whom individual agents
reported to, also visited Indian reserves. Indian
agents also kept records relating to reserve
economies. Figures 1 and 2 reproduce pages
from the Saddle Lake Agency Daily Journal.130

It is evident that the operations of a gristmill,
the production of a sawmill and acres of crops
sown were recorded in a working document.
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With respect to the Saddle Lake Band, the pub-
lished annual report noted: “The chief occupa-
tions followed by these Indians are farming and
stock-raising, but a number of them add consid-
erably to their incomes by working for settlers
and freighting for the department.”131 In the
spring of 1899, the Saddle Lake Agency Daily
Journal recorded: “Went with Inspector to see
Thos Hunter and Thos Mokookis and to count
their cattle returned to agency. Inspection of
books rest of the day.”132 And for the next few
days: “Inspection all day. I balanced ledgers ...”
and “Inspection of books all day.”133 These daily
journals noted that in the spring, cattle and
beef returns were regularly produced. Similarly a
decade later, between 21 and 23 April 1909 the
Saddle Lake Indian Agent recorded the he had
been “... working at Statistical Returns.”134 And
by the fourth day, he could report that he had
finished the Statistical Returns. These sources
indicate that attention was paid to the eco-
nomic circumstances of Indians and that record
keeping was routine.

Along with the capacity to keep records and
to make and report observations inconsistent
with the “subsistence agriculture” obsession of

the department, Indian agents had access to
other sources of information. Indian agents were
also in contact with HBC post managers and
frontier capitalists. For example in 1899, Inspec-
tor McColl reported that “Captain Robinson
pays annually upwards of $40,000 to the Indians
in my inspectorate for lumbering, cutting cord-
wood, making ties, working on steamboats and
at the fisheries.”135 Indian agents were also
responsible for reporting an individual enumera-
tion of Indians for the Dominion censuses. In
some parts of the country, Indian reserves were
far flung, and the standards to value subsistence
income cannot be known today, however, the
desire to establish “social control” of band pop-
ulations could not be achieved by willful igno-
rance of the economic circumstances of Indians.
Given that the need to blindly uphold the sub-
sistence agriculture policy and the incapacity
of Indian agents to know something of the
economic life of Indians is easily disputed, High
is left with the mere argument that data from
the Department of Indian Affairs is hope-
lessly tainted by Eurocentricism. Such a priori

approach to a data source is difficult to reason
with.
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If the source of the data (i.e., Indian
agents) negates any potential value in that data,
then to be logically consistent with such method-
ological musings, historians should stop using all
published and unpublished sources from the
Department of Indian Affairs, and other non-
Native sources that also sought to assimilate
Natives. Since High was also unable to show the
extent of error, his central objection is nothing
more than an ad hominen denunciation of
numerical data. But oddly enough, Steven High
used snippets of the very same Eurocenteric
quantitative data from the Department of Indian
Affairs in his “Robinson-Superior Ojibwa and
the Capitalist Labour Economy” to show an
increase in wage income between 1899 and
1912, and also, to indicate an increase in owner-
ship of sailboats, row boats and nets and a
decline in canoes.136 A more probable method-
ological concern should be the cursory or ad hoc

use of these data, such as the treatment by High
and Carter. The insurmountable data collection
problems (too many Indians on far flung
reserves) that High alluded to would also make
many non-numerical sources somewhat suspect.

These ruminations by High, and the con-
ventional apprehension and reluctance about
numbers, do not conclusively demonstrate that
the Indian Affairs data is worthless government
propaganda or that it is unable to provide
empirical insights not found elsewhere. Signifi-
cantly, Indian agents provided estimates of the
value of subsistence fishing and hunting, which
were crude estimates no doubt, and may have
underestimated or overestimated the equivalent
values.137 It is of course a form of acceptable
arrogance that today’s academics can dismiss
observations, or those observations that do not
accord with their views, of those that may have
lived for years within Indian communities (e.g.,
fur traders, missionaries and Indian agents), year
round and often for years or decades on end.
And thus, dismissing the capacity of an Indian
agent to know something of what is going on
appeals easily to contemporary dispositions.

The sorts of objections offered by High
are really predicated on an elemental cynicism
towards numerical data. More or less identical
objections could be raised with most numerical
data used by economic historians (i.e., how can
a nation state, like Canada, count a far-flung
population?). Loose speculation about insidious
institutional motives to mislead the naïve can
be used to reject almost any kind of numerical

data; i.e., perhaps wheat yields in western Can-
ada in the late 19th century were extremely
exaggerated because the Department of the
Interior wanted to promote settlement by lur-
ing unsuspecting European peasants to the prai-
ries and that all this agricultural data is merely
wishful thinking. Therefore, government numbers
cannot be trusted to assist with a description
of the agriculture settlement of the west. High’s
objections are not novel or insightful, and are
often offered up by those who prefer to use
more conventional and readily accessible
sources, which when considered, are not free
from anecdotal and impressionistic weak-
nesses.138 The same sort of demurring about
numerical data applies also to the descriptive
sources (correspondence, memorandum, reports,
etc.). In effect, these so-called methodological
objections are not brilliant, but simply a form
of special pleading. The standards that are
used to reject a certain type of data, such as
Eurocenteric notions of revenue linked with
assimilation motives, are not applied so as to
reject other sources of historical informa-
tion. E.H. Carr reminded us about the general
limitations of historical sources: “No document
can tell us more than what the author of the
document thought — what he thought had hap-
pened, what he thought ought to happen or
would happen, or perhaps only what he wanted
others to think he thought, or even only what
he himself thought he thought.”139 Descriptive
records generated by correspondence, reports
and memorandums, are also really just “general
estimates” of what happened and are also laden
with “wishful thinking.”

Of course, academic historians are not
about to stop using written sources from the
Department of Indian Affairs and other agen-
cies, which would be the effect of adopting the
“High Test” (reject data unless it was collected
by Natives). Special pleading with respect to
data sources does not negate the systematic
error inherent in such an approach. Moreover,
High does consider how Eurocenteric notions
might have some conceptual utility for under-
standing capitalism, which in and of itself has
something of an Eurocenteric origin. If “reve-
nue” is too Eurocenteric a view, then we
should also never foist such culturally objection-
able terms like constant capital, surplus value,
mercantile accumulation, or relations of produc-
tion on the economic interactions between Indi-
ans and Europeans. In other words say goodbye
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to political economy! In reality, unsophisticated
ramblings on Eurocenterism can serve to but-
tress the status quo; an exoneration of economic
oppression can be achieved by ignoring empirical
evidence and at the same time ignoring the con-
tributions that Native labour made during the
fur trade and frontier capitalism eras.140

Unsubstantiated musings about “method-
ological” concerns cannot really justify the sup-
pression of certain categories of data and the
selective preference for other types. For exam-
ple, in the published annual report, Indian
Agent S. Swinford provided a lengthy description
of the resources and occupations of the Indians
of the Manitowapah Agency (Manitoba Interlake
region) in 1900:

The principal resource for the future will,
in my opinion, be cattle-raising, but this is
only in its infancy as yet ...

A lot of money is earned by the Indi-
ans of all the reserves at fishing during
the winter, there is also a good deal
earned at hunting, trapping, digging
senega-root, picking berries and working
as boatmen on the lakes. Many of them
work for settlers during haying, harvest
and threshing time; others work at the
saw-mill at Winnipegosis, and in the lum-
ber woods, and this year a number have
been working at the big government canal
at Fairford River. A few are still skilled at
building boats and birch bark canoes, and
make money at it; others are good at
making snow-shoes, light sleighs (jumpers),
flat sleights and such like; but there is one
thing they can do the year round, so never
in want for food, and that is to catch
fish.141

Accordingly, this is a fairly diverse economy, and
notwithstanding the Indian agent’s hope for
agriculture, he itemized a long list of “non-sub-
sistence agriculture” income and resource oppor-
tunities. The statistical data for the same report
indicated that the sources and values of the
Manitowapah Agency Indians incomes totalled
$25,452, which were composed of: value of farm
produce including hay $6,952 (27.3%); wages
earned $3,555 (13.9%); earned by fishing $4,775
(18.7%); earned by hunting $8,370 (32.8%); and
earned by other industries $1,800 (7.0%).142

These data tend to support Swinford’s descrip-
tion of a variety of incomes, however, the con-
tribution of hunting is more evident in the
numerical data than in the agent’s written
description. Given that hunting and fishing com-

bined to make-up half the income, in this case
the Indian agent’s dollar estimates of the value
of hunting and fishing incomes were not unduly
low. In fact, the effort to estimate a dollar value
of subsistence hunting and fishing suggests an
acknowledgement of the importance of these
sources of incomes, which in subsequent decades
was seldom appreciated by other observers. Both
of these main types of written historical infor-
mation provide insights about the economy and
the combination of quantitative and qualitative
data is methodologically desirable.

A rigorous understanding of what happened
is achieved by working intensively with all pri-
mary sources in order to discern discrepancies.
An awareness of the limitations of the descrip-
tive/narrative sources does not mean that numer-
ical sources as a category of data are inherently
superior. In fact, the use of numerical economic
data without an appreciation of the context of
these economies, which is gained by qualitative
sources, will surely result in distorted interpreta-
tions. High’s disapproval of Indian Affairs data
ignored certain aspects of the soundness of
these data. Table 1 lists the data categories that
were published in the annual reports of the
Department of Indian Affairs under the heading
“Agricultural and Industrial Statistics.” Informa-
tion on agricultural implements, livestock, own-
ership of general effects, crop production, new
land brought into production, new buildings con-
structed, and sources of value of incomes were
captured by 77 categories. For a more complete
view, a sample of the data for agencies in Sas-
katchewan and Alberta (Treaties Four, Six and
Seven) for 1906–07 is reproduced in Appendix
1. These figures display a few of the potential
variables that can be derived from the published
data.

In general, whether these data represent
factious “wishful thinking” or “hard fact” can be
further considered by checking for internal con-
sistency and by using external sources. Indian
Affairs expenditures on relief supplies should be
less for those agencies with diverse and secure
sources of incomes than those agencies on the
economic margins. Trends in Indian fishing
income should co-relate with changes in Indian
ownership of fishing equipment. The data con-
cerning the value of Indian property (accumula-
tion) should be within the income means to
accumulate or purchase such property and per-
sonal effects.143 Similarly, external sources, such
as Department of Fisheries data can be used to
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TABLE 1 Agricultural and Industrial Statistics Collected by the Department of Indian
Affairs, CA. 1897–1935

Personality of Indians

Agricultural Implements, Vehicles &c. Live Stock and Poultry General Effects

Ploughs Horses Sail Boats
Harrows Stallions Row Boats
Seed Drills Gelding and Mares Canoes
Cultivators Foals Rifles
Land Rollers Cattle Shot Guns
Mowers Bulls Nets
Reapers and Binders Oxen, Work Steel Traps
Horse Rakes Steers Tents
Fanning Mills Cows, Milch Value of General Effects
Threshing Machines Young Stock Value of Household Effects
Tool Chests Other Stock Value of Real and

Personal PropertyOther Implements Lambs
Wagons Sheep
Carts Boars
Sleighs Draught Sows
Sleighs Driving Other Pigs
Democrat Wagon Poultry
Buggies and Road Carts Turkeys
Value of Implements and Vehicles Geese

Ducks
Cocks and Hens

Value of Live Stock and Poultry

Agriculture Season 1906

Grain, Roots and Fodder New Land Improvement

Wheat: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested Land Cleared Acres
Oats: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested Land Broken Acres
Barley: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested Land Cropped for first time Acres
Corn: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested Land fenced Acres
Pease: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested
Rye: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested
Buckwheat: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested
Beans: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested
Potatoes: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested
Carrots: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested
Turnips: Acres Sown and Bushels Harvested
Other Roosters: Sown and Bushels Harvested
Hay: Tons Cultivated and Wild
Other Fodder: Tons

Progress During The Year 1906–7

Buildings Erected
Dwellings, Stone
Dwellings, Brick
Dwellings, Frame
Dwellings, Log
Shanties
Barns
Horse Stables
Driving Sheds
Pig Sties
Store Houses



verify trends in income (changes in fishing
incomes, as claimed by Indian Affairs should
correspond to changes in fishing yields or the
value of fish yields as reported by the fisheries
department). For northern regions, HBC post
balance sheets (1891–1931) are another source
that can serve to externally interrogate Indian
Affairs numbers.144 Absolute incredulity about
Indian Affairs numerical data overlooks the fact
that these data were published yearly from the
period of 1897 to 1935, and that the catego-
ries of data collected were consistent from year
to year. Consistency and regularity means that
these data have some temporal durability, and
because these data are organized by agency
across the country, a spatial/temporal framework
for Native economic history is possible. A cer-
tain level of error does not negate the possibility
to reconstruct basic trends over several decades.
(If an error is systematic over time, the trend,
but not the absolute value, has some utility.)

Nonetheless, as with all sources, there are
bound to be errors and mistakes. As with pub-
lished data from this era, misprints occur in the
Sessional Papers. Occasionally, data for a partic-
ular agency was not published. Since on occa-
sion individual reserves were shifted from agency
to agency in the period 1897–1935, what the
data described may change geographically (in
effect the boundaries of the agencies changed).
Converting the raw data to per capita indices is
one means to control for changes in the territo-
rial size of agencies. Hyper-inflation existed dur-

ing the First World War era and thus it would
be wrong to assume that the real incomes of
Indians were growing rapidly in this period.
Rather than reject a source a priori, E.P.
Thompson advised us that all sources need to
be “interrogated by minds trained in a discipline
of attentive disbelief.”145

Fundamentally, “serious methodological
problems” will generate unreliable substantive
results, and yet, Stephen High does not really
seem to quarrel too much with my findings. So
merely imagining what may very well be wrong
with data does not constitute a fully developed
analysis or a justification not to expend effort on
these data. In effect, High merely visualized a
haphazard list of potential problems, concocted a
scheme about subsistence agriculture, invoked an
unsophisticated counter-Eurocenteric prerogative,
made no effort to determine the extent of error,
admitted no possible benefits from these data,
but then used the very same series of data when
it suited his interpretation. In a manner consis-
tent with Steve High’s excising of Eurocenterism,
Eleanor Blaine characterized HBC records:
“Account books themselves are neutral, apolitical
documents; they are part of a whole belief sys-
tem. Their figures represent the values assigned
by the accountant’s culture to goods, services and
time. How can these figures pretend to assign
values and motives to people who do not share
that culture and belief system?”146 By claiming
that the use of these records leads to a confu-
sion of the culture and beliefs of Indians with
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TABLE 1 (continued)

Source and Values of Income

Value of Farm Products including Hay

Value of Beef Sold, also of that Used for Food

Wages Earned

Received from Land Rentals

Earned by Fishing: �
�
�

The Estimated Value of Fish and Meat Used for Food Is
Included in these ColumnsEarned by Hunting and Trapping:

Earned by other Industries

Total Incomes of Indians

SOURCE: Canada, Sessional Papers, 1908, Paper No. 27, Annual Report for the Department of
Indian Affairs, 1906–07, pp. 146–156.



those of the European account-keepers, an
essentialist difference purports to negate the idea
that numerical data might tell us something
about the nature of the economic relationships
between Natives and Europeans. In other words,
a record of what was traded to Indians tells
nothing about their consumption priorities. How-
ever, one does not need to assign values in order
to reconstruct basic consumption and production
patterns. For those that perpetuate a romanti-
cized partnership between Indians and Europe-
ans, looking at accounting books to determine
rates of exploitation or terms of trade would
only be a counter-productive endeavour. The
argument that numerical data is very unreliable
should also bring comfort to those prosecutors
litigating against the claims that historical evi-
dence can document the practice of Aboriginal
or pre-treaty commercial rights. Finally, creating
a fine-textured analysis from economic history
without the use of numerical data, is rather like
expecting historical demographers to determine
depopulation rates without any population fig-
ures. Unconvinced by Stephen High’s denounce-
ment, I contend that this is a promising source
of data for what has been labelled the reserve
transition era, just as Hudson’s Bay Company
account books provide insights about the Native
economy in an earlier era.

If economic security is fundamental to the
well-being of a society, then historical trends
cannot be approached without recourse to an
analysis of available numerical data. Addition-
ally, if incorporation into the capitalist market is
an issue, then “European concepts of revenue”
are a necessary means to establish empirical
base lines. When numerical data is summarily
dismissed as dubious, then it is unlikely that
meaningful concepts such as, comparative wage
rates, price ratios, or rate of profit will be
employed, and consequently, no effort can be
made to understand economic trends and
change. In this case, Native history will remain
stuck on analyzing policy pronouncements of vir-
tually de-contextualized political institutions and
influential individuals. And thus, the special
pleading that relies on qualitative sources and
disparages numerical data can be reassured by
the view that Native wage labour was merely a
means to strengthen Native cultural ways and
not a significant interface with capitalism. Cen-
tral to the theory of a world system is the
notion of unequal exchange, which somewhat
similarly, Trosper referred to as price ratios

between what Indians and Europeans sold to
each other. In fact, the use of HBC accounting
data by Ray and Freeman supports a discussion
of terms of trade between Indian and European
entities. An examination of the terms of trade
will raise troubling questions about the partner-
ship myth. However, if data is disregarded as
“wishful thinking” then the concept of exploita-
tion need not be empirically investigated. In
reality, it is the exculpating of capitalism that is
the wishful project. The removal of economics
from the relationship between Indigenous/settler
societies can only lead to a distorted history.
Following High’s logic, then, economic forces
become irrelevant to an explanation of why the
society that took shape in Canada was so
different for Indians than “settlers.”

If Andre Gunder Frank along with other
social scientists who are re-examining the
assumptions about the origins of a world system
during the early modern era can draw conclu-
sions from old data about metal (copper and sil-
ver) price ratios in China, and the consequent
dynamics for the making of global economy
prior to 1500, then why is it so hard for Cana-
dian historians to derive some sense from 20th
century Indian Affairs statistical data?147 In
Native history, the prevalent resistance to
numeracy is problematic on a number of levels,
but in the end, as Paul Strather noted: “Without
statistics, economics would be little more than
guesswork.”148

Summary and Prospect

This essay began by considering the economic
problem raised by Harold Cardinal — the vicious
poverty of Native communities. And while self-
government and economic development are
cojoined, Newhouse noted: “As Aboriginal peo-
ples living in Canada, we inhabit a society domi-
nated by the ideas of capitalism and the
market.”149 Yet there is little in this essay which
can be snapped up by economic development
officers and used to transform communities.
There are no formulas here to resolve the day-
to-day frustrations. Moreover, the academic liter-
ature in the field of economic history is a long
way off from explaining the complex problem of
vicious poverty that concerned Harold Cardinal
in 1969.

Some academic efforts to explain participa-
tion in a wage-based economy require that
Natives behave entirely differently from other
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people (who are motivated by material needs)
and instead a cultural motivation takes prece-
dence. Oddly, academics deem economic formal-
ism irrelevant to the historic interactions between
capitalism and Aboriginal societies, however
today, Aboriginal communities are expected to
conform to the laws of neoclassical economics in
a global context. But clearly, the foundations for
economic life of Native people have changed in
the last few hundred years. Most contemporary
historians do not see the fur trade as a system
and means for creating wealth, or that the
amassing of wealth by Europeans had any rele-
vance for Native producers. For them, European
objectives or purposes had very little effect on
Native communities. The dominant paradigm
asserts that most Indians were essentially free to
make choices, the HBC could not get them to
do what they did not want to do, and that Indi-
ans merely trapped to acquire a few tools in
order to carry out traditional subsistence activi-
ties more efficiently. Apparently, the fur trade
did not modify the “core” of Indian culture;150 if
anything, the new technology of the fur trade
positively enriched “traditional” Indian life.

There is a marked tendency towards
description and particularism in the fur trade lit-
erature, although some excellent empirical stud-
ies have been written in the last few decades.151

Resistance to the use of numerical data, quanti-
tative methods, and social science approaches
makes the prospect for a new economic history
of the fur trade unlikely.152 Reluctance to use
precise terminology is evident with the effort to
construct an argument that the fur trade is best
understood as an enduring partnership between
Indians and Europeans. The terms dependency
and exploitation are used derisively on occasion,
but are never defined properly, and the conclu-
sion that Indians were not exploited was never
tested against the available evidence on prices,
wages and profits. Fur trade studies attempt
to make use of the term dependence, but do
so in the same way that pro-empire historian
E.E. Rich did forty-five years ago. Thus
“dependence” is regarded as a situation in which
the very physical existence of Indians would irre-
vocably be tied to trade with the company, an
absolute proposition that would be hard not to
disprove. Despite a denial of dependence by
many historians, Trosper’s desire for an under-
standing of dependence based on an historical
interpretation informed by economics has some
appreciation. The economic experience of Indi-

ans is not examined from concepts deriving from
political economy; the outcome is that this
research is isolated from the economic history of
other non-European peoples who were incorpo-
rated with a world system through mercantil-
ism.153 The effects that engaging in production
of fur for an external market based upon “hunt-
ers and gathers” is not readily grasped by the
existing literature, in part, because economic
concepts are not employed. In this respect,
Sahlins’ substantivist approach cannot provide an
adequate theoretical foundation for understand-
ing Aboriginal economic history following the
development of the fur trade. Rather peculiar
circumstances prevail: the fur trade history nei-
ther employs a radical political economy, which
would seek to try and inform the present-day
conditions, or mainstream formalistic economics
which would provide some rigour for describing
economic aspects of the fur trade. Although fur
trade society was a consequence of trade,
serious economics does little to inform these
ethnohistorical studies.

In some respects, the debate concerning the
effect of fur production for external markets on
Indian society is a problem of spatial and tem-
poral scale. From the local point of view of post
journals, the evidence can be selected and inter-
preted to indicate either dependence or partner-
ship. At the micro-economic level, the Indians
pretty much handled the division of labour for
the harvesting of fur, could insist on certain cus-
toms and rituals associated with exchange,
decide upon which technology to employ, and
express consumption preferences. One might
easily accept that under certain conditions, lead-
ing Indians had an indirect influence on deci-
sion-making and practices associated with the
post, and in the short-run, may have achieved
certain objectives. The argument could possibly
be made that the strikes of the HBC boatmen
in the 1860s, which drove up the wage rate,
were indicative of their autonomy and agency.
However, such events really imply an antagonis-
tic relationship with the managers of mercantile
interests.

Even at the micro-economic scale, it is not
clear that the apparent autonomy of Indian trap-
pers really amounted to too much overt long-run
economic power. Although commercial indebted-
ness, which has a marked affect on income dis-
tribution, may resemble reciprocity, and might
even be exactly the same thing in the minds of
Cree trappers, reciprocity in a communal society
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and commercial indebtedness in a system of
mercantile exchange have very different histori-
cal consequences. In an economy where a racial
division of labour is a key means for structuring
the industry, the relative proportion of income
to each of the racial groups will influence their
long-run social futures. The mixed economy
could not absorb commercial value in a manner
that would fund future growth. On this topic,
research is needed on the changing pattern of
income distribution in the fur trade. The inabil-
ity of Native trappers to obtain more than a
subsistence share of the fur industry’s wealth has
implications for trends in economic history.
Political consequences followed.

At the larger macro-economic scale, there
was no partnership; Native trappers and middle-
men had no real equity in the system. Vital
decisions about the accumulation of savings,
investment allocations, mergers and business re-
organization, long range capital strategies and
control over world markets were entirely in the
hands of the Europeans. Because Indians never
tried to return to the original affluent society (a
local economy based entirely on local resources
and labour) larger economic processes affected
their history. In some respects, Indian trappers
were the first Canadians to feel the outcome of
the staple trap.154 Stagnant and declining fur
prices on the London fur market probably did
more to extend Canada’s sovereignty than the
trickiest treaty commissioner or meddling mis-
sionary. When the new owners of the HBC
sought to divest in the fur trade operations, the
political and economic future of Rupertsland
was changed. Despite the Royal Proclamation of
1763 and the legal rights of Aboriginal peoples,
the HBC ended up with more land and money
than Native people as a result of its successful
claim to posses Rupertsland.155 But pointing out
these sorts of outcomes leaves one open to the
accusation of prompting stereotyping and
denying Native agency.

With respect to understanding the 19th cen-
tury fur trade from the longer view of Native
history, a number of new research questions
need to be asked. From the perspective of eco-
nomic history, what are long-term consequences
created by the production of fur and other com-
modities for mercantile companies? If the fur
trade was a mutually beneficial economic
arrangement, did the consumption of trade
goods by Indians reflect a reasonable equity
stake in the industry relative to the commercial

returns to the owners of the fur trading compa-
nies? And did a price/value system preclude re-
investment in activities that could keep pace
with the surrounding economies? Similarly, the
aversion to serious consideration of “economics”
is a disconnect from efforts to seek redress
through the courts for the historic “maladjust-
ment” of resources following treaties and settle-
ment.156

Apparently, we should believe that exploita-
tion did not occur because Indians were active
historical agents, not passive victims. The prem-
ise seems to be that only the inactive become
passive, exploited victims. And thus because they
were not passive, they were not exploited. A
reassuring, and easily grasped academically
sound assertion, but when examined closely, it is
only a simple dichotomy. Being mindful and
active about one’s interests are not sufficient
conditions to prevent exploitation. This new
orthodoxy holds that the “Happy days” of Native
history occurred during the historic fur trade
and it cannot agree to investigate the proposi-
tion that political oppression was preceded by
economic exploitation.157 In other words, wealth
and power are unrelated. In Canada, the prob-
lems that Trosper posed in 1988 have not been
pursued actively. Exploitation, British historian
E.P. Thompson explained: “... is, in fact, as I
have said, a structural argument and a polemic
against orthodox economic history,” an ortho-
doxy that “... also attempts to present exploita-
tion as a category in the mind of a biased
historian and not as something that actually
occurred.”158 To illustrate in the North Ameri-
can context, leading ethnohistorian Jennifer
Brown objected to Harold Hickerson’s fur trade
colonialism thesis, noting his “simple stereotype
of the trader as exploiter and debaucher of
defenceless natives, a view that did credit to
neither trader nor native nor historical complex-
ity.”159 Exploitation is not a matter of stereotyp-
ing. While many early critical studies lacked
nuance and flouted historical complexity, to
reduce exploitation to a matter of a simple ste-
reotype is a worthy illustration of what con-
cerned Noam Chomsky: “the job of mainstream
intellectuals is to serve as a kind of secular
priesthood, to ensure that the doctrinal faith is
maintained ... to be guardians of the sacred
political truths.”160 But by denying that the fur
trade put Whites and Natives on different
historical trajectories, one of our nation state’s
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political truths have been preserved by
mainstream academics.

Indian economic history after the transfer of
Rupertsland certainly makes the partnership the-
sis suspect. When new frontier resource indus-
tries created labour markets, Natives quickly
abandoned their obligations to the HBC. In a
number of regions, it is clear, that Native labour
was convenient for the establishment of frontier
capitalism. Factors affecting Native security with
their initial integration in capitalist-like labour
markets are unclear. When competitive markets
re-emerged, Native trappers responded to the
price system and without hesitation they traded
with opponents of the HBC. Revitalization of
the fur trade after 1900 enabled trappers to
have some very good years. However, when new
markets yielded huge price increases, Natives
could not appropriate the full value of this eco-
nomic rent. Middlemen markups remained high.
Moreover, high prices drew White trappers into
the north, Native trapping areas were unpro-
tected, and reckless exploitation by even a few
itinerant White trappers meant that most bene-
fits went to outsiders. Northern treaties did not
deal with the problem of open-access and as a
result Natives lost potential sources of income.
The risks or costs associated with this form of
resource development were incurred by Natives.
After the trapping boom in the 1920s, more
government relief was needed. The problem of
the social overhead needs to be further investi-
gated. Conceptual refinement is required, but
this topic can generate some insights about the
traditional Native economy and Native relations
with the state in the 20th century. It might be
found that many of the state policies of urban-
ization, assimilation and community development
are essentially efforts to deal with a costly social
overhead. Clearly, there was a “surplus” popula-
tion that could no longer live adequately in the
bush producing fur. An income gap between the
general post-war prosperity and the Native
economy was politically embarrassing.

With respect to more current interests, the
final report of the Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples recognized that “... strategies
for change must be rooted in an understand-
ing of the forces that created economic
marginalization in the first place.”161 This sketch
of Native economic history attempts to pro-
vide some conceptual clarity as a first step to
understanding the forces of marginalization. The
commissioners also appreciated that economic

history could address fundamental understand-
ings: “There is some evidence, therefore, that
Aboriginal people were successfully making the
transition from a traditional to a ‘modern’ econ-
omy. These documented examples tend to be
overlooked by those who conclude that Aborigi-
nal people were unable to make the transition,
that they were prevented from gaining positions
in the wider economy because of racism, or that
they were unwilling to venture beyond the safe
haven provided by reserves.”162 However, as sug-
gested by this essay, the exact nature of the
transition is not clear. While much of Native
economic history is connected to natural
resource extraction, the fascinating story of
Mohawk Steel Workers, beginning with working
for the Dominion Bridge Company in 1886,
seems to be an almost forgotten example of an
integration with capitalism that is rich in both
cultural and economic details.163

A small body of literature focusing on
Native wage labour now exists, or perhaps what
might be known as a labour history of Native
peoples, however, the literature is essentially
descriptive and has avoided engaging economic
concepts or theories. Historians ponder why
Indians were integrated with capitalism, but pur-
sue answers that would not be deemed espe-
cially relevant to other peoples. Steven High, for
example, boldly asserted that “a consensus has
emerged among those who study native labour
history” that participation in the capitalist
economy was “selective” and done so “in order
to strengthen their traditional way of life.”164

When Micmac farm labour is reduced because
of the introduction of mechanical potato har-
vesters or Native boatmen employed on HBC
Yorkboats are replaced by the adoption of
steam power, then culture and identity have not
shielded Aboriginal peoples from the tendency
in capitalism to replace labour with capital. The
contemporary implications of similar historical
challenges have been raised by David Newhouse:
“... with the emergence of a market where I
can buy what I need and sell what I produce
and the emergence of money as a system of
exchange, requires me to think much differently
about my life, what is proper behaviour in that
life and the ends of that life. The emergence of
the market as the dominant economic institu-
tion, replacing tradition and command as the
method of provisioning means that I must begin
to think about things in terms of the market,
which is concerned with exchange value and
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begin to value them in monetary terms. I can no
longer think of them in social terms. And my
behaviour begins to be labelled as productive or
unproductive, according to its relation to the
productive apparatus of society.”165 This is a
compelling argument, which also might have
some antecedent expressions in the fur trade,
and thus, the notion that Natives participated in
wage labour markets merely to fund cultural
activity is possibly incomplete or misleading. The
assertion that Canadians as a whole sell their
labour power in the capitalist system to
strengthen their traditional ways, would be hard
to dispute, but it would be inane nonetheless.
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BUILDING THE OPASKWAYAK CREE
NATION ECONOMY

A Case Study in Resilience

Yale D. Belanger

Overview

On 15 February 2002, the Aseneskak Casino
operated in conjunction with the Opaskwayak
Cree Nation (OCN) nearby The Pas, Manitoba
officially opened its doors to an eager public.1

For one fleeting moment it appeared as though
all eyes were fixed on the OCN, for not only
was this the first provincial First Nations casino
to open, it also represented a significant gamble
on the part of both the OCN and its holding
company, the Paskwayak Business Development
Corporation.2 Beginning in the late 1960s, the
OCN had steadily taken over responsibility for
a number of devolved federal programs while
simultaneously growing its business portfolio to
where the band today is recognized as one of
region’s largest employers. The casino was con-
sidered a means of further enhancing the OCN’s
economic strength and overall socio-economic
potential. The community acknowledged that
recovering the losses of a failed casino enter-
prise could significantly impair the bulk of the
OCN’s businesses, the majority of which were
established in the 1990s. Notwithstanding the
potential outcomes, the OCN and its economic
development initiatives of the past three decades
are in need of closer examination.

History

The Pas region has been home to various
Aboriginal groups for thousands of years.
Located along the Saskatchewan River, the area
was utilized by the Cree while also regularly vis-
ited by the Anishinaabe and Nakota.3 The Cree
of the region had an established economy predi-
cated on seasonal rounds tracking moose, elk,
deer, and other large animals, some gardening
combined with fishing in the region’s myriad of
lakes and rivers. The Pas region was a habitual
stop and became a regular meeting place where
various First Nations would gather to trade and
renew political and military alliances.4 Beginning
in the late seventeenth century, French and Brit-
ish explorers entered the region and by 1684 the
first permanent Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC)
trading post was established at York Factory.
The Cree and other First Nations began to uti-
lize the vast river systems to hunt and trap
for furs to trade with HBC employees in an
effort to augment their economies. Henry
Kelsey’s arrival in this region in 1690 ushered in
a wave of British and French explorers and trad-
ers, and by 1743, in addition to York Factory
and several smaller HBC posts, two French trad-
ing posts, Fort Bourbon and Fort Paskoyac,
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were raised on the bank of the Saskatchewan

River nearby The Pas.5

The HBC established a permanent post at
The Pas in 1821 followed by the construction
of a Church Missionary Society (CMS) station
in 1840. The resulting permanent settler inter-
action with local Cree populations became the
regional norm. Additional work opportunities
also resulted in the Cree gradually working as
wage labourers in the burgeoning commercial
fishing and lumber industries. Hunting, trapping,
and fishing still comprised the Cree economy,
although some individuals tried their hand
farming during this period. Few took to it and
most maintained seasonal rounds, however, leav-
ing the mission site each fall to settle in produc-
tive hunting and fishing sites upwards of 250
kilometres away. In 1860, the Hind Expedition
responsible for surveying the region travelled
through The Pas, where expedition member
John Fleming noted that the CMS mission
located on the south bank of the Saskatchewan
River contained Indian homes that “seemed to
be uninhabited and in a dilapidated condition;
the Indians for whom they were erected, dislik-
ing a settled life devoted solely to the pursuit
of agriculture, and preferring the wandering
and precarious life of the hunter in their native
wilds.”6 Stony and swampy fields made up
of glacial deposits with poor drainage located
within a moderately adverse climate were not
conducive to agriculture.7 An inadequate subsis-
tence base led more than three-quarters of
the population away from the mission for the
hinterlands in winter.8

The Pas region was a stronghold of natural
resources that included timber, fish, and subter-
ranean minerals, and pressure to open the
region to exploration led the federal government
to commence treaty negotiations with the Cree
and Anishinaabe in 1875. Treaty Commissioner
Alexander Morris visited The Pas in October
1876 seeking the Cree’s adherence to Treaty
Five signed the previous year with several
nations located to the south and southeast of
The Pas. Morris noted upon his arrival that “the
banks were covered with Indians with their
canoes.9 Fifteen years had passed since the Hind
Expedition’s visit to the region and little had
changed at the Devon Mission. Morris noted,
however, that the population at the station had
grown and that more Cree appeared to have
settled nearby the mission, for “there are also a
large number of houses belonging to the Indians

of the place; and on the other bank the firm of
Kew, Stobart & Co., have erected for trading
purposes. There are also several dwelling-houses
on the north bank.”10 Morris finalized the terms
of Treaty Five with the Cree the day after his
arrival, which included provisions for a 160-acre
land grant to each family of five, even though
Morris himself admitted that “at the Pas all the
land obtainable is now cultivated, and consists of
a vegetable garden and one field attached to the
mission, and a few patches of potatoes here and
there.”11 He claimed that “a short distance from
the river the marsh begins, and extends to the
south for miles; and the same thing occurs to
the north. In fact, on both banks of the river at
this point, and from the Che-ma-wa-win up to it,
one hundred and fifty acres of land fit for
cultivation cannot be found.”12

The Pas Indians were not listed in the text
of Treaty 5 as being owed the land allocation
Morris promised Cree leaders. Prescribed treaty
annuities such as hoes, spades, axes, ploughs,
carpenter’s tools, seed to plant wheat, barley,
and oats as well as oxen, bulls, and cows were
withheld at various times due to the region’s
poor agricultural environment. During much of
the next thee decades the Cree maintained their
seasonal rounds while requesting government
assistance in difficult times. The period following
the Cree adhering to Treaty 5 was characterized
by Pettipas as one of over-exploiting hunting
and fishing resources resulting in bouts of star-
vation at the Mission.13 In 1889, for instance,
the Cree required additional relief supplies when
the regional muskrat and fisheries failed.14 The
Cree were still beyond the influence of wage
labour and according to Native Studies scholar
Frank Tough, “the lack of alternative activities
made The Pas agency Indians (with the excep-
tion of Grand Rapids) dependent upon the
muskrat swamps.”15 This led to the continued
reliance on seasonal rounds. In 1900, the Rever-
end J. Hines wrote that the Cree left the mis-
sion in October to fish at Clearwater Lake
“and to take up their winter quarters along the
lakes and rivers, forming hamlets of two to
three families.”16 It is estimated that the popula-
tion “was divided in 15 to 20 hamlets, scattered
over a radius of 150 miles” from the mission
and reserve.17

By 1903, officials of the Canadian Northern
Railway (CNOR) were interested in establishing
The Pas as a base for a proposed railway to
Hudson Bay. Homesteaders occupying the lands
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between the South and North Saskatchewan
rivers resulted in increased agricultural produc-
tion and it was posited that a railway leading to
the grain outlets to be constructed at Churchill
on Hudson Bay would ultimately expand federal
economic frontiers. The financial boon would
also improve prairie farmer’s prosperity while
simultaneously promoting the benefits of western
settlement. Federal officials faced increasing
political pressure to open a line from The Pas
to Churchill.18 Few understood however that
such a move would require the evacuation of
the Cree from their reserve, one of the region’s
few sites not made up primarily of muskeg and
swamp. In 1905, the Department of Indian
Affairs nevertheless authorized the CNOR to
run a line across the reserve and set up station
grounds. S. R. Marlatt of the Lake Manitoba
Inspectorate proposed a town site surrender of
500 acres to permit railway construction in Sep-
tember followed by Indian Agent for The Pas
Agency, Joseph Courtney, striking up informal
negotiations with Cree leaders. A little more
than one year later, Marlatt informed Indian
Commissioner David Laird on 21 August 1906
that he had secured surrender of the town site
from the Cree.19

As part of the surrender Cree leaders
accepted that the band would vacate the reserve
prior to 1 August 1907. However, within days
of the surrender Laird received a letter from
Chief Constant and Councillors Norman Lathlin
and David Cook describing “irregularities of the
Inspector” indicating that perhaps the surrender
was not valid.20 This letter was not acted upon
and on 5 November 1906, the Order in Council
accepting the surrender was passed. Railway
construction proceeded slowly as did the sale of
town lots initiated in 1908. As of 1910, the Cree
were still living on surrendered land, something
that annoyed the non-Native residents. Addi-
tional resident complaints focused on the Cree
practice of drying fish and smoking moose and
elk meat upwind, which they claimed made liv-
ing nearby the ‘Indians’ impracticable. The Cree
also had complaints albeit directly related to
the surrender’s final terms. Community leaders
argued that they simply granted access to their
land for use by interested homesteaders and
railway officials. During the summer of 1910,
following protracted and unsuccessful negotia-
tions with non-Native residents eager to incor-
porate The Pas into a town, long-time OCN
member Ernie Constant stated that the residents

participated in a gun-point removal of 500 Cree
to the north side of the Saskatchewan River.21

Town officials claimed that the Dominion gov-
ernment was responsible for the relocation that
resulted in all but thirty-seven Cree being
effectively displaced to what is today the home
of the OCN.22

Following the Cree removal, the town site
was formally divided and placed on the market
for sale. Sales once again were slow until
Herman Finger of Port Arthur, Ontario arrived
and purchased a number of lots. By the time
The Pas was incorporated in 1912, the Finger
Lumber Company employed upwards of 500
throughout the region.23 The town slowly grew
from twenty-five in 1910 to 500 in 1912 reaching
2,000 by 1914. Renewed interest in railway con-
struction followed and by the end of May 1913,
eighty-miles had been laid and a steel bridge
connecting the north and south banks of the
Saskatchewan River completed. Regional devel-
opment during the next two decades resulted in
the 1916 opening of the Mandy copper mine
located seventy miles north of The Pas followed
by a diamond mine opening in Flin Flon in
1927. Construction of a power plant installed at
Island Falls on the Churchill River fifty-six miles
northwest of Flin Flon led to a marked increase
in the demand for lumber, resulting in fifty mil-
lion board feet produced by the Finger lumber
mill in 1926 alone. As the economist Harold
Innis accurately predicted, mineral exploration
combined with the completion of the Hudson
Bay railway in 1929 resulted in the regional fish-
ing industry’s growth that prior to the 1930s had
an estimated annual value of approximately
$100,000.24

The expansion of regional industries led to
increased opportunities for the Cree. Tough
demonstrated by using income data collected by
the Department of Indian Affairs that the
period 1896–1935 was one wherein the Cree
“regional economy remained dependent upon
hunting and trapping, and that both major
sources of income, hunting and wage labour
were influenced by the depression.”25 In addition
to more Cree farming and harvesting swamp
grasses, the per capita tons of hay harvested by
the Cree increased after 1917 as did the per
capita number of cattle. In general, the Cree
obtained more livestock during the study period
that was characterized by increasing incomes up
until the onset of the Depression. The data also
revealed that a bush way of life remained an
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important component of the Cree regional econ-
omy vis-à-vis the ownership of tents and canoes,
both of which increased in overall numbers. The
general growth in per capita value of total prop-
erty and the post-1917 trend towards an increase
in the per capita value of buildings led Tough
to conclude that this represented reserve devel-
opment.26 The Cree during this period also lob-
bied for and received permission to finance
improvements upon a portion of the surrendered
town land. This in turn allowed the Cree to
realize a profit of $30,000 upon sale of the
subdivided lots.27 The Pas town council soon
thereafter began to pressure Cree leaders to sur-
render the remaining Indian land surrounding
the town site. Recognizing that they possessed
limited federal and provincial government sup-
port, Cree leaders once again succumbed to this
pressure. Community leaders never acquiesced in
total to these demands; in fact, during negotia-
tions many of their counter demands were met,
such as insisting that Cree men be hired for
road clearing work after an agreement had been
worked out permitting a right-of-way through
the reserve.28

Little development occurred on the reserve
after the 1930s, a trend that would last until
the early 1970s. The Cree also found few people
in The Pas willing to trade with beyond hostile
HBC employees seeking to protect their eco-
nomic position. Exacerbating financial difficul-
ties further was the transfer of natural resources
from the Dominion of Canada to the province
of Manitoba in 1930 vis-à-vis the Natural
Resources Transfer Agreement (NRTA). The
result: Indian hunters and fishermen were now
subject to provincial laws related to hunting and
fishing.29 With provincial game wardens now
exercising augmented jurisdiction over and con-
trol of Indian hunting practices, the Cree found
themselves with limited access to the region’s
natural resources such as game and fur bearing
animals and fish stocks. This resulted in the
Cree’s increased reliance upon government
handouts and restricted Indian welfare programs.
In their brief to the Special Joint Parliamentary
Committee established in 1946 to examine the
continued validity of the Indian Act, Cree
leaders from The Pas stated “Our hunting rights
should be extended, and trapping grounds more
favourable. Indian people complain that too
many white men are being put to trap on the
muskrat area.”30 At nearby Chemawawin, the
people complained in their brief that they had

been threatened by the Indian agent with the
revocation of their trapping licenses, adding
cryptically that if “our licenses are taken away
from us when we leave the reserve we will
not be able to sell the rats we get from our
reserve.”31

As sociologist Hugh Shewell has established,
most First Nations in Canada were by this
period integrated into the federal welfare system
due to failing economies.32 Supporting Shewell’s
analysis is the work of Arthur Ray, who demon-
strated that “the older paternalistic fur trade,
a hybrid of European mercantilism and native
reciprocal exchange traditions, was crumbling by
1945, and the groundwork for the modern wel-
fare system so prevalent in the north today
was laid.”33 For the Cree at The Pas things
were no different. Unknowing to Manitoba offi-
cials, provincial programs designed to promote
northern settlement also hurt Cree economic
interests. Following the end of World War II,
for instance, Manitoba “faced the post-war
period with a well conceived land settlement
policy.”34 The goal was to promote settlement of
unoccupied tracts of Crown land “in an orderly,
rational way, thus to increased the likelihood of
success and to ease the task of local and provin-
cial administration.”35 One aspect of the policy
was the establishment of the Pasquia Project,
a land reclamation venture located southwest
of The Pas that was initiated in 1939. The pro-
ject’s intent was to see constructed flood control
mechanisms to aid reclaiming 50,000 acres of
potentially valuable farmland to open up to set-
tlement.36 The project met with limited success
due to among other things years of excessive
rainfall that limited construction. The resulting
construction and chaos affected regional game
patterns, impacting the Cree directly, as did the
influx of settlers to the region seeking work and
intent on establishing homesteads.37

Undaunted the Cree still maintained sea-
sonal rounds while supplementing these
resources with wage labour employment. Accord-
ing to reports commissioned by the Manitoba
government in the 1950s in anticipation of con-
struction of the Grand Rapids Dam project
that would result in 7,000 acres of Cree land
being flooded, the Cree regional economy was
still viable. For example, the US Fish and Wild-

life Report noted in 1961 that “fur animals,
water fowl and moose of the reservoir site are
estimated to have an average annual value of
$593,000 over a 50 year period without this pro-
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ject.”38 A 1955 Provincial Report on the Project

indicated that over two million muskrat pelts
with a cumulative $4 million value had been
trapped since 1940.39 It was also reported that
“the commercial fishery harvest from Cedar,
Moose and Cross Lakes and the Saskatchewan
River delta between Cedar Lake and The Pas
have averaged about $692,000 per year over the
last several years.”40 The aforementioned report
also estimated that “the average harvest could
be at least doubled over a 50 year period.”41

That the Cree regional economy was main-
taining itself did not deter provincial politicians
from continuing to promote their hydroelec-
tric development agenda along the Winnipeg,
Saskatchewan, Nelson, and Churchill Rivers. In
1964, the Grand Rapids Dam was completed on
the Saskatchewan River near the community of
Grand Rapids. This was according to Manitoba
officials needed to provide cheaper electrical
power and to help offset the overexploita-
tion of fish stocks that led the federal govern-
ment to shut down the regional sturgeon
fishery for nearly a decade beginning in the
early 1960s.42 The dam project affected the
Native communities located at Grand Rapids,
Moose Lake, Chemawawin, and The Pas to
varying degrees. According to sociologist James
Waldram, following construction “many bands
began to investigate the circumstances surround-
ing the construction of the dams and began to
hire lawyers and initiate legal action for com-
pensation.”43 It was nearly three decades later
before the OCN signed a $4.56 million settle-
ment with Manitoba Hydro in 1991 for damages
sustained from the construction project.44 At the
time, however, the limited government response
to the Cree political demands demonstrated to
Native leaders that they were not politically
powerful enough to effect change. This in part
led The Pas Indian Band Chief and Council
to aggressively pursue local political autonomy
in the late 1960s. The question of how to
improve their political and economic standing
was nevertheless difficult to answer.

By the 1960s, a vehicle and foot bridge
had been constructed connecting The Pas Indian
Band to The Pas, although relations between the
townspeople and the Cree failed to improve. In
addition to the collapse of the sturgeon fishery,
the forestry industry that had dominated the
regional economy since 1912 collapsed in 1957
when the local lumber plant closed. Unemploy-
ment rates soared and government services

replaced forestry jobs which negatively affected
housing starts. While the people in The Pas
were dealing with their economic woes, with
the exception of hunting, fishing, trapping, and
sporadic wage labour, the Cree regional econ-
omy languished. The Pas Indian Band claimed
no significant businesses and its economy was
fuelled by federal transfer payments in the form
of Indian welfare programs. However, forestry
once again became an important industry when
in 1968, Churchill Forest Industries (CFI) was
established in The Pas. Within a few short
years, the company employed approximately
2,000 regionally.45 The forestry industry remains
an important economic venture in The Pas
employing one in ten people. The pulp mill’s
current operator, Tolko, employs 750 at the
mill site and an additional 350 under contract
in woodland operations with a total annual
payroll exceeding $50 million.46 Statistics are
currently unavailable to the public to determine
how many OCN members are employed by
Tolko in The Pas.47

The lessons learned from the regional eco-
nomic decline of the 1960s led Cree leaders to
consider political and economic stability as syn-
onymous. Consequently, a community develop-
ment strategy was established to help strengthen
the reserve economy in an attempt to improve
its member’s overall quality of life. This strategy
involved: (1) development of administration and
program delivery; (2) strengthening local govern-
ment authority; and, (3) developing local enter-
prises.48 OCN administration was established in
1968 following the Department of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development’s (DIAND) partial
devolution of financial and administration ser-
vices to the band. By the spring of 1969, The
Pas Indian Band had established its own Social
Assistance Department, thereby establishing the
band’s first welfare administration. Throughout
the early 1970s, the band slowly began to
assume responsibility for a number of federal
programs, including but not limited to reserve
economic development and aspects of public
works and reserve lands.49 As reported by jour-
nalist Heather Robertson in 1970, “The Pas
reserve is organized and has few problems, with
65 per cent of the men employed and welfare
the lowest of any reserve in Manitoba.”50 The
last of the strategy’s key components, the devel-
opment of local, band-owned enterprises, began
in the late 1960s with the creation of a gravel
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hauling company, which eventually expanded
into a general trucking enterprise.51

A few years after Robertson’s glowing
report, few band members had found lasting
work despite a period of regional economic
growth in the mid-1970s. This was largely due to
the specialize nature of most jobs that attracted
outside skilled workers to the region. This in
turn resulted in a large pool of both Native and
non-Native locals with no skills and limited work
experience seeking permanent employment.52 It
was at this point that band members Gordon
Lathlin, Joe Ross, Malcolm McGillivary, and
Henry Wilson proposed the construction of an
on-reserve shopping mall in the early 1970s. The
four men recognized that even though The Pas
was home to the majority of the lumber con-
glomerate’s workforce, the town housed a lim-
ited number of businesses required to serve
the local community, translate to read that The
Pas had no major outlet mall. Economic leakage
was also a concern for the people from The
Pas Indian Band who were forced to travel
into The Pas to do their shopping due to the
lack of comparable on reserve services. In 1973,
the Ontineka Development Corporation was cre-
ated with the intent of developing a community
grocery store. This was a significant gamble on
the band’s part considering that the two commu-
nities were at an impasse resulting from the
1971 murder of Cree nursing student, Helen
Betty Osborne. It would be December 1987
before Dwayne Johnston, one of four young,

non-Native men directly involved in the crime,
was convicted of the murder.53 Whether the four
entrepreneurs intended that their small grocery
store serve only The Pas Indian Band commu-
nity is not known; however, they must have real-
ized that support from a portion of The Pas
community would be required for the endeavour
to truly prosper.

What the four proponents hoped for but
did not count on was the support the proposal
received from local Native communities also
experiencing considerable leakage of reserve
dollars into The Pas. Plans were expanded to
develop an $8-million, large-scale shopping
centre. Construction of the Otineka Mall was
completed in 1975, and, according to Glen Ross,
President and CEO of Paskwayak Business
Development Corporation (PBDC), the opening
“scared the pants off the guys.”54 The complex
encompassed 225,000 square feet located on
close to thirteen acres of commercially desig-
nated reserve land. An indoor shopping centre,
recreation, and business offices comprised the
complex, which today acts as the region’s major
retail and business centre. However, during the
first months of operations money went missing
and beset with complaints of poor customer ser-
vice, the mall managers discovered that they
understood little of what was involved in leasing
space, finding tenants, order stock, or managing
employees.55 By the early 1980s, a number of
young, university-educated community members
returned who understood the issues their elders
were struggling with and the band’s fortunes
began to change. Regional road construction
also made the previously out-of-the-way mall
now accessible to communities such as Grand
Rapids, Easterville, and Moose Lake. Members
of surrounding communities soon began flocking
to the complex, creating a market centre that
was ingeniously and successfully promoted as a
tax-free zone for status Indians.56

The mall’s success was inspiring. The Pas
Indian Band’s Chief and council announced in
1987 the establishment of the PBDC to encour-
age regional economic development. Wholly
owned by the OCN, current PBDC ventures
gross annual revenues of between $15 and $16
million.57 The PBDC was responsible to foster
commercial and investment initiatives, guide the
development of the OCN business portfolio that
grew to include retail outlets, property manage-
ment, and a gravel operation. The PBDC was
also mandated to assist those band members
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who aspired to open their own businesses while
supporting current owners in their attempts
to grow their ventures through various capacity
building strategies. This involved reviewing and
helping to build effective operational structures,
implementing educational initiatives to support
staff development, as well as conducting training
and planning programs.

The local economy became more diversi-
fied during the next several years. The OCN
development corporation controls a gravel and
sand operation (est. 1990) that operates season-
ally from May to October. This company pro-
vides a variety of raw or crushed aggregate
products for commercial and residential pro-
jects.58 The $8.2-million, sixty-room Kikiwak Inn
officially opened 1 July 1996. The hotel has
meeting facilities, a swimming pool and hot tub,
an exercise room, as well as a full service res-
taurant, lounge, and VLT area, and currently
employs sixty people.59 The Pas Food Town,
located off reserve within The Pas Township

limits, opened 3 December 1997 where the 5,000
square foot store employs ten people.60 The
OCN Shell Gas Bar opened 1 November 1998,
has eight pumps and a 1,800 square foot build-
ing that houses a convenience store while
employing twenty people.61 In addition to a Dol-

lar Store that currently employs ten people, the
OCN has since added a Timberland Trailer
Court and Chimo Building Centre to its business
portfolio.62

The Aseneskak Casino

In 1984, the OCN became the only First Nation
in Canada to establish federally acknowledged
by-laws regulating gaming on reserve lands by,
in this case, operating a lottery with the commu-
nity’s support. Over the next two years there
were few complaints as the lottery continued.
However, in May 1986, the RCMP entered the
OCN and without warning proceeded to seize
tickets, cash, and all records from band office
relating to their lottery operations.63 Although
no charges were filed in relation to the raid,
it was assumed that notwithstanding federal
authorization to conduct the lottery scheme that
the RCMP was on a fishing expedition in an
attempt to determine whether the OCN lottery
was an illegal gambling activity in violation of
Criminal Code statutes. According to Justice
Murray Sinclair, the band objected to the
RCMP actions based on the fact that they had
agreed to co-operate in an RCMP investigation
even though they had in place federally-acknowl-
edged band by-laws to regulate their lotteries.64

The raid nevertheless “proved the catalyst for
the province, under Howard Pawley’s NDP gov-
ernment to enter into negotiations with five
organizations representing all the First Nations
in Manitoba.”65

First Nations casinos were a hot topic in
the 1990s, and by 1995 the Manitoba Lottery
Policy Review Committee made a series of rec-
ommendations with respect to provincial gam-
bling activities. It acknowledged that all matters
related to on-reserve gaming fell beyond its pur-
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view. Accordingly, the committee recommended
a separate First Nations gaming review take
place. The committee’s recommendation estab-
lished the notion that matters related to on-
reserve gaming activities were to be viewed
independently of other gaming policy issues,
although it was decided in 1996 to proceed with
First Nations gaming. The First Nations Gaming
Policy Review (Bostrom Report) followed and
recommended that the Province of Manitoba
support First Nations’ community economic
development by helping to establish upwards of
five on-reserve casino operations. The following
year, the First Nations Casino Project (FNCP)
was initiated, followed two years later by the
creation of a formal Selection Committee con-
sisting of representatives of the Assembly of
Manitoba Chiefs (AMC) and the province. It
was mandated to review and recommend poten-
tial casino proposals. Following its review of
twelve eligible proposals, in June 2000 the
committee recommended that five proposals
should advance to the casino development stage.

Prior to submitting a casino proposal, a six-
member partnership was established by the
OCN, Chemawawin, Grand Rapids, Wuskwi
Sipihk, Mosakahiken, and Marcel Colomb First
Nations. The partners all agreed that the OCN
should be the casino site. A $6-million applica-
tion was developed proposing that the casino be
housed in a refurbished bingo hall. The Pas
Mayor, Gary Hopper, publicly announced that
the community was fully supportive of the pro-
posed casino and the anticipated 150 jobs. He
also made inquiries about The Pas becoming
a full partner in the project, a request that
was turned down because the consortium of
six bands was considered to be large enough.66

The proposal included a revenue-sharing quo-
tient that would allocate seventy per cent of the
profits to the six partners, which the province
stated must go toward economic development
projects. The remaining profits would be divided
between a trust fund set up to benefit all pro-
vincial First Nations (27.5 per cent) and a First
Nations addiction foundation.67 Following one
year of negotiations with Manitoba officials, the
OCN proposal was accepted and an agreement
between the province and the Aseneskak Casino
Limited Partnership reached on 7 September
2001. Approval soon followed permitting
construction to begin on the $4.6-million, 20,000
square foot facility.

With the acceptance of the OCN casino
proposal, provincial officials in turn established
a number of strict regulatory measures. For
one, the agreement permitted the government to
conduct unscheduled audits and it also forced
the casino to be up and running and fulfill-
ing the partnership’s proposals within two years
(by 2002).68 The Manitoba Lotteries Commission
(MLC) was given responsibility for security and
surveillance, to control gaming proceeds and
set policies, while setting the mix and number
of games.69 As construction began, the Manitoba
government sponsored a $66,000 special training
program to prepare OCN members to assume
skilled jobs ranging from security, surveillance,
slot attendants, cashiers, dealers, accountants,
clerical and management positions once the
casino opened.70 The Aseneskak Casino opened
15 February 2002. One year later, the Assembly
of Manitoba Chiefs (AMC) posted an article
written by Bill Redekop on their news brief
website encapsulating the previous year’s high-
lights. The article stressed that the casino gener-
ated 180 jobs, eighty-two per cent of which
were held by Native people. The tenor of the
article was nevertheless dour with Redekop
quoting casino manager John Gauthier as say-
ing, “We’re hoping for no loss, but there may
be a little.”71 Seven months later, the CBC
ran a story claiming that the Aseneskak Casino
lost nearly $900,000 in its first year of opera-
tions. Chemawawin First Nations’ Chief Clarence
Easter was quoted as saying, “The province
should sit down and give us a fair deal. Instead
of a one-way deal, it should be a two-way deal,
where they benefit and we benefit as well.”72

The casino fared better during its second year
of operations, rebounding with a $400,000
profit.73

The main problem was geography and the
resulting lack of tourist traffic. Originally it was
anticipated that tourists would account for eighty
per cent of casino revenues. By year’s end it
was evident that local residents were contribut-
ing eighty per cent of all revenues. Gauthier
indicated clearly that this “casino cannot sup-
port itself on just local traffic.”74 According to
Statistics Canada, the Manitoba population is
1,119,585 of which 671,274 reside in Winni-
peg alone, a five-hour drive from The Pas.75

Brandon (41,037) and Portage la Prairie (20,617)
are more than four-hours driving distance away.
These three centres combined make up sixty-
five per cent of the provincial population. More-
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over the highest levels of disposable income are
found in the southern region of the province.

Recent events suggest that the Aseneskak
Casino and several reserve businesses, in partic-
ular restaurants, will benefit from the October
2004 provincial smoking ban in public places.
The smoking ban in question does not apply to
reserve-based businesses since provinces do not
have jurisdiction on reserves. Manitoba Gaming
Minister Tim Sale recently stated, “We do in
fact have the right to regulate gambling under
the Criminal Code of Canada. That is very
clear.”76 However, the provincial government did
not “have the right to regulate behaviours of a
variety of kinds in First Nations communities.
That is the chiefs’ and councils’ responsibil-
ity. That is smoking, Mr. Speaker ...”77 Fed-
eral Indian Affairs Minister Andy Scott publicly
stated that in relation to casino operations he
would refuse to block a First Nations bylaw
permitting smoking in casinos.78 The day after
the smoking ban went into effect, the Aseneskak
Casino reported that it was busier than
normal.79

Additional Ventures

Although the media coverage could lead readers
to conclude that the Aseneskak Casino is the
OCN’s main revenue source, the band council
and the PBDC have in recent years expanded
the focus of their economic initiatives. Many of
these projects are new and have yet to become
fully operational while others have been func-
tional for upwards of a decade to little or no
fanfare. While it is impossible to highlight each
and every initiative, this section will focus on
and provide a brief overview of a number of the
more high-profile projects.

OCN’s Human Resource

Development Strategy
Started in 1994, the close to $2-million

annual program has developed very successful
funding partnerships and linkages both within
and outside the OCN. The goal is to assist
in developing individuals to care for not only
themselves but their families and community
by providing developmental opportunities. Job
placements, college funding budgets, and
employment and training programs are in place
to not only foster enhanced educational opportu-
nities, but to help ensure the OCN’s continued
economic success.80

Fiscal Accountability
The OCN and the federal government in

2000 signed a five-year block funding agree-
ment that transferred $16 million annually to the
OCN to aid in the delivery of programs and
services including land management, elementary
and post-secondary education, maintenance of
community infrastructure, home care and on-
reserve housing, to name a few. According to
Chief Frank John Whitehead at the time, “The
agreement is about greater control of day-to-day
decision making” that represented “another step
toward self-management and self-government of
our people.”81

Control of Land and Resources
On 9 August 2002, the OCN ratified the

First Nations Land Management Act (FNLMA),
effectively assuming control over their lands and
resources. Community ratification confirmed the
transfer of jurisdiction of land management for
the OCN from the Indian Act to the FNLMA.82

Natural Resource Management
Hunting, fishing and to a lesser degree trap-

ping still play an important role in the OCN
regional economy. Increased resource exploita-
tion led the OCN to ban moose hunting in the
1980s when the regional moose population
dropped to less than 500. As recently as 5
March 2003, the OCN Chief and Council and
the OCN Resource Council asked its members
to suspend moose hunting until after spring calv-
ing due to over hunting which threatens local
population numbers.83

Policing Agreement
On 3 December 2004, the OCN, the Prov-

ince of Manitoba, and the Canadian Govern-
ment announced $6.1-million in funding for the
OCN Community Tri-Partite Agreement. This
five-year agreement will provide police services
for the OCN that will be shared between the
Canadian government and Manitoba, fifty-two
and forty-eight per cent respectively. In addition
to enabling the continuation of funding for two
band constables under the Band Constable Pro-
gram, the agreement ensured the OCN had con-
tinued funding for seven RCMP officers.84

Housing Program
Facing upwards of 400 annual requests

for new homes and having built only 288 new
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homes between 1960 and the late ‘80s, the OCN
established a new housing program that pro-
motes individual down payments and monthly
payments for homes. Current requests are tax-
ing the existing INAC-funded system, whereby
$300,000 is annually allocated for the construc-
tion of ten homes. The new program also
strongly encourages individuals to buy or build
their own homes. The process is expected to
increase the OCN housing budget thereby free-
ing more money for home construction for those
in need within the community.85

Aboriginal Healing Foundation
Accepting that community health and heal-

ing was required to maintain a strong socio-
economic standing, the OCN leadership applied
to the Aboriginal Healing Foundation and
was awarded a $246,264 grant to help address
alcoholism and violence in the community. The
money will also be used to assist community
members in their healing journey by providing
counselling and out patient care and to address
the legacy of physical and sexual abuse through
provision of awareness workshops.86

Final Thoughts

This brief essay’s intent was to generally outline
the economic initiatives undertaken by the OCN
during the last thirty-five years while focusing on
the historical events that led community leaders
to become more economically proactive. Devel-
oping a stronger regional economic foothold was
considered requisite if the Chief and Council
were to wrest control over local affairs from
federal government control. The OCN leadership
still considers a strong economy the key to aug-
menting its political autonomy. The economic
growth described above has also become the key
to lowering unemployment among community
members, enhancing community pride built on
improved individual self-esteem, and creating
healthier community schools admired by many of
the non-Native parents living across the river in
The Pas.

Continued economic growth is the key to
the OCN’s future socio-economic success. The
Aboriginal population is notably younger than
the non-Aboriginal population and will remain
so into the foreseeable future. Whereas the
average age for Canadians is 37.7 years, the
average age of the provincial Aboriginal popula-
tion is under twenty-three years of age.87 Cur-

rent trends suggest that this group will remain
relatively young in comparison to the Canadian
non-Aboriginal population. In all, fifty-seven per
cent of the urban Aboriginal population is under
the age of twenty-four, suggesting that Aborigi-
nal youth are quickly becoming an important
demographic group. Further, the northern First
Nations population from 1991–1996 grew more
than thirty-four per cent whereas the OCN pop-
ulation during the same period grew by twenty-
three per cent. Today, the OCN registered
population is 4,751.88

When the first gravel hauling business was
established at the OCN in the late 1960s, the
reserve claimed no significant businesses. In fact,
considerable leakage of reserve dollars into The
Pas economy was occurring as a result of most
OCN citizens being forced to travel into town to
conduct the majority of their business ranging
from shopping, banking, going out for a meal,
or filling their vehicles with gasoline. During this
period the local Cree economy was an amalgam
of trapping, hunting, and fishing combined with
government welfare payments. Today, close to
thirty years after the first business opened at
the OCN, the community now boasts a work
force of 800 during the summer season and an
approximate 550 full-time workers year-round.89

It also houses the largest northern shopping cen-
tre which has become an important commercial
centre for both Native and non-Native interests.
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ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
AND THE TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE

Toward a Sustainable Future?

Isobel M. Findlay and John D. Russell

[Economic] development is much more
than individuals striving to maximize
incomes and prestige, as many economists
and sociologists are inclined to describe it.
It is about maintaining and developing cul-
ture and identity; supporting self-governing
institutions; and sustaining traditional ways
of making a living. It is about giving peo-
ple choice in their lives and maintaining
appropriate forms of relationship with
their own and with other societies. —
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples,
Final Report, Vol. 2, p. 780.

ABSTRACT

Almost a decade after the Royal Com-

mission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP,

1996) — an international decade dedi-

cated by the United Nations to Indige-

nous People — it is timely to reflect on

the state of the Aboriginal economy, on

what has been achieved in Aboriginal

economic development, how success is

measured, and what barriers persist.

Although the current wave of globaliza-

tion has done much to undermine tra-

ditional livelihoods and destabilize

communities by valuing market rela-

tions over social and other relations, it

has also been the impetus for renewed

interest in sustainability, alternative (or

alternatives to) development strategies,

discourses, and performance indicators

that put community values at the centre

of things. Within the broader domain

of Aboriginal economic development,

this essay considers the colonial history

of mainstream accounting measures

and assesses initiatives associated with

the triple bottom line — economic, envi-

ronmental, and social performance

measures. In particular, this essay dis-

cusses (a) what triple bottom line

reporting might offer Aboriginal eco-

nomic development and (b) what

Aboriginal values and practices might

add to thinking on the triple bottom

line to make such measures more sup-

portive of sustainable futures for all of

us.

Introduction

In the face of globalization and resource deple-
tion and degradation, Aboriginal economic
development is subject to many pressures from
the state, the market, and the media, from
national and transnational institutions, from
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international bodies and local communities, as
well as the environment itself. Caught up in
complex negotiations and renegotiations of reali-
ties and relationships, traditional and modern
models, powerful discourses and material condi-
tions, those involved in Aboriginal economic
development are challenged to evaluate options,
to assess the opportunities and challenges of
globalizing processes, and make decisions that
meet multiple needs and aspirations while serv-
ing the long-term social, environmental, and
economic health of communities.

If Aboriginal economic development pro-
jects often proceed faster than treaty and
land claims negotiations, it remains difficult to
define those projects according to Aboriginal
values and criteria without succumbing to the
economic rationality of mainstream business dis-
course. Squamish Nation Chief Gibby Jacob, for
instance, talks of his band’s efforts “to be pro-
active in creating their own economy” and to
become “economically autonomous within a gen-
eration.” Though not “out to gouge anyone,”
they are concerned to “receive a fair share of
the dividend from any project we are involved
in. Business people understand business dia-
logue.... We stand on our own rights and talk on
business terms” (Matas, 2005, p. E7).

As the epigraph suggests, the Royal Com-
mission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) links
economic development to choices and values,
to cultural survival, self-government, and
sustainability. But RCAP is equally clear that
economic development will not fulfill its promise
without urgent and significant change: “Under
current conditions and approaches to economic
development, we could see little prospect for a
better future. That achieving a more self-reliant
economic base for Aboriginal communities and
nations will require significant, even radical
departures from business as usual” (RCAP,
1996, p. 775). The cost of doing business as
usual — in 1996 estimated to be $7.5 billion —
has been projected to reach $11 billion by 2016
if nothing changes (Wien, 1999). Were RCAP
recommendations heeded and the economic gap
between Aboriginal people and the Canadian
mainstream reduced by 50 per cent, however,
the result would be that Aboriginal peoples
would actually contribute $375 million annually
to the Canadian economy (RCAP, 1996). Mean-
time, Cornell and Kalt (1998) and the Harvard
Project on American Indian Economic Develop-
ment lead efforts to explain disparities not only

between the mainstream and Aboriginal commu-
nities but also among Aboriginal communities,
some of whom prosper while others do not
despite advantages of resources and education.
In the process, researchers and practitioners
alike aim to model the conditions that will make
for sustained, self-determined success in social,
environmental, and economic terms.

Almost a decade after RCAP — an interna-
tional decade dedicated by the United Nations
to Indigenous People — it is timely to reflect on
the state of the Aboriginal economy, on what
has been achieved in Aboriginal economic devel-
opment, how success is measured, and what bar-
riers persist. Such “radical departures” (as
RCAP invites) responding to local, national, and
global trends are underway in a number of orga-
nizational, governance, financial, performance
measurement, and other initiatives that go
beyond mainstream discourses or interests in
control, legal accountability, shareholder inter-
ests, and outcome maximization. Although the
current wave of globalization has done much to
undermine traditional livelihoods and destabilize
communities by valuing market relations over
social and other relations (Bauman, 1998;
Bourdieu & Coleman, 1991), it has also been
the impetus for renewed interest in alternative
(even alternatives to) development strategies,
discourses, and performance indicators that put
community values at the centre of things
(Blaser, Feit & McRae, 2004). Newhouse (2004),
for example, promotes critical challenges to the
“Borg of development” — that old story of the
inevitabilities of “progress” — while Wuttunee
(2004) urges us to replace the scientific “mea-
suring tools” that have set “the standards for
‘success’” (p. 3) and make room for measures
that are meaningful, holistic, and respectful of
“All our relations.” Building on the work of
First Nations Development Institute in Virginia,
Wuttunee (2004) promotes balance typified by
the medicine wheel coordinates: physical,
spiritual, emotional, and mental.

Within the broader domain of Aboriginal
economic development, then, this essay considers
the history of mainstream accounting mea-
sures and assesses the value of initiatives associ-
ated with the triple bottom line: economic,
environmental, and social performance measures
popularized by Elkington (1998). Although main-
stream accounting is typically associated with
objectivity and independence (Everett, Green &
Neu, 2005), it is a “social technology” (Boyce,
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2000, p. 27) that has powerfully shaped people’s
understandings of opportunities and choices,
successes and failures, but that has communi-
cated some stories while overlooking or obscur-
ing others. In other words, accounting is always
partial — both incomplete and biased (Chew &
Greer, 1997; Gibson, 2000; Collison, 2003) —
and a potent site and source of mainstream
views about human identity and society and
about the meaning of success and happiness.
Despite its empiricist commitment to quantifica-
tion, to verified, standardized measures with pre-
dictive force, mainstream accounting conceals
as much as it reveals: most conspicuously the
social, cultural, and environmental impacts of
business activity (Boyce, 2000).

In fact, accounting has been a powerful tool
of colonialism whose weight continues to be felt
disproportionately by Aboriginal communities
and organizations. It remains a potent means of
maintaining the status quo and assimilating
Aboriginal economic development to mainstream
standards precisely because it is a power that
remains hidden to most — even to accountants
whose narrow professional education leads them
not to reflect on such “soft” subjects as ethics,
stakeholder relationships, rights and responsibili-
ties, and respect for diversity (Waddock, 2005)
but to think of themselves as “technical people.”
Accounting works so seductively precisely
because it does not question “what is” or how
inequalities have been produced and reproduced
(Hines, 1988, p. 257–59). Because that power
seems so benign — few things seem so natural
and neutral as numbers — it is “a power that in
the end may rival even tanks and heavy artil-
lery” (Neu & Therrien, 2003, p. 31). In the light
of accounting’s colonial history this essay dis-
cusses (a) what triple bottom line reporting
might offer Aboriginal economic development
and (b) what Aboriginal values and practices
might add to thinking on the triple bottom
line to make such measures more supportive of
sustainable futures for all of us.

Sustainable Livelihoods

If fences — visible and invisible, physical and vir-
tual — have been a key part of the colonial
practices of capitalist modernity that have unbal-
anced, encircling private property and cutting
people off from public resources of land and
water, food security and accessible health and
housing, education and political participation,

those fences are coming down “on the streets
and in [people’s] minds” (Klein, 2002), p. 1). In
northern Saskatchewan, First Nations are making
their feelings known about jurisdictional disputes
that perpetuate poverty, about the disappearance
of traditional ways of life, the crippling costs of
living in the north, and about the mere “trickle-
down benefit” from the resources industries that
so conspicuously profit in their territory (Wood,
2005). The promised “trickle-down effects” of
mainstream deregulation and development, as
Klein (2002), suggests, “have either been piti-
fully incremental or non-existent” (p. 65). In
their Conference Board of Canada report,
Loizides and Wuttunee (2005) likewise insist
that the status quo “is not acceptable” and that
“community capitalism” incorporating Aboriginal
values is key (pp. i, 2).

The Brundtland Commission in 1987, the
1992 United Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, the
1998 Kyoto Conference, and other international
initiatives may well have given currency to
notions of sustainability that communities are
currently trying to define or make meaningful in
their own terms. Still, as Jacobs (2002) points
out, “planning for the Seventh Generation, or
the faces yet to come, was an integral part of
Indigenous decision-making long before the
Brundtland Report” and long before coloniza-
tion “devastated the environment, as well as
social, cultural, and economic structures of
indigenous peoples throughout the world.” Nev-
ertheless, Indigenous peoples representing only
four per cent of the world’s population speak 60
percent of the world’s languages and linguistic
diversity correlates directly with biodiversity
(Lertzman & Vredenburg, 2005). Despite the
record of Indigenous stewardship of the world’s
biodiversity when 80 per cent depend for health
and security and 50 per cent for food on Indige-
nous knowledge (Battiste & Henderson, 2000),
Aboriginal communities in Canada now strug-
gle “to regain the tools and resources needed
to heed the words of the Peacemaker” not to
think of ourselves but of “continuing generations
of our families” (Jacobs, 2002, p. 4). Jacobs
(2002) sees lip service to sustainable develop-
ment among governments and multi-national
corporations who are “throwing the term around
and peppering their documents with it in order
to appease the public.” Instead, Jacobs pro-
motes talk of “sustainable lifestyles” and “sus-
tainable livelihoods” so that Indigenous peoples
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are no longer sacrificed to support a “comfort-
able minority” (pp. 4–5).

Even some mainstream businesses are
redefining business interests and responsibili-
ties recognizing that commonsense calculations
of self-interest and taken for granted distinctions
between business and broader interests no lon-
ger hold good. Hines (1988) retells a fable to
underline the porous boundaries between busi-
ness organizations and their environments and to
stress people’s responsibility for deciding what
counts and what not, what is included and what
excluded, for making things real “by recognizing
them as real” (p. 252). Just as history reinter-
prets and rewrites the past, so science claims
to discover by naming things like black holes
that are “an idea, a metaphor, a concept. Like
atoms. Like electrons. Like organizations! These
things help structure our lives.” The Master in
the fable teaches the Apprentice not to “confuse
the boundary of the organization with the fence
— that is just to keep people out. You must not
think of the organization as ending at the fence
— that is common sense.... As ordinary people,
we arbitrarily combine, and define, and add, and
subtract things from our picture of reality. As
professional people, we arbitrarily combine, and
define, and add, and subtract things, in a differ-
ent way to the everyday way: this is what differ-
entiates us.” While people used not to see
pollution as part of the organization, now “they
are beginning to see it as being the responsibil-
ity of the organization.... Once the organization
becomes accountable for something, we must
account for it, sooner or later” (Hines, 1988, pp.
253–54).

In the light of such growing understandings
of the organization’s embeddedness in broader
communities and environments, over the past 70
or more years, mainstream accounting models
have changed. According to a 2002 KPMG
report, “This is the time of profit with responsi-
bility. The bottom line has changed” (p. 1; qtd.
in Milne, Tregidga & Walton, 2003). If account-
ing has never been socially neutral and has
indeed been part of the reproduction and legiti-
mation of social systems (Buhr, 2002; Collison,
2003; Everett, Green & Neu, 2005), triple bot-
tom line reporting within the broader domain
of corporate social responsibility has emerged
to underline and make visible “social vari-
ables” (Quarter, Mook & Richmond, 2003, p. 3)
and take account of what used to be termed
“externalities” — “the consequences of economic

activity which are not reflected in the costs
borne by the individual or organization enjoying
the benefits of the activity” (Gray, Owen &
Adams, 1996, p. 1).

Enterprises are increasingly interested in
producing sustainability and environmental
reports to assess performance not only because
they face public demand and challenges of “rep-
utation and legitimacy” (Raynard, 1998, p. 1471;
Buhr, 2002), but also because they see in their
CSR initiatives “business benefits” and a “com-
petitive advantage” (CBSR, 2003, p. 4).

If in the 1970s social audits were “some-
thing which was done to an organization by gen-
erally critical non-governmental organizations”
and in the 1980s stock market success meant
little regard for social performance, in the 1990s,
“the landscape changed. Led by a group of
ethically-oriented companies, a new, very much
more systematic approach to social accounting
has emerged” (Henriques, 2000, p. 60).

Today more businesses are recognizing that
clean water and air are “not strictly ‘environ-
mental’ issues. They are business issues” (Man-
ning, 2004, p. 9). In this context, taking care of
the triple bottom line (Elkington, 1998) — eco-
nomic, environmental, and social performance —
is seen by many as “key to success, even sur-
vival, in today’s competitive business climate”
(Manning, 2004, p. 9). Still, Hawken (2002)
warns about “fantasy” reporting and the danger
that “the meaning of sustainability ... get lost in
the trappings of corporate speak.... I am con-
cerned that good housekeeping practices such as
recycled hamburger shells will be confused with
creating a just and sustainable world. (pp. 1–2).
And smoke and mirrors reporting — a journey
with an infinitely deferred destination (Milne,
Kearins & Walton, 2003) — is as much an issue
in New Zealand as in North America, while the
business case for sustainable development barely
conceals “a series of hidden tensions and inher-
ent contradictions.” As a result, critical commen-
tators call for “strong sustainability” emphasizing
“the resource base, ecosystem services, people
and other species” and “not just an efficient
allocation of resources over time, but also a
fair distribution of resources and opportunities
between the current generation and between
present and future generations” (Milne, Tregidga
& Walton, 2004, pp. 5–6).

Nevertheless, Boyce (2000) sees in social
accounting an opportunity for a version of
“silent accounting” or counter-narratives derived
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from public information (Gray, 1997). These
narratives tell stories beyond the economically
quantifiable, “developing and applying appropri-
ate metaphors and narratives” and “facilitating
transparent democratic discourse and debate” (p.
30). For Henriques (2000) too, it is the social
dimensions of the process — the social relation-
ships — that matter. And social accounting in
general and the triple bottom line in particular
have importantly added to discursive space for
debate opened by the cracks and contradictions
in dominant institutions, making for new under-
standings of Aboriginal peoples’ struggles and
shared interests in ecological and other survival
(Blaser, Feit & McRae, 2004).

Mainstream Accounting and Aboriginal

Economic Development

Accounting and other mainstream fields of
inquiry and action are being challenged from
many fronts, including Indigenous and
postcolonial researchers who have exposed the
historical privileges of mainstream measures ben-
efiting First World capital and economic individ-
ualism. Following the advice of Smith (1999),
they are “rewriting and rerighting [Indigenous
peoples’] position in history.... It is not simply
about giving an oral account or a genealogical
naming of the land and the events which raged
over it, but a very powerful need to give testi-
mony to and restore a spirit, to bring back
into existence a world fragmented and dying”
(pp. 28–29). These researchers are beginning to
evaluate how accounting tools and practices in
the hands of government bureaucrats and cor-
porate managers have historically devalued and
continue to marginalize Indigenous peoples,
knowledge, and initiatives, subjecting them to
canons of value and standards of evidence and
accountability that are alien to Indigenous cul-
tures (Chew & Greer, 1997; Gallhofer & Chew,
2000a). These researchers challenge the natural-
ness of modernity’s exclusionary story of univer-

sal reason, progress, and civilization that took
upon itself the exclusive definition of accounts,
accounting, and accountability and licensed its
oversight of those needing to give accounts of
themselves (Gallhofer & Chew, 2000a). It was
this dominant/dominating story, they argue, that
allowed settler nations to imagine and legitimate
their claims to territory and resources (Gibson,
2000; Gallhofer, Gibson, Haslam, McNicholas &
Takiari, 2000), while depending on the knowl-

edge of Aboriginal people to survive and pros-
per and dismissing Aboriginal peoples as uncivi-
lized. As a result of these challenges, the way
in which we view the world is changing, as
researchers and practitioners revisit and revise
commonly held views of our natural, cultural,
and social environments.

A powerful book — Accounting for genocide:

Canada’s bureaucratic assault on Aboriginal peo-

ple by Neu and Therrien (2003) — considers
accounting’s “mediative role” in “defining power
relationships” and supporting the colonization of
Canada’s First Nations. They argue that since
the early 1800s, accounting — “defined as a sys-
tem of numerical techniques, funding mecha-
nisms and accountability relations — has been
used by the state as a method of indirect gover-
nance in its containments, control and attempted
assimilation of First Nations peoples” (p. 6).
Long before “the so-called wiring of the planet,”
accounting information was power — the power
to redefine who were productive and who were
parasites on the public purse (pp. 28–37).
To feed “the global economy’s appetite for
resources [that] knows no boundaries,” or “the
new colonialism of global trade,” governments
and their functionaries claim that the “welfare
of the country as a whole” is “a higher moral
good, for which traditional tribal customs must
be sacrificed.” To protest the bureaucratic ratio-
nalizing of exploitation and inequality is to be
accused of wanting “special treatment” for Indig-
enous peoples instead of “fighting for their right
to have a say in their own future” (pp. 1–6).

In tracing in the so-called Information Age
— “in reality a continuation of the industrial
age under a new moniker” — “an even deeper
advance of economic imperialism into Indigenous
territories” (p. 8), Neu and Therrien’s book adds
importantly to work focused largely on New Zea-
land and Australia in a special issue of Account-

ing, Auditing & Accountability Journal, guest-
edited by Gallhofer and Chew (2000b). These
and other papers on Aboriginal peoples elabo-
rate accounting’s “production of a calculative
knowledge of imperialism” (Davie, 2000, p. 331).
Such work highlights the devastating impact colo-
nial and imperial bureaucratic practices and
quantitative methods have often had on Aborigi-
nal communities, isolating them geographically
in the interests of settlement and commerce,
destroying communal and co-operative practices,
and imposing mainstream institutions without rel-
evant tools to participate effectively.
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While mainstream accounting undervalues
and renders invisible many achievements of
Aboriginal economies, it also makes some things
unusually visible by its highly selective demands
for “increased accountability” and intense scru-
tiny directed at those represented as “problems”
and dependent on the public purse (Quarter,
Mook & Richmond, 2003, p. 10). Such has been
the fate of Aboriginal organizations, whose
social, cultural, and economic achievements are
obscured, especially in the face of paternalistic
bureaucracies and public scrutiny of accountabil-
ity and transparency issues and demands for
better governance (Gibson, 2000; Ivanitz, 2001).
Part of asymmetrical systems of visibility and
accountability that enhance “managerial account-
ability” and diminish “political accountability”
(Jacobs, 2000, p. 361), such accountability
systems, for instance, divert attention from the
accountability of mainstream institutions for
undermining Aboriginal economic development
by reducing land and resources — even after
reserves were established in Canada, reducing
them to little more than one-third of the
acreage by the 1990s (Wien, 1999).

In the context of mainstream accounting,
Aboriginal organizations and communities are
subjected to a double standard of unusual scru-
tiny and inappropriate economic indicators at
the expense of all other considerations and at
great cost to those organizations and communi-
ties. The effect is redoubled for those organiza-
tions whose mission is not only economic but
also social, cultural, ecological, for instance, and
who remain accountable not only to govern-
ments and the public purse but also to the
members of their own communities — and to
their “Dreaming Law” in the case of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commis-
sion (Greer and Patel, 2000; Ivanitz, 2001). In
this way, accounting persists in undermining self-
determination and oppressing Aboriginal peoples
by assimilating them to mainstream standards
and an inappropriately hierarchical principal-
agent model that ignores grassroots decision-
making (Chew & Greer, 1997). As Gibson
(2000) argues, in the case of the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Commission, financial
reports are incomplete and simplistic because
they do not address “implicit costs and benefits”
or expenditures that “could be offset against
other government allowances.” Such failures are
“at best misleading, and at worst may repre-
sent a conspiracy to conceal the disadvantage to

Aboriginal Australians that still continues”
(Gibson, 2000, p. 302).

And restrictive accounting measures leave
the public feeling Aboriginal groups are unusu-
ally advantaged as well as insufficiently account-
able (Gibson, 2000), even though, as Ivanitz
(2001) has shown in the Australian context,
“Ninety-five per cent of these [Aboriginal orga-
nizations] were cleared for funding. In those
instances where non-compliance was an issue,
it mainly took the form of minor technical
breaches such as the late submission of financial
and management reports.” In contrast, Ivanitz
(2001) cites the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Social Justice Commission, 1997, whose
survey “showed that roughly half the 490 Aus-
tralian companies surveyed had experienced
significant fraud in the last two years” (p. 15).
Such figures will hardly surprise those who
have been following the cases of Enron,
Andersen, or Nortel. And an Assembly of First
Nations (AFN, 2004) report tells a very different
story from that told by mainstream accounting
and media. The average Canadian gets services
worth two-and-a-half times more than those
received by First Nations, while only three per-
cent of 557 financial management audits of First
Nations, 2002–2003, required remedial action
(AFN, 2004).

Meanwhile, mainstream systems reward
profit-maximizing that adds to the “growing list
of social, ethical, environmental and political
problems” (Gray, Owen & Adams, 1996, p. 2).
And, as Chew and Greer (1997) argue, “the
imposition of systems of financial accountability
on Aboriginal organizations not only signifies a
lack of trust, it also acts to undermine trust”
(p. 281), that trust so critical to traditional
Aboriginal society — and to economic success in
contemporary society (Putnam, 1993).

Accounting is a system, then, that not only
reduces inputs and outputs to those exchanged
in the market, but that encodes neo-classical
economic assumptions about what counts for
success and happiness. As Smith (2000) has
argued, such thinking has been especially threat-
ening to Indigenous ways of knowing because
“It begins to switch our thinking from the cir-
cle to square boxes. It initiates a positivist
worldview that is fundamental to the New Right
economic thinking that puts emphasis on com-
petition rather than on cooperation, on the
individual rather than on the collective, on regu-
lations rather than on responsibility” (p. 211).
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And such positivist thinking ignores too Aborigi-
nal understanding of land not as an exploitable
commodity but rather as something “possessing
man” — a notion closer to “the western notion
of custodianship” or to “the present account-
ing notion of liabilities rather than of assets”
(Gibson, 2000, pp. 294–95).

In this context, current efforts to expand
and refine accounting models and practices need
to address the historical impact of traditional
accounting on Indigenous peoples and econo-
mies, to displace old paternalistic models that
constructed Aboriginal “problems,” and respect
and learn from Aboriginal powers and achieve-
ment. They need to understand Aboriginal values
and views on governance, markets, community
development, and social, human, and other capi-
tal. And they need to understand the overrid-
ing importance of “All my relations,” a respectful
and responsible understanding of relations
between humans and their environment — surely
a powerful form of “embodied ethics”
that Everett, Green and Neu (2005) commend
as a better guide than the one-hundred-page
Canadian accounting code of ethics (p. 22)!

Gallhofer et al. (2000) are among those
who celebrate how much environmental account-
ing can learn from Indigenous cultural practices
and perspectives, especially contextual and holis-
tic understandings of complex realities. Mean-
while, those involved in Aboriginal economic
development are looking to the opportunities
afforded by the triple bottom line to help escape
the “one size fits all” models imposed by the
Indian Act (Wien, 1999, p. 112) and to acknowl-
edge and value Indigenous knowledge and tradi-
tional views of, for example, the use of land,
community involvement and capacity building,
and education and training (Wuttunee, 2004).
It provides, for those involved in Aboriginal
political, community, economic, and business
development, in assessing assets and negotiating
partnership and other agreements, with practical
and Indigenous alternatives to “business as
usual.”

Traditional Bottom Line, Triple

Bottom Line, and Genuine Progress

Indicator Accounting

If sustainability is an elastic term that has been
stretched to serve the interests of very different
stakeholders, it is likewise the case that the tri-
ple bottom line is in need of greater precision

and meaning if it is to live up to its promise
to challenge reductive rational economism or
singular determinants of worth and really value
relationships. The triple bottom line — and its
nuances — may be best illustrated by placing it
in the context of the traditional bottom line
practised by for-profit organizations, or corpora-
tions, on the one hand, and the Genuine Prog-
ress Indicator (GPI) and the Genuine Progress
Index (GPI Atlantic) being developed in Alberta
(Anielski & Winfield, 2002) and Nova Scotia
(Colman, 2001), for example, on the other. The
traditional bottom line (Figure 1 below), repre-
senting the difference between total revenues
earned and the costs incurred by a corpora-
tion, draws attention to the corporation’s almost
complete focus on a small group of society’s
numerous stakeholders, namely investors and
creditors.

This narrow focus was not always the case.
As noted by Mintzberg et al (2002), for exam-
ple, corporations were originally granted charters
to serve society. That this has changed is self-
evident. Corporations have become selfish.
Mintzberg, Simons and Basu (2002) refer to a
decade during which the US experienced “a glo-
rification of self-interest perhaps unequalled
since the 1930s. It is as if, in denying much of
the social progress made since then, we were
thrown back to an earlier and darker age. Greed
was raised to some sort of high calling; corpora-
tions were urged to ignore broader social
responsibilities in favour of narrow shareholder
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FIGURE 1 Traditional Corporate
“Bottom Line” Accounting
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value; chief executives were regarded as if they
alone created economic performance” (p. 1).
Mintzberg et al (2002) further recount how in
1997 the Business Roundtable in a report on
Corporate Governance rejected the idea that
corporations should have responsibility beyond
that to investors and creditors: “The notion that
the board must somehow balance the interests
of the stockholders against the interests of other
stakeholders fundamentally misconstrues the role
of directors. It is, moreover, an unworkable
notion because it would leave the board with no
criterion for resolving conflicts between interests
of the stockholders and of other stakeholders or
among different groups of stakeholders” (p. 7).

In seeking to maximize the bottom line for
shareholders, executives have implicitly drawn on
the accounting concept known as “entity,” which
defines a corporation’s boundary in primarily
legal terms, to externalize costs associated with
the production and consumption of their prod-
ucts. The Global Reporting Initiative refers to
this as a “boundary issue” (Adams, 2001).
Under pressure from such institutions as the
European Commission (1995), representatives of
the accounting profession have sought to provide
guidance on the manner in which externalities
might be incorporated through, for example, Full
Cost Accounting (FCA) (Bebbington et al.,
2001). FCA seeks to identify external costs and
benefits in order that society may “be better
informed as to which decisions would be more
likely to make sustainable development achiev-
able” (p. 1). Bebbington et al. (2001), note,
however, serious challenges in developing FCA.
If it is developed from a ‘business as usual’
position, business may be willing to adopt the
technique, but actions to improve sustainability
will be limited. If the FCA perspective reveals
that current business activities are unsustainable,
it may be necessary to “rethink Western style
capitalism completely” (p. 1) and business will
be unwilling to adopt the technique. The appar-
ent willingness, therefore, of many corporations
to adopt “triple bottom line” reporting, which is
synonymous with “sustainability reporting”,
“social reporting”, and “other terms that encom-
pass the economic, environmental and social
aspects of an organization’s performance” (GRI,
2002, p.1), may be regarded with a degree of
skepticism.

The triple bottom line extends the perspec-
tive of the corporation’s stakeholders beyond
investors and creditors and their narrow interest

in bottom line financial performance by intro-
ducing the notion of economic, environmental
and social performance (Figure 2). The business
press is replete with accounts of the success of
corporations who have adopted the triple bottom
line. In a report headlined “The Results Are In!
Triple Bottom Line Benefits Business,” Barrett
et al. (2004) refer to recent studies “pointing
the way to significant benefits for businesses that
adopt a triple bottom line.” Willard’s 2002 The

Sustainability Advantage: Seven Bottom Line Ben-

efits of a Triple Bottom Line is hailed in the
book’s foreword by Heel and Elkington as a
book that will be invaluable to corporate leaders
and those wishing to convince corporate leaders
that “sustainability strategies reap tremendous
rewards.”

Tschopp (2003) states that companies issue
triple bottom line or similar reports “to meet
investor demand, and to gain recognition for
actions performed,” and, citing the case of such
companies as Nike and Shell, “to rebuild their
reputations” (p. 11). In the field of engineering
an article by Smith (2004) focused on The Tri-
ple Top Line (emphasis added) with the word
Bottom struck out. In the article Smith refers
to sustainability designing “win/win/win solu-
tions for both the short- and long-term effects
of design on social responsibility, environmen-
tal performance and business results” (p. 24).
Sustainability and its reporting through the triple
bottom line is thus regarded by many in the cor-
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FIGURE 2 Sustainability Accounting —
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porate world as just another weapon to be
added to an arsenal for strategic deployment in
the interests of the traditional bottom line. Of
course there are many in business who do not
support the triple bottom line or indeed who
are unaware of it and of GRI sustainability.
However, the point is that the term appears
to have been expropriated and colonized by
business.

In addition to concern about colonization of
the term, Norman and MacDonald (2004) criti-
cally appraise the very concept and identify fun-
damental problems with aggregating or rather
the impossibility of aggregating scores arising
from the diverse indicators, comparability over
time and across organizations, and credibility (or
the lack thereof) in the absence of generally
accepted sustainability auditing standards. They
note that because of these factors the triple bot-
tom line is exceedingly easy for firms to
embrace. The authors conclude that the triple
bottom line turns out to be “Good old fash-
ioned Single Line plus Vague Commitments to
Social and Environmental Concerns” (p. 13).

The picture painted so far may appear a lit-
tle depressing. When we step away from the
corporate into the municipal sector, however, an
example of the possibilities of triple bottom line
reporting appears: The Genuine Progress Indica-
tor (GPI) and the Genuine Progress Index (GPI
Atlantic). Each metric seeks to do some justice
to a concept of Gross National Happiness, pro-
viding an alternative to the “practice of equating
progress with economic growth alone” (GPI
Atlantic, 2005). Alberta’s approach which has an
unabashed community focus is described by
Anielski and Winfield (2002) in a study pre-
pared for Environment Canada. Anielski and
Winfield (2002) establish a strong case for pur-
suing a policy of sustainability by showing (Fig-
ure 3) the increasing divergence between
Environmental Sustainability measured by 17
indicators and GDP in Alberta. The figure
shows that while Alberta’s GDP Growth Index
climbed from 40 to 100 points during the period
1961 to 1999, the Environment Sustainability
Index declined 20 points from just under 70 to
under 50.

Alberta’s GPI envisages three groups of
stakeholders: social, environmental, and eco-
nomic. As shown in the model (Figure 4),
accounts are created for each of the three
groups and an index, the GPI, is developed to
integrate and provide a “kind of holistic balance

sheet” (p. 55). A framework for community
environmental quality reporting embraces numer-
ous performance indicators including economic
growth, economic diversity, poverty, income dis-
tribution, unemployment, free time, life expec-
tancy, infant mortality, crime, educational
attainment, oil sands reserve life, wetlands, air
quality and hazardous waste.
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FIGURE 3 Alberta GPI Environmental
Sustainability Index Compared
with GDP Growth, 1961 to

1999

(Alberta GPI Accounts 1961–1999; Anielski &
Winfield, 2002)

FIGURE 4 The Alberta GPI Sustainable
Well-Being Accounting System

(Anielski & Winfield, 2002)
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Despite ten years of progress on
sustainability measurement led by the municipal
sector, Anielski and Winfield (2002) note that
“the emergence of a commonly accepted
national framework for community/municipal
sustainability indicators and reporting systems is
still a good distance from reality” (p. 3). Never-
theless, the authors conclude that Environment
Canada can play a critical role by providing
baseline data as well as national and community
guidance on data collection and reporting proto-
cols. It is perhaps to these initiatives rather than
the corporate sector that Aboriginal organiza-
tions may turn and contribute to efforts to pro-
tect, conserve, and restore their environment
and communities and to reassert independence.

Putting Theory into Practice

Maclaren (1996) provides a useful and visual
framework, consisting of a nine-step iterative
process, for communities wishing to adopt
sustainability as a goal (Figure 5).

The first and crucial step involves a consen-
sus-based approach to identify how the commu-

nity should appear or be envisaged at some
specified future date in order to be regarded as
sustainable. A parallel can be drawn between
this first step — “defining sustainability goals” —
and the practice of formulating strategic objec-
tives and visions in a corporation. However,
the strategic objectives described by Maclaren
(1996) are markedly different from those
adopted by corporations. For such organizations,
where investors and creditors remain central,
“sustainability” is more likely to be regarded as
a vehicle for improving competitive performance
than sustaining let alone restoring economies,
environments, and communities.

The other steps including scoping and
choosing indicator frameworks are briefly
described in Figure 6. With a history of steward-
ship of the environment, Aboriginal peoples may
need little guidance in identifying potential indi-
cators (step 5) in the area, for example, of habi-
tat, flora, and fauna. However, recent work by
Jones (2003) describing an approach to account-
ing for wildlife assets including habitats, flora,
and fauna may be of interest. The approach
described by Jones (2003) was developed during
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FIGURE 5 Developing a Sustainability Report (Maclaren, 1996)
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a study conducted on a 17,400 hectare estate in
mid-Wales populated with over 3,000 species of
flora and fauna. Jones (2003) identified,
operationalized, and evaluated indicators to mea-
sure stewardship on the estate using a Natural
Inventory model (p.769). Among the habitat,
flora, and fauna measured and reported were
grassland, moorland, and woodland; birds, but-
terflies, and mammals; grasses, trees, and rushes.
Jones (2003) concludes that while the study was
conducted on a small scale, the model has
“demonstrated great promise” as a means of
monitoring the stewardship of natural assets
(p. 782).

When it comes to reporting sustainability,
there are many possible formats. One that may
provide a particularly appropriate summary or
“bottom line” in the context of both Maclaren’s
bold characterization of sustainability and the
sustainability objectives of Aboriginal communi-
ties and organizations is the Sustainability Circle
(Figure 7). This particular chart (Anielski &
Winfield, 2002) provides “the ‘condition’ state-
ment of the well-being of a society.” It provides
for the simultaneous comparison of multiple
indicators (in this case 51).

Indicators reflecting an optimal state of
well-being score 100 points. The shaded area
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FIGURE 6 Developing a Sustainability Report

Steps Brief Descriptors

1. Define Sustainability Goals Identify how the community should appear or be
envisaged at some specified future date in order to be
regarded as sustainable.

2. Scoping Define the scope of the report by identifying the tar-
get audience and the purpose of the indicators.

3. Choose Indicator Framework Maclaren identifies six general frameworks that can be
used for developing sustainability indicators. One of
these, a “goal-based framework” draws on identifica-
tion of the sustainability goals for the community.

4. Define Indicator Selection Criteria Maclaren suggests among the criteria of good
sustainability indicators are indicators that are scientifi-
cally valid, representative of a broad range of condi-
tions, responsive to change, relevant to user needs,
based on accurate and accessible data that is available
over time, understandability and comparability.

5. Identify Potential Indicators Maclaren suggests the use of “brainstorming” and
workshops, perhaps facilitated by experts.

6. Evaluate and Select a Set of Indicators Evaluate potential indicators against the selection crite-
ria (step 4) in the context of the conceptual frame-
work chosen (step 3).

7. Analyze Indicator Results Determine whether indicator results show that progress
is being made towards achieving sustainability (a
sustainability “bottom line” perhaps).

8. Prepare and Present Report Among many issues identified by Maclaren are provid-
ing a description of the meaning of each indicator,
historical trends and anticipated trends.

9. Assess Indicator Performance Are indicators measuring what they are meant to mea-
sure?

(Developed from Maclaren, 1996)



thus shows the extent to which objectives — rela-
tive to either a community target, benchmark
year, or other best performance benchmark —
have been achieved at a particular point in time.

The Sustainability Circle clearly illustrates
how the successful achievement of Economic
Growth (100%), for example, may be simulta-
neously accompanied by apparently less success
in other areas including Economic Diversity
(40%), Oil and Gas Reserves Life (10%),
Unemployment (45%) and Problem Gambling
(10%) (all figures approximate). In the case of
the US, the Sustainability Circle would reveal
the hollowness of “success”, for instance, which
in a recent report by the United Nations was
ranked “highest in both gross domestic product
and poverty rates.” At the height of the eco-
nomic boom in 1999, “one in six American chil-
dren was officially poor” and “poverty was more
acute than in prior years, while income inequita-

bly remained at record levels” (Mintzberg et al.,
2002, p. 18).

Conclusions

In addition to tracing accounting’s historical role
in relation to Aboriginal economies, this essay
has unpacked accounting’s persistently colonial
role not only in determining the way in which
governments and corporations interact with
Aboriginal businesses and communities, but also
the way in which they evaluate Aboriginal busi-
ness, political, educational, and economic devel-
opment. Neu and Therrien (2003) remain
vigilant, asking whether modern deals and part-
nerships really do depart from the old “geno-
cidal practices” of governments, corporations,
and their bureaucracies and what are the impli-
cations for emerging sovereignty. They ask too:
“How are economic globalization and the pres-
sures of ecological brinkmanship and dwindling
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FIGURE 7 Alberta’s GPI Sustainability Circle

(Anielski & Winfield, 2002)



resources relevant to these new agreements?”
(p. 168). Similarly, Gibson (2000) sees no end to
traditional accounting’s part in the dispossession
of Aboriginal peoples, imposing still “higher lev-
els of accountability” that “act in many cases
to deny them access to the social goods and
services regarded as rights by non-Aboriginal
Australians” — a role masked by a “value-free”
discourse that values “economic power ... at the
expense of social infrastructure and social inter-
action” (pp. 290–91). And Dodson (1994) warns
of the dangers of past and present silencing,
suppression, and injustice: “if the injustices of
history are grievous, then of even greater gravity
are the injustices which remain entrenched in
the attitudes, practices and laws of contemporary
states ... the dignity and perhaps even the sur-
vival of the human race hinge on the revival of
the voices and cultures of the earth” (pp. 18–19;
cit. in Gallhofer et al., 2000, p. 382).

Speaking about participatory development,
Davis (2003) of the World Bank calls for more
accurate measures of the impact of interna-
tional development on Indigenous communities,
especially when existing measures fail to take
sufficient account of social and cultural displace-
ments and spiritual and ecological balance. In
the interests of broader, more holistic notions
of accountability and sustainability, then, indus-
trial society needs to listen to the lessons from
Aboriginal ways of knowing, saying, and doing
to legitimate and foster a truly sustainable devel-
opment (Lertzman & Vredenburg, 2005). In
changing an unsustainable status quo, RCAP
(1996) suggests, “Aboriginal principles of sharing
and coexistence offer us the chance for a fresh
start” (p. 428). As Grand Chief Harold Turner
of Swampy Cree Tribal Council put it, “Our
responsibilities to Mother Earth are the founda-
tion of our spirituality, culture and traditions....
Our ancestors did not sign a real estate deal, as
you cannot give away something you do not
own” (qtd. in RCAP, 1996, p. 436).

Whereas critiquing mainstream business and
accounting practices is an important first stage
in departing from “business as usual,” the next
stage must provide concrete alternative solutions.
We also have to understand how new accounting
tools can assist those involved in Aboriginal eco-
nomic development adopt alternative economic
strategies and make clearer “what counts”
(Quarter, Mook & Richmond, 2002) in social,
environmental, and cultural terms, elaborating

costs, benefits, and responsibilities based on
Indigenous and local knowledge.

Triple bottom line reporting as practised in
municipal contexts and in the GPI Sustainability
Circle allows community development ‘change
agents’ a way to value and bring into the equa-
tion ‘externalities’ that would otherwise be left
unaccounted for. Indigenous knowledge together
with the aspirational goals of postcolonial think-
ing can expand the capacities of the triple bot-
tom line by enabling Aboriginal communities to
engage new ways of telling their stories and
arguing for change and development of policy —
based on time-tested, cultural and spiritual ways
of seeing and knowing. Only then will Aborigi-
nal communities be better able to assess the
costs and benefits of the partnerships (with cor-
porations or government) they are often
encouraged to enter.

The triple bottom line, and especially the
Sustainability Circle, when controlled by a com-
munity or co-operative, or Aboriginal commu-
nity-based enterprises, can be enhanced by local
and Indigenous knowledge to the benefit of all.
Thus transformed, it can help people to think
and act outside colonial conceptual boxes that
have a habit of entrenching comfortable forms
of dependency. Such transformed accounting
measures could provide sites of renewal, stories
of hope, and ideas for change that will benefit
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples alike —
a postcolonial realm of possibility governed not
by an exclusionary and hierarchical Western
“either-or” logic, but an inclusive “both-and”
perspective that learns from best practices in
each culture.

Local and Indigenous knowledge can com-
bine for an enhanced analysis of the value, role,
and impact of an organization or business within
a community and its larger social and environ-
mental systems. This is particularly important to
those interested in community vitality and safety
and in “an economics of happiness” (Bourdieu,
1998, p. 40) that promises a more inclusive and
humane cost-benefit calculus than that offered
by mainstream accounting. And the time is right
with current efforts to Make Poverty History
and the United Nations’ Second International
Decade of the World’s Indigenous People
(beginning 1 January 2005) together with
UNESCO’s proposed priorities, including pro-
moting Indigenous visions of development and
sustainability and developing relevant interna-
tional normative instruments. With Indigenous
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knowledge and values at the centre of account-
ing’s authoritative practices, they can do justice
to the specificities of Aboriginal experience in
Canada, support and sustain Aboriginal aspira-
tions and economies, help Canada live up to its
treaty promises to Aboriginal peoples, and forge
a truly postcolonial Canadian future with the
sort of nurturing relationships and social
cohesion connected to healthy people and
vigorous economies.
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DEVELOPMENT ON THE MARGIN
Development Orthodoxy and the Success of

Lax Kw’alaams, British Columbia

Ralph Matthews and Nathan Young

ABSTRACT

The remote Aboriginal community of

Lax Kw’alaams in northwestern British

Columbia has recently experienced a

remarkable turnaround in its local

economy. This has been achieved

through innovative land and resource

management, as well as the entrepre-

neurial pursuit of new tenure rights and

markets for product. In this paper, we

relate the experiences of Lax Kw’alaams

within the framework of predominant

theories of rural development; specifi-

cally the traditional approach of staples

and dependency theory, as well as

newer perspectives grounded in theories

of globalization. In doing so, we discuss

several ways in which the Lax

Kw’alaams case challenges accepted

orthodoxies about rural development.

We end by outlining potential research

questions for better understanding the

immediate and long-term implications

of this case.

The Transformation of Lax

Kw’alaams1

Lax Kw’alaams (formerly known as Port
Simpson) is a First Nation community of some
1350 residents, part of the Tsimshiam Nation,
located on the north coast of British Columbia a
short distance from the Alaska panhandle (see
Figure 1). Until about five years ago, Lax
Kw’alaams demonstrated almost all of the social
and economic difficulties that beset many iso-
lated First Nation communities in Canada.
Unemployment soared over 80 percent, school
attendance was poor with a large dropout rate,
and the economic affairs of the Band were in
such disarray that it was severely in debt.2

Today, in stark contrast, the community is
thriving. The Band is out of debt and has a
hefty bank balance that it is using to expand
services and infrastructure. Almost all roads in
the community have recently been paved and
the place has the appearance and feel of pros-
perity. This new image is supported by the con-
struction in the town of a new 25 metre indoor
swimming pool with water slide, adjoining
Elders’ Centre, and refurbished recreation centre
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and gymnasium. Moreover, the community has
taken primary control of its own schooling, mov-
ing its school out of control of the regional
school district authority by establishing it as the
private Lax Kw’alaams Academy. Specialists in
inner city education from the southern United
States have been invited to run the school and
they have provided a new remedial education
program that has seen students, on average,
advance in one year from being four years
below grade level, to being on grade level with
the provincial average.

Furthermore, though the community is still
served by a lengthy car ferry from the City of
Prince Rupert through a north Pacific route, it
has obtained the financial resources to upgrade,
to a high standard, a logging road across the
peninsula to nearby Tuck Inlet. There, a commu-
ter ferry regularly whisks passengers to and from
the city along a sheltered inlet, in what appears
(at least in comparison) to be a matter of min-
utes. As a result, from being an isolated coastal
village on the open Pacific, Lax Kw’alaams has
become transformed into an easily accessible

adjunct of the larger and historically more pros-
perous City of Prince Rupert.

The most striking improvement in Lax
Kw’alaams during this short period has been its
economic revival. Whereas, previously over 80
percent of able bodied residents in the commu-
nity were on social assistance and without work,
this has been reduced to the point when it now
averages well below five percent of the labour
force. The community has managed to achieve
these gains primarily by developing a unique
approach for the development of its forestry
reserves. First, the Lax Kw’alaams Band benefits
from the provision of a relatively large reserve,
at least by British Columbian standards. While
most coastal bands have been allocated only
miniscule reserve territories based on traditional
fishing and encampment sites (cf. Harris 2002),
the Lax Kw’alaams Band holds nearly 12,000
hectares in reserve lands. Second, the Lax
Kw’alaams Band has developed a unique Land
Use Plan (LUP). This, unlike the plans currently
being negotiated for Crown lands across the
province through the Land and Resource Man-
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agement Planning (LRMP) process, places no
area under complete protection from economic
development. Conversely, every area within the
traditional territory is subject to careful sustain-
able management. As part of this process, the
community has eschewed the clear-cutting meth-
ods of large commercial forestry companies.
Instead, it has developed a sustainable method
of selectively cutting small segments of each
hectare, using helicopters to move this timber to
a wet log-sorting area. Though generally consid-
ered as too expensive a harvesting method for
commercial operation, the Band has found spe-
cialty overseas markets that cover production
costs. This process has been so successful that
the Band currently generates a substantial
annual profit in the millions of dollars.

This success has proven to be a foundation
for further entrepreneurial pursuits. In 2004, the
Lax Kw’alaams Band made a surprising, and
successful, bid of $4.8 million dollars to the
court appointed receiver for the timber assets
of a defunct mill in the region. With these tim-
ber reserves added to its existing holdings, the
Band now has a sustainable annual cut of
approximately 700,000 cubic metres, which brings
it into the range of the largest timber producers
in British Columbia. Through involvement in
this and other ventures, the Lax Kw’alaams
Band has established a private firm to manage
its operations. This corporation — the Coast
Tsimshian Partnership Ltd. (CTP) — has a full
Board of Directors, and every member of the
Band has been accorded non-voting shares. CTP
is committed to moving beyond forestry. The
firm is presently developing the potential to
become a significant producer of fish products.
It has invested in refurbishing a long closed
fish processing plant in the community, and is
negotiating an agreement with Japanese interests
as buyers for the product of this plant as well
as the fishing resources from other nearby
communities, including the Tsimshian people of
Metlakatla, Alaska. These same Japanese inter-
ests are also negotiating with the Band to build
a fish-meal production plant at Law Kw’alaams
to produce meal from fish bi-products obtained
throughout northern British Columbia and
Alaska, and to ship these to markets in Japan,
China, Taiwan and other parts of Asia where
they are in high demand both by aquaculture
and animal producers.

The implications of these developments is
that Lax Kw’alaams has been transformed in five

short years from a place that appeared to have
little hope for a positive social and economic
future, into an economic engine of Northwestern
British Columbia. Band officials estimate that
the annual production of these enterprises places
the band gross revenues from its resource bases
at approximately two hundred million dollars per
year. With its recent forestry acquisitions, Lax
Kw’alaams now is rivalling and indeed perhaps
surpassing the economic prospects of the two
large municipal centres in the region, Prince
Rupert and Terrace. The contrast with the City
of Prince Rupert in particular is striking. During
the period in which Law Kw’alaams has devel-
oped and prospered, the City of Prince Rupert
has endured significant hardship. Its primary
fishing activities have been curtailed through
government licence buy-backs, and the pulp and
lumber mills in the city have closed. As a result,
the population of Prince Rupert has declined
from 17,400 residents in 1991 to 14,600 in 2001.

Lax Kw’alaams and Development

Orthodoxy

The transformation of Lax Kw’alaams runs coun-
ter to dominant understandings of the economic
prospects of remote communities. This is true
both of traditional frameworks such as staples
and dependency theories, and of newly formu-
lated theories of globalization and local-global
(or ‘glocal’) networks and relations. In this sec-
tion, we elaborate these inconsistencies and
identify conceptual gaps in these literatures with
respect to the case of Lax Kw’alaams.

Thinking about development in Canada has
been dominated in the last century by the ‘sta-
ples theory’ of Harold Innis (1933; 1956). Innis’
analysis was a reaction to primarily British eco-
nomic theories of ‘comparative advantage’ that
contended that colonies such as Canada are nat-
urally suited by their small population, resource
base, and distance from population centres, to
being staples economies rather than industrial
ones. Innis certainly recognized the importance
of staples production in long-term development.
By analyzing Canadian economic history from
the fur trade through to modern forestry and
fisheries, Innis concluded that Canada’s enor-
mous resource base enabled it to become a
strong and modern economy by transferring
from one staple resource to another as
international demand dictated.
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However, Innis also argued that such an
economic strategy based almost solely on the
extraction of raw material led, ultimately, to a
“staples trap” in which local communities and
regions remain always caught in a state of vola-
tility and crisis, fuelled by fickle external
demands for their particular resources and the
potential exhaustion of these same resources on
which local well-being depended (cf. Watkins
1963). Thus local prosperity has historically
depended upon the ebbs and flows of global
demand, leading to a state of deep instability
characterized by dramatic boom-to-bust swings in
rural economies.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Innis’ staples per-
spective was supplemented with theories of hin-
terland dependency (Long 1977; Matthews
1983). The essence of the dependency perspec-
tive was that urban areas and rural (resource
based) regions are held together by a symbiotic
relationship of mutual dependency. In this pro-
cess, urban (manufacturing) areas were ‘depend-
ent’ on rural ones for the resources on which
their society and economy were based. However,
this relationship was seen by dependency theo-
rists as exploitative. Thus, hinterland areas were
exploited by central ones for their resources,
their labour, and their capital — all of which
were drawn into urban areas at the expense of
hinterland economies. Dependency theory also
contained an inherent social class perspective.
Thus, it was argued, the capitalist classes of the
centre and of the hinterland had interests in
common — being essentially a series of patron-
broker relationships engaged in the exploitation
of workers (Matthews 1983). In contrast, the
workers of the hinterland and those of the cen-
tral area were in essentially a conflicting rela-
tionship. The limited gains to labour in the
metropolis were made essentially through low
wages and lack of other benefits to the workers
of the hinterlands. Moreover, hinterland workers
were also further exploited by being a pool of
excess labour that could be drawn into the cen-
tral areas when jobs were plentiful, but that
could be laid off when times were poor. When
that happened, many such workers returned to
their hinterland communities to be drains on the
local hinterland welfare system, rather than on
the social service agencies of the centre regions.

In recent years, theories of staples and
dependency relationships have been supplanted
by theories of globalization. The primary con-
cern of staples/dependency theories was to

understand how economies are organized within
and across regions and territories. In contrast,
theories of globalization are attentive to net-
works of association and exchange across vast
spaces (cf. Holton 2005: 209). To be sure, these
earlier theories (most notably of dependency)
emphasize relations and relationships. However,
the focus remained the impact that these had on
the economic and social arrangements between
regions. Within staples and dependency theory,
the unit of analysis was the vertical and hierar-
chical dynamics of highly ordered economies. In
other words, local development in disadvantaged
regions was understood as directly shaped by the
capacity of senior governments to influence the
geography of production, specifically by creating
a series of incentives for corporations or firms
to invest and/or locate in these regions (Savioe
1992).

The globalization perspective has advanced
a different set of theses about development. The
most sophisticated of these argue that the ‘suc-
cess’ of a region in the world economy is less
and less dependent on capacities to directly pro-
duce commodities or manufactured products en
mass. Rather, successful regional development is
thought to stem from the capacity of local ven-
tures to participate in a fluid but network-based
economy. This has been most thoroughly articu-
lated by Castells (2000), who argues that the
global economy is increasingly characterized by
logic of ‘flows’. The metaphor of flows refers
to the liberalization of movements of capital,
knowledge, and labour across spaces that have
traditionally been dominated by rigid regulatory
and/or institutional structures. The general think-
ing is that flows concentrate or move through
‘hubs’ that offer particular advantages in terms
of skills, infrastructure, knowledge, and service
capacities (cf. Scott et al. 2001). The classic
example of this is the emergence of ‘world cit-
ies’ such as Tokyo, London, and New York that
are now more oriented to one another’s econo-
mies than to those of the nations in which they
reside (Sassen 1991). Smaller hubs in the global
space of flows include knowledge-based indus-
trial districts such as Silicon Valley (Saxenian
1994) and Germany’s Baden-Wurttemberg region
(Herrigel 1993).

In other words, the ability of places to
become hubs, moorings, or conduits in “the
space of flows” is thought to be integral to local
economic development (Brenner 2003). For
places that stand outside major hubs, participa-
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tion in flow-based economies is more difficult,
and dependent on the ability of local actors
to create direct ‘horizontal’ linkages to specific
markets (cf. Sheppard 2002). Current thinking
suggests that these capacities are enhanced when
local firms operate in a ‘learning environment’
that fosters a semi-competitive, semi-cooperative
sharing of knowledge, network connections, and
business services (Storper 1995; Amin 1999).
These arrangements are often called “clustering”
or “agglomeration”, and can, through specializa-
tion and careful local and extra-local networking,
facilitate the participation of disadvantaged
regions in flow-driven economies.

Table 1 summarizes and compares several
key principles of traditional staples/ dependency
and newer globalization-based theories of devel-
opment. We see that these theories present very
different arguments about the organization of
economies, methods of wealth-generation, and
sources of inequality or disadvantage. Staples/
dependency theory, for instance, suggests that
development can be pursued by reforming the
relationship between centre and periphery, urban
and rural, industry and community (Matthews
1983: 116–17). In contrast, the globalization per-
spective emphasizes the need for local actors to
strive for direct connections to a wider “space of
flows” by establishing local systems of innovation
and vigorously pursuing niche markets. Other-
wise, rural places increasingly find themselves
‘left out’ of the global flow-driven economy.

It is important to note that rural develop-
ment policy in British Columbia is currently ori-
ented towards both the staples/dependency and
globalization perspectives (Young and Matthews
2005). Specifically, since the 2001 election of the

centre-right British Columbia Liberal Party, the
province has sought to liberalize practices of
resource development. This has included imple-
menting a ‘results-based’ system of environmen-
tal regulation (where firms are free to determine
methods and process of harvesting, and only the
end-results are regulated), and the abolishment
of regulations that forest commodities be pro-
cessed in local regions. These acts are rooted in
traditional staples perspectives, albeit with an
even more explicit orientation to the needs of
international corporations and markets. The gov-
ernment of British Columbia has promoted
many of these reforms as part of a Forestry
Revitalization Plan, which justifies these changes
as necessary to safeguard corporate profitability
in exports.

Timber processing rules were introduced
in an attempt to create local or regional
economic benefits from the timber that
was [locally] logged. But these regulations
led to a series of unintended consequences
that hinder the forest sector’s ability to
make sound, business-based decisions. ...
Forcing licensees to process wood at mills
with equipment that is outdated, or at
mills that make products that are not in
demand, prevents valuable public timber
from flowing to other, better uses (British
Columbia 2003: 17).

At the same time, the governments of Brit-
ish Columbia and of Canada have been imple-
menting programs to develop local capacities for
self-organization and local entrepreneurialism.
These programs include BC’s Northern Develop-
ment Initiative and Coast Sustainability Trust
that establish funding for local infrastructure
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TABLE 1 Summary and Comparison of Staples/Dependency
and Globalization Perspectives on Development

Staples/Dependency Globalization

Key units or metaphors nation
region

flow
network

Key relationships (in creating
wealth)

nation-global
centre-periphery

local-global
hub-hub

Source of inequality or
uneven development

spatial division of labour;
local dominance by elites

participation in the space of flows;
status within global networks



projects and economic planning, as well as the
federal Community Futures network that
directly supports new business ventures at the
local level. Programs such as these envision
rural development as an “endogenous” process,
as an outcome of creating local conditions of
inclusion and support that contribute to a cli-
mate for innovation and entrepreneurialism (Ray
1999; Shucksmith 2000).

The case of Lax Kw’alaams, however, seems
to fit with neither orthodoxy. The present success
of the Band stems directly from its usage of sta-
ples. But the Band’s involvement in the resource
economy contrasts strongly with the current liber-
alization of resource production across Crown
lands in British Columbia. First, rather than
implementing a looser ‘results-based’ approach to
harvesting practices, the Band operates on very
stringent environmental principles that are ‘pro-
cess-based’ — in other words that insist on good
practices (such as selective heli-logging) rather
than outcomes alone. Second, while current
provincial reforms are pointing to lesser local
involvement in the resource economy, particularly
through the abolishment of requirements for
local processing, the Lax Kw’alaams Band is
building prosperous ventures that are based on
local labour and rights. In sum, the Lax
Kw’alaams Band is developing a staples-based
economy that is inconsistent with classic staples/
dependency perspectives that emphasized rural
subjection to urban and/or international interests.
Moreover, it does not relate to current political
efforts to revitalize the resource economy
through the liberalization of corporate practices
within and across rural spaces.

But at the same time, the Lax Kw’alaams
case is equally at odds with prevailing thinking
about globalization and development. First, very
little is written in that literature about the con-
tinuing role of resource and commodity produc-
tion in the global “space of flows” (Hayter et al.
2003). Too often, it is forgotten that the flow-
driven economy is not the exclusive purview of
information technology and high finance. Lax
Kw’alaams is proving to be a powerful partici-
pant in the global space of flows, but not in the
way that is usually assumed. Put simply, Lax
Kw’alaams is not a ‘hub’ in the sense implied in
globalization theory. The community is not a site
for the concentration of investment capital or
the relaying business and informational services.
In equal measure, it is not an economy that is
based on a dynamic local business climate. The

economic resources that are currently lending
great prosperity for the community do not stem
from ‘endogenous’ or ground-up development.
Rather, they have in a very real sense been
imposed, in this case through the centralized
powers of Band government, and the rigid hier-
archy of Band administration. In other words,
the new prosperity of the place has not been
built on local processes — it has not been grown
out of efforts to establish local entrepreneurial
culture, networks or resources.

Instead, it is the product of the levering of
traditional rights and its coupling with imported
expertise. The Lax Kw’alaams Band has asserted
exclusive rights over productive territories in two
ways. First, it has done so externally, it has
made a claim to authority over a legally recog-
nized space (the reserve lands), and from that
basis has made legal purchase of other rights
and spaces. Second, it has asserted rights inter-
nally, in that the primary tool for these actions
has been the political apparatus of the Band.
Put simply, the Band has merged its political
authority (its authority over Band finances, train-
ing programs, social welfare, etc.) with its legal
authority (over reserve lands and acquired
tenures) to pursue a development strategy aimed
at ‘globalizing’ the economy of Lax Kw’alaams.
This has meant claiming control over territo-
ries, hiring of outside experts, and channelling
capital into private ventures. In this sense, the
globalization of Lax Kw’alaams has been
simultaneously a local and corporatist endeavour.

This strategy, unheralded in the standard lit-
eratures on rural development, has been very
successful, to this point, in the rapid turnaround
of the community of Lax Kw’alaams. However,
its novelty raises particular questions about the
potential ‘side effects’ or consequences of
this approach, as well as its generalizability to
other communities. Therefore, we conclude this
paper by outlining potential research questions
for better understanding the implications of this
method of rural development.

Understanding Lax Kw’alaams and Its

Implications for Development:

Questions for Research

In this final section, we discuss key research
questions suggested by the exceptional case of
Lax Kw’alaams. These are not intended to
detract from the real successes achieved there,
but to locate this experience within wider ques-
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tions about social and economic development in
isolated First Nation communities.

1. How has the economic transforma-
tion of Lax Kw’alaams been possi-
ble?

The fundamental research question concern-
ing the economic renaissance of Lax Kw’alaams
is, quite simply, how has it been made possible?
The most evident response to this question is to
point to the efforts of the Band Manager of Lax
Kw’alaams. Since appointment in 1999, this indi-
vidual has gained the support of the elected
leadership of the Band and attracted experts in
education and forestry to reside in the commu-
nity (albeit only for the short to medium term).
While this situation appears to lend itself to an
individualistic explanation of the case, we sug-
gest that a generalizable analysis emphasize the
social processes and practices involved in these
actions.

First, it is important to investigate the pro-
cesses through which certain knowledges have
been mobilized and applied to the particular
problems and assets at Lax Kw’alaams. For
instance, the unique methods of resource har-
vesting were achieved only with extensive and
specialized expert involvement. Similarly, the
reforms to the curriculum of Lax Kw’alaams
Academy were conceptualized and implemented
by well-travelled educational activists. Our pre-
liminary research indicates that this expertise
was marshalled through networks within the
international and urban development communi-
ties. The expertise and skills required were
sought directly via social networks within a truly
global network of skilled persons. Second, we
suggest that the establishment of Lax Kw’alaams
as a powerful participant in the global economy
stems from the ability of these experts to forge
direct ‘horizontal’ links to specialized buyers in
many regions of the globe. The establishment
of these networks means that the Lax Kw’alaams
Band and its newly established corporation (the
Coast Tsimshian Partnership Ltd — CTP), deal
directly with buyers, rather than feeding the gen-
eral commodity stream. Thus, these links inten-
tionally by-pass traditional ‘hubs’ of the resource
economy (in this case, Vancouver and Seattle).
These arrangements have allowed more wealth
from production to remain in local hands. In
sum, preliminary research suggests that much of
Lax Kw’alaams’ success is grounded in success-
ful efforts to embed the local economy in inter-

national networks of knowledge and exchange.
From a research perspective, we would begin
our inquiry into this case by investigating how
these network connections are made and main-
tained. In other words, while we may attribute
the turnaround to the resourcefulness of one or
more key leaders, we argue that explanations of
these outcomes ought to emphasize the actions
undertaken, and by extension how they might be
pursued in other cases.

2. Is the Lax Kw’alaams approach
economically sustainable?

A subsequent research question to be raised
is whether the approach to development pursued
in this case is sustainable. As social scientists,
we defer to the assurances of the current
experts involved in resource production in Lax
Kw’alaams that these methods are environmen-
tally sustainable. However, the question of eco-
nomic sustainability is also pertinent. The history
of resource-dependent communities in British
Columbia points to deep instability and cyclical
development. Therefore, we would suggest that
the long-term sustainability of the strategy
depends on the ability of the Band and its ven-
tures to secure new sources of value. Band offi-
cials argue that the primary source for value,
particularly with respect to forestry, stems from
the combination of security and flexibility of
access to the resource. Specifically, the clarity of
access rights in the case of Lax Kw’alaams
allows the CTP to cut selectively within the
reserve lands to meet the specific needs of buy-
ers and brokers that have supply agreements
with the Band. Importantly, this access is secure,
in that the lands are not contested (i.e., not
under land claim or open for private develop-
ment — they are reserve properties). We suggest
that the stability of these arrangements (to cut
quickly, flexibly, and securely according to spe-
cific demand) ought to be monitored long term
to see if it is consistent across market fluctua-
tions in world commodity prices. On a related
note, it remains to be seen if CTP’s acquisition
of off-reserve tenures on Crown land will offer
equal flexibility and security of supply to pur-
chasers as is currently achievable with full con-
trol over reserve lands.

3. What is the relationship, both eco-
nomically and socially, between
Lax Kw’alaams as a community,
and the recently established
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corporation ‘Coast Tsimshian Part-
nership Ltd’?

A third set of research questions involves
the relationship that exists between the commu-
nity and the firm that has been established in
its name. As previously discussed, the Lax
Kw’alaams Band has developed their economic
interests into a free-standing corporate entity,
The Coast Tsimshian Partnership Ltd. (CTP).
According to both staples and globalization the-
ories, much of the power of firms in both local
and global contexts stems from their capacities
for mobility and flexibility across space. But in
this case, we see a firm that is an extension of
a group and place, which suggests that its power
stems from other sources. It is likely that this
power is drawn from the authority of the Band
(a political entity) over territories and rights. It
would appear appropriate, therefore, to examine
the ways in which the interests of the commu-
nity (as a social and political group) might
conflict and/or be furthered by the economic
interests of a firm such as has been created.
This new economic agent has the ability to
engage in activities well beyond the limits of the
Band and community, and now has only limited
accountability to it — namely through a share-
holder process in which every Band member has
been accorded non-voting shares, and through
the membership of four Lax Kw’alaams Band
members on the firm’s Board of Directors. In
some sense, the Band has divested its economic
interests to a separate entity, i.e., the firm, with
a legal identity of its own. Given this, does the
firm have rights off-reserve, for instance to land
that is claimed as traditional territory but is
under legal contestment? What are the implica-
tions of this for the BC Treaty Process? What
are the ramifications of the firm seeking tenure
on land contested by other First Nation groups?

4. What, in both the short and long
term, is the relationship of these
new economic endeavours to the
culture and way of life of the peo-
ple of Lax Kw’alaams’?

To this point in time, it would appear that
most of these activities have been undertaken
with relatively little involvement of the people
of Lax Kw’alaams as a whole, though they have
all been carried out in the name of the Band.
As such, it is relevant to investigate questions
regarding how Band members view these devel-

opments and the actions undertaken on their
behalf. It is also important to consider how
these activities will change the character of the
Band and community itself. Will such activities
generate wealth for local residents, as would
be suggested by the shareholder procedure? Will
this economic activity spur entrepreneurship in
the community? Given that approximately half
of the members of the Lax Kw’alaams Band
now live outside the community (but retain
voting rights and will receive share certifi-
cates), will these members return to the reserve?
What, simply put, will be the immediate, long
term, and day-to-day impact of these eco-
nomic developments on the community of Lax
Kw’alaams?

5. Is this creating a new cycle of
dependency?

As previously discussed, the current suc-
cesses at Lax Kw’alaams have been achieved
through centralized control over resource opera-
tions. Moreover, they have also been heavily
dependent on the marshalling of expert talents
rather than local capacities. In this respect, is
this strategy creating a new type of dependency?
Are Band members acquiring the capacities to
eventually take over the ‘expert roles’ in local
development? On the one hand, the employment
and educational gains achieved through expert
investment are real. On the other, the recent
establishment of CTP Ltd as an independent
corporate entity suggests a further separation of
Band operations from community involvement.
How can the training and direct involvement
of community members be integrated with the
goals of a private firm?

These research questions seek to address
the consequences (positive and negative, short
and long-term) and generalizability of this
approach to community development. The case
of Lax Kw’alaams is indeed unique and excep-
tional. But an analysis of the social processes
involved in this transformation would yield valu-
able insights into the following issues:

� The role of resource production in the
increasingly flexible and varied global com-
modity marketplace.

� The manner in which local governments can
become ‘actors’ in the free market.

� The building of a corporate structure out of
structures for local governance.

THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT VOLUME 4 / NO. 2 / 2005

DEVELOPMENT ORTHODOXY AND THE SUCCESS OF LAX KW’ALAAMS, BRITISH COLUMBIA 107



� The mobilization of knowledge and networks

in forging inter-community and global links.
� The consequences of the above for commu-

nity development, as well as political and

legal rights and claims.

NOTES

1. We are deeply grateful to the Lax Kw’alaams
Band for sharing their experiences regarding the
recent transformations in their community. We
also acknowledge their invaluable assistance in
the development and writing of this paper.

2. These and other figures have been provided by
officials with the Lax Kw’alaams Band. They are
current to mid 2004.
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THE PAST IS THE FUTURE
The Cultural Backdrop for Economic

Development Activities in the
Western Hudson Bay Region

Brock Junkin

ABSTRACT

The bulk of the inhabitants of the Hud-

son Bay basin are aboriginals and the

culture characteristic of the aboriginal

lifestyle does not always lend itself to

traditional views on economic develop-

ment. It is therefore important to

develop a succinct understanding of the

northern cultural context before embark-

ing upon economic development initia-

tives. There is an ocean of bad

experience over the past sixty years

which bears testimony to the perils of

not dovetailing culture with development

policy. In the Western Hudson Bay

region this cultural context flows from

the subsistence harvest and this discus-

sion paper seeks to set the backdrop for

economic development initiatives.

INTRODUCTION TO THE HUNTER-

GATHERER LIFESTYLE AND

ECONOMY

The Aymara word for tomorrow is “qaruru”
which is composed of two elements: “qaru” or

right behind and “uru” day. Literally translated
tomorrow is the day before or the past is the
future. In order to know the future you must
look to the past. A community without a past
has no future. From a community economic
development context this interesting vignette on
language has two profound implications: the past
can not be ignored as it shapes the future and
our ability to communicate development objec-
tives will be greatly imperiled in the absence of
our understanding of the context and language
of the people we seek to assist. Many a politi-
cian has harangued the Aymara by saying “let’s
look ahead and forget the past”. This has led
to 500 years of sterile development effort in
the Altiplano of Bolivia and Peru as to “forget
the past” is necessarily to forget the future
because, according to the logic construct of the
Aymara language and culture, the past is the
future. Hence misunderstanding of this simple
concept has and continues to stymie develop-
ment effort. Further, “forgetting the past”
ignores the strengths which are inherent in any
culture and which have been built up as a con-
sequence of millennia of trial and error in the
environment to which the culture has adapted.
To ignore these strengths is to weaken develop-
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ment efforts. Further it runs contrary to success-
ful development experience (Brown; Government
of Nunavut; Porter). It is therefore incumbent
upon those who choose to aid in economic
development to cultivate an intimate understand-
ing of both the past and the culture of the focus
of their effort so as to be able to (1) design
appropriate programmes, (2) communicate effec-
tively with the people involved and (3) ferret
out the inherent strengths of the underlying
social fabric. In this way relevant effort is
expended, mutual understanding is reinforced
and viable opportunities are recognized with
economic progress resulting.

The societies of the circumpolar peoples
and the Inuit of Nunavut and the First Nations
of the Sub-Arctic are that of “hunter-gatherer”
(Brody; Bone). That differs from most of the
rest of the world which is essentially agrarian.1

The difference between the two boils down
to the level of manipulation of the environ-
ment. With the hunter-gatherer society there is
reduced manipulation (Brody, p. 89). The society
adapts to and lives with its surroundings. There
is no need or want for the accumulation of the
surpluses of the wealth maximizing model
(Sahlins, p. 7). This contrasts sharply with an
agrarian based society where there is strong
intervention on the part of society in the ambi-
ent environment. The hunter-gatherer society is
characterized by egalitarianism. “Pride in success
is expressed through giving the results of the
hunt to others” (Brody, pp. 118, 147; Sahlins,
p. 7). It approaches Johnstone’s “humanist”
(p. 99) approach to profit. The agrarian society
is characterized by wealth maximization. This
“mechanistic” approach, as Johnstone would put
it, stems from the risk of failure which faces an
agrarian society. With the manipulation of the
environment through agriculture comes vulnera-
bility “to weather, rival plants, animals that
could destroy crops, theft of the produce by
other human beings” (Brody, p. 151). The
farmer guards against this by accumulating
wealth or building up inventory “for a rainy
day”. The altruistic nature of the predecessor
hunter-gather society is stamped out or at least
minimized when society diverges to agriculture
and the institutions that it spawns (Taylor, 1982–
1987).

An intimate appreciation of the hunter-
gatherer lifestyle is therefore a prerequisite
before we can successfully suggest economic
modus operandi that will be viable in that con-

text. Hunter-gatherers were essentially consid-
ered part of a primitive group of people lumped
in with small scale agriculturalists and herders.
The colonizers of these peoples thought them
essentially inferior ... “an example of some ear-
lier stage of evolution” (Brody, p. 126). The
sophistication of their particular society and
economy did not really receive significant atten-
tion until the 1968 Man the Hunter Conference
which generated a great deal of subsequent
interest and research. Among the seminal pieces
spawned was the work by Marshall Sahlins “The
Original Affluent Society” in his “Stone Age
Economics”. It was this essay that established
the savoir-faire of this society and exposed the
essential dichotomy between that of hunter-gath-
erer and agripastoralists. He and his peers found
a surprisingly sophisticated society which
eschewed material possessions in order to main-
tain their mobile lifestyle (Brody, p. 335) and
provided a way of life characterized by virtues
such as “kindness, generosity, consideration,
affection, honesty, hospitality, compassion, char-
ity,” et al (Brody, p. 146) where people “ate
well, lived longer and took better care of one
another” (Brody, p. 144).

There is an important misconception on
time spent in pursuing economic activity of
which Sahlin’s research disabuses us. To set the
stage Sahlins quoted Herskovits who character-
ized the hunter gatherer society as being so
mean and difficult and “precariously situated
that only the most intense application makes
survival possible” (Sahlins, p. 9). The conclusion
one would be forgiven to reach was that barest
survival was a full time occupation. In fact
nothing could be further from the case. Sahlins
discovered that in fact “the food quest is inter-
mittent, leisure abundant...” (p. 9). After review-
ing a host of literature and opinion he comes to
the conclusion that a “mean of three to five
hours per adult worker per day (is spent) in
food production” (p. 15). Given the absence
of other economic interests or desires the tra-
vails of the hunter-gatherer look pretty attractive
compared to our own as we are caught up the
maelstrom of consumerism.

Another misconception is the consideration
that the hunter-gatherer existence is nomadic: no
roots, always on the move. In fact, it is the
southern existence that more closely resembles
that of the nomad. True, hunter-gatherers move
as the seasons change to take advantage of the
bounty each geographic area furnishes. But they
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move back with each cycle and the same routine
of travel carries on over the centuries. They
have a home and it is the land in the variety of
its seasons. Those who have been spawned in
the agripastoralist venue have no real home.
They live for a period of time with their fore-
bears and then strike out to points afield often
changing venues of productive enterprise and
geographic abode several times, to bear children
who in turn leave to wander the globe. The
hunter-gatherer, in contrast, remain largely con-
fined to a small but productive geographic area,
moving within the same according to the bounty
of the seasons. Thus is the paradox and the
inversion of the “settled hunters and the
nomadic farmers” (Brody, p. 160).

Western society or civilization has another
vain and self-congratulatory view of the hunter-
gatherer society and that is that it is steeped in
poverty. The essence of poverty, however, is not
about the lack of material goods believe but
rather it is about relative social status. Poverty is
the “invention of civilization” (Sahlins, p. 16).
Status in a hunter-gatherer society accrues from
wisdom, skills and ability, i.e., elders and not
through the accumulation of wealth which is
seen for what it is, a burden.

The question of hunger is often associated
with the hunter-gatherer existence. As men-
tioned earlier, there is the expectation that the
votaries of this existence are in constant search
of food to ameliorate quasi starvation. The
question of the time involved to meet basic
needs has already been adequately dispatched.
Hunger as has been suggested in the review of
time allocation is not often a factor in the soci-
ety under examination. However, as the world
has become increasingly civilized it is interesting
to note that starvation becomes an increasing
problem. As the evolution of culture increases,
so does the level of hunger wrote Sahlins in
1972 (Sahlins, p. 16).

In concluding the hunter-gatherer backdrop
it would be worthwhile to underscore once again
the inversions in thinking which are necessary to
appreciate the best application of economic
development policies to pursue a hunter-gatherer
activity. A summary of the hunter-gatherer soci-
etal frame as discussed follows:

� Movement: The life of the hunter gatherer is
in fact less nomadic than those who come
from the agrarian tradition. They move

frequently but remain in a defined geographic
area for their lives;

� Leisure: The hunter-gatherer does not live
the subsistence life of toil as was thought up
to the sixties. Indeed they have a life of rela-
tive leisure when compared to their agrarian
cousins;

� Hunger: The spectre of hunger and starvation
does not hang over the heads of hunter-gath-
erers. True it exists but it is isolated and is
more common among their agrarian neigh-
bours. Witness the Irish potato famine and so
forth;

� Poverty: Poverty is a construct of “civiliza-
tion” to define relative social status. The
hunter-gatherer is an egalitarian society where
status is earned through deed and wisdom.
The hunter-gatherer seeks the necessaries of
life and not the burden of possession;

� Assets: The agrarian based economy is driven
by insatiable demand or want. This drives
production, GDP, etc. up. The hunter-gath-
erer society modulates want to fit the envi-
ronment and desires no more than the
necessaries of life. As such the hunter-gath-
erer life style finds itself with an abundance
of assets and no scarcity. Assets are a burden
and are eschewed.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ROLE

OF WILDLIFE TO ABORIGINALS

The role of wildlife in the aboriginal context is
ubiquitous. It permeates their spirit, their health,
their economy, their leisure, their culture and
their very raison d’être. As will become evident,
an aboriginal lifestyle in the absence of wildlife
and its utilization is unimaginable. An under-
standing of the importance of this role is requi-
site before we can consider, comment upon and
comprehend venues for its use.

In Their Psyche

The extent to which wildlife is important to the
aboriginal peoples was best summed up by F.G.
Speck in 1935 when he noted of the Naskapi:

“To the Montagnais-Naskapi ... the ani-
mals of the forest, the tundra and the
waters of the interior and the coast exist
in a specific relation. They have become
the objects of engrossing magico-religious
activity, for to them hunting is a holy
occupation.”
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The “magico-religious” activity manifests itself in
(Berkes, pp. 22–23):

� education of the young and transmission of
knowledge;

� perpetuation of social values such as sharing
and reciprocity. The practice of distribution of
subsistence harvests is wide spread. Sharing
with up to six families is not uncommon.

� reproduction of culture which is embodied in
action.

Usher added that “it is the relations among
people that hunting and fishing generate, not
simply the relations between man and wildlife,
which are important to native people. Despite
the continued northward advance of industrial
society, most native northerners continue to
regard traditional activities as essential to the
maintenance of their social structure and institu-
tions, their culture, and the solidarity and cohe-
sion of their community and family lives (Usher,
p. 11).” “Finally, native northerners universally
understand that their aboriginal right to hunt
and fish is the legal and political symbol of their
special status in Canadian society. In a history
shadowed by lost lands, cultural destruction and
broken promises, the assertion of hunting rights
is a means of exercising what is left of one’s
status” (Usher, 1982, p. 35).

Be it for livelihood or leisure, the harvest-
ing of natural resources is the keystone of what
it is to be aboriginal. It is inextricably linked
with a high quality of life. The capture and utili-
zation of country foods cements the spiritual,
cultural and social essence of the Inuit and
the First Nations and ensures the transfer of
that essence to future generations. The self
esteem associated with this activity could never
be found in southern venues for economic
advancement (Berkes, p. 27; Dragon, p. 35;
Conference Board, p. IV; Notzke, p. 112;
MacPherson, p. 6).

In Their Health

The consumption of country foods are the epit-
ome of healthy living. They are free range,
organic and do not suffer from injections of
hormones or antibiotics, genetic modification or
a month in the feed lot being fed nutrients of
unknown origin. Further wasting diseases such
as Creutzfeldt-Jakob are unknown to free rang-
ing caribou populations. They are highly nutri-
tious and safe to eat. Not only are levels of

heart disease and diabetes reduced through their
consumption but the very physical activity engen-
dered in their harvest augments the health of
the harvester. The harvest of wildlife is a matter
of health as well as economics (Usher, pp. 10–
11; Conference Board, p. IV).

With health comes enhanced ability to carry
on the activities of life particularly including
those in the economic sphere. A good supply
of country foods improves the nutritional status
of indigenous populations which in turn leads
to increased labour productivity and hence
increased wages or other wealth in the non-
wage sector. Health and nutrition is an often
neglected element of development economics
and can be at the root of an aspect of the pov-
erty trap as it can also be a way of breaking out
of the poverty trap. Poor nutrition leads to poor
health which dampens the ability to earn wages
to buy the necessaries of life which in turn
leads to poor nutrition and a further decline in
health. So by ensuring that a vehicle exists to
allow a society to feed themselves well, a strat-
egy is invoked to lead that society out of the
poverty trap just mentioned (United Nations
2000, p. 134).

In Their Security

The presence of a viable population of wildlife
which allows Aboriginal peoples to carry on tra-
ditional activities of hunting secures not only
their culture and raison d’être but also provides
for economic security as well. As Usher (p. 11)
notes “Wildlife, in their perception (aboriginal
peoples’), is also important for some less tangi-
ble reasons. One is security. Native people have
seen many economic booms and busts, and
know that even in the best of times they are the
last hired, first fired and get the lowest paid
jobs. Consequently, wage employment, even
though people may want it, is not considered a
permanent or secure source of livelihood. The
land, on the other hand, provides exactly that
anchor of security because, properly cared for, it
will yield food forever”. Even after decades of
attempts to introduce and enhance the employ-
ment portion of a mixed economy, the land
based economy continues to be the most reliable
portion together with being the cultural stitching
in the gusset that holds together the aboriginal
society (Berkes). Given the remoteness of Hud-
son Bay settlements in general, conventional
employment is not likely to supplant a land
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based economy very quickly. Further the politi-
cal leadership sees a strong role for the land-
based economy.2 Finally with a rapidly expand-
ing population and a government that has
largely levelled off in terms of its expansion, the
prospects for a wage-based economy grow
dimmer still. Hence, the importance of wildlife
to the body as well as the soul.

The northern peoples realize that with wild-
life comes security of body, soul and culture
but in order for the security to prevail, wild-
life needs to be nurtured and husbanded. Thus
the sustainability of the resource is at the fore-
front of any initiative to develop it by either
aboriginals or non-aboriginals. This propensity
forms the basis for all northern land claims
negotiations (Notzke, 1994, p. 111).

In Their Economy

The traditional economy of hunter-gatherer soci-
ety revolved around the basics of food and
shelter. The balance of the time was spent with
family and friends and in leisure activities
(Sahlins). In the past century and particularly
the past fifty years in the north there has been
an evolution to a mixed economies (Usher and
Weihs, 1990) as successive governments encour-
aged Inuit and First Nations peoples to central-
ize their activities in a variety of settlements. In
this way the government could more easily pro-
vide support services such as medical and educa-
tion (Berkes & Berkes, p. 21). However, the
infrastructure in those communities was rela-
tively modest and did not lend itself to large
scale wage based development (ibid.). The pre-
dictions that the land-based economy would be
supplanted by a wage economy did not material-
ize (George & Preston, 1987). Wildlife harvest-
ing continues to represent a substantial portion
of current economic endeavour, particularly in
the smaller more remote communities (Confer-
ence Board, p. III). Domestic utilization of their
wild resources continues to be “the most reli-
able sector of the mixed northern economy as
well as the main source of cultural satisfaction
and social prestige” (Notzke, 2000). It becomes
incumbent upon society then to build on what
strengths existed in the community. This is in
accord with current general theory in economic
development (Brown; Porter). A further advan-
tage of building on strengths in the northern
context as outlined in the foregoing is that
this strategy either displaces expensive imported

goods through the capture and consumption
of the fruit of the land (Conference Board,
p. IV) or it also imports dollars from the out-
side by selling product externally and attracting
outside dollars to the region. So there is a
minimal investment in human capital to produce
immediate results. Berkes and Berkes (p. 27)
put it succinctly as follows:

“The continuing contribution of traditional
wildlife harvesting activities to community
income and employment is an objective
for both community sustainability and
community economic development. Alter-
native views of development articulated by
aboriginal people favour a mixed economy,
not as a transition to the ideal of a wage
economy, but as an arrangement that can
persist in a culturally and environmentally
sustainable fashion.”

The pursuit of the strategy outlined above
has the further advantage of being conducive to
small scale non-regimented enterprise which fits
nicely within the context of small northern com-
munities.

In the design of economic strategies in the
northern context and the assessment of their via-
bility it would be a mistake to overlook the fol-
lowing attributes of the existing economy as
identified by the Conference Board of Canada
(p. III):

(a) A strong commitment by aboriginal com-
munities to the notion of sustainable devel-
opment;

(b) A collective approach in the sharing of
economic wealth. In the case of harvesting
this means that it is expected that har-
vested food will be shared within the fam-
ily and community;

(c) A collective approach to socio-economic
development. Economic development pro-
jects that are seen as “community-owned”
tend to be preferred over those that are
individually owned;

(d) Respect for traditional knowledge. A con-
siderable amount of knowledge has been
handed down from generation to genera-
tion. Maintaining elders’ knowledge is an
important ingredient in the preservation of
aboriginal land-based activities;

(e) Harvesting and a connection to the land
as a form of leisure or livelihood are
strongly associated with a high quality of
life;
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(f) Harvesting is to be foremost for subsistence
purposes not for commercial purposes. Any
commercial wild food activity can be pur-
sued upon reassurance that the supply for
subsistence purposes is not threatened;

(g) The production of furs should take place
in the animals’ natural environment.
Ranching is not an acceptable alternative
to trapping.

Observations “b” and “c” are particularly rele-
vant as we search to draw a conclusion about
the best venue to launch an economic initiative.

Further the Northern Eden (p. 34) project
made the following observations to support
those of the Conference Board of Canada:

(i) Commercial use of wildlife provides a
venue for economic development while
honouring the traditional aboriginal way of
living;

(ii) The occupation of hunting and gathering
already plays a major role in the lives of
northern residents;

(iii) Renewable resources already form the eco-
nomic base for both aboriginal and non-
aboriginal northerners and this dependence
determines the fate of many of their
remote communities;

(iv) Commercial hunting is a strategy that is
at one with northern culture, the existing
economy and sustainability.

Finally the strategic role of the commercial
hunting has been seen as bulwark against the
collapse of sealing together with the decline in
the fur industry (Notzke, p. 136) although that
collapse and decline appears to have reversed
recently.

In developing a strategy to augment the
commercial utilization of the land and its bounty,
care needs to be taken to ensure that a process
of “overcapitalization” does not occur. It would
be politically tempting to build a meat plant in
every community. Such a foolhardy policy would
result in untenable exploitation of the resource
until it no longer became viable. The cry about
jobs would weaken the political will to halt the
commercial hunts before it was too late. Witness
the collapse of the East coast fishery in the face
of compelling scientific evidence that it should
have been dampened much earlier. Capital
investment should only be made where it makes
sense and with low enough capacity which would
not threaten the resource (Dragon, pp. 37–38).

A final word about the northern economy
and the potential for the commercial endeavour.
An investment in the commercial arena might
well also act in a secondary role of moving to
break the classic poverty trap, i.e., the people
are poor so there is no reason to invest. There
is no investment, therefore people are poor. An
investment in, say, a commercial harvest is likely
in some humble way to stimulate other sorts of
investment which in and of themselves will spin
off future employment and further future invest-
ment. For example with an extra 50 people in a
community of 800 working, even for only four to
six weeks a year it might provide the critical
mass for, say, a coffee shop or a small engine
repair shop and so forth. Humble as this may
be its impact would not be insignificant in a
small isolated northern community.

In The Ecology

The aboriginal view on the role of caribou and
by extension wildlife and their environment in
general can best be summed up with the words
of Peter Green:

“Conservation is ensuring that if we take
caribou, there will be caribou the next
year and the year after that. The same for
anything else. This applies to all uses of
the land: if it is used and enjoyed now, it
must be left and preserved so that it will
be there for the next year and for future
years.”

This is not just rhetoric but transcends the psy-
che of aboriginal peoples as has been alluded to
previously. The concern expressed here is fur-
ther clarified through the work of Claudia
Notzke when she noted that “the sustainability
of wildlife and its habitat is one of the most
important determinants of the manner in which
aboriginal people would like to see other renew-
able and non-renewable resources developed, by
both native and non-native interests. This con-
cern is also at the core of all northern land
claims negotiations (p. 111).”

It needs to be understood that the actual
translation into action of these sentiments in
terms of the actual resource management tends
to cause discomfort among aboriginals, particu-
larly the elders. Resource management implies
superiority over the resource which is at odds of
the tradition of partnership with the environ-
ment which is at the heart of aboriginal culture
(Notzke, p. 2). This discomfort is further com-

VOLUME 4 / NO. 2 / 2005 THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

114 BROCK JUNKIN



plicated by early experience on Southampton
Island as alluded to in the following passage by
Fikret Berkes:

...the commercialization of a subsistence
hunt is probably one of the better docu-
mented mechanisms by which resources
come to be over harvested. Incentive to
create surplus breaks down the self-limit-
ing principle of a subsistence operations,
and together with it, the customary laws
that regulate hunter-prey relations.... Com-
mercialization of caribou hunting to
serve the needs of over-wintering whalers
at the turn of the (last) century and
commercialization of musk-ox hunting
have been linked to the near-disappear-
ance of various populations (Berkes, 1981,
p. 171).

In Tourism

The connection between wildlife and tourism is
underlined to a reasonable degree by several
“exit survey” studies which have been performed
in the last decade. They universally conclude
that wildlife viewing ranks tops among tourists
to North America (Notzke, 2000, p. 42). This
interest coupled with the special knowledge and
rapport which the Inuit and First Nations peo-
ples have developed with the wildlife over the
past 10,000 years would suggest significant eco-
nomical potential in developing the tourism
potential of wildlife. Of course, there are two
rather contradictory venues in this regard and
these include viewing and sports hunts. Some
operators claim that there is as much money to
be made with simply viewing wildlife as there is
in harvesting the same for sport and it is
unintrusive and sustainable. This assertion is
questionable, however, as one caribou hunt will
generate $5,000 plus the attendant expenses,
accommodation, et al and a polar bear hunt
$25,000 plus similar attendant expenses. And so
on for other species. With wildlife viewing, there
is only the attendant expenses which are left
behind not the big ticket fees. Further sports
hunts tend to target males whose removal have
little impact on population.

The interest in the sports hunt is also
driven by the decline in available hunts in other
parts of the world. The money spent directly on
the hunt tends to stay in the communities while
expenditures on more passive forms of tourism
tend to gravitate to southern based concerns and

so the money doesn’t stick to the north to the
same extent.

Finally, tourism can be a double edged
sword. The complaint is often made that tourism
encourages spectacle, fly-in entrepreneurs, and
low paid servitude by the employees of the tour-
ism industry with no opportunity for real per-
sonal advancement. On the other hand, with
minimal training, most First Nations and Inuit in
the north can adapt to this industry which is so
close to their lifestyle in terms of demand on
time and knowledge of the product.

Sports hunts are generally contracted out
through local hunters’ and trappers’ organiza-
tions (HTO). They are the ones that control the
resource which they issue in the form of tags.
Wildlife viewing, on the other hand, tends to be
run by non-natives and the income generated
often moves southward.

In Subsistence Harvesting

As has already been underlined, the act of the
pursuit of game provides more to the hunter
and his/her family than nourishment for the
body. It also nourishes the soul and the use of
the word subsistence harvesting is meant in the
broader sense of an act the ministers to the
whole person and not just his or her bodily
requirements. It should also be noted that a
subsistence lifestyle implies no negative connota-
tions. It in fact suggests a high quality of life if
we consider an abundance of time spent with
family, friends and leisure activities to be rele-
vant to social good (Shalins).

Subsistence harvesting remains important if
not central to most northern communities and
particularly to those ones which are smaller and
more isolated (Treseder, p. 60). Further, given
the mixed nature of our economy, subsistence
has come to include harvesting activities surplus
to an individual’s needs which are then used to
barter for needed commodities. It is perhaps
useful in this context to look at an aboriginal
definition of subsistence:

Subsistence in our interpretation means we
eat and we take for our own purposes. At
the same time, subsistence could be inter-
preted as that which you take but you
then exchange to survive. Does that con-
flict with harvesting for commercial pur-
poses? I don’t think so, though your
interpretation is different from ours.
(Charlie Watt, Senate of Canada, address-
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ing a panel of the National Symposium on
the North, quoted in Keith and Saunders
1989, p. 78)

The subsistence harvest raises the question
as to its long-term viability given a significantly
expanding population in Aboriginal communities
in general and in Nunavut, second only to
Alberta. It would be profitable in this instance
to examine the study of Berkes and Fast who
concluded that it is possible to have a stable
resource base in communities with high popula-
tion growth. This stability is occasioned by a sta-
ble or declining number of direct participants in
the harvest (Berkes & Fast, 1996).

The subsistence harvest then is more than
eking out an existence. It represents a holistic
activity which contributes socially to the esprit
de corps of the individual and his/her family
unit. Further it can include generating a surplus
to immediate requirements so as to allow the
consumption of other economic goods made
necessary by modern society.

In Commercial Harvesting

When the activity of harvesting wildlife tran-
scends the broader definition of the subsistence
harvest as discussed above a certain amount of
cautious discussion emerges. As has already been
alluded to, many in the aboriginal community,
particularly the elders, are uncomfortable with
the notion of resource management which must
necessarily accompany any harvest but particu-
larly a commercial harvest. The range of views
on harvesting begins to diverge at this juncture.

Those in favour of the commercial harvest
of wildlife harvest point to several features of
these activities which lend themselves to north-
ern environs as follows:

� The commercial harvest is really just an evo-
lution of the subsistence harvest and there-
fore, fits within the four corners of the
traditional activities of aboriginal peoples and
enhances all of the intangible features which
augment lifestyles such as self-esteem, cultural
promotion, role modelling within families,
maintenance of traditional land skills and so
forth. Commercial activity also subtly intro-
duces certain western disciplines such as
“good” business practices which encourage
some respect for the bottom line. It may be
argued that “respect for the bottom line” may
be a bad thing in that it might encourage

over-capitalization, undue pressure on the
resource, short term thinking and so on. Cer-
tainly the current dose of Enronitis in the
world capital market is testimony to this criti-
cism along with a host of other examples. On
the other hand it could be argued that the
ancestral ties of the Inuit and First Nations
to the land and its bounty mitigates against
the short-term thinking of capitalism and
introduces at least a medium term view of
resource exploitation. Perhaps there is a
reciprocal exchange of values. Both aboriginal
practice and western practice might both be
enhanced through this synergy.

� A second factor invoked in favour of the
commercial harvest is its provision of cash
income to support a lifestyle that has come to
rely on imported goods, be they only fuel for
heat and transport, shelter, electricity capital
equipment and supplies to pursue the subsis-
tence hunt.

� The commercial harvest fits within the sea-
sonal cycle of the aboriginal lifestyle. It is an
extension of what has been going on for time
immemorial and thus does not invoke a
wrenching break with the past.

� Wildlife management is another mantra cited
in support of this activity and has particular
relevance to the people of Coral Harbour, as
an example. One of the dangers faced by this
very successful population of caribou is that it
will over-populate and “crash”. The residents
of Coral Harbour are very sensitive to this
possibility as they are to the possibility of
over-harvest as expressed by their continuing
interest in population survey. So there is
found a certain schizophrenic divide in the
attitude of the Salimmiut3 who both are
reluctant to over-harvest and yet recognize
the need to harvest at a commercial scale to
maintain the herd so that it is available for
the subsistence harvest.

� Finally the prosecution of the commercial
harvest results in the bringing into traditional
aboriginal areas export dollars. In a land suf-
fering a substantial “trade deficit” this is an
important factor to be borne in mind.

As can be expected in any activity of human
endeavour, there is always opposing opinion. An
appreciation of both sides of any question allows
movement forward in a productive fashion while
at the same time allowing education to take
place on both sides of the argument. Following
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are the more salient features of the argument
which casts some shadow over any commercial
harvest of wildlife.

� From a traditional perspective among aborigi-
nal peoples it is simply wrong to take more
of a resource than is needed to provide for
one’s own well being together with that of
the immediate family and community.

� Pressure is increased on a resource which is
needed for subsistence hunting. To a certain
extent this is obviated through good monitor-
ing but all the same it is an important ele-
ment in opposing thinking.

� Commercialization of any renewable resource
can lead to over capitalization which in turn
leads to greater pressure on the resource with
obvious negative impact. One needs to look
no further than the east coast fishery in Can-
ada to determine the negative effects of (gov-
ernment led) over-capitalization.

� The resource is not reliable and natural cycles
may intervene to shut the harvest down. This
would disrupt established markets which
would be difficult to rebuild as consumers,
especially high end consumers, want stability
of supply. The question is raised, then, should
there be any investment in an industry with
known cyclical deficiencies.

� The animal rights lobby can never be dis-
counted from any discussion on matters of
concerning wildlife utilization in any venue.
Almost forty years of a collapsed sealing
industry pursuant to the actions of the lobby
should be a sobering reminder that public
relations and humane, respectful treatment of
the resource need to be high on any agenda
in pursuing a commercial harvest of this ilk.

A review of both sides of the question
allows the proponents in the harvest and those
that support the same via indirect means to
modulate their activities so as to steer a middle
course. In this manner it is hoped that the
resource will be best utilized. The foregoing
underlines the comments of Sadie Popovitch-
Penny who noted that “the most vital ingredient
of the commercial enterprise is that it is both
based in and controlled by the community ...
local control over the commercial hunt is an
important principle which must be maintained if
the hunt is to succeed” (quoted in Keith and
Saunders, 1989, p. 61). Such a participatory
approach allows a broader range of views to

reach the stage of discussion and thus a more
viable pursuit of a commercial hunt is likely.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, an economic development effort
in the Western Hudson Bay drainage basin
needs to first consider the needs of the indige-
nous peoples of this vast area. This means a
clear and deep understanding of the cultural
morass of both Inuit and First Nations people.
Through this understanding and with the full
participation of all effected parties, economic
development policies can be developed that will
truly develop the region in a holistic sense.

NOTES

1. Agrarian which progressed to industrial, techno-
logical and so forth.

2. Supported by opening remarks of Paul Kaludjak
at the June 2002 Economic Conference in Gjoa
Haven, Nunavut.

3. Residents of Coral Harbour.
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THE APPLIED THEORY OF FIRST NATIONS
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

A Critique

Christina Dowling

Introduction

Founded by Professors Stephen Cornell and
Joseph P. Kalt at Harvard University in 1987,
The Harvard Project on American Indian Eco-
nomic Development (The Harvard Project) aims
to understand and foster the conditions under
which sustained, self-determined, social and
economic development may be achieved among
American Indian nations. The project has
become something of a benchmark for current
discussion of First Nations economic develop-
ment. However, as a result of my research and
fieldwork with the Nuxalk Nation in Bella
Coola, British Columbia, Canada during 2003–5,
I have strong reservations about its terms of
reference and underlying ideology. The Harvard
model embraces western style economics, under-
pinned by an individualistic orientation and
acceptance of authority based on self-interest.
Cornell and Kalt tend to use uncritically con-
cepts such as markets, enterprises, and Western-
ized notions of economic development (their
writings are littered with words such as ‘prog-
ress’ and ‘productivity’ [Cornell & Kalt, 30]);
they lament the lack of economic success of
those tribes whose cultures do not easily wel-
come the business model. Instead of such exclu-
sion, we should be examining the cultural

specificity of our own assumptions, together with
the motivations for our engagement with, and
expectations of, aboriginal peoples.

The Theory

The causes of indigenous problems, Cornell and
Kalt remind us, are extensive and well-known.
(See Figure 1.) While Cornell and Kalt have
found these problems to be forces which under-
mine economic development in “Indian Country”
(Cornell & Kalt, 6), they remind us that each
tribe has its own set of factors particular to their
situation: “These explanations are not necessarily
wrong. Most of them are right somewhere or
other in Indian Country. But some are far more
important than others, and some are either insig-
nificant, misleading, or mistaken” (Cornell &
Kalt, 6). Therefore, as a guide to federal policy-
making the list is ineffectual, since it offers no
clear departure point that would facilitate a
focused effort at improving the situation. Instead
of a building block approach grounded in First
Nations traditional economies, Cornell and Kalt
propose working ‘backwards’ from the require-
ments of capitalistic economic activity: “[a] more
useful approach is to identify the key ingredients
of successful economic development, determine
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which of these ingredients are most important,

and identify which ones tribes actually can do

something about” (ibid.). This approach, they

say, lets the tribes focus their energies in an area

where they can have the greatest impact, showing

them “how, in effect, they can ‘reload the dice’

so as to increase the chances of success in the

development gamble” (ibid.).
Cornell and Kalt are surprised that the

‘commonsensical’ (i.e., universal — an ethnocen-
tric presumption) elements of economic develop-
ment are not the crucial factors when it comes
to First Nations: “Just having resources is not
the key — nor even necessarily a key — to getting
a reservation economy off the ground” (Cornell
& Kalt 2, 4). They conclude that the following
three ‘key ingredients’ to are crucial to First
Nations’ economic success: sovereignty, effective
institutions, and cultural match. I will address
each of these in turn, and argue that Cornell
and Kalt’s analysis both presumes the supremacy
of the western capitalistic ideology, and glosses
over the complexities of actual situations.

‘Sovereignty Matters’

When tribes make their own decisions
about what approaches to take and what
resources to develop, they consistently out-
perform non-tribal decision-makers. The
effective exercise of sovereignty is mani-
fested in many ways, from tribal control
over resource management and tribally
designed economic development strategies
to tribal administration of health care and
other social services (Harvard Project).

“Sovereignty and self-rule” is Kalt’s pre-
scription in his 2001 article (Kalt, 5), and he
finds in successful social and economic Indian
programs a commonality of “the ‘just do it’
approach, capable institutions of self-govern-
ment, and the implicit and explicit incorporation
of tribe-specific cultural values and techniques”
(Kalt, 6). He advocates some practical steps,
such as that the federal government make block
grants so that tribal leaders are responsible to
their own people for how they spend the money,
rather than to federal authorities who rule from
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FIGURE 1 Causes of Indigenous Problems

• Tribes and individuals lack access to financial capital.
• Tribes and individuals lack human capital (education, skills, and technical expertise) and the

means to develop it.
• Reservations lack effective planning.
• Reservations are subject to too much planning and not enough action.
• Reservations are poor in natural resources.
• Reservations have natural resources, but lack sufficient control over them.
• Reservations are disadvantaged by their distance from markets and the high costs of transporta-

tion.
• Tribes cannot persuade investors to locate on reservations because of intense competition from

non-Indian communities.
• Federal and state policies are counterproductive and/or discriminatory.
• The Bureau of Indian Affairs is inept, corrupt, and/or uninterested in reservation development.
• Non-Indian outsiders control or confound tribal decision-making.
• Tribes have unworkable and/or externally imposed systems of government.
• Tribal politicians and bureaucrats are inept or corrupt.
• On-reservation factionalism destroys stability in tribal decisions.
• The instability of tribal government keeps outsiders from investing.
• Reservation savings rates are low.
• Entrepreneurial skills and experience are scarce.
• Non-Indian management techniques won’t work on the reservation.
• Non-Indian management techniques will work, but are absent.
• Tribal cultures get in the way.
• The long-term effects of racism have undermined tribal self-confidence.
• Alcoholism and other social problems are destroying tribes’ human capital (Harvard Project).



a distance and are impressed by check-lists and
preconceived ideas (Kalt, 8). He also stresses
the importance of institutional infrastructure
(Kalt, 8), which includes the separation of politi-
cal powers and a sound, uncorrupted judicial
system (Kalt, 8–9).

However, for Professor Menno Boldt of the
University of Lethbridge, ‘sovereignty’ is a con-
cept which requires a more radical critique.
Indian ‘sovereignty’ is a notion which has been
developed only out of defence and reaction:
“From an Indian perspective ‘sovereignty’ is an
inappropriate concept. It did not emerge as a
‘thesis’ from Indian culture; rather, it emerged
as an ‘antithesis’ to Canadian claims of sover-
eignty over Indians” (Boldt, 134). This mimetic
creation is an example of what Professor
Francesca Merlan, of the Australian National
University, calls ‘social technology’. She argues
that the concept of sovereignty has been taken
up by Indigenous peoples in reaction to coloniz-
ers’ claims on their territory, “as if it were only
working to reveal something found and rescued,
something old, without necessarily introducing
transformation as part of its process” (Merlan,
237).

Working against even this constructed sense
of sovereignty has been the artificial environ-
ment of the reserve system, which has removed
even this artificial notion of self-determination
from the economic arena: “The lengthy experi-
ence of individual and collective economic
dependence has profoundly influenced the Indi-
ans’ cultural adaptation to their world. Instead
of adapting their traditional cultures to an
industrializing world, Indian communities have
been forced to adapt their cultures to a depend-
ent form of surviving and living” (Boldt, 173).
This ‘welfare dependency’ is a familiar theme in
the literature of Aboriginal Economic Develop-
ment, as it is in Bella Coola among the Nuxalk.
It is at the forefront of the minds of Nuxalk
who are determined to change the status quo
and gain independence from the system of
‘hand-outs’. However, they also acknowledge that
many people are now acculturated to this
dependency. Because of this, entrepreneurship is
not an easily accepted or well understood con-
cept. A recurring theme among many Nuxalk is
that they do not think their people have ‘what it
takes’ or the right ‘emotional make-up’ to be an
entrepreneur. In the first instance, people do
not have the skills or the experience with busi-
ness systems to run them efficiently. In the sec-

ond, ‘traditionalists’ are anti-development and
have a cultural bias against many forms of
economic entrepreneurship.

As well as working against the development
of economic entrepreneurship, the reserve sys-
tem has brought with it the familiar package of
social problems: “Economic dependence has
caused social malfunction in Indian societies.
Privation is part of the cause, but the main
problem is that lack of productive employment
has undermined traditional role and status rela-
tionships, especially for male members, most of
whom have lost their important role of food
provider for the family or kin group” (Boldt,
223). Boldt concludes that the reserve system is
fundamentally inimical to Indian economic
development, both in terms of employment — “if
job creation is premised on on-reserve economic
development, the majority of reserves will never
be more than ghettos of unemployment” (Boldt,
232) — and in terms of competing with non-
Indian economic enterprise — “the reserve sys-
tem was created to clear Indians out of the way
of Canadian economic development” (Boldt,
231).

‘Institutions Matter’

Harvard Project research consistently finds
that assertions of sovereignty must be
backed by capable institutions of gover-
nance for development to take hold. Sta-
ble political institutions and policies, fair
and independent mechanisms for dispute
resolution, a separation of politics from
day-to-day business management, a capable
bureaucracy and a strategic orientation are
institutional attributes that help tribes cre-
ate an environment conducive to economic
development (Harvard Project).

There are competing political structures within
the Nuxalk, as in other First Nations societies,
set up and maintained by the federal govern-
ment as a major barrier to community action.
As Boldt says, “Indians are confronted with a
political, economic, and social environment
beyond their powers to change or escape”
(Boldt, 196). Historically, government control
was certainly the objective; as Boldt reminds us,
“the reserve system was created to clear Indians
out of the way of Canadian economic develop-
ment” (Boldt, 231). It is still the objective today,
although the means are more covert: beneath all
the economic plans and feasibility studies there
lurks the spectre that First Nations independ-
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ence would mean a loss of governmental con-
trol. Control is maintained by the governance
structures which are decreed by federal govern-
ment. As Boldt says of the amendment to the
Indian Act (1951) that created the ‘Chief and
Council’ system of governance, “This amend-
ment was not motivated by any ideal of democ-
racy, but rather a desire to gain greater control
over Indians by removing all remnants of their
traditional system of leadership” (Boldt, 120).
Boldt goes on to say that in contrast to the
democratic basis of Canadian governmental
structure, “the political and bureaucratic struc-
tures on Indian reserves have evolved according
to the DIAND’s (Department of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development) rigid, oppressive,
authoritarian colonial design for controlling Indi-
ans” (Boldt, 128). In Bella Coola, this situation
was well described by a Nuxalk informant in
1997: “The Councils are only elected to look
after the program of the government or the
DIA. They’re only there because the government
wanted them there. They were scared of the
Hereditary Chiefs.… Like the old days, no mat-
ter where you go you always depended on the
Chiefs. But the elected Council is always
changing every two years” (Hipwell, 214).

Despite the pretence of control that is
offered to Band Councils, the only roles allowed
for First Nations people in these imposed gov-
ernmental and economic institutions are imita-
tive, artificial or trivial. As York observes of the
Shamattawa Cree of Northern Manitoba, “eco-
nomic development, education, housing, pro-
grams to fight alcohol abuse — all depend on
budget approvals from the department’s offices
in Ottawa or the regions.... Like the elected
councils at most other Indian reserves across
Canada, [they] are left without much effective
power. Their main job is the administration of
monthly welfare cheques” (York, 6). This fact is
echoed in Bella Coola by Peter Siwallace, the
Nuxalk Band Manager, who admits, “We don’t
really have any control over any of the services
we offer. We simply are given a list of services
from the government to manage along with the
money” (personal communication).

In addition, this governance structure has
fostered the growth of an elite class on reserve
and the stratification of a once-egalitarian soci-
ety, perpetuated by the larger families who have
the greater constituency. ‘You only need to look
in the phone book to know who is in the Band
Office,’ was something I heard on more than

one occasion. As a result, they are able to main-
tain their position as a ‘ruling class’ at each
election. As Boldt shows, the repercussions of
this artificially fostered stratification on the
social fabric of First Nations communities have
been extremely deleterious (Boldt, 117–66).

Again, Merlan’s notion of ‘mimesis’ is rele-
vant here. Merlan argues that contemporary
relationships between Aborigines and the Aus-
tralian state are ‘mimetic’ rather than ‘coercive’
in character (Merlan, viii), meaning that instead
of the state maintaining its authority by force
(as it had done in the earlier days of coloniza-
tion), that authority is now maintained by a
requirement and an agreement that Aborigines
reflect back to the State what the State wants
the indigenous person to be and act like.
Aborigines are caught up in an elaborate ritual
of imitation. Consequently, Merlan says, “in the
imitative relationship, questions of representation
are important” (Merlan, ibid.). Either explicitly
or more often implicitly, Aborigines are encour-
aged to behave according to a concept of
Aboriginality or ‘Otherness’ imposed on them by
the authority which uses as ‘bait’ land, money,
prestige, etc. Merlan says:

...the mimetic character of the intercultural
relationship between Aborigines and the
nation state needs to be seen as part of a
social technology of imitation, continuous
with other forms of Western invention in
its tending toward reproducing the world
as knowable, boundable, and manageable
(Merlan, xi).

This mimetic process is not unique to
Aboriginal Australia; in Bella Coola, these rep-
resentations are well established in terms of gov-
ernance and economic management. Nuxalk
informants talk on the one hand about environ-
mental responsibility and guardianship, spiritual-
ity and communality, and on the other hand
about entrepreneurial activity and economic
sustainability. The Nuxalk Nation Council is an
obvious example of a contemporary mimetic
representation in First Nations governance —
mimetic, rather than organic and arising out of
the culture. Even the Hereditary Chief system
has been modified to accord with federal
government demands (e.g., in the appointment
of a ‘Head’ Hereditary Chief). The resulting
behaviour reflects what Merlan calls the
“intercultural” condition of the modern world,
where indigenous and non-indigenous interact,
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reflect, borrow from, imitate, parody or subvert
each other (Merlan, 229–40). In fact, an anthro-
pologist who studied with the Nuxalk in 1922
and 1924, T. F. McIlwraith, notes that a form of
mimesis was then already well established in the
Nuxalk people, when he writes to his supervisor
that “the only blot on the landscape” are the
squalid conditions of the reserve where the
Nuxalk are “trying to copy in a blind way the
habits of the ‘superior’ race” (Barker & Cole,
2003: 52). These values are taken up within
Nuxalk culture through a complex, subtle pro-
cess of ‘mimesis’.

Thus, First Nations people play out the fan-
tasies and needs of the ruling hegemony. The
only thing offered to them is a contradictory set
of imitative demands; the result, in Bella Coola
for example, is that different groups imitate a
different western concept as their social technol-
ogy. On the one hand, the traditionalists follow
what it means to be an indigenous person; on
the other hand, the Band Council members are
more geared towards discussing the possibility of
economic enterprise. Furthermore, each group
speaks its appropriate discourse: the traditional-
ists lobby in the international arena for their
rights to nationhood, sovereignty, and to be
guardians of their own lands, while the ‘modern-
ists’ lobby nationally in Ottawa for funding
opportunities.

Nuxalk society is thus divided, both verti-
cally and horizontally, into a complex matrix of
competing views. Because of this ‘multivocality’
of the Nuxalk community, I wonder if it is it
possible to find the ‘cultural match’ insisted
upon by Cornell and Kalt, between the institu-
tions of self-government and those of economic
development.

‘Culture Matters’

Successful tribal economies stand on the
shoulders of culturally appropriate institu-
tions of self-government that enjoy legiti-
macy among tribal citizens. Given a
diversity of Native cultures and circum-
stances, tribes are challenged to equip
themselves with institutions (e.g., constitu-
tions, economic systems, etc.) that fit their
unique societies (Harvard Project).

Culture emerges from the writings of Cor-
nell and Kalt as the most important factor for
economic development, and the most difficult to
satisfy. They acknowledge that culture and its

role in development is not easily quantified, nor
can it be universally applied to aboriginal com-
munities; it is very complex and situation-
dependant. They note the difficulties which any
culture has in adaptation, so they ask for “capa-
ble government and nongovernmental social
institutions” (Cornell & Kalt, 43) which can
resolve all conflict, and supply “adequate” and
“appropriate” (Cornell & Kalt, 45) development.
In their view, the fundamental challenge in
matching economic models with First Nations
communities lies in reconciling two differing sys-
tems of social organization, and engineering a
“cultural match” (Cornell & Kalt 2, 12) between
each First Nations institution of governance and
economic development. Cornell and Kalt insist
that “unless there is a fit between the culture of
the community and the structure and powers of
its governing institutions, those institutions may
be seen as illegitimate, their ability to regulate
and organize the development process will be
undermined, and development will be blocked”
(Cornell & Kalt, 8).

However, Cornell and Kalt overlook (or
choose to ignore) this crucial aspect of First
Nations’ culture: the ‘individual’ does not have
the centrality for many First Nations that it does
for Westerners, or for capitalist theory. For
example, in the Nuxalk culture of Bella Coola,
British Columbia, where I am both working in
the community and continuing my field research
on economic development of First Nations peo-
ples, the family unit is the basic social unit, and
individuality exists only in the context of kinship
obligations. As Professor Tuhiwai Smith, a
Maori educationalist, puts it:

The individual, as the basic social unit
from which other social organizations and
social relations form, is another system of
ideas which needs to be understood as
part of the West’s cultural archive. West-
ern philosophies and religions place the
individual as the basic building block of
society. The transition from feudal to capi-
talist modes of production simply empha-
sized the role of the individual (Smith,
49).

Cornell and Kalt also insist that recognition
of authority is required if strong leadership —
another identified ingredient in economic success
— is to be achieved. Focusing on leadership,
Cornell and Kalt argue that sovereignty alone is
not a key to economic success; tribes need good
managers. The ideal, they say, is a “strong chief
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executive” (Cornell & Kalt, 32) whose decisions
are accepted by the community. However, in
some contexts — the Nuxalk being no exception
— this leadership model simply does not have
relevance, whether it is stable or not. As Boldt
says, “Traditional Indian leadership grew out of
social systems that were organized around
extended kinship groups, whose relationships and
duties were defined by custom and whose cul-
tures were essentially communal.... Thus the
dichotomy of ‘rulers’ and ‘ruled’ did not exist
between leaders and members” (Boldt, 118–19).

Where the idea of ruler does not exist, Cor-
nell and Kalt find (predictably) that the business
model has not functioned well: for example, in
tribes like the San Carlos Apache, or the Pine
Ridge Sioux, who have a tradition of independ-
ence “rooted in kinship units” (Cornell & Kalt,
33). Similarly, Nuxalk culture, being traditional
hunter-gatherers (including fishing), is histori-
cally egalitarian with a tradition of hereditary
chieftainship, and so lacks a tradition of hierar-
chical or western-style leadership and obedience.
The idea of a “strong chief executive” is not
culturally appropriate for the Nuxalk Nation —
nor, I suspect, for many other First Nations
Canadians with similar historical ways of life and
consequent social organization. Local Bella
Coola historian Cliff Kopas puts it this way:

A chief was shown great respect, had
extensive privileges within the tribe but
had no great authority. If he decided to
go to war, his subjects were not obliged to
follow him and, if they did, no penalty
was meted out if they decided at any time,
even in the heat of battle, to leave him
and go home. This resulted in lack of
leadership in war and lack of anything but
the most primary of planning in their
expeditions (Kopas, 172).

Traditional First Nations societies (particu-
larly hunter-gatherers) are essentially opposed to
the very conditions of industrial development:
the accumulation of wealth, growth and West-
ernized notions of ‘progress’. Acceptability of
these ideals, intrinsic to westernized economic
success, does not dovetail with First Nations
ways of life. Furthermore, the myopic view of
the world that a society must take in order that
these conditions take hold (acceptance of the
use of natural resources for economic gain, the
resulting environmental degradation and stratifi-
cation of society, to name a few), is not
congruent with their cultures.

Cornell and Kalt’s ‘cultural match’ sounds

easy to achieve, yet the forces against a valid

match, as I have described, are complex and

pervasive. The creation and implementation of

governmental legislation, which re-creates and

circumscribes the very terms of ‘culture’ itself, is

what Cornell and Kalt therefore prescribe. How-

ever, this prescription is an example of what

Merlan calls a ‘mimetic creation’. While Merlan

describes the mimetic demands of the Australian

government on Aborigines in the process of

their land claims, she may well be describing

what Cornell and Kalt are calling for in aborigi-

nal economic development, that it:

...[be] given a fresh form of existence, and
indeed considerable material realization,
through the invention of the legislation
and an associated, complex bureaucratic-
administrative machinery. It is also widely
assumed that this machinery should be
indigenized, run insofar as possible by
Aboriginal people, and on organizational
bases that some hope may also be seen as
indigenous, or at least contrasting distinc-
tively with the way other, non-indigenous
institutions are run. It is an important and
widely shared assumption that this process
be seen as one of reclaiming, giving land-
tenure legitimacy in a new context, finding
and rescuing from devaluation something
already there (Merlan, 235).

Merlan refers to the theoretical work of

Bourdieu, and his notion of the objectivizing

moment of cultural maintenance, “in which

some aspects of present and past life are crystal-

lized as ‘cultural’” (Merlan, 226). She explains

how this objectivization results in a complex

feedback loop of representations, often mimetic,

which “come to play a material role in the shap-

ing of Aborigines’ lives. Aboriginal people, of

course, participate in these processes in various

ways” (Merlan, 226). The same is true among

North America’s First Nations. The very terms

of cultural identity — the land, the law — are

offered to them as part of the “trick” of cultural

match. Lamenting the economical failure of cer-

tain Sioux reserves, Cornell and Kalt draw the

lesson: “The trick is to invent governments that

are capable of operating effectively in the con-

temporary world, but that also match people’s

ideas — traditional or not — about what is

appropriate and fair” (Cornell & Kalt 2, 24).
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Multivocality Matters

First Nations people are enmeshed in forces
which create cultural mis-matches, and which
actually work to encourage ‘ineffective’ business
institutional development. Many of these forces
are cultural, arising out of their egalitarian soci-
ety which allows for, and possibly even encour-
ages, ‘multivocality’ — a concept alien to the
Harvard Project. For example, from the begin-
ning of my fieldwork, through my preliminary
email contact with two Nuxalk men — one a tra-
ditionalist and the other not — I was made
aware of at least two differing views on eco-
nomic development of the Nuxalk. Once I began
my fieldwork in the Bella Coola Valley, this
knowledge rapidly expanded, encompassing the
‘vocalities’ of the people. I now realize there are
many differing views in the community with
regard to how economic development should
proceed, and this has led to my use of the term
‘multivocality’.

Some of this multi-vocality is an unwelcome,
recent imposition. Many voices speak at First
Nations, as well as from within their communi-
ties. For example, the Canadian federal govern-
ment speaks to First Nations in at least two
voices: one voice is for the traditional hereditary
government and deals with land claims, while
another voice is for their own Band Council
government system (largely an administration for
distributing money). In addition, historically the
government has used different voices (or
rhetorics), speaking now of assimilation, now of
equality and tolerance, now of fiscal stringency
(Boldt, 115). Of course, the hidden agenda
remains the same: “the ‘national interest’ imper-
ative” (ibid.). It is therefore not surprising that
on the reserve there are many examples of con-
flicting values. Even without focusing on efforts
at economic development, it is clear that the
intervention of the federal government has cre-
ated an ongoing clash of value systems and con-
tinues to support this division through various
mechanisms. A result of this intervention in
Nuxalk society is that community relations
between the modernists and the traditionalists
are often divisive and destructive.

The practical result of all these conflictual
ideological demands and role models is paralysis,
both psychic and social — what Elsass, a Danish
Professor of Health Psychology, calls a “schizo-
phrenic situation” (Elsass, 230). How can anyone
reconcile environmental guardianship with a

resource-based, profit-driven, westernized notion
of economic development that does little more
than pay lip service to the idea of ‘sustainable
economic development’? How can anyone create
a cultural match between a hegemonic society
which reveres individual success, and one which
values community and equality? First Nations
people are being repeatedly told to be dichoto-
mous (economically profit-driven but in an ‘egal-
itarian, environmentally conscious’ way), until
they come to reflect what they are being told, in
all its contradictoriness. Furthermore, because
their numbers are small and resources are few,
many First Nations peoples have neither the
time nor the energy to ponder the images they
are being encouraged to adopt, in order to sort
or rank them in a pro-active way. The exception
is the international arena, where the Nuxalk, for
example, have been outspoken and active in
campaigning to save their forests, stop fish farm-
ing, etc. However, even this international success
is seen in a different light back in Nuxalk terri-
tory; some Nuxalk as well as non-Nuxalk see
these ‘successes’ as barriers to their economic
development. This is a practical example of the
multivocality of their culture. It is also a practi-
cal example of the result of the ‘schizophrenic
demands’ placed upon the Nation by various
outside interests.

Conclusion

I have not been able to find in Cornell and
Kalt’s writings any allowance or response to
tribal ‘multivocality’ in their advocacy of ‘cultural
match’. On the contrary, the tribes which they
regard as economically successful are ones that
have “a centralized government operating under
a single chief executive and a one-house legisla-
ture without an independent judiciary” (Cornell
& Kalt, 18). These tribes, they say, have a
better ‘fit’ for economic success; the cultural
match is easier to accomplish because this hier-
archy is similar to the dominant hegemony —
that is, ‘uni-vocal’ and hierarchical. Indeed, Cor-
nell and Kalt identify less economically success-
ful tribes as those which “may include
decentralized authority or identity, regional or
clan-based government, or political power
founded on religious belief” (ibid.). They con-
clude that these tribes which have “greater diffi-
culty” in governance need “constitutional
reform” as the “appropriate first step toward
sustainable economic development” (ibid.).
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Why do Cornell and Kalt resist the fact that
some cultures are egalitarian and ‘multivocal’?
Why do they, along with the dominant hege-
mony, presume that univocality is a reasonable
request, even when their own culture fails to
achieve it? As Elsass observes, “To demand unity
of other peoples is unwarranted when our own
society and institutions are split into multiple fac-
tions” (Elsass, 231). Cornell and Kalt’s Harvard
Project is one more univocal formula, imposed
from without and encouraging yet more mimesis
and fracturing First Nations society. What Cor-
nell and Kalt are participating in is further pro-
mulgation of the social mimesis that Merlan
finds so deplorable. Their version of ‘cultural
match’ amounts to a demand that First Nations
develop “machinery [that is] indigenized, run
insofar as possible by Aboriginal people, and on
organizational bases that some hope may also be
seen as indigenous, or at least contrasting dis-
tinctively with the way other, non-indigenous
institutions are run” (Merlan, 235). The ‘culture’
in Cornell and Kalt’s ‘cultural match’ is nothing
more than politically correct rhetoric glossing
over very real, perhaps intractable, issues.

Even Boldt admits “the bottom line ... that
Canada will not redesign its industrial society to
make room for the traditional ways of Indian
life.” (Boldt, 196). Like Cornell and Kalt, he
acknowledges that “the challenge of living and
surviving as Indians is to reformulate the ancient
customs and traditions without compromising the
enduring truths” (Boldt, 198). But, unlike Cor-
nell and Kalt (and their “trick”), he argues that
any solution must involve a system of economic
development based on community rather than
on the western individualistic model: “The first
step in [First Nations’] quest for self-government
should not be to take over the existing colonial
political and bureaucratic institutional structures,
but to engage their people in planning and
developing political and administrative structures
and norms consistent with traditional philoso-
phies and principles, i.e., structures that will
empower the people...” (Boldt, 141).

Rupert Ross presents the challenge:

How does the general unwillingness of
white society to acknowledge that North
American Indians have different values
and institutions that have not lost their
relevance and application despite five hun-
dred years of cultural and technological
advances, bear upon the affairs with the
First Nations peoples? The answer is

clear: as long as the governments and the
agencies of this country fail to recognize
that many original peoples of this country
still cling to their different values and
institutions, and so long as they insist
that the original peoples abandon their
ancestral heritage and embrace European
culture, so long will penalties be uncon-
sciously imposed upon the Natives and
injustices and injuries be committed. And
so long as the government and the offi-
cials of this country continue to act as
if the original peoples are the only ones
in need of instruction and improvement,
so long will suspicion and distrust persist
(Ross, ix).

Until institutions are able to disengage, gen-
uinely ask the simple question, “How can we
help?” and be willing to accept and act on the
answer in the spirit of a partnership of equals,
they will never be more than meddlers in the
affairs of First Nations, driven by an unspoken,
unacknowledged agenda of continued control. As
I see it, that crucial step back will be our only
step forward.
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AS IF
CULTURE MATTERS

Inuvialuit Wild Game Harvesting, Community-
Based Economic Development, and Cultural

Maintenance in the Western Arctic

Martin Whittles

Recent ecological and economic change has
exerted profound pressures upon circumpolar
Native peoples. For the Inuvialuit Inuit in the
Western Arctic, the impact has been especially
severe. Specifically, the Inuvialuit of Banks
Island, Northwest Territories have witnessed an
inversely-functional ecological relationship
between Umingmuk (Arctic Muskoxen) and
Tuktu (Peary Caribou): the intense population
growth of the former has been linked to criti-
cally declining populations of the latter — the
traditional staple of the Inuvialuit. Acutely dwin-
dling caribou herd populations have required a
virtual cessation of caribou hunting, with con-
comitant negative economic and nutritive effect.
Moreover, following the European Parliament
ban on the importation of wild fur in the 1980s
and the declining export market for Inuvialuit
Tiriganniaq (white fox) fur stocks, family cash
incomes continued to decline, further eroding
the self-sufficiency of Inuvialuit hunters and fur
trappers.

In response to tandem crises, current
Inuvialuit subsistence on Banks Island is being

drawn from muskox hunting, and for almost a
quarter century a successful community-based
project to harvest and market muskox meat,
horns, hides, and quiviut (textile-grade soft body
hair) for international export has afforded com-
munity-wide wage employment. Unique among
development schemes in the Arctic, however, is
the value that local and regional Inuvialuit polit-
ical and economic agencies place upon not only
the creation of much-needed local jobs and com-
munity cash-flow, but on specific strategies to
successfully embed renewable resource develop-
ment within traditional Inuvialuit culture. To
date, muskox harvesting on Banks Island has
supported the continuation of traditional pat-
terns of community resource sharing, maintained
the seasonality of renewable resource harvesting,
and actively promoted the practice and preserva-
tion of traditional Inuit land-based skills and
knowledge to a new generation of Inuvialuit.

Introduction

Twice yearly over the last two decades small
groups of up to a dozen Inuvialuit men have
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ventured by snowmobile from Sachs Harbour,
the only community on Banks Island, in the
near total darkness of the polar night witnessed
400 miles (650 kilometres) north of the Arctic
Circle. They have spent up to ten days on
the tundra in temperatures often dipping to
below �30�, and returned to the community
slowly driving ahead of them herds of several
hundred Umingmuk (tundra muskox, Ovibos

muschatus). Directed toward a set of temporary
corrals located three kilometres from the com-
munity, an equal number of Inuvialuit men (and
recently women) wait in a set of heated canvas
tents that have been designed and erected as a
portable Arctic abattoir. There they slaughter up
to 100 muskox per day and butcher, inspect,
package, and freeze the wild game meat in
preparation for air transport to Inuvik, south of
the Arctic coastline. From there the quartered
muskox carcasses travel by truck to custom meat
jobbers in southern Canada, for further packag-
ing and export to the U.S., Europe, and the Far
East. Originally marketed under the product
name of Niqqi — good food or nourishing food —
and advertised abroad as haute cuisine with
names such as ‘Estouffade of Arctic Muskox’
and ‘Arctic Muskox Brochette,’ muskox has
become the new Banks Island cash crop. In
recent years Hills Foods Ltd. of Coquitlam, has
promoted the product in southern Canada and
beyond with considerable market success and in
1996, Culinary Team Canada brought interna-
tional notoriety to Arctic wild game by winning
a gold medal at the Berlin World Culinary
Olympics for their hot entrée using wild muskox
meat (Hills Foods, Ltd., 1997).

The most westerly island in the Canadian
north located in the Beaufort Sea in the Arctic
Ocean, north-east of the Mackenzie River Delta,
and with a landmass in excess of 70,000 square
kilometres, Banks Island is the third largest land-
mass in the Canadian Arctic archipelago. It
enjoys a particularly diverse arctic environment,
including an abundance of marine wildlife and
the largest single herd of muskox in the world,
encompassing perhaps as much as one-third of
the planetary population. It hosts the largest
nesting population of Kanguq (Lesser Snow
Geese, Chen hyperborea) in the Western Arctic
and the most fertile Tiriganniaq (white fox,
Alopex lagopus) population in the hemisphere.
The Inuvialuit whose name means the real people

in their language, Inuvialuktun, have long made
the Beaufort Sea and Mackenzie River Delta

region of the Western Arctic their homeland,
nurturing a unique Inuit identity (Alunik,
Kolausok, and Morrison, 2003). Yet, for much of
the past 3,500 years, Banks Island remained
uninhabited, most recently remaining isolated
from the mainland for nine of the last ten centu-
ries. It was only in 1917 that the Alaskan-born
Inuvialuit hunter Natkusiak, whose anglicised
name was Billy Banksland after the island he
later colonised, in his motor schooner North Star,
undertook an exploratory expedition to Banks
Island. When he returned to the Canadian main-
land four years later with news of bountiful hunt-
ing and trapping there, he inspired a handful of
coastal Inuvialuit trappers to attempt the return
journey across the Beaufort Sea to Banks Island
in search of new opportunities. In so doing,
Natkusiak’s successes in opening an Arctic sea
bridge heralded the dramatic Native (re)settle-
ment of Banks Island. By 1920, a nascent Native
community obtained a toehold on the island,
with Inuvialuit hunters and their families trapping
in winter, and returning by private schooner to
the mainland trading houses at Aklavik and
Tuktoyaktuk in the summer to market their fox
furs and replenish over-wintering supply stores.
Since then, Sachs Harbour (Ikaahuk, or literally
the place where people cross over to), has been
the only settled community on the island. With a
2004 population of about 120, the most northerly
and remote community in the Northwest Territo-
ries is the home community to both the descen-
dants of the original Inuvialuit trappers and Inuit
newcomers who began arriving from Alaska and
Victoria Island until the 1960s.

From the late 1920s and the formation of
the permanent community of Sachs Harbour
(named after the schooner Mary Sachs used by
Vilhjalmur Stefansson, leading one of the parties
of the 1913–1918 Canadian Arctic Expedition)
through the arrival of the RCMP and the strik-
ing of a permanent detachment there in 1953,
the Banks Island Inuvialuit were among some of
the most prosperous Inuit in the Canadian Arc-
tic. As late as the 1960s they lived not unlike
their forebears: they harvested plentiful but spe-
cific resources for local consumption and for
trade and sale. During this time, most Inuvialuit
families spent lengthy portions of the year hunt-
ing, fishing, and trapping travelling considerable
distances between a series of family-operated
seasonal camps and supply caches dispersed
across the island, following annual harvesting
cycles. The annual cycle commonly included
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polar bear hunting with the return of sunlight in
February and March, fishing at freshwater inland
lakes in March and April, harvesting snow geese
in April and May, hunting seals and whales as
coastal sea retreated in July and August, and
fishing and hunting caribou as fall and winter
approached. The principle cash crop was derived
from trapping white fox, a season that usually
began after Christmas and continued until spring.
Through the Inuvialuit participation in the white
fox industry, Sachs Harbour became “the most
outstanding example of a successful trapping
community in northern North America, and per-
haps the world” (Usher, 1971a: 1). Until 20
years ago, trapping furs provided Inuvialuit fami-
lies with access to the resources they required to
remain economically self-sufficient, yet afforded
them the opportunity to do so within a tradi-
tional cultural framework of living from the
bounty of the land while remaining largely free
of dependency on wage labour employment or
government social assistance schemes.

However, in the 1980s, following the rise of
the animal-rights movement and the activities of
anti-fur organisations, the livelihood of the
Inuvialuit was directly and externally threatened.
A series of outright prohibitions on the importa-
tion of wild, trapped fur enacted by the Euro-
pean Parliament from the late 1970s, and the
associated dramatic collapse of the European
and southern fur markets, left many Inuvialuit
families suffering financial hardship from the
loss of what was often their only significant
source of cash income. For the first time in
many people’s recollection, the Banks Island
Inuvialuit lost much of their independence, with
the very real prospect of financial ruin. Families
who had commonly realised cash incomes of
$CDN40,000 to $CDN70,000 from trapping
white fox, faced the prospect of cash incomes of
near nil. The loss of cash flow further imperilled
the Inuvialuit by undercutting access to
resources they required for subsistence hunting
and fishing. Many Inuvialuit left Sachs Harbour
in search of wage-labour employment on the
mainland, and the population plummeted almost
40%. Those who remained faced the dim possi-
bility of surviving on meagre monthly govern-
ment assistance allotments, with seemingly little
hope of ever regaining any sustainable level of
self-sufficiency and independence. This situation
was as rapid and dramatic as it was personally
distressing and marginalizing for members of a
community deeply rooted in cultural notions of

autonomy and self-sufficiency. Further, as gov-
ernment transfer payments were calculated and
disbursed at levels of minimal provision, most
Inuvialuit lost control over the resources neces-
sary to maintain existing equipment or to obtain
the equipment essential to a hunting and fishing
lifestyle. Broken and worn-out equipment could
no longer be replaced and many Inuvialuit were
in effect removed from seasonal subsistence har-
vesting, essentially finding themselves marooned
in the community, relying on processed food
imported at great expense from the South. In
short, many Inuvialuit who lost the cash income
from trapping that had been used to purchase
snowmobiles, fuel, rifles, boats and motors, fish-
ing nets and other such provisions, simply could
no longer afford to pursue traditional subsis-
tence activities. To this day, many Inuvialuit
recount with sadness and bitterness the
difficulties they faced responding to rapid and
dramatic changes in their lives, directed by
political and philosophical events from afar.

Until the mid-1980s, the staple of the
Inuvialuit had been Tuktu (Peary Caribou,
Rangifer arcticus pearyi, Rangerfer tarandus

pearyi). Once plentiful throughout the Canadian
Arctic, caribou was a fountain of material for
the Inuvialuit: the species provided meat for
human and canine consumption; bones and offal
were used for the manufacture of tools and
equipment; and hides were sewn into clothing
and tents. More recently meat continued to be
consumed and hides were sold for cash to fur-
trading houses. Since the 1980s, caribou — like
other species of Banks Island big game, includ-
ing polar bear and muskox — have became an
indirect source of cash income for the Inuvialuit
who have taken to offering their services as pro-
fessional big-game guides for American and
European recreational hunters in pursuit of
game trophies. However, from about 1980 cari-
bou populations began to decline dramatically —
slowly at first, later more swiftly. One estimate
suggested that numbers of caribou outrightly
crashed from 12,000 in 1972 to 8,000 in 1980
(Urquhart, 1993: 4). Other studies identify that
numbers fell from 9,000 in 1971 to less than
1,000 two decades later (Hrynyshyn, 1991: 7;
Community of Sachs Harbour, 1992: 59). During
the mid-1990s, numbers hovered between 300
and 500, and since 1998 an estimated herd of
436 has rebounded to 1,196 in 2001, probably
due to relaxed Inuvialuit hunting (Parks Canada,
2002; Environment Canada, 2004). The ecologi-
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cal, economic, and cultural results of such a
population crash were alarming in the extreme.
In response to this potential ecological disaster,
the Banks Island Inuvialuit agency responsible
for monitoring and managing game stocks, the
Sachs Harbour Hunters’ and Trappers’ Council
(HTC) established restrictions on caribou hunt-
ing. By 1990, and the continued downward slide
in caribou numbers, the HTC imposed a virtual
caribou moratorium. The results were nothing
short of staggering: where 306 caribou had been
taken annually a generation earlier (Usher,
1971b: 71), only 20 caribou kills were licensed in
1992: less than one caribou was taken for every
seven Inuvialuit on the island, a figure twenty

times less than that for other comparable Inuit
communities in the region (Inuvialuit Game
Council, 1993). At the household level, the new
restriction amounted to a near abatement: two
decades earlier, families entirely reliant upon
caribou meat would take upwards of 50 animals
per year (Usher, 1971b: 73), whereas by 1992
they were effectively rationed to one caribou,
per household, per annum. The situation became
so critical that the Sachs Harbour HTC was
also regularly compelled to import caribou car-
casses taken by Inuvialuit hunters from near
the coastal community of Tuktoyaktuk, on the
Arctic mainland. Flown into the community at
considerable expense by HTC-chartered aircraft
— and distributed free to all community mem-
bers, with preference shown to locals Elders —
the imported caribou meat has become seen as
the only alternative for many Inuvialuit who
have a strong taste and cultural preference for
caribou meat. Additionally, the collapse in cari-
bou numbers also crushed the Banks Island
sport hunt industry for the several Inuvialuit
men who drew considerable cash income from
organizing and delivering guided trophy hunts
for non-Native sport hunters. Yet, where previ-
ously trophy hunters had often ventured to
Sachs Harbour to undertake big game sport
hunts in the autumn and spring seasons, often
specifically to hunt caribou, or perhaps under-
take a combined caribou-polar bear hunt, the
HTC moratorium restricted sport hunting con-
siderably and dissuaded many potential trophy
hunters.

A number of explanations have been
cited for the caribou population collapse, yet the
issue of causality remains moot (see: Urquhart,
1973, 1993; Wilkinson, Shank, and Penner, 1976;
Vincent and Gunn, 1981; Gunn, Shank, and

McLean, 1991; Hrynyshyn, 1991; Biddlecomb
and Klein, 1992; Gunn, 1992; Staaland and
Olesen, 1992; Muskox Management Workshop,
2001). One explanation offered by Inuvialuit
Elders posits that caribou herds collapsed in
response to the eruption of the Bank Island
muskox population that had increased from near
nil to 34,000 in the two decades prior to 1984.
However, this ebullition was not regarded as
any sort of windfall by native hunters: for many
Inuvialuit the meat of the muskox remains
undesirable and tasteless to local palates and
many community Elders continue to avoid the
personal use of muskox meat, often commenting
that they find it to be “tasteless — it just doesn’t
taste like good meat,” “has no good fat on it”
and that it is “only good for dog feed.”

By 1990 the outlook for the Inuvialuit
seemed grave. First, the community of Sachs
Harbour found itself surrounded by bountiful
numbers of white fox, for which local hunters
and trappers had been led to believe for more
than a half-century there was a near insatiable
world-wide demand, yet for which fickle fashion
and the fleeting philosophy of international ani-
mal rights activists had ensured no substantial
market remained. Secondly, the only valued local
staple, Peary Caribou, had suffered a seemingly
irretrievable population crash, and hunting was
all but prohibited. Thirdly, muskox populations
had exploded, but far from a staple windfall
for the Inuvialuit, the increase offered only a
marginal utility. Cruelly it seemed, aside from
the artificial collapse of fox trapping, the very
species for which there was neither marked tra-
ditional use, nor a viable cash-market demand,
were available in considerable, indeed frighten-
ing, abundance, while the one species culturally
and nutritionally fundamental to the way of
life of the Inuvialuit was in critically short
supply.

Meanwhile, the cash costs of living in Sachs
Harbour continued to climb: Canadian cost of
living differentials, baselined at 100.00 reached
165 locally in 2004, while the fixed price index,
baselined in Yellowknife at 100.00, rose from
126 in 1992 to a new high of 188 in 2004
(Whittles, 1995: 114; GNWT Statistical Pro-
files, 2004). Employment offered only diminish-
ing buffers. Where Sachs Harbour showed a
community employment rate of 47.6% in 1986,
by 2004, the rate had dropped slightly to 46.6%,
and the Aboriginal-only employment rate
registered at 42.3% (GNWT Statistical Profiles,
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2004). Thus a series of ecological and economic
transformations had, in a period of less than
a decade, inextricably altered the way of life
of the Banks Island Inuvialuit and compro-
mised their independence as a people. Sachs
Harbour was becoming a ‘have not’ northern
Native community (Bone, 2003:98).

Three Millennia of Muskox Harvesting

on Banks Island

There is evidence that aboriginal peoples have
hunted muskox on Banks Island for over 3,400
years. Pre-Dorset sites have been found to con-
tain muskox bones indicating small-scale harvest-
ing by palaeo-Eskimo populations from 1,400 BC
(Hickey, 1979; Arnold, 1980; Will, 1984; Gunn et
al., 1991). While later Inuit occupation of Banks
Island appears to have been episodic, evidence
indicates that successive populations also used
muskox as a foodstuff and a source of domestic
raw material (Will, 1984). While current popula-
tions are estimated to be nearly 70,000, scarcely
less than 50 years ago muskox were a demo-
graphic rarity on the island. Prior to that, early
European expeditions to the region curiously
noted that there were few, if any, muskox to be
found on Banks Island (Whittles, 1992, 1994).
Later still, Vilhjalmur Stefansson, leading one of
the parties of the 1913–1918 Canadian Arctic
Expedition that crisscrossed Banks Island com-
mented: “We soon came to the conclusion that
.... polar oxen were now either rare or extinct in
our immediate vicinity” (in Barr, 1991: 58). Later
expeditions recorded a similar scarcity of muskox.
In fact, studies conducted well into the 1950s
noted occurrences in only single digits. Yet from
the mid-1960s, numbers appeared to increase at
such a dramatic rate as to be virtually inexplica-
ble: from 60 in 1963 to 800 in 1967, 1,800 by
1974, 20,000 by 1980, 25,000 by 1985, in excess
of 34,000 by 1989, to over 60,000 recorded by
census in the spring of 1992 (Barr, 1991: 61–62;
Gunn, Shank, and McLean, 1991: 188–89; Ron-
deau, 1992: 4.). As late as 2001, an island-wide
survey revealed a muskox population of 68,788
(Annual Report of Research and Monitoring
in National Parks of the Western Arctic, 2002).
When combined with the dramatic crash in
caribou populations, the net result was twofold:
first, at the very least, the Inuvialuit would
be required to re-focus their domestic hunting
activities away from caribou in favour of muskox
as a default staple. Secondly, it led many

Inuvialuit to consider the possibility of commer-
cially harvesting muskox.

The Banks Island muskox harvest formally
commenced in the spring of 1981 (Latour, 1987:
265). Initially a semi-commercial effort to pro-
vide muskox meat for the Inuvialuit and others
living in the Western Arctic, it later expanded to
supply rapidly developing international markets.
The Beaufort Sea-Mackenzie River Delta com-
munities of Inuvik, Aklavik, Holman Island, and
Tuktoyaktuk all received muskox meat distrib-
uted under the aegis of the business division the
Committee for Original Peoples’ Entitlement
(COPE) — the vanguard of the later Inuvialuit
Final Agreement and precursor for the
Inuvialuit Regional Corporation (IRC). Meat
was distributed and marketed by Ulu Foods
Limited, an aboriginal country food outlet in
Inuvik, and shipped from there to the communi-
ties of Aklavik and Tuktoyaktuk for retail sale
(Urquhart, 1982:19). Quotas of approximately
150 animals were easily met in eight to ten days
of hunting. Muskox were harvested during the
last week of April and the first week of May,
from separate sites — all within 100 kilometres
of Sachs Harbour (Latour, 1987: 265). Between
1981 and 1983, muskox was similarly harvested
in numbers of 260, 96 and 83 respectively
(Tessaro et al, 1984: 177; Rondeau, 1992: 6).
From 1987 onwards, harvesting has proceeded
sporadically in autumn and late winter (Fraser,
McLean, and Nagy, 1991; GNWT, Wildlife and
Fisheries, Economics, Muskox, Sachs Harbour,
2002; GNWT, Wildlife and Fisheries, Harvest
Levels, Muskox, Sachs Harbour, 2002).

The harvests were successful on a number
of levels. Local employment provided cash
income of upwards of $2,500.00 per hunter for
the approximately 10 Inuvialuit hunters who
each tracked, culled, and butchered the product
in situ on the tundra, finally transporting the
dressed carcasses from the habitat to Sachs Har-
bour for later air transport to Inuvik (Eli
Nasogaluak, personal communication). Addition-
ally, the economic value to Sachs Harbour HTC
of the 470 muskox harvested between 1985 and
1987 totalled $117,600 — clearly a significant
resource for a community of 130 (Gunn et al.,
1991: 191). Responsible for almost every aspect
of the harvests, the HTC, an Inuvialuit politi-
cal body locally elected and represented, held
and continues to hold the ongoing mandate
to manage and conserve the wildlife habitat
of Banks Island. Matters pertaining to the har-



vesting of muskox were for the most part locally
controlled: harvesting areas and seasons were
defined, quotas determined, techniques and skills
shared, and local hunters were invited to partici-
pate. In this way, Inuvialuit community-based
decision-making directed the development and
management of a local renewable resource-base
activity, and the traditional knowledge and
expertise of the community was combined with
local consensus to generate a policy for the har-
vest in order better to serve the needs of the
community and its members, and to ensure the
preservation of the habitat for future genera-
tions of Inuvialuit (Whittles, 2004). Finally, the
benefits of commercial harvesting that were real-
ised at individual and family levels should not
be overlooked. Muskox harvesting was not a dis-
crete economic or cultural activity: while actively
scouting or herding muskox, many herders used
their time on the tundra and their knowledge
of the habitat to track the movements and activ-
ities of other possible prey species, thus satisfy-
ing their own hunting requirements simultaneous
with earning cash wages. The connections to tra-
ditional subsistence hunting did not end with the
harvest itself, as following work on the harvest
many Inuvialuit returned to these areas in order
to satisfy their own dietary requirements, or
serve the country food needs of family and rela-
tives. Thus the early harvests enabled local hunt-
ers to augment their subsistence activities with a
desperately needed cash income, all the while
promoting and directly supporting independent
hunting and fishing activities. Additionally, the
harvests provided other Inuvialuit communities
with a culturally valued meat supply, while also
giving residents of Sachs Harbour access to the
by-products of harvesting required to make
hide sleeping skins, clothing, sled dog food, in
addition to other raw materials necessary for
handicraft production.

The Banks Island Commercial Muskox

Harvest

Since 1990, and in response to a burgeoning
international demand, the products of the Banks
Island muskox harvest have been made available
outside the Western Arctic. Yet, control of the
harvest demonstrably remains within Inuvialuit
hands. The harvest itself is directed by a number
of Inuvialuit governing bodies including the
Inuvialuit Regional Corporation, the Inuvialuit
Development Corporation, the Inuvialuit Game

Council, and a number of joint Inuvialuit-
Government of the Northwest Territories com-
mittees. During the early 1990s, meat was mar-
keted by Umayot, An Inuvialuit Company, a
branch of the Inuvialuit Renewable Resource
Development Corporation, however, for over a
decade marketing has been a joint venture of the
Inuvialuit Regional Corporation and the Sachs
Harbour Hunters’ and Trappers’ Committee.

In the early 1990s, the commercial harvest
began to expand in order to meet market
requirements (Inuvialuit Regional Corporation,
Annual Report, 1992: 12). The autumn harvest
of 1991 took approximately 1100 animals, pro-
ducing almost 180,000 pounds of high-grade
meat — much of it for international export. The
spring harvest of 1992 processed about 1,792
animals (Wildlife Management Advisory Council,
NWT, 1992/93) for a total annual harvest in
1991–1992 of 2031 muskox. Almost 1,800 ani-
mals were taken in the autumn harvest of 1993
(GNWT, Wildlife and Fisheries, Harvest Levels,
Muskox, Sachs Harbour). Since then, harvests
for export have occurred in 1997–1998, 1999–
2000, 2001–2001, and 2002–2003. Typically in
October and February, a group of about ten
men using all-terrain vehicles or snowmobiles
herd the muskox from the habitat into corrals
and finally to a modern portable abattoir located
near Sachs Harbour for processing. Before the
harvest begins, Inuvialuit hunters often spend
considerable time travelling on the tundra in
order to locate herds, track movements, and
determine the herd sizes of harvestable muskox,
but also using the opportunity to hunt or track
other animals for their own subsistence needs.
This initial phase requires them to travel widely
across the vast expanse of island, a trip that can
often last a fortnight or longer; however, many
informally explore areas of the island known to
contain muskox for a month or more previously.
Once the critical number of animals has been
located, the drive to Sachs Harbour follows. As
the journey to the abattoir can take upwards of
two to five days, some hunters travel to pre-
determined locations where overnight corrals are
located and undertake maintenance work there
in preparation for the arrival of the driven herd.
Later, harvesting parties return to drive herds
to the abattoir where they are maintained prior
to processing. In an assembly-line system con-
tained within two large Quonset-style tents —
each about four metres wide by about 15 metres
in length — animals are processed ready for
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inspection by a certified Agriculture Canada vet-
erinarian, and ultimately for shipment to south-
ern markets. At the abattoir, crews consisting of
15 to 35 Inuvialuit are employed for almost a
month to kill the muskox, skin, clean, and dress
the carcasses, trim excess and those portions
unfit for export, then proceed to section, pack-
age, weigh, and store the frozen meat in prepa-
ration for shipment through a series of processes
that are both technically sophisticated and
labour- and energy-intensive. In the early 1990s
additional community-based value-added activi-
ties were developed so that following successful
harvests, additional wage-labour opportunities
exist for three or four Inuvialuit workers
processing the raw hides in Sachs Harbour and
preparing them for transport to facilities in
southern Canada and the United States.

During the harvest, and in keeping with tra-
ditional Inuvialuit practices, as much as possible
of each animal and associated by-products are
used. As the primary cash-crop products of the
harvest, meat, guard hair, and hides are
exported, and raw horns have been independ-
ently marketed by a Sachs Harbour Elder.
Excess, trimmed, and lower-grade carcass sec-
tions are stored in middens outside of the pro-
cessing tents. During the harvest, many
Inuvialuit arrive at the abattoir with snowmo-
biles and komatiks (ladder-like freighter sleds) to
transport the surplus meat to the community,
where it is shared throughout. Additionally, what
little meat is not approved by a federal meat
inspector and any other residuum is also fed to
local sled dogs, thus providing another resource
to the community: a directly and easily available
source of dog food in considerable quantities
that seasonally frees Sachs Harbour hunters
from the considerable burden of hunting in
order to feed their dog teams.

Harvesting and the Maintenance of

An Inuvialuit Way of Life

For the Inuvialuit of Sachs Harbour, the eco-
nomic consequences of muskox harvesting have
been considerable and varied. In a remote
region which has historically experienced
extremely limited economic diversification, and
which is currently heavily dependent upon the
burgeoning Western Arctic hydro-carbon econ-
omy, economic benefits include:

1. At any given harvest, approximately 25
local Inuvialuit secure short-term wage
labour: employment is generated for about
ten herders and 15 harvesters. For
instance, during the autumn 1992 harvest,
each of the two herding parties comprised
five men, and the abattoir was staffed by
twelve men and three women. The impact
of 25 seasonal employment positions on
the local economy is little short of pro-
found. Statistically, in 1992 a total of 56 of
the Inuvialuit adults of working age living
in Sachs Harbour were available for work
in full- and part-time wage-labour employ-
ment, of which 28, or precisely 50%, were
so engaged (18 full-time and 10 part-time
positions). Thus, in offering seasonal work
to 25 of the 28 Inuvialuit adults in Sachs
Harbour who were otherwise unemployed,
the harvest provided short-term employ-
ment for 90% of those in the community
who did not otherwise have full- or part-
time wage labour employment (Whittles,
1994, 1996).

2. At the October harvest in 1991, individual
herders earned approximately $4,800 and
abattoir harvesters over $5,400 for between
three and four weeks work, where wages
totalling more than $120,000 were paid by
the Inuvialuit Regional Corporation
through the now discontinued business
Umayot, An Inuvialuit Company. Yet, by
the early-winter harvest of 1999 and follow-
ing a cessation in harvesting of two years,
Banks Island operations had expanded to
employ 35 workers from Sachs Harbour,
and the Inuvialuit communities of Holman,
Tuktoyaktuk, Paulatuk, and Inuvik for two
months during that harvest. Fully 1450 ani-
mals were processed and exported in that
enterprise, generating about 126,000 kilo-
grams of meat with a commercial value of
CDN$450,000.

3. A successful harvest based in Sachs Har-
bour requires the skills of a number of
non-Inuvialuit workers — including govern-
ment wildlife biologists and an Agriculture
Canada qualified veterinarian, abattoir
maintenance workers, and other specialised
personnel. Their economic impact on the
local economy cannot be overlooked, as all
are boarded in facilities in the community
of Sachs Harbour. The services necessary
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to accommodate up to a dozen non-
Inuvialuit for periods of up to eight weeks,
twice a year, were and remain substantial
to the economy of Sachs Harbour — a
community that due to the sheer remote-
ness of location does not see considerable
economic benefit from tourism or other
visitor traffic. Additionally, those Inuvialuit
not directly involved with the harvest are
often offered paid-service and wage-labour
opportunities as innkeepers, cooks, house-
keepers, cleaners, and general support staff
during the course of the harvest. The
direct injection of cash into the local econ-
omy by way of provisioning hostel and pri-
vate residential boarding facilities, service
sector wages, and cash realised through the
locally owned and operated Ikaahuk Co-op
community store (groceries for workers’
meals, fuel for abattoir equipment and
heating, etc.), and other local concerns,
remains considerable. The harvest also pro-
vides direct and indirect employment for a
number of Inuvialuit in regional communi-
ties throughout the Beaufort Sea — Mac-
kenzie River Delta region as much of the
infrastructure necessary for the harvest is
provided by the Inuvialuit Development
Corporation (IDC), based in Inuvik. A
division of the Inuvialuit Regional Corpora-
tion, IDC is responsible for arranging the
transportation of both muskox meat and
hides from Sachs Harbour to Inuvik, fur-
ther product processing, and for world-wide
product marketing. The ground services
that were provided at Inuvik airport for
the approximately 30 round trip air-freight
flights from Inuvik to Sachs Harbour
during the 1999 harvest are but one
example of the regional economic spin-off
of the Banks Island harvest project.

4. The harvest indirectly injects considerable
revenue into the local economy and pro-
vides opportunities for those Inuvialuit not
personally affiliated with the harvest, and
often too aged or infirm to participate
directly. The raw horns of processed
muskox have been marketed to southern
art and handicraft houses by a Sachs Har-
bour Elder for between $200 and $250 per
set. In the 1990s, a number of Banks
Islanders, including two male Elders,
derived a cash income from carving unsold

horns, which they marketed directly to
southern and international Native craft gal-
leries for between $500 and $1,200 per
carving. From hide remnants Inuvialuit
women have made mukluk leggings, slip-
pers, animal dolls, hats and mittens for
domestic and local use as well as handi-
crafts for sale, also marketed through
southern galleries. These products remain a
valuable source of cash income for a num-
ber of families, and generate significant
income for several elderly Inuvialuit house-
holds: one Elder grossed approximately
$10,000 in 1992 alone from the sale of her
handicrafts and clothing.

5. Perhaps one of the most valuable cash
products from muskox is qiviuq or quivuit,
the soft, down-quality body hair of the ani-
mal. As a textile, qiviuq offers warmth
many times that of sheep’s wool, and is
considerably softer than cashmere. As
approximately three pounds of qiviuq is
obtained from each adult muskox, several
tonnes of the so-called ‘muskox down’ and
outer guard hair are produced from each
of the larger harvests. Processed qiviuq has
been marketed through an Inuvialuit
Development Corporation subsidiary in
Whitehorse, Yukon that developed markets
in Japan, Europe, and North America
(Down North: The Qiviuq Company Prod-
uct Catalogue). A number of local women
have generated income from washing, card-
ing, and spinning the wool in order to knit
mittens, hats, scarves, neckties, and sweat-
ers, all of which command a premium price
in southern markets. In the autumn of
1992, two local women completed a techni-
cal education course in custom-garment
knitting for export, and soon began gar-
ment production. Qiviuq, which sold for
$135 per raw pound in 1989, often fetched
prices upwards of $40 per 100 grams ($182
per pound) carded, washed, and spun into
fibre in the 1990s. Although Banks Island
raw qiviuq is currently being exported to
Peru where it is manufactured into exotic
clothing and handicraft items, finished yarn
currently sells for $26 per 25 gram skein
(US$468.00 per pound); retail outlets in
Alaska currently offer quiviut yarn for
US$28.00 per ounce (US$448.00 per
pound). It bears noting that when I lived
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in Sachs Harbour and worked on the abat-
toir line, a number of Inuvialuit jokingly
commented that it seemed quite ironic to
them, and an echo of the fur trade of days
long gone, that — to non-Inuvialuit con-
sumers, at least — the exterior covering of
the muskox had become more valuable
than the meat itself.

Muskox Harvesting and Inuvialuit

Cultural Maintenance

The muskox harvest not only provides opportu-
nities for a diversified Inuvialuit economy, but it
promotes the importance of traditional patterns
of community resource sharing, maintains the
seasonality of renewable resource harvesting, and
actively fosters (and rewards) the practice and
preservation of traditional Inuit land-based
skills and knowledge for a new generation of
Inuvialuit in the following ways:

1. Muskox harvesting provides economic
opportunities for Sachs Harbour Inuvialuit
who generally have not had access to full-
time wage-labour employment and who
wish to remain full-time hunters. Cash real-
ised is used to cover day-to-day living
expenses and to clear outstanding debts at
the Ikaahuk Co-operative shop. In direct
support of traditional subsistence activities,
it provides much of the cash necessary for
Inuvialuit to acquire snowmobiles, sleds,
tents, rifles, boats and motors, and to pur-
chase fuel, ammunition, and food. The pur-
chase of equipment and provisions not only
contributes to (indeed, ensures) the contin-
ued independence of Inuvialuit hunters, but
it also prepares many men with the finan-
cial liquidity to offer their services as tro-
phy-hunt guides and to operate sport hunt
outfitting enterprises from Sachs Harbour,
an activity that is becoming increasingly
important to the local economy:

In 2002–2003, 93 guided sport hunts were
conducted for muskoxen in the Northwest
Territories. Of these, 44 were on Banks
Island, 7 on northwest Victoria Island,
and 42 on the mainland (Inuvik and
Sahtu regions). Guided muskox hunt[s]
cost approximately $3000 US. Thus 93
guided sport hunts generate approximately
$279,000 US ($372,000 CDN) in outfitting
fees in the NWT in 2002–2003. This value
excludes dollars spent on airline tickets,

hotel accommodations, meals, and local
purchases of arts and crafts (GNWT,
Wildlife and Fisheries, Economics,
Muskox, Sachs Harbour).

2. Harvesting allows Inuvialuit hunters to
work when they require employment
income most, yet remain available for ‘on-
call’ subsistence-based hunting and fishing.
In short, a successful subsistence career
requires that the hunter have the opportu-
nity to track animals as the weather, sea-
sons, and herd movements dictate.
Conditions in the Arctic vary greatly from
season to season, even from day to day.
Windows of opportunity are often unpre-
dictable and successful hunters must
respond rapidly and competently to local
seasonal, climatic, environmental, and fau-
nal conditions. As seasonal employment
lasting less four to eight weeks, perhaps
twice per year, and unlike full-time wage
labour employment, muskox harvesting
does not exert profound or continued limi-
tations onto the lives and livelihood of
Inuvialuit hunters. Rather than constraining
Inuvialuit life ways, the harvest serves as
a vehicle to support many Inuvialuit to
obtain the equipment and resources neces-
sary to pursue a traditional lifestyle, and to
maintain a high level of economic inde-
pendence. As such, the harvest provides
greater economic flexibility and independ-
ence for many Inuvialuit than they might
otherwise realise from the often uncompro-
mising cultural interference of full-time
wage labour employment, all the while
ensuring their freedom to remain full-time
and successful hunters.

Moreover, muskox herding and meat
processing in late autumn and late winter
takes place at times when other Inuvialuit
activities associated with the economy of the
land are at low ebb: average daily tempera-
tures are statistically nearest the yearly low
at the beginning and end of the winter dark
period (November and February). Tradition-
ally, men would be travelling on the tundra
and engaged in fox trapping activities during
these periods; currently, however, in the
absence of opportunities for profitable fur
trapping, some of the coldest temperatures
of the year combine with seasonally low
photoperiod values to keep many Inuvialuit
from their land-based subsistence pursuits.
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As a result, most locals prefer instead to
hunt or fish closer to the community during
the mid-winter period. Yet it is precisely
during this time that both seasonal muskox
harvests take place. Preceding or following
traditionally intense periods of hunting and
fishing, muskox harvesting consequently nei-
ther coincides with nor contradicts peak
subsistence production periods, so Inuvialuit
hunters participating in the harvest do not
forgo culturally valuable and economically
vital hunting opportunities whilst employed.
They do, rather, engage in employment at
either or both harvests in order to secure
access to the necessary cash income to clear
debts from the preceding season of hunting,
or to sponsor approaching expeditions, or
both.

3. Wild game harvesting — unlike most wage-
labour jobs held by Inuit in the Canadian
Arctic that exist within the category of oil,
gas, mining, construction, and government
service — demands a level of specialised
traditional skill and indigenous technical
knowledge only to be found in within the
Inuvialuit population. Moreover, without
the Inuvialuit, the harvest would be des-
tined to failure: Inuvialuit employed posses
a set of near priceless traditional and non-
traditional skills indispensable in locating
and herding the muskox, as well as pro-
cessing them in the abattoir. Inuvialuit
locate and herd the animals (in the dark-
ness of the polar night) on the tundra,
navigating and surviving on the land at two
of the most severe climatic periods of the
Arctic year. They successfully drive the ani-
mals towards the community abattoir rely-
ing upon their traditional knowledge of the
habits and behaviour of muskox — knowl-
edge that is also deployed by Inuvialuit
cullers and butchers during processing. In
this way then, the harvest not only utilises
Inuit skills as such, it recognises and vali-
dates these skills as valuable and therefore
essential to a successful harvest.

4. The harvest has offered seasonal employ-
ment opportunities to upwards 90% of the
Inuvialuit who do not enjoy access to full-
or part-time wage labour employment.
Through the muskox harvest, the people of
Sachs Harbour are able to provide a com-
modity for which there is a considerable

market, from a resource which is commu-
nally held and eminently renewable. In
return they invest in their traditional sub-
sistence-based way of life while injecting
cash into the community, enabling it to
retain its independence. Thus a highly spe-
cialised cash-crop product is harvested in a
culturally conducive and socially sustainable
fashion and is converted it into a valuable
source of income in a region which itself
has cash-intensive requirements.

5. The Banks Island harvest generates a prod-
uct for which there is no current significant
competition anywhere. Additionally, it is
product realised from a richly renewable
resource. In terms of the sustainability of
the harvest, the current Banks Island
muskox population is in excess of 68,000;
thus a yearly harvest of 2,000 to 5,000 ani-
mals represents the removal of between
three and seven per cent of the herd —
minimal when consideration is made for
the fact that the herd has consistently
reproduced itself every five years (Whittles,
2004). Renewable resource management on
Banks Island requires the rigorous and
careful direction of the Sachs Harbour
HTC, in an ongoing process that continues
to employ and validate the formidable body
of Inuvialuit traditional knowledge through
a traditional consensus-based decision-
making process.

6. Through wild game harvesting the
Inuvialuit of Sachs Harbour have realised
what Lyck (1990) describes as the fifth,
and final, phase of political and economic
evolution in the Arctic. Preceded by phases
of international (non-Inuvialuit) exploita-
tion of marine mammals, of military dis-
covery and use of the Arctic, by the ‘public
concern’ phase, and finally, the national
exploitation of oil, gas, and other minerals,
the Inuvialuit have finally achieved for
themselves a more integrated and diversi-
fied economy — yet one “in which indige-
nous people are seeking their own rights,
influence and autonomy” (ibid.: 310).

7. On the surface, it might appear that the
Inuvialuit have become involved in a
wholly new type of economic endeavour:
muskox harvesting uses thoroughly modern
technology, those who participate receive
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hourly wages for their labour and, on a
larger scale, harvesting produces a cash
commodity for foreign markets. However,
rather than an example of a transformed
economy, muskox harvesting is better
understood as a new aspect of the what I
have termed the economy of the land

(Whittles, 1995) that illustrates the plurality
and flexibility of economic activities avail-
able to the Inuvialuit, focusing upon the
dominance of subsistence pursuits and the
Inuvialuit harvest of the rich resources of
Banks Island so as to ensure their maxi-
mum personal, family, and community
independence. More importantly, like tradi-
tional hunting, fishing, and trapping,
muskox harvesting remains an enterprise
that does not depart from the scope of
traditional Inuvialuit economic activity;
nor is it a new, and therefore synthetic,
category of endeavour. Rather, it is a ven-
ture that is clearly integrated within
Inuvialuit notions of the economy of the
land, and one that ensures some degree
of the continuity of a traditional Arctic
community.

Conclusion and Discussion

Circumpolar peoples comprise a distinct category
of economically challenged indigenous popula-
tions, often inhabiting a specific niche that often
includes restricted settlement on lands of mar-
ginal utility, ethnic encapsulation, political impo-
tence, and cultural stigmatisation. Comprising
the “Fourth World,” (Manuel and Poslums,
1974), they often encompass minute populations
of reindeer herders, subsistence hunters and
fishers, fur trappers, and wage labourers in the
non-renewable economies of gas, oil, and min-
eral extraction. Circumpolar peoples are often
located (or re-located) upon economically mar-
ginal land. Primary and secondary industry has
generally not been historically viable in these
regions. Requisite conventional economic infra-
structure rarely exists in many locations and raw
materials and energy sources are often scarce
or available only at a premium, while the dis-
tance to potential markets often makes transpor-
tation costs prohibitive. Levels of education and
marketable skills are frequently not available
in required numbers or standards and most
circumpolar communities, while often suffering
marked levels of over-crowding given the num-

ber of available residential units, are often
small-scale settlements physically remote from
larger, urban markets. Additionally, techniques
of production and the cultural impact of the
establishment and maintenance of new industry
is often disruptive to small-scale, subsistence-
based rural populations.

Numerous Northern economic development
schemes attempted in the past have involved the
promotion of non-renewable resource extraction
industries, often including ventures which are
generally bound to mercurial world market
prices. In the case of renewable-resource indus-
tries, they too are bound by supply-demand fluc-
tuations in external markets, which themselves
are coupled to fickle trends in fashion and
dietary éclat. In addition, many projects are
defined, implemented, and managed by central-
ised governments and tend to be inefficient,
under-capitalised, and rarely prove to be either
sustainable or profitable. In this light, the
uniqueness of the Banks Island muskox harvest
is clear. In the final analysis, perhaps Mark Hills
of Hills Foods Ltd. best captures the opportuni-
ties arising from the Banks Island harvest,
“Their community has new employment, the
muskox herd is receiving the culling wildlife
experts deem healthy, and gourmets, chefs, res-
taurateurs, and those who desire natural,
organic, flavourful protein are being satisfied”
(Hills Foods, 1997).
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BOOK REVIEW

Water and Fishing: Aboriginal Rights in Australia and Canada
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Yale D. Belanger

The Supreme Court of Canada in 2000 upheld Aboriginal fishing rights flowing
from historic Treaties signed between the Míkmaq and the British in 1760–61,
a decision that was immediately condemned by non-Aboriginal fishers. Minor
altercations followed cultivating more violent confrontations that resulted in
Aboriginal fishers being shot at. In an insightful article by Paul Fitzgerald, a
senior level Public Affairs Officer for Saint Mary’s University in Halifax, the
author expressed his concern with the “manner in which the complexity of the
Marshall Decision was dramatically simplified in a one-sided way for popular con-
sumption,” and how Aboriginal people were, despite Supreme Court vindication,
depicted by the Canadian media as criminals for fishing out of season. This
event effectively introduced to the Canadian public the idea of Aboriginal water
and fishing rights and the difficulty involved in reconciling these rights with
contemporary government policies.

Aboriginal water and fishing rights is an area of study that has been recently
embraced by indigenous scholars internationally and is one of significant impor-
tance. In the introduction of Water and Fishing: Aboriginal Rights in Australia and

Canada, the editor Paul Kauffman posits, “Does granting rights for Indigenous
people necessitate limiting the rights of others? Can protecting or re-instating
Indigenous people’s rights to waters or to fishing lead to a more harmonious
society and better protection of the environment? What do Indigenous people
want? What is the law? And what is the practical situation in Australia and Can-
ada where the situation of Indigenous people has much in common?” These and
other salient questions provide the foundation for an extended discussion about
Aboriginal water and fishing rights in Australia and Canada, an all too often
ignored aspect of traditional Aboriginal economies, and one that requires further
academic investigation and legal clarification.

Kauffman, who has managed Indigenous land, heritage, and cultural pro-
grams in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission and who has held
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senior government and academic positions, assembled a collection of 15 essays
developed by 14 academics, lawyers, and community leaders. The final edited
compilation is an important and varied collection that reveals the varied dynamics
Aboriginal leaders in Australia and, to a lesser extent, Canada must contend with
in what has become an age of contested water and fishing rights. The prescribed
intent of the book is to act as “a resource to Indigenous people, the general
public and others who will work on these issues in the future,” a lofty goal that I
believe Kauffman reached.

In what is at times a highly technical read, the level of detail is impressive
and the analyses offered telling. The contributions are for the most part legal cri-
tiques of existing legislation and government policies in both countries. What is
unique in most of the chapters is the sense of relevancy and urgency engendered
vis-à-vis the authors’ discussion of issues that will soon become both public and
politically-charged debates. Most authors included discussions about the difficul-
ties facing Aboriginal people in their drive to see historic water and fishing rights
entrenched, and the positive and negative outcomes of various political strategies
are also discussed by highlighting policy and legislative outcomes and how these
ideas continue to fuel debate. Unfortunately, for a book that purports to offer a
comparative study of Canadian and Australian Aboriginal fishing and water rights
issues, Canadian issues take a definite back seat to Australian concerns. Included
is one brief comparative essay examining Aboriginal fishing rights in Canada and
Australia and two essays discussing the Aboriginal fisheries experience in Canada,
generally, and specifically how the Inuit navigate political currents in their quest
for improved access to fish stocks of the Arctic seas.

As is often the case with compilations, Water and Fishing is at times uneven.
The quality of the fourteen essays is undeniable as the contributors endeavour to
capture for the reader the Aboriginal experience in both Canada and Australia.
The compilation is laden with theoretical analyses that at times makes for a diffi-
cult read for those unfamiliar with Australian and/or Canadian legislation in rela-
tion to Aboriginal fishing and water rights. For specialists in the field, however,
this compilation is a must.

This volume’s intended audience is primarily academic and in particular it
would be of interest to graduate students or specialists in the field and from
other related disciplines. Due to its precise legal nature this book is not recom-
mended for those seeking a quick and painless overview of the issues. The cali-
bre of scholarship is significant and its appeal would quickly be lost to lower
division students and the general public.

NOTE

1. Paul Fitzgerald, “Fishing for Stories at Burnt Church: The Media, The Marshall Deci-
sion and Aboriginal Representation,” Canadian Dimension 36, no. 4 (July/Aug 2002),
29–32.

Yale D. Belanger
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CONCLUSION
Land. Labour. Capital.

David Newhouse

We have land. We have plenty of labour. We have capital, both financial and

intellectual and we know how to get more. We have a strong desire to create

better lives for ourselves. We have a developing institutional infrastructure and

capacity. capable of encouraging and supporting the development of our commu-

nities in many areas: economy, health, education, social welfare, culture. The

decade since the release of the Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal

Peoples has seen an explosion in the number of small businesses started by

Aboriginal peoples. The organizations we created are starting to effect change

within our communities: employment rates are up slightly in some areas, house-

hold incomes are slowly moving away from being primarily government transfer

payments; high school retention and graduation rates have improved. Progress is

slow and many still live in poverty and on the margins of society. Many live in

substandard houses; Many don’t have good access to clean drinking water or reli-

able sources of energy to heat and light their homes. The relationship between

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples is still problematic on many fronts. There

is still much work to be done to improve the material quality of life in this

country for many of us.
It is easy to focus on the problems. They are real. They affect the lives of

many every day. They can be overwhelming. It is the work of each and every one
of us to work to solve them; to create the partnerships that are necessary and to
effect social change that allow for greater life choices. The recommendations of
the Royal Commission on Aboriginal people form a solid basis for moving for-
ward. In moving forward, we must not ignore some of the very real changes that
have occurred over the last three decade, some stimulated by the work of the
Royal Commission.

We, in conjunction with the courts, have shifted the self government debate
from being about the right to govern to being about how to govern. The philo-
sophical debate about the right to self government was over with the adoption of
the Penner Report in 1985. After its adoption, it was not a question of whether
or not we as Aboriginal people had a right to govern themselves but in what
form and with what powers. We are now debating details, a debate that will last
forever if Canadian experience is any indication. We have been engaged in a
debate about powers and jurisdictions, lands and resources over the last 25 years,
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a debate that is about regaining control over our lives and lands. And for the
most part, we are winning the debate for greater control.

The legacy of the last 25 years is this: We have regained confidence in our-
selves. We again believe that we can do things for ourselves and that we can
affect our future. In the economic development arena, we argued for a compre-
hensive approach to development, we argued for self-determination, we argued
for Aboriginal capital corporations, increased loan funds, equity contributions and
loan funds, among other things. And in part the government listened and started
to respond. Our voices were heard and listened to. We have effected change of a
fundamental kind. We are creating the foundation for a modern aboriginal soci-
ety. One that is confident, aggressive, assertive, insistent, and desirous of creating
a new society out of Aboriginal and western ideas.

The next twenty years is a critical time for Aboriginal individuals and com-
munities. During this period, much of basic structures and processes of Aborigi-
nal life will be modified and placed under aboriginal influence: Aboriginal
governance will become a social and political reality. A confident, aggressive,
savvy, educated experienced leadership has emerged over the past two decades
who know how to push hard and get what they want. Behind them are thousands
of young students who are in post-secondary education institutions across the
country and who over the next decade will move into positions of leadership in
many communities. These people are determined, well-educated, courageous and
want the world to different for them and their children.

These youth see increased Aboriginal self-government as within their grasp:
they will have experienced aspects of it: in education, in health care, in economic
development, in social work, in housing, in cultural programs, in language train-
ing and education. It is this desire to experience more that is the fundamental
change. It leads to a new aboriginality.

This aboriginality is defined by what I call: post-colonial Indian conscious-
ness. Post-colonial Indian consciousness is a fundamental condition of modern
aboriginal society. It is a society that is aware that it has been colonized in many
ways; a society that is aware of the implications of its colonization and which is
choosing deliberately, consciously and systematically to deal with that colonization.
It is a society that is coming to terms with what has happened to it. Post colonial
Indian consciousness will the defining force within aboriginal society over the
next generation. No where is this more evident than in the economic sphere.

One of the most difficult challenges we face will be fostering the develop-
ment of positive public attitudes towards us, our institutions and our govern-
ments. RCAP recommended that there be major public education effort aimed at
helping Canadian citizens to understand aboriginal aspirations, cultures, communi-
ties and ways of living. This is an area that is still sadly neglected.

Now that we have land, labour and capital, perhaps some will listen more
closely. I hope that the next issue devoted to the state of the aboriginal economy
will have a very different set of results of report.

David Newhouse
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Submission Guidelines

The Journal of Aboriginal Economic Development is a peer-reviewed journal for
practitioners and scholars working and researching in areas relevant to Aboriginal
economic development. Its intent is to explore ideas and build knowledge in the
field of Aboriginal economic development theory and practice. The journal prefers a
broad interpretation of research and knowledge and encourages a wide variety of
forms of contributions in this area.

JAED features four sections: Learning from Experience, Lessons from Research,
Reviews of Current Books and Literature, and Toolkits — each with its own edi-
tor(s). Please send five copies of your manuscript. Contributions may vary in length,
depending upon the section they are written for. We are looking for submissions in
the range of 20–25 pages, or about 5,000 words for research papers, book reviews of
about 1,000 words, and experience sections of about 2,000–3,000 words. Manuscripts
submitted should be single spaced with 1.5 inch margins all around and page num-
bers at the bottom middle. The title page should indicate the section for which you
are submitting. All identifying information should be restricted to this one page.
Review for publication will take approximately 6–8 weeks from time of receipt.

Manuscripts should be sent to: JAED (CANDO@edo.ca), CANDO, 9635 — 45
Ave., Edmonton, Alberta, T6E 5Z8. A copy of the final revised manuscript, in
Microsoft Word® format, saved on an IBM-compatible disk should be included with
the final revised paper copy. Research submissions should conform, where practical,
to the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (4th edition),
however the journal is flexible in its format and encourages creativity and innova-
tion.

Submission of a manuscript implies commitment to publish in the journal. Sub-
mission to JAED implies that the manuscript has not been published elsewhere, nor
is it under consideration by another journal. Authors who are in doubt about what
constitutes prior publication should consult the editor.

Learning from Experience from practitioners, academics, consultants and execu-
tives include interpreted case studies, evaluation and commentary on popular and
current approaches and tools of Aboriginal economic development, advocacy of par-
ticular approaches and solutions, successful or failed efforts, and the identification of
important economic development problems that are in need of solutions.

Lessons from Research from academics features scholarly inquiry, debate and
commentary on how we frame, perceive, interpret, research and contribute to the
field of Aboriginal economic development.

Reviews of Current Books and Literature features recent literature exploring
aspects of economic development relevant to Aboriginal peoples.

Toolkits showcases practical articles that contain information and tools useful to
practitioners in their day-to-day activities.
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